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The Imagination Unbound

32

the fictional, revising historical ‘facts, the reordering of time and the
destruction of the properties of time and space, and last but not least, the
playfulness which reveals itself at its best in al-Wahrani's text.

Having said all this, I shall now quote two passages from two major
figures in Orientalism and European thought: Ernest Renan and H. A. R.
Gibb.

Renan, according to Edward Said, believed that the Semites, including
the Arabs of course, ‘are rabid monotheists who produced no mythology,
no art, no commerce, no civilization; their consciousness is a narrow and
rigid one; all in all they represent one combination inferieure de la nature
humaine!!

Gibb hashad this to sayabout the Arabs and their defective imagination
by comparison with that of Westerners: “The rejection of rationalist
modes of thought and of the utilitarian ethic which is inseparable from
them has its roots, therefore, not in the so-called “obscurantism” of the
Muslim theologians but in the atomism and discreteness of the Arab
imagination.’ 2

Quotations like these can be multiplied endlessly and are to be found

. in statements by other major figures in and outside Orientalism, including

Gustav von Grunebaum and his disciples.

1 hope that the texts have discussed reveal the importance of reassessing
major reputations and showing how wrong and prejudiced many of them
are. If these texts reveal anything, it is the absurdity of Renan’s and Gibb's
views on this atomistic and discrete imagination and the people who have
no imagination at all. But the texts also show that we need to do much more
intensive research in various areas of knowledge before we can formulate
answers to some of the more vexing questions which so many scholars have

so far answered with a striking degree of superficiality and amateurism.

1. Edward Said, Orientalism, Chatto and Windus (London, 1978), p. 142.
2. Ibid. p. 106.
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seen at its best in three aspects:

1. 'The definition of the day of ‘Ashura’ as the day during which the
cave of al-Mani‘a opens;

2. The story of the fainting of the Caliph “‘Uthman, his daughters
and the narrator, in which we are told that the Caliph and the
narrator regain consciousness, but the daughters of the Caliph die.
Historically, we do not know of an event— whatever it was— upon
which the daughters of ‘Uthman actually died simultancously.
The daring of the narrator to re-write history and falsify it, or give
another version of it, is no less striking here than in anything that
Pynchon, Rushdie or Marquez, or for that matter, the great Borges,
have recently produced. |

3. The statement that the earth is surrounded by a huge snake whose
name is ‘A’isha —that is the wife of the Prophet and the great
opponent of ‘Aliand the Shi‘ites. Was Rushdie any more courageous
when he named one of his heroines in The Satanic Verses ‘A'isha?

Now I come to a number of theoretical points with which I would like to
close this exposition. In this age when postmodernist writing has forced us
to examine our old ideas, especially about genres, the classical novel and
the realistic novel, and when we have learnt to talk about the open text
which breaks away from the closed texts of the nineteenth-century models,
and in an age where much has been said about the origins of the novel in
Arabic (that it is a product of the influence of the Furopean novel), when
we are faced with texts like the ones I have been discussing, we realize that
we need to do an enormous amount of work before we can give effective
answers to a ot of questions. The texts L have been contemplating represent
the seeds of what we witness now in the writing of postmodernism, from
Marquez to Rushdie: the imagination unbound, the shift from reality to
the imagined without warning, mixing the historically established with
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Sallam said: “The height of each tree is 90,000 years of walking” When
a person wants to descend, the landscape where they are moves and

takes shape in readiness for them to descend.

In other passages, similar descriptions transcend all bounds of reality and
the possible, and shift from Hell or Paradise to life in this world, transcend
the boundaries of space and the logic of time to mix the real with the
imaginary, the ordinary with the extraordinary and the natural with the
supernatural. Of particular beauty is the description of the abolition of
the nature of time and the order of progression in rime and its effect on
man, especially in the scene of sexual pleasure bestowed upon the believers
in Paradise by their God. Each believer has seventy virgin huriyya; he
deflowers each and spends forty days sleeping with her in one go without
his desire — or hers— abating. When he has had enough of one, the next
comes in, while the other is transformed into a virgin again. This continues
ad infinitum. The beauty of the virgins is itself dazzling; one of them is said
to be of such crystal-clear beauty that the marrow of her legs is visible to the
eye although she is dressed in seventy silken and golden garments. Other
similar descriptions, especially those of Hell, are so strongly reminiscent of
Dante’s passages in The Divine Comedy that I am tempted to suggest that
if there were any precursors to Dante in the Arabic tradition they would
include not only Abu al-‘Ala’ al-Ma‘arri, but also Kizab al-Azama. In fact, 1
have compared the two texts structurally (as skeletons only) and wondered
at the striking similarity between the structures of al-Azama and The
Divine Comedy: first the moment of introductory contemplation, then
purgatory, fire and paradise in that order. The punishments and rewards
are not dissimilar. (It is intriguing that 2 copy of a manuscript called Kizab

al-Azama is reported to exist in the Vatican.)

'The fusion of the historical with the fictional in Kitab al-Azama can be
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who- hesays ~know nothingaboutusand about whom we know nothing))
in a manner strikingly similar to the way in which a postmodernist text
deconstructs itself as it reveals its negation of its own premises (examples
in Salman Rushdie’s work are abundant).

In some passages, the beauty of the imagination unbound is dazzling;

listen to this description:
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Each of these cities has three thousand thousand thousand thousand
meadows, in each meadow are 100 parks, in each park 100 gardens, in
cach garden 100 trees, on each tree 100,000 kinds of fruits, on each
fruir 100,000 kinds of leaves. God, praise be to Him, created on each
leaf a bed upon which they (the people) travel to their folks. When
they get to these trees, the trees bow down until their heads touch
the ground, so the people climb into the beds and sit on them. As
soon as a person sits down the leaf rises off the ground, thus one leaf
after another rises until all those who want to travel and to stay have
done so. When they are all in place, the trec stands erect to its full
height with the people on it. ‘Uthman, God be pleased with him, said:
‘How high are these trees and how far do they reach?” ‘Abd Allah b.

1. For quotations from Kitab al-Azama, sce the Arabic text in this volume.
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I want now to talk briefly about another work, namely the original texe
with which I started, Kitab al-Azama. This book is far more intriguing
than al-Wahrani’s in that it seems to mix times and places, to reorder the
world and to create worlds about which we have no knowledge. We have
no way of judging where history begins and where fiction starts. In a sense,
what is happening in modern writing now finds its real seed in works like
this. Let me give one example of what happens in the book.

The book says that it is a2 book about the greatness of God. But the
way it arranges things is in this fashion. It says that God created Adam
and taught him everything about what was, what is and what will be,
recording all knowledge for him on a label of white silk (Bizaga min
al-harir al-abyad) delivered to him by Jibra'il (Gabriel) the Archangel.
Adam wrote everything down and before he died he went and hid itin a
cave called al-Mani‘a in a mountain called al-Mindil, in Sarandib in India
(modern-day Sri Lanka). All sorts of people tried to get this knowledge,
but they all perished because they did not know that the cave opened only
once a year from sunrise to sunset on the day of ‘Ashura’ Anybody not
out before sunset would die. Then Daniel, the Jewish Prophet, hearing
this, took forty scribes, all well-equipped, entered the cave, copied
everything on sheets/plates of copper and got out before sunset. When
he approaéhed death, feeling sad that this recorded knowledge would fall
into the hands of others, he asked God to look after it. God made this
knowledge available to people. The narrator then says that Daniel’s book,
al-Dafa’in (literally ‘the buried’) tells of the greatness of God embodied in
his creation. He claims to have a copy of that book out of which he starts
narrating in the court of the third Caliph ‘Uthman b. ‘Affan (died in the
year 35 of Hijra).

In the process of narrating, the text narrated by ‘Abd Allah b. Sallam
deconstructs itself (as the narrator is actually narrating to us his detailed
knowledge of peoples created by God amongst whom there are people
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and sends everybody rushing to discover who has farted. This sort of
violation of taboos goes on until he comes to the more theological part
of the work where really fantastic arguments take place between the
Shi‘ites of ‘Ali and the Sunnis of Mu‘awiya. This entire episode forms
a scathing critique and a revision of Arab history and the authority
of the rulers and leaders of Muslim sects, challenging the validity and
legality of much of what had been established as Truth in chat history.
At onc point even a touch of carelessness towards an act of the Prophet
himself is described.! This whole section is too wonderful to summarize.
Reading it is the best way of enjoying the magic of al-Wahrani’s writing
and experiencing his thrilling wit, humour and biting sarcasm as well as
the sheer power of his wild, unbound imagination.

The Grandest Dream then closes with a twisting of historical fact: a
huge crowd appears, there is great fury and immense noise as al-Wahrani
and his companion are immersed in the beauty and pleasure of the Pond
(al-Hawd) to which they had slipped after asking to be allowed into it as
supporters of Yazid b. Muawiya and the Umayyad dynasty. When he turns
around to inquire about the fury, he discovers that armies led by ‘Ali b. Abi
Talib with his children have amassed to attack the Umayyads and appear to
be gaining victory. The roar of Muhammad b. al-Hanafiyya, ‘Alis son, at al-
Wahrani and his crowd shakes the place and terrifies al-Wahrani, knocking
him over and throwing him off his bed onto the ground. He wakes up.

Llﬁﬂ\&-.ew.“ J}uiﬁhﬂJiuﬂLo-)aJJQrJ.A}&lﬁ&1&wgJ*c~q_, A
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words and said to him: We ask you by the name of God not to hurry
us as we shall end up here with you soon any way and there is no way of

escaping that. He then left us after so much labour and hard work.

Thus, al-Wahrani creates this intermingling and crossing over from the
realities of his own life in this world to the imaginary happenings on
the Day of Judgment in the Afterworld, placing man in confrontation
with the divine world. It is fascinating to see the tactics he uses in that
confrontation, for he himself knows that he and his companion are grear
sinners and will definitely end up in Hell. But he still negotiates and
bargains, fluctuating between anger and tender words and flactery in the
hope of cheating the divine world just as he cheated on his friend and
companion, as Malik reminds him, over sexual exploits in the Fawwara
abode in Jayrun. Man, in a sense, never gives up hope of winning what he
desires regardless of whether or not he feels he deserves it.

In another cpisode that is a lot more subversive, he describes the
appearance of the Angel of Death, ‘lzra’il, causing a great fury and noise
amongst the crowd. He then reveals that ‘Lzra’il has interceded with
God to wipe out the vices of Ibn al-Nagqash. This mysterious act is then
explained by saying that ‘Izra’il loves Ibn al-Naggash who in this life, being
a doctor, was an intimate assistant to the Angel of Death, caused every
patient he treated to die immediately, thus saving the Angel the trouble of
having to visit repeatedly and suffer the nasty smells and sights. The Angel
of Death then promises al-Wahrani that he will let him live for ten years
longer than Ibn al-Naqqash in lieu of the ten dinars he owes him, one year
for each dinar.

So he goes on describing this scene and the reaction he gets from
the person he calls al-Malik al-‘Azim. The man is in this extraordinary

‘situation and he is describing what belongs to the realm of the sacred.

Yet he narrates how he heard an enormous fart which shakes the place
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judged positively and entering Paradise without deserving to do so.

‘The mixing of the real with the imaginary, the ordinary with the
extraordinary, the normal with the magical is evident throughout the
‘Grand Dream’ of al- Wahrani. And in some instances what he does is
reminiscent of what al-Ma‘arri does in Risalat al-Ghufran but at times
given a personal dimension. This is the case, for instance, in the episode
involving al- Wahrani’s own moment of judgement by the Guardian of
Hell. Malik is convinced that al-Wahrani does not qualify, so to speak, to
enter Paradise but deserves to go to Hell. He condemns al-Wahrani as a
bad man and a pimp. Al-Wahrani replies angrily with a threatening tone:
‘Me? By God you will regret this” Recognizing the danger of angering a

man with such vicious powers of satire, Malik says:

You're certain to compose one of your poems satirizing me or to write
a magama abusing me as you do to the offspring of Adam. By God I
will strike you with this sling (f2/2") until al-Qandalani urinaces over

his legs. What, tell me, are you cross with me for?
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‘Can you swear that you did not betray this friend of yours (and
seduce his boys behind his back) in Dar al-Fawwara in Jayrun in the
year 553 of Hijra?’ When we heard this we shut up and cursed Iblis
and realized that this critic is knowledgeable and lcaves nothing, big

or small, without recording it. Thus, we turned to flactery and nice
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had already been stopped at the gates of heaven where he is making a claim
to the right to enter. So al-Wahrani says that he wants to charge for his ten
dinars the value of fifteen dinars of the man'’s positive points which would
qualify him to enter paradise. Then this follows:

1 had hardly said this when I heard a huge fart behind me which rocked
the aspects of al-mahshar. Looking to my left, I found a crowd of our
mates (ashab) all bursting into laughter and giggling. I accused al-Safi
b. Karim al-Malik of being the one who farted but he swore that it was
not him. I was angry and said to them: At a time like this you do this
sort of thing, And they replied: You fool, of course someone like you
who hopes to get any virtuous deeds (hasanat) from this man deserves
to be laughed at and farted in his beard and shit on him. Where do
you think this man will get points of hasanar? From his night prayers,
knowledge of the Qur’an, fasting Mondays and Thursdays? ... All that
was found in his books is five points which are disputed anyway ...

So I asked the awesome angel supervising all this to give me in
Paradise for my ten dinars a small lot like that given by Ibn Sa‘d al-
Dawla al-Hamwi in bashmur.

Al"Wahrani uses this wonderful episode to continue his critique of social
and political aspects of his world by reference to that Other World.
Radwan, the Guardian of Paradise, then says to him, ‘But look you poor
fellow, you think this man has fifty extra points to offer. He doesn’t have
five points to start with! He already owes tens of points!’ So he invents
cases of incredible ingenuity just to prove a point here and there and to
tell a fascinating story. Of interest, for instance, vis-a-vis the moral system,
is the way he sees some famous figures judged and declared to be worthy
of entering heaven. Believing this to be questionable, he says that now

many others, including famous killers and despots, have a hope of being
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you left him frustrated and suffering feelings of injustice, then when
you met him again you asked him for the completion of the act?

Malik also accuses al-Wahrani of being a pimp, a homosexual and even of
cheating on his companion by luring his boys (ghilman) and having sex
with them. These types of tales are also narrated to Amir al-Mu'minin Zayn
al-‘Abidin (the Prince of the Faithful), who is trying to decide whether to
intercede on behalf of some of his followers. One of them is then said to
have gone through a whole family, four boys, then their sisters, then their
mother, in his sexual raids and the only one who escaped his raids was
their old man who died before he could be taken and invaded.

In the midst of such scenes, al-Wahrani daringly reports the appearance
of the Prophet Mohammad and depicts him, his family and Companions
streaming along in a great procession as everybody rushes round them. This
section is used to artack certain religious beliefs and individuals and groups
(such as the Sufis) and 1o elevate the position of others, and it is perhaps the
only section free of the subversive and violating anecdotes that permeate
the text. Interestingly, it suggests that the Prophet is related by kinship to
some of the people of Egypt and that he may get angry if he is reminded of
that land and its history. Remarkably, al-Wahrani says that he could not get
through to behold the Prophet because of the crowds around him and he
and his companions watch from a high point on al-A'raf.

In one episode the lines of attack are more ingeniously drawn. A friend
of al-Wahrani says to him: “What are you going to do about the ten dinars
Ibn al-Naqqash owes you? Go get him before he enters Paradise, otherwise
you will never get your money back. So he goes after Ibn al-Naqqash and
finds him in the presence of a great awesome-looking angel to whom he
was talking in 2jamiyya (Persian?), This is followed by a scene of real wit
and humour. “What are you going to do to me for the gold I owe you? They
have stopped me from entering Paradise (a/-Janna) because of it?” The man
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He then comes to the system of values in the culture and religion and
concentrates constantly on subverting them. The text is full of wickedness,
of wit, of a great ability to argue and to make points. Naturally, everybody
he doesn’t like ends up being sent to Hell while to those to whom he
wants to be nice he finds a way out despite their sinful lives. But he doesn’t
manage to find a way out for himself because he is proven to be one of the
greatest sinners in the world. The section involving his own fate is in fact
amongst the most daring, Malik, the Guardian of Hell, accuses him and
his companion of sexually and morally atrocious acts. They both deny the
accusations and get angry, but at long last when they are alone they say to
each other: ‘Our fate is sealed, what a perfect record keeper this Malik is,
he clearly knows every detail of our life and sins. Al-Wahrani then says:
‘So, let us go up to the mountain of A'raf from where we can at least look
at paradise and its people.” ‘No, his companion says, as we have no hope
of getting there, let us not even look, because seeing it will only intensify
our pain and sense of deprivation.

The anecdotes al-Wahrani composes on homosexuality and lesbianism
are truly extraordinary and totally unknown in this type of text. In one
episode, the details are stunning: Malik accuses al-Wahrani’s companion
of being homosexual and ‘min al-mutabazrimin, a vague word here
probably invented just for its expressive sounds, and of using Muslim
children for his sexual pleasures.

You organized your victims' names alphabetically and filed them in 2
notebook/index and you had almost completed the book when your
fate struck you. Didn’t you once take a boy to a deserted house where
you placed him under the light coming from a porthole in the roof
and when the light did not fall directly on his anus you begged him
lovingly and tenderly: ‘My Lord, please shift it closer for me?’ Didn't
you take Yahya al-Mutarriz once, then you failed to get an erection and
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Wahrani's text. Most impressive of such acts of shifting is the initial shift
quoted above, wherein the narrative suddenly shifts from the third-person
singular, ‘he’ — which had been used from the start ~ to the first person
singular T ‘so I left my grave and headed towards, and a lite later shifts
from the ‘he’ referring to al-‘Ulaymi to the second-person singular ‘you'
The suddenness and novelty of the shift generates what ‘Abd al-Qahir al-
Jurjani had called ‘hazzab wa aryabiyya fi al-nafs’ (a thrill and a liberating
flow of generosity in the soul) and attributed it to great poetry, creative
imagery and rare sayings.

Al-Wahrani’s malicious satires often take the form of praise, a device
known in Arabic as ‘a/-dbamm fi ma'rid al-madl’ and here it is done
much more venomously and cleverly than in other texts with which I
am familiar. Thus, al-Wahrani, the protagonist, narrates the episode,
addressing his adversary al-‘Ulaymi and shifting the pronouns in the

‘narrative so skillfully to make the impact even more deadly: ‘Hey, I envy
you for being so clever and wise as you have sex only with boys; stupid me,
I have sex with females and thus end up paying the price. This, of course,
is said in a context in which sex outside marriage is strictly prohibited and
homosexuality is a sin, and spoken in the land of gathering the resurrected
(ard al-mabshar) on the day of judgment and right under the nose and
ears of Malik, the Hell chpcr and, somewhere around, God himself.

Here is a man who, on the Day of Judgment, initiates this process
of putting together sets of scenes more in the nature of a cinematic
composition and packed with totally outrageous events, tales, accusations
and arguments that violate everything that is supposed to be sacred and
respected. The only connecting factor in all this is the fact that he is in
the midst of it all. And some of the things he goes through are absolutely
fabulous and truly hilarious while being piercingly critical, disrespectful
and subversive. He includes some indescribable things, among them the

human body and some of its biological functions on this terrifying day.
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him that he is being sought after by several maids (or slave girls/jawari)
who claim that they have had a number of children by him, that some
of them are pregnant by him and that he has sold them while pregnant.
Ar that moment comes one of his typical modes of satire: he says that
he regrets not having been like al-Hafiz al-"Ulaymi, his arch adversary,
who has only boys for sex, thus avoiding the problem of making women
pregnant and having children. Al-"Ulaymi, he goes on to say, keeps/has
his sex boys (ghilman) only until their beards start growing, then he sells
them and buys much younger boys.

The addressee in the narrative continues to be al-‘Ulaymi himself. Al-
Wahrani narrates to him that ‘Abd al- Wahid also tells him that al-“Ulaymi

too is looking for him.,

“Where is he?’

‘Out there, with al-Nabih b. al-Mawsili, wiping the urine off his
legs.

“Why? What has happened to him, the poor fellow ?’

‘When he heard the roaring and fury of The Hour, he shit over
himself out of terror.

AndIsaid to him: “The poor fellow is excusable, and I went towards
you and called you and you came running towards me and you said no

- word to me but punched me so painfully and cursed me saying, “How

dare you address me as al-Hafiz al-"Ulaymi without titles or kunya?
You should have said al-Shaykh al-a’lam al-akbar, and you sent five
pounds of spitting over my face as is your habit when you talk.”

When Gabriel Garcia Marquez did his shifting of pronouns in the
narrative in The Autumn of the Patriarch there was almost an earthquake
in literary circles in the West! Critics hailed him as a genius of narrative

inventiveness. Such shifting and shiftiness happens throughout al-
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In this state of fear and anxiety, sweating and panting on this frowning
bleak day, as he depicts it, he, the man with a weak spirit (nafs) and
cowardly disposition who had no ability to put up with beholding
these misfortunes, says: ‘I wished unto God the Generous that He
provides me with a fine loaf made of fresh almonds, a bowl of food
made of meat, onions and eggs, some Sanara cheese and a carafe of
Saydanaya wine ...

Still further, he wishes that he had with him three companions,
one of whom is none but al-Hafiz al-"‘Ulaymi himself, the second is
Fakhr al-Din b. Hilal, who would sing for him and the third is Abu
al-‘Izz b. al-Dhahabi who would continue the process of violating all

taboos:
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Flirting with me with his eyes and watering me with the finest of wine,
neat unmixed, until my senses are drowned and I lose my consciousness
and vanish from existence, thus the horrors will pass me by while I am

in a state of no comprehension or recognition.

He then comes across another person, ‘Abd al-Wahid b. Badr, who informs

1. The editors say that the wine is attributed to .Sayda the city in modern-day Lebanon,
bur I chink it is artributed to Saydanaya, the Syrian mountain village not far from
Damascus, where fine vineyards still exist today.
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he deserves. Al-Wahrani is now writing back depicting his reaction to this
episode and describing the wrath and hatred al-‘Ulaymi’s response contains
and expressing his amazement that such feelings have remained alive in
al-“Ulaymi’s heart despite all the changes, misfortunes, and historic events
that have taken place in the three-year period. He writes in the third-person
singular that ‘he felt such and such’ informing al-‘Ulaymi of his deep anxiety
and fear and sorrow and also in the third-person singular, ‘he was amazed
by the hatred he - the addressee - felt’ He, al-Wahrani, then describes how
desperate he felt and how he spent a sleepless night of anxiety and fear. He
was extremely wortried about what was going to happen and how he was
going to settle the dispute with al-‘Ulaymi; then out of sheer exhaustion he
fell asleep. As soon as he falls asleep the dream begins.

Now, the strangest thing about the account of the dream is that it does
not take the form of narration that we normally use when we narrate a
dream. Rather, it is a narrative that completely banishes the awareness
of the moment of narration and shifts constantly between the real and
the unreal. Al-'Wahrani narrates in the third-person singular with which
he started his long letter, talking about ‘him, the servant’: ‘He thought
when he received the letter of his bad opinion of him ..” but in fact he is
narrating bimself as a protagonist, as a main character or part of a set of

characters on the day of judgement wherein the dream takes place:

His eye defeated him after all that (exhaustion and insomnia) and he
saw in the way a sleeping person sees as though the Day of Judgment
(al-giyama) has taken place and as though a caller has called ‘Come
on people of the Earth to be paraded (displayed) in front of God
Almighty’ So I walked out of my grave heading towards the caller
until I got to the land of congregation (al-hashr).
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that is written for them and in their name by the mosque of al-Nayrab
describing their misery and state of dilapidation and how they have been
deserted. When the king, the mosque of Damascus, reads the letter, he
responds passionately, quoting lines of poetry, then walks out to meet
his soldiers and subjects — the mosques — and listen to their complaints.
The mosque of al-Mazza speaks first, followed by the shrine of Barza,
both describing in greater detail the state of neglect and desertion. Their
king then suggests that they write a letter to a certain Shaykh. So they
call a scribe and dictate a long lecter from the king of mosques in Jayrun
to Sa'd b. Abi ‘Asrun. The letter condemns the addressee as corrupt and
pretentious and as having used religion to amass a fortune before giving
up prayer and the faith. When Sa'd reads the letter he boils with anger
and writes back condemning all mosques and especially the moSquc of
Damascus, describing it and the city itself as a brothel. The mosque of
Damascus replies with matching anger, recites in detail its history, depicts
its grandeur and asks the governor to repent and consider his position
on the day of judgement when God would ask him why he neglected
mosques. The letter reaches al-Malik al-‘Adil who dismisses Ibn ‘Asrun
and sets things right and improves the conditions of all mosques.
Writing such as this, which was totally wild in the context in which
it was produced, still looks fresh and exciting today. But al-Wahrani’s
most important piece is his ‘grandest dream’ (a/-manam al-azam). This
dream is narrated in the course of a long letter that al- Wahrani writes to
a man whom he does not at first name but who turns our to be called
al-Hafiz al-‘Ulaymi. The letter begins with great praise to the recipient
and describes the joy experienced by al-Wahrani at receiving a letter from
al-‘Ulaymi. However, the joy does not last long, as it turns out upon a
second reading that al-‘Ulaymi is furious and fecls humiliated because
al-Wahrani had written to him — some three years before — a letter in
which he did not address him properly and with the glorification he feels

17



The Imagination Unbound

16

ashes. While they were in this state, a young man passed by carryingin
his hand a hooked staff (mihjan) made of rubies, which he possessed
through the destined will and decree; he greets them and they say:

Who are you? And he says: I am Labid b. Abi Rabia al-‘Amiri (the
famous pre-Islamic poet) ...

- These are pieces of lovely prose writing and they correspond to the type

of imaginative creation I am focusing on in this study. Yet, I shall not
claborate further on al-Ma'arri’s work, both because it is well known and
easily available and because it has a dominant literary and linguistic focus.
Instead, I want to talk about two works which are little known or not
known at all to most people in this field. One of them was edited and
published many years ago, but it seems to have attracted litde attention.
Called ‘Manamat al-Wabrani wa Magamatuh wa Rasa’ilul’ (The Dreams
of al-Wahrani and his Magamat and Epistles), this masterpiece (and I
am not in the least exaggerating in my assessment of it) of writing has
been sadly neglected by students of literature and, worse still, even by its
editors who wrote half a page on it saying practically ‘here is 2 man about
whom we know very little. His work is difficult to read. The manuscripts
are almost impossible to reconstruct. Then they produced the text but
that as far as I know is all that was done on al-Wahrani (died 575 of
Hijra). This author is one of the most creative, most wildly imaginative
writers I know and he produces texts of complexity and wildness that
speak volumes about his talent and daring; he dared to violate some of
the most sacred scttings, values, ideas and authorities in Arabic culture.
Some of his pieces are short and take social or religious or moral issues
and deal with them in this new, wild fashion. In one of them, for instance, .
he writes about the fate of mosques and how they have been neglected; he
depicts a meeting of the mosques of the countryside (a/-diys’) and their

journey to their prince, the great mosque of Damascus, and records a letter
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A flock of the geese of paradise passes by and pretty soon lands in
that garden and stands the way someone awaiting something stands
— and it is a characteristic of the geese of paradise to speak — so he
says: What is the matter with you? And they reply: We were inspired
to land in this garden and sing for the party of drinkers in it. So he
says: By the blessing of God the All-Capable, do. Then they shake
themselves fluttering and turn into young maidens with youthful
breasts draped in the ornamented attire of Paradise, carrying various
musical instruments with the like of which pleasure and joy are sought.
He is astonished — and he has every right to be astonished - and says to
one of them: Sing the lines of poetry composed by Abu ‘Umama, who
is this man sitting here, in which he says:

Is it from the abodes of Maya
that you are departing late or leaving early?

Hurried with provisions and without provisions

serting that in the tune of thagil awwal (‘first heavy' — 2 term of
great vagueness in ancient Arabic music, it can be approximated by
saying: ‘play in C major’). So she does that and she sings, producing
an enchanting song that seeps through the limbs of the hearer; had an
idol carved of stone, or awooden idol carved by a carpenter, heard that
song it would have danced to it with joy ... Recognizing that she was
talented and very skilful with the lute, he cheered and shouted ‘Allahu
Akbar Allahu Akbar’.. and said: Woe to you! Had you not just been
a flying goose created by God well-guided and free of all uncerrainty?
So where did you acquire the knowledge of this art? And she said:
What have you seen so far of the power of your creator? You are only
on the shore of a sea, the expanse of which is impossible to grasp.
Blessed be He who brings bones back to life after becoming dust and
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callinga/-Adab al-Aja’ibi. I've selected three works to represent this genre.
One of them is so well known that I deal with it very briefly: it is Risalat
al-Ghufran (The Epistle of Forgiveness) by Abu al-‘Ala’ al-Ma‘arri (died
449 of Hijra). It is striking that it is not as poetry that al-Ma‘arri produces
this highly imaginative work, but as prose. To many scholars he makes
the first break outside the limits of our world, i.c. into the Afterworld
(notwithstanding the journey to the underworld in ancient Middle
Eastern, Egyptian and Greek mythology and Muhammad Mandur’s
reference to the Greek writer Lucien who is said to have also carried out
such an imaginative journey). Abu al-‘Ala’ journeys into the next world,
the world which lies beyond ours, up in the divine realm rather than in the
realm of the underworld. Al-Maarri produces passages that are supreme
examples of what I am calling a/-4dab al-Aja’ibi. A lovely instance is the
passage he has produced on fwazz al-Janna (the Geese of Paradise) and
how they were women and how they walked and talked. Here they are:
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Aja’ibi under the influence of my reading of al-hikayat al- ajiba. They were
actually called al-hikayat al-ajiba wa al-nawadir al-ghariba within which
some of this literature of the imagination in this new form is produced
and many of which share a lot of common features. In particular, there
scem to be specific functions for these forms, one of which is subversion.
There is no doubt, for instance, that one of the things that 2l-hikayat
al-ajiba and The Arabian Nights do is to subvert the established order
and reject the religious systems of belief and the moral systems of value.
Hence, sexuality in The Arabian Nights and in al-hikayat al-ajiba is a
very dominant force and in particular the sexuality of women. Women's
sexuality is explored in very powerful terms, as is the woman as agent of
subversion. Shahrazad, the main narrator in 7he Arabian Nights, plays this
role. The other function of the form is to destroy the normal operation
and laws of time; to elevate the dream to the status of an active agent of
' fulfillment; to defer death (in the case of Shahrazad) as much as possible
through narrative or to abolish the passing of time in one way or another
through language and tales. All these aspects form one domain in which
‘modes of transcending reality’ take place. Another mode of transcending
reality secems to operate in the Sufi tradition, not in poetry as much as in
prose. It is striking that it is prose that The Arabian Nights and al-hikayat
al-ajiba and al-Isra’ wa al-Mi'vaj and the siyar employ rather than poetry
— which was always thought to be the great art of the Arabs. Suft poetry
remains pretty much within the sphere of the bound imagination while
prose goes far beyond that. In particular, let me refer to two things: the
two lovely short pieces by al-Suhrawardi, ‘al-ghurba al-gharbiyya’ and
‘janah Jibra'il. Al-Suhrawardi was killed for his Sufi beliefs as displayed
in these two pieces and his other writings. In a lot of the prose pieces the
normal laws which govern human life seem to be suspended completely
and different laws are made to operate.

From all these different currents develops a new literary genre thatI'm

13
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was in his bed before dawn. When he narrated this to his companions it
must have made a great impact on them; soon a whole body of literature
developed around thisstory. Various writers intensified certain themes and
described them in much greater elaboration than in the original story. In
very simple terms, this narrative breaks down the normal laws of everyday
reality and especially of time'and space. It simply was not possible in those
days for anybody to go from Medina to Jerusalem during the night and
return before dawn. So, within that physical environment of the narrative,
the laws of time were broken. But beyond that, of course, the movement
to the level where the word a/-4ja’ihi becomes more applicable occurs in
the way the Prophet was lifted up to heaven and in his depiction of what
he witnessed there. All this goes beyond normal reality, it is true, and
introduces a totally new imaginative element where the imagination is
unbound. It is free to roam, create its own world without any restrictions.
Whatever the Prophet wanted to say at the time, the imagination was
lirerally unbound and free to formulate. There were no rules or limits
upon what can be said to have happened or to have been seen or to have
been heard in heaven where the Prophet journeyed. Faith suspended all
laws of the real world. Needless to say, the narrative was received as a truly
realistic statement untouched by symbolic or metaphorical logic.

Now these are two great sources of this entire tradition. In addition
came the stories of al-Qassasin: the narrators and story tellers; the people
who narrated the siyar (biographies) of the various great figures of the
Jahiliyya and Islam: the Sira of ‘Antara, for instance, Sirat Hamza, the
uncle of the Prophet and so on and so forth. Tens of these siyar, the
Hilaliyya included, created over time an entirely new, highly developed
form of narrative, rich in all aspects of composition and deserving
particular attention. Now, in that context we can see how The Arabian
Nights developed as well as what was called a/-hikayat al-ajiba — and 1
might have unconsciously borrowed or fabricated my term al-Adab al-
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definition which is based on the theory of knowledge and the materiality
of knowledge; it is therefore at the same time a cultural definition
pertaining to a given cultural context and a universal definition pertaining
to the larger context of human knowledge and human civilization. Where
these two coincide, we have the 2/-4ja’ibi proper, where they cut across
each other, or do not coincide, we have a problematic space which allows
for relativity; other factors will then have to be considered.

Let me at this point contemplate the historical question of whether this
type of imagination originates in the ancient traditions of the Arab wotld
or comes into being with the changing social and political conditions
from the seventh century onward. The question is of interest insofar as
narrative traditions in other cultures, from the novel to the fantastic, have
been linked by many scholars to social and political transformations.

It appears to me that the imagination unbound is deeply rooted in the
Arabic tradition. As it is manifested in the texts L have chosen to consider,
it derives from a number and variety of sources, some of which stretch
back to pre-Islamic times. First, there are the mythical traditions of the
Arabs before Islam; second, the Quranic text and Qur’anic literature
itself. In particular, I want to draw attention to the narrative of a/-Isra’
wa al-Mi'raj, not only to the event itself as narrated in the Qur’an, but
the entire body of literature that developed around the core narrative.
I am sure most readers will be familiar with the story of al-Isra’ wa al-
Mi'raj, but for the benefit of those who are not, suffice it to say thatitisa
narrative of the way in which the Prophet Muhammad was led one night
from his place in Medina to Jerusalem and then taken up from the place
where al-Masjid al-Agsa’ is now built to heaven and a description of what
he witnessed there. He was cartied on the back of a flying, winged animal
named al-Buraq. Then he was taken back by the same route at night and

1. The place where the Dome of the Rock was later buile by the Caliph ‘Umar b. al-
Khattab, Interestingly, the Qur'an calls ic al-Masjid al-Agsa before the Prophet was
transported to it in the event of the [74’ (night journey).
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of W. K. Wimsatt.! Did ‘Abd Allah Ibn Sallam, the narrator of Kitab al-
Dafa’in, believe in the physical reality of everything he narrated in Kitab
al-Azama? There is no way of determining this.

In view of all this, al-Jurjani’s definition appears to me to be more
valid as a base for defining #/-4j4’ibi than any European definition of the
fantastic that I know of and especially the one presented by Todorov. For,
according to al-Jurjani, that which does not fall experimentally within the
realm of human experience at a given point of time is the highest form of
al-wabm. This grants the definition a large degree of consistency but allows
for certain relativism subject to theoretically possible changes within the
scructure of knowledge and human experience. If a time comes when flags
could be made of rubies and people become familiar with them, than an
image like al-Sanawbari’s will not have the status it has had for the past ten
or so centuries. This definition does not allow for ideological aspects; nor
for varied epistemological structures; it only allows for concrete existence
and physical reality. Thus, the text of 2/-4zama is Ajaibhi becaunse the
world it describes was not, when it was composed and has not become
since, part of human experience on the concrete level. It shall remain
Aja’ibi as long as this condition prevails. Absence here is the criterion of
definition. Once this condition changes and we have the sort of creatures
al-Azama describes within the boundaries of human experience, the text

ceases to be Aja’ibi.

In a sense, I am adopting here an epistemological definition of al-Aja’ibi, a

1. See The Verbal Icon, Lexington, 1967.
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In this study, al-Jurjani is using internal criteria to define the metaphoric
process, but his criteria originate in and are imposed by his ideological
conceptions and Ash‘arite Sunni views of the nature of God. Thus, the
problems his analysis permits us to identify are these: to what extent can
the metaphoric be defined in isolation of ideological structures? To what
extent can it be defined as a linguistic process arising from properties of
that process and nothing else? To what extent is the linguistic process
itself neutral and is interpreted or conceived of within an ideological
perspective and structure of thoughts, attitudes and beliefs? Can the
process be defined purely from the point of view of the recipient? Can
it be defined purely from the perspective of the initiator? Can it only be
defined culturally as a process within an epistemological structure? Who
is to perform the operation of defining? Is not the definition ultimately
formulated and imposed by the ideological structures of the definer?

All these questions permeate, even if only implicitly at times, my
attempt to define the imagination unbound and a/-4dab al-4jaibi ot “al-
Khawarigi' - 1o throw in a newer term that may help resolve the question
of definition.

If we define al-Aja’ibi in terms of the structure of knowledge available
to the recipient, then we are leaving it in the jaws of absolute relativism.
What is unfamiliar to one reader will be familiar to another; this will
also change in time and place, through the history of culture and the
geographies of cultures. The jinn are, to a Muslim believer, real creatures,
so nothing that involves the jinn can be said to be #ja%bi. God and his
world are real to a lot of people, so nothing that involves God can be said
to be 4ja’ihi. But in 2 non-monotheistic culture God may have or has no
reality; hence all compositions involving him will be ‘4ja’ibi.

However, if we define Aja’bi in terms of the knowledge and beliefs
of the creator, we are always in the jaws of uncertainty as to what the

creator actually knew and believed; we are back to the intentional fallacy



The Imagination Unbound

imagination breaks loose and becomes unbound; itis in the overall design,
imaginative construction and relationships between the smaller units of
language and thought that the power of the unbound imagination reveals
itself fully and dazzlingly. These qualities, I hope, will become clear as this

study develops and structures itself.

Having considered a number of aspects of definition, I would like now to
suggest a formula which serves my own purposes and which arises not out
of a preconceived definition of the imagination, or indeed the European
notions of the fantastic, but from the very texts that are the source and
subject of my exposition. The texts force upon us questions with which we
are familiar in the study of metaphor, of metaphoric conceptions of the
world and of mythic literature. Once more, al-Jurjani will be my authority
here. In his brilliant study of the various types of isti'ara (roughly but not
always) metaphor, hediscusses, asThave elaborated elsewhere, the problems
connected with al-majaz al-lughawi and al-majaz al- agli and specifically
with the type of metaphor which is assumed to be based on transference.
He denies vehemently that transference is the basis for all metaphorical
processes and argues that believing that a process of transference is the
base for all metaphors leads to dalala’ (losing the right path; going astray);
his concern is that such belief leads to anthropomorphic visions of God,
as we look for transferance in Qur’anic verses such as ‘yadu al-Labi fawqa
aydibim’ (the hand of God is over their hands) and similar verses which
lead to belief in tashbib (anthropomorphism).

1. Seca detailed discussion of this aspect of metaphor in iid., chaprer 5.
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such as al-Jilyani al-Andalusi and the authors of a/-Hikayat al-Ajiba wa al-
Nawadir al-Ghariba, was to lead me onto a much larger project. Buc what
I am considering here is only a small, though significant, part of a work
in progress. I thought it would be both entertaining and uscful to make
this work available to the reader seeking hes = (her/his) participation in
the formulation of a mode of discourse about this type of licerary creation
and the terminology to describe it. I have called it ‘al-Adab al-Ajaibi
initially simply because I liked the word; at some point I also called it ‘a/-
Ghara’ibi’ and I still use both words interchangeably. However, a number
of critics have found the terms appealing and started to use al-Adab al-
Aja’ibi and al-Gharaibi simultaneously to correspond to the European
term ‘the literature of the fantastic’ which I do not at all subscribe to.

Al-Adab al-A4ja’ibi, the product, as I described it, of this ‘imagination
unbound is that type of literary writing, or composition, which transcends
the laws and rules governing our everyday existence and, in particular, the
three elements I mentioned above: the question of space and time and
their order and the law of causality. In this type of writing, as we shall
see, these relations are suspended; they are not the organizing principles
of the creative faculty or the texts it produces. In saying this, however,
I do not want to suggest that the texts produced in this fashion belong
to the realm of the irrational, surreal, insane, dismembered, disorganized
and de-centred. In the structuring of their smaller units of language and
thought, the kernel sentences of syntax and thought processes, these texts
are as tightly controlled by logical, rational, causative criteria as any other
texts of Arabic prose might be. But beyond the kernel sentences, the
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of the human imagination at large, there will be no harm in comparing,
synchronically, the properties of what I am calling 2/-4ja’ibs with those of
what some Western critics have called ‘the fantastic’

My use of the term ‘“4jaibs’ can be validated, should validation be
desired, by reference to the fact that the Arabs themselves identified some
of their narratives as ‘al-hikayat al-2jiba’ and thar al-Qazwini produced
a wonderful volume called 4jaib al-Makblugar. Moreover, the terms
“ajaib), ‘afiba’ are concomitant with another interesting term, namely
‘ghara’ib’ and ‘ghariba’; thus we have ‘al- hikayat al-ajiba wa al-nawadir
al-ghariba’ and ‘Ajaib al-Makbluqat wa Ghara'ib al-Mawjudat. It is
possible that this concurrence of the terms was a factor in motivating me
to use ‘al-Aja’ibi’ and ‘al- Ghara’ibi’ interchangeably in some of my earlier
writings on the subject.

I am fully aware that I might be held responsible for, or alternatively
I might be credited with (depending on the ideological perspective of
the recipient) the appearance of the terms jai6i and ghara’iti in Arabic.
I first coined the terms in my translation of Edward Said’s Orientalism
and it is my error of judgment to have done so in an attempt to render
the English word ‘fantastic’. At the time, I had not associated the English
word ‘fantastic’ with the type of literature I had been working on for
some years without trying to coin 2 new term to identify it or create a
new category, or genre, within which to position it. In fact, my interest in
al-Adab al-Aja’ibi dates back to 1970 when I found the manuscript upon
which I have in part based the present work, Kitab al-Azama. Further
rescarch is needed to establish ~ if that is possible at all - who actually
composed this work. The text displays clearly Shiite tendencies, evident
particularly in the position allocated to ‘Ali, to the day of ‘Ashura, and
to ‘A’isha. There is also a Jewish element within it. The discovery of this
astounding piece of imaginative construction, at a time when I had been
examining aspects of the works of highly original and imaginative writers
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they look like flags of rubies unfurled on spears of chrysolite

Here, according to al-Jurjani, what the poet has created cannot exist:
nobody has ever seen or made, and nobody can ever see or make, flags of
ruby.! Naturally, this was true within the world in which al-Jutjani lived
and it is still true in the world in which we live. However, who knows?
Science may, in a couple of centuries, manage to produce textiles of rubies
to adorn the bodies of latter-day Jinkiz khans or oil lords of the twenty-
third century, but this is a different matter alcogether.

My use of ‘the imagination unbound’ is thus initially close to al-Jurjani’s
last type. It is when the imagination breaks outside the laws of the possible
and the limits of ordinary experience, and destroys the relations of space
and time and the causality principle, that it can be said to be approaching
the point where it is truly unbound. Yet, my use of the term goes further
even than that, as will become clear in the examples I shall contemplate.

The second term requiring explanation is ‘a/-Adab al-Aja%ibi: Here 1
am describing a type of imaginative literary production which belongs to
the realm of the marvellous, the wonderful, the amazing, and it derives
in my coinage from the Arabic ‘ajaba, ajiba, ajaib’ 1 have no intention
of equating this with the European term, literature of the fantastic)
although al-Jurjani actually used wabm (fancy ro Coleridge) to describe
this type of creation. I have no desire to squeeze the type of writing I am
calling “a/-Aja’ibi’ to fit the definitions of the fantastic given by European
scholars; any attempt to do this would repeat the eternal mistake of
trying to reproduce all Arabic culture in the image of Europe and its
lireratures. I therefore give myself the liberty to operate in total disregard
of what Todorov, Hume and others have called ‘the fantastic’ At some

later point, however, for the purposes of achieving a better understanding

1. For adetailed study of al-Jurjani’s ideas and analysis, sec Kamal Abu-Deeb, al-Jurjani’s
Theory of Poetic Imagery, Aris and Phillips, (Warminster, 1979) esp. chapters 3 and
5.
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first, it creates new compositions out of sense dara which are actually in
existence, but the composition itself is so rarely experienced as to make it
almost in the realms of the non-existent. Yet al-Jurjani states that this act
of creation actually remains within the realm of reality because what it
produces can be experienced by some people under certain conditions. In
order to illustrate this, he quotes Ibn al-Mu'tazz describing the stars in a
night sky as being: Durarun nuthirna ala bisatin azragi’ (pearls scattered
on 2 blue rug).

According to al-Jurjani, the pearls and the blue rug are both familiar
objects and are within the scope of experience of everybody or of most
people; but the composition itself is beyond and outside the reach of the
experience of most human beings. Paul Getty and King Fahd can certainly -
enjoy the pleasures of beholding pearls scattered on a blue carpet, but
‘Adnan and ‘Aziz and Kamal Abu-Decb are much more likely to die a
poor death without ever having had their eyes blessed with the sight of
peatls scattered on a blue carpet or indeed on anything else.

The second and higher type of imaginative creativity identified by al-
Jurjani is that in which a poet takes material which is available to him in
everyday life and is within the reach of the experience of ordinary people.
But out of that he constructs images which fall outside the realm of the
possible and belong to the domain of the impossible, the non-existent.
Al-Sanawbari, describing red poppies with their green stalks as they sway
in the breeze, says that they are like flags of rubies unfurled on spears of
chrysolite:

Wa kaanna mubmarra al-shagiqi idba tasawwaba aw tasa’ad

A'lamu yagutin nushirna ala rimabin min zabarjad

As the red anemones cover the rising land and descend with the

slopes,
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disrupting the normal relations controlling them: the before and after,
the continuity of space, the principles of identity and similarity, etc. Bur
in talking about the imagination unbound I also have in mind the way in
which the imagination was conceived in philosophy and critical writings,
particularly the notion that the active imagination creates totality and
wholeness, or what the Romantics called ‘organic unity’ This notion was
given its finest formulation in the philosophy of Kant and the critical
writings of Coleridge.

According to this view, the imagination deals with data of sense
perception but goes beyond that to create out of that data new
compositions, new realities, through a process of what Coleridge has
called ‘modification and fusion’. The products of the creative imagination
as such transcend the constituent parts out of which the new wholes
are created, ie. the whole becomes greater than the sum total of its
constituent parts. This is perhaps the highest degree of creativity that
the imagination reaches within the normal space of creative writing,
Coleridge insists that the imagination in this process does not create out
of nothing; it cannot create unity where unity does not actually exist. In
a sense, the imagination merely discovers unity which otherwise would
have remained hidden and inaccessible to the ordinary operations of the
mind. I shall consider this problematic of the creation of organic unity in
the products of the imagination unbound, where unity does not appear
to be a binding principle or rather an organizing principle of the work of
art. Other principles, especially that of contiguity, appear to have greater
appeal and power.

Beyond this, or on a separate plain, rises the notion developed by
‘Abd al-Qahir al-Jurjani who differentiates in his great work between
various types of creation resulting from the power of what he calls /-
wahm, or al-takbayyul — which he uses interchangeably. Al-Wabm, for
al-Jurjani, reaches its heights of creativity in two different modes. In the



The Imagination Unbound: 1 use this phrase in a dual sort of game, to refer
on the one hand to Shelley’s famous Prometheus Unbound,' with all that
the unboundedness of Prometheus in this great poem implies and, on
the other, to the sort of connotations evident in the use of imagination
in Thomas Pynchon’s postmodernist novel Gravitys Rainbow, where the
imagination breaks outside the chains of gravity and destroys the laws
which bind us in our daily existence and in normal human experience to
the Earth, to reality and to the double constraints imposed on us by it
and on it by us. Thus, the ‘imagination unbound’ in this fashion, suggests
a mode of activity in which the imagination in its creation of literary texts
roams totally free, breaking away from the laws governing reality and
our existence within its restrictive limits. Of these laws, I identify three
constituents which normally chain the bound imagination as it operates
within the limits of realiry: the law of causality, according to which there
is a cause for everything and every event is generated by a cause; then the
logic of time; and then the logic of space. In these terms, the imagination
unbound is that type of imagination which does not submit to the
causality principle and its logic but transcends the limits of reality and

mixes or reorders space and time into new sets of relations, completely

1. See this great dramatic poem in Shelley: Selected Poetry, edited by Neville Rogers,
Oxford Paperbacks, Oxford University Press (Oxford, 1968), pp. 61-127.
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