Pre-Islamic Poetry

Fate; death

I saw the Manaya * strike blindly, whom they hit
They slay, whom they miss lives on to weak old age.
He who dreads the ropes of Manaya, they snare him 
Even were he to ascend the ropes of heaven, on a ladder.
And he who does not defend his fort with his weapons
His fort will be destroyed: and he who does not oppress
Will himself be oppressed. 
* Manaya:  Feminine plural. They are armed with arrows or ropes and lie in wait to trap or strike down the unwary. Compare the Moirai of ancient Greece.
*******
But when the arrows of the Manaya are aimed at a man
Neither medicine nor magic avails.
			*********
I know what today brings and, before it, yesterday
But I am blind in my knowledge of tomorrow.
			**********
Life’s joys
Roast flesh, the glow of fiery wine;
Speeding on a she-camel, fleet and sure
As your soul bends to urge her on, through the length and breadth of a valley;
White women, like statues, who trail
Rich robes with golden hems;
Wealth, easy lot in life, no fear of sickness;
Hearing the lute’s complaining string-----
These are life’s joys. For man is set to be
The prey of Time, and Time is change.

			*******
Love; desire
My heart aches for Malika:
If only she’d spend a night with her pursuer!
If only I could possess her,
Some night when all are in slumber,
When even dogs are asleep!
A night where no one is seen snooping on us,
Except the stars.
			*******
Tribal pride
Had I belonged to the tribe of Mazin,
My herds would not be plundered by those bastards,
Dhuhl ibn Shayban,
A tribe [Mazin] who, when Evil bares its fangs to them,
Fly out to meet it, singly and in droves.
When a tribesman calls them forth to battle,
They neither hesitate nor ask for proof.
			*********
The tragedy of war
We cry when we remember you,
And we kill you as though we do not care.
			*******
War
When a war begins, it is like a young girl,
Parading her ornaments before every valiant man.
But once its flames grow fierce and blaze forth,
It is like an ugly and friendless hag,
Grey-haired, who shaves her head to disguise herself,
Yet hateful to touch or kiss.
			*************
War
When battle approaches, people act in diverse ways,
But they all are alike when backs are turned in flight.
On the eve of battle, all are expert,
The following day, those who know its ways are few.
			***********
Manliness
My self-respect, my courage, my well-earned praise;
My plunge into dangers and the blows I aim at heroes;
My telling my soul, whenever it takes fright: 
Stay still where you are and rest;
Defending my virtuous past, my honor----
All these things prevent me from being condemned for my acts,
And prevent me from being blind to vileness.
				************
Self-restraint (Hilm)
Though needing to be self-restrained,
I am sometimes more in need of ferocity.
I have one horse, reined in by self-restraint,
And another saddled with ferocity.
Whoso wishes to straighten me, I am already straight,
And whoso wishes to bend me, I am already bent.
I would not take violence to be my companion,
But embrace it only when there’s no escape.
				***************
Boasting
I broke into the maiden’s bower, on a rainy day,
A maiden beautiful, with breasts erect,
Strutting in robes of damask and silk.
I nudged her, and she swayed, like a grouse waddling to water. 
I grasped her and turned her around,
And she turned like a coy gazelle.
She drew near and said: “O Munakhkhal*, how feverish is your body!”
I replied: “ It is your love that has wasted my body. Stop tormenting me, 
And go your way.”
How many a day, too short, far too short,
Has Munakhkhal spent in pleasures!
I have drunk wine in small cups and in large,
I have drunk wine, exchanging it for horses, male and female.
I have drunk wine exchanging it for a slave or a prisoner.
When drunk, I become the lord of fortresses, al-Khawarnaq and al-Sadir**,
When I sober up in the morning,
I am the lord of a young lamb and an old camel. 
Hind , O Hind, will you not be generous to your captive?
I love her, she loves me,
And even my male camel loves her she-camel!
* The Poet’s name. **Fortresses proverbial for their might. 
					********
Satire, defamation
A tribe who, when their dogs bark at approaching guests,
Tell their mother, “Go piss on the fire!”
She narrows her hole, stingy with her piss,
And pisses the bare minimum.
					**********
Satire, defamation
Tamim is a tribe more familiar than sand grouse
With the paths of malice,
But were it to follow the paths of virtue, it would get lost.
If, during a battle, Tamim saw a flea mounted upon a louse,
It would turn tail and run.
And if a bird spreads its wings,
Tamim would seek shelter under it.
				***********
Pride
I shall not purchase life at the cost of humiliation,
Nor shall I climb any ladder for fear of death.
I held back, wishing life to remain as is,
But found that life is not worth living
If I do not constantly move forward.
				*******
The approach of death
I find myself , when I go to sleep,
Filled with hope.
But when I awake, I feel I am being led
To a hole in the ground, as though prodded
By a driver, pushing me from behind.
				************
Eulogy
When you enter his presence, you see him rejoicing,
As if it is you who is giving him,
What in fact you are asking from him.
					*********
Wealth & poverty
Let me pursue wealth,
For among mankind the worst is the poor man. 
His friends abandon him, his mistress despises him,
Even a child can scold him.
But a wealthy man, how majestic he appears!
His heart is ready to fly!
His sins are few, though sinning much,
But the wealthy man has a forgiving god.
			**************
To his beloved: a plea
If you insist on not satisfying the burning thirst
Of one who loves you passionately, O Jubayra, 
Send him away.
But then forbid your shade to visit me,
For wherever I may be, your shade haunts my sleep. 
				*********
A poetess laments the death of her noble brother
We were like two branches that once took root and grew long,
As on the loveliest of trees;
Until, when it was said: 
“Their stalks have grown long, so well have they been planted, 
And the fruit is ripe,” 
The evil accidents of Time struck down one of them,
And Time spares nothing, leaves nothing behind.
			**************
“Bury me near a vine”
When I die, bury me near a vine
Whose roots will quench my bones.
Do not bury me in some wilderness,
For I fear, once dead, I will not taste it again.
				***********
Wine drinking
Hadra’ says to me: There is no fault in you that anyone can find
Except your drinking wine.
I answer: How wrong you are! My drinking, and my spending on it
What comes to hand, is the highest praise you can hear. Neither much nor little
Can make me immortal.
Damn it! Were it not for wine, I care not whether I live
Or be buried in some tomb.
Wine is vitality, wine is life, wine is pleasure,
Not you, not wealth and not children.
					**********
A  poet curses his face
Today my lips refuse to utter anything but evil,
And I know not to whom I should address my verse.
I see I have a face maimed by god:
How ugly is that face! How ugly its bearer!
			*********
The same poet curses his mother
Be off, and stay far from me,
May God relieve mankind of you!
Did I not make it plain that I hate you?
But I don’t suppose you’ve understood. 
Like a sieve you are if trusted with a secret,
And what a burden you are when you converse!
Your life is evil, I know,
And your death would delight the virtuous. 
				**********
The miser
I scraped with my finger-nails, I struck with my trowel,
And found a smooth rock beneath.
When I came to tell him of my need,
He pretended to be busy and bent his head in silence,
So much so I thought he was dead, or almost.
When I saw him, I was about to announce his death, 
For he seemed to be breathing his last.
And when I said to him: Do not worry, and forget my request,
He lost his terror, though his face remained sad and thoughtful.

				**********
A gazelle who lost her fawn
She lost her fawn, her heedlessness was not forgiven,
And the truth was revealed where last her fawn was seen: 
Blood-spattered limbs, over which birds of prey were hopping,
And a few pieces of flesh in skin that had turned dry.
				********
Time and death
Time, to me, is a treasure
That shrinks each night,
And that which the stream of days and Time diminish,
Must soon be expended.
I tell you, Time has never missed the chivalrous:
Like a slack rope, its two ends held by the same hand.
				***************
Leadership
No people can prosper if leaderless, or in chaos,
Nor, if the vicious come to rule, can they be called leaders.
If guided by men of reason, affairs will prosper,
But if such men are absent, evil men will lead.
				************
Generosity
If, for some people, wealth is their master,
My wealth, thank god, is my slave.
				****************
Miserliness
For the miser, there is only one way to spend his wealth;
For the generous man, many ways.
				*************
The transience of life
Do not grieve if Time comes to part us,
For Time will one day make you mourn
Every man of valor.
People are like their dwellings:
One day astir with life, the next a heap of ruins. 
Man is like a comet, burning bright,
Which, once aglow, then turns to ashes.
Wealth and family are but a pledge, deposited,
And all pledges must one day be reclaimed. 
				***************
Love everlasting
I shall adore Da`d, as long as I live,
And when I die, I shall delegate someone
To adore her on my behalf. 
			**************
A place infested with flies
Flies took it over, and refused to leave,
Buzzing like a whining drunkard.
Chirping in happiness, rubbing arm against arm,
Like one without fingers, intent on kindling fire with sticks.  
			****************
Two lovers
Over me she spread
Locks of her hair, to hide us from spiteful enemies.
It was as if she and I and her locks,
Were like two dawns, sheltering beneath a night’s canopy. 
				*******
Trapped heart
The night I heard that Layla was to depart next day,
My heart was like a grouse, caught in a trap,
The grouse tugging, its wing ensnared.
Two chicks she has, abandoned in a nest,
The nest now tossed by the winds.
Night brings her no relief,
And morning no freedom.
					********
The destitute vagabond (su`luk)
God damn the su`luk, when night has fallen!
A skeleton he is, frequenting every banquet.
His sleep is heavy and he awakes squatting,
Shaking pebbles from his dusty sides.
He snoops on the tribe’s women, as long as they allow him,
And morning finds him exhausted, like a way-worn camel.
But he is a su`luk whose face glows
Like the light carried by a torch-bearer.
From a height, he looks down on his enemies,
Who, from where they’re camped, curse him
Like an ill-omened augury.
When they move far, they are never safe from his presence,
Like someone expecting the return of a traveler.
And so, if he meets the Manaya, he meets them highly esteemed,
Though more fitting it is for him to escape them.
			****************
Boasting
I belong to a tribe, who are who they are !
When a great lord among them dies, another, like him,
Takes his place.
Like the stars of heaven they are:
When one star sinks, another appears,
With whom the other stars take refuge. 
Their noble descent and their faces,
Light up the sky, like pearls strung in a necklace.
Wherever they move, a lord always leads them,
With the Manaya marching alongside his battalions. 
				*************
A love triangle
By chance, love of her held me in chains,
But she was chained to another man,
And that man was chained to another woman.
				***********
Campsite of the beloved
Here are the traces where Asma’s clan once camped,
Now abandoned, except for birds that flutter overhead.
There I recalled Asma, if only she were near,
But words failed me. 
A desolate site, where I did not wish to linger,
Yet the tremors of my longing made that site alluring.  
Around us owls were heard hooting,
Like church gongs after a spell of calm.
When we lit a fire to grill our meat,
There appeared a grey wolf, entreating favor.
Abashed, I threw him a lump of our roasted flesh:
I cannot be ill-bred to one who shares my company.
He carried it off, overjoyed, his head shaking, 
Like a hero carrying booty from a battlefield.
			***************
A farewell to youth
It left us before we could leave it, 
Once having fulfilled all desires.
Now I cannot carry a weapon,
Nor rein back my mount when it bolts.
I fear the wolf when all alone I pass him,
I fear the wind, I fear rain.
					*********
A poet laments his approaching death
I recalled who might cry for me,
But only the sword and noble spear, I found, were shedding tears.
O my two companions, my death is near,
So pick out a high place to camp,
For I am to spend a few nights here. 
Stay with me this day, or some nights,
Do not hurry me along, for plain is my illness.
With the tips of your spears mark out where I lie,
And cover my eyes with what remains of my robe. 
Do not, God bless you, be chary with the plot of ground 
In which you bury me, but make it broad.
Take me, and drag me in my robe towards you:
There was a time when I was a hard man to tow.
				*******************
“Laila!”
A man called out,
When we were in Khayf, near Mina,
And stirred the passions of my heart,
Unawares.
He called out “Laila!” to another girl;
It was as if, by shouting “Laila”,
He had stirred up a bird in my chest. 
                                  ******************

The Mu`allaqa of Imru’ul Qays (omitting some verses)
Stay, you two!  And let us weep 
As we remember a beloved and her abode,
On those soft dunes, between Dakhul and Hawmal,
Then between Tudih and al-Miqrat.
Its traces have not yet been erased, woven, as they were,
By winds, northern and southern.
You see the droppings of white gazelles in its squares and lowlands
Like pepper seeds. 
My friends drew up their mounts by me, saying:
“Die not of grief but bear in patience!”
My cure is a tear, overflowing,
But at such a faint trace, can a tear be enough?
This is how you felt before, with Umm al-Huwayrith,
And with her neighbor, Umm al-Rabab, in Ma’sal. 
When these two women rose, the scent of musk spread forth,
Like the east wind spreading scent of cloves.
My tears gushed, uncontrollably,
Down my chest, wetting my sheath. 
That day, when I slaughtered my camel for these virgins,
And I watched in wonder as they carried away my camel’s saddlebags.
The virgins tossed one another pieces of its meat and fat,
Like hems of silk, entwined.
And that other day, when I entered the bower of `Unayza,
And she said: “ Shame on you! Are you to slaughter my camel too?” 
As I rode behind her, the hawdah tipped to the side: “You have
Slaughtered my camel, Imru’ul Qays! Dismount!” said she.
I said: “ Loosen its reins and go, but keep me not far
From your perfumed kisses.” 
A woman like you, pregnant, I once fell upon, and another, nursing
Her baby, a year old, and hung with amulets.
Her I distracted. Whenever her baby cried, behind her,
She turned one side to feed him,
The other to me, above her, unturned.  
O Fatimah, let things take their course,
After all this coyness!
And if set on dismissing me, do it kindly.
If my conduct annoys you,
Pluck out my heart from yours and it will fall away.
Were you tempted, knowing that your love is killing me,
And that whatever you order my heart to do, it will obey? 
Your eyes gushed with tears, but only to let fly
Two arrows into a heart, shattered, humiliated.

What a night, like the waves of the sea!
It drew its curtains around me, with diverse sorrows,
To test me.
When dead of night spread forth, then came again, 
And so prepared to lift its face,
I said : “ Damn it, you endless night! Will you not fade into dawn?
And yet dawn will be no better.”
What a night you are! As though your stars 
Were twined and twisted to a mountain.

I gallop in the morning, while birds are still in their nests, 
On a stallion, short of hair, faster than any wild beast,
Great in size.
He charges, he retreats, he approaches, he turns away,
Swift as a rock, carried by a flood, hurtling from on high. 
				********
The Lamiyya (poem ending in L) by al-Shanfara (partial translation)

Rein in the chests of your mounts, my mother’s clan,
And leave. It is to another clan that I now incline.
Our ties are severed.
Here is a moonlit night, and mount and saddle are fastened,
Ready for long journeys. 
Instead of you, I have other kin:
A fierce wolf, a sleek leopard, and a hyena, hairy of mane. 
These are my family. They neither reveal your secret, 
Confided in trust, nor renounce you if you commit a crime.
Each one of them is proud and brave,
But when a prey appears, I am even braver. 
I bear up with hunger, so long that I kill it;
I erase it from memory, and so forget it. 
I would rather swallow a mouthful of dust,
Than be seen begging favors
From some haughty man.
No malingerer am I, nor homebound,
Nor do I chase after women, 
Decked out, morning and evening, in kohl and perfume.
At times I am poor, at others rich,
But only he is called rich,
Who is indomitable in will, and self-reliant.
I show no anxiety when poor, or make it known,
Nor do I swagger with joy when rich.
				************
The Mu`allaqa of Tarafa (partial translation)
When people call out: “Is there a knight here?”
It is me, I know, they mean.
Neither indolent am I, nor one to ignore the call.
I whipped my she-camel, and fast she moved, 
Over rocky ground, burning hot.
Her walk was a swagger,
Like that of a slave girl at a gathering,
Showing off to her master her flowing white robes.
I do not frequent high places, to escape greeting guests,
And when people seek aid, I give it freely.
If you look for me where the high and mighty gather,
You will find me there.
And if you hunt me down in wine shops,
You will catch your prey. 
If you come to me in the morning,
I will greet you with a cup of wine, to quench your thirst,
But if you can do without it, good for you! 
Two companions have I: men of high spirit,
And a singing girl, who parades before us,
One time in plain robes, another in colored garments.
When we tell her: “Let’s hear you sing”,
She turns to face us, coy,
Relaxed and without effort.
Quaffing wine, immersed in pleasures,
Buying and squandering---these have been my habits,
Now and in the past.
Until the day when all my clan
Abandoned me, and I was left alone, like a mangy camel. 
But then, neither the poor nor the rich, I see, have disowned me.  
O you who blames me for not marching to battle,
Or blames me for indulging in pleasures,
Tell me: Can you make me immortal?
If you cannot avert the Manaya from me,
Let me forestall them by spending all I own.
			*************
A lament for lost youth
Alas for my lost youth!
In losing it I lost no small or insignificant thing.
I was once happy in my youth and vigor,
protecting my honor, and abasing the proud.
Dressed in finest clothes, I would shake my locks of hair.
Do not be happy if you hear someone described as wise,
having reached old age.
If he is pleased to have lived so long,
yet his face carries in its lines
 the length of his days.
				**********
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