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"There is a Jāhiz for Every Age": narrative
construction and intertextuality in al-Hamadhānī's
Maqāmāt1

MOHAMED-SALAH OMRI

Introduction

In The Maqdma of al-Jahiz (sA-Maqdma al-Jdhiziyya) by Bad!' al-Zaman al-Hamadhanl
(d. 398/1008) the narrator, clsa Ibn Hisham, and his friends meet what appears to be
an ordinary man at a banquet. The man turns out to be an authority on eloquence and
rhetoric (baldgha), however, and with a masterful speech he convinces those attending
the banquet, who support al-Jahiz (d. 255/869), that they are misled about the latter's
rhetorical skill. As he wins a reward, he is recognized by Ibn Hisham to be none other
than Abu '1-Fath al-Iskandari, the hero of many of al-Hamadhanl's maqdmdt.

One of the more perceptive interpretations of al-Maqdma al-Jdhiziyya views the text
as an illustration of the differences between two theories of baldgha.2 Regarding
al-Iskandari's definition as representative of al-Hamadhanl's own, Kilito compares
al-Jahiz, the author, with al-Iskandari, the character. While this interpretation may
accurately register the changing conceptions of rhetoric in Arabic culture between
al-Jahiz and al-HamadhanT, it does not specifically comment on the literary aspects of
this maqdma. Close reading of the text suggests that al-Hamadhani's relationship to his
predecessor is more complex and more playful than previously understood. It reveals an
elaborate narrative scheme by means of which al-Hamadhanl simultaneously sets
himself off from his character, al-Iskandari, and his predecessor, al-Jahiz. Al-Jahiz is not
'discredited' on the basis of a sound theory of rhetoric but by means of an artful
narrative that implicitly situates itself within al-Jahiz's legacy even as it explicitly
denigrates it.

The carefully knit intertextual relationship between these two stances suggests that
al-Hamadhanl is better versed (and immersed) in al-Jahiz's work than the open
discourse of the maqdma would initially suggest. It demonstrates al-Hamadhani's
creative reworking of themes and characters invented by and associated with his
celebrated predecessor. On a broader level, that al-Jahiziyya is devoted to the most
prominent figure of adab—the master adib, al-Jahiz—makes it particularly fitting for an
inquiry into how the maqdma both breaks with adab conventions and works through
them, ushering in the genesis of a genre.3 My analysis of the interconnected levels of
addressees and addressors in the Maqdmdt as a whole suggests that a distinction should
be made between al-Hamadhanl as a speaker/writer who produces maqdldt (speeches or
texts that may or may not be read in the presence of an audience) and al-Iskandari,
who, in the course of his adventures, may or may not resort to maqdldt (speeches,
rhetorical tricks, poetic riddles).4
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After analysing the narrative construction of the story, the concept of balagha
advocated by al-Iskandari is examined and compared to other relevant theories. Once
the parodic nature of the text is established, the maqama is reread through al-Jahiz's
own work. The conclusions touch upon the broader context in which it is suggested
that the Maqdmdt al-Hamadharii should be interpreted.

Codes of Reading

Al-Maqama al-Jahiziyya begins thus:
cIsa Ibn Hisham related to us and said: I and a few friends were excited at
receiving an invitation to a banquet [walima]. I accepted it in accordance with
the well-known Tradition [hadith] of the Apostle of God upon whom be the
blessings of God and peace, "If I were asked to share the shin-bone of a sheep,
I would not refuse, and were I presented with a leg of beef, I would accept
it." 5

Roland Barthes' terminology in S/Z suggests that there are five codes that "create a kind
of network, a topos through which the entire text passes (or rather, in passing, becomes
text)." 6 They are action (accepting the invitation, going to a feast); the hermeneutic
code (accepting the invitation implies that there is a sequel, a story to tell); the symbolic
code (invitation, acceptance); the semantic code (banquet); and the cultural reference
(religious code, hospitality code, hadith). A 'contract' of narration is laid out. Of the five
codes used by Bardies' to 'read' Balzac's Sarrazine, the hermeneutic code is most
relevant to my argument. It allows me to examine the construction of the narrative as
it moves from the formulation of the enigmas to their resolution as the story unfolds.
Barthes defines this code in the following way:

Let us designate as hermeneutic code (HER) all the units whose function it is to
articulate in various ways a question, its response, and the variety of chance
events which can either formulate the question or delay its answer; or even,
constitute an enigma and lead to its resolution.7

In the 'rewriting' of the story, special attention will be given to rhetorical strategies. The
cultural code is evoked occasionally, but only as it pertains to rhetoric.

Since my argument requires showing the presence of al-Jahiz as text in al-Jahiziyya,
I add another paradigm of reading that I call the al-Jahiz code.8 This denotes instances
that refer the reader, explicitly or implicitly, to al-Jahiz. This is of course a flexible
paradigm that depends on the reader's knowledge of al-Jahiz.9

From Food to Rhetoric: transgressions of adab

After 'launching' the story by introducing the place and occasion of the event, cIs5 Ibn
Hisham, the narrator, describes the beauty and charm of the house, the hosts and their
guests, and the food and drinks. He then adds: "Now with us at the feast was a man,"
thus focusing the reader's attention on one particular person and arousing our curiosity
about his identity. Further description concerning this person's odd behavior at the
table increases our interest.

The man's hand wanders "over the table playing the role of an ambassador between
the viands of various hues, seizing the choicest of the cakes and plucking out the centers
of the dishes pasturing on his neighbour's territory, traversing the bowls as the castle
traverses the chessboard." 10 He transgresses the code of 'table manners', or adab
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al-md'ida, and even disobeys one of the Prophets hadiths: "Eat from what is near thee!"
This violation of adab in the widest sense of the term (proper manners on such a basic
level as communal eating as an invited guest) presages other transgressions as the
narrative progresses.

Amidst the prolix talk expected on such occasions the man "was silent and spoke not
a word". But had he conformed to the conventions and engaged in conversation, he
would not have attracted the narrator's attention, he would not be different, worthy of
a narration. However, by remaining silent in such a context, the man violates adab
al-mujalasa (the code of social intercourse). The hermeneutic enigma to be solved is
who this silent, impolite person is.

'Isa Ibn Hisham adds: "We were conversing the while, until we got to the subject of
Jahiz and his oratory and a description of Muqaffa' and his eloquence." The cultural
code is no longer food but literature, more specifically eloquence and oratory. A
transition is made from adab as proper behavior to adab as literature. This raises for us
other hermeneutic questions: how will the 'transgressor of adab' react in this arena? Will
he transgress here too?

Discussion at the feast restricts the wide field of rhetoric to two figures, al-Jahiz and
Ibn al-Muqaffac (d. 139/757) and thus guides the response. But the man is presented
as silent, the opposite of eloquent. He does not seem qualified to engage in a
conversation about two of the most revered figures in the art of speaking in premodern
Arabic culture. The man's response is, however, not long in coming: "Where are ye in
the discussion which ye were engaged in?"

Silence turns out to be a 'snare', as Barthes would say. Yet, one wonders if this is not
merely the curiosity of a pseudo-authority? For how can a man of such tactlessness in
eating and good company engage in a critical discourse of high caliber? The enigma
pushes the story forward.

"So we began to praise what we knew of Jahiz and his language, of the elegance of
his style and quality of his rhetoric." The narrator's words betray a subtle flexibility. He
says: "We began to praise what we knew of Jahiz..." They did not praise al-Jahiz, but
what they 'knew' of him. The narrator implies that their knowledge may be incomplete,
or flawed. The area of discussion is narrowed to one author only (al-Jahiz) and to one
aspect of his work (style). It thus guides the response of the 'transgressor of adab'
towards a 'manageable' field. There seems to be a hole in the defense of al-Jahiz, but
this hole turns out to be fake, a trap. It allows room for retaliation only to keep it in
check. Here is the attack: "O people! Every work hath its men, every situation its
saying, every house its occupants, and every age its Jahiz." When challenged in the area
of eloquence, his response was up to the test.

The man's speech, like conventional sermons or formal lectures (khutba), begins with
a conventional address ("O People!") followed by four maxims presented as general
universal truths.11 The four statements emphasize relativity of truth and discourage
absolute judgement. The man proceeds: "If ye were to examine Jahiz critically, your
belief would be falsified." There is a promise to turn the conversation into a criticism
of al-Jahiz through an argument against dogmatic belief in general. Truth is established
through critical examination, the nemesis of (blind) belief. We now move away
completely from a possible development of the narrative into a story about food,
hunger, mendacity, or adventure. This last sentence sets the narrative firmly into 'the
branch' of adab called criticism (naqd).12 At this point the 'transgressor of adab'
assumes the role of 'critic of rhetoric'. The enigma that arises here is who is this person
who is capable of criticizing al-Jahiz in one of his fortes, rhetoric. He must be either a
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false rhetorician, in which case al-Jahiz's position is reaffirmed, or an unknown
authority. The henneneutic codes are not fully revealed, so the narrative must proceed.

The man's claim against al-Jahiz does not go unchallenged. Here is the audience's
reaction: "At this every one curled his lip in disapproval and turned up his nose in
contempt." In Arabic the response is described in terms normally attributed to animals
(kashshara 'an nabihi, he snarled or bared his fangs). Al-Jahiz's supporters are cast in the
bestial register. They are unthinking, uncritical, devoid of reason. This rhetorical
move—in a discussion on eloquence, there is no room for snarling, anger or frowning—
is particularly effective since al-Jahiz had built a reputation for argumentation and
logical disputation.13 The narrative threatens to take yet another turn away from a
discussion of al-Jahiz's style and into a fight, the kind expected from angry uncritical
supporters. An intervention is needed.

cIsa Ibn Hisham saves the situation: "But I smiled encouragingly upon him in order
that I might draw him out and said: 'Inform us and tell us more'." The narrator, who
is a supporter of al-Jahiz, seems to be ready to give up his 'dogmatic' belief in this
author's talent. His complicity with the 'transgressor of adaV (turned rhetorician)
fosters the audience's faith in the latter. The narrator intervenes, we are told, for the
sake of the conversation, but the formulation is ambiguous. It may be interpreted as a
false interest in the discourse of the man, designed to allow him to speak so that he can
be discredited, or it can be understood as a move designed to create the right setting
to discredit al-Jahiz by an anonymous party guest. In both cases it functions as a
distancing device that allows a distinction between the narrator's opinions and those of
the main character.

The 'critic of rhetoric' says: "Verily Jahiz limps in one department of rhetoric
(baldgha) and halts in the other." What are the two branches? The man continues:
"The eloquent man (baligh) is he whose poetry does not detract from his prose and
whose prose is not ashamed of his verse." This definition of rhetoric is itself rhetorical.
It disqualifies al-Jahiz from the outset since he did not write any poetry. The man's next
question, "Do you know of a single fine poem by Jahiz"? becomes a rhetorical question.
There is of course no verse to discuss so the man turns to al-Jahiz's prose. He says:

It consists of far-fetched allusions (ba'id al-ishdra), a paucity of metaphors
(qaM al-isti'dra), and simple expressions (qanb al-Hbara). He is tied down to
the simple language he uses Qurydn al-kaldm), and avoids and shirks difficult
words.14

The man then follows with another rhetorical question: "Have you ever heard of a
crafted expression or any unusual words of his?" The audience predictably responds in
the negative.

We should keep in mind that the audience is not called upon to share the definition
of rhetoric proposed to them. Rather, they are asked to confirm what they already
know: al-Jahiz is not known for his poetry.15 Likewise, the audience is not allowed to
challenge the man's definition of good prose. Instead, they are asked to confirm what
they have known all along: al-Jahiz argues against crafted language and unusual
metaphors and does not favor preciosity and artifice (san'a) in style.16 The proposed
definition of prose disqualifies al-Jahiz on its own terms. Instead of criticizing his theory
of rhetoric, it takes the opposite view and thus avoids it altogether.

The 'critic of rhetoric' then solicits a reward. The narrator gives him his mantle, and
he delivers a short piece of poetry in praise of the narrator's generosity. More gifts follow
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from the crowd, the newly converted, former Jahizites. Unlike the conventional reward
'contract' between poet and patron, the man is rewarded on his knowledge of rhetoric.
More precisely, if we take criticism to mean satire Qiijd'), he is rewarded for an attack
on al-Jahiz. This practice was by no means rare in al-Hamadhanl's time.17 What was
unusual was that the most famous reward in the history of Arabic poetry—the mantle
(Jburdd) that the Prophet Muhammad gave to Ka'b Ibn Zuhayr for a panegyric poem, that
came to be known as qasidat al-Burda—is here bestowed on an anonymous person for
a 'satire' in prose. The choice of the mantle as gift is the last (in narrative sequence) and
the most suggestive (as to the generic nature of the text) in the series of transgressions
enumerated thus far. Because it highlights humor in the maqama and elucidates its
parodic nature, it helps determine the tone and type of the text. I will return to these
two elements toward the conclusion of my argument. In the meantime, let us go back
to the story.

The distribution of rewards is the successful resolution of the hero's quest. But the
central enigma is still unresolved. Who is this man preaching an alternative notion of
baldgha} It is as much a mystery to the reader as it is to 'Isa Ibn Hisham. He says: "When
we became mutually friendly, I enquired, 'Where is the orient of this full moon?' " He
hopes that a clue to the man's place of origin may lead to his identity; but the man
responds with a riddle in verse:

Alexandria is my home,
If but there my resting-place were fixed,
But my night I pass in Nejd,
In Hijaz my day.

Although the response is evasive, it reveals the man's name. Reference to Alexandria is
a hint that he is Abu '1-Fath al-Iskandari, the character that appears in more than two
thirds of al-Hamadhani's Maqdmdt. The enigma is solved. Al-Iskandari removes his
mask.18

On the surface, the story as a whole introduces the illusion that there is a convincing
theory of eloquence {baldgha) capable of winning over even the most zealous of al-Jahiz's
supporters. The foregoing analysis of the narrative construction of the maqama reveals
a different story. It shows that al-Jahiz is displaced from the sphere of serious debate on
rhetoric—the kind undertaken in epistles or treatises—to a context where all seriousness
is transgressed (rules of good behavior, patron/poet relationship, majdlis or learned
circles.) The displacement is accomplished by using two elements that need further
elaboration: the concept of baldgha and the image of the baligh in contemporaneous
literature.

Baldgha and Baligh

Li kulli maqdm maqdl

Abu Hilal al-cAskari (d. 395/1005), a contemporary of al-Hamadhanl, writes: "Baldgha
is an attribute of speech not of the speaker (...) To call the speaker baligh is an extension
(tawassu'). In reality, it is more accurate to say his speech is baligh." 19 Since baldgha
pertains to speech, focus should be on statement or discourse. As the word's etymology
shows, baldgha pertains to meaning and expression (ma'na and lafz) as they relate to each
other. The verb baldgha means to reach an aim or a destination, whereas ballagha can
be translated as to convey information or to communicate. Since the purpose of an
utterance is to convey meaning, the expression used should serve this aim.
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Al-'Askart suggests that the best definition of baldgha is "every situation has its proper
expression" (li kulli maqdm maqdl).20 This is to say that the determining factor is the
maqdm or situation. The term is, however, ambiguous. It involves the audience as well
as the topic dealt with. Maqdm refers to two distinct elements in the communicative act:
content/message and receiver (it excludes the form of the message, referred to here as
maqdl). In order to deserve the title of baligh, the speaker's maqdl (utterance) must be
in harmony with maqdm (topic and/or audience).

One of the earliest references to this proverb turned theory of rhetoric is found in a
book by al-Jahiz. He writes in al-Baydn:

The best [definition of baldgha] that we have collected and written down is
this: 'Speech may not deserve the title of baldgha until its meaning competes
with its expression, and vice versa so that the expression should not reach your
ear before its meaning reaches your heart.21

Harmony between maqdl and maqdm must be perfect.22 What distinguishes regular,
everyday communication from baldgha is the kind of expressions, images and tech-
niques used to draw the meaning nearer (taqrib al-ma'nd). cAbd al-Qahir al-Jurjanl
(d.471/1078) commented on al-Jahiz's statement with the following passage:

What they meant [by it] is that the speaker should strive to organize words,
polish them, and preserve them from what may hinder signification and
prevent clarity. They did not mean that the best speech should be vulgar like
the speech of children or the market place.23

Since baldgha is a quality of speech, as al-'Askari argues, the epithet baligh came to be
said of the person whose language is 'good' (hasan) and whose meaning is clear. The
way this theory functions in al-Jdhiziyya will be addressed next.

Al-Iskandari is acutely aware of his public; his maqdl is tailored to the level of those
who listen to him. Al-Hamadhanl's maqdmdt are in fact superb illustrations of the
harmony between style and topic. Their language and style vary according to topic,
from sensual language in al-Khamriyya (The Maqdma of Wine), to erudite style in
al-Jdhiziyya where al-Iskandari uses the register of rhetoric, maxims, and literary
criticism to persuade his audience that their opinion is groundless. In al-Mdristdniyya,
he makes use of the kaldm register to address a famous mutakallim. Maqdm and maqdl
are in harmony.24

One way of looking at the much-researched origin of the term maqdma may lie in an
investigation of this proverb. Besides being a theory of baldgha it may facilitate the
understanding of maqdma as a mode of writing. Al-Hamadhani used both terms,
maqam and maqdl, in connection with his work at various occasions.

In al-Asadiyya (The Maqdma of The l ion) "Isa Ibn Hisham embarks on a journey in
search of al-Iskandari motivated by what he has heard about "al-Iskandari's maqdmdt
and maqdldt."25 This, however, is a rare instance where the word maqdmdt is used in
connection with al-Iskandari rather than with al-Hamadhanl, their author. Beyond the
rhyme created by the words maqdmdt and maqdldt we can detect a more suggestive
distinction between the two. Maqdmdt refers to al-Iskandari's deeds, tricks and situa-
tions whereas maqdldt denotes his speeches, sayings and verbal performances.26 In
al-Hamadhanl's book there are instances where al-Iskandari has a maqdm without a
significant maqdl as in al-Asadiyya; he may combine both as in al-Jdhiziyya; and he
may have neither, as when he disappears altogether in al-Baghdddiyya (The Maqdma
of Baghdad), al-Bishriyya (The Maqdma of Bishr), al-Ghayldniyya (the Maqdma of
Ghaylan), and al-Ahwdziyya (The Maqdma of Ahwaz). Predominant definitions of
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maqamat as 'assemblies', or 'seances', gatherings or sessions, account for the setting and
ignore the discourse.27 The assumption is that al-Hamadhani's texts are verbal perfor-
mances before an audience.28

So far I have been working with maqam in the sense of topic or situation. The
distinction between maqam and maqal becomes more complicated when we examine
the audiences. There are three audiences in al-Jdhiziyya. 'Isa Ibn Hisham tells a story
to an audience referred to as 'us' ("'Isa Ibn Hisham told 'us"). Within this story there
is a speaker and his audience. Al-IskandarT tries to convince a group, of al-Jahiz's
apologetists that their belief in their hero is baseless. Their conviction is supposed to be
transferred to 'Isa Ibn Hisham's mysterious audience designated as 'us'. This audience
in turn transmits its belief to the reader/listener. 'Isa Ibn Hisham's listeners are twice
removed from the 'real' story. The use of the first person plural means that no one
person can claim origination. It also introduces the possibility that the account is
verifiable since it suggests that there may have been more than one listener when 'Isa
Ibn Hisham related the story. The presumed author is disseminated in the collective
'we'.29 The chain of audiences in the narrative is not, however, as harmonious as we
may think. The text is structured in such a way that the distinction between audiences
serves specific rhetorical purposes. The way they relate and interact determines in part
the kind of balagha operating in al-Jdhiziyya.

There are, therefore, two kinds of audiences, one is fixed while the other changes. In
al-Jdhiziyva, we see the interplay between what we may call 'internal audiences'. In
each maqdma, al-Iskandari's lafz (expression) changes to fit the topic and the particular
audience (the maqam). A similar conclusion can be reached when we consider the
audience of the work as a whole (the 'fixed' audience).30 Al-Hamadhani's targeted
audience must have been made up of sophisticated intellectuals ("public raffine et
blase," as Kilito suggests), an audience that "cherished the artistic, the esoteric, and the
ethical."31 Al-HamadhanI would fit the canonical definition of balagha. In Maqamat,
"every situation has its proper saying".

In al-Jdhiziyva there is, however, a puzzling tension between al-Iskandari's professed
belief in this definition of balagha at the beginning of his address, and the (new) one he
uses to discredit al-Jahiz. On the one hand, al-Iskandari adopts the proverb "Every
situation has its proper saying," on the other, he criticizes al-Jahiz's prose because its
allusions are far-fetched (Jba'Td al-ishdra), its metaphors are few (qaM al-isti'dra), and its
expressions are simple (qanb al-Hbdra). He considers al-Jahiz's language bare (cutydn
al-kaldm). The tension between the two definitions makes us wonder if the criticism
levelled against al-Jahiz is to be taken seriously.32

The baligh transgressed

Al-Jahiz was also dismissed as a viable baligh on the grounds that he did not write
poetry. This 'shortcoming' did not escape al-Jahiz himself. In al-Baydn wa-l-Tabyin he
devoted a section to balagha in poetry and prose. His conclusion is a quotation from
Sahl Ibn Hariin (d. 245/859): "Balagha of speech and good poetry are rarely united in
one person. It is even more difficult to excel in the balagha of poetry and the balagha
of pen (prose)".33 According to al-Jahiz poetry pertains mostly to natural talent
(tab'). He writes: "Despite the balagha of their pens and tongues, 'Abd al-Hamld and
Ibn al-Muqaffa' (d. 139/757) were unable to compose any noteworthy poetry." 34 This
factor does not make them lesser bulaghd' but shows that excellence in both modes is
rare.35
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Between al-Jahiz's time and al-Hamadhani's era there seems to have occurred a shift
in criteria. Kilito detects in it a change in the role played by the baltgh. He writes:

We can say that starting with the fourth century [9th/10th century AD], the
image of the ideal universal rhetorician began to take shape. He is capable not
only of using all poetic meters, but also of excelling in all genres, and moving
with equal ease in poetry and in prose.36

Kilito finds evidence of the shift in al-Jdhiziyya. He writes in "Le genre 'seance': une
introduction": "In opposition to 'near' (qarib) and bare ('uryari) discourse there is a
poetic discourse of contradictory features, responsible for 'signalling' poetry and
rhetoric..."37 Literate audiences during al-HamadhSnl's time valued those who could
excel in poetry and in prose. They admired what Kilito calls "le rheteur total" (al-baligh
al-kdtnil), a prominent example of which is, presumably, al-Hamadhanl.

Abu 1-Fath al-Iskandari, usually referred to as hero or rogue in literature on
Maqamdt, takes the name of baligh in Kilito's work (apparently inspired by Ibn Sharaf).
He is placed alongside the author. Kilito writes: "Praise addressed to the baligh aims
indirectly at the author. The 'Seances' contain speeches and flattering comments on
these speeches. This is a characteristic feature of the genre."38 There are, however, as
I hope to have demonstrated, two levels of rhetoric in maqdma: one pertains to
al-Iskandari's discourse (maqal) whereas the other has to do with the narrative con-
struction of the same maqal. The protagonist's maqal (speech/statement) is orchestrated
in and denned by a particular maqdm?9

In al-Jdhiziyya, the two levels are set against each other. Al-Iskandari's speech is
constantly undermined by the irony of the situation (maqdm) as a whole. (The applause
directed towards al-Iskandari comes from a conventional audience that is itself sub-
jected to irony.) The only character aware of the maneuver—because he is relating
events he witnessed and obviously manipulated—is 'Isa Ibn Hisham. His praise of
al-Iskandari plays a narrative function, as I have shown above. By rewarding al-Iskan-
dari he feeds narration while deconstructing the illusion.40 Al-Hamadhanl's creativity
resides in the 'orchestration' of all these levels: 'Isa Ibn Hisham seduces al-Iskandari,
al-Iskandari dupes Jahizites, 'Isa Ibn Hisham unmasks al-Iskandari. The reader regains
his confidence in al-Jahiz and acquires esteem for al-Hamadhanl at the same time.

Al-Iskandari is no more a baligh in al-Jdhiziyya than elsewhere in al-Hamadhani's
Maqamdt. Put to the test in al-Dindriyya, (The Maqdma of the Dinar) he fails to defeat
his opponent.41 In al-Asadiyya (The Maqdma of the Lion), the long and dramatic
search for al-Iskandari ends in disappointment.42 He turns out to be unworthy of the
reputation that raised cIsa Ibn Hisham's interest in him. Likewise, al-Iskandari's
eloquence is not always praised. In al-Hulwaniyya (The Maqdma of Hulwan), he is a
verbose barber, and in al-Qirdiyya (The Maqdma of the Monkey), he plays the role of
a ridiculous monkey trainer.

In al-Jahiziyya al-Iskandari comes through as a shrewd manipulator of discourse but
hardly worthy of serious praise. His transgression of codes of appropriate behavior in
the feast shows a disrespect of the maqdm (the situation/the company). His description
of al-Jahiz's style is unnuanced. Al-Iskandari condemns his predecessor's art, not on the
grounds of the relationship between topic, audience and style, but for lack of craft
(san'a) in language. Al-Jahiz's critic is a transgression of the canonical critic. He is
impolite, anonymous, manipulative, a beggar. In this he joins a whole line of similar
characters that appear throughout 'classical' Arabic literature, and most prominently in
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al-Jahiz himself. In fact, as shown below, al-Iskandari may owe his very existence to the
writer he sets out to ridicule.

The al-Jahiz Code

So far I have looked at the presence of al-Jahiz in al-Hamadhanl's text on one level:
al-Jahiz as a subject of the maqdma and of al-Iskandari's speech. The angle of analysis
has been al-Hamadham's text. Let us now take al-Jahiz as a point of departure, as a
code of reading al-Jdhiziyya.*3

In Kitab al-Bukhald' (The Book of Misers) al-Jahiz emphasizes the contradiction
between the bakhiTs wit and eloquence and his avarice. He writes:

Isn't he [the bakhil] the one who displays ignorance and simple mindedness,
fakes innocence and stupidity, and then argues for stinginess [bukhl\ with
sound meanings, good expressions, conciseness, accessible meanings (taqrib
al-ma'na), easy utterance, and pertinence? All this is done in such a way that
his meanings and speech expose his apparent ignorance and shortcomings.
Why is it possible that his mind could perceive what is far and obscure, yet fail
to recognize what is close and sublime?44

The prototype of the 'learned' bakhil is perhaps Khalawayh al-Mukaddl.45 Al-Jahiz says:
"He was a qdss (story-teller), a baligh, and a shrewd religious scholar. The two
story-tellers, Abu Sulayman al-Acwar and Abu Said al-Mada'inl, were his disciples."46

In a will to his son, Khalawayh explains his 'trade': "If I run out of money I will sit
and tell stories or become a mukaddi and travel all over, as I used to. My beard is long
and white, my voice is deep and fresh, my manner is pleasing, and people trust me." 47

Khalawayh's extensive travel and variety of ways to attract gifts are accompanied by a
glossary of the tricks he devised, a few of which appear in al-Hamadhanl's collection.48

Through Khalawayh a link between al-Hamadhanl's Maqdmat and al-Jahiz's Bukhald'
can be established on two levels, the character himself and his rhetorical procedures.

On the level of character, Khalawayh, the witty adventurer, who makes a living telling
stories and juggling words, provides a model for al-Iskandari's wit and eloquence. In
fact the similarities between al-Hamadhanl's hero and Khalawayh are so striking that
the question would arise whether al-Hamadhanl and al-Jahiz were relating stories
attributed to the same historical figure if we did not know that Khalawayh is the
fictional creation of al-Jahiz. Al-Bukhald' is the only source where Khalawayh is to be
found.49 That al-Hamadhanl creates a character (al-Iskandari) that evokes Khalawayh
suggests that he must have been aware of the model.

Not only does al-Iskandari seem patterned after Khalawayh, he shares a lot with
other characters from al-Jahiz's book as well. He eats like Qasim. Al-Jahiz writes:
"Qasim was a greedy and messy eater [a glutton] ... He was not content with the
violation of conventions of eating in the company of Thumama and used to bring along
his son Ibrahim." 50 One instance of his transgression of 'the gastronomic code', or sw'
al-adab in the words of al-Jahiz, brings to mind al-Iskandari. Al-Jahiz writes:

Qasim took what was in front of him, then moved to the right and ate what
was between him and Thumama leaving only a thin slice in front of his host.
He then turned to the left side and did the same. His son imitated him and
competed with him.51

In the more concise and metaphorical Maqdmat, al-Iskandari pastures "on his neigh-
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hour's territory".52 Qasim was also a man of learning who belongs with al-Jahiz's
favorite butt for jokes, "the learned bukhald' and the stingy men of learning".53

On the lexical level, al-Jahiz's work provides a reservoir of terms rich enough to cover
al-Iskandari's wide repertoire of manners and tricks. While Khalawayh's stories provide
a glossary for the trickster, Qasim's anecdotes and those of al-Harithl list two dozen
names for gluttony. Al-Jahiz offers a terminology to rewrite the Maqdmat. In al-
Jdhiziyya we encounter al-Iskandafl at a ma'duba, a word which, al-Jahiz, says, is "said
of any food you are invited to".54 But unlike the narrator and his friends, who were
invited, al-Iskandari is a tufayli, a gate-crasher. More specifically, he is a rdshtn, an
"uninvited guest to food".55 From the way he is eating, he is best described as a lakkdm:
"he who eats quickly one mouthful after die other"56. He was rewarded for his
'eloquent' rebuke of al-Jahiz and deserved to be called mukaddi (a beggar who uses
eloquence, disguise, ruse).57 In other maqdmas he resorts to tricks from Khalawayh's
glossary. In al-Makfufiyya (The Maqdma of the Blind) he fakes blindness (he is an istil);
in al-Qazwiniyya (The Maqdma of Qazwln), he requests that the narrator does not
reveal his identity to the others and asks him for money (he is a musta'rid); in
al-Azarbayjdniyya (The Maqdma of Azarbayjan) he asks for a contribution to travel (he
is a mazidt).K

The affinity between the two covers the conceptual level as well. Al-Iskandari's
definition of baldgha at the beginning of his address echoes the following passage from
al-Bukhald', with a twist:

We know that innovation out of its rightful place is different from creation.
God, the high and the transcendent, created a place for everything and gave it
a suitable position. He also created men for every age and a saying for every
situation (li-kulli maqdm maqdl).59

Instead of "men for every age", al-Iskandari says "a Jahiz for every age".60 Al-Jahiz is
recognized as the model, but he is confined to a particular time frame. His audiority is
affirmed, but room is made for other authorities. Al-Iskandari seems to say: "When it
comes to baldgha, I am the al-Jahiz of this age.'61

Conclusions

Al-Jdhiziyya

Instead of studying al-Jdhiziyya as an instance of rhetoric for reward (food, money, etc)
or kudya (mendacity), as is prevalent in scholarship on die maqdma, I have shifted the
focus to the rhetoric of food. The humor of the situation betrays the irony that links
al-Iskandari's discourse to the narrative. Al-Jahiz's supporters are represented in a way
that makes al-Iskandari 'preach to the converted'. This complicity between preacher
and converts makes die whole critique of al-Jahiz look staged, orchestrated. The parodic
nature of the reward at the end of the maqdma strengdiens the argument for a more
profound relationship between the writer and his predecessor. The 'al-Jahiz Code'
demonstrates the extent of this relationship.

Maqamdt al-Hamadhdm

I have attempted to make the study of Maqdmat al-Hamadhdni more nuanced by
introducing a number of distinctions.
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(1) I distinguish between al-Iskandari's maqamas on the one hand, and those of'īsā
Ibn Hishām or other characters, on the other. This distinction makes the
argument for a unified structure in the collection as a whole problematic.

(2) Within each text, I differentiate between the balāgha (rhetoric) of a maqama
as a whole and that of its hero. The character's language is set apart from
the narrative and studied as one element among others. In al-Jahiziyya, al-
Iskandari's discourse is prepared by the narrative sequence but at the same time
'deconstructed' by it.

(3) A distinction is made between maqam and maqal. It allows closer study of the
place occupied by al-Iskandari's discourse in the maqama.

Al-Hamadhānī's work can be divided into three kinds of maqamat. These are the
maqamat of al-Iskandari, those of 'īsā Ibn Hishām, and those where the hero is a
historical figure or a third character. Although all of them are situations, they do not all
have a maqal by the hero. Taking into account these distinctions turns attention to
affinities and differences between individual texts. Rather than imposing an imaginary
overarching structure on the work, this paper explores the process through which the
generic features are formed. This move rejects the 'naive' assumption that the hero
represents the author. Al-Iskandari is part of al-Hamadhānī's 'play' (in the sense of
'game' as well as 'stage production').62 His rhetoric is to be taken rhetorically, teasingly.
In al-Jahiziyya, al-Hamadhānī's balāgha (eloquence) lies in the playfulness of his
narrative and the staged conversion of Jāhizites, more than in any 'neat' definition of
the term.

Genre, Mode, Adab

There is no record of al-Hamadhānī's sources, his sariqat or borrowings. Since prose
was still considered dispersed discourse (manthūr) that no one could claim as theirs, his
connection with al-Jāhiz was overlooked.63 Al-Hamadhānī's Maqamat, being primarily
written in prose did not attract the kind of intensive scrutiny reserved for poetry, and
escaped the persistent source hunting that preoccupied Arab critics.64 Al-Hamadhānī,
who condemns plagiarism in poetry (in The Maqama of Ghaylan), boasted of being the
inventor of the maqama and refrained from acknowledging al-Jāhiz as a source.65 For
prose to be treated equally it had to appropriate some attributes of poetry like shorter
sentences, rhyme, etc.66 On the level of style, al-Hamadhānī's maqamas are an early
systematic attempt to narrow the gap between prose and poetry and to establish saj'
(rhyming prose) as an appropriate style in fiction writing.67

In this paper I have attempted to show that in al-Jahiziyya one can sense two kinds
of struggle. One is waged against the large body of humorous and satirical literature
produced by al-Jāhiz, the master of fictional narrative and transgressor of serious adab,
in order to assert the maqama as an independent mode of writing (genre). The other
contends with a canonical theory of rhetoric advocated by al-Jāhiz as well.68 By making
al-Iskandari's critique of al-Jāhiz ironic, al-Hamadhānī writes his predecessor in and
places his own work within a particular branch of adab that revolved around its main
figure, al-Jāhiz.69 At the same time, he endeavors to affirm the maqama as an indepen-
dent mode of writing (genre) by tightening and systemizing anecdotes.70 The way
al-Jāhiz's glossary and character models are woven into the Maqamat shows al-
Hamadhānī's ability to rework a tradition and emerge as a writer (and a would-be
'author-function') no less powerful than al-Jāhiz himself.71 By drawing on develop-
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ments in prose and in theories of balāgha, al-Hamadhānī created texts where the wide
repertoire of contemporaneous genres of writing and branches of knowledge converge.
To establish the maqāma, he had to distance himself from al-Jāhiz, who was considered
the encyclopedia of Arabic literature and knowledge. Interpretations of the maqāma as
the triumph of stylization and verbal embellishment over simple prose are unable to
grasp the scope and depth of this relationship. They merely recycle some of al-
Hamadhānī's contemporary critics and neglect elements of parody, irony, pastiche, and
narrative creativity in the Maqāmāt.

The Maqāmāt are a bold attempt to usurp a whole 'horizon of expectations' (that of
al-Jāhiz) in the area of 'radical adaV. Al-Hamadhānī endeavored to create the condi-
tions of his own reception. He neutralizes the ancestor (al-Jāhiz) by assigning him a
particular historical moment. His attempt to alter the field of reception to allow room
for a whole genre of discourse, a mode of vrating, the maqāma, stems from the
awareness that the culture allows for late-comers to surpass earlier icons. Ibn Rashīq
writes:

If a follower takes up a theme and makes it better [than his predecessor] he
becomes more worthy of it than the poet who created it. If he comes up with
an equally good poem, he is credited with a good imitation. But if he fails
short of the original, that is an indication of a lack of talent and ability.72

The foregoing reading of al-Jahiziyya hopes to offer a frame of interpretation that
highlights the line of the development of Arabic fictional writing from text {adab) to
genre (maqāmd) at a fascinating moment: the genesis of a systematic convention of
writing. The Maqāmāt al-Hamadhānī illustrate the formative process of a genre when
the struggle to break away from tradition is at its crucial stage. The maqāma later
became clearly recognizable and yet flexible enough to respond to the 'generic signāls'
and changes that have affected Arabic literature throughout the last 10 centuries.
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