PART 1:

A MENAGERIE

WRITTEN BY TIM MACKINTOSH-SMITH
TITLE CALLIGRAPHY BY SORAYA SYED

This is the first of the author’s six
collections of eclectic, occasionally
irreverent, excerpts from the vast
treasure-house of Arabic literature.
In each, he samples and comments
thematically, seeking that which is
insightful, prescient or poignant, as
well as the curious, mischievous or
wisely satirical. Like the original
authors, his goal, and ours, is to
entertain, educate and enlighten.
—The Editors

have a long history in Arabic literature. Pre-Islamic poets often
described favorite horses; the ninth-century master of prose al-Jahiz
compiled a monumental Book of Animals. What follows is a kind of
literary menagerie captured and corralled on my own bookshelves.
Al-Jahiz, who recognized that sailors were generally “not

ww;w'@l” hen the grocer sees the elephant, he stops whatever _%@ c@%
else he may be doing—even if he is in the middle %‘W&ke@/ %”/?/MMM

A%W OZZIW peett %@& of serving a customer, whoever that may be—and /wzzow Q/\Q-,%,Zfi
M i Ww& takes the basket from the elephant. He counts the cowries @fzfa,g% d

that are in the basket and looks at the list to see what provi-
' w " dma}b u sions are needed, then picks out for the elephant the very best
?r Vaﬂwd ()ﬂtﬁ o g/’ ()OO'OOO of Wwkat he has in stock, charging the lowest price possible. If
* wwwww I e uv the elephant indicates that he wants more for his money, the
W@ALA at 8° oéw grocer giveshim e ometimes the shopkeeper makes a
| mistake in nd if this happens, the ele-
MOMW@&A@ o (Yaﬂ Wm phant will shu ' owries about with his trunk until the

- =iy
1 3
£ T ; R,
§ it orwg/l” grocer d.oes a recognt. Wheh the elgphant takes hI.S purchasgs (27 @% N
! A/UOW M g home, his owner will sometimes think he has received too lit- Wmm@ eoat 1)
theitt (Ldawszuﬂﬂm‘ft tle for his money and will give the elephant a beating. Then W"”M-%@%M '500
' GV”:UWM pr ié"ﬁ the elephant goes back to the grocer and starts laying into his % 2 Couy, O/Q/? e Codl
v wnw&' stall, turning all the goods topsy-turvy, until the grocer either 7‘%&{% ved 7 loo-
E ye 0 ob &0 woy ? : : oley, 4 we 20 4,
s o M"M Waﬂﬁ gives him extra or returns the cowries. Ariceq iy
- BR 1 Pk Woutitnt y 4y < J N
g 9 othet? menﬂ@f D the 4, " be cheqe, &
ot A
M/Z%%OM&,ZO ?/Mye &
“ dyte,

10 Saudi Aramg:o World



M

a Muslim chief of An Indian i(ing came to do battle_.:\_y' th
According to Captain Buzurg’s more down-to-earth contempo- him and deployed elephants in his front line. Al-Mas‘udi giv: %
war-elephants have a weak point: They are ter- both description and verse from Harun himself: g

arun came out to confront the line and made for the
H mightiest of the elephants, having first concealed a
cat under his clothing. He charged the elephant, and

when he was near it, he let loose the cat./At the sight of the
puss, the elephant turned tail and fled.

‘The tusker abandoned his mahout and flew\ 744 t4e Quriogy ode 5/2@48‘0

With cowardly heart and lumbering bulk. I;Z% /‘ew“/a‘«t%e e &4

Glory be to the One who alone created him, 45%%% "/»46/«%% :

The God of men, the Lord of elephants! “ack o Makk oy, elfonceq
Bestial marvels are not confined to creatures large and exotic. In upon a person on account of his lack of acquaintance with the

his Wonders of Creation, the 13th-century cosmographer al-Qaz-  cause of something.” He goes on to illustrate the idea:
wini defines wonderment as “a feeling of perplexity that comes

sy
onsider a person contemplating for the first time a cell Clvey (%%i%
Cin a honeycomb. If he were unacquainted with what /_Z‘/é%%
had made it, he would be extremely perplexed. And @ ‘98&4, 4y,
even if he knew that it was the work of bees, he would still .OJ%W
be perplexed at how so feeble a creature could have brought %ZZ:%ZO’@Z?
into being these hexagons with sides so precisely equal that % 44&%% i
an expert draughtsman equipped with compasses and ruler 5 %m%
could not produce thedike. Such is the meaning of wonder, and ‘%o/%’%%fe
everything on earth is analogous to this example. %('/zé 2
To return to cats, al-Qazwini mentions in another work, was home to a cat bazaar where “they hawk the cats around, cry-
Monuments of Various Lands, a less heroic feline function than ing, ‘Here’s a cat to catch your rat! Guaranteed genteel! Won’t

that of routing war-elephants.(The city of Ardabil, in northwest- bolt, won’t steal!?” Or so they claimed. The reality was altogether
d : different:

ern Iran, was, he said, plagued-by rats-As-aconsequence, the city

‘I’'ve never been cheated by market people as thor-
oughly as | was by the cat-sellers. They get hold of a
cat that eats chickens and pigeons and breaks into the cages

S indi ibn Shahak, one of the celebrated doctors, said:

n W—Wé{’fw of ring-doves, partridges and turtle-doves, and they put it in
D @AL%’ Lt a big covered pot and fix the lid on tightly. Next, they roll the > o
Caspiat Qe‘%’ %0/6 pot around on the ground until the cat gets dizzy. Then they @Zé\{g”o}t @ vatiation
Oé.cta/t@ %w@ put the cat in a cage together with some chickens, while it’s a % 5' 4" a4 in
1000 bul still too dazed to b_other about catching them. When a cus- éf;‘?@i Ktean. AWM?&
honely b“?"f:'m tomer sees this, he’s amazed. He thinks he’s found exactly WWWM%
it MMWMM. what he’s looking for, and pays a good price for it. But by the ?"Ve{'”w/é wad, Gke :
mﬂm’w& time he gets the cat home, the dizziness has worn off, and 5 é“"“”&%dée g

the cat turns into a devil that eats all his birds and his neigh-
bors’ birds too.’

In Damascus, the stray dogs that plagued the city were dealt with governor of the Syrian capital! eventually fell out with his
more efficiently than the rats of Ardabil. The historian Ibn al-Wardi  boss, the Mamluk sultan, and was himself culled—but not__‘bgfpge By,
mentions a ruthless dog-cull initiated by Tankiz, 14th-century he had turned his wrath on another species: frogs. e
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efore his downfall, Tankiz had been driven to distrac- 4
B tion by the incessant croaking of frogs, and had had e
them removed from the waters of the city. A certain /5,

person said this of the affair:

Human-animal antipathy worked both ways. An Andalusian con- ed
~ temporary of Tankiz, the poet and writer Ibn al-Murabi‘, told the  for cash. He eventually finds a monstrons billy-geat;“smaller than
story of a goat in Granada that took extreme exception to people.  a mule but bigger than a donkey” at an unexpectedly cheap price

" In this excerpt, the narrator has been looking for a ram to Alarm bells ring in his mind when the goz eradvises:

slaughter for the post-Ramadan festival meal, but he is strapp

ou’ll need four porters, ‘cause there’s no way you can
Ycarry it yourself, and you’ll have a job getting it to AWW“W' M/Ifm
follow you—or rather, the other way 'round. o unote i tate u/wA/L
¢ : : , . : o, himaelf “/M‘W.) ,%m -
But to save money, the narrator hires only a single porter. This was, indeed, a mistake: and. it need, of W & h

iy A

A loge . tell the porter to bring the goat and keep up with me ﬂmm, 7he AIOW%
of @W until we get to the slaughterhouse. And when we do— with Wmﬂwwwﬂ‘gw
““”MZ&' ellthe animal’s nowhere to be found. So | say, ‘Okay, ddnessee: and thus W
=t e vhat have you done with my goat?’ And he says, asdune that
W%&‘Om&/% got away, and | don’t know where itis.’ ... So | go 'round m/bMIWM'
the market and the whole neighborhood, calling out to all
and sundry that whoever finds a goat should let me know,
and that there’s a reward in it. Then this man comes out of a .
show-room, all grumbling and mumbling, and says, ‘Who’s
the owner of that damned goat? Whoever it is—damn him ,"4/%/
1 ‘ ) a
: too! If | clap eyes on him, there’ll be words, | can tell you.” So «a , %//
4 | say, ‘I'm the owner. What’s up? What have | done to hurt %%

you?’ And he says, ‘When that goat of yours broke free, it "%%;;fé%
took off like a lion and went on a rampage around town. Gooé@;%gg%' :
It left nobody unharmed, and when it got into my pottery %% “ey

it went totally crazy and turned the place into a 3
ell’s kitchen. I short, it trashed everything!

I The unfortunate narrator foots the bill for the broken crockery and, after more disasters, eventually gets the goat home—to the consternation
of his wife, who chides him, saying, “You’ve brought home a demon!” 2

tainly not human-human) relations. The journey-described took him and his companion from Almeria to-the

i a fellow traveler /5’22“’5@’%40 of g
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g : A few decades earlier, another Andalusian, Abu ‘I-Barakat al-Balafiqi, eelebrated in verse a happier example
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A ‘/ 1 PM For every time | paused to rest, he’d pause by me, @_ “ it
Regarding me with looks of love and tenderness. pong torng.

% \Qatmi ’ s the ’W';; Fulfilling all the dues of good companionship,
i - given by tradition 0 U° )« i 1o \yere of all friends the most true.

N m .

dog. mwmmm And this while my own people—of the human race— R |

the Qurar. Wg o during All treat me with a meanness that’s insatiable ... . 3 % u
- People of the Cav Among them there’s no single bosom friend, o

Ww‘b 300'5’9' ' No one to show fraternal feelings, true and pure.
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- As a tailpiece, Abu ‘I-Barakat elsewhere reports hearing these verses:

f ow cruel it is, | think, that men will take the name of :
5 ; H ‘dog’ in-vain, le.. not “Vou, @/0% don 0/4 a’oy-”

When of all creatures dogs will least forget good deeds. the corwventional induly
Surely, if some person makes-yeu-cross enough to curse, ;

The proper insult is{."You man, son of a man!’

t Moving to 14th-century Morocco—but returning to feline vermin control—a scholar and raconteur of Miknas called Ibn Abi Jalla owned #
. aremarkably clever cat: : Take thy ,, o v - ]
ne day, he went home and found that the cat had f sals. g oy @ potrct,

_ O moistened one of her front paws and then dipped itin \ v64y, 55 mfwﬂz @ dnaly !’
i some flour, so that the flour stuck to it. She was hold- dludlenty W‘Z%Zf@ dcholapy 4
£ ing this paw out in front of a mouse hole in the wall; the other Geny, of thn 2 'Co%cz‘ed ¢
k paw she held up in the air, ready to grab the mouse when it Aeeo, 4 ¢ Salln,*
L emerged. Seeing this, Ibn Abi Jalla called her by name—where- dludlenty Cqrantien, the

upon she turned her head to him and put a claw to her mouth,
exactly in the manner in which one gestures for silence.

ardaghan has made my loneliness complete,
Wardaghan the white, the precious cat. ¢
She’s dead, the one who filled the room with life,

Who fussed around it, housemaid-like.

She guaranteed the peace of all who tdok a nap, Oler, crheatunes haye 4
Was diligent in every task she undertook. y & Arabic l/e/;jl
Her bravery made cowards of all the other cats, /Zﬁ'mﬁé/lymfe/g i
NS % Hama,
And when she pounced, she terrified. KOZ;'%/““' qave a myek-
She’d spring into the air to catch a i 0{“&0’1 @ WWW
She could have caught a palete with QMM»WM‘
~ Toend on a different elegiac note, we return to goats—but better the hour has come to gather in the flocks from the mountainside. The
behaved than that one in the Granada china shop. It is sunset in the blind poet and folklorist Abdallah al-Baradduni, who died in 1999,
highlands of Yemen, on any day over the past millennium and more; collected t

w raditional song chanted while at work:

b

t's time for home now—night is near, 0"% ',-':'

Sunset’s come and we’re still here. c\f’%/zi’;”%@z ’1

You’ve had your fill of food since dawn QZOZ@%Q d%%@
So come, my wattled goat with curling horn! ® deﬂ«%%,@%

%&14% V‘%%@ ‘?5

: 5§

>

i

Even, the bedt effonts at nandlation often entail dome. losd. Tim Mackintosh-Smith (tim@mackin- e

tosh-smith.com) recently appeared in

However. the pleasing sound of the oniginal Anabic title of

; \ NewsweeK's list of the top dozen travel
this dented, T af-Kunug, matked up for some of the writers of the last 100 years. Following
) when it becomed the d%m[a,c&cd,@ accunale . his award-winning trilogy of travels in the
but ledd WM‘M’ [W “/Wm 0/ Theadured.” footsteps of Ibn Battutah, he is working
: 3 ’ - on a history, a thriller set in 14th-century Spain and
T Mt/wmoto/%e[ny&dé word “dragoman. which, 4 : :
- A i ; the translation from Arabic of an early collection of
tf an ”LWW/W"% w an o - The travelers’ accounts from around the Indian Ocean.
Jull title echoes lbn al- Arabis eanly 13th centuty collection Sarayd Syed wwalariofthcpeniaey
o/,aoem. Tﬂn&“‘m OL'AW(“‘ ('WWI% °l‘l Deaines). calligrapher and graphic designer in London.

January/Febru_am 2__013 13



