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BEER IN EARLY ISLAM
A HADIT PERSPECTIVE

Stefanie Brinkmann

University of Hamburg

[...] That abstinence from Malt

Has always struck me as extremely curious.
The Greek mind must have had some vital fault,
That they should stick to liquors so injurious —
(Wine, water, tempered p’raps with Attic salt) -
And not at once invent that mild, luxurious,
And artful beverage, Beer. [...]

Charles Stuart Calverley (1831-1884)

Beer: a neglected beverage

Indeed, the amazement of this 19* century English poet — student at Oxford (from
where he was expelled), and student and scholar at Cambridge (where his Ode to
Tobacco is eternalized in a bronze plaque in Rose Crescent) —, his bewilderment
and implicit criticism could easily be transferred from Greek culture, so obsessed
with wine, to medieval Arabic-Islamic cultural expressions, as well as to the
scholarship dedicated to it. It is wine, mainly grape wine that dominates poetry
and adab an-nadim literature, it is wine and viticulture that attracts attention as
symbol-laden beverage, as prestigious drink, and as high art of agriculture.

Tt was wine that became a symbol for the cyclic life of death, birth and growth,
a symbol for intoxication and gnostic insight. The poor beer could not — and still
cannot — compete on these grounds. Even though some beers, especially when
fortified with honey or sweet dates to reach higher alcohol rates, could age to a
certain extent, it seems likely that most beers had, compared to wine, a lower
alcohol stréngth. With an alcohol level of maybe 3 % (and lower) to 8 % on the
average, they therefore had to be drunk relatively young. There was much less
charm of ageing, and being one of the many daily products of grain, beer and the
spike of barley could never match with wine and grape. It remained a drink, at its
best intoxicating, for the average population (‘awdmm). There are vague attempts
to praise beer in Arabic verses, as has been done in numerous poems on wine, but
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