30 Studia Arabistyczne i Islamistyczne 13, 2007

Hussein Saffarini

Arabic Poetry of Depression and Anxiety
in Pre-Islamic and Early Islamic Days

Poetry usually tells much of the life and the different feelings of the
poet in different situations. It reflects his state of joy and happiness as well
as his fears, nervousness, worries and sadness.

The phenomenon of anxiety, worry, depression and gloominess is often
a characteristic of some of the early, particularly pre-Islamic Arabic poetry.
There were many causes for such feelings: continuous tribal wars, loss of a
brother, a son, a husband etc., hard life and poverty, love and disappoint-
ment or failure in love, old age and frailty, being disowned by the tribe and
left as an outcast with no tribal protection, as well as many other things.

Generally speaking, pre-Islamic poetry is characterized by being a
natural reflection of the genuine feelings of the individual poet. He lives his
life, suffers from misfortunate incidents, falls in love, meets disappointment.
suffers from the hardships of life. from fatigue, hunger, fear and other
misfortunes. Naturally, he reflects on his responsibilities towards himself.
his family, his tribe, joins raids against other tribes, admires bravery and
generosity of his fellow tribesmen as well as others. He also reflects on
nature around him, and admires beauty when he is endowed with some
sensitive feelings. His poetry is then a reflection to all this. He utters verses
spontaneously as some talk to others or to themselves, that is naturally.
describing his feelings and experiences. Apart from some professional
poets, his poetry comes natural, springing from true, and not artificial
feelings. If he praises his fellow tribesman for his generosity or bravery
shown in battle, or laments his death, he is often describing his own genuine
emotions and feelings. Pre-Islamic and early Islamic poetry, it can be said,
is often the reflection of some experiences and effects on the poet, sincerely
expressed in his poetic utterance. It is characterized by realism, sensitivity
marred often by pessimism towards life, and often showing his admiration
of beauty in nature.

Apart from the traditional themes in the pre-Islamic and early Islamic
poetry, there are in the collections, like A/-Hamdsa of Abli Tammam, short
and genuine poems said spontaneously as a reaction to individual
experiences of the poet while facing the hardships of life, particularly in the
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desert. A careful examination of poetry in the collections like Al-Hamasa,
the A/-Mu ‘allagat and the different diwans of poets, shows that depression.
Worries, gloominess, fear, frustration, hopelessness and melancholy are
often explicit therein. Examples are in plenty. We sometimes notice such
depressive feelings even in the Odes (4/-Mu ‘allagat) and other long poems
and poetry of tribal wars of the time. When Imru’ al-Qays was leading a
comfortable, irresponsible life of a prince, as son of Hugr, the Kindite
monarch, his poetry reflected the life of a young irresponsible man addicted
to wine and women. In his ode he says:
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When, at the murder of his father by the rebellious Banii Asad, he
faced his responsibilities to avenge his father’s death. his poetry took
another course, according to the seriousness of the new situation.Wine and
women are no more mentioned in his poems, but war and retaliation.

Transmitters quote him as saying when he heard the news of his father’s
tragic fate:

AME g s e S Yy sl s Y

He vowed to avenge his father’s death and finally sought help from the
Byzantine Caesar in Constantinople, but he died on the way back. Of his
worries he says:

i o sf ol e Jold Lot e S5 Y & b
All this is springing from genuine feelings.

Even in love poetry, the poet often expresses his suffering from the
love he is in or from the memory of his old love as in these verses:
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The tone of suffering and depression is noticed clearly here: at
remembering Mayy, his love, he is weeping and the tears are dropping on
his beard like pearls!

Another, As-Simma al-QuSayri, seems to rejoice at being in love with
Rayya, but he is suffering because her father has refused to give her in
marriage to him:
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(Al-Hamasa 11, p. 87)

He is here yearning for Rayya but he is rebuking himself for his
impatience and inability to forget her; crying. and feeling that his liver is
going to break whenever she crosses his mind.

In his Hamasa, Abii Tammam collects more than a hundred short
poems of love and suffering from love, and these quotations are only
examples reflecting this sadness and suffering from love and failure in it.

One of the causes of depression. sadness and worry from which the poet
suffered was the loss of a dear relative through raid, or aggression and the duty
of revenge against the aggressor. Many poems preserved. reveal this fact. One
poet lost a close relative named ‘Adda’, and said mourning him:
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and the verse shows that the poet like others, feels sorrow smiting his heart
at this irrecoverable loss.

Another, Ibn ‘Anma of Dabba, mourns the death of the famous pre-
Islamic sayyid and warrior Bistam Ibn Qays of Banii Sayban killed
treacherously in a tribal clash, saying:
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(Al-Hamasa 1, p. 591)

When Labid Ibn Rabi‘a lost his brother Arbad, he mourned him saying
in one of his marati poems (elegies):
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(Al-Mubarrad, A/-Kamil 1V, p. 33)

Durayd Ibn as-Simma of Hawazin. who had also lost his brother in a
clash with Gatafan is lamenting this loss of a dear brother in this well-
known elegy beginning with:

(Al-Hamasa 1, p. 473)

Here he is obviously crying (the picturesque descriptions in the lines to
be noticed):
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His relief, as he says, comes from doing his best in an attempt to save
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his brother who was then surrounded by enemy fighters :
J}MT Ol el s o> 9 Gl o= e ae caells
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He is well-aware while fighting that man is not immortal and will
finally die in one way or other as he says in the last quoted verse.
Another, Hurayt Ibn Zayd al-Hayl of Tayyi’, who had lost his uncle.
laments him and, seeing the diseased’s daughter Umm Aws mourning
impatiently, tries to comfort her saying the same about the inevitable

approach of death, smiting both the rich and the poor without
discrimination:
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(Al-Hamasa 1, no. 15, p. 492)
Sometimes the poet expresses his sorrow at the loss of his fellow

tribesmen who have fallen in clashes between factions of the same tribe, his
own tribe, and therefore those fallen tribesmen are a real loss to the tribe:
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The famous pre-Islamic su itk Ta’abbata Sarran lost a close relative
killed by an enemy, mourned the dead and promised to avenge his death,
which thing made him worried:

Jites &) cally U 9 3 e s Lals

(Al-Hamasa 1, p. 481)

while another laments his loss of some brothers but sees it better to be
patient though patience in this case is hard:
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(Ibid., p. 627)

Hard life worried people to such an extent that one father expressed his
wish his daughter Umayma died so as not to face poverty he suffered from:
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(Ibid., p. 153)

Another poet, Hittan Ibn al-Mu‘alla, also suffering from hard life and
anxious about the fate of his young daughters, says:
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(Ibid., p. 154)

Women also had their share in poetry of lamentation. A woman
who had lost her husband mourns him and promised never to bathe
and never to cease weeping:

\pfgﬂz&@‘y)d&l& %f@;MYQT
(Ibid., p. 646)

Another woman does not believe that she has lost her husband and
hopes, though falsely, to see him again:
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In this connection the well-known Al-Hansa’ should be mentioned
mourning her brothers Mu‘awiya and Sahr, both killed in tribal feuds, in
very impressive poems. She says mourning Sahr, who had died from his
wounds in battle after long suffering:
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(Al-Mubarrad, Al-Kamil 1, p. 14)

She is so frustrated and distressed that she would kill herself out of
sorrow had she not found consolation in the suffering of other women of the
tribe stricken by the death of their brothers.

These are examples of some causes for the worry and depression
experienced then and the poetry said spontaneously perhaps as a genuine re-
action. is a reflection to this state of mind.

Bedouins usually face a hard life in the desert but they accept it and are
accustomed to it. They also face among other hardships, a continuous
readiness to go to war against other tribes, a continuous fear of raids led by
enemy tribes, and a continuous expectation of loss of relatives and fellow
tribesmen in these clashes and raids. Such fears are often expressed in their
poetry by their poets who were often the spokesmen of their tribes. They
praise bravery and despise cowardice, reflecting on death as a reality which
befalls everybody in war or in bed; and therefore one should face this reality
bravely and remember not run away particularly in war:

BF B s oy RS e f e
says one poet, while another confirms bravery in battle:
PRI RN RN oy 5 pad el ol g3l al 13

and expresses death as an end either on the battlefield or on bed, more
clearly saying:
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In these lines the poet is sure that death is finally coming and therefore
he should face the enemy bravely in the battle. He is keen not to tarnish his
honour with a cowardly or any other behaviour that is not honorable.

Depression, worry, anxiety and fear characterize the life and poetry of
a group of Bedouins called sa‘@lik (pl. of su‘litk) in particular. This
tribesman. su ‘litk. was usually an outcast, repudiated or disowned by his
tribe and driven away for certain reason; so he used to wander from one
place to another throughout the rest of his life.

This caste of tribesmen can be divided into two or three groups. There
were those individuals in the tribe, like the famous ‘Antara of ‘Abs and AS-
Sanfara of Azd, who were remarkable for their warlike achievements in
their tribes and had pride and dignity but, as they were not asraf in descent,
did not receive the tribal position they claimed and regarded themselves as
eligible for, and therefore revolted against this discrimination. There was
also another group of the tribe who were often disowned by their tribe for
their unacceptable actions and forced to leave the tribe, thus losing the
advantage of the traditional collective tribal protection then prevailing in the
Bedouin society. Such a tribesman was called hali .

The sa ‘alik found in the spacious extensive Arabian desert the freedom
to move and do whatever they liked, to raid, attack those regarded by them
as enemy, particularly the rich, and to express in an impressive poetry their
different feelings and suffering: in short. living their present day and being
sure that the morning might not come to them.

While ‘Antara was later approached by the asraf, the notables, of his
tribe ‘Abs, being their saviour in hard times as he had proved to be, and his
position restored in the tribe. A§-Sanfara continued to be an outcast, and his
poems, his Lamiyya in particular, reveal his self-pride, his indignation, his
sufferings and his despair:
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Here As-Sanfara reveals his disapproval of his tribal relations with his

own tribesmen for their unfavorable attitude towards him, which made him
leave the tribe, preferring to face and confront whatever hardships he might
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meet outside the tribe’s domain and this is often because of the
unacceptable attitude towards him and the pride he takes in himself.

Men with honour and pride like A§-Sanfara suffered from humiliation
inside their tribes, revolted against this attitude and left to take refuge in the
desert where they felt themselves free in action and expression. But this was
not without risks. They had no more the tribal protection they had enjoyed
within their tribes. They could face fear, hunger and danger of being
attacked by others. They find themselves with no other alternative but to
indulge in raids, loafing and theft to make a living. Through their
experiences and facing the hardships of life they unscrupulously kill and
loot; but they often share their booty with others who are in similar situation
and need. This is expressed by one of these sa ‘alik:

Sl i) (6T a5 fowd OIS Lacie Liaé Ls 13
(Al-Baladuri, Ansab al-Asraf'V, p. 292 )

They suffered from (and accepted) hunger and poverty hoping of a
better turn of luck:

b gmg badis e ey by 2ol ST - 4 ] g s 13

In the following verses, the poet is always worried and afraid like the
animals of the desert: unable to enjoy an easy comfortable sleep but always
ready to jump and run away for safety at any sound. sleeping with one eye
opened as he says:

U0l s ¢ b LU Gy adlie ol ol
and:
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says another.

One su ‘litk poet philosophizes his situation saying that poverty, hard
times, difficulty and distress are temporary like prosperity and easy time
and human beings will finally die:
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Another confirms this in a state of despair while longing for a settled,
more convenient life:
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while another is more optimistic :
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He hopes for a turn of fortune while admitting that worries also come
from man’s endless needs. saying:

But despite his needs which often make his life intolerable, he is
optimistic and hopeful that an easy life may follow hardships. In both
situations he boasts that he always keeps his honour clean; he unlike others.
never forgot to help those who were in need:

a2 5 JS Bl puST A s st g g xe ST

Fortune and wealth come and go and they are often not of man’s
making; but honour and good name should always be kept, he says:

doi py lpg Silaoy ade 8 e ) ST

His worries and anxiety often spring from his raids and activities
against others; his enemies are therefore everywhere in the desert looking
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for him for retaliation, so that he hardly finds a safe place to shelter him or
hide him from his enemies; he says:

el a8 gl sl e da e o A 53 O

and in another verse:
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These sa ‘alik lived in the Al-Higaz mountains, in the wasteland, in the
boundless desert, believing that might is right and that there is no way to
survive other than to loaf, to raid and plunder in order to get their livelihood
and support their life.

One of these was the su ‘litk poet Sariya Ibn Zunaym of Du’il of Kinana
(Ibn Hagar, Isaba, 3034). Sayf Ibn ‘Umar and Al-Wagqidi say that Sariya
was:
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That is, he used to raid very frequently, he was a bali‘, and if he raced
with a horse, he outrun the horse. Then he embraced Islam and proved to be
a good Muslim and therefore ‘Umar I made him the leader of the army
which conquered Isfahan.

Raiding was a necessity for these sa ‘alik for life and livelihood; but
death was also expected and worried them. So while still living they as well
as others, had to find ways of joy and enjoyment; and this was in visiting
wine-shops or taverns, drinking and enjoying the company of women
provided there. This is often reflected in their poetry. Tarafa Ibn al-‘Abd,
for example, says in his Mu ‘allaga:
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Some poets suffer from old age and the frailty he feels because of old
age. Zuhayr Ibn Abi Sulma says:
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He at this age finds tribal wars futile and cruel especially if it is waged
for insignificant causes, like that between the two Gatafani tribes, ‘Abs and
Dubyan. He is worried and even distressed at the disastrous toll of this war
and while condemning it, praises those who ended it at their own cost:
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One of the tribal asraf, named Al-Harit Ibn ‘Abbad attempted to make
peace between the tribes of Bakr and Taglib after the murder of Kulayb by
Gassas. He sent his own son Bugayr to Taglib to be killed for Kulayb and
so to end the war. Taglib killed the boy but did not stop the war. This
enraged the father; he uttered verses full of fury and sadness at the futile
murder of the boy. The poem begins with this verse:
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(Ibn al-Atir, AI-Kamil 1, p. 364)

This tragic incident made him change his neutrality and enter the war
against Taglib, and this helped in their defeat later. He says:
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The poem expresses his disappointment at the failure of his peaceful
initiative and his attempt to participate in the war against Taglib with a
decision not to make peace with them before killing very many of their
men. It also expresses his sorrow and frustration, blaming himself for that
peace initiative.

The chapter in Ibn al-Atir’s history (4/-Kamil, volume I) on Ayyam al-
‘Arab is full of such poetry said in the tribal wars and retaliation reflecting
sadness and worries at the casualties fallen in battle.

One significant incident is that of the fate of one Yemeni chief, ‘Abd
Yagiit al-HaritT, captured in a battle between his tribe Madhig and Tamim.
He was a poet and so Tamim, before killing him, tied his tongue so as to
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prevent him from saying poetry against them. During the night, an old
Tamimi woman took pity on him and released his tongue; so he said this
well-known poem beginning with:

WY sai el gLl Lbagh i gl Y VI

He says in a long poem lamenting himself:
Wl oo 5albl a3 alee deey ald Loas 13y J 43
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and goes back in memory to the old days when he enjoyed life and fought
bravely which denotes his stress. Nervousness, regret and frustration before
he was put to death.

Well known warriors often found themselves chased by their enemies
for revenge. Tarif of Tamim, who had killed in battle some Saybani men
and others from different tribes, found himself sought at sig ‘Ukaz for
revenge even during the pilgrimage season. He had noticed the Saybani and
other tribesmen at that siig watching him there and said:

(Ibn al-Atir, AI-Kamil 1, p. 450)

The tone of anxiety and worry is obvious in this verse.

Life of loneliness in the desert filled the Bedouins including their poets
with feelings of melancholy and anxiety. It also filled their imagination with
supernatural creatures like jinn which they often feared and this was
reflected in their poetry in different expressions like: ¢ > 4w (st (L,
One of them says:

¢l ol B Jie e 5 0 My Jo ! o sl

Many stories about the jinn and those Bedouins confronting them are
related in Agani, ‘Uyiin al-abbar, and other classical sources often showing
this worry.

With the emergence of the conflict over the Caliphate following the
death of Caliph ‘Utman, poetry of depression and sadness flourished. The
new rebels are not the sa ‘alik but those who opposed the Umayyad regime,
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the Hawarig in particular. Much blood was shed and aggressive. despotic
rule was followed to force submission to the Umayyads. Poetry reflecting
the bravery, despair and sadness of the rebellious Hawarig and others can be
read in the third volume of A/-Kamil of Al-Mubarrad.

A Harigite describes with much distress and despair how another
Harigite fought bravely but finally met his fate in the battle saying:
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(Al-Mubarrad, op. cit., III, p. 412; again, the picturesque description in
these lines is to be noticed.)

Another vows to fight the enemy to avenge the death of his comrade
Hurqiis until he dies and meet him in Paradise:

(Ibid., 262) i

Pre-Islamic poetry in particular can be seen from this view as a true
expression of experiences of joy or sadness certain tribesmen passed
through and recorded these experiences and the feelings accompanied these
experiences in verse, expressive and full of metaphors, often in poems long
or short sometimes even not exceeding few lines, but genuine pre-Islamic
and genuine Islamic poetry.



