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Abstract

This article investigates how the secular Arabic poetic tradition interacted with the new religious rhetoric of
emergent Islam. Concretely, it deals with the verses and legacies of three poets contemporary to Muhammad
who converted to Islam, yet protested its pietistic rhetoric, Abii Khirash al-Hudhali, Abli Mihjan al-Thaqafi, and
Suhaym, the slave of the Bani al-Hashas, all lived in the Hijaz and witnessed the formation of Muhammad'’s
movement up close, The first aim of the article is to listen to their reactions, Because the three poets were
not directly involved in the promotion of the new religion, nor were they in an open struggle against it, their
testimony is especially valuable for its insight into the reception of the emergent Islamic movement among
Arab tribes in the Hijaz, beyond Muhammad'’s close community. The second aim is to follow the later reception
of the poets and their incorporation into the Arabo-Islamic canon through an examination of the narratives
(akhbar) that accompany the verses in Abii al-Faraj al-Isfahani’s (d. 356/967) Kitab al-Aghani, the underlying
assumption being that these akhbar are secondary to the verses. Besides these two main points, an examination
of the interplay between the verses and the akhbar also establishes the importance of Mukhadram poelry as a
historical source and exposes the multilayered nature of the poets’ akhbar.

“Nothing is like the times of our [0ld] abode [. . .]! Now, chains have encircled [our]
necks / and the youth has become like a middle-aged man, saying only the right things
(laysa bi-q@’il siwa al-haqq),”* noted Abii Khirash bitterly in his poem. The poet, commenting
on the changes that the Prophet Muhammad and his community had brought about, hereby

* 1 would like to thank all the scholars who have contributed to this article. It began years ago as a paper
I wrote for a graduate seminar with Suzanne P. Stetkevych, who has taught me a great deal about classical
Arabic poetry, and it was inspired by the excellent essay of Jaroslav Stetkevych, “A Qasidah by ITon Muqbil:
The Deeper Reaches of Lyricism and Experience in a Mukhadram Poem; An Essay in Three Steps,” Journal of
Arabic Literature 37, no. 3 (2006): 303-354. Geert Jan van Gelder provided detailed comments on an early draft.
I also thank the three anonymous reviewers and Antoine Borrut and Matthew Gordon, the editors of Al-Usiir
al-Wusta, for their detailed and helpful feedback. I am grateful to Abdallah Soufan, who offered insight on many
specific points; in return, I dedicate the article to him. All faults, of course, are mine only.
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