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Of course, there s more to most word-portraits than physical fea- likeness with a few deft touches of character—and,
tures. The next, a miniature of Salah al-Din’s (Saladin) multitasking  somehow, to catch the spirit of a whole cultural setting.
chief minister al-Qadi al-Fadil, manages to combine a brief physical

saw a thin old man, all head and heart, simultaneously %

i

writing and dictating to two secretaries. The force of con- o b i
@ /23///2 [d&/ /zﬂﬂ Al 2“;

centration needed to produce the words caused every oy e 1 !

possible shade of movement to play across his face and lips. Mdéa@ “0% m':

Indeed, it was as if he was writing with every part of his body. W W@?@ ¢ 1
The minister questioned his visitor on some abstruse points of Qur’anic syntax, m ¢ ii
and not once during this did he interrupt his writing and dictation. ’:

X

Sometimes, the briefest anecdote throws a memorable spotlight on ~ Khallikan on another bookish man, the early Muslim scholar al- i
some aspect of character. Here is the 13th-century biographer Ibn Zuhri, and—just as importantly—his long-suffering wife: i
When he sat at home, he would surround himself with books, §

and would become so absorbed in them that he would for- oz 4, @?9@/@& )i

get all other worldly concerns. One day his wife said to him, “I @e%b%%ﬂ%@i/m
swear by God that these books are more trouble to me than M%ggg%j’

hree co-wives!

Writer and reader might not always agree on what a certain characteristic is. In the next extract, the wants to illustrate his subject’s naiveté.

ne day, lbn ‘Abd al-Nur stuck his hand in the out-

let of a cistern and happened to find an enormous

toad sitting in it—at which he called out to his
friends, “Come over here! I’'ve found a squashy stone!”

Naiveté? Or is it what you might call a surreal take on things? scholar of Khurasan province in eastern IranjHatim al-Asamm
No one, however, could W ofa (“the Deaf”’), portrays anything less than the perfect gentleman:” *
He was not in reality deaf, but got his name from having once

Egl‘/w’é’%‘w’wf pretended to be so. The reason was that a woman who had
meﬁmaf@gﬂw come to ask his opinion on some matter or other happened

involuntarily to break wind. In order that she would not feel
embarrassed (and much to her relief), he said to her, “I’'m hard
of hearing and | can’t catch what you’re saying, so please

speak up.” i 1,
Arabic lends itself to painting “group portraits” in big, broad inhabitants of his native Spain (and, indirectly, on quite a lot of 1
strokes. Here is the 11th-century author Ibn Hazm on the Muslim  the rest of humanity): e /gy Jﬁ;
mgmeo;mw They are Arabs in their ancestry, nobility, haughtiness, eloquence A%‘&z??a’cifmﬁ
Nabataeand as / of speech, blitheness of spirit, opposition to injustice, refusal to . '”Z%eoy% ”/‘%M 1
went back to anearly submit to humiliation and freedom from subservience; Indians 2000' e % j
ot ook on the in their extraordinary attention to and love of the sciences; etitltegy, % i
ol Wm[a[ed//m Baghdadis in their fondness for novelty, the care they take over %;’%WMO 3
mi?mmm”—mm their cleanliness, the delicacy of their character, the sharpness w% @W%@M@ZZ‘W |
wunasked as a forgery. and subtlety of their intelligence and the copiousness of their q/w%mﬂé?‘é% e gy
k} ideas; Nabataeans in their ability to locate sources of water and in ’/Z%e Sz Wﬂ;f/é;@ {
the diligence with which they apply themselves to the planting of #7s, ”’a’%@ée g BB |
seedlings and trees and to agriculture in general; Chinese in the /dzgl% : % Goey f 5
perfection of their various crafts of manufacture and the excel- “casg, M%;'%aﬁ%m
o MWMM lence of their pictorial arts; and Turks in their waging of wars, in i M%%z
M%agwm their development of the weapons of war and their close atten- : ‘”%%%%
tionto a incumbent on warriors. S

Sometimes a portrait, and particularly a group portrait, can home~_unfortunate townsgeople of Isfahan in Iran, for example, have
in on a single feature, exaggerate it and end up as caricature. The  always had a particular characteristic enlarged: : Sy 2 ?
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