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In the first instance I wish to thank Mr Ed Emery for organising the muwash-
shah conference at SOAS in October 2004 and for enabling me to offer this
paper. The conference has provided a unique opportunity for scholars from
all parts of the world to gather and discuss the many facets of the Andalusian
muwashshah, its origins, history and present practices in countries such as
Morocco, Libya, Tunisia, Egypt, Yemen and Persia. | have attended the con-
ference as a mere spectator and found its proceedings most enlightening.
What struck me, however, has been the absence of research papers devoted
to the muwashshah originating in Iraqg.

This presentation is essentially an attempt at filling the gap, through a
brief examination of the fine Andalusian muwashshah created by an Iraqi
poet who began his writing career in the second half of the 19th century.

Muhammad Saeed Al-Habbiibi was born in 1849 in the holy city of
Najaf into a highly respected family related to the Chaiif, the Imam Ali Ibn
Abi Talib.

After spending his early years in Najaf, Al-Habbtbi lived for a limited
period in Najad in the Arabian peninsula, and then returned to his birthplace
and continued his education in literature, mathematics, ethics and theology.
During his lifetime Al-Habbibi showed an insatiable thirst for learning, and
excelled as poet, researcher, critic and educator. He passed away in 1915 in
Nassyria, at the age of 66.

In his time, Al-Habbiibi’s work received the highest accolades and
many of his poems were set to music and were performed by top Iragi
musicians. Later, the famed Iraqi singer Al-Gubbanchi sang one of his
poems at the Congress of Arab Music held in Cairo in 1932, Both the judges
and the greatest Arab poet of the time, Ahmed Showgi (known as the “Prince
of Poets™), gave their enthusiastic approval to Al-Habbibi’s lyrics,

In addition to traditional poems {gasa‘id), Al-Habbibi wrote several
Andalusian muwashshahdt, some of which were also set to music and were
performed in Iraq long after his death. He wrote a total of nine extended
muwashshahat, the shortest containing 20 sections and the longest 42. On
average, each of his poems consisted of 28 strophes. This can be seen as a

313



Menashe Tahan

significant achievement comparing favourably with the output of Ibrahim
Ibn Sahl, the great Sevillian poet. In his lifetime, the latter wrote only 24
muwashshahat of five sections each, thus creating a total of 116 strophes,
barely half of Al-Habbiibi’s 255.

Obviously it is the quality and standard, rather than the quantity of this
poet’s literary output that we ultimately enjoy and appreciate. i now propose
to review some of the most salient features of Al-Habbiibi’s masterly poetry.

The form

Al-Habbiibi admired the classical Andalusian poets Abu Bakr Ibn Baqgi (d.
¢.1150) and Ibn Sahl (d.1250) and followed the structure of their muwash-
shahat. In several of his poems he used the form found in Ibn Baqqi’s famous
piece titled “3sa e a structure consisting of a strophe of three single
lines followed by a double structured tawshif line, as can be seen here:

MBSl e
LA gl 3h il |

Cilall ¥ gl (bt (0 98
LS5 yaad g 4yl oS

Faiiadl 8 Jaol plgwas 1Sale re alalt L

Some of Al-Habbiibi’s poems are written in exactly the same vein employing
the same metre (Je_) and structure, as can be seen in “s8tdl Lgi:

Gaiadl Calg Caadli 5 g3 all ad ey Bl 1l

Sl Jgie g a gl s Cip pS LS o lade
Lay g Latudial (] 4 Gy ke 38 o o gl ac )
@i (el (B3 (e (giial

In four of his long mwashshahat Al-Habbibi emulates Ibn Baqqgi’s
poetical structure described previously. He preferred, however, Ibn Sahl’s
poetical form and meire, particularly as they appear in the latter’s famous
piece “ saad i 5 ) Ja” | which he subsequently used in four additional
lengthy poems. Here the form consists of three double structure lines
followed by two double structure tawshih lines. As a token of his admiration,
he borrowed in fact two lines from Ibn Sahl’s previously cited muwashshah
and used them as fawshik in his own poem “(adll yza U
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The content

The thematic contents of Al-Habbibi’s poetry shows close affinity with that
used by the Andalusian poets. Like them, he too used the wine-related,
congratulatory, panegyric and apologetic themes in his creations. As a
matter of interest, his muwashshahat were composed solely to congratulate
friends on their wedding occasions. He cleverly exploited these special
occasions to expand on the themes of love and wine, to which he added
congratulatory and panegyric motifs. In this manner he managed to wrap up all
the relevant themes in each and everyone of his rather lengthy compositions.
Being a deeply devout individual, he found it necessary to add an apologetic
motif in order to exonerate himself for writing about love and wine.

His muwashshah entitled “luall Cilact o )5 % < 38” demonstrates
perfectly the points made above. The poem was composed for his friend
Mustafa Kubbah, on the occasion of his son Abdul Ghani’s wedding. The
beginning of the poem explores the theme of love:

il ol 38y I i hall Calact 21 5934 <8
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Translation:

Alzawra town* spread an abundance of serenity
And 1 gained the opulence of a pleasant life.
Then keep faithfully your past vows
And confirm them, you, the essence of fascination
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Confront the sun face to face
Let us see which is more radiant

And enchant us more than jasmine when moving
And more than twigs when they twist and turn

If only your heart would likewise soften
Your love would turn tender then

Be then merciful when your figure
Sways like a shaking branch

And when your cheek resembles a meadow
Captivating the eyes and the hearts of men

Gazelle of Karkh** how greatly I adore you
My secret love for you has almost been betrayed

Wine and cups are found by you there
While my love and yours entwined as a pair

Hence fill me a cup, and for you don't spare,
As the joy of life is with you to share

* Another name for Baghdad
** Part of Baghdad, located on the west bank of the Tigris

The following terwshih lines ilfustrate the way Al-Habbibi tackles the theme
of wine:
gl bl Agldaigh ik e gLl
Ofikall Gaid i Wl W Godi )L
As if rubies sank in it, vet there above
Fresh glitering pearls were afloat

If the lighting would be able to observe
It would surely fall in love straight away.

The following section contains a description of the beloved, which, in my
view, is one of the most powerful written in the muwashshah form:

il A5yt 3l e ) S W L) (e
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The muwashshahat of Muhammad Saeed al-Habibi
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Translation:

Like a deer, so magnificent when it appears,
It shines, smiles, sways and shies away
Or like a perfect moon, a full shining moon,
Or a supple lance or an Arabian gazelle,
Or like the mellow spring
Parading its dew-laden blossom.

Her cheeks flanked by her temples,
Like a rose surrounded by lilies,

Or like a wind flower over which a myrtie rested,
Or like a brave warrior protected by a shield.

To conclude, the poetic excerpts above, with their profound and delicate
expressions, their imaginative metaphors and melodious rhymes, clearly
demonstrate Al-Habbubi’s poetic virtuosity and command of the genre.
These qualities place Al-Habbiibi on the same level as the legendary poets of
the Andalusian era.

The main aim of this brief paper has been to draw the attention of the
academic community to the Iraqi muwashshah, and perhaps to stimulate
further research into the literary contribution of Al-Habbibi, whose fine
poetry is deeply rooted in the Andalusian tradition.
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