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Abstract Al-Qalqasandi’s maqama al-Kawakib ad-Durriya reports an
encounter between a narrator in professional crisis and an anonymous inter-
locutor. In addition to being an ‘ego-document’ written by the individual
al-Qalgasandi, the maqama also strongly advocates a scribal ‘esprit de corps’.
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Introduction

The maqama has been one of the most popular genres of Arabic litera-
ture for centuries, with its beginnings in the tenth century when it was
inaugurated by al-Hamadani, and later examples composed during the
nineteenth century, with the prolific intellectual Faris as-Sidyaq and his
parody version. The inventor of the genre is not though the most promi-
nent author of maqamat, but al-Hariri, who lived in the twelfth century.
The term can be translated as “assemblies”; in French it is often translated
as “Séances”. In its ‘original’ form, it is a rather short piece (up to ten
pages), composed in rhymed prose (sag), containing rhetorical figures
and quotations in poetry. More often than not, a maqama does not come
alone, but is embedded in a whole collection.! The topic of the maqama is
usually an anecdote in which a witty and eloquent protagonist in disguise

1 Most likely, the concept of deliberately authoring a whole collection of magamat is a later
development that only occurred after al-Hariri’s precedent, as Maurice Pomerantz and
Bilal Orfali have suggested: Pomerantz and Orfali 2015a, 124.
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repeatedly tries to cheat the (first-person-) narrator. Later, (in the thir-
teenth to fourteenth centuries), the genre began to broaden considerably.
In addition to the picaresque narrative, there were examples of maqamat
expressing philological, scientific, or scholarly expertise, or containing
exhortatory and moral features. Thus, by the time of the author al-Qa-
lqasandi (d. 821/1418), the genre had developed in a number of different
directions.?

Al-Qalqasandi’s maqama al-Kawakib ad-durriya fi managqib al-badriya
(“The brilliant stars of Badr ad-Din’s virtues”) was originally composed in
791/1389, when he became part of the chancery during the term of the ‘privy
secretary’ (katib as-sirr) Badr ad-Din b. Fadlallah al-‘Umari (d. 796/1394),
to whom it is dedicated. Later, when composing his opus magnum Subh
al-a‘sa fi sina‘at al-insa’ (“The dawn of the Nightblind, concerning the art
of text composition”) on the profession of the chancery clerk, al-Qalqa-
$andi included it in this voluminous work.* Apparently, it is not preserved
in manuscript form outside the larger work.

The maqama al-Kawakib ad-durriya has been subject to several studies.
In the 1960s, C.E. Bosworth published a short article on this piece, in Jaakko
Hameen-Anttila’s monograph on the genre, it is listed among the later
examples, and in his 2003 study, Muhsin al-Musawi resumed the topic, set-
ting it in a broader context.* One might ask now why studying the magama
again will benefit understanding of its author. First of all, there is com-
parably little information on al-Qalqasandi in sources that should range
among the obvious contemporary, or near-contemporary sources on his
life. Biographical compendia only provide sparse information on the author
of the Subh al-a‘sa. Accordingly, for want of a better source, it seems only
natural to turn to a piece of literature that contains some autobiographical
cues. Second: most of the studies that have already dealt with the magama
do refer to the Subh in a rather perfunctory manner. They usually refer
only to al-Qalqasandi’s introduction to the Subh, seldom to other parts of
the work. However, as the maqama has been described as Subh in a nut-
shell, we can derive some interesting insights from actually looking at the
superstructure the magama has inspired in more detail than has been done
previously.’

Stewart 2006; Himeen-Anttila 2002.

Al-Qalqasandi 1913-1919, 14:112-128.

Bosworth 1964; Himeen-Anttila 2002, 341-342 and 360-364; Musawi 2003.

Cf. Musawi 2003. Similarly, the maqama of Ahmad Faris a3-Sidyaq that was described as
“the Saq in a Nutshell”: Guth 2010, 147.
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Several scholars have either analyzed maqamat in search for autobi-
ographical information, or they have interpreted individual works of the
genre as consisting of ‘autobiographical contents’.® However, the genre
itself has been described as predominantly ‘fictional’ in character—and
thereby as differing from other works of belles lettres (adab).” This ‘fiction-
ality’ does not necessarily mean that there is no autobiographical material
to be considered within individual maqamat. Nevertheless, this assemblage
of ‘fictional/fictitious” and ‘real” or ‘perceived-as-real’ contents may not be
absolutely random. To deal with autobiographical and personal informa-
tion in a predominantly fictional framework provides certain options to an
author, while at the same time narrowing other perspectives he might have
in mind. For one thing, an author will be able to admit thoughts he would
have to conceal in a text of rather non-fictional character. Then again, these
same thoughts could be misunderstood by the audience of the text as sim-
ply not being connected to its author.

Al-QalgasSandt and his Subh al-a’sa

Al-Qalqasandi was born in 756/1355 in a village north of Cairo and was
member of a family of local scholars (‘ulama’). He received his education in
Alexandria and Cairo, focusing on literature and Safi‘i law. In 778/ 1376, he
received a license (igaza) to teach law and to issue legal opinions (fatawa).
However, after a ten-year-period of working as a professor and commenta-
tor of Shafil law books, in 791/1389 he exchanged the academic position
(“alim) for a post as a second-class scribe (katib ad-darg) in the chancery. His
opus magnum, the summa of chancery literature, is the above mentioned
Subh al-a‘sa fi sina‘at al-insa’ in fourteen volumes, completed in 816/1412.8

The work is divided into ten parts, called “Magqalat”, preceded by a pref-
ace (hutba) and a general introduction (muqaddima).

6 Behzadi and Hameen-Anttila 2015; Bauer 2002, 78-83; Bauer 2003; Biirgel 1991; Guth
2010.

7 Hémeen-Anttila 1997, 582. Not surprisingly, Himeen-Anttila is very careful to interpret
certain motifs in a maqama as ‘autobiographical’: cf. Himeen-Anttila 2002, 155, interpret-
ing “the nisba al-Basri” as a possible “hint” to al-Hariri himself.

For general discussions on ‘fact’ and ‘fiction’ in pre-modern Arabic literature, cf. Leder
1998; Kennedy 2005a, especially Kennedy 2005b and Bray 2005; Toral-Niehoff 2015.

8 Cf. Bosworth 1960-2009; van Berkel 2009. The edition consulted for this article was

al-Qalqasandi 1913-1919. In manuscript format, there are seven volumes in total.
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+ In the introduction (I, 1-139), al-Qalqasandi praises the virtue of the
scribal profession and assesses the significance of the compositional
secretaryship (kitabat al-in$a’) as opposed to financial secretary-
ship (kitabat al-amwal). He describes the compositional secretary
(katib al-insa’) as a cultural and political broker of his time. Another
important point he stresses is the ethics of the profession, thereby
providing a how-to manual on ideal behavior at court.

« Magqala 1 (I, 140-1III, 226) encompasses a guide to the essential edu-
cational canon for the chancery scribe, divided into two parts; scien-
tific or scholarly information (umar ilmiya), and technical or prac-
tical information (umur ‘amaliya) such as the handling of the scribal
equipment.

» Magqala 2 (III, 227-V, 422) is about history and geography. This rather
large part has attracted the curiosity of many researchers, as it con-
tains information that has been termed as ‘historical’.

« Magqala 3 (V, 423-VI, 273) prepares the reader for the Magqala 4, as it
introduces two important phenomena; first, honorific names (alqab)
to be applied in official correspondence, and second, material aspects
of chancery writing, such as formats and questions of layout.

« Magqala 4 (VI, 274-IX, 251) offers insights into the topic of official
letters of the chancery (mukatabat), to a large part presenting model
documents.

« Magqala 5 (IX, 252—-XII, 484) is similar to Maqala 4 in that it provides
an introduction to the field of certain chancery genres, in this case
certificates of appointments (wilayat).

« Magqala 6 (XIII, 1-XIII, 103), deals with documents such as tax levy-
ing certificates (musamahat), public exhortatory writings (wasaya
diniya), or writings to retired Mamluk military men.

+ The following three Maqalat are rather short compared to the earlier
parts, that is Maqala 7, on letters of endowment (igta‘at, XIII, 104-
199), Maqala 8, on letters of safe-conduct (ayman, XIII, 200-320), and
Magqala 9, on peace and armistice agreements and correspondence
with foreign powers (XIII, 321-XIV, 109).

« Finally, Maqala 10 (XIV, 110-365) deals with writings that are rele-
vant outside the chancery. The last Maqgala is supplemented by an
afterword (hatima, XIV, 366—404).

What is interesting here is that this tenth Maqala builds the detailed frame
of reference for the maqama al-Kawakib ad-durriya. In the 1913 edition,
Magala 10 contains around 250 pages and is classified as containing details
on “branches of writing that the scribes use to exchange, rivalling in
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composing them”, though these writings were probably not exchanged in
the context of the ‘core’ chancery routine.’ This Magala is divided into two
sub-chapters; first, serious, or earnest genres (giddiyat), and second, comic
writings (hazliyat), the latter being only a handful of pages. Among the first
category, we find not only the maqamat, but also panegyrics (madh), enco-
mium (taqriz), boastful encounters (mufaharat), dowry testimonies or mar-
riage contracts (saduqat), archery-related writings (qidmat al-bunduq) and
other genres. Although these genres are outside the chancery routine, they
are important to indicate a certain lettered culture. Whoever is proficient
in these genres goes beyond mere copying and copyediting. The magama
is the first branch among these serious genres that is thoroughly discussed.
One wonders though, why the maqama, which was composed some twenty
years before the actual Subh (in 791/1389, upon his entry into the chan-
cery), has not been placed in a more prominent position, or in relationship
to less serious writings.'

The magama and its Arabic literary context

As most texts in Arabic literature, al-Qalqasandi’s Kawakib ad-durriya are
embedded in a web of intertextual references. The most obvious here is
the reference to the forefathers of the genre, al-Hamadani and al-Hariri.
As Hiameen-Anttila has pointed out in his monograph, al-Hamadani was
superseded by al-Hariri to the point that one could not understand anymore
what exactly al-Hamadani’s original contribution to the genre had been."
This point is also supported by al-Qalqasandi, who reports that al-Hariri’s
maqamat had become so famous and achieved such a level of beauty that
al-Hamadani’s works were forgotten.'? He quotes Diya’ ad-Din Ibn al-Atir’s

9 Al-Qalgasandi 1913-1919, 14:110.

10 Inthe prologue (hutba)to the work (al-Qalqasandi 1913-1919, 1:8-9), al-Qalqasandi refers
to the composition of the magama on the occasion of his entry to the ranks of the scribes.
Thus, an inclusion in the beginning of the book would have been a quite reasonable deci-
sion. However, as the genre is regarded as of ‘supplementary’ function to the chancery,
al-Qalqasandi might have decided against a more prominent framing of the piece.

11 Himeen-Anttila 2002, 123-4. However, there is still research to be done in order to
re-evaluate the maqamat of al-Hamadhani, their composition, collection, and distribu-
tion, as the studies stemming from the joint project of Bilal Orfali and Maurice Pomerantz
have demonstrated: Pomerantz and Orfali 2015a and Pomerantz and Orfali 2015b.

12 Al-Qalqasandi 1913-1919, 14:110. Intriguingly, Ibn al-Atir’s source Ibn al-Has$sab
(492/1099-567/1172) was a severe critic of al-Hariri, and author of a controversial work
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(558/1163-637/1239) assessment of al-Hariri, who, in the words of the
Subh, did not do full justice to this later author, since he purported that
al-Hariri was not able to compose anything but maqamat. On the authority
of Ibn al-Hassab, Ibn al-Athir reported a story that elaborated on al-Hariri’s
restricted capabilities: due to his famous work, he was invited to join the
ranks of the caliphal bureaucracy (diwan) in Baghdad. When he was com-
missioned to write a letter though, he was unable to do so and fell silent,
and “his tongue neither produced tawil, nor gasir’ meters.”

However, according to al-Qalqasandi, there is a reasonable excuse for
al-Hariri’s rather focused literary portfolio: in the case of maqamat, there
is always a fixed frame of reference, the narrative (hikdya) one can resort
to. The rules of chancery composition are somewhat different, described
as “a sea without shores”. The reason for this phenomenon are the ma‘ani,
which in the realm of chancery composition are constantly renewed—and
to be aware of changing circumstances is part of the responsibilities of each
individual author.™

What does al-Qalqasandi mean by the term mana and its plural form
ma‘ani? From modern standard Arabic, this term is translated into English as
‘meaning’, or ‘sense’. For the fifteenth-century lettered man (adib) with a firm
grounding in rhetorical learning (baldga), the implications of this term are more
complicated, encompassing ‘words’, (poetic) ‘motifs’, ‘concepts’, or ‘ideas’’> In
order to understand what al-Qalqasandi means by the term ma‘ng—and what
exactly distinguishes the professional scribe from a full-time-composer of
maqamat, a look at some passages in Maqala 1 will prove insightful. In the fol-
lowing quote, the author explains the hierarchy of the ma‘ani (concepts/ideas)
vis-a-vis the alfaz (wordings/terms/expressions), by displaying a wisdom of
the profession that draws on corporeal metaphorical language:

It is well-known that the ma‘ani (concepts/ideas) relate to the alfaz
(wordings/terms/ expressions) as the bodies relate to the garments
(a‘lam an al-ma‘ani mina l-alfaz bi-manzilat al-abdan mina t-tiyab).'

Concepts and corresponding wordings each have predetermined pur-
poses and functions. For the author of the Subh (and many others of his

bearing the title Naqd al-maqamat al-haririya (“Critique of the Haririan maqamat”), cf.
Hémeen-Anttila 2006-.

13 Al-Qalqasandi 1913-1919, 14:111.

14 Al-Qalqasandi 1913-1919, 14:111.

15 Cf. Sauer forthcoming a, ch. 2.

16 Al-Qalqasandi 1913-1919, 2:183.
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profession), as a general rule, the wording follows the concepts, not vice
versa (al-alfazu tabi‘atan, wa-lI-ma‘ani matbu‘a). A “beautification through
alfaz” has to benefit the ma‘ani (wa-talaba tahsinu l-alfazi innama huwa
li-tahsini I-ma‘ani), otherwise it is useless and even harmful to communi-
cation:

[...] nay, the ma‘ani are the souls (arwah) of the alfaz and their
objectives (gayatuha) on account of which they are formed and on
which they are built upon! To take care (isaba) of the ma‘ani is of
utmost importance for the adept of balaga (sahib al-balaga)—more
than the beautification of the alfaz: for if the ma‘nais correct and the
lafz is incorrect and deviating from the method of linguistic purity
(munhattan saqitan ‘an uslubi I-fasaha), the statement will be com-
parable to a human being that is deformed in its features though
still inhabited by a soul (al-kalamu ka-l-insani musawwaha s-surati
ma‘a wugudi r-rith fihi). But if the ma‘na is corrupted, the statement
is comparable to a human being that is dead, without any soul in it,
albeit being of excellent and most beautiful figure."”

When al-Qalqasandi goes into detail as to how to produce the best of the
ma‘ani, it becomes quite clear that one has to have a firm knowledge of
grammar, syntax and the intricacies of semantics. The goal of the sound
ma‘na is not to entertain, or to compose superfluously embellished sen-
tences, but to adjust to the specific context in which a message is produced
(mugqtada I-hal).*® For once, al-Qalqasandi and other scribes criticized
al-HarirT’s lopsided focus on the embellishment of wordings.” Further-
more, the critique on al-Hariri, who was ‘only’ a “minor civil servant (sahib
al-barid)’® during his career, was strongly connected to questions of pro-
fessional specification. For example, in the chapter on the supremacy of
the position of compositional secretary (tafdil kitabat al-insa’ ‘ala sa’ir
anwa“ al-kitaba), al-Qalqasandi explains that unlike all the other persons
of the administrative apparatus, the katib al-insa’ has to be proficient in
all branches of knowledge, including the financial sector. He maintained
that the financial secretaries (kuttab al-amwal), on the contrary, were only
trained in calculating. In addition to being able to calculate, the composi-
tional secretary had to know about how to find the appropriate words and

17 Al-Qalqasandi 1913-1919, 2:183.

18 Cf. al-Qalgasandi 1913-1919, 2:332-338.

19 For example al-Qalqasandi 1913-1919, 2:271.

20 Hameen-Anttila 2002, 148. The above-mentioned position is equivalent to a postman.

259



260 Rebecca Sauer

sentences for every given and novel situation—a capability al-Hariri pur-
portedly did not have, as he resorted to his everlasting frame of reference—
the magama genre.” Thus, seen in a broader context, text composition is
described as too complicated for a less important official who is ‘only’ pro-
ficient in one single genre.

Although al-Hariri is venerated as a great artist in the realm of maqamat,
it becomes clear from many instances in the Subh that al-Qalqasandt’s opin-
ion of this famous author is rather troublesome. In the chapter on aesthetics,
for instance, he criticizes him for not properly understanding the scribes’ reli-
ance on the Arabic literary heritage.”? Taken together, the objections against
the author of the most famous maqamat do not appear as complete rejec-
tions—by and large, they are rather reflections of a scribal ‘esprit de corps’.

Al-Qalqasandi’s own contribution, in turn, is not exactly what an author
of ‘classical’ maqamat would recognize as such. Himeen-Anttila labels the
Kawakib ad-durriya as a “professional” maqama, in accordance with later
developments.”® Indeed, there are some similarities to another work of
roughly the same time period which has been edited, translated and com-
mented on by Thomas Bauer some fifteen years ago. In this magama on the
profession of the miller, the protagonist begins by lamenting on the difficul-
ties of his branch. He admits that he had to find employment in order to gain
a living. However, his choice turned out to be rather unfortunate, as he soon
began to suffer from his strenuous occupation and the dirt surrounding the
mill, resulting in hygiene problems, in severe headaches and graying hair.**

21 Al-Qalqasandi 1913-1919, 1:54-55. In one of his maqamat (al-Furatiya), al-Harirl also
refers to the debate between the financial secretaries and their compositional adversar-
ies, with the hero Aba Zayd providing an “eloquent analysis of their respective merits”
(Hdmeen-Anttila 2002, 164). This story shows some similarities to a plot known from
anecdotal literature, namely the narrative about the ‘weaver of words’ (Himeen-Anttila
2002, 163-164). For the ‘weaver of words’ as presented by al-Qalqasandsi, see Sauer forth-
coming a, chapter 2.

22 Sauer forthcoming a, ch. 1.

23 Himeen-Anttila 1997, 586, where he suggests that “philological” magamat “seem to be
the earliest examples of what later became [. . .] what might be called ‘professional
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maqamas’” (explicitly referring to the Kawakib ad-durriya). However, in his 2002 mono-
graph, there is no separate section describing the characteristics of “professional”
maqamat, neither do we find the term in the index. Nevertheless, in some paragraphs,
Hémeen-Anttila discusses topics related to professions, such as Hameen-Anttila 2002,
337, or 341-342, with the former referring to two “vulgar maqamas” discussing occu-
pations, and the latter referring to the “scholarly or professional magama” of which the
Kawakib are seen as an example.

24 Cf. Bauer 2003. Bauer mentions the fact that al-Mi‘mar’s magama was famous among

Mamluk littérateurs, extant in many manuscripts. Ibn Tagribirdi (d. 874/1407) was even
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Structure and content of the Kawakib ad-durriya

After the preliminaries on the history of the genre, al-Qalqasandi intro-
duces his own maqama: he informs us that it was composed in the year
791/1389, upon his inauguration to the chancery and dedicated to his
patron Badr ad-Din. The text contains around sixteen pages.” The only
other work quoted in the maqama-chapter was written by al-Qasim
al-Hwarizmi, a contemporary of al-Hariri.* Contrary to the ornate
prose applied by the latter, the language of al-Hwarizmi’s piece has been
described as “fluent and unforced””—which may explain al-Qalqasandi’s
choice. The section on the maqamat thus represents two examples of rel-
atively ‘easy style’, as al-Qalqasandi’s own composition also has a most
unpretentious style, albeit containing rhymed prose (sag‘) and numerous
quotations in verse.?

The overall structure of the maqama al-Kawakib ad-durriya reads as fol-
lows:*
1. Isnad*
2. Introduction: narrator’s professional crisis*
3. Sudden appearance of the anonymous interlocutor (‘link’)*

reluctant to quote him as he assumed his work to be common knowledge to everybody
(3-4).

25 Al-Qalqasandi 1913-1919, 14:112-128.

26 Al-Qalqasandi 1913-1919, 14:128-138. According to Hameen-Anttila 1997, 589, it is “the
most interesting” work “from the point of view of genre”. However, this magama was
originally included in a (now lost) collection termed “Kitab ar-rihal” and thus may have
escaped the scholars’ attention. Fragments of the maqama collection are extant in several
adab anthologies. Cf. Himeen-Anttila 2002, 141-147 and 431-444. In the latter section
Hiameen-Anttila provides a translation of the piece based on Ibn Hamdan’s (495/1102-
562/1166) at-Tadkira al-hamdiniya. Interestingly, Ibn Hamdiin presented it in a chap-
ter called al-Mukatabat wa-r-rasa’il (“Letters and Epistles”), containing also magamat of
al-Hamadani and al-Hariri (Himeen-Anttila 2002, 142).

27 Himeen-Anttila 2002, 147.

28 For al-Qalqasandi’s stylistic principles cf. Sauer forthcoming a, ch. 2. Bosworth 1964,
295, mentions that the “sense” of the Kawakib “would be generally clear were it
not for the formidable list of secretarial skills and techniques which is inserted into
the text” However, it is remarkable that Bosworth does not seem to care about the
inserted passages of verse, although he indicates there “is a certain amount of poetry
in it” (295).

29 Cf. Hameen-Anttila 2002, 152 for the Haririan precedent.

30 Al-Qalqasandi 1913-1919, 14:112.

31 Al-Qalqasandi 1913-1919, 14:112-113.

32 Al-Qalqasandi 1913-1919, 14:113.
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4. Episode: dialogue between the narrator and his companion (dominated
by the latter)*

5. Envoi*

6. Finale: the narrator enters the ranks of the scribes®

Al-Qalqasandi introduces his narrator, named an-Natir ibn an-Nazzam
(haka an-Natir ibn an-Nazzam), the “prose-writer son of the versifier”.* In
minute detail, he tells us about his professional crisis: despite noble inten-
tions, his hunt for knowledge (igtinas al-ilm) has turned into a trap of
studying (asrak at-tahsil). Initially taking advantage of his young age and
healthy status, life now has become burdensome (antahizu fursata s-Sabbabi
qabla tawalliha wa-agtanimu halata s-sihhati qabla tagafiha). Contrary to
the old days, he states, “my eyelids have become the companions of insom-
nia” (qad halafa gafni s-suhad), and his “good sleep has become violated”
(wa-halafa tayyiba r-ruqad).>

He reports on his quest for knowledge, being content with a most sim-
ple life and the blandest of foods (qani‘an bi-adna I-‘ays wa-radiyan bi-ays-
ari l-agwat), dwelling among strange creatures and living the life of a vag-
abond. He was delighted though, whenever he was able to explore beauty,
taking refuge in things recited from the books that contained the most firm
compositions and the most erudite scholarship. Instead of seeking human
company, he preferred his books as surrogate friends, staying alone in his
house. He would wander about “in the square of thoughts for the hidden
things of the ma‘ani to become visible to me” (wa-agulu fi maydani l-afkar
li-taluiha Ii kama’inu I-ma‘ani).*® However, the result of studying would only
lead to more questions, so he would harvest the meagre fruits of his daily
quest, and spend the evenings in utmost distress (fi adyaqi hinaq wa-asaddi
witaq). Furthermore, the need to gain a living was a severe hindrance to his
study—which caused a certain melancholy (al-wahsa). Thus, at the heart
of this crisis lies the antagonism between gaining and learning (ta‘arada

33 Al-Qalqasandi 1913-1919, 14:113-127. Unlike the ‘classical’ maqamat, the Kawakib
ad-durriya do not contain a recognition scene. However, as will be demonstrated below
(p. 267), there is a section that could be interpreted as some kind of ‘self-recognition’, or
‘awakening’.

34 Al-Qalqasandi 1913-1919, 14:127, including panegyrics favoring al-Qalqasandi’s patron
from the Fadlallah family.

35 Al-Qalqasandi 1913-1919, 14:127-128.

36 Al-Qalqasandi 1913-1919, 14:112.

37 Al-Qalqasandi 1913-1919, 14:112. Cf. Bauer 2003 and pg. (260) above.

38 Al-Qalqasandi 1913-1919, 14:112.
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fiya hukmu I-‘aqli bayna al-kasbi wa-talabi I-ilm), which he was not able
to solve:*

If T sought knowledge only for the sake of gaining (li-I-kasbi), 1
would return to obscene language (afhastu rugii‘an); and if I stopped
earning money for the quest for knowledge, I would perish from loss
and die starving (halaktu day‘atan wa-muttu gi‘an)*

Although the narrator of the magama subsumes his burdensome life in
the framework of a popular antagonism between earning and studying,
a close reading of the section also reveals a second problem that is set
within the educational project at large. The situation the narrator finds
himself in is not equivalent to the ‘classical’ method of learning and study-
ing. Rather, he describes a personal quest for knowledge, dominated by
individual reading experiences, i.e., silent reading (mutala‘a) and infor-
mation processing. Our protagonist does not have regular contact to a
teacher—most of the time, he is studying alone, trying to find answers all
by himself. Obviously, this enterprise has been unsuccessful, because the
greater objective of real comprehension is superimposed with even more
questions—instead of the desired answers. This individual crisis reflects
changed patterns of knowledge transmission during the course of the Mid-
dle Period. At the end of this process there is a phenomenon that has been
termed ‘deep reading’. In a seminal article, Khaled El-Rouayheb analyzed
a treatise from the later seventeenth century that was probably the first
to deal with “the proper manner (adab) of perusing books (mutala‘ah)”.*!
Other treatises from the pre-modern Arabic scholarly community that
contained information on how to behave as a student or teacher had sim-
ply not dealt with the topic—instead focusing on the aural-oral method
of knowledge transmission. However, silent reading was a practice that
seemed to be expected of more experienced scholars, though only as
one component of a broader approach towards learning.* The growing
literarization during the Ayyubid and Mamlik periods fifth/twelfth to

39 Al-Qalqasandi 1913-1919, 14:113.

40 Al-Qalgasandi 1913-1919, 14:113.

41 El-Rouayheb 2015, 202.

42 El-Rouayheb 2015, 203-207. According to Ibn Gama‘a (639-733/1241-1333), “[. . .] a
teacher-scholar should not rest content with his level of knowledge but seek to develop
it by means of thinking, discussion, memorization, writing, and mutala‘ah” (206).
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ninth/sixteenth centuries) entailed a diffusion of divergent ‘reading prac-
tices’?—among them individual reading. Al-Qalqasandi’s near contem-
porary, Ibn Haldan (732/1332-784/1382), was apparently aware of this
trend and raised objections. In his Mugaddima, he criticized the effect of
studying without a teacher, given the sheer amount of books available to
the interested reader.* Thus, when al-Qalqasandi’s narrator describes his
own individual quest for knowledge as futile, we are able to grasp a cer-
tain amount of cultural critique that is witness to a growing awareness of
heterogeneous text reception modes.

While travelling around and lamenting his fate, an-Natir ibn an-Nazzam
encounters an anonymous man, described as of noblest figure and highest
intellect. This man is chanting, praising the scribes (kuttab) in verse (there
are ten situations in total in which poetry is included in this magama):*

In kunta tagsiduni bi-zulmika ‘amidan
Fa-hurimta naf‘a sadaqati l-kuttab
As-s@’igina ila s-siddiqi tara 1-gina
Wa-n-na‘iSina li-‘atrati l-ashabi
Wa-n-nahidina bi-kulli ‘ib’in mutqilin
Wa-n-natiqina bi-fasli kulli hitabi
Wa-l-“atifina ‘ala s-sadiqi bi-fadlihim
Wa-t-tayyibina rawa’iha l-atwabi
Wa-la’in gahadtahumu at-tana’a fa-talama
Gahada 1-‘abidu tafaddula I-arbabi!

As you have called for me to support you in times of (your) distress:
It is by the benefits of friendship of the kuttab you will be relieved
Of those who send valuable riches to the righteous

Of those who invigorate the peers who have stumbled

Of those who carry every heavy burden

Of those who utter every opening [ of a letter ]

Of those who compassionately favor the friend

Of those friendly ones who are of perfumed garments

(And) indeed, if you refuse to praise them—how often

Does the servant renounce the courtesy of the Masters!

43 Hirschler 2012 has focused on oral-aural ‘reading practices’, though he also took into
account an accompanying trend towards ‘deep reading’ (15-16).

44 Tbn Haldtn and Muhammad ‘Abd al-Bari at-Tahir 2012, 536-538.

45 Al-Qalqasandi 1913-1919, 14:113-114.
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An-Natir ibn an-Nazzam wonders whether these features ascribed to the
kuttab are those of kings, or vice versa, and he admits that he didn’t believe
the scribes to have such a high status in society, and the craft of writing
to be of this significance. The interlocutor, frowning upon the narrator’s
skepticism, starts to convince the ‘unbeliever’, initially by invoking four
common Quranic verses in favor of writing (Q 96:3-5; Q 68:1-2; Q 82:10-11;
Q 25:5).% Then, the anonymous acquaintance highlights the noble character
of Muhammad’s alleged pool of scribes, which is described as the “elite of his
companions (nuhbat ashabihi)”, entrusted with writing down “the secrets of
the revelation (asrar al-wahy wa-t-tanzil)” as well as corresponding with
the Kings."” Following the prophetic precedence, the rightly-guided Caliphs
(ar-rasidun) had relied on scribes, and all powerful persons afterwards
did so as well. The narrator’s interlocutor then resorts to overt boasting,
describing writing as “the rule of statecraft” (ganun as-siyasa), and scribes
as the ears, eyes, tongues and intellects of the Kings (wa-Il-kuttabu ‘uyinu
I-mulaki l-mubsira wa-adanuhum al-wa‘tya wa-alsinatuhum an-natiqa
wa-‘uquluhum al-hawiya). Overall, the Kings were more dependent on their
secretaries than vice versa.*® Additionally, there is an interesting sentence as
to the perceived hierarchy of occupations:

The man of the sword and of knowledge each begrudge the scribe
because of his pen—but the scribe is neither envious of the soldier’s
sword, nor of the scholar’s knowledge*

The scholarly activities of gathering and transmitting knowledge are then
reinterpreted in the framework of belles lettres (adab): the scribes become
“collectors” (al-hawin) of every beautiful description (li-kulli wasfin

46 Al-Qalgasandi 1913-1919, 14:114. The translations are presented according to Arberry
2008. Q 96:3—4: “Recite: and thy Lord is the most generous, who taught by the Pen, taught
Man that he knew not”; Q 68:1-2: “Nan. By the Pen and what they inscribe, thou art not,
by the blessing of thy Lord, a man possessed”; Q 82:10-11: “Yet, there are over you watch-
ers, noble, writers”; Q 25:5 “They say ‘Fairy-tales of the Ancients that he has had written
down [...]”". Actually, of these four passages, only the first three are clearly favor-
ing writing, whereas the fourth verse combines writing with the accusation of forgery.
Intriguingly, this is contrary to the oath of Q 68:1-2, which functions as an authentica-
tion of the prophet’s mission—through the very act of writing! Cf. Sauer forthcoming a,
ch. 3, and Sauer forthcoming b.

47 Al-Qalgasandi 1913-1919, 14:115.

48 Al-Qalgasandi 1913-1919, 14:115.

49 Al-Qalqasandi 1913-1919, 14:115: “anna sahiba s-sayfi wa-1-‘ilmi yuzahimu l-katiba fi
qalamihi, wa-la yuzahimu I-katibu sahiba s-sayf wa-1-‘ilmi fi sayfihi wa-‘ilmihi”

265



266 Rebecca Sauer

gamilin) and “noble thing” (wa-$a’nin nabilin). The scribes’ “kindness are
their verses” (al-karam Si‘aruhum), “their fundament is intelligence/rea-
son (wa-l-hilmu ditaruhum)”, adab is their “method/vessel (wa-l-adabu
markabuhum)’, and “civility / courteousness their school (wa-I-lutfu
madhabuhum)”* The passage culminates in a two-verse-quotation dealing
with the motif of “gathering/ collecting”:*'

Wa-$umilin ka-annama ‘tasariha
Min ma‘ani $ama’ili -kuttab

Gathering is as if they extracted from them,
Of the ma‘ani the good qualities of the scribes

The narrator seems to be convinced by this explanation, ready to accept
the scribes’ high status and importance to society. However, as a recent
proselyte to the branch, he seeks advice as to which specialization within
secretaryship he should pursue.’ His companion then proposes to enter
the ranks of the compositional secretaries, as he declares insa’ to be the
more meritorious of the different branches of kitaba—an insight an-Natir
ibn an-Nazzam critically questions: “But, isn’t financial secretaryship the
more noble position [. . .] as the Imam [sic!] Aba Muhammad al-Qasim
al-Hariri has said in his maqamat? [...]”*® According to these maqamat, the
tasks of the compositional secretaries mainly consisted of “copy and paste”
(talfiq).** The anonymous interlocutor of an-Natir ibn an-Nazzam however
provides a different perspective on the matter—and uses al-Harirl’s own
inconsistencies to convince the protagonist. As al-Hariri himself had (pur-
portedly) written, he says, insa’ was the highest (arfa‘) form of writing,
whereas financial secretaryship was the most useful (anfa®).”® The narrator
now admits to having proof enough of the primacy of insa’. However, he
wonders what the scribe needs in order to pursue his career (fa-ma lladi
yahtagu katibu l-insa’ ila mumarasatiha). His companion assures him that
he is already devoted to the principles that are central to the profession

50 Al-Qalqasandi 1913-1919, 14:115.

51 Al-Qalqasandi 1913-1919, 14:115.

52 Al-Qalqasandi 1913-1919, 14:115-118.

53 Al-Qalqasandi 1913-1919, 14:118-125.

54 Al-Qalqasandi 1913-1919, 14:116-117. For a critique of al-Hariri’s incapacity to under-
stand the importance of literary heritage to insa’, see ch. 1 of Sauer forthcoming a.

55 Al-Qalqasandi 1913-1919, 14:117.
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(idan qad ta‘allaqta mina s-san‘ati bi-asbabiha)>* As has been suggested
above (footnote 33), this scene could be interpreted as a ‘surrogate rec-
ognition scene’ in which the anonymous man declares the narrator to be
proficient enough to work as a scribe. Moreover, he assures him that he has
been ready for this field all along. A third party thus represents the solution
to a professional crisis and enables the narrator to finally recognize his
‘scribal self’.

After this ‘recognition scene’, the narrator’s companion sets out to elab-
orate on the specifics of knowledge necessary for the profession—a pas-
sage that has been described as the Subh in a nutshell.”” However, as to
the details of this scholarly catalogue, there is considerable variation from
the hierarchy of the branches of knowledge as found in the Subh at large.*
Briefly, the capacities of the scribe-to-be should be comprised of the fol-
lowing points: (by-heart-) knowledge of Quran and Sunna, knowledge of
the most important works (speeches and letters) of the paragons among
the eloquent (bulaga’), principles of statecraft (ahkam as-sultaniya), Arabic
poetry (ancient and new), history, genealogy, language (the “currency”, ra’s
mal, of the scribes), grammar, ma‘ani, bayan and badi, Islamic law and
many others. Furthermore, there is a good deal of practical information
to be found in this list: the names of different genres of letters and docu-
ments, information on material aspects of epistolography (such as a beau-
tiful handwriting, which is described as “its center”, wasita ‘igdihi, of the
profession), as well as thematic focuses of the writings to be composed by
the chancery clerk.

However, contrary to the presentation in the Subh, the maqama does
not distinguish between scholarly, or abstract knowledge (umur ‘ilmiya),
and practical skills (umdr ‘amaliya). This results in the peculiarity that
the ahkam as-sultaniya are depicted as a third branch of knowledge in the
maqama (after Quran, Sunna and balaga), whereas in the Subh itself, they
fall under a category that could be described as miscellaneous, and there-
fore not deemed as very important. Furthermore, everything that might
just be a matter of learning-by-doing becomes over-intellectualized, as it
is labelled as ‘ilm. The maqama, when compared to the opus magnum, is
therefore possibly a first idea of what was later to become the Subh, but it
is certainly not the “Subh in a nutshell”. First and foremost, the magama
stands for itself in that it has a mission to provide shorthand knowledge

56 Al-Qanaéandi 1913-1919, 14:118.
57 Al—Qana§andi 1913-1919, 14:118-124.
58 Cf. Sauer forthcoming a, ch. 1, 2, 4.
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on the art of kitaba, to explain al-Qalqasandi’s professional rift and to pos-
itively interpret his entry to the chancery.

The catalogue of the required branches of knowledge is followed by a
passage in praise of the most important scribal personalities—among them
al-Qalqasandi’s patron from the ‘dynasty’ of Fadlallah (Al Fadlallah).* In the
last thematic unit of the maqama, an-Natir ibn an-Nazzam becomes coura-
geous enough to ask about those who would like to emulate the great names
of the profession, and which of the positions would be suitable to him.®® His
interlocutor advises him to become part of the kuttab ad-darg (scribes of
the scroll), which are lower in the hierarchy in comparison to the kuttab
ad-dast. The ‘ordinary’ hierarchisation of kuttab becomes invalid: the kuttab
ad-darg are ascribed higher status in terms of language production (san‘at
al-kalam), as they are the ones who actually compose writing.® In the end,

the interlocutor vanishes, and the narrator enters the diwan al-insa’.*?

Conclusion

Al-Qalgasandi’s maqama al-Kawakib ad-durriya reports an encounter
between a narrator in professional crisis and an anonymous interlocutor. The
narrator, who can be connected to the author of the Subh, provides insights
into the details of his depression: he is stuck between his quest for knowl-
edge, and the necessity of earning a living. Additionally, the idealized quest
for knowledge carries certain risks: instead of exploring the desired answers,
the narrator has to deal with even more questions. Thus, upon close read-
ing of some of the passages of the piece, the magama becomes a powerful
‘ego-document’ reflecting on changed modes of knowledge transmission—
thereby representing a ‘proto-version’ of what was later to become more
popular.®® Within the genre-specific frame of reference, there are some sim-
ilarities to other “professional” maqamat.* However, as only a few of these
works have been thoroughly analyzed, there is still research to be done here.

59 Al-Qalqasandi 1913-1919, 14:124.

60 Al-Qalqasandi 1913-1919, 14:126-127.

61 Al-Qalqasandi 1913-1919, 14:127.

62 Al-Qalqasandi 1913-1919, 14:127.

63 Meier 2008; Wollina 2013; Wollina 2014; Sajdi 2015. See also the introduction to this vol-
ume which provides some theoretical background on the topic at hand.

64 Bauer 2003.
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It is highly likely that there are autobiographical elements in the
Kawakib ad-durriya. The situation described on the first pages of the piece
are similar to what al-Qalqasandi might have experienced: discontent with
his current professional situation, and an ensuing change of career. But
al-Qalqasandi is not the only one who had to cope with such a situation.
The dissolution of formerly obvious career paths and professional milieus
was a trend during his lifetime. In positive or more neutral words, this trend
is often linked with “social mobility”. But this mobility does not always
entail an upwards trend, all the more since the later fourteenth century is
known for its faltering economy. This implies that one possible direction
of social mobility is also a downward spiral. Therefore, it might have been
simply necessary to accept unusual posts at times.

In addition to being an ‘ego-document’ written by the individual
al-Qalgasandi, the magama also strongly advocates a scribal ‘esprit de
corps’. This becomes especially clear when the author deals with the ‘fore-
father’ of the genre, al-Hariri. When explicitly criticizing al-Hariri for
his incapacity to be a proper scribe, he implicitly demonstrates that he
himself and less prominent authors like al-Hwarizmi are also the better
maqama-writers. Thus, as in many other texts analyzed in this volume, the
Kawakib ad-durriya represent ‘individual’ and ‘collective’ Selbstbilder. In
hindsight, we will not be able to reconstruct which one of the two poles
actually prevailed. However, it is plausible to assume they were strongly
linked, forming what in our time would be termed ‘identity’.
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