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Women in the Pre-Modern Arabic Islamic Tradition

Marlé Hammond

Prelude

In the autumn of 1989, when | was in my final year of a bachelor’s degree at
Columbia University in New York City, a banner was hung at the top of Butler Library
featuring seven names of great women writers:

Sappho, Marie de France, Christine de Pizan, Sor Juana Ines de la
Cruz, Bronte, Dickinson, Woolf

They were meant to form an alternative canon, vying for supremacy with the eight
ancient Greek and Roman male authors whose names are permanently engraved on
the facade of the building: Homer, Herodotus, Sophocles, Plato, Aristotle,
Demosthenes, Cicero, Vergil. At the time | appreciated the feminist gesture but
bemoaned the eurocentrism of the list. Where is al-Khansa’?, | thought. Even at this
relatively early stage of my Arabic literary education, | took the fact that she was
overlooked as an affront.

More than three decades later, | look back upon the list beginning with Sappho with
less consternation. Instead, | gloat, for it seems to me that its creators strained to
compile it. To find seven classic female authors— or nine, as the name Bronte stands
for three individual authors — they had to comb through multiple European cultures
and languages, and to draw from a host of eras right up through to modernity.
Imagine, by contrast, how easy it would be to create such an alternative canon in
Arabic. | can see their names now:

al-Khansa’, Layla al-Akhyaliyya, ‘Ulayya Bint al-Mahdri, Wallada Bint
al-Mustakfi, Nazhiin, Taqiyya al-Siriyya, ‘A’isha al-Ba‘uniyya.

These women span three continents and approximately nine centuries, but they are
united in their language of expression, and they all impose themselves on our
consciousness from the depths of history. What European literary tradition can
compete with the likes of that?



Four Environments

Where did all these women writers come from? Given the sheer volume of literary
texts recorded in Arabic, it is safe to say that they came from all over the Arabic-
speaking world. However, due to processes of preservation and canonization, there
are four areas and epochs which seem to have been particularly rich: Pre- and Early
Islamic Arabia, Umayyad Arabia and Syria, Abbasid Irag and Islamic Iberia. Allow me
to describe each of these environments in turn.

Pre- and Early Islamic Arabia

In the predominantly oral society of pre- and Early Islamic Arabia, where poetic
composition required neither literacy training nor the instrument of a pen, and where
poetry functioned as a communicative register accompanying all kinds of human
interactions, be they private or public, it is safe to assume that women uttered verses
in all manner of genres. They would employ rhyme and meter to comfort and amuse
their children, to flirt with love interests, and to scold their husbands — to name just a
few examples. We have specimens of women’s bawdiness, their invective and their
praise. Yet the genre with which women of this era are most associated is elegy
(rith@’), and more specifically, lamentation or elegy for the dead. Often the beloved
deceased is a fallen warrior, a father, a brother or a son, whose qualities the poet
enumerates. Poems of this type are called maréathr (sing. marthiya) and their
performance would seem to have had musical qualities such that the Abbasid
philosopher al-Farabr (d. 950) situates them as a form of ‘complete’ (or vocal)
melody, which is distinct from straightforward song on the one hand, and the
incantation of poems and the Quran on the other.! Theories abound as to why
women found a niche in the elegy. Some have postulated that it suited their feminine
temperaments. Others have argued that women played an important role in restoring
a sense of order to a bereft community. Still others have pointed out that the
association is a distorted one: we cannot assume that women composed more
elegies than other types of poems, but rather only that their elegies, as sublimations
of patriarchal discourse, were the poems that were mostly likely to be selected for
preservation by men. Moreover, many would say, it is wrong to see the elegy as a
female genre when most of the extant elegiac compositions of this era were male-
authored.

Within the framework of the marthiya, pre- and early Islamic women explored many
themes and topoi. Thus, although their corpus is often bound to one genre, their
longer poems often demonstrate a topical versatility which is similar to that of the so-
called polythematic gasida. The elegy, as it foregrounds the admirable qualities of
the deceased, almost by definition contains panegyric within it, a fact which was
observed by Ibn Rashiq (d. 456 or 463/1063 or 1071), who suggested that the only
difference between the two genres was that in one case the subject is dead.? Beyond
praise (madh), the marthiya also often contains wisdom (hikma) and incitement to
war (tahmis) and to blood vengeance (tahrid). Moreover, the opening of the marthiya,
in which the poetic persona often beseeches her eye or eyes to cry, has sometimes

1 Al-Farabr, Kitab al-mdsiqr [al-misiqa] al-kabir, eds. Ghattas ‘Abd al-Malik Khashaba and Mahmud
Ahmad al-Hifn1 (Cairo: Dar al-Katib al-"Arabrt, 1967), 68.
2 Ibn Rashiq, al- ' Umda fi sina ‘at al-shi‘r wa-nagdih (Cairo: Matba“at al-Sa‘ada, 1907), 2:117.
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been likened to the nostalgic prelude (nasib) of the gasida, perhaps because of the
posture of weeping often assumed in the latter, as made famous in Imru’ al-Qays’
mu ‘allaqa.

The names of scores of women poets, and the verses of countless anonymous
women, have come down to us from this period. Identifiable poets include the pre-
Islamic al-Khirniq and Dakhtanis, but the towering figure is the mukhadrama al-
Khansa'. Al-Khansa' is, and always has been, a canonical poet. Her diwan and its
multiple commentaries circulated widely in the medieval era, and, in his Tabaqgat
fuhdl al-Shu‘ara’, Ibn Sallam al-Jumaht (d. 232/846 or 47) features her prominently
in his chapter on elegists, seemingly placing her second only to Mutammim ibn
Nuwayra.® Another noteworthy figure from the pre- or early Islamic era is a certain
Su‘da bint al-Shamardal. Although we know next to nothing about her, her elegy for
her brother As'ad is included in the Asma ‘iyyat.* Thus, she, too, has secured a
position at the heart of the Arabic poetic canon.

Umayyad Arabia and Syria

The early Islamic and Umayyad eras withessed a number of developments affecting
women’s verbal expression. Many related to the new value systems that developed
in tandem with the rise of Islam. Some of these values affected women’s daily lives,
such as the tendency for free women to practice veiling and seclusion. Such
practices may have contributed to the diminishment of the woman poet as a public
persona. Her status as elegist was furthermore threatened by the religious
authorities attempts to put an end to rituals of lamentation, especially the activities of
professional female mourners (na’ihat). Ostentatious displays of grief were
considered unseemly. Instead, the bereaved should exhibit a calm forbearance
(sabr) commensurate with the acceptance of God’s will. Indeed, the transition away
from outward manifestations of grief is already observable in a poem by al-Khansa’,
presumably composed after she embraced Islam, where she states:
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‘Forbearance is better than [beating oneself with] sandals and shaven
heads’.®

Despite the apparent demise of the female mourner, a figure at the heart of women’s
Arabic poetic tradition, women’s poetry continues to thrive in many respects, and we
see women branching out into new genres. Particularly noteworthy is Layla al-
Akhyaliyya (d. c. 80/699), whom al-AsmaT is reported to have implied was ‘more

3 lbn Sallam al-Jumahi, Tabaqgat fuhdl al-shu‘ara’, ed. Mahmid Muhammad Shakir (Jedda: Dar al-
Madant, n.d.), 1:203.

4 Al-Asma'1, al-Asma ‘iyyat, eds. Ahmad Muhammad Shakir and ‘Abd al-Salam Muhammad Hariin, 2™
ed. (Cairo: Dar al-Ma‘arif, 1964), 101-4.

5 Abd Suwaylim, Anwar (ed.), Diwan al-Khansa' sharahahu Tha ‘lab Abd I-‘Abbas Ahmad b. Yahya b.
Sayyar al-Shaybani al-Nahwi (Amman: Dar ‘Ammar, 1988), 63.
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poetic’ (ash ‘ar) than al-Khansa’.% Although Layla was also an elegist, composing
many laments for Tawba ibn al-Humayyir, a fellow poet and love interest, she also
ventured into invective (hija’) and boasting (fakhr), and her poems contained many
passages of exquisite description (wasf). She even went so far as to compose a
polythematic panegyric qasida for the Umayyad caliph ‘Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan.’

Another kind of poetry which may be related to migrations occurring as a result of the
Islamic conquests, and which is sometimes associated with women is ‘longing for
homelands’ (al-hanin ila I-awtan). In fact, one of the most celebrated poems of this
genre is attributed to Maysun bint Bahdal al-Kalbiyya, wife of the Umayyad caliph
Muawiya. It begins:®
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Here she prefers tent flaps ruffling in the breeze to the solid walls of a palace. Whilst
the authenticity of the attribution is uncertain, it is generally ascribed to a female
figure.

Further expressions of longing, this time on the theme of chaste love, may be found
in the voices of the ‘UdhrT beloveds, the female protagonists of those tales of
unconsummated, innocent love. It would be a stretch to consider them poets, both
because their verses are scant and because they would seem to be more the
products of folkloric imagination than historical figures. Nevertheless, Buthayna,
beloved of Jamil, ‘Afra’, beloved of ‘Urwa, and Layla al-‘Amiriyya, beloved of Qays,
all frequently have entries in modern dictionaries of ancient Arab women poets.

On the other end of the spectrum, during this period one also finds the poetry of
warrior women, most notably those who fought amongst the ranks of the Khawarij. In
a valorization of martyrdom, the Kharijite poets often express a longing for death.
Such is the case for Umm Hakim where she states:?
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Abbasid Iraq

In Abbasid Irag, as the conventions regulating the segregation and seclusion of
women become quite strict, especially for free-born Arabs, it is the enslaved woman
poet, often of foreign provenance, who emerges as the female wordsmith. It is the

6 Muhammad ‘Abd al-Qahir Ahmad, Fuhdlat al-shu‘ara’ It Abr Hatim al-Sijistani: tahqiq wa-dirasa
(Cairo: Maktabat al-Nahda al-Misriyya, 1991), 129.

7 Ibn Maymin, Muntaha al-talab min ash‘ar al- ‘arab, ed. Fuat Sezgin (Frankfurt: Ma‘had Tarikh al-
‘Uldm al-"Arabiyya wa-I-Islamiyya, 1986-93), 1:43-44.

8 Ibn al-Shajarl, al-Hamasa al-Shajariyya, ed. ‘Abd al-Mu‘In al-Malldht and Asma’ al-Hims1
(Damascus: Mansharat Wizarat al-Thaqafa, 1970), 2:573.

9 Insan ‘Abbas, Diwan shi‘r al-Khawarij, 4" rev. edition (Beirut: Dar al-Shuriiq, 1982), 25 and 142-3.
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voices of concubines, courtesans and entertainers such as singing girls (qiyan) that
are most frequently cited, often in witty exchanges with male elites, notables and
literati. Among the famous enslaved or formerly enslaved women who composed
verse are Dananir, ‘Inan, ‘Arib and Fadl al-Sha‘ira. Paradoxically, perhaps, the
enslaved women, usually called al-jawart, were freer to socialise with men and
engage in the flirtatious and sometimes bawdy banter that was recorded by
eyewitnesses for posterity. Freewomen were expected to have nobler pursuits. It is
telling that the most prominent freewoman among the Abbasid poets, ‘Ulayya the
daughter of the caliph al-Mahdi, is said to have occupied herself with poetry and
song only when she was menstruating and therefore ritually impure. Otherwise, as
tradition would have it, she would pray and study the Quran.1° Equally revealing, and
possibly indicative of a secluded lifestyle, is the fact that she dedicated much of her
amatory verse to two eunuchs.

Situated somewhere between the freeborn (hurra) and the enslaved (jariya) stands
the mawlat (¥ ), the ‘freedwoman’, the ‘non-Arab-Muslim’ or the ‘client’. The mawalr
tended to be new converts to Islam who were adopted by an Arab tribe in a system
of clientage. Literary history is full of male mawarr: Ibn al-Muqaffa‘, Muslim ibn al-
Wald, and Abu al-‘Atahiya, to name a few. But the feminine form of the term comes
up relatively infrequently. Is this because there were fewer mawilat (=Y ) than
mawalr? Or is there some slippage between terms such that the mawlat (3¥ ) is
often labelled a jariya?

Some women of this period, be they free, enslaved or clients, seem to operate
autonomously as poets. That is to say, their poems are not embedded in dialogues
with male personalities and cannot be understood as mere versified interlocutions
subordinate to the promptings of men. Instead, their poems are for the most part
self-initiating. Among the poets who fall into this category are the proto-mystical
figures of Rayhana al-Majntna, a woman from Ubulla known as one of the ‘wise
among the insane’ (‘uqala’ al-majanin), and Rabi‘a al-'Adawiyya, the legendary Sufi
saint. Both these women express devotion to God through the language of love
poetry.

It is clear from the anecdotal literature that by the time the shift from an oral to a
literary culture has taken place, that is to say before the age of codification in the
third and fourth/ ninth and tenth centuries, we may speak of women as writers (that
is to say, with pen and paper) and not just speakers and composers of verse. That
many women were literate is evident by the number of poetic exchanges that are
explicitly reported to have occurred through letters and other written messages.
Moreover, women were not just in the business of composing poetry, they also
composed prose. A certain Qartba Umm al-Buhldl, one of three female scholars
listed in the Fihrist of al-Nadim, authored a work [on grammar?] entitled Kitab al-
nawadir wa-l-masadir.!* Furthermore, there is evidence that the renowned poet and

10 AblG Bakr Muhammad ibn Yahya al-Sall, Ash ‘ar awlad al-khulafa’ min kitab al-awragq, ed. J.
Heyworth-Dunne (London: Luzac/E.J.W. Gibb Memorial Trust, 1936), 55.

11 [Ibn] al-Nadim, Kitab al-fihrist li-I-Nadim, ed. Rida Tajaddud (Tehran: Matba‘at Danishgah, 1971),
53. Note that the attribution of the work is different in the Fligel edition.
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musician Ibrahtm ibn al-Mahdi, who was the son of the caliph al-Mahdrt and brother
to ‘Ulayya, employed a woman named Maymiina as a scribe.!?

Islamic Iberia

Women poets of al-Andalus are often grouped together across dynasties, with many
generalisations applied regardless of dynastic considerations. One finds a kind of
unity of poetic culture in the designation of its place, al-Andalus, and the impact of
the ruling authority, be it that of the Umayyads, the Party Kings, the Almoravids or
the Almohads is secondary. The impression that one often has when perusing
scholarship on the subject is that the women poets of al-Andalus operated with
greater freedom than their counterparts in the Eastern Arab world. This was
especially the case for free-born women, who seemingly had more opportunities to
interact with men, and whose amatory and invective verses often draw on erotic and
raunchy imagery. If we compare the case of Cordoban princess Wallada bint al-
MustakfT with that ‘Ulayya bint al-Mahd, for example, we note that the love poems
the latter addressed to eunuchs, however transgressively gender-bending they may
have been, were the opposite of obscene, whereas the former, when angry with a
lover, the poet Ibn Zaydiin, satirizes him with sexually evocative slurs:3
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This relative freedom is matched by what was apparently copious scribal activity.
One modern author cites a report in an account of Cordoba by a certain Ibn Fayyad
that there were 170 women working as copyists of the Quran in one district of the
city alone.'* Moreover, under the Umayyads, women worked as caliphal secretaries:
1) Muzna (d. 358/968 or 9) worked as a katiba for ‘Abd al-Rahman 11,*> 2) Lubna (d.
394/1003 or 1004), worked as a katiba for al-Hakam ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman,® and 3)
Nizam (dates unknown) worked as a kéatiba for Hisham ibn al-Mu’ayyad ibn al-
Hakam (r. 366-403/976-1013).%7

AndaltisTt women composed poetry in a variety of genres, including love poetry,
satire, panegyric and nature poetry, but there is one form which, irrespective of
authorship, was particularly inclusive of women’s voices. This form is known as the
muwashshaha. Unusually for classical Arabic poetry, it is a strophic, sung form,
consisting of stanzas and having relatively complex rhyme schemes. The final
stanza, which is known as the kharja, and which, unlike the rest of the poem, is

12 Maymiina, identified as ‘katibat Ibrahim ibn al-MahdTr’, appears as the source in an isnad for a
khabar about Ibrahim. See al-Khatib al-Baghdadi, Tarikh Baghdad, ed. Bashshar ‘Awwad Ma ‘raf
(Beirut: Dar al-Gharb al-Islamt, 2002), 11:430.

13 Al-Maqgqari, Nafh al-fib min ghusn al-Andalus al-ratib, ed. Ihsan ‘Abbas (Beirut:
Dar Sadir, 1968), 4:205.

14 Muhammad Kurd ‘Al1, ‘Ghabir al-Andalus wa-hadiruha’, Majallat al-majma " al- ‘ilmr bi-Dimashq 2
(1922), 265.

15 Al-Dabbit, Bughyat al-multamis fi tarikh rijal al-Andalus (Cairo: Dar al-Kitab al-‘Arabr, 1967), 546.
16 |bid, 546.

17 |bn ‘Abd al-Malik al-Marrakusht, al-Dhayl wa-I-takmila li-kitabay al-Mawsal wa-1-Sila, Tome 8, ed.
Muhammad ibn Sharifa (Rabat: Akadimiyat al-Mamlaka I-Maghribiyya, 1984), 2:493.
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composed in colloquial Arabic or sometimes Romance dialect, often occurs as a
guotation of a presence distinct from that of the poetic persona. Frequently this
presence is female. Muwashshahat come in various genres, most notably panegyric
and love poetry. In any case, one often finds that the kharja singer is a beautiful
maiden speaking back to the poetic persona’s desire, either flirting with him or
warding off his advances.

In the realm of the muwashshaha, it seems that women’s voices were not limited to
the kharja speakers. A few women are known to have authored muwashshahat. One
such muwashshaha, by the twelfth-century Granadan poet Nazhin bint al-Qila‘T, is
an exquisitely constructed portrait of an elusive masculine beloved. To my
knowledge, it is the only female authored muwashshaha that is extant.® Another
woman poet who is known to have composed muwashshahat, but whose
compositions in this form are unfortunately lost, is Umm al-Kiram bint Sumadih, the
daughter of a rule of Almeria. A third woman, Qasmina bint Isma‘Tl, is said to have
co-authored muwashshahat with her father, but again, no poems thus attributed have
survived. Indeed, the problem of incomplete literary records is a great one,
particularly in the case of al-Andalus. We know of many women poets, but their
preserved output is rather limited.

Exceptional Women Emerging Elsewhere

Having described these four environments in which women writers, especially poets,
thrived and prospered, it is important to acknowledge that women engaged in verbal
artistry outside these settings and that their legacy cannot be easily contained.
Equally, it must be assumed that there were centers of such activity that have not
been captured here in many parts of the Arabo-Islamic world. Moreover, women, like
men, moved around, calling many places their home. The career of the seventh-
/thirteenth-century Sara al-Halabiyya is a case in point. She hailed from Aleppo and
spent a substantial amount of time in al-Andalus before settling in present-day
Morocco. The opening line of a poem composed for a woman of the ‘Azafi family of
Ceuta easily fits into the longing for homelands (al-hanin ila I-awtan) genre:°
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Another woman straddling continents was the Fatimid poet Tagiyya al-Sariyya (d.
579/1184). She had roots in Sdr, was born in Damascus, and ultimately settled in
Alexandria. Tagiyya similarly expresses longing for her hometown in a seven-line
poem that begins:?°
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18 It may be found in Alan Jones (ed.), The ‘Uddat al-jalts of ‘Al ibn Bishri: An Anthology of Andalusian
Arabic Muwashshahat (Cambridge: Gibb Memorial Trust, 1992), 360-361.

19 |bn al-QadT al-Miknast, Jadhwat al-igtibas fr man halla madinat Fas (Rabat: Dar al-Mansdar, 1974),
2:527.

20 Al-Suydati, Nuzhat al-julasa’ fi ash ‘ar al-nisa’, ed. ‘Abd al-Latif ‘Ashir (Cairo: Maktabat al-Qur’an,
n.d.), 35.
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Also living between Syria and Egypt was the prominent scholar, poet and Sufi mystic
‘A’isha al-Ba‘Gniyya (d. 923/1517), the first woman whose writing is extracted in this
volume. She lived at the tale end of the Mamluk era, and she is the last of the pre-
modern women writers with whose work | am familiar. She penned book-length
works, both poetry and prose. Among her celebrated works are al-Fath al-mubin fr
madh al-amin, a badr’iyya poem in praise of the Prophet Muhammad, al-Mawrid al-
ahna fi I-mawlid al-asna, an account of the life of the Prophet, interspersed with
poems of praise.

A Word About Women’s Prose

Although, when we think of women as ‘writers’ in the pre-modern Arabic literary
tradition, we think mostly of poets, there is a fair amount of women’s prose as well,
especially if we think of prose in the broadest terms, especially when applied to the
oral literature of pre- and early Islamic Arabia, as well as the Umayyad and Early
Abbasid Eras, as non-versified utterances. However, if we are looking for purposeful
prose forms and genres, or, in other words, specimens of prose composed with
some deliberation and with some attention to artistic expression, there is much less
to explore, especially if we exclude the work of ‘A’isha al-Ba ‘Gniyya. Nevertheless,
Ibn Tayfar’'s Balaghat al-nisa’ contains a fair amount. There are multiple orations,
including the speech that Fatima delivered to Abl Bakr and his companions after
being denied the inheritance at Fadak.?! Ibn Tayflr reports on a variety of types of
statements from all manner of women from revered figures in religious history to the
notoriously obscene and most likely folkloric character of Hubba al-Madina. The
book includes poetry, as well as prose, and there are many instances of rhymed
prose (saj’).

Women also composed letters, consisting of prose and/or verse, and some of these
letters have been preserved for posterity. Ahmad Zaki Safwat’s four-volume
anthology of Arabic letters up until the Abbasid period contains some seventeen
letters authored by women.??2 Among them are letters by Na’ila bint al-Farafisa, wife
of the caliph ‘Uthman, Umm Salama and ‘A’isha, both wives of the Prophet
Muhammad, Zubayda, wife of the caliph Haran al-Rashid, and a certain Umm al-
Sharif. There are also anonymous correspondences: a letter by a wife to her
husband, a letter to al-Ma’min by one of his jawari, a letter to Ibn al-Mu‘tazz by a
gayna. Another source of women’s epistolary writing is the chapter on Abbasid poet
and minister lbrahim ibn al-Mudabbir (d. 883 or 4) in al-Isfahant’s Kitab al-aghant.?®
In it one finds eight letters addressed to him which were written by the enslaved poet
and singer ‘Arib. Further letters written by the fouth-/tenth-century Basran courtesan

21 |bn Tayfar, Balaghat al-nisa’ (Beirut: Dar al-Hadatha, 1987), 21-23.
22 Ahmad ZakT Safwat (ed), Jamharat Rasa?il al-CArab (Cairo: Mustafa al-Babrt al-Halabrt, 1937).
23 Abu I-Faraj al-Isfahant, Kitab al-Aghani (Cairo: Dar al-Kutub, 1927-), 22:157-86.
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Zad-Mihr to her owner Ibn Jumhar may be found in al-AbT’s Nathr al-durr.?* Zad-
Mihr’s letters are at times quite raunchy.

In terms of story-telling, there is not much from the pre-modern literary tradition that
we can identify as female-authored, certainly nothing that is fictional. But we do have
a couple of instances of sacred literature recounted by women. The first is ‘A’isha al-
Ba'Uniyya’s aforementioned al-Mawrid al-ahna fi I-mawlid al-asna, which contains
biographical narrative about the Prophet Muhammad. The second is the so-called
hadith al-ifk, ‘A’isha bint AbT Bakr’s account of both the incident that sparked
accusations of adultery against her as well as the Quranic revelation that occurred in
its aftermath. ‘A’isha narrated many hadith texts, but this one is exceptional for its
length and intricate storyline. It may be found in many hadith collections and other
compendia, but perhaps the most exquisitely rendered version of the text is found in
al-Waqidr's Kitab al-maghazi.?> Whilst some question the extent to which ‘A’isha
may be considered the author of this text, given that her voice has been mediated by
transmitters and redactors who wished to represent her in a certain way, in my view,
the text captures ‘A’isha’s storytelling momentum and emotive force at many
junctures and she deserves authorial credit, even if her original statements are
somehow distorted.

Primary Sources

People interested in pre-modern Arabic women’s writing may wonder where to look
for it. Truth be told, it is spread out over a vast tradition, and to get a comprehensive
overview, if such a thing is possible, one needs to peruse a wide variety of sources.
When it comes to poetry, there are not very many women, historically speaking,
whose collected verse amounted to enough to fill a diwéan, al-Khansa” and Layla al-
Akhyaliyya being notable exceptions. One therefore needs to browse through poetry
anthologies and see what'’s there. This can be a frustrating endeavour, as some
anthologies contain little to no poetry by women. The Mufaddaliyyat, a canonical
anthology originally compiled by the second-/eighth-century Kufan transmitter al-
Mufaddal al-Dabbr, includes only one five-line poem by a woman, and she is
anonymous.?® The Asma ‘iyyat, another classical collection anthologised by the
Basran scholar ‘Abd al-Malik ibn Qurayb al-Asma'T (d. 213/828), again contains only
one female-authored poem, but this time the poem is lengthier and its author is
named: this is the aforementioned elegy by Su‘da bint al-Shamardal which runs to
30 lines.?’ In his famous anthology known as the Hamasa, Abt Tammam features
more than fifty female-authored poems and poetic fragments. The Muntaha I-talab
min ash ‘ar al- ‘arab by Ibn Mayman (d. c. 1193) does not contain a lot of women’s
poetry, but it does have three substantial pieces by Layla I-Akhyaliyya, as well as
poems attributed to Jandb and ‘Amra bint al-"Ajlan.

24 Al-Abt, Nathr al-durr, ed. Muhammad ‘Ali Qurna (Cairo: al-Hay’a I-Misriyya |-‘Amma li-I-Kitab,
1985), 4: 264-271.

25 Al-Waqidr, Kitab al-maghazi, ed. Marsden Jones (London: Oxford University Press, 1966), 2:426-
435.

26 Charles James Lyall (ed.), The Mufaddaliyat: An Anthology of Arabian Odes (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1918-1921), 2:549-551.

27 See note 4 above.



Then there are several classical works dedicated to women, free or enslaved, that
include samples of texts and anecdotal information. These include Riséalat al-qiyan
by Al-Jahiz, (d. 255/868 or 9), the aforementioned Balaghat al-nisa’ by Ibn Abt Tahir
Tayfar (d. 280/893), which was originally part of a larger work called Kitab al-manthar
wa-l-manzam, al-lma’ al-shawa ‘ir by Aba |-Faraj al-Isfahant (d. c. 363/972), Ash ‘ar
al-nisa’ by al-Marzubant (d. 384/994), Nisa’ al-khulafa’ by lbn al-Sa‘T (d. 674/1276),
Nuzhat al-julasa’ fi ash‘ar al-nisa’ by al-Suyatt (d. 911/1505), and al-Mustazraf min
akhbar al-jawart, also by al-SuyatT.

In addition to the above works which are devoted specifically to women, one finds
that women feature prominently in adab compilations more generally. The standard
biographical dictionaries often profile women, and women’s voices are embedded in
countless compilations on a variety of topics. Among the compendia that are
particularly rich in this regard is the Kitab al-aghani by Abu I-Faraj al-Isfahant (d. c.
363/972), which contains distinct chapters on ‘Ulayya bint al-MahdT, Layla al-
Akhyaliyya, al-Khansa’, Dananir, Fadl al-Sha‘ira, ‘Arib, ‘Inan, and several other
literary women, especially women engaged in musical pursuits. Numerous other
anthologies and compendia figure as important sources of women’s writing: the
Yatimat al-dahr by al-Tha‘alib1 (d. 429/1038), the Kharidat al-qasr wa-jaridat ahl al-
‘asr by al-Katib al-Isfahant, (d. 597/1201), and Nafh al-{fib min ghusn al-Andalus al-
rafib by al-Maqqgart, (d. 1041/1632), to name a few.

A Living Legacy

Whilst we often think of the early modern women writers of Arabic as ‘pioneers’,
going where no woman had gone before, and whilst we should not diminish the
courage and tenacity of these women who managed to carve out a public-facing
space in a discursive regime which would rather have limited their contributions to
the domestic sphere, there is a sense in which their achievements represent
continuity over change. Women have composed texts in Arabic since the dawn of its
literature, and they continued to do so throughout the centuries, even if their voices
were not valorised equally in all corners of the Arabic-speaking world and at all
times. Women writers of Arabic have had countless precedents, a fact of which the
pioneers of the Nahda were all too aware, as were their male counterparts. Did
Zaynab Fawwaz (circa 1850-1914) see herself as a first when she composed her
biographical dictionary of famous women al-Durr al-manthdr fi tabaqat rabbat al-
khuddr (1894)? Or did she, rather, see herself as ensconced in a well-established
tradition of female authorship? Whilst her two novels, published in 1899 and 1905,
may be said to be pioneering, her status as female is not what made them
unprecedented, as they are among the earliest Arabic novels penned by either
woman or man.

There is no doubt that the legacy of the mukhadrama al-Khansa’, as the most
canonical of the pre-modern women poets, looms large in women’s literary
imagination. The status of her figure, coupled with the fact that her chosen genre, the
elegy for the dead, was closely associated with ancient corpus of women'’s poetry,
has meant that it has been easy for modern and contemporary women writers to
reference and otherwise summon the creative energy of their forerunners in this
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domain. Those women who have composed in the genre, such as ‘A’isha Taymur in
her elegies for her daughter, or Fadwa Tuqan in her poems dedicated to her brother,
invite ready comparisons, but there are many others, including writers of prose
fiction, for whom the mournful stands as both deeply personal and authoritative.

If we look a little further, beyond the elegiac, and beyond the canonical, we find that
women’s literary legacy in Arabic is multifaceted and multigeneric, hence there is no
shortage of role models for women seeking to find inspiration in the past. The
women who worked as entertainers and musicians, especially at Umayyad and
Abbasid courts, also figure prominently in modern imaginative culture. This is why
one finds, for example, that early in her career Fadwa Tugan published a poem
under the name of the enslaved Abbasid poet and songstress Dananir. Indeed,
movies have been made about these courtesans: Umm Kulthim starred in Dananir,
a 1940 film directed by Ahmad Badrakhan. She also played an Umayyad singing girl
in a 1945 film entitled Sallama, which was directed by Togo Mizrahi. Novelists and
playwrights also took inspiration from the lives and careers of ancient female
luminaries. MizrahT’s film was adapted from the 1944 novel Sallamat al-Qass by ‘Al
Ahmad Bakathir. The figure of Layla bint Lukayz, or Layla ‘the Chaste’ (al-‘afifa),
who is certainly apocryphal but who was thought to have been among the very
earliest Arabic women poets, inspired a novel, a film and a song — ‘Layta lil-Barraqi
‘aynan’ —made famous by the legendary Asmahan. Another ancient figure who
imposed herself on the popular imagination was Wallada bint al-Mustakfi. Her love
story with the poet and minister Ibn Zaydin was the subject of several modern works
of historical fiction including Ahmad Ramrt’s play Gharam al-shu‘ara’ (1934), Farlq
Juwayda’s play al-Wazir al-‘dshiq (1981) and ‘Al al-Jarim’s novel Hatif min al-
Andalus (1949). That most of these modern tributes have been created by men is a
testament to how well integrated these women’s stories are in mainstream popular
culture. In fact, their stories are hard to avoid because, as | have attempted to
demonstrate, the Arabic tradition teems with them.
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