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Introduction

In Najd, the central part of Arabia, and adjacent areas, the name Ibn Sbayyil 
evokes images of Bedouin romance. As the headman of the small town of Nifī, 
he was enamored of the sight of Bedouin beauties who walked in the market 
street during the summer months, when their tribes were encamped at the 
wells just outside town. He marvels in verse at their stunning looks and casual 
demeanor as they chat with each other and with shopkeepers like himself. 
Unspoken, but implicit in his poetry, is the contrast with the village women 
who mostly stayed behind the walls of their adobe houses. They ventured out 
infrequently, wrapped head to toe in black and adhering strictly to a code that 
forbade them from speaking to men outside their group of relatives. This reflects 
the traditional difference in Najdī society between nomadic Bedouin (baduw) 
and sedentary parts of the population (ḥaḍar), or those who lived in “houses 
made of hair,” i.e., tents made of cloth woven from goat hair, and those living in 
“houses made of mud.” Though both types of housing have gone out of fashion 
in Saudi Arabia, the binary of Bedouin versus villager is a social archetype that 
even today remains firmly embedded in people’s minds.

Ibn Sbayyil’s work is defined by his physical and artistic position at the 
intersection of these two worlds that for centuries intermingled and lived side 
by side in economic, cultural, and social symbiosis, each sphere nevertheless 
also developing into opposing civilizational identities.1 A villager himself, Ibn 
Sbayyil’s fame rests to a large extent on his lively, detailed, and beautiful images 
of Bedouin life, and its seasonal cycles, as he observed it at close quarters: 
the Bedouin’s arrival, mainly sections of the ʿUtaybah tribe on whose traditional 
dīrah (tribal ranges) the townlet of Nifī was situated;2 their stay of ninety days at 
Nifī’s wells during the hot summer season, where their herds watered and grazed 
nearby; and their departure in early September westward to higher grounds.3

The poet compares the dark herds and people on the horizon to the appear-
ance of rain clouds, calling this the springtime of his heart. Their packing up at 
the end of the hot season he describes as heralding his season of inner drought―
with them depart the sentiments and fantasies the Bedouin girls inspired in 
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him. Images from Bedouin life are amalgamated into intricate patterns of love 
poetry (ghazals). Exciting scenes of raiding, hazardous desert crossings, and 
the struggle to hoist water from deep wells turn into extended similes that 
reflect the poet’s lovelorn state, all part of an interior monologue in which he 
relives the delights and torments of real or imagined affairs, and aspires to a 
mental balance that reconciles him with the impossibility of attaining his desire. 
Ibn Sbayyil pictures himself as a villager who cannot pretend to equal status 
with the “aristocratic” nomad lineages. For him, marrying a Bedouin belle is 
not in the cards.4

Ibn Sbayyil’s work is thus informed by the antonymy between nomadic and 
sedentary elements of Najdī society: the moving and the fixed, the adventurous 
and the all too predictable, romance and humdrum domestic life, fantasy and 
everyday reality. Exasperated by the constraints imposed on him by his social 
status, the poet inveighs against those who stand in his way, against the shackles 
imposed by his condition, and against the iniquities of fate that put up insur-
mountable hurdles for true lovers. But more often than not, his bouts of rebel-
liousness give way to a more resigned mood and even a graceful acceptance of 
the world as it is. Poetry expresses his romantic longing for escape. Through his 
dreams in meter and rhyme, he achieves his desire in sublimated form, a har-
mony born from the conflicting currents in his soul.

Ibn Sbayyil and the “Romantic School” of High Najd

ʿAbdallah ibn Sbayyil (full name ʿAbdallah ibn Ḥmūd ibn Saʿd ibn Sbayyil) 
was approximately eighty years old when he died in Nifī in 1933.5 Therefore, 
he may have been born around 1853. In the second half of the eighteenth cen-
tury his ancestors, who belonged to the tribe of Bāhilah (pl. Bawāhil), left the 
town of al-Midhnab, in the southern part of al-Qaṣīm province, for the village 
of al-Athlah, together with their kinfolk of Āl ʿUwaywīd (hereafter al-ʿWēwīd) 
and a group of al-ʿAwāzim. From there a number of families, among them 
Ibn Sbayyil’s ancestors, moved to Nifī.6

We know little about his life. As the headman of Nifī, he dealt with issues of 
a tribal nature and sometimes of political significance, as shown by his long ode 
in praise of Muḥammad ibn Rashīd (Poem 23),7 the prince of Ḥāʾil, under whose 
rule (1869–97) the Rashīdī House became the dominant power in Najd; and his 
later poem in support of ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz ibn ʿAbd al-Raḥmān, who reestablished 
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the supremacy of the House of Saud (Poem 25).8 Generally, tests of his leader-
ship do not seem to have gone beyond dealing with the occasional robbery of 
livestock by marauding Bedouin.9 There is no evidence in his poetry or else-
where that he traveled anywhere outside Nifī. He may have visited friends with 
whom he was in poetic correspondence, but it is more likely that if he met them, 
he did so when they passed through Nifī. For a living, he probably tended date 
palms and perhaps sowed other crops. The crumbled walls of his shop in Nifī’s 
market street are still visible. As a commercial supplier of the Bedouin and as 
the town’s headman, whose duty it was to receive visitors to the town, he would 
have been known far and wide in that part of Najd. For many, his fame as a poet 
would have been an additional incentive to socialize and, for those with a taste 
for poetry, to engage in poetic correspondence with him.

Through his “poetic correspondence” we know of his friendships with men 
in positions of social standing, such as the tribal chiefs of two major confedera-
tions in the area, ʿUtaybah and Muṭayr, and also with his neighbor, Muṭawwaʿ 
Nifī. An unpublished manuscript that includes anecdotes and poems about the 
period shows Ibn Sbayyil in playful but robust altercations.10 Even in his ghazals 
he is scarcely as Platonic as he is sometimes made out to be, and on occasion he 
shows himself as erotically aroused as any ardent lover.

He was influential in a group of poets whose geographical space was shared 
between sedentary colonies and Bedouin, whose seasonal rhythms were deter-
mined by their agricultural and nomadic occupations. They did so often in com-
petition, occasionally in conflict, but largely on terms of mutual respect, with 
friendly relations, and in accordance with well-established rules. Most of the 
poets belonged to kin groups that had been sedentary for centuries, but they 
lived in the proximity of the Bedouin and constantly interacted with them.

Their view of the Bedouin was tinged with admiration for their energy, mobil-
ity, sociability, and prowess―an admiration that might have been rooted in a 
romantic longing for a more interesting life and that revolved around an image 
of young Bedouin women as the fulcrum of a powerful, yet unattainable, desire. 
None of the poets belonged to the more prominent Bedouin lineages or to the 
sedentary “aristocracy” of the principal Najdī towns. Some, like Ibn Sbayyil, 
were local notables and possessed the means to live a more or less stable life. 
Others, however, had to make a living as agricultural laborers who depended 
on seasonal, backbreaking work, and frequently suffered the hardship of pov-
erty and pangs of hunger.11 Yet this did not stop them from composing poetry 
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so remarkable for its beauty that some of it has been preserved through oral 
transmission and jotted down until publication in recent years.

Admiration for Ibn Sbayyil’s poetry and his playful, often tongue-in-cheek 
exchanges with other poets helped preserve a substantial part of his work. 
In this respect, he was more fortunate than many of his fellow poets from the 
area. Because of his stature, it is said that some of their work has been ascribed 
to him. Whether true or not, the assertion points to a shared sensibility among 
poets in the area where Nifī is situated, High Najd (ʿĀliyat Najd).12 The style 
has been subsumed under the heading of “the romantic school” (al-madrasah 
al-wijdāniyyah).

Saad Sowayan has drawn attention to this group of Najdī poets who devel-
oped the amatory prologue (nasīb) and description of the beloved’s departure 
and journey (raḥīl), as it is known in the early classical qasidas, into an indepen-
dent subject. For him,

they constitute a specific school in poetry that according to some might be 

called al-madrasah al-wijdāniyyah. The poetry of this school is notable for its 

“desert nostalgia” and its yearning for Bedouin life. The school acquired its 

characteristics through the creative brilliance of the poet ʿAbdallah ibn Sbayyil. 

Most of its poets are from High Najd, among whom Muṭawwaʿ Nifī, Fhēd 

ibn ʿWēwīd al-Mijmāj, and, among its later acolytes, Swēlim al-ʿAlī al-Suhalī 

acquired the greatest fame (al-Ṣaḥrāʾ al-ʿarabiyyah, 437).

I have translated it as “romantic school,” rather than “sentimental” or “nos-
talgic,” because the alternative descriptions carry connotations that might be 
misleading if applied to the cultural context in which Ibn Sbayyil and his fellows 
performed as poets.

The mixed Bedouin and sedentary background of Ibn Sbayyil and his fellow 
poets is evident in the themes and images of their work. Many, perhaps most, of 
them knew each other personally, and some were kin. The names of places men-
tioned in their verse reflect their distribution across a geographical area with 
distinct boundaries. Situated between the lava fields and mountains of the Hijaz 
in the west and the sands of al-Sirr in the east, it extends to al-Qaṣīm in the north 
and in the south to al-Shaʿrāʾ and al-Dawādimī―towns that play a role similar to 
that of Nifī as centers of supply and repair for the Bedouin. This area, High Najd, 
coincides for the major part with the tribal ranges of al-Rūqah, the northern 
half of the ʿUtaybah confederation. Other tribes mentioned in the poetry are 
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Barqā of ʿUtaybah to the south, Muṭayr to the east, Ḥarb to the northwest, and 
al-Buqūm and al-Shalāwā at the confines of the Hijaz.13

These thematic, geographical, and social features were reinforced by various 
degrees of kinship and personal relations among the poets. The ʿWēwīd family 
in al-Athlah, from where Ibn Sbayyil’s kin and others settled in Nifī, also belongs 
to the tribe of Bāhilah. The poet ʿAbdallah ibn ʿAbd al-Hādī ibn ʿWēwīd 14 mar-
ried his uncle’s daughter, Ḥisnā, much to the chagrin of Fhēd al-Mijmāj, another 
young poet who was deeply in love with her. The mother of Fhēd was the sister of 
Ḥisnā’s father, but her efforts on behalf of her son were unsuccessful. The other 
poet prevailed, primarily because male descent is given priority in the selec-
tion of one’s daughter’s marriage partner in a patrilineal system, a condition that 
accounts for a good deal of touching Arabic love poetry.

Fhēd, who is the more interesting poet of the two, is not of the Bāhilah tribe 
but from a branch of the Tamīm that left the town of al-Midhnab for al-Athlah, 
together with Ibn Sbayyil’s family. There his grandfather married the sister of 
Ḥmūd al-ʿWēwīd, the grandfather of his rival. It compounded his disadvantage 
in the pursuit of Ḥisnā that he had to make his living as a hired agricultural hand. 
Like ʿAbdallah ibn ʿWēwīd, he was a contemporary of Ibn Sbayyil, and their 
work showed such a close resemblance that some of Fhēd’s verse is said to have 
been attributed to the more famous Ibn Sbayyil.

A third poet is known by the sobriquet Muṭawwaʿ Nifī because he served as 
the imam of Nifī’s mosque, taught elementary religion, and performed various 
religious functions. His real name was Saʿd ibn Nāṣir ibn Msāʿid, also called by 
the diminutive Sʿēdān or Sʿēdān al-Muṭawwa .ʿ15 He was born in al-Midhnab, 
the town of Ibn Sbayyil’s forefathers, and after his religious education he set-
tled in Nifī. He was the neighbor of Ibn Sbayyil, whose own house adjoined the 
mosque. Toward the end of his life he returned to al-Midhnab to live with his son 
and died in 1935, not long after Ibn Sbayyil. Though his literacy is not in doubt, 
the language of Muṭawwaʿ Nifī’s poetry does not differ markedly from composi-
tions by illiterate poets in the same tradition.16 And the same holds true for Ibn 
Sbayyil.17 Muṭawwaʿ Nifī’s diwan consists mostly of short pieces. Among Najdī 
anthologists and cognoscenti he is especially appreciated for his poetic pranks 
and antics. With Ibn Sbayyil he engaged in brief, jocular exchanges―mostly to 
pull his leg, but occasionally their good-humored teasing degenerated into mud-
slinging.18 In popular lore, the Muṭawwaʿ is associated with the mortar in which 
he pounded his coffee beans and herbs. This became a running gag that shows 
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him steadfast in his refusal to sell it to the grandees who sought to acquire this 
allegedly priceless utensil. This is the theme of many of his boastful verses.19

Another characteristic of the Muṭawwaʿ’s work, his penchant for compos-
ing amorous verse in the style of his neighbor, also attracted the curiosity of his 
contemporaries. For instance, his outbursts of passionate feeling for unnamed 
members of the other sex while carrying out his functions as the town’s imam are 
shown as provoking indignation and outrage among his community and visitors. 
At the same time, it is made clear that these scenes are part of tongue-in-cheek, 
jocular play in a social game that explores the boundaries of the acceptable. 
And even if the friends and neighbors occasionally crossed these boundaries in 
their zest, it was not seriously held against them, and was excused with a smile 
of secret amusement.20

There was a relatively wide margin for this kind of teasing, innocent fun. Only 
later, once the movement of the rigidly Wahhābī ikhwān took control of Najd 
and beyond, did this come to be seen as inappropriate and somewhat scandal-
ous. And only then did the word muṭawwaʿ become a synonym for intolerance of 
any deviation from severely enforced, religiously sanctioned norms and behav-
ior. It also explains the occasional discrepancy between some of the content in 
surviving manuscripts of Nabaṭī poetry and what appeared in print over the past 
decades, and the even greater self-censorship in later republications compared 
to earlier published collections. Though firm dates are lacking, it is clear that Ibn 
Sbayyil by and large ceased composing poetry when the “brothers” and their 
austere Wahhābī culture took hold of Najd, that is, from some time in the early 
twentieth century till the end of his life.21

And yet, the trend set by Ibn Sbayyil and the other poets from High Najd per-
sisted even as the ikhwān movement became pervasive in the country, mostly 
through oral tradition and in jotted notes kept in private custody due to the 
constraints on publishing these materials. The language, themes, and imagery 
proved influential in the entire area of Najd and assumed a dominant role in the 
tradition, such that it produced Swēlim al-ʿAlī al-Suhalī (1916–1985), a brilliant 
representative of the “romantic school” in the twentieth century.22

Many of the poems by ʿAbdallah al-Dindān, a more recent Bedouin poet of the 
Dawāsir tribe in southern Najd (d. 2004), elaborated on elements introduced by 
Ibn Sbayyil and his fellow poets in the second half of the nineteenth century.23

Al-Dindān was still composing poetry when he reached old age in the 1990s, 
and then as before he relied exclusively on the oral tradition since he was 
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illiterate. By that time his style of poetry had probably run its course, one reason 
being that the imagery was no longer applicable in an oil-based economy and 
rentier state. Though dates of origin and expiry of forms of artistic expression are 
rarely precise, for this lyrical style of Bedouin-inspired poetry one might posit 
an approximate period from the second half of the nineteenth century, when 
Ibn Sbayyil flourished, to sometime between 1980 and 1990.

Geography, social and cultural patterns, kinship, and personal relations―
these interconnected factors determined the environment these poets had in 
common and nurtured the emergence of the “romantic school.” The main argu-
ment in favor of considering them as poets who orbited in a loosely coherent, 
not formally organized way of expressing themselves, are the distinctive features 
of the poetry itself. Clearly these are colored by the poets’ environment, but the 
“literary” aspects represent an original development that drew on earlier exam-
ples and conventions to create something new and authentic.

First, Ibn Sbayyil and his circle invented a new language―fluent, expressive, 
emotionally charged, evocative, and readily understood―that harnessed rich 
imagery drawn from the Bedouin and sedentary environment to the inner world 
of the poet, his audience, and correspondents. This new poetic idiom differed 
markedly from the one that prevailed in the preceding era: one that to some 
extent came to rely on the use of rhetorical devices, hidden clues, and riddles, 
with the aim of impressing the audience. Though composed in the language 
of Nabaṭī poetry, it reflected an essentially literate culture.24 In this sense, Ibn 
Sbayyil’s poetry also marked a return to an idiom more naturally suited to the 
oral culture of the area.

Second, imagery and metaphors were developed into extended similes that 
at times grew into minitales with an autonomous existence within the overall 
structure of the poem.25 Invariably, these similes are employed to lend greater 
poignancy to the suffering of the poet’s lovestruck heart using graphic descrip-
tions of scenes marked by as much stress and pain as the poet’s imagination is 
capable of: tales of robbery and hot pursuit; perilous desert crossings with disas-
trous consequences; scenes of utter exhaustion and chaos when water is raised 
from deep wells under harsh conditions; the distress of wounded and worn-out 
animals on the brink of death; once-proud warriors who are at the mercy of 
their enemy on the field of battle; and other images that vividly illustrate scenes 
encountered by Burckhardt, Wallin, Musil, and other travelers in Arabia.
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Also, this earlier poetry exhibits a palpable delight in vocabulary, phrasing, 
and imagery for their own sake. Sometimes this seems the overriding purpose of 
a poem, while the ultimate object—the vagaries of the loving heart in the throes 
of despair—seems to become an afterthought.

In Ibn Sbayyil’s poetry this is never the case, however. It is a mark of his great-
ness that all facets of his compositions in this genre are integrated into an over-
arching structure: the frame for an inner dialogue in which the poet explores his 
soul’s movements in the face of temptation and other challenges. Through it, the 
poet seeks to reconcile pressing reality with sentiment―a fundamental opposi-
tion that he bridges by substituting his dreams and fantasies for reality.

The Poetry

Ibn Sbayyil is unanimously praised as a master of the craft by Najdī critics.26 
The lyrical flow of his verse, its flawless composition, and its deceptive sim-
plicity are held up as an exemplary standard in its genre.27 With the exception 
of nine poems, and the short pieces (see Poems 42.1–46.2), his work is firmly 
devoted to the subject of love, or rather “the pursuit of amorous passion” (ṭard 
al-hawā).28 In some poems he explicitly mentions Bedouin girls as the object of 
his desire. In other poems, the same meaning is conveyed through scenes of the 
departing tribe that carries away his beloved and the sight of the deserted camp 
at Nifī’s wells; or it is implicit in the poet’s description of the seasonal cycle of a 
year in Bedouin life (see Poem 32).

Ibn Sbayyil dwells on his position as a villager vis-à-vis the Bedouin to 
emphasize the impossibility of his love, and his consequent heartbreak. As he 
puts it antithetically: the drought that pushes the Bedouin to Nifī’s wells her-
alds the springtime of his heart, and their departure at the first reports of rain 
ushers in the season of the poet’s drought.29 For the Bedouin and the village folks 
these months of residence at Nifī’s wells were an occasion to catch up on friend-
ships. In poetry, this is also the time for amorous glances and furtive contacts. 
Ibn Sbayyil describes how young Bedouin women, in their tight-fitting dresses 
and gaudy colors, could be counted on to create a sensation in Nifī’s market 
street.

These ninety days of merriment and buzzing social life would come to an end 
in September when the star Canopus, Shēl (CA Suhayl), made its appearance 
on the horizon. For this reason the star has been cursed by all Nabaṭī poets,30 
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the settled bards as well as those of Bedouin stock: clans would take off in dif-
ferent directions, each in search of its own pastures, interrupting—perhaps 
for good—budding acquaintances between lovers generally too shy to declare 
their love.

Ibn Sbayyil watches the camels and their precious cargo disappear over the 
crests of hills in the distance while he is plunged into the depths of despair at 
being cut off, possibly forever, from the object of his desire―identical to the 
abandoned-camp scene in the nasīb, the elegiac prelude of classical poetry. It is 
certain that such scenes were part of his real life. And this experience is mined 
for material to enliven his ghazals. The suffering of the poet’s heart is com-
pared to the strain on the rope of a heavy bucket that is hoisted from a well 
by a strong, untrained, vehement camel. This and other extended similes create 
similar impressions of vivid action.31 The simile may become the real purpose 
of the poem, but more often it is part of a prelude to the poet’s musings on his 
predicament.32

The beloved’s beauty is mostly a summing up, a “descriptive catalogue,” 33 of 
her physical features, but with some original touches. She is painted as an exotic 
bird that lands on the outskirts of town on its yearly migration. She stirs things 
up, rendering the men speechless as she strides onto the village stage in her tight 
red dress. With a gentle sway, she walks by the men at a maddeningly slow pace, 
not because of high heels, but because of a heavy behind that slows her gait. 
Moreover, she has the built-in handicap that her firm, protruding breasts stretch 
her dress tight in front while her buttocks do the same from behind, in a tug-of-
war, as she attempts to take a step (§34.10).34 She throws the poet into confusion 
by lowering her veil slightly and shooting glances at him; or by unfastening one 
button of her dress so as to release the pressure, and thereby opening a view on 
the creamy white of a bosom the size of a she-camel’s full udder. She strikes the 
poet as a mass of femininity that struggles mightily to maintain forward momen-
tum lest she starts sliding backward. Or like the excruciatingly slow steps of the 
imam as he measures the length of the shade to determine the time of the after-
noon prayer. And he can have had no other imam in mind than Ibn Sbayyil’s 
neighbor, Sʿēdān al-Muṭawwa ,ʿ the poet known as Muṭawwaʿ Nifī.

In spite of some exchanges of vicious invective between the neighbors, they 
seem to have found common ground in the view that life would be immeasur-
ably poorer without amorous activity outside of wedlock. They also seem to 
have agreed that putting some of this content in a religious context would add 
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spice to their pursuit, but without undue emphasis and ingenuously, in the way 
that religion was part of the town’s unchanging routines and seasonal cycles. 
Sʿēdān, at least, did not shy away from extending his jocular ways to religious 
practice―for instance, when a shaykh from al-Qaṣīm passed through Nifī and 
performed Friday prayers in its mosque, and he admired the imam’s chanting of 
a Qurʾanic verse. Upon being informed that the imam’s voice was even sweeter 
when he chanted frivolous poetry―such as the imam’s assertion that the holy 
war waged by his heart and soul on account of a girl with luscious breasts was 
more savage than the onslaught of Shaddād ibn ʿĀd―he was shocked, and 
declared prayer behind this imam null and void. Sʿēdān replied in verse, saying 
that he had no intent to cause a scandal, but that a devotee of passion, even if he 
wished to repent, did not have the power to shed his habit. The only way to keep 
up appearances was to disguise it as jest.35

Ibn Sbayyil occasionally spices descriptions of lusty love with religious imag-
ery (§§7.22–23):

At night, the vision of her makes me start.
At prayer time, her specter floats before me—

It happened last in the evening,
when the imam spoke the closing words. 36

He subtly plays with the concepts of love and religion in a way that suggests a 
reversal of the usual hierarchy of values. Instead of seeking salvation and admit-
tance to paradise through religion, the poet affirms his belief that there lies 
“heavenly fruit between her breasts” (§7.20). In a bid to move his beloved to 
tend to his wrecked body, he beseeches her (§§6.6–7):

A honeyed lick above the buttons on the breast,
then the preacher’s recitations.

If she fears God, if Islam is truly her faith,
for her salvation on Judgment Day . . .37

The poet’s intent becomes clearer when he suggests recourse to legal arbitra-
tion. While he asks to submit the dispute with his beloved to a Shariah court, she 
insists on applying tribal customary law; that is, he must prove his innocence by 
licking a red-hot iron without burning his tongue (§36.10).38 His preference for 
Shariah law seems incongruous, but must be understood in the context of his 
advocacy of the lover’s pursuit as his true “religion.” That is, he is in the right, 
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while his beloved follows cruel, heathen Bedouin rites. The relation between 
religion and the game of love, as the poet sees it, is (§§28.17–18):

My refuge is with you; let bygones be bygones,
if a shred of religion remains in your heart.

You turned me from a student of the Qurʾan into a silly poet!
Before, I was known as sedate and solid.39

These last verses epitomize the fundamental ambiguity in Ibn Sbayyil’s work. 
It is well-nigh impossible to tell where playful, teasing suggestion shades off into 
more deeply held views, if at all. Even the explanation given by Muṭawwaʿ Nifī―
that he had to dress up his lover’s passion as jesting to protect his honor―does 
not answer the question, because this statement itself is made in jest. In Ibn 
Sbayyil’s poetry the role of love and religion does not stand alone, but is part 
and parcel of his creation of an alternative reality.40 Usual values are reversed 
and replaced by binary oppositions: poetry versus the religion of the Qurʾan; 
tribal mediation versus Shariah law; the world versus metaphysical truth; pas-
sion versus social convention; predilections of the heart versus risk-averse cal-
culation; dream versus reality.

In his poetic oeuvre as a whole, the thrust of Ibn Sbayyil’s message is in favor 
of the first and in opposition to the second of these mutually exclusive concepts. 
Yet there are also cases where the poet positions himself on the other side of the 
equation. Sometimes he does so only to revert to his default stance in favor of 
the contrary choice, with the excuse stated so clearly by Muṭawwaʿ Nifī―that 
his heart really leaves him no choice.

The Valley of Love’s Temptation

Ibn Sbayyil’s love lyrics can be understood as the creation of a dreamlike alterna-
tive world: the valley of love’s temptation. As he put it (§18.10):

She is a moon rising from the valley of seduction,
resplendent, layers of light on radiant luminance . . .

The Arabic word for “temptation, seduction,” ghayy, has the connotation of 
“sinful, frivolous.” Yet in Nabaṭī poetry it has a long pedigree as a conventional 
theme. 41
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In the early ghazals of the seventh-century Umayyad poet ʿUmar ibn Abī 
Rabīʿah, the lover is a Don Juan for whom women are as prey to be seduced. 
However, Ibn Sbayyil’s poet-lover is in thrall to a beauty who plays cat and 
mouse with him―a conventional motif centuries before Ibn Sbayyil, but one 
that is at odds with Najdī social reality, as reflected in the work of the seven-
teenth- and eighteenth-century poet Ḥmēdān al-Shwēʿir.42

At times, the beloved appears as a coquettish ingenue, or even clever and 
adept at conspiring with the poet to keep their affair secret in the face of hostile 
enviers and society’s omnipresent moral police―Arabic poetry’s stock charac-
ters of the censurer (ʿādhil) and informer or slanderer (wāshī). But her gaiety 
and stunning looks are not the only attributes keeping the poet-lover in thrall. 
These traits would mean little to him were it not for her intellectual charms and 
ravishingly delightful way of conversing—her taʿājīb, “the wonders” she works 
in her sweet speech, accompanied by seductively refined gestures, such as the 
expression of her black eyes, lijlāj sūdih (§13.32 and §28.2).43

The sweet-tempered seductress reappears in a different guise when the lover 
is frustrated in his desires. Then she metamorphoses into a beautiful lady with-
out mercy, who takes pleasure in subjecting her admirer to refined torments. 
The poet protests his innocence and pure devotion, but to no avail. At each turn 
she leaves him defenseless and cravenly beholden to her every caprice. Even his 
ultimate plea to accept him as her most docile and well-bred slave falls on deaf 
ears (§6.14).

If the beloved often shows a sadistic edge, with even greater justification it 
can be said that her lover derives masochistic pleasures from her cruelty to him. 
The word “ordeal” (imtiḥān) occurs in eight poems.44 The poet prays to God to 
lighten his “burden of passion” (§12.8) and to cure him from his addiction to it.45 
His suffering is not only his greatest pride, but also a source of sensual satisfac-
tion, as when he describes in detail how his beloved puts her red-hot branding 
iron to his liver and other internal organs―and he even dreams of doing the 
same to her (§§6.11–12). Invariably, the riveting scenes of the extended similes 
are hitched to the pain inflicted on the poet. In this way cruelty, as a metaphor 
for frustrated desire, became a motif in which Najdī ghazal poets competed to 
outdo each other. But Ibn Sbayyil also shows that the poet-lover is not power-
less, even if the odds are stacked against him.46

To mollify her and protect himself from the belle’s depredations, he points 
to the stigmata inflicted by her whims, coquetry, and cold indifference. But his 
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first priority is to restore some order to his conflicted inner life. At first glance, 
he seems to adopt the censurer’s reproving stance toward his heart’s inclina-
tions.47 But in the dispute between mind, soul, and heart, the latter is in the seat 
of power, with eyes and feet at his beck and call (§20.13):

The heart is a sultan with despotic powers:
it rules at the pleasure of its whims . . .

Faced with criticism, the poet must confess: “I do my heart’s bidding, 
whether right or wrong” (§9.17). The heart is the beloved’s natural ally, united 
against the poet’s rational mind and society at large, and they are equally will-
ful.48 If the poet’s mind tries to make it see reason, the heart only becomes more 
obstinate. But in fact, the heart’s ungovernable, independent nature provides 
the poet-lover with a handy excuse to plead his helplessness when censurers 
rebuke him for his irresponsible behavior.49

The object of the heart’s desire also does as she pleases (§18.12):

She twists the rope, then unties the knot, at will:
I can’t make head or tail of it.

With her push and pull, she attracts the lover and ensnares him in her web. 
The poet tries to keep his composure, but is powerless against the heart’s dic-
tates. The heart itself is at the tender mercies of the beautiful lady―it is she who 
holds the heart’s strings. When the heart’s pleas become too impertinent, she 
reminds it: “You’re no relative of mine nor one of my kin” (§28.12). And for good 
measure she adds (§28.14):

“If you die,” she said, “that’s fine by me.”
Should love be coercion, or reason and gentleness?

Goaded on by the beloved, the heart is in constant rebellion and efforts of 
the poet’s rational self to gain control come to naught. Under pressure, the heart 
absconds, leaving behind an emaciated body and a mind that has been driven 
insane. But the poet does not just pine away: memories of happier times revive 
his flagging spirits. Carried away by a surge of rekindled passion, he boasts of his 
prowess as a lover and intimate knowledge of passion’s hidden tracks (§33.16). 
This experience convinces him that the valley of temptation is not a temporary 
abode for youthful dalliance: for true lovers it is permanent, regardless of age—
even if it is essentially an addiction to a dream.
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The poet’s mental trajectory transitions from one motif to the next, until the 
poem reaches closure. In consequence, many of these ghazals follow an emo-
tional arc. The arc’s shape depends on the sequencing―and the arc may also 
come full circle. For instance, the poet is left only with his memories and spleen, 
as the Bedouin carry away his love. Then, in one poem, he accepts the inevitable 
and pulls himself together (§40.6):

Now I’ve gone gray and foresworn my old ways,
drawn up my frayed ropes from all watering holes . . .50

But not for long. In the next line, he adds: “Except when haunted by memo-
ries of a buxom beauty.” Flush with earlier memories, he revels in his former 
affairs and boasts that his wounds are the proud mark of a life in the service of 
passion (āyat hawā)―and since āyah also has the meaning of “Qurʾan verse,” 
the double entendre is that he is as devoted to love’s pursuit as society expects 
one to be to religion (§§40.10–11).51 On a more subdued note, he then admits 
that had he not vented his grief, he would have gone raving mad like other leg-
endary Arab lovers (§40.13).52 The poem closes with proverbial sayings about 
such lovers’ characteristics, and ends on a note of resignation: the popular 
saying that wishful thinking is of no more use than sowing on a clay roof and 
expecting a rich harvest (§40.19).

The opening of yet another poem compares the heart to a piece of wood that 
is smoothed with a hand plane by a muscular carpenter and twisted into a bow 
(§§29.1–4). It is followed by a description of his paramour and the affirmation 
that he cannot detach himself from her: a glimpse of her teeth when she lifts 
her veil slightly makes him sit up and clench his fists, as a trained falcon clasps 
the leather cushion on his pole when he sees a morsel of meat being prepared 
for him. The poet then effects a transition by pointing out that hunters in the 
valley of temptation never tire of their quest: “for them, the hunt is treading 
on soft Persian carpets” (§29.19). Verses of gnomic wisdom are followed by an 
unexpected outburst: if it were not for fear of gossips, he would swoop down on 
her camp and elope with her. Having abducted her, he would indulge his crav-
ing “until belly ropes burst,” (§29.26) and he would expertly satisfy her desires 
as well. Then the happy pair would rest, their “thirsty camels” watered, serene 
and without bearing grudges (§29.28). As reality triumphs in the first example, 
so does fantasy in the second. Indeed, most of the ghazals oscillate between such 
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resignation and lover’s bravura, even if it comes in the sublimated shape of a 
dream.

The poem’s emotional arc may also come full circle in a humorous, ironic 
fashion. In one poem’s first line he asks his beloved to revive his sagging spirits 
before it is too late. But she blows to him the crust of foam on a pool of fouled 
water that even thirsty camels would find hard to drink. Cruel death is all he can 
expect from her, and in the closing line he envies those who are blithely ignorant 
of such entanglements (Poem 41).

Another circular poem explains why regrets are not final. It opens with the 
observation that ends the previous poem. Here the irony works in the oppo-
site direction. The first line expresses congratulations to a heart that is blasé 
and carefree (§38.1), but continues to compare it to a mule on its shady patch 
(§38.3)—

His heart’s immune to stirrings of merriment and fun,
not up to the challenge of her flirtatious game.

This is a prelude to a proud account of the poet’s career in the school of love. 
Through a string of popular wise sayings, it arrives at the conclusion that a love 
affair must be based on mutual feeling. If the beloved coldly turns her back on 
the poet, he will kick the dust up into her face and return her the compliment. 
It ends with an affirmation of the opening verse (§38.17):

Only dogs grovel before displays of contempt;
only oxen graze on without a care.

In his dream of love the poet transcends these paradoxes. Though he may 
groan like a she-camel that has lost her young (§8.18), and no matter how old 
he is, he will not abandon his pursuit of passion. The poet wishes that his heart 
“were placid with quiet joy,” and then compares it to a full bucket hoisted from 
the well by an impetuous camel, banging against the stone wall such that the 
rope and the wooden crosspieces are torn from the bucket (§§2.18–23). Love 
is his way of life, and without it he would be condemned to a torpid existence. 
More to be feared than passion’s agony is the mule’s fate: to be a dalūh, placid 
and mindless among the walking dead.

At some point a heart that is alive with feeling must give vent to it or the lover 
will start raving. “Were I the only one, my beliefs would be in doubt” (§26.15). 
Then the poet reminds himself that before him mighty shaykhs were known to 
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utter their despair and would give their all to attain their desire (§26.16). Vindi-
cated by this thought, the poet regains the good spirits and slightly melancholy 
humor that characterize his work.

Correspondences with Early Classical Poetry

Two of the collection’s longest poems do not fall in the category of ghazal. One is 
a poem in praise of Muḥammad ibn Rashīd (r. 1869–97), whose rule over most of 
Najd in the northern capital of Ḥāʾil was the apogee of his dynasty. In Ibn Sbayy-
il’s eulogy he is portrayed as fear-inspiring and marauding, and a lavish despot 
who punishes and rewards as he pleases, unrestrained by any checks on his 
power (Poem 23).53 The other poem deals with the theft of a herd of the town’s 
smaller cattle by Bedouin of the ʿUtaybah tribe, including some owned by the 
poet, and appeals to Nifī’s “brothers” (Bedouin chiefs who are paid protection 
money) among ʿUtaybah for their return (Poem 5).54 Unlike the scrupulously 
serious first poem, it evinces Ibn Sbayyil’s trademark amalgamation of heartfelt 
interest with a sense of gentle and playful humor. Apart from short exchanges 
of invective verse with other poets (see Poems 42.1–46.2), seven more poems 
are on different themes.55 Two provide wisdom on the subject of the “world” 
(al-dunyā) and its inequities.56 One celebrates the victory of ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz ibn 
Saʿūd over the Rashīd dynasty. One is about the pleasures of coffee and smok-
ing, mixed with some gnomic wisdom. And one is a colorful description of the 
Bedouin’s seasonal migration patterns―usually this theme is part of a prelude 
to the subject of love, but here it has been developed into an independent poem.

The great majority of Ibn Sbayyil’s poems falls in the category of ghazals, love 
poetry. Their tone, style, imagery, vocabulary, and phrasing are akin to classical 
Arabic ghazals―in particular as developed prior to the rise of the consciously 
urban (that is, non-Bedouin) and courtly poetry of the Abbasid period.57 
The mostly oral tradition of poetry in Arabia was not part of the literary canon, 
which may have contributed to the misconception that the pre-Abbasid poetic 
idiom of the desert and the Bedouin ended then and there, at least in a literary 
sense. In fact, the tradition was still alive and well more than a thousand years 
later, and widely practiced by Najdī poets such as Ibn Sbayyil in the nineteenth 
century, in the centuries before, and even in the twentieth century. One reason 
for this perdurability is that for a millennium the essentials of life in the Arabian 
interior hardly changed, at least not in ways that made a profound difference. 
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While it might be justified to call this idiom “antiquated” in the context of 
ninth-century urban and urbane Baghdad, this plainly was not the case in the 
vast Arabian interior, where Bedouin and sedentary oasis dwellers continued to 
eke out a living using time-honored means and abiding by unchanging codes of 
virtue.58 Some political developments, like the rise of the Wahhābī movement 
in the eighteenth century, had a deep impact. Yet, as the poetry of Ibn Sbayyil 
and many others shows, the substratum of nonreligious values kept its popular 
legitimacy, while the desert and oasis economy remained intact and provided an 
ever-present store of imagery akin to that used by early classical poets.

Whether Ibn Sbayyil and his fellow poets of High Najd were influenced by 
early Arabic examples from written sources, directly or through oral transmis-
sion, is difficult to ascertain. But the poetry of his contemporaries and predeces-
sors shows many traces of literate culture. And these influences undoubtedly 
percolated into his work as well.59 It must be assumed that the poetic idiom of 
early classical poetry continued to be passed down from one generation to the 
next, even during the centuries when it disappeared in a literary sense; and that 
during this long period the oral tradition continued to draw on the literary tra-
dition.60 In any case, classical Arabic poetry up to the Abbasid period offers an 
indispensable perspective for the later Arabian tradition; and the study of pre-
modern Arabian poetry and its milieu may offer insights that are useful for the 
interpretation of classical poetry.61

Ibn Sbayyil’s ghazals exhibit various possible influences from the classical 
era, much of it dating back to pre-Islamic poetry. More interesting from a liter-
ary perspective are parallels with the early Umayyad Hijazi poetry of ʿUmar ibn 
Abī Rabīʿah―the straightforwardness and relative simplicity of expression; the 
lively impression created by the use of direct address; the gentle playfulness and 
deliberate ambiguity of intent as the poet draws his audience into his game of 
hide-and-seek; and the fair amount of common vocabulary, images, and phras-
ing that became part of ghazal poets’ stock-in-trade. But they are fundamentally 
different in their attitude toward the beloved. While it is the conceit of  ʿ Umar ibn 
Abī Rabīʿah’s lover-poet to strut on the stage as a lady-killer who measures his 
success by the number of women of high social rank who are vying for his atten-
tions, Ibn Sbayyil is on the opposite pole: he delights in graphic descriptions of 
his torments, and declares his eagerness to serve as his sweetheart’s slave.62

In eight of his poems, love is pictured as a trial that purifies the heart.63 In 
its predilection for heartburn, his poetry is closer in theme and tone to early 
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Abbasid courtly ghazals, where the beloved is forever beyond the lover’s reach 
and her despotic and cruel disposition toward him is a given.64 But for Ibn 
Sbayyil this is one element in a broader spectrum of possible give and take in 
a complex relationship. She quasi-innocently manipulates the lover’s feelings, 
driving him beside himself with desire; and the imagery of his torments makes 
for gripping poetry. But the beloved is also praised for her sweet speech, social 
discernment, psychological acumen, and ingenuity in finding ways to commu-
nicate discreetly with the lover.

The poet-lover insists that he will not pursue an affair unless it is based on 
some mutuality of amorous interest―a stark contrast with the courtly school 
represented by al-ʿAbbās ibn al-Aḥnaf and its “ideological” devotion to an unat-
tainable ideal of love and unconditional submission to the beloved’s cold and 
whimsical dictates.65 Ibn Sbayyil, on the other hand, champions the proverbial 
saying that warns against groveling if one is given the cold shoulder. There is 
mention of trysts, erotic detail, the poet’s aspiration to satisfy his desires and 
those of the beloved, and the occasional culmination of his endeavors in a 
dreamlike lovers’ union.66

Proverbs and Sayings in the Poetry of Ibn Sbayyil

Ibn Sbayyil’s oeuvre is frequently quoted in the Najdī proverbs and sayings 
collected by al-Juhaymān,67 who seems to have had a particular liking for his 
poetry.68 In about sixty-five instances his verses are adduced to illustrate a prov-
erb or saying, some of which are clearly coined from his verse.69

As one might expect, the great majority of quoted verse has some relation 
with the theme of love. Some of these are particular to his time, such as “(her 
beauty is) unlike those who use makeup from Java” (§39.12); others are time-
less: “even lovers cannot suffer beyond endurance” (§13.5). Perhaps one-quarter 
carries a more general meaning―and these are frequently cited. Sometimes it 
is not immediately obvious that a proverb is an expression of the poet’s all-con-
suming passion, as in: “I said, ‘Shariah!’ and she, ‘Fire of Ibn ʿAmmār’” (§36.10). 
In the proverb the opposition of religious law, Shariah, with Bedouin customary 
law (ʿurf)―here the practice of firelicking as a test of the accused’s veracity― 
is explained as: “Trying to convince someone to take the more acceptable 
course,” as symbolized by Shariah law.70 Ibn Sbayyil adds another layer of 
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complexity with the conceit that the pursuit of passion is his true religion―
hence “Shariah” in his discourse must be considered the lover’s code.

In one sequence of verse, each of which comprises a proverb, the poet 
explains that a love affair must be two-sided: he will not keep pining for a belle 
who gives him the cold shoulder, but any kind of response will be reciprocated 
by “hoisting my ship’s sail.” Then he effects a subtle transition to imagery from 
Bedouin life: he is disdainful of drawing water from a crowded well, where visi-
tors are indistinguishable from the encamped tribes, but looks for the exquisite 
and unique (§§33.12–16):

My taste is a drink from a rock hole in the mountain,
reserved for rugged hunters who know its hidden trail.

The greatest density of proverbs is found in three poems, 13, 14, and 29. Two 
of these are relatively long, both addressed to a shaykh of the tribe of Muṭayr, 
Fayḥān ibn Zirībān, with whom Ibn Sbayyil maintained a “poetic correspon-
dence.” In time-honored fashion, the friends commiserate about the trials of love 
and join efforts in tracing the whereabouts of a runaway young she-camel, i.e., 
the beauty who haunts their thoughts. Some of these sayings can be applied to 
multiple situations and are therefore often cited, such as: “My hand is fastidious: 
any old cane won’t do” (§13.34); “he has a disease of his own making” (§9.14), 
that is, “his problems are of his own making”; and “my wounds demand retalia-
tion” (§6.12). The other, longer, poem in this correspondence is quoted eleven 
times for its proverbial expressions. Remarkably, all are of a general nature and 
not specific affairs of the heart―perhaps because this poem is about a shaykh’s 
pursuit, while the poet provides commonsensical advice, such as the admonish-
ment not to mistake one’s fancies or excuses as a substitute for reality.71

Proverbial phrases, quoted in the collections together with their context of 
verses, are concentrated in a poem that through deft transitions transports the 
lover-poet from a state in which his heart flies like a shaving from the carpen-
ter’s hand plane to a triumphal outcome of his dreams (Poem 29; see also p. xxiv 
above). Its twenty-eight verses are interlaced with twelve proverbial sayings of a 
mixed nature―some uniquely related to love and beauty, such as walking with a 
“pigeon-toed gait.” Others appeal to common sense, such as “sticks that do not 
bend cannot be changed,” which in this case is synonymous with the saying that 
“a torrent that races down does not change course”: it is no use trying to divert a 
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love-stricken poet’s attention from his quest. And in any case, “the amorous do 
not flag in their pursuit of passion.”

Style and Language

A distinguishing feature of the poetry of Ibn Sbayyil, and other members of the 
“romantic school” of High Najd, as noted earlier, is the extended simile. In this 
edition of his diwan about fifty verses would qualify as such, varying in length 
from two verses to eleven.72 Without exception, the similes are linked to the 
suffering of the lover-poet’s heart. The transition to the simile is marked by 
the preposition ʿalā, with the meaning of “because of, on account of,” and fol-
lowed by the suffix –k, “because of you (the beloved),” or similar prepositional 
markers.73 In essence, these formulas correspond to the classical and modern 
formula wajdī, “(my ardent heart) is in agony because of (my unfulfilled love).” 74

The simile extends this formula and extrapolates it into dramatic scenes 
derived from the poet’s natural environment in desert and oasis.75 Obviously, 
among the poets of this group the extended simile was seen as a suitable arena 
for artistic rivalry. To the more common devices of the art, they added a touch 
of hyperbole―though one that generally did not cross the boundaries of prob-
ability.76 For instance, in one poem (22) a frequently used formula that opens 
such descriptions, ya-tall galbī, “the pull or strain on my hearts is like” (followed 
by the simile), is employed four times to build tension. To heighten the ten-
sion, a cumulative effect is also used within the simile. For instance, in a scene of 
the hardship to which robbed camels are subjected on a forced march, the poet 
makes them cross “waterless wastes, already thirsting,” until “dawn broke miser-
ably, a terrible fate awaiting them” (§§18.3–4).77

Najdī critics have found Ibn Sbayyil’s language and style much to their taste.78 
His verse’s lyrical tone and deceptive ease keep the audience spellbound as it is 
carried along from one transition to the other in a flawless, rolling movement 
of meter and rhyme.79 Wording and phrasing are mostly part of the well-known 
inventory of the ghazal genre. The inventory is used for descriptions of the 
beloved’s physique, bearing, subterfuges, and seemingly artless but beguiling 
speech; for the mental states of the poet-lover that range from tottering on the 
brink of insanity to reckless bravado, and often end in the tranquility of resig-
nation or serene, dreamlike vision; the elaborate vocabulary of push and pull, 
hiding and revelation, secrecy and divulgence, self-restraint and involuntary 
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release, ailing conditions and restored health; and the game of hide-and-seek 
with the obnoxious breed of spies, informers, censurers, and well-meaning 
advisers whose common sense makes no sense to a lover who adheres to the 
internal logic of passion’s code.80

At the level of imagery, vocabulary, and phrasing, Ibn Sbayyil employs his 
art to great effect in a subtle, almost imperceptible manner. In one poem, which 
ends with the poet’s acceptance of his doom, the final words are a prayer for 
closeness to his beloved, with a musical timbre of soothing self-suggestion: 
“let the smiling gazelle roam close to me” (§19.21). The confusion sown by the 
conquering woman’s wiles and whims has its parallel at the level of language: 
rapid successions of paronomasia, repetition of consonants, and other parallel-
isms, such as yiǵfī w-yiǵbil, harraj w-darraj, yāʿid w-yibʿid, and wilfin w-jaflī; 
parallel repetition of words, yʿassifni and inʿasaf lī, asmaʿih and lā samʿ, mā aʿrf 
and ʿirfuhum (§§41.5, 41.7, 41.10, 41.16). This leads the poet to the conclusion 
that the beloved plays with his feelings as with pieces on a chessboard. It also 
brings the poem full circle, in a mere sixteen lines, from its hopeful beginning, 
“Hey, what’s-your-name (yā-hann), give me the stuff that revives,” (§41.1) to the 
realization that on the contrary she will seal his fate, with an ironic repetition of 
the poem’s first word in the root of the last word, wā-haniyyih, “lucky the man 
who is spared the torment of such affairs” (§41.16).

Ibn Sbayyil makes frequent use of direct speech, like ʿUmar ibn Abī Rabīʿah, 
in combination with other stylistic devices, such as in one poem the singsong, 
quasi-plaintive effect achieved by parallel syntax (Poem 9). Ibn Sbayyil is also 
a master in his manipulation of tone to achieve his rhetorical objectives. For 
instance, a poem may open on the grave note of the ancient poly-thematic 
qasida (§§40.1):

As the camel train disappeared over the spur of Abānāt,
I recalled and pined for my days with the wasp-waisted.

But already in the next line he brings a smile to the audience’s faces when he 
wishes that his love would ride behind him on a camel, holding on to him or, if 
that were too much, then behind a companion on the other camel―presumably 
that he might have a better view of her. Ibn Sbayyil marks these transitions with 
a variety of formulas, mostly to signal that what preceded or follows must be 
understood at a level different from ordinary reality, such as dreams and wish-
ful thinking, and should not be taken literally―only to substitute the imaginary 
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scene for reality as if it were reality.81 In the same poem, he explains two pro-
verbial sayings in one line in their respective order in the next line; he then 
delves into the mystery of his heart’s hidden wounds in a line that opens with a 
word that repeats the last word of the preceding line, but with a different mean-
ing. Unlike many of his predecessors, who reveled in rhetorical flourishes, Ibn 
Sbayyil’s work never leaves an impression of artifice pursued for its own sake.


