
UvA-DARE is a service provided by the library of the University of Amsterdam (https://dare.uva.nl)

UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository)

Arabic and Hebrew Andalusian war poems: reflections on the poetry of Samuel
ha-Nagid

Schippers, A.

Publication date
1990
Document Version
Final published version
Published in
10th World congress of Jewish studies: Jerusalem 16-19 August 1989: division C

Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):
Schippers, A. (1990). Arabic and Hebrew Andalusian war poems: reflections on the poetry of
Samuel ha-Nagid. In 10th World congress of Jewish studies: Jerusalem 16-19 August 1989:
division C (pp. 41-48). World Union of Jewish Studies.

General rights
It is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the author(s)
and/or copyright holder(s), other than for strictly personal, individual use, unless the work is under an open
content license (like Creative Commons).

Disclaimer/Complaints regulations
If you believe that digital publication of certain material infringes any of your rights or (privacy) interests, please
let the Library know, stating your reasons. In case of a legitimate complaint, the Library will make the material
inaccessible and/or remove it from the website. Please Ask the Library: https://uba.uva.nl/en/contact, or a letter
to: Library of the University of Amsterdam, Secretariat, Singel 425, 1012 WP Amsterdam, The Netherlands. You
will be contacted as soon as possible.

Download date:26 May 2023

https://dare.uva.nl/personal/pure/en/publications/arabic-and-hebrew-andalusian-war-poems-reflections-on-the-poetry-of-samuel-hanagid(5e9da753-0184-4933-b080-76c96d18ca3a).html


ARABIC AND HEBREW ANDALUSIAN WAR POEMS: 

REFLECTIONS ON THE POETRY OF SAMUEL HA-NAGID 

ARIESCHIPPERS 

In t h i s paper I would like to deal with some themes and motifs in 
Samuel han-Nagid's war poetry or Shire ham-mi Ihamah. This i s , of course, a 
well known subject, frequently t reated in the past; not only by scho la r s 
such as Haim [Jefim] Schirmann' , but a l so more recently by I s rae l Levin^ 
and Angel Scienz Badi l los^ . On the one hand, Israel Levin has focussed his 
a t t en t ion on e^rly Arabic p a r a l l e l s with Samuel han-Kagid's war poetry, 
and discovered ce r t a in a f f i n i t i e s between early Arabic and Hebrew 
Andalusian poetry in descr ip t ion of mentali ty (such as the fa ta l i sm and 
the boasting of the combatants) and themes, (descr ip t ions of armies, 
weaponry, the verbal s t rugg le t ha t preceeds the real b a t t l e s and the 
horrors of the b a t t l e f ie ld during the s t r i f e , the ca tas t rophy of the 
defeated enemy, the vengeance on the par t of the winner). On the other, 
Angel Saenz Badillos has pointed a t some Andalusian sources or p a r a l l e l s 
between Andalusian poetry which was contemporary with Samuel han-Nagid's 
works. In the fallowing paper, however, I want to deal with some of the 
themes of Samuel han-Nagid's war poetry, especial ly with regard to the i r 
Arabic background, 

The Arabic t r a d i t i o n of war poetry i s very old, da t ing from pre-
Islamic t imes. Several ear ly co l lec t ions of Arabic war poetry show the 
pa r t i cu i l a r i n t e r e s t the Arabs took in t h i s genre. Ve know, for example, 
the important place the Ham^sah chapters had in the co l l ec t i ons of the 
same name by Abu TammAm and al-Buhturi '*. Ve can find many examples of 
Bedouin war l ines in the tenth century work by the KhalidiyyAn (the two 
Ibn Khalid's) cal led Kitab al-Ashbah wa-1-HazA'ir ('Book of Analogue and 
Matching Verses ')^. The bro thers lived a t a time and place where the 
g rea tes t Arabic poet, al-Mutanabbi wrote h i s famous Sayfiyyat^. This work 
contains many war descr ip t ion which were to insp i re l a t e r poe ts . Al-
Mutanabbi's war de sc r i p t i ons d i f fer from e a r l i e r examples in the sense 
tha t he is concerned with larger b a t t l e s , and that no t r i b a l courage was 
involved. All of the v i r t ue s associa ted with warr iors a re asc r ibed to his 
Maecenas or mamduh, except, however, when they lose, in which case they 
are described as the war r io r s who have deserted the king Sayf al-Dawlah^ 
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In pre-Islamic times it was the collectivity of the tribe which 
normally counted. The reasons of the battle can also be very Bedouin and 
so differ from those in later times. In Bedouin conflicts clans and tribues 
which are akin to each other are sometimes obliged by some tribal law to 
fight with each other. Thus a well known motif is the weeping due to 
losses a tribe has inflicted on a clan or tribe to which they are very 
much akin®. Victories over the enemies of Islam are celebrated in later 
war poetry, whether internal sectarians or rebels or outside enemies such 
as the Byzantines, as in the case of al-Xutanabbl's poetry about the many 
battles of Sayf al-Dawlah^. 

In Samuel han-Nagid poetry we find many descriptions of mass warfare 
which is reminiscent of those to be found in al-Mutanabbi's works. On the 
other hand we sometimes find tribal features where the poet speaks with a 
collective 'we' instead of the 'he' of the Meacenas or the 'they' of his 
warriors which ws frequently used in al-Kutanabbi's poetry. Thi-S detail of 
tribal poetry can be clearly seen when we examine the Arabic verses by 
the early poet RizAh ibn Rabicah, the brother of Qusayy quoted in the 

3, Ve sprang to his aid leading our horses, 
23, Ue siote thei there vith the edge of the svord 
24, And «ith every stroke ve deprived thei of their nits, 

Ve can also find in the poetry of Samuel ha-Nagid similar representations 
of a succession of actions performed by a collective 'we', for example, in 
poem no. 24 (about the battle against Sevilla in the surroundings of 
Ronda in 438 /1047 /4827)": 

7, When «e arrived in the land of the eneiy, an astute, perverse and hringer of calaaities,,. 
9, Ue larched against hii to repay hii for his >ost recent rebellion, after lany older ones,,, 
24, Then «e larched against the king, exalted of heart; «e vent through quiet lands, 

As we know, the war poems (shire ham-milhamah) of the Hebrew 
Andalusian poet Samuel ha-Kagid describe twenty war expeditions undertaken 
by the poet himself between the years 1038-1056 CE. The poet was the 
commander of the army of the Zirid king of Granada, and identifies the 
case of the Berbers of Granada with that of the Jews in Spain. Thus the 
enemies of the Berbers are also considered to be the enemies of the Jewish 
people. \ 

In one of the first poems he tells how the Berbers were put under 
pressure from certain Muslim milieus, e.g. Zuhayr the king of AlmerIa, to 
exclude the Jews from influential posts. These facts are confirmed by 
historical writings'^. As we know, this situation of the Jews of Granada 
lasted until 458/ 1066/ 4827, when there were riots following the end of 
the vizirate of Samuel's son, Joseph han-Ji'agid. These riots may have been 
inspired by a famous anti-Jewish poem by Ishaq al-Ilbiri, which certainly 
had more success than the above mentioned anti-Jewish pressure put on 
Badis'^-. 
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In the following pages we wil l give an impression of the most 
important war motifs used by Samuel han-Hagid in comparison with those of 
the poetry of al-Mutanabbi and other Arab poets . Var desc r ip t ions a re 
usually pa r t of the polythematic ode (qasidah). The qasidah frequently a l so 
contains o ther passages . For ins tance , the introductory passage may 
contain wine and nature descr ip t ions , self pra ise and, in the case of 
Samuel han-Nagid and other Hebrew Andalusian poets , sionidas,' * i.e. 
passages in which the poet weeps for the loss of Zion. It may be t ha t the 
sionldas a r e meant as spec ia l Hebrew adaptions of the Arabic a l - b u k i ' talA 
- 1 - a t l a l motif, i.e. the weeping on the remnants of the abode of the 
oeloved's t r i b e , which we see in many Arabic and Hebrew Andalusian poems. 

An in t roduct ion which su i tab ly f i t s the war desc r ip t i ons i s the 
gnomic in t roduct ion , which is connected in some way with the outcome of 
the war. Two p a r t i c u l a r l y famous beginning verses of t h i s type can be 
found in Abu Tammam's ode on the b a t t l e of Amorium in 222/ 8 3 8 ' ^ , and 
others by a l -Mutanabbi '^ . Samuel han-Nagid a l so has some famous gnomic 
introductory l ines , for example, poem no. 39 (on the occasion of the 
return a f t e r the b a t t l e in the mountains near Sevi l la in 447 /1055/ 4815): 

1, Right things appear clearly without liara or high l i t re; the «ord justice is on the faces like a 
head-dress, 
2, The truth needs no cloth, There is to-day no truth on *hose face are veils, »hich cover xhat is 
not there, 

Main themes of used in Arabic war poetry are: a desc r ip t ion of the 
army on the march; a descr ip t ion of weaponry, and a desc r ip t ion of the 
defeat of the enemy. Let us give some examples from some of these elements 
which are taken from Hebrew Andalusian poetry and some of t h e i r 
antecedents in Arabic poetry or quotat ions from contemporary Arabic 
Andalusian poetry or o ther sources which contain s imi la r motifs , 

1. Descript ions of the army on the march. 

Armies on the march are often described as earthquakes; the drone 
of horse hoofs and the feet of masses of people, and the clouds of dust 
t ha t are thrown up. All are images which speak to the imagination. A 
sui table quotat ion comes from the Rawd al-MlatAr (on the b a t t l e of a l -
Zallaqah/ Sagrajas in 479/ 1086)"-: 

'The ground trembled under the hoofs of t he i r cavalry, whereas the day 
was obscured by clouds of dust. The cavalry bathed in s t reams of blood. 
Both s ides s tood firm with great t enac i ty . ' 

And from the dlHan. of Ibn KhafSJah in the rhymed prose which precedes 
poem no. 371 (32b) '« : 

' I t was Csuch] a number Cof horsemen and warr iors] tha t - if allowed to 
drink - [they] would have left the seas behind as small waters . If they 

43 



ARIE SCHIPPERS 

moved, they raised mountains to the ground, they st irred up mountains of 
dust. The army moved i t s flanks towards us as a raven agitates i t s wings.' 

In another poem, Ibn Khafajah describes the army on the march during 
the reconquest of Valencia by the Muslims. He gives a vivid description of 
the dust, the trembling of the earth, and the many horses with 'lions' on 
their backs (no. 154)'*: 

3, The dust of the any vas stirred up, rising and becoiing turbid, vhile the face of victory rose 
and appeared gladly; 
4, An any «hich shook the earth of the eneiy like a traipling terror upon it; 
5, Vhat is in the l idst of the vind of i launched attack could be called intrepid horses and 
ferocious lions »hich people call heroes; 
6, Because of their dark black iill2iti.s you «ould think that they borrowed the cloth of the night and 
wrapped theiselves in i t , 
7, And lany a bright coloured horse whose sirbal is coloured deep red, flaiing, went around kindling 
the fire of war so that it flared up; 
20, They attacked again in black cuirasses; you could iiagine that they were a sea, striking a 
lountain with its shoulders; 
22. They pushed aside the dust so as to cleave its garient and they knocked against Oeath so that He 
fell during the arguient; 

Elements from these d e s c r i p t i o n s are based on e a r l i e r poetry such as the 
poems of al-Mutanabbi, which include s i m i l a r imagery^": 

43, An a n y , which doubles every h i l l C^iakes it twice as highland that crashes as a gust of wind 
against the hunid branches; 
44, As if the stars of the night fear his expeditions, because they spread over the* an iipeneable 
curtain of dust; 

Elements such a s the earthquake and t h e quant i ty of dust are a l s o to be 
found in the poetry of Samuel han-Nagid, He d e s c r i b e s the marching army 
a s f o l l o w s (poem no. 9: 20; poem no. 2: 5 5 - 5 9 ) ^ ' ; 

20, During the day the heavens were tuiultuous because of the noise of the horses, whereas the earth 
was convulsed and treibled at their loveients; 
S5, The earth shook in i ts foundations and was turned upside down as at the t i ie of the destruction 
of Soiorrah, 
58, And the noise of the lultitude was like the voice of the Aliighty, like the surf of the sea and 
i t s breaking waves during a raging gale, 
59, Uhen the sun rose, the earth loosened itself froi its foundations, as if it was drunk, 

The element of the earthquake and storm are used in these lines in 
connection with the preceding quotations from Arabic poems. The concept of 
multitudes can also be found in Samuel han-Nagid's poetry, i.e where there 
was not enough water for al l the horses (poem no. 24): 

10, Ve larched against hi i to repay hit for his recent rebellion; 
11, yith horses equal to the quantity of water of the springs, but there are not enough springs to 
quench all these horses; 
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12, And with foot soldiers, in whose pots was not enough food for their louths, whereas in the pots 
of the eneiy had been prepared food enough for their louths. 

Again, the dust ra ised by the wind of the i r cha r io t s i s described in 
Samuel han-Nagid's poetry (poem no. 25): 

38, Because of the dust of their chariots raised by the wind, their eyes are f i l l e d with a darkness 
without stars, 

Both Al-Mutanabbi and Samuel han-Nagid compare the swif t t r o t of the 
horses with gl iding snakes . Al-Mutanabbi uses the following image (no. 
226): 

\i. They approached you, dragging with thei their steel , as if they travelled at night on horses 
which had no legs; 
32, Uhen they slipped, they were forced to continue on their bel l ies, like snakes sliding forward 
over the surface of the earth, 

And Samuel han-Nagid took over al-Mutanabbi 's images or made a p a r t l y 
s imi la r comparison of h i s own (poem no.2): 

60, And the horses were going swift ly and caie back like snakes, which were drawn froi their caves; 

2. Descriptions of the weaponry. 

Israel Levin (see above) has already t rea ted in great d e t a i l 
descr ip t ions of weaponry in ear ly Arabic poetry and i t s p a r a l l e l s with 
Samuel han-Nagid's poetry, I want t o focus in t h i s sec t ion on l a t e r Arabic 
poetry which in general tends to incorporate more s t y l i s t i c puns. The 
swords and the spear-heads are often contras ted with the dust of the 
s t ruggle : swords are l ike f lashing l i g h t s in the darkness of dust . A well 
known example of t h i s type i s the l ine by the blind poet Bashshar ibn 
Burd on t h i s motif •^ :̂ 

, I t is as if the dust raised by the wind above our heads and our swords is a night of which the 
stars f a l l down one after another, 

The cont ras t sword-dust / white-black, together with the redness of the 
blood, a lso occurs in a poem by a l -Buhtur i where he says^^ ; 

42, The face of the sun had becoie black and red were the edges of the splendid white swords, while 
the warriors were f i r i l y detenined, 
43, So that the dust was a night and the swords were stars which broke to pieces on the skulls of the 
eneiies, 

The cont ras t between dark and l i gh t i s a l so meant in the following l ine by 
Samuel han-Nagid, where he descr ibes flying spears and the sword (no. 2 ) : 

51. The flying spears like lightnings f i l l ed the air with l ight, 
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54, The sword upon their head was like a torch whose l ight was d ined as i t f e l l , 

The torch which was dimmed i s a beautiful pa ra l l e l with Basshar's fa l l ing 
s t a r (see above). 
In the poetry of al-Mutanabbi (no, 236), the spear-heads are compared with 
wr i t ing pens: 

45, Spear-heads write on the ariour, but do not prick through i t , as i f these spear-heads are a pen, 
which is writ ing, 

Samuel han-Nagid has a s imi lar image (poem no. 24): 

44, Ue hastened and wrote on their skin with a pen of iron true writings ( i , e , heavy blows), 

Arrows are often compared in Arabic poetry with water and ra in 
clouds, and sometimes with young b i rds or swarms of bees (the l a t t e r 
image was probably used because of the buzzing sound they produce). Al-
Mutanabbi speaks about 'a ra in of arrows which does not drench the t r e e s ' 
(no. 236: line 46). The Andalusian poet ijAli ibn Abi-1-Husayn has a s imi la r 
image^*: 

1, Arrows were wept at thei f ro i their broad points l ike swans of bees or splashing showers of rain, 

Samuel han-Nagid compares h i s arrows with rain drops and swarms of bees 
in a more or ig ina l manner (poem no. 2: l ine 62-63; no. 25: line 29): 

52, And the arrows were like drops of rain and the bucklers like sieves, 
53, The bows were used like serpents and each spit out a bee f ro i his louth. 
29, They shot with the bees of their arrows and brought about what bees usually do not bring about, 

Sometimes we see another kind of e laborat ion in the poetry of Samuel han-
Nagid (no. 24): 

45, Ve f i l l e d thei with our arrows [or; swordsl, as i f their bodies were quivers [or; sheathsl, 

Ve can find s imi la r expressions in connection with lances in the 
poetry of al-Mutanabbi. He mentions ' hos t i l e horses, which we f i l led with 
our lance heads' (no. 188: 7,8) or 'bodies of horses which are the watering 
places of the lances ' (no. 212: 41) or 'fox-holes in the breas ts of the 
war r io r s , made by the lances ' (no. 229: 22) . 

Since we only have twenty minutes a t our d isposa l , we can not go 
into the th i rd subject, i.e. desc r ip t ions of the defeat of the enemy, which 
i s of course of great Importance within both Arabic and Hebrew Andalusian 
poems. I t i s not only the descr ipt ion of burning towns and for t resses and 
the blood which i s of In t e res t , but i t i s a l so the comparison of the 
burned c i tade l or town with a desparate widow. This personification can 
often provoke f i c t i t i o u s dialogues. There are a lso f i c t i t ious dialogues 
with the enemey who was so haughty, and who i s now reduced to a 
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humiliating pos i t ion . All of these features , plus various other ones, can 
be found in al-Mutanabbi 's poetry a s well as Samuel han-Nagid's poetry. 

Looking a t the s t ruc tu re of war descr ip t ions and the way in which 
the various topics a re handled i s both relevant to Arabic and Hebrew 
Andalusian pcjetry and even perhaps for Persian and Turkish l i t e r a t u r e 
which is known to have been influenced a t times by the Arabic 
descr ip t iona l genres. Hithertoo s t u d i e s about war poetry have often been 
devoted to the bas ica l ly po l i t i c a l circumstances referred to in the poems, 
for example, the study by al-Mahasini ('On war poetry in Arabic 
l i t e r a t u r e ' ) ^ ^ , In con t r a s t , my contr ibut ion to t h i s subject - l ike those of 
Is rael Levin and Angel Soienz Badi l los ea r l i e r - i s intended to be an 
analysis of the succession of themes in Arabic and Hebrew war poetry, and 
has attempted to show which Arabic elements, both from Bedouin t r a d i t i o n 
a s well as the l a te r Islamic t r a d i t i o n of laudatory poetry, have entered 
Samuel han-Nagid 's s h i r e ham-allhamah^^. 
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