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ACADEMIA Letters

Notes on the poetry of Sûl and Shumûl

Ibrahim Akel

Critical approaches to the poetry of the Thousand and One Nights can be found, inter alia,
in studies by William Alexander Clouston (1881), Josef Horovitz (1915),[1] Jamel Eddine
Bencheikh (1991), Muhammad Lutfî al-Yûsufî (1992), Walîd Munîr (1994), Hâdî Hasan
Hammûdî (1998), Muhsin-Jâsim al-Mûsawî (2000), Kadhim Jihad Hassan (2004), Geert Jan
van Gelder (2004), Wolfhart Heinrichs (2007), Hâmid Muhammad Mursî (2007) and Ah-
mad Matlûb (2013). Other researchers have simply tried to compile a general or themed an-
thology of the poetry, for example Jean Humbert (1819),[2] ‘Abd al-Şâhib al-‘Uqâbî (1984),
Imîl Nâşîf (1998), Qâsim Mukhlif al-Kurdî (2002), Husayn Şabrî Muhammad Rizq (2003)
and Samîr Basyûnî (2010). Timotei Cipariu’s (1805–1887) “indexes of verses quoted in the
Arabian Nights (identifying the authors)” also deserve mention. They cover a manuscript
conserved at the Biblioteca Academiei Romane[3] and poems from the Nights contained in a
manuscript conserved at the library of the Ministry of Culture and Heritage of the Sultanate of
Oman (fol. 224a–231b), which was copied out in 1280/1863 by Khalfân Ibn ‘Alî Ibn Khanfûr
Ibn Muslim al-Nawfalî.

Translators for their part have generally considered these poems to be “mostly of the kind
that they might be omitted without disturbing the course of the prose texts, and, therefore, have
been later added to them”.[4] For this reason, “several European translators of the Nights have
decided to omit the poetry from their translations, either because they judged it to be boring
or because it was difficult to translate”.[5]

While this idea might appear sensible in some stories, it becomes a nonsense in others,
for example in Sûl and Shumûl.[6] The reason for this is simple: the poems were written
especially for this story. Thus, according to Chauvin, following Seybold, the original part of
the tale – the search for the fiancée in all the convents – “indeed has no purpose other than to
serve as a framework for numerous poems” (Chauvin, VII: 112).
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The poetry is well integrated into the events, providing the accompaniment to almost ev-
ery stage of the hero’s adventures. Nearly every character utters verse. Even from a purely
quantitative point of view, this poetry represents more than one third of the volume of L, C
and I as well as of the shared passages – the original part – of T. This can be seen in the tables
below:

The Thousand and One Nights (Calcutta II edition) contain 1,250 pieces of poetry (plus
two poems from the Mawâliyâ). These poems are written in 12 of the 16 principal metres:
Tawîl, Basît, Kâmil, Wâfir, Sarî‘, Khafîf, Mutaqârib, Rajaz, Ramal, Munsarih, Mujtathth and
Madîd. The five manuscripts of Sûl and Shumûl together contain 121 poems. The poems in
the Tübingen (T)manuscript are written in nine metres, with the addition of Hazaj but without
Mutaqârib, Munsarih, Mujtathth and Madîd. The poems in the second group of manuscripts
(L, C, I) are written in only five metres, Basît, Khafîf, Tawîl, Wâfir and Kâmil, as the tables
below show:
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Below is a concordance table for the Sûl and Shumûl poems, followed by a few remarks
about these poems:
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The poems were written especially to illustrate this story and it is only in the longest
version, T, that one can read verses that are also found elsewhere. Poem no. 71 contains a
single verse that can be attributed to a known poet, al-Ablah al-Baghdâdî (d.1183).[7] This
verse, which is found only in T, is also the only one that can be identified in the editions of
the Thousand and One Nights (Night 874, Bûlâq 2: 425; Calcutta 4: 287). Other poetic links
can be found between the Nights and the version of Sûl and Shumûl given in T. For example,
the first stanza of verse no. 10 (poem no. 113) is found in The Story of Hasan of Basra (Night
802 Bûlâq 2: 326; Calcutta 4: 76).[8] It is worth pointing out here that there are notable
similarities between the two stories.

In the episode of long epic adventures – which is absent from the other manuscripts –
the T manuscript also contains relatively lengthy poems, such as poem no. 80, which can be
attributed to Muhammad Ibn Zinjî al-Baghdâdî (d.334/945).[9] However, slight variants of the
two verses are found anonymously in a later work dating from the early fourteenth century. It
is this later version that one reads in the T manuscript. The epic episode also contains a poem
(no. 87) by none other than ‘Antara Ibn Shaddâd.[10]

However, the T manuscript contains considerable poetic lacunae. Poem no. 81, uttered
by “Muhârib Ibn Harb”, is a response to the poem by Hilâl’s wife, which is missing from the
manuscript.

The K manuscript also contains lacunae as well as disruptions to the poems’ order. There
is a lacuna between verses no. 2 and no. 3 of poem no. 9 (a folio is missing between fol.
40 and fol. 41). Furthermore, verses no. 20–25 in poem no. 30 are written in the margin
(fol. 63b) and verses no. 27–28 are also written in the margin. In this version, poem no. 2
is repeated in two different places and with differing degrees of variation: at the start (fols.
18b–19a) and slightly further on (fols. 48b–49b). This poem is found at the beginning of C
(pp. 3–4) and a little later on in I (fol. 143b) and L (fols. 228b–229a).

In this poem (no. 2, verse no. 8), the author uses an expression that we have already
seen in Ibn al-Rûmî (d.283/896): “Bint sab‘-in wa arba‘-in wa thalâth-in” (a young girl of
fourteen: 7 + 4 + 3 = 14).[11] This expression is repeated again in L and C (poem no. 3, verse
no. 5). Only L offers a different reading, “Bint khams-in wa arba‘-in wa thalâth-in” (a young
girl of twelve: 5 + 4 + 3 = 12), which indicates that the version given in this manuscript seems
the most altered.

In the L manuscript, poem no. 4 is a continuation of poem no. 3, whereas the two poems
are independent of one another in the other versions. Moreover, a change of metre can be
observed here in this poem, and likewise in poem no. 22 (verses 1–2 are in Basît, verses 3–4
in Tawîl and verse 5 in Kâmil).

The repetition of poem no. 2 is not a unique case. Another, more striking example is
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found in I, where poem no. 28 is simply a slightly modified repetition of poem no. 26. The
two poems are separated by a third poem in the same metre and with the same rhyme scheme
(poem no. 27).

It should be noted that many of the poems in L are preceded by a phrase such as “aflaha
man yuşallî ‘alâ al-Rasûl” (he who prays for the prophet will win). This can be seen as a trace
of orality.[12] At the start of this manuscript, there is a reference to other sweethearts such as
Bishr and Hind and Jamîl and Fitna: (L, fol. 255a).[13]

Sûl and Shumûl are invoked alongside Bishr and Hind and other couples in a work dating
from the seventeenth century. However, the couple is not mentioned in the Fihrist by Ibn Ishâq
al-Nadîm (tenth century), and nor are Bishr and Hind.[14]

Another metaphorical expression is repeated several times throughout the five manuscripts:
“abîtu ar‘â nujûm al-layl”[15] (I spend the night gazing at the stars): poem no. 6, verse no.
7 (I, L, C); poem no. 10, verse no. 2 (K); poem no. 19, verse no. 2 (K); poem no. 20, verse
no. 2 (C, K); and poem no. 41, verse no. 7 (T). C is clearly in harmony with both K and I
and L, which signifies that this version has apparently maintained an accurate reading. But
one must also be prudent, for this manuscript has been subject to a few relatively significant
rectifications. For example, there is a change in the rhyme scheme in poem. 88 (verse no. 1:
râ’; verses nos. 2–6: bâ’). The rhyme scheme in T and L is bâ’ and in I it is râ’. A second
variation in the rhyme scheme can be seen in poem no. 67, where the rhyme scheme in T and
L is nûn, but râ’ in C. Other rectifications, however, are not well founded: for example, poem
no. 16 is recited by al-Shumûl in K and by al-Sûl in I, L and C. As a consequence, in verse
no. 4 the scribe who copied I has written “in tuhjabî” (if they take you from me), while the
scribe who copied C has written “in yahjubûnî” (if they take me from you).[16] The K version
contains another similar poem, but this time recited by al-Sûl. Yet the scribe has written “in
tuhjabyn” (if they take you from me) (poem no. 14, verse no. 1) [See also poem no. 10, verse
no. 3]. All notion of separation is absent from the L version, which contains both poems (no.
14 and no. 16).

Other notable variations – some of which could be attributed to mistakes or “corrections”
by the scribe – include the transformation of some of the characters’ names, such as, for
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example, the name of the “poet” monk: al-Mutayyam [Ibn] Nabhân (Tayhân) Ibn al-Sharîd
(al-Sarîr / al-Mundhir) al-‘Âmirî (al-Nabhânî), in poem no. 92.

The analysis of the convergences and divergences between the different versions of this
tale does not allow us to identify a more coherent version that is closer than the others to the
original source text. The four versions are indispensable in understanding the nature of the
text and how it changed. The comparison of the poems has confirmed this hypothesis.
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