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Persian in Arabic Poetry: 
Identity Politics and Abbasid Macaronics

Lara Harb
prinCeton university

Notable examples of macaronics, the insertion of foreign vocabulary into poetry, 
are attributed to the well-known eighth-century poet, Abū Nuwās, who experi-
mented with mixing Persian in his Arabic poetry but whose motivation remains 
unclear . This article looks at a selection of his and other macaronic verses ranging 
from the seventh to tenth centuries and argues that Persian was inserted deliber-
ately as a marker of a Persian identity, standing for the “foreign Other .” Far from 
being a sign of a pro-Persian shuʿūbī sentiment, the employment of Persian only 
reinforces the established hierarchy of the two identities in that period . By the 
tenth century, however, this hierarchy is cleverly flipped on its head in a maca-
ronic poem by the popular Iraqi poet, Ibn al-Ḥajjāj . While many of the examples 
are comic and even obscene in character, this article shows that the employment 
of Persian in Arabic poetry was a deliberate practice with serious and meaningful 
implications .

introduCtion

The phenomenon of employing foreign words in Arabic poetry (macaronics) is mentioned 
favorably by several Abbasid authors . In a discussion of the appropriate choice of words (lafẓ) 
in poetry, al-Jāḥiẓ (d . 255/868f .) writes: “An Arab may find pleasure in inserting something 
of Persian speech (kalām al-fārisiyya) in his poetry .” 1 Abū Bakr Ibn Dāwūd (d . 294/909) 
includes citations of macaronic poetry in a chapter “On poetry that is found beautiful and 
elegant (yustaẓraf) for its departure from the known limits (li-khurūjihī ʿan ḥadd mā yuʿraf),” 
which includes all kinds of poetic eccentricities such as palindromes and acrostics . 2 Slight-
ly later, Ḥamza al-Iṣfahānī (d . after 350/961) concludes his commentary on one of Abū 
Nuwās’s (d . between 198/813 and 200/815) macaronic poems (fārisiyyāt), stating: “In this 
poet’s ability to insert Persian eccentricities into his poetry while mastering the utmost oddi-
ties of Arabic lies the proof of his versatility in the peculiarities of literature .” 3 The actual 

I would like to thank Everett Rowson, Philip Kennedy, Mehdi Khorrami, Daniel Sheffield, and Michael Cook for 
their input at various stages of this project . My gratitude also goes out to the anonymous reviewers of this article, 
who gave me invaluable feedback, helping me avoid some embarrassing errors . I have freely made use of their 
expertise . 

1 . Al-Jāḥiẓ, al-Bayān wa-l-tabyīn, ed . ʿA . S . Hārūn, 7th ed ., 4 vols . (Cairo: Maktabat al-Khānjī, 1998), 1: 141 .
2 . Abū Bakr Ibn Dāwūd, al-Niṣf al-thānī min Kitāb al-Zahra, ed . I . al-Sāmarrāʾī and N . Ḥ . al-Qaysī (Bagh-

dad: Wizārat al-Aʿlām, 1975), 311–20 . On this chapter, see my article “Beyond the Known Limits: Ibn Dāwūd 
al-Iṣfahānī’s Chapter on ‘Intermedial’ Poetry,” in Arabic Humanities, Islamic Thought: A Festschrift for Everett 
K . Rowson, ed . S . Toorawa and J . Lowry (Leiden: Brill, 2017), 122–49; G . J . van Gelder, “Gleanings of Curi-
osities from the Harvest-Fields of Arabic Literature: Chapter 87 of Kitāb al-Zahrah by Ibn Dāwūd al-Isbahānī (d . 
297/910),” Journal of Arabic Literature 449 (2018): 23–49 .

3 . Abū Nuwās, Dīwān, ed . E . Wagner and G . Schoeler, 5 vols . (Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner, 1958–2003), 2: 107 . 
I will discuss this poem below . Hereafter, all references to this edition and to Ḥamza al-Iṣfahānī’s commentary are 
cited as Abū Nuwās, Dīwān .
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2 Journal of the American Oriental Society 139.1 (2019)

function behind the practice remains unclear, however . 4 Was it the result of the spirit of 
experimentation and anti-conventionality that was characteristic of the modern (muḥdath) 
style of poetry that started developing in the early Abbasid period? Was it a subversive act 
with a political agenda? Or did it merely serve a comic effect by imitating the foreign?

A comprehensive inventory of macaronic poetry that employs Persian in Arabic does not 
exist . 5 The extent of the phenomenon is therefore hard to gauge . There are several references 
to it in medieval sources, but only a handful of poetic examples have survived . Nevertheless, 
the employment of Persian in Arabic poetry is already attested in pre-Islamic times, with 
poets as renowned as al-Aʿshā (d . after 625 ce), one of the muʿallaqāt authors . 6 We find 
examples as late as the sixth/twelfth century, with the Egyptian poet Ibn Sanāʾ al-Mulk (d . 
608/1211), who employs Persian in the exit lines (sg . kharja) of some of his muwashshaḥ 
(strophic) poems, 7 but the bulk of the surviving examples come from the early Abbasid 
period . The most famous are by Abū Nuwās . According to Ḥamza al-Iṣfahānī, who identifies 
a handful of complete poems and fragments by Abū Nuwās that employed Persian, 8 he used 
a total of two hundred Persian words in his poetry . 9 Al-Jāḥiẓ and Abū Bakr Ibn Dāwūd cite 
other examples composed by poets from the Umayyad and early Abbasid periods . 10 In addi-
tion, scattered verses can be found in a number of texts and anthologies . 11

4 . Despite Abū Nuwās’s fārisiyyāt having received some attention from modern scholars; see most nota-
bly, M . Mīnuvī, “Yakī az fārisiyyāt-i Abū Nuwās,” Majalla-yi dānishkada-yi adabiyyāt (Tehran) 1 (1333 [1954]): 
62–77; G . Schoeler, “Abū Nuwās’ Poem to the Zoroastrian Boy Bihrūz: An Arabic sawgand-nāma with a Persian 
kharja,” in The Rude, the Bad and the Bawdy: Essays in Honour of Professor Geert Jan van Gelder, ed . A . Talib et 
al . (Cambridge: Gibb Memorial Trust, 2014), 66–79; E . Wagner, Abū Nuwās: Eine Studie zur arabischen Literatur 
der frühen Abbāsidenzeit (Wiesbaden: F . Steiner, 1965), 213–15 .

5 . Much has been written about the role of Persian culture generally in shaping early Islamic culture . Maca-
ronic poetry, however, is usually only pointed out as an example in passing . See, for example, Ḥ . M . al-Miṣrī, Ṣilāt 
bayn al-ʿarab wa-l-furs wa-l-turk: Dirāsāt tārīkhiyya wa-adabiyya (Cairo: Dār al-Thaqāfa li-l-Nashr, 2001) . For 
traces of Persian influence on Arabic poetry specifically, see Ṭ . Nadā, “Taʿlīqāt ʿalā baʿḍ al-ishārāt al-fārisiyya fī 
l-ashʿār al-ʿarabiyya,” Majallat Kulliyyat al-Ādāb, Jāmiʿat al-Iskandariyya 18 (1964): 63–116 .

6 . See Ibn Rashīq, al-ʿUmda fī maḥāsin al-shiʿr wa-ādābihī wa-naqdih, ed . M . M . ʿAbd al-Ḥamīd, 5th ed ., 
2 vols . (Beirut: Dār al-Jīl, 1981), 1: 128 . Other prominent pre-Islamic poets who employed Persian words in their 
poetry include Ṭarafa ibn al-ʿAbd and al-Ḥārith ibn Ḥilliza . See M . F . Abū Shārib, al-ʿAlāqa bayn al-ʿarab wa-l-furs 
wa-āthāruhā fī l-shiʿr al-ʿarabī (Riyadh: Dār ʿĀlam al-Kutub, 1996), 218–24 . See also Āẕartāsh Āẕarnūsh, Rāhhā-yi 
nufūẕ-i fārsī dar farhang va zabān-i ʿarab-i jāhilī (Tehran: Intishārāt-i Tūs, 1995), 288–95 .

7 . For example, in his Dār al-ṭirāz fī ʿamal al-muwashshaḥāt, ed . J . al-Rikābī (Damascus: [n .p .], 1949), 135–
36 . More on the muwashshaḥāt below .

8 . Abū Nuwās, Dīwān, 5: 278–81 . Abū Nuwās also mixed Syriac (suryānī) into his poetry, such as in a poem to 
a Christian, which is accompanied by a long commentary by Ḥamza, ibid ., 5: 148–51 . Although likely Syriac here, 
suryānī could also refer to a vernacular form of Aramaic spoken by eastern Christians (see G . Khan, “The Syriac 
Words in the Kitāb al-Mustaʿīnī in the Arcadian Library Manuscript,” in Ibn Baklarish’s Book of Simples: Medi-
cal Remedies between Three Faiths in Twelfth-Century Spain, ed . C . Burnett [London: Arcadian Library, 2008], 
95–104) . A fragment quoted in Kitāb al-Zahra that mixes Greek (rūmī) with Arabic is attributed to Abū Nuwās, 
although it is not found in his dīwān (Ibn Dāwūd, al-Niṣf al-thānī, ed . al-Sāmarrāʾī and al-Qaysī, 319–20) . For a 
discussion of these verses mixed with Greek, see M . Vallaro, “Tre versi àrabi con parole greche attribuiti ad Abū 
Nuwās,” in Scritti in memoria di Paolo Minganti (Cagliari: Università di Cagliari, 1983), 665–84 .

9 . Abū Nuwās, Dīwān, 5: 281 .
10 . Al-Jāḥiẓ (al-Bayān wa-l-tabyīn, ed . Hārūn, 1: 141–44) cites several fragments without attribution . The poets 

he does identify include Aswad Ibn Abī Karīma and al-ʿUdhāfir al-Kindī, both lesser known but attested poets from 
the period . Ibn Dāwūd (al-Niṣf al-thānī, ed . al-Sāmarrāʾī and al-Qaysī, 319–20) also cites poetry that mixes in zanji 
(a term typically used for East Africans and their language), attributing it to someone from Ethiopia (al-Ḥabasha) .

11 . For example, al-Jawālīqī (d . 539/1144) cites many verses with Persian vocabulary in his dictionary of Ara-
bicized foreign words, al-Muʿarrab min al-kalām al-aʿjamī ʿalā ḥurūf al-muʿjam . Many of these words, however, 
had become part of the Arabic lexicon . Al-Thaʿālibī (d . 429/1038) includes some macaronic verse in his most 
celebrated anthology of poetry and artistic prose, Yatīmat al-dahr fī maḥāsin ahl al-ʿaṣr (ed . M . M . ʿAbd al-Ḥamīd, 

This content downloaded from 
������������137.83.217.149 on Wed, 16 Dec 2020 05:09:27 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



3Harb: Identity Politics and Abbasid Macaronics

After studying the small corpus of macaronic poetry that has survived from the first four 
centuries after the rise of Islam, I have been able to identify two aspects of the function of 
Persian in Arabic poetry: one purely aesthetic, the other thematic . Below I will focus on the 
latter and show how the Persian relates to the theme of the poem as a whole . I argue that 
Persian vocabulary was inserted deliberately as a marker of a Persian identity . The identity 
is brought up for a variety of purposes in the poems and stands for the “foreign Other” 12 in 
contrast to a Muslim, Arab identity . This relationship is manipulated differently depend-
ing on the historical and political contexts . I begin with an introduction to macaronics and 
then analyze how Abbasid poets represented these dynamics in their macaronic poems, 
concluding with a brief reflection on the phenomenon’s relationship with the pro-Persian 
shuʿūbiyya movement . I will look at two poems by Abū Nuwās, as well as two selections 
cited by al-Jāḥiẓ with attributions to the first/seventh-century Umayyad poet Ibn Mufarrigh 
and the second/eighth-century Abbasid poet al-ʿUmānī . Finally, I will discuss a poem by Ibn 
al-Ḥajjāj, the popular fourth/tenth-century Iraqi poet, and his clever inversion of the roles 
represented in the earlier poems .

i. tHe maCaroniC pHenomenon

There is no technical term used by medieval authors writing in Arabic to describe bilin-
gual poetry . The technical term in Persian for such poetry, mulammaʿ, is rarely used in that 
sense in Arabic . The word “macaronic” is a description of a kind of mixed-language verse 
that comes out of the medieval European context . Applying it to medieval Arabic poetry 
therefore requires some flexibility and adaptation of the category . The case of Persian inser-
tions into Arabic has its own unique challenges and is complicated particularly by the fact 
that many Persian words enter the Arabic lexicon as Arabicized loanwords . Because pre-
Islamic poetry is so old and it is therefore (by default) considered by medieval authors faṣīḥ 
(pure and correct), most of the foreign vocabulary found in it entered Arabic lexicons and 
much of it is quite common . 13 The same is true for words in the Quran that are of Persian 
origin, an issue that was subject to contention over the centuries . 14 Moreover, with the influx 
of Persian vocabulary in the early Abbasid period, one cannot know whether certain words at 
the time were common among Arabic speakers of cosmopolitan urban centers such as Basra 
and Baghdad, even if they have not entered the lexicons, functioning as vernacular rather 

4 vols . [Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyya, 1979], 3: 91), including the first half of the poem by Ibn al-Ḥajjāj dis-
cussed in this article . There is likely much more that has not yet been discovered .

12 . I capitalize the O in “Other” in order to indicate that this is a constructed identity that stands conceptually 
in opposition to the “Self” in the poems . The relationship between Arabs, Muslims, Persians, and Zoroastrians in 
actuality was, of course, much more complex than this simplified opposition produced through the poems .

13 . It is worth noting, however, that in some cases the language of pre-Islamic poets is not automatically 
accepted as pure and articulate Arabic, as in the case of ʿAdī ibn Zayd from al-Ḥīra, who served as a translator at the 
Sasanian court . Though not as prominent as al-Aʿshā, ʿAdī, too, was cited for his use of Persian vocabulary, but it is 
suggested that his poetry was not sufficiently najdī (i .e ., central/eastern Arabian) to be transmitted; see Ibn Qutayba, 
al-Shiʿr wa-l-shuʿarāʾ, ed . A . M . Shākir, 2nd ed . (Cairo: Dār al-Maʿārif, 1967), 230 . See the index of foreign 
vocabulary in Dīwān ʿAdī ibn Zayd al-ʿIbādī, ed . M . J . al-Muʿaybid (Baghdad: Dār al-Jumhūriyya, 1965), 273–76 .

14 . See A . Jeffery, The Foreign Vocabulary of the Qurʾān (Baroda: Oriental Institute, 1938); K . Versteegh, The 
Arabic Language (New York: Columbia Univ . Press, 1997), 68–69 . For an overview of the debate, see N . Virani, 
“Mulammaʿ in Islamic Literatures,” in Classical Arabic Humanities in Their Own Terms: Festschrift for Wolfhart 
Heinrichs on His 65th Birthday, ed . B . Gruendler (Leiden: Brill, 2008), 291–324, at 302ff . Al-Jawālīqī himself treats 
the topic diplomatically in the introduction to al-Muʿarrab (ed . A . M . Shākir [Beirut: Maṭbaʿat Dār al-Kutub, 1969], 
52–53), hereafter, Muʿarrab .
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4 Journal of the American Oriental Society 139.1 (2019)

than foreign vocabulary . 15 It is therefore difficult to assess how intentional Persian insertions 
in Arabic poetry were in many cases .

Nevertheless, poets like al-Aʿshā and Abū Nuwās were explicitly seen by medieval 
authors to have used Persian vocabulary . Ibn Rashīq (d . ca . 456/1063) states, for example, 
that “al-Aʿshā in the past and Abū Nuwās more recently” used foreign words occasionally 
for the sake of embellishment . 16 Moreover, the sources listed above identify the phenom-
enon as one of inserting foreign words into Arabic poetry . These medieval authors therefore 
recognized the poetry as bilingual . My guiding principle in considering poetry macaronic is 
therefore, first and foremost, their identification by medieval authors as poems that use Per-
sian words, even if some of these words can be found in Arabic lexicons . Second, I classify 
poems as macaronic when the Persian vocabulary employed has not entered the lexicons at 
all, especially when the equivalent Arabic could just as easily have been used .

In the European context, macaronic verse “entails not inserting foreign words but giv-
ing words of the poet’s native tongue the inflectional endings of another language (Latin), 
yielding a comic mock-Latin .” 17 More broadly, however, it could entail the alternating of 
sentences or phrases or the application of one language’s morphological constructions to the 
other . 18 There does not seem to be an established convention in Arabic except in the case 
of the muwashshaḥ . In the poems I discuss below, the Persian vocabulary is inserted freely 
and it usually does not entail anything beyond the employment of single words . Indeed, the 
discussion of the phenomenon in works of literary criticism often takes place within dis-
cussions of the role of the choice of words (lafẓ) in eloquence . 19 It is therefore a matter of 
inserting Persian vocabulary into Arabic . 20 Nevertheless, these insertions are typically made 
to conform to the grammar and meter requirements of the verse, such as the addition of the 
Arabic definite article, or of final inflections indicating the grammatical function of the word, 
as well as the voweling of the words themselves in ways that make them sound more Arabic . 21 
This likely yielded a comic effect .

The word “macaronic” was popularized by the Renaissance Italian author, Teofilo Folengo 
(d . 1544), in describing his own bilingual verse “as a literary analogue of macaroni (‘a gross, 
rude, and rustic mixture of flour, cheese, and butter’) .” 22 The analogy describes both the 

15 . See al-Jāḥiẓ’s discussion (al-Bayān wa-l-tabyīn, ed . Hārūn, 1: 19–20) of the speech of the people of Basra 
and Kufa, for example, where their vernacular speech is influenced by Persian . See also Encyclopedia of Arabic 
Literature, ed . J . S . Meisami and P . Starkey (London: Routledge, 1998), s .v . Dialect in literature, medieval .

16 . Ibn Rashīq, al-ʿUmda, ed . ʿAbd al-Ḥamīd, 1: 128 .
17 . A . Preminger and T . V . F . Brogan, The New Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics, 3rd ed . (Prince-

ton: Princeton Univ . Press, 1993), 730 .
18 . In Persian poetry, for example, there were conventions governing the method of inserting Arabic phrases . 

Rashīd al-Dīn Vaṭvāṭ (d . 578/1182), for example, describes the mixing of languages in concrete units: alternating 
hemistichs, verses, or pairs of verses; or following ten verses in Arabic with ten in Persian (Kitāb-i Ḥadāyiq al-siḥr 
fī daqāyiq al-shiʿr, ed . ʿA . Iqbāl [Tehran: Kitābkhāna-yi Kāva, 1308], 63) . See also N . Virani, “‘I Am the Nightin-
gale of the Merciful’: Macaronic or Upside-Down? The mulammaʿāt of Jalāl al-Dīn Rūmī” (Ph .D . diss ., Harvard 
Univ ., 1999), 79–83 .

19 . Al-Jāḥiẓ’s discussion (al-Bayān wa-l-tabyīn, ed . Hārūn, 1: 135ff .) of the use of Persian in Arabic comes in 
the midst of his discussion of the proper choice of words . Ibn Rashīq also mentions the phenomenon as part of his 
discussion of lafẓ and maʿnā, words and meaning (al-ʿUmda, ed . ʿAbd al-Ḥamīd, 1: 124–28) .

20 . While most of the cases of macaronic poetry in Arabic entail the insertion of single words within the other-
wise Arabic text, phrases and pairs of words can also be found .

21 . Persian constructions can also be found in Arabic poetry, as well as Arabic morphological structures applied 
to Persian words . I discuss the various ways in which Persian is inserted in Arabic poetry in more detail in another 
article that is under preparation .

22 . J . A . Cuddon, The Penguin Dictionary of Literary Terms and Literary Theory, 4th ed . (London: Penguin, 
1998), 485 .
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5Harb: Identity Politics and Abbasid Macaronics

mixing of vernacular languages with Latin and the gross and obscene character of his work . 
Macaronic poetry is, therefore, often associated with humor, ribaldry, and lewdness . The two 
Arabic strophic genres of muwashshaḥ and zajal, flourishing in the fifth and sixth/eleventh 
and twelfth centuries in the Iberian peninsula, made use of Romance and Hebrew, as well as 
vernacular Arabic, and were typically humorous, lighthearted, and often obscene in content . 23 
David Hanlon suggests that in the case of the muwashshaḥ, the function of Romance and 
vernacular Arabic, restricted to the final lines, was to enhance the form’s characteristically 
comic conclusion . He argues that the foreign languages and non-literary vernacular Arabic 
represent lower linguistic registers and therefore are “appropriate vehicles for the facetious 
and frequently obscene element [ .  .  .] .” 24

Not all macaronic poetry is comic, however . Before Folengo, macaronics had been in 
use in Europe in the Middle Ages in the form of religious lyrics and church hymns, lending 
the macaronic literary enterprise a profoundly solemn purpose, and it has been postulated 
that among the reasons for the proliferation of such macaronics then was the desire to reach 
a wider audience . 25 In modern times, we find in Ezra Pound and T . S . Eliot examples of a 
serious use of the macaronic . In these cases, the mixing of European languages, as well as 
ancient Greek, Latin, Chinese, and Sanskrit, represents a more intellectual enterprise that can 
be appreciated only by a few .

Several centuries after the appearance of Persian insertions into primarily Arabic poetry, 
which is the subject of this article, the reverse, known as talmīʿ, becomes a fairly common 
practice in Persian poetry . This typically involved the solemn mixing of Arabic verses or 
hemistichs (often Quranic quotations) in Persian poetry . Nargis Virani explains that among 
the reasons that motivated such insertions was the desire “to invoke baraka (blessings) as well 
as to gain legitimacy,” 26 given the high and sacred status that the Arabic language had gained 
through Islam . In her discussion of Jalāl al-Dīn Rūmī’s macaronic poems (mulammaʿāt), 
Virani also argues that the linguistic mixing allowed the poet to break free from the limits of 
language for the purpose of expressing the mystical experience . 27

One cannot say the same about the insertion of Persian into Arabic poetry in the first few 
centuries after the rise of Islam . The status of Persian with respect to Arabic in that period 
was much more precarious . From a linguistic perspective, Persian after the Muslim conquests 
was in flux . It would take a couple of centuries for New Persian to replace Middle Persian 
as the primary written expression of the Persian language . 28 In fact, the Persian words found 
in early Abbasid poetry provide us with some of the earliest specimens of the language 

23 . “Muwashshaḥ,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam, New Edition (Leiden: Brill, 1960–2004) (hereafter, EI2) .
24 . D . Hanlon, “A Sociolinguistic View of hazl in the Andalusian Arabic muwashshaḥ,” Bulletin of the School 

of Oriental and African Studies 60 (1997): 35–46, at 42 .
25 . W . O . Wehrle, The Macaronic Hymn Tradition in Medieval English Literature (Washington: Catholic Univ . 

of America, 1933), xxix . Moreover, humor does not preclude macaronic poetry from having serious implications . 
For a brief overview of this in the medieval European context, see E . Archibald, “Macaronic Poetry,” in A Compan-
ion to Medieval Poetry, ed . C . Saunders (Oxford: Blackwell, 2010), 277–88 .

26 . Virani, “Mulammaʿ in Islamic Literatures,” 321 .
27 . Virani, “I Am the Nightingale,” 147 .
28 . Firdawsī, who is usually regarded as the one who conclusively solidified New Persian as a literary language, 

wrote his Shāhnāma epic around the year 1000 . The major pre-Firdawsī poets, such as Rūdakī and Daqīqī, date from 
the early to mid-fourth/tenth century . Earlier than that, our sources are sketchy . Fragments of earlier Persian poetry 
have survived and have been collected in G . Lazard, Les premiers poètes persans (IXe–Xe siècles): Fragments 
rassemblés, édités et traduits, 2 vols . (Tehran: Département d’Iranologie de l’Institut Franco-Iranien, 1964) . See 
also M . R . Shāfīʿī Kadkanī, “Kuhna-tarīn numūna-yi shiʿr-i fārsī: Yakī az khusravānīhā-yi Bārbad,” Nashriyya-yi 
Ārash 6 (1342 [1963]): 18–28 .
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6 Journal of the American Oriental Society 139.1 (2019)

transliterated in the Arabic script . 29 From a sociopolitical perspective, Arabic and Persian 
were ethnic, political, social, and religious markers of two groups that were not equally 
powerful in this period . 30 Arabic was the language of the conquerors and was sacredly tied 
to their new religion through the Quran; Persian was the language of much of the conquered 
native population, the defeated Sasanian empire, and Zoroastrianism . 31 While the sense of 
Arab superiority eventually gave way to a Persian protest that challenged it in the early 
Abbasid period, as far as we can tell from the surviving sources, that shuʿūbiyya movement 
seems to have expressed itself entirely in Arabic . 32 The use of Persian vocabulary in Arabic 
poetry is therefore particularly intriguing in light of these ethnic, religious, and sociopolitical 
dynamics that colored the historical context in which it took place .

ii. identity poLitiCs in abū nuWās’s fārisiyyāt
Abū Nuwās, born in Ahwāz of a Persian mother, employs Persian in a variety of genres, 

including hunting poems (ṭardiyyāt) and wine poems (khamriyyāt) . In these, the occasional Per-
sian words are often technical terms that have been absorbed into the Arabic lexicon as loan-
words . 33 Their “Persianness” seems to be incidental . In the poems in which he uses Persian most 
substantially and systematically, however, much of it is vocabulary that did not enter the Arabic 
lexicon and their “Persianness” seems quite relevant . The question of ethnic or religious identity 
is a main theme in most of the poems referenced by Ḥamza al-Iṣfahānī for their employment of 
Persian . 34 Two of these poems, discussed below, show two different representations of the Persian 
identity, which find a reflection in the distinct choices of Persian vocabulary for each poem .

29 . Given that the Persian used in Arabic poetry rarely consists of more than individual words, it is difficult to tell 
whether the language is Middle Persian or some variety of New Persian . Remnants of Middle Persian do linger, such 
as the use of nōg-rōz (New Year’s Day), spelled nawkarūz in one of Abū Nuwās’s poems, instead of the New Persian 
nawrūz (Abū Nuwās, Dīwān, 5: 140) . Gregor Schoeler believes that the Persian insertions in Abū Nuwās’s poetry are 
New Persian (Schoeler, “Abū Nuwās’ Poem,” 69), citing the contrary opinion of Aʿbd al-Raḥmān ʿImādī (“Surūd-i fārsī 
az Abū Nuvās-i Ahvāzī,” Irānnāma: Bunyād-i Muṭālaʿāt-i Īrān 5 [Spring 1366 (1987)]: 501–10), who thinks they are 
Middle or early New Persian . While much has been written about the rise of New Persian, the picture remains unclear . 
Recent scholarship, such as that of Kevin van Bladel, has begun to refine our understanding of its rise . For older 
accounts, see G . Lazard, “The Rise of the New Persian Language,” in The Cambridge History of Iran, vol . 4, ed . R . N . 
Frye (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ . Press, 1975), 595–632 . For more detailed information, see G . Lazard, La formation 
de la langue persane (Paris: Peeters, 1995) . See also P . N . Khānlarī, Tārīkh-i zabān-i fārsī (Tehran: Nashr-i Naw, 1369 
[1990]), 1, 271ff .; Aʿ . Ḥ . Zarrīnkūb, Du qarn-i sukūt (Tehran: Ibn-i Sīnā, 1344 [1965]) .

30 . Being Muslim was almost synonymous with being Arab in early Islam . Non-Arabs converting to Islam usually 
had to be sponsored by an Arab tribe, becoming their client (mawlā) and adopting Arab names . See “Mawlā,” in EI2 .

31 . It should be noted that the conquered Persian-speaking population spoke a variety of dialects . See, for 
example, G . Lazard, “Lumières nouvelles sur la formation de la langue persane: Une traduction du Coran en persan 
dialectal et ses affinités avec le judéo-persan,” Irano-Judaica 2 (1990): 184–98 .

32 . Language did become an issue in a slightly later period . According to Ignáz Goldziher, “the conflict between 
Arabophils and Iranophils concerning the superiority of language [ .  .  .] kept the party designation of the shuʿūbiyya 
alive until the end of the sixth[/twelfth] century” (Muslim Studies, tr . C . R . Barber and S . M . Stern, 2 vols . [New 
Brunswick: Aldine Transaction, 2006], 1: 191) . Lutz Richter-Bernburg argues, however, that the choice of language 
was driven by practical reasons, like accommodating an audience decreasingly proficient in Arabic, and rarely by 
feelings of Iranian nationalism (“Linguistic Shuʿūbīya and Early Neo-Persian Prose,” JAOS 94 [1974]: 55–64, at 57) .

33 . For a list of Arabicized Persian vocabulary and loanwords that appear in Abū Nuwās’s poetry with defini-
tions, see M . Shakib, “The Influence of Persian Culture during the Early ʿAbbasid Times: A Study of Abu Nuwas’ 
Poetry” (Ph .D . diss ., Univ . of Washington, 1982) .

34 . Abū Nuwās, Dīwān, 5: 278–81 (a separate section in which single verses or fragments of the macaronic 
poems are found) . The Persian identity of the addressee forms a central theme in two poems (ibid ., 5: 75–77, 139–
42), which I will not have the opportunity to discuss here . (The latter poem is translated and discussed in Schoeler, 
“Abū Nuwās’ Poem .”) In one short but complete poem also cited for its Persian insertions (Dīwān, 4: 52–53), the 
addressee is a woman from Basra . I suspect that some identity politics is at play there as well .
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7Harb: Identity Politics and Abbasid Macaronics

1 . Arab Muslim vs . Persian Zoroastrian
In one of his licentious poems (mujūniyyāt), Abū Nuwās addresses a Persian Zoroastrian 

youth by the name of Bihrūz . 35 This poem of twenty-one lines in the wāfir meter is one of 
his more complex fārisiyyāt and is accompanied by an extensive commentary by Ḥamza 
al-Iṣfahānī . 36 The poem describes the poet’s failed attempt to seduce his male beloved . It can 
be divided into roughly two parts: in the first, the poet describes the beloved, Bihrūz, in the 
third person and establishes his identity as a Zoroastrian (majūsī) Persian; in the second, the 
poet addresses the beloved directly and pleads for his attention . All the Persian vocabulary 
appears in this second part of the poem .

Abū Nuwās begins by identifying the addressee’s religion:

1 . Bihrūz the Zoroastrian, of Persian nobility / has protected me from union with the sons of 
[Christian] priests .

He then distinguishes him from the “impurity” of Christians and Jews (vv . 2–3) and 
describes his avoidance of Muslims in v . 4:

4 . If it is said: “The right-minded [Muslim] is protection and glory” / He says: “My religion 
[dictates] avoiding him, as does my origin (sūs) .”

Thus, in the first four verses the poet sets up Bihrūz’s religious identity in contrast to the 
other prominent religious groups in the region . Subsequently, he elaborates on his “origin,” 
establishing his descent from Persian nobility and distinguishing him from those who have 
relations with women who bear old Arabian names:

5 . An honorable noble and a descendant of Kayūs / who distanced himself in relations from 
Laʿūs 37

6 . and their Hirr, Rabāb, and Fartanā / and from Umm al-Junaydib with Lamīs . 38

35 . Poem 148; Abū Nuwās, Dīwān, 5: 143–46 .
36 . Mujtabā Mīnuvī (see n . 4) provides much useful background and philological explanations for the Persian 

vocabulary employed in the poem . For analysis, I have used the following dictionaries: D . Durkin-Meisterernst, 
Dictionary of Manichaean Middle Persian and Parthian (Turnhout, Belgium: Brepols, 2004), hereafter Durkin-
Meisterernst; D . N . MacKenzie, A Concise Pahlavi Dictionary (London: Oxford Univ . Press, 1971), hereafter, 
MacKenzie; Dihkhudā, Lughatnāma (Tehran: Dānishgāh-i Tihrān, Muʾassasa-yi Lughatnāma-yi Dihkhudā, 1939–
1975), hereafter Dihkhudā; E . W . Lane and S . Lane-Poole, An Arabic–English Lexicon (Beirut: Librairie du Liban, 
1968), hereafter Lane; al-Zabīdī, Tāj al-ʿarūs min jawāhir al-qāmūs (Kuwait: Maṭbaʿat Ḥukūmat al-Kuwayt, 1965–
2001), hereafter Tāj al-ʿarūs; Ibn Manẓūr, Lisān al-ʿarab (Beirut: Dār al-Ṣādir, 2000), hereafter Lisān al-ʿarab.

37 . According to Ḥamza (Abū Nuwās, Dīwān, 5: 145), the name of the Kayanian king Kāyūs is typically Ara-
bicized as Qābūs; see also Muʿarrab, 307, s .v . qābūs . Mīnuvī (Yakī az fārisiyyāt-i Abū Nuwās, 70) supposes Laʿūs to 
be a woman’s name, although it is not attested . It might be a variation of Laʿsāʾ, which is a woman with dark lips, 
a sign of beauty (Lane, s .v . l-ʿ-s) .

38 . These names allude to women whose abandoned campsites (aṭlāl) pre-Islamic poets would address in 
remembrance of the beloved . Cf . Imruʾ al-Qays: diyārun li-Hirrin wa-l-Rabābi wa-Fartanā, and dārun li-Hindin 
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8 Journal of the American Oriental Society 139.1 (2019)

Abū Nuwās further highlights the Persian Zoroastrian identity in vv . 7–9, describing the 
beloved who tortures the poet with his beauty as one who murmurs like a Zoroastrian priest 
(min al-mutazamzimīn) and as wearing a waist belt (muzannar) and a Persian tunic (qurṭaq), 
all of which are markers of his foreign and non-Muslim identity . In a fashion typical of love 
poetry, which mujūn parodies, 39 the poet proceeds to complain to the beloved about not see-
ing him enough:

11 . I said, while we were in great fear: / We have contented ourselves with meager union with 
you .

This marks the transition between the two parts of the poem . All of the Persian vocabu-
lary (highlighted here in bold in the original script) comes in this second part and is mostly 
inserted in the form of an oath list: 40

wa-l-Rabābi wa-Fartanā | wa-Lamīsa qabla ḥawādithī l-ayyāmī (Dīwān Imriʾ al-Qays, ed . M . Ibrāhīm [Cairo: Dār 
al-Maʿārif, 1969], 85, 114) . Abū Nuwās’s choice of Lamīs likely has further connotations . The root l-m-s—literally, 
touching—has a figurative meaning of sexual intercourse (Lisān al-ʿarab, s .v . l-m-s) . Al-Zabīdī (Tāj al-ʿarūs, s .v . 
l-m-s) notes Lamīs simply as a woman’s name, citing the well-known rajaz verse, in taṣduqi l-ṭayru nanik lamīsā 
(if the omens are right, we will fuck Lamīs) . However, Lamīs in this same verse has also been interpreted as an 
absolute object emphasizing the action of the verb (maf ʿūl muṭlaq maʿnawī), in other words, “if the omens are 
right, we will fuck fuckingly (nanik lamīsā)” (see al-Ṭabarī, Tafsīr al-Ṭabarī, ed . M . M . Shākir and A . M . Shākir 
[Cairo: Dār al-Maʿārif, 1950–60], 8: 399) . For a discussion of the interpretation of lamīs, see E . Rowson’s review of 
Ze’ev Maghen, Virtues of the Flesh, in Islamic Law and Society 14 (2007): 130–36, at 132 . Given the purity of the 
addressee, who refuses to be touched by the poet, the sexual connotations adhering to the name Lamīs in this case 
are probably intended as well . For Junaydib, see, for example, the pre-Islamic legend of Dāḥis (EI2, s .v .) .

39 . Mujūn has been termed a “counter-genre” that inverts, subverts, and parodies literary conventions of love 
poetry and pre-Islamic poetry; see J . S . Meisami, “Arabic Mujūn Poetry: The Literary Dimension,” in Verse and the 
Fair Sex: Studies in Arabic Poetry and in the Representation of Women in Arabic Literature, ed . F . de Jong (Utrecht/
Driebergen: M . Th . Houtsma Stichting, 1993), 8–30 .

40 . The following verses are translated into German in Wagner, Abū Nuwās, 190–95 .
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9Harb: Identity Politics and Abbasid Macaronics

12 . By the heaven (isfihr), Venus (nāhīdh), Mercury (tīr), / and the verity of the moon (māh) and 
the commanding sun (mihr) . 41

13 . And [by] the truth of al-Ādhur al-Khawrāʾ, a light / from the illustrious heavenly paradise 
(al-mīnū al-karuzmān) . 42

14 . And [by] the sacredness of the sanctifying barsum twigs from / the murmuring of the priests 
(harābidh) of the Asṭanūs . 43

15 . And by the Gāhānbār celebrations in the great banquet (al-khuran al-buzurjī) / and by the 
circulation of the chalice, the chalice of aged wine (khandarīs) . 44

16 . By the truth of Mihragān and Nawrūz (nawkarūz) / and the day of Farrukh at the beginning 
of the leap year (absāl al-kabīs) . 45

17 . By the prepared customs (āyīn) of the animal-fighting arena (tarakhtūn) / and by the marking 
of horses with clay seals (qāraqīs) . 46

18 . By the cryptic recitations of the Avesta (bustāq), / the book of Zarathustra, the proselytizer 
of the Magians, 47

41 . To give an idea of how the poem sounded to Arab speakers, I have transliterated these verses further below .
42 . Al-Ādhur al-Khawrā (without the final glottal stop or definite article as in the poem) is “a hermitage where 

[Zoroastrians] go for pilgrimage” (Abū Nuwās, Dīwān, 5: 145); Ādur Xwarrah or “[the shrine of] Aḏarḵūrā” is 
another name for Ādur Farnbāg, “a Zoroastrian sacred fire of the highest grade, held to be one of the three great 
fires of ancient Iran, existing since creation” (Encyclopaedia Iranica, s .v . Ādur Farnbāg; hereafter EIr) . Al-mīnū 
al-karuzmān in Middle Persian is mēnōg garōdmān or garasmān; see MacKenzie, 35, 55; for more on the concept 
of mēnōg in Zoroastrianism, see S . Shaked, “The Notions Mēnōg and Gētīg in the Pahlavi Texts and Their Relation 
to Eschatology,” Acta Orientalia 33 (1971): 59–107 . In New Persian it takes the form of mīnū garazmān, but the 
Arabicized version karazmān was also employed (Dihkhudā, s .v . karazmān) .

43 . Barsum (also barsam) twigs: “sticks that [Zoroastrians] cut from tree branches and upon which they recite 
chapters from their book, keeping them inside a glass bottle in order to purify them” (Abū Nuwās, Dīwān, 5: 145–
46; see also Dihkhudā, s .v .) . Asṭanūs is “a fire that used to burn in the subdistrict of Buzurjshābūr (Buzurgshāpūr), 
which was extinguished by Zubayda, the mother of al-Amīn” (Abū Nuwās, Dīwān, 5: 146) . According to Yāqūt 
(Muʿjam al-buldān [Beirut: Dār Ṣādir, 1977], 1: 410), Buzurjasābūr was a district of Baghdad, east (at that time) of 
the Tigris . Citing Ḥamza al-Iṣfahānī, Yāqūt states that it is Arabicized from Wuzurkshāfūr (Wuzurg-Shāpūr) and is 
known in Aramaic (suryānī) as ʿUkbarā (ibid ., 4, 142; EI2, Suppl ., s .v . ʿUkbarā) .

44 . Gāhānbār (or gāhambār) is Middle Persian “for the feasts held at the end of each of the six seasons of 
the Zoroastrian year” (EIr, s .v .) . Gahbār is also an attested variant of Gāhanbār in New Persian (Dihkhudā, s .vv .) . 
According to Ḥamza (Abū Nuwās, Dīwān, 5: 146), the Arabicized jahbār (< Pers . kāhanbār) is a “general invita-
tion to dinner .” Khuran is “a place of drinking” (ibid .); cf . Mid . Pers . xwaran “banquet” (MacKenzie, 95) . It does 
not enter Arabic as such, but khawarnaq (< Pers . khuran-gāh) is found (Muʿarrab, 174) . The combination xwaran 
ī wuzurg (great banquet) is attested in the Middle Persian text Husraw ī kāwādān ud rēdag-ēw (see S . Azarnouche, 
Khosrow fils de Kawād et un page [Paris: Association pour l’Avancement des Etudes Iraniennes, 2013], 145–46 (I 
thank Daniel Sheffield for this reference) . Khandarīs is often used by Abū Nuwās in his poetry as a description of 
wine; see J . Bencheikh, “Poésies bachiques d’Abū Nuwās: Thèmes et personnages,” Bulletin d’études orientales de 
l’Institut français de Damas 18 (1963–64): 7–84, at 78; Muʿarrab, 172–73: Arabicized either from Greek or Persian, 
it typically has the connotation of old or aged wine . One unconfirmed derivation is Pers . kand-rīsh “he who plucks 
his beard” (as a result of drunkenness) (Muʿarrab, 173) .

45 . A thirty-day month was added to the Zoroastrian calendar every 120 years to make up for the lost quarter 
of a day in their otherwise 365-day year . This year was then called a leap year (Ar . kabīsa); for absāl, Abū Nuwās, 
Dīwān, 5: 146; MacKenzie, 5 . Each day of this extra month was named after the names of the days of the other 
months . Farrukh (“blessed”) is an alternative name for Hurmuz, the first day of the month, considered blessed by 
Zoroastrians (al-Bīrūnī, al-Āthār al-bāqiya ʿan al-qurūn al-khāliya, ed . C . E . Sachau [Leipzig: F . A . Brockhaus, 
1878], 43–44, 230–31) . For nawkarūz, see supra, n . 29 .

46 . I have not been able to find any reference to tarakhtūn other than in Ḥamza (Abū Nuwās, Dīwān, 5: 146) . 
He does not gloss qāraqīs, but it is likely a variant of qirqis, clay used for stamping < Pers . jirjisht (Muʿarrab, 318; 
Lisān al-ʿarab, s .v . qirqis; Dihkhudā, s .v . jirjisht) . The origin of the word in Persian is unclear .

47 . It is not clear whether the recitations of the Avesta seem cryptic to the poet or whether he is referring to a 
specific esoteric strand of Zoroastrianism . See S . Shaked, “Esoteric Trends in Zoroastrianism,” The Israel Academy 
of Sciences and Humanities Proceedings 3 (1969): 175–221 .
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19 . and by what they recite about Sharwīn of Dastbay / and the tales (firjardāt) of Rāmīn and 
Wīs . 48

As has been pointed out, this oath list is reminiscent of Quranic oaths . 49 The convention 
is imitated by other poets, as in a poem by Mudrik al-Shaybānī (fourth/tenth century), 50 but 
here Geert Jan van Gelder argues that it should be read not “theologically but rhetorically and 
poetically” and postulates that “the main point of the poem is precisely this ostentatious dis-
play of knowledge (or misinformation, on several occasions) of Christian terms, names and 
concepts .” 51 Furthermore, he suggests that the “long series of strange and often un-Arabic 
words and names has a somewhat humorous effect [ .  .  .] .” 52

The oath list in Abū Nuwās’s poem under discussion could have had a similar function . 
The series of strange-sounding Persian words and names would have been a way for him 
to flaunt his knowledge of Persian culture, while the addition of Arabic inflections and the 
Arabic definite article would have made them sound comical to the native ear, as evidenced 
in the transliteration of the following verses (Persian again is bolded):

12 . bi-isfihrin wa-nāhīdhin wa-tīrin | wa-ḥaqqi l-māhi wa-r-mihri l-raʾīsī
13 . wa-ḥaqqi l-Ādhuri l-Khawrāʾi nūrun | min al-mīnū l-karuzmāni n-nafīsī
14 . wa-ḥurmati barsumi t-taqdīsi mimmā | yuzamzimuhū harābidhu asṭanūsī
15 . wa bi-l-Jahbāri fī l-khurani l-buzurjī | bi-dawri l-kaʾsi kaʾsi l-khandarīsī
16 . bi-ḥaqqi l-mihrajāni wa-nawkarūzin | wa-farrukhrūzi absāli l-kabīsī

The Arabicized internal voweling (nawkarūz) as well as the addition of the glottal stop 
in al-Khawrāʾ represent yet another layer of mixing between the two languages . This likely 
enhanced the comic effect of the macaronic poem even further .

Nevertheless, while the oath list certainly provides a convenient format to include a num-
ber of Persian words, their choice is not random and their placement not purely a matter a 
convenience . The religious and ethnic aspects of Persian and Zoroastrian identity, contrasted 
with and distinguished from that of Arab, on the one hand, and Muslim, Christian, and 
Jewish, on the other, are represented—and thus emphasized—in the oath list . The Persian 
vocabulary consists of names of items specific to Persian culture, history, and customs, e .g ., 
the tale of Sharwīn of Dastbay and animal fighting customs, and to Zoroastrian matters, such 
as Zarathustra, the Avesta, names of fire temples, and Persian festivals . Like Quranic oath 
lists, that of Abū Nuwās contains cosmic phenomena and invokes sacred localities, only in 
Persian and holy to Zoroastrians . 53 His oath list is therefore not an arbitrary way of inserting 
a cluster of random Persian words . The use of Zoroastrian sacred place names and Persian 
words (instead of the Arabic of the Quran) is intentionally inappropriate .

48 . See Mīnuvī, Yakī az fārisiyyāt-i Abū Nuwās, 75–77, for a description of the tale of Sharwīn of Dastbay and 
of the Arabic sources that mention it . The tale of Wīs and Rāmīn was rendered into Persian verse by Fakhr al-Dīn 
Asʿad-i Gurgānī more than two centuries after Abū Nuwās . Firjardāt are “like poems (qaṣāʾid)” (Abū Nuwās, 
Dīwān, 5: 146), probably < Mid . Pers . fragard “section, chapter” (“Wīs u Rāmīn,” EI2) .

49 . Abū Nuwās employs such a list more often, viz ., in eleven love poems on Christian boys and in two on 
Persian Zoroastrians; see, e .g ., Schoeler, “Abū Nuwās’ Poem,” 66; Wagner, Abū Nuwās, 195–202 .

50 . G . J . van Gelder, “Mudrik al-Shaybânî’s Poem on a Christian Boy: Bad Taste or Harmless Wit?” in Repre-
sentations of the Divine in Arabic Poetry, ed . G . Borg and E . de Moor (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2001), 49–70, at 56–57 .

51 . Ibid ., 58–59 .
52 . Ibid ., 59 .
53 . See the classification of Quranic oath clusters into those “alluding to sacred localities” and those “relating to 

cosmic phenomena,” in A . Neuwirth, “Form and Structure of the Qurʾān,” in Encyclopaedia of the Qurʾān (Leiden: 
Brill, 2001–6), 2: 245–66 .

This content downloaded from 
������������137.83.217.149 on Wed, 16 Dec 2020 05:09:27 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



11Harb: Identity Politics and Abbasid Macaronics

However, the dissonance seems to be jarring to the Zoroastrian addressee, who in the last 
verse of the poem shuns the poet and reminds him of his desire to remain pure:

21 . He said: Go away from me, you outcast (difahrī)! / Do you seek one who believes in “no 
touching”? 54

In Zoroastrianism, sodomy was a sin and a crime, and sexual contact with non-Zoroas-
trians was generally regarded as unclean . 55 Harking back to v . 4, Bihrūz reiterates that his 
religion prohibits him from engaging sexually with the poet . He is therefore unmoved by 
Abū Nuwās’s display of his knowledge of Persian and Zoroastrian matters or of his treatment 
of these items in a Quranic-oath-like fashion .

One could read this as a sincere plea and respectful elevation of Persian and Zoroas-
trian identity to the level of Arab Muslim identity or as a parody of the haughtiness of the 
addressee . Given that mujūn is by definition a humorous and satirical genre, the former is 
unlikely . Mujūn is not love poetry, but lewd poetry about sex . The addressee is not an object 
of respect, but the object of penetration—the relationship is skewed and the power dynamics 
unbalanced . 56 Highlighting the Persian and Zoroastrian aspects of the addressee’s identity 
should therefore not be read as admiration, but as parody . While Abū Nuwās does chal-
lenge poetic norms and Persianizes Arabic, even parodying the Quran, the object of ridicule 
is ultimately the Persian Zoroastrian . The use of Persian, therefore, counterintuitively only 
reinforces the distinction between Arab and Persian and the power relations they represent .

2 . The Fake Persian
In another fārisiyya, Abū Nuwās satirizes someone by the name of Ḥusayn, who pretends 

to be from Khurāsān (mutakharsin) . 57 The fourteen-line poem in the sarīʿ meter is classified 
as an invective (hijāʾ) and is also accompanied by a commentary by Ḥamza al-Iṣfahānī . It 
opens with a conspicuously traditional aṭlāl motif, harking back to a pre-Islamic Arabia:

1 . Leave the traces of the beloved’s encampment in Wahbīn / and praise Ḥusayn with flourishes,

54 . Difahrī in this context means “damned”; it originally referred to a person whom the king had shunned, warn-
ing people against interacting and dealing with him in trade (Abū Nuwās, Dīwān, 5: 146; Mīnuvī, Yakī az fārisiyyāt-i 
Abū Nuwās, 77: “outcast, outlawed”; cf . MacKenzie, 26: Mid . Pers . dēbahr “anger,” pad dēbahr dāštan “banish”; 
cf . Durkin-Meisterernst, 148–49) .

55 . On Zoroastrian notions of sodomy (kūnmarzīh), see G . König, Geschlechtsmoral und Gleichgeschlechtlich-
keit im Zoroastrismus (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2010) . For sexual intercourse with, e .g ., Muslims, see J . K . Chok-
sky, “Zoroastrians in Muslim Iran: Selected Problems of Coexistence and Interaction during the Early Medieval 
Period,” Iranian Studies 20 (1987): 17–30, at 24: “it resulted in the loss of an individual’s ritual purity .” See also 
M . Boyce, A History of Zoroastrianism, 3 vols . (Leiden: E . J . Brill, 1975), 1: 294 .

56 . See S . Oberhelman, “Hierarchies of Gender, Ideology, and Power,” in Homoeroticism in Classical Arabic 
Literature, ed . J . W . Wright Jr . and E . K . Rowson (New York: Columbia Univ . Press, 1997), 65 (“Sex, as well as 
society, was based on a strict and patriarchal hierarchy of social relations, which consisted of bipolarities of male 
and female, conquering and conquered, Muslim and non-Muslim”), 68 (“In medieval Islam a person’s sexuality was 
defined according to the domination by or reception of the penis in the sex act”) .

57 . Abū Nuwās, Dīwān, 2: 103–7 .
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This markedly conventional (albeit shortened) opening, which includes a place in the 
Dahnāʿ desert in Arabia as the location of the aṭlāl, 58 stands in stark contrast to the rest of 
the poem, which emphasizes the “Persianness” of the lampoon’s target . In other words, the 
poet tells us with this opening to leave all these Arabian customs and look at Ḥusayn, who 
we learn in subsequent verses is Persian to the core:

2 . The brother of Khurāsān who carries / but a battle axe (ṭabarzīn) 59 as a baton .
[ .  .  .]
4 . He does not eat lakhsh on its own / unless followed by ṭurdīn . 60

[ .  .  .]
6 . As for clothing, he does not wear the hemmed kind / except sewn with an external seam 
(darz-i bīrūn) . 61

7 . He never loses his appetite / for balkund and sour milk (rakhfīn) . 62

58 . Yāqūt, Muʿjam al-buldān, 5: 385 .
59 . Ṭabarzīn (< Mid . Pers . tabar “axe” and zēn “weapon, sword; armour arms”; Durkin-Meisterernst, 323, 386) 

is a saddle axe, specifically one that Persian knights carry to battle (Muʿarrab, 276) . Its use is well attested in Arabic; 
al-Jawālīqī cites verses by Jarīr (d . 111/729) in which the word appears . See also Dihkhudā, s .v . tabarzīn .

60 . According to Ḥamza, lakhsh is a garlicky dish typical of Khurāsān (Abū Nuwās, Dīwān, 2: 105) . It is not 
found elsewhere, but Dihkhudā has lakhshak (s .v .), which appears to be a kind of noodle soup, and the fourth/tenth-
century cookbook Kitāb al-Ṭabīkh includes a dish called lakhsha, a meat stew with noodle-like strips of dough, 
whose invention the author credits to King Khusraw (Ibn Sayyār al-Warrāq, Kitāb al-Ṭabīkh, ed . K . Öhrnberg and S . 
Mroueh [Helsinki: The Finnish Oriental Society, 1987], 200) . See also a discussion of lākhsha in M . Rodinson et al ., 
Medieval Arab Cookery (Devon, UK: Prospect Books, 2001), 253–54 . Ṭurdīn is a word used in both Persian and 
Arabic to refer to a certain type of Kurdish food . Both Dihkhudā and Lane vowel the word ṭurdīn instead of ṭardīn 
as in the Wagner–Schoeler edition of the Dīwān . According to its description in Kitāb al-Ṭabīkh (p . 89), which 
mentions ṭurdīn, among other items, as decorating lakhsha (ibid ., 201), it seems to be a type of meat-filled pastry .

61 . The style of sewing the seams from the outside is typical of Khurāsānian dress (Abū Nuwās, Dīwān, 2: 105) . 
Note that the Persian possessive form (iżāfe) seems to remain in the Arabic .

62 . The meaning of balkund is unclear . In one manuscript’s margins, as printed in the edition, it is explained as 
kidney meat (Abū Nuwās, Dīwān, 2: 104) . The word is not included in Arabic dictionaries although Ḥamza states 
that it is used and known in Arabic (ibid ., 105) . Dihkhudā defines bulkand, thus voweled, as “a kind of buttery 
bread” with a reference only to “his notes .” According to Ḥamza (Abū Nuwās, Dīwān, 2: 105), rakhfīn is a type of 
cheese from Khurāsān; Dihkhudā defines rakhbīn (or rukhbīn) as sour milk or anything made with it . It was often 
used for basting meats and seems to have come in a dried form, which needed to be dissolved in liquid (N . Nasral-
lah, tr ., Annals of the Caliphs’ Kitchens: Ibn Sayyār al-Warrāq’s Tenth-Century Baghdadi Cookbook [Leiden: Brill, 
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13Harb: Identity Politics and Abbasid Macaronics

8 . He never names his servant anything / but Jam[shīd] and Farīdūn
9 . And if he passes to other / names, then Ṭughrīn . 63

The poet then proceeds to mention the addressee’s connection to various places and rulers 
in Khurāsān, extending to China and India:

10 . He is full of youthful yearning for Ishtākhanj by the evening / and madly in love with a 
khātūn 64

11 . and the king (shahriyār) of India, Balharjiyā, / and Bāghbūr, the shāh of China (mājīn) 65

12 . And a gang [of these rulers] from Farghāna / to the forts of the shaykh Sharwīn 66

13 . And Bāmiyān, its king (shīr) is his grandfather, / and from Sarūshan [which] belongs to 
Afshīn . 67

The poet concludes the poem convinced of Ḥusayn’s Persian pedigree:

14 . Your grandparents, O Persian prince (wisfūr), I have no doubt, / were of the Sasanian kings 
(khudhāhīn) .  68

2007], 590) . The description of its use for basting meats in Ibn Sayyār’s cookbook may lend support to balkund 
being “kidney meat .”

63 . Jamshīd and Farīdūn are ancient kings belonging to the first Iranian dynasty, the Pīshdādians . See their 
description in Ḥamza al-Iṣfahānī, Taʾrīkh sinī mulūk al-arḍ wa-l-anbiyāʾ (Beirut: Dār Maktabat al-Ḥayāt, 1961), 
16–17, 32–34 . Both kings later appear in Firdawsī’s Shāhnāma . Ṭughrīn was one of the rulers in Khurāsān, states 
Ḥamza (Abū Nuwās, Dīwān, 2: 106), but I have been unable to find any reference to such a name .

64 . Ishtākhanj was another ruler in Khurāsān (ibid .) . For khātūn, see the entry in EI2 .
65 . Balharjiyā (on account of the sarīʿ meter, < Balharajyā) is made up of the combination of balhar (“any great 

king of India”; Lisān al-ʿarab, s .v . b-l-h-r; see also “Balharā,” in EI2) and rajyā (“king,” Abū Nuwās, Dīwān, 2: 
106) . Bāghbūr is a title of the king of China (ibid .) . The word is also given in Lisān al-ʿarab as bughbūr, which is 
an Arabicization of the more common Persian faghfūr, itself derived from the Sogdian βaγpūr < Old Ir . *baga-puθra 
“son of God” (EIr, s .v . Chinese-Iranian relations, X: China in Medieval Persian Literature; see also Dihkhudā, s .v . 
faghfūr) . Ḥamza explains (Abū Nuwās, Dīwān, 2: 106) that Mājīn is made up of the combination of māh (Pers . 
“moon,” but also used to describe any fertile land) and jīn (Pers . chīn “China”); however, it is more likely a contrac-
tion of Sanskrit Mahāčīna (Great China) (EIr, ibid .) .

66 . Farghāna was a region in Khurāsān (Yāqūt, Muʿjam al-buldān, 2: 351, 4: 253) and Sharwīn was a name of 
a Persian ruler in Khurāsān (Abū Nuwās, Dīwān, 2: 106) .

67 . Shīr is the title given to the prince of Bāmiyān (Abū Nuwās, Dīwān, 2: 106; “Bāmiyān,” in EI2), also a 
region of Khurāsān (Yāqūt, Muʿjam al-buldān, 2: 351) . Sarūshan (thus in the Wagner–Schoeler edition) was a dis-
trict of Khurāsān (ibid .); it is most commonly known as Usrūshana (EI2, s .v .) or Surūshana, although Yāqūt prefers 
Ushrūsana (Muʿjam al-buldān, 1: 197) . Afshīn is a title given to its ruler (EI2, s .v .; see also É . de la Vaissière, 
Samarcande et Samarra: Élites d’Asie centrale dans l’empire abbasside [Paris: Association pour l’Avancement des 
Études Iraniennes, 2007], index) .

68 . Until he ascends to the throne, the son of a Persian king is called wisfūr (< Pers . wispūr, which refers to 
Sasanian and Parthian royalty; Dihkhudā, s .v . waspūhr) . In Pahlavi, vispuhr more generally means “a son of the 
clan, or of the dynasty, a member of the foremost families of the kingdom, if of the royal family: a prince, otherwise 
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The Persian vocabulary in this poem is quite different from the previous poem, with 
almost all of it being names of food items, clothing, places, titles, and people . It thus dis-
plays a much shallower knowledge of the language and culture, which is quite appropri-
ate, however, for a poem that makes fun of a non-Persian pretending to be from Khurāsān . 
Abū Nuwās therefore seems to have carefully chosen his vocabulary to reflect only a casual 
knowledge of the language, and in this way he parodies the wannabe Persian he mocks .

The identity of the so-called mutakharsin is not known for certain . According to Ḥamza 
al-Iṣfahānī, in most copies he had available to him the addressee is said to have been Ḥusayn 
b . Ṣabīḥ, whose father was from Sind (southwest Pakistan), and who was a client (mawlā) 
of a certain ʿUmar ibn Bazīʿ . He also mentions another attribution that he had found in an 
old copy of the poem: Ḥusayn ibn ʿAlī ibn Māhān, a handsome boy who had allegedly given 
Abū Nuwās the cold shoulder . 69 Regardless of who the addressee was, as Ḥamza al-Iṣfahānī 
states: “With these words [the poet] is ridiculing the one who said them [in the first place] 
and accuses him of being—despite his Iraqi origin—a wannabe Khurāsānī, who excessively 
imitates the people of Khurāsān such that he may be counted among its nobles and royals .” 70

Like Abū Nuwās’s first macaronic poem discussed, this one also treats a question of 
identity . The approaches are very different, however . In the first, it is a Persian Zoroastrian 
who insists on maintaining his purity—high-cultured Persian vocabulary is employed . In the 
second, Abū Nuwās mocks an Arab pretending to be Persian—stereotypical names of Per-
sian foodstuffs and dress highlight the addressee’s superficiality . These differences reveal the 
deliberateness and meaningfulness of Abū Nuwās’s choice of Persian insertions .

iii. ibn mufarriGH’s inveCtive

The use of Persian to intensify political dynamics seems to be also at play in an early 
Umayyad fragment of macaronic poetry . One of the examples al-Jāḥiẓ cites is by the Bas-
ran poet Abū ʿUthmān Yazīd ibn Ziyād ibn Rabīʿa ibn Mufarrigh al-Ḥimyarī (d . 69/689) . 71 
Though a minor poet, he was known for his polemics against the family of Ziyād ibn Abīh 
(also known as Ziyād ibn Sumayya), who was an important political leader during Muʿāwiya’s 
reign (r . 40–60/661–680) . The verses are associated with a particular well-attested incident . 72 
In the year 59/679, Ibn Mufarrigh was on the run for satirical invectives he had composed 
against ʿAbbād ibn Ziyād (d . 100/718), one of Ziyād ibn Abīh’s sons and the governor of 
Sijistān at the time . The poet was finally caught in Basra by ʿAbbād’s brother, ʿUbayd Allāh 
(d . 67/686), governor of Basra . After Muʿāwiya refused to grant permission to kill him, 

a nobleman of the highest classes” (H . S . Nyberg, A Manual of Pahlavi, pt . 2 [Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1964–74], 
214–15) . Khudhāh is another title for the king (Abū Nuwās, Dīwān, 2: 107) . For a discussion of the evolution of 
the word xwadāy “lord” from its sociopolitical roots to khudā “God” in New Persian, see R . M . Shayegan, “The 
Evolution of the Concept of xwadāy ‘God’,” Acta Orientalia Academiae Scientiarum Hungaricae 51 (1998): 31–54 .

69 . Abū Nuwās, Dīwān, 2: 103, 105 .
70 . Ibid ., 2: 107 .
71 . “Ibn Mufarrigh,” in EI2; C . Pellat, “Le poète Ibn Mufarriġ et son œuvre,” in Mélanges Louis Massignon 

(Damascus: Institut Français de Damas, 1956), 3: 195–232; Dīwān Yazīd ibn Mufarrigh al-Ḥimyarī, ed . A . Ṣ . ʿAbd 
al-Quddūs (Beirut: Muʾassasat al-Risāla, 1975) .

72 . The following anecdote is related in al-Jāḥiẓ, al-Bayān wa-l-tabyīn, ed . Hārūn, 1: 143; Abū l-Faraj 
al-Iṣfahānī, Kitāb al-Aghānī, ed . I . ʿAbbās et al ., 3rd ed ., 25 vols . (Beirut: Dār Ṣādir, 2008), 18: 193; al-Ṭabarī, 
Tārīkh al-rusul wa-l-mulūk, ed . M . Ibrāhīm (Cairo: Dār al-Maʿārif, 1971), 5: 318–19; Ibn Qutayba, al-Shiʿr wa-l-
shuʿarāʾ, ed . A . M . Shākir, 2nd ed . (Cairo: Dār al-Maʿārif, 1967), 361; al-Balādhurī, Jumal min ansāb al-ashrāf, ed . 
S . Zakkār and R . Zarkalī (Beirut: Dār al-Fikr, 1996), 5: 403; Ibn Ḥamdūn, al-Tadhkira al-ḥamdūniyya, ed . I . and 
B . ʿAbbās (Beirut: Dār al-Fikr, 1996), 7: 228; Tārīkh-i Sīstān, ed . M . S . Bahār (Tehran: Zuvvar, 1935 [1314]), 96 .
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15Harb: Identity Politics and Abbasid Macaronics

ʿUbayd Allāh decided to punish Ibn Mufarrigh by giving him wine mixed with a purgative 
and subsequently parading him around town on a donkey . The people in the streets of Basra 
yelled at him in Persian, asking: “What is this (īn chīst)?” referring to the diarrhea that was 
soiling his clothes . Ibn Mufarrigh answered with the following verses:

[This] is water (āb ast), it is wine (nabīdh ast) 73

It is the juice of raisins (wa-ʿuṣārāt zabīb ast) 74

Sumayya is honorable (rūsabīd = rūsapīd)

These verses state what was apparently false: the poet drank only water, wine, and raisin 
liquor, while in the same vein, the poet’s description of Sumayya, the grandmother of Aʿbbād 
and ʿUbayd Allāh, as honorable is meant sarcastically . It was well known that their father 
Ziyād was born out of wedlock to a woman by the name of Sumayya . His patronymic, Ziyād 
ibn Abīh, meaning Ziyād the son of his father, highlighted his questionable birth status . 75 Ibn 
Mufarrigh’s mockery of Sumayya alludes thus to the family’s illicit origins . In addition, it 
became such a convention to use the term rūsapīd (literally, white face) sarcastically that it 
came to mean its opposite: Pers . rūspī (“whore”) is derived from this sarcastic use of rūsapīd . 76 
Tellingly, several centuries later, the author of Tārīkh-i Sīstān renders the verses directly with 
rūspī . 77 Even if the secondary, sarcastic meaning of rūsapīd already existed in first/seventh-
century Persian, the poet makes his sardonic intention clear by bringing it back to the literal: the 
diarrhea was as much “water, wine, and raisin liquor” as Sumayya was “honorable .”

There was a large Persian-speaking community in Basra in that period . 78 Although Ibn 
Mufarrigh is described as being from Basra, he was of Yemeni origin . 79 Nevertheless, the 

73 . The meter is unclear (a shortened Arabic ramal meter could potentially fit with the addition of some words) . 
Christian Rempis, who regards the verses as primarily Persian, suggests that they represent an Old Persian octosyl-
labic or hexasyllabic meter, depending on which version is read (“Die ältesten Dichtungen in Neupersisch,” Zeit-
schrift der deutschen Morgenländischen Gesellschaft 101 [1951]: 220–40, at 222–23) . I hesitate to consider these 
lines Persian poetry for two reasons: one, al-Jāḥiẓ (al-Bayān wa-l-tabyīn, ed . Hārūn, 1: 143) explicitly describes the 
verses as Arabic poetry with Persian insertions; and two, the author of Tārīkh-i Sīstān, who cites these verses by 
Ibn Mufarrigh (Tārīkh-i Sīstān, ed . M . S . Bahār, 96), does not mention them when he describes the origins of New 
Persian poetry (ibid ., 209–13) . Interestingly, he does mention Abū Nuwās’s use of Persian in this section (ibid ., 
213), but qualifies it as “sarcastic” (ṭanz) .

74 . Given that the meter is unclear, one can only speculate whether the iḍāfa (Pers . iżāfe) construction was read 
ʿuṣārātu zabībin (Arabic) or ʿuṣārāt-i zabīb (Persian) . Here, the author of Tārīkh-i Sīstān inserts a Persian line that 
does not appear in any of the Arabic sources: “These are fat buttocks and grease” (dunbe-ye farbeh u pey ast) (p . 96) . 
The literalness of the line, however, clashes with the otherwise sarcastic tone of the verses, as I will discuss below .

75 . Ziyād called himself Ibn Sumayya or Ibn Abī Sufyān (“Ziyād b . Abīhi,” in EI2) .
76 . Dihkhudā, s .v . rūsapīd .
77 . Tārīkh-i Sīstān, ed . M . S . Bahār, 96 . The irony is lost in the version quoted, however, for the use of the 

term for “whore” directly and the additional verse preceding the last line (see supra, n . 74) render the verses literal .
78 . K . Versteegh, “What’s It Like to Be a Persian? Sībawayhi’s Treatment of Loanwords,” in The Founda-

tions of Arabic Linguistics II: Kitāb Sībawayhi . Interpretation and Transmission, ed . A . Marogy and K . Versteegh 
(Leiden: Brill, 2015), 202–21, at 206 .

79 . Abū l-Faraj al-Iṣfahānī, Kitāb al-Aghānī, ed . I . ʿAbbās et al ., 18: 186 .
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question posed to him in Persian provides the pretext for him to answer in the same . While 
the verses might simply represent the actual scene, there are likely some political implica-
tions at play as well . Some sources suggest that Sumayya was of Persian origin . 80 If so, the 
use of rūsapīd not only refers to the family’s dishonorable provenance but also to its foreign 
origin, a double insult for the family of Ziyād ibn Abīh, as they rose in the ranks of a zeal-
ously Arab dynasty . 81

iv. aL-ʿumānī’s urjūza in praise of Hārūn aL-rasHīd

Persian continues to represent the foreign Other, politically and religiously, in the Abba-
sid period . Along with Abū Nuwās’s contrasting of Persian and Arab identities in a comic 
and satirical fashion in his macaronic poetry, we find in al-Jāḥiẓ’s selections a more serious 
employment of macaronics . Two of the excerpts he provides come from a panegyric in the 
rajaz meter (an urjūza) in praise of the Abbasid caliph, Hārūn al-Rashīd (r . 170–93/786–809), 
by Muḥammad ibn Dhuʾayb al-ʿUmānī, who despite his name was from Baṣra, not Oman . 82 
Al-Jāḥiẓ quotes two sets of three hemistichs, which he indicates as belonging to the same 
poem . As al-ʿUmānī’s poetry has not been preserved in a dīwān, we do not know for certain 
the poetic context of the excerpts . However, Ḥannā Jamīl Ḥaddād, who collected his poetry, 
attaches these lines to an urjūza in praise of Hārūn by al-ʿUmānī with the same rhyme . This 
urjūza is preserved by Ibn al-Muʿtazz (d . 296/909), without the macaronic verses, however . 83 
Ḥaddād is likely correct in speculating that these verses belong to that poem . It remains 
unclear, however, where in the poem they would have originally been situated .  84

The poem quoted by Ibn al-Muʿtazz follows a fairly standard qaṣīda structure . Upon hear-
ing news of Hārūn, the poet leaves his beloved and embarks on a difficult journey to reach the 
caliph . The poet then begins the actual praise of the caliph, moving quickly to his prowess and 
fearlessness in fighting the enemies of Islam . The poem concludes with typical praise of the 

80 . “Ziyād b . Abīhi,” in EI2 .
81 . In a letter to Muʿāwiya preserved in Ibn Muzāḥim’s Waqʿat Ṣiffīn (ed . ʿA . S . Hārūn [Beirut: Dār al-Jīl, 

1981], 366–67), Ziyād describes himself as a mawlā, in other words, a Muslim of foreign (usually Persian) origin . 
Ibn Muzāḥim clarifies that “after his adoption by Muʿāwiya he became an Arab” (lammā iddaʿāhu Muʿāwiya ṣāra 
ʿarabiyyan) .

82 . He was apparently called ʿUmānī because of his yellowish skin, which resembled the “Omani camels,” yel-
lowed from the dye-producing plant known as wars that they were known to carry; Abū l-Faraj al-Iṣfahānī, Kitāb 
al-Aghānī, ed . I . ʿAbbās et al ., 18: 231 . Very little is known about him, but he was apparently a decent enough poet 
to have made a living out of composing poetry (ibid ., 18: 226) . For an overview of the biographical sources and a 
collection of his extant poetry, see Ḥ . J . Ḥaddād, “al-ʿUmānī al-Rājiz ḥayātuhu wa-mā tabaqqā min shiʿrihi,” Majal-
lat maʿhad al-makhṭūṭāt al-ʿarabiyya 27 (1983): 73–119 .

83 . Ibn al-Muʿtazz, Ṭabaqāt al-shuʿarāʾ, ed . ʿA . A . Farrāj (Cairo: Dār al-Maʿārif, 1968), 112 .
84 . If the macaronic verses do indeed belong to this poem, one wonders why Ibn al-Muʿtazz left them out in his 

Ṭabaqāt al-shuʿarāʾ . Was the inclusion of impure Arabic toward the end of the third/ninth century inappropriate for 
a book that classifies Arab poets? An anecdote about al-ʿUmānī not directly linked with the urjūza does highlight the 
close link between Arabness and being a poet: al-ʿUmānī apparently presented himself in Persian garb to the caliph 
Hārūn on one occasion to recite some poetry and the caliph refused to hear him until he dressed in “Arab clothing” 
(al-Jāḥiẓ, al-Bayān wa-l-tabyīn, ed . Hārūn, 1: 95; Ibn al-Muʿtazz, Ṭabaqāt al-shuʿarāʾ, ed . Farrāj, 109; Ibn Qutayba, 
al-Shiʿr wa-l-shuʿarāʾ, ed . Shākir, 2: 755) . However, al-Jāḥiẓ, for example, cites it in the context of defining the 
characteristics of various people or professions; one of the characteristics of the ideal poet is being a Bedouin Arab 
(aʿrābī) (al-Bayān wa-l-tabyīn, ed . Hārūn, 1: 94) . To perform the part of the poet, one had to affect a certain Arab-
ness, including in one’s dress . Perhaps the insertion of Persian vocabulary in Arabic poetry clashed with this ideal, 
leading Ibn al-Muʿtazz to exclude it from his book on the classes of poets . This remains pure speculation, however .

<?> . On the journey section in the qaṣīda, see R . Jacobi, “The Camel-
Section of the Panegyrical Ode,” Journal of Arabic Literature 13 (1982): 
1–22 .
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addressee’s generosity, loyalty, and good fortune . In the two excerpts, each three verses, quoted 
by al-Jāḥiẓ, 85 the poet seems to be describing the enemy facing Hārūn in battle:

When an undefeatable warrior encounters him
In a coat of mail nailed together securely
You charge between his head and neck (kard = gardan) . 86

When he [the enemy] falls amidst the jungles of lions
And lands in the paw of the auburn lion [Hārūn]
He swears never to drink cold water (āb-i sard) .

While I have not been able to determine where the first excerpt would fit in the poem, the 
second seems to nicely precede these verses as quoted by Ibn al-Muʿtazz:

With an oath of allegiance (bayʿa) that heals extreme thirst 87

How fresh and cool it is for the one who is healed by it
You have become for Islam the greatest [pillar of] support . 88

85 . Al-Jāḥiẓ, al-Bayān wa-l-tabyīn, ed . Hārūn, 1: 142 .
86 . Al-Jāḥiẓ (ibid .) glosses the word kard, explaining that it means “neck .” Al-Jawālīqī (Muʿarrab, 327) states 

that it comes from Pers . kardan (= gardan) and cites a verse by al-Farazdaq in which he employs the word . This 
is an example of a Persian word that is attested in classical Arabic poetry and has entered Arabic lexicons . Ibn 
Durayd (d . 321/933) explicitly lists it in a section at the end of his dictionary Jamharat al-lugha (ed . R . Baʿalbakī 
[Beirut: Dār al-ʿIlm li-l-Malāyīn, 1987]) entitled “The chapter on what Arabs used in their speech of foreign speech 
that became like [part of] the language” (pp . 1322–23, and see also the entry on kard, p . 632) . Despite its use in 
Arabic, however, its status as “foreign” is recognized by Ibn Durayd . Moreover, al-Jāḥiẓ’s quotation of the verses as 
examples of macaronic poetry also indicates that such vocabulary was perceived as foreign at the time .

87 . Bayʿa is a technical term that means recognizing the authority of another person (“Bayʿa,” in EI2) .
88 . Ibn al-Muʿtazz, Ṭabaqāt al-shuʿarāʾ, 112 .
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The meaning of the enemy’s renunciation of āb-i sard (cold water) becomes clear if this 
is the correct context . Having fallen into the “lion’s paw,” the enemy swears to never again 
drink cold water because his thirst is now sufficiently quenched by having switched sides and 
sworn allegiance to the caliph . Since the enemy described is likely to have been (presumed) 
Persian in this early period of Islam, al-ʿUmānī’s use of Persian to describe what the enemy 
has renounced has a dual function . It allows him to describe the caliph as being as cool, fresh, 
and replenishing as water, while also signaling the enemy’s rejection of Persian “water .”

The Persian kard for neck in the first excerpt is also in reference to the enemy and there-
fore appears to function as a marker of the foreign Other as well . However, this identity is a 
fluid one, which can be denounced in favor of an Arab identity . It is therefore not necessarily 
an ethnic marker per se . 89 Thus, even under the Abbasids, who were more open to Persian 
influence, the Arab–Persian dichotomy continues to function as a symbol of the “inside” and 
the “outside .” It was not necessarily those who were ethnically Persian who were the enemy . 
Rather, the Persian identity stood for rival political entities .

v. ibn aL-ḥaJJāJ

Almost two centuries later, Ibn al-Ḥajjāj (d . 391/1001), the popular poet from Baghdad 
who made a name for himself as a poet of sukhf, which Sinan Antoon has aptly rendered as 
“obscene and scatological parody,” 90 also dabbled in macaronics . In a poem he composed on 
the occasion of the capture by the Buyid ruler Aʿḍud al-Dawla of the fortress of Ardumusht 
(northeast of Mosul) from Abū Taghlib of the Hamdanids, there is a standard mujūn scene 
involving a Persian boy à la Abū Nuwās . 91 The overt pornography of the scene, however, is 
subsequently wittily flipped to function as a metaphor for the sack of the fortress of Ardumusht:

89 . Speaking of the many connotations of the word “Arab,” Patricia Crone (The Nativist Prophets of Early 
Islamic Iran [New York: Cambridge Univ . Press, 2012], 75) notes, “More commonly, an Arab was a member of the 
political and religious community founded by the Arabs, [ .  .  .] regardless of descent: people became Arabs when 
they converted .”

90 . S . Antoon, The Poetics of the Obscene in Premodern Arabic Poetry: Ibn al-Ḥajjāj and Sukhf (New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2014) .

91 . Ibn al-Ḥajjāj, Talṭīf al-mizāj min shiʿr Ibn al-Ḥajjāj: Ikhtiyār Jamāl al-Dīn Muḥammad ibn Nubāta, ed . 
N . ʿA . Muṣṭafā (Sūsa: Dār al-Maʿārif, 2001), 97 . The first nine lines of the poem, which is in the wāfir meter, are 
quoted by al-Thaʿālibī in Yatīmat al-dahr (ed . ʿAbd al-Ḥamīd, 3: 91), with one variant verse and some errors in the 
Persian, at least as it appears in the printed editions .
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1 . He poured me his glass at daybreak / And our morning drink (of wine) was on a Saturday
2 . A Persian boy, elegant / and skilled in graciousness and [well]-disposed
3 . Poured me two and three (du va sih) and I added more on top of those / to my drunkenness 
and then he greeted me in the morning with seven (haft)
4 . And when I fell asleep he got up and said: go! (birraw) 92 / to those around me, my khawāja 
has gone to sleep (khawājāʾī bikhuft) 93

5 . He feared that the mat would hurt my side / so he lowered his anus in the dwelling beneath me
6 . And at the door of his anus was soft hair / beautiful like the flowers of Persian lilac 
(al-zādurukht) 94

7 . So I penetrated the boy, and my soul ransomed him / with two, and one, and half a proper 
dirham (bidū va yakī va nīmdiram durust)
8 . He was like a girl, virgin / with testicles hidden within, [untouched] . 95 So I opened my 
daughter 96

9 . As was opened [conquered], with the edge of the sword bleeding / from the necks, the fortress 
of Ardumusht .

Initially, Persian is introduced in the form of numbers, speaking of the number of drinks . 
As matters progress and become more licentious, the Persian comes in the form of quoted 
speech . The cupbearer (sāqī) asks everyone in Persian to leave because his master has fallen 
asleep . Then he offers himself to the poet . The poet penetrates him for a number of dirhams, 
which are again in Persian . The poem then shifts and compares the act of penetration to the 
capture of Ardumusht .

Ibn al-Ḥajjāj’s poem represents a brilliant parody of Abū Tammām’s (d . ca . 231/845) 
well-known Ammorium poem, in which the town’s capture from the Byzantines is compared 

92 . Doubling the consonant in biraw (Pers . “go”) is necessary for the wāfir meter .
93 . Although kh(a)wāja (Pers . “lord, master, or owner”; Dihkhudā, s .v .) is used in modern Arabic, there are no 

entries for the word in medieval Arabic dictionaries . Bikhuft is wrongly vowelled (bikhaft) in Talṭīf al-mizāj, and 
the editor interprets khawājāʾī as < khawā, which he mistakenly understands as coming from the verb khābīdan, 
and jāʾī “place” (370 n . 6) .

94 . The scientific name of āzād-dirakht (Persian lilac; of which al-zādurukht is an Arabicization (A . Scher, 
Kitāb al-Alfāẓ al-fārisiyya al-muʿarraba [Beirut: al-Maṭbaʿa al-Kāthūlīkiyya li-l-Ābāʾ al-Yasūʿiyyīn, 1987–88], 9) 
is Melia azedarach (also known as China berry) . Al-Zabīdī (Tāj al-ʿarūs, s .v . ḥ-r-r) notes that it is < Pers . āzād 
(“free”) and dirakht (“tree”) . It is also known in Arabic as qayqabān and saysabān (Ibn Durayd, Jamharat al-lugha, 
ed . Baʿalbakī, 1235; Lisān al-ʿarab, s .v . q-q-b) .

95 . Mukhaddara is to be hidden behind a curtain or tent (khidr), especially a woman (Lane, s .v . kh-d-r) .
96 . As Muṣṭafā points out (Ibn al-Ḥajjāj, Talṭīf al-mizāj, 371), this is an allusion to the Zoroastrian and pre-

Islamic practice of father–daughter marriage . Sinan Antoon (Poetics of the Obscene, 117) also remarks that such 
un-Islamic practices provided rich fodder for obscene and scatological parody, which reveled in flouting religious 
prohibitions . For more on this, see also G . J . van Gelder, Close Relationships: Incest and Inbreeding in Classical 
Arabic Literature (London: I . B . Tauris, 2005) .
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to a woman being deflowered . 97 In this case, however, the capture of a fortress from the 
Hamdanids by the Buyids is compared to a youth—specifically, a Persian youth—being 
penetrated; by extension, the defeat of the Arab dynasty is compared to the sodomization 
of a Persian prostitute for a few dirhams . 98 The poem then goes on to insult the Hamdanids 
using typical Ḥajjājian scatological imagery .

In addition to the mention of some names of Persian weapons used in the onslaught in 
v . 10 (not quoted here), the Persian vocabulary is limited to the interaction between the per-
sona of the poet and the Persian sāqī/prostitute cited above . On the most basic level, the Per-
sian serves to emphasize the identity of the receiver of the sex act . In the preceding poems, I 
have argued that the Persian stands in as a marker of the foreign Other—either an ethnic and 
religious Other or a stand-in for a political Other . While at first glance Ibn al-Ḥajjāj seems to 
be simply perpetuating these associations, I believe he is doing so to parody them .

The sociopolitical context in which Ibn al-Ḥajjāj is operating is quite different from that of 
our previous poets . By the fourth/tenth century, the Abbasid empire had broken up into small 
states, some of which were Arab in character, such as the Hamdanids, and others Persian, 
such as the Buyids . 99 The categories of “inside” and “outside” cease to be as clear-cut as 
Arab Muslim vs . foreign . The standard symbolism of Persian as the foreign Other therefore 
ceases to be appropriate for the new state of affairs, which has Persians and Arabs on more 
equal footing . This provides an opportunity for someone like Ibn al-Ḥajjāj, who, though not 
a Persian himself, was patronized by the Persian Buyid dynasty, to challenge the clichés . The 
Persian identity of the receiver of the sex act is not highlighted in order to debase it . Rather, 
it is a parody of Arab prejudiced attitudes toward Persians, not an affirmation of them .

ConCLusion

A conspicuous feature of most of the macaronic poetry discussed in this article is humor . 
Far from being merely lighthearted entertainment, however, the Persian insertions form a 
meaningful aspect of the poems’ construction . Whether in serious or humorous genres, Per-
sian serves as a signifier of the Other—either a purely ethnic and religious counterpart to 
an Arab Muslim identity, as in Abū Nuwās’s fārisiyyāt, or more broadly a political identity, 
as in Ibn Mufarrigh and al-ʿUmānī’s fragments . The place of this Persian Other in these 
examples, which range from the Umayyad to the beginning of the Abbasid period, is inferior 
with respect to the point of view of the speaker . Far from challenging Arab superiority, the 
Persian insertions reinforce the foreignness of the Persian category . Once the political con-
text changed, however, and the fragmentation of the Abbasid empire gave way to the rise of 
Persian states such as the Buyids, the status of Persian as Other could be challenged, as in 
Ibn al-Ḥajjāj’s poem . Ironically, it is not until the fourth/tenth century, when the pro-Persian 
shuʿūbiyya movement is past its peak, that the symbolic status of Persian as inferior in maca-
ronic poetry is challenged .

Macaronic verse could therefore be a serious and meaningful tool employed by poets to 
further the themes of their poems . In this sense, regardless of the political slant of the poetry, 

97 . Abū Tammām, Dīwān Abī Tammām, bi-sharḥ al-Khaṭīb al-Tibrīzī, ed . M . ʿA . ʿAzzām, 4 vols . (Cairo: Dār 
al-Maʿārif), 1: 40–74, especially 48, v . 17 .

98 . Antoon (Poetics of the Obscene, 132–33) suggests that for Ibn al-Ḥajjāj the body was a metaphor for 
society . In this case, the body and the act of violating it is directly compared to larger political power dynamics in 
the region .

99 . Patricia Crone describes this era as “post-colonial” (P . Crone, “Post-Colonialism in Tenth-Century Islam,” 
Der Islam 83 [2006]: 2–38) .
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it represents a challenge to the idea of faṣāḥa and the linguistic purity of Arabic literature . 
While I have focused on the political connotations of Persian insertions into Arabic poetry 
in this article, the challenge also came in the service of purely aesthetic goals—Persian 
insertions did not always or only serve as an identity marker . Leaving the elaboration of this 
aspect for another study, it is enough to say for the moment that macaronic poetry attests to 
a cosmopolitan Iraqi audience that could understand the subtleties of both languages . It is a 
cosmopolitanism, however, that should be considered with care, as it harbored internal ten-
sions symbolized by the two languages .
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