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Senses and sensuality

Synesthetic imagery in the Siculo-Arabic ghazal poems

Ilenia Licitra

Numerous examples of ghazal poems include metaphorical images describing the
altered body of the lover. The yearning for love, passion, disappointment,
languish: each stage of the love affair can change the lover appearance. Even
more, the alteration can affect also his perception of the beloved body: due to the
intensity of the love experience, his sensory perception could end to intertwine,
by blending or intermingling his different sense modalities. The verbal
transposition of such a visionary state often requires the poet to employ widely
rhetorical devices, and particularly synesthesia, in order to enhance the multiple
perception of his audience. This paper will focus on the use of this figure in the
love poems from the Siculo-Arabic poetic repertoire (10th-12th centuries). In
fact, these authors frequently combine the figurative use of words with
synesthetic effects, thus involving the reader in a vivid experience: a
multilayered text articulating a multisensory perception.

Keywords: ghazal, Siculo-Arab poetry, sensorial perception, synesthesia.

1. Introduction

The way we depict the world around us - both through images and words - always discloses a variety
of choices. It is a subjective balance of lights and shadows that reflects our specific perspective on the
surroundings, and corresponds to the way we feel and comprehend ourselves and our environment.
Moreover, figurative and verbal representations of reality are never spontaneous. They always mediate
between the domain of the sensorial experience and the intention of the author, firstly about how and
how much to share with his audience, and besides, about the way to comply or not with the

representational conventions of the selected genre (Balaban 2012; Isomaa et al. 2012: x).
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This is even more true when the issue concerns the love experience.' Love could be chaste,
melancholic, nostalgic, obscene as well as hedonistic: a complex perceptual phenomenology that
reverberates in the social cognition and behavior (Biirgel 1979; Obiedat 2018). Moreover, the
representation of love involves a wide range of sensations, thus engendering multifaceted forms of
relations, firstly between the lover and the beloved, and secondly between them and their society. Both
in literary as in other artistic representation, the author could enhance the communicative potential
of his message by involving, at different levels, a codified system of symbolic referents. It allows him
to condense, albeit in a synthetic depiction, specific traits and emotions that connote the different
stages of falling in love and disaffection.

By reason of their cryptic and concise character, poetic texts often widely involve metaphorical
images and symbolic references, in order to better express sensations and feelings related to the love
affair. So, among the ghazal poems, numerous examples describe the altered body of the lover upset by
the yearning for love, passion, disappointment or languish. As well as change the lover’s appearance,
at the same time, this alteration can also affect his cognition of the beloved body:* due to the intensity
of the love experience, his sensory perception could end to intertwine, by blending or intermingling
his different sense modalities. The research I am about to present concerns precisely this characteristic
of love poems, focusing on several examples from the Siculo-Arabic repertoire, composed between the

10th and 12th centuries A.D.}

2. The authors and their environment

The poetic corpus of Siculo-Arab poets has been transmitted mainly thanks to several compendia of
the famous anthology of Ibn al-Qatta‘ al-Siqilli (d. 1121), al-Durra al-khatira fi shu‘ard’ al-Gazira (The
precious pearl on the poets of the Island). In fact, the well known Qism shu‘ara’ al-Maghrib wa-al-Andalus

of the Kharidat al-qasr wa-garidat al-‘asr (The Pearl of the Palace and the Annals of the Age) by ‘Imad al-

! The preliminary outcomes of this study have been exposed during the 30th Congress of the Union Européenne des Arabisants
et Islamisants (UEAI) (“Body, identity and society in Islam,” Utrecht University, the Netherlands, 7-9 July 2022) whitin a
thematic panel entitled “Senses and Words: Verbal Expression of Sensory Experience” (Organizers: O. Capezio and 1. Licitra).
The research forms part of a wider research project (“Eros 2020: Medioevo romanzo e orientale. Manifestazioni, forme e lessico
dell’eros dal Medioevo al Moderno,” PI: prof. Gaetano Lalomia) of the Department of Humanities (DISUM), University of
Catania. I would like to thank the anonymous reviewers for their careful reading of my manuscript; I really appreciated their
insightful comments and suggestions, which helped me in improving the quality of this paper.

2 On the erotic representation of the beloved’s body in the Arabic poetic tradition see Myrne (2018) and Serrano (2018).

* An updated overview of recent studies on Islamic Sicily is provided in Cassarino (2015a, 2019).
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Din al-Isfahani (d. 1201) incorporates a huge selection from that anthology, as well as the chapter that
Ibn Sa‘id al-Maghribi (d. 1286) dedicated to Sicilian authors in his al-Mughrib fi hula al-Maghrib (The
wondrous work, on gems of the West). Moreover, there are also a selection by Ibn al-Sayrafi (d. 1147)
entitled al-Durra al-khatira fi shu‘ard’ al-Gazira ma shamilahu ikhtiyar al-Sayrafi min al-shu‘ard’ al-Sigilliyyin
and the Mukhtasar min al-kitab al-muntakha min al-Durra al-khatira fi shu‘ara’ al-Gazira, which is an undated
abridgement by Abii al-Qasim ‘Ali b. Ga‘far b. ‘Ali al-Tamimi al-Sa‘di from the selection made by Abi
Ishaq Ibn Aghlab.’

Both during the Arab domination of the island (827-1031) and in the Norman period (1031-1198)
(Nef 2011), the cultural epicenter was the capital, Palermo, which welcomed scholars and poets from
each part of Sicily and from the other countries of the Islamic world (Cassarino 2013). Meanwhile, as
the literary sources document, the verses of Siculo-Arab poets widely circulated among their
contemporaries in the other regions of the Arabic Mediterranean, thus participating in a vast
intertextual network (Miller 2019, 2020).”

The four authors I am dealing with are all natives from Sicily and their literary experiences fall
within the chronological arc between the 10th and 12th centuries. Two of them, Muhammad b. al-

Hasan b. al-Tiibi and his brother “Ali, were working at the Kalbid court of Palermo (X-XI centuries),’

“ For a complete bibliography see Licitra (2021a: 2-5).

> Miller examines the interconnection between Sicilian poetry and the literary production of al-Andalus, North Africa and
Egypt; he also attempts to investigate the uses and the interests of readers by analysing the main anthological collection
including Siculo-Arab authors. A similar approach shows Brigitte Foulon (2015) in her research on the transmission of Ibn
Hamdis’ repertoire, where she compares the reception of his poems in a contemporary source, al-Dhakhira fi mahdsin ahl al-
Jazira (The treasure on the merits of the people of the Peninsula) by Ibn Bassam al-Shantarini (d. 1147), and in a later collection,
Nafh al-tib min ghusn al-Andalus al-ratib (The Breath of Perfume from the flourishing branch of al-Andalus) by al-Maqqari (d.
1632). As the scholar points out, both anthologists paid little attention to the poet’s Sicilian background and, instead,
emphasized his full integration into the Andalusian literary scene. As regards al-Ballaniibi, we can assume that his literary
experience has to be entirely based in Egypt (Licitra 2021a: 6-18; 125-133), where the poet was highly appreciated by his
contemporaries. Indeed, his reputation as a master in descriptive poetry (wasf) spreads widely, as testifies al-Risala al-misriyya
(The Epistle about Egypt) by the andalusian Abi al-Salt Umayya (d. 1134) (Miller 2019: 187-188; Licitra 2021a:13, 185). Most of
the anecdotes about these poets mainly concern descriptive verses and encomiastic odes, while not as well documented is the
reception of their love poems. A rare and valuable evidence is provided by the epistolary exchange between the Sicilian Ibn
al-Sabbagh (XI c.) and his Andalusian friend and man of letter, Abii Hafs al-Qa‘ini (Cassarino 2015b). Their letters cover various
topics and also include verses and parts in rhymed prose. Some of them, firstly translated into Italian and studied by Mirella
Cassarino (2021) concern the issue of yearning for love, also addressed in a parodic way.

¢ The biographical information about these two poets is scarce, as well as about another poet from the same family, the father
Abl Muhammad al-Hasan b. Muhammad al-TTbi. We can assume that all three of them were in Sicily between the end of the
X and the beginning of the XI centuries, linked with the governative elites of the island during the Kalbid period (see Rizzitano
1955: 72-73; Rizzitano 1958: 353, fn. 1, 365-366, fn. 4, 373-374, fn. 2).
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while the other two, al-Ballaniibi (Licitra 2021a: 1-18; Licitra 2021b: 128-129) and Ibn Hamdis (Granara
2000; Foulon 2015), migrated far from the Island during the fitna or at the beginning of the Norman
period, the first one went to Egypt, the latter one to al-Andalus and North-Africa.

According to the authoritative models of ghazal poems then circulating in the courts of Baghdad,
Egypt and al-Andalus (Jacobi 1985), their love poems are mostly based on a “relational triangle,”
defined by fixed and non-interchangeable roles. In the dialogic system that often structures these
compositions, the poet plays exclusively the part of the muhibb (the lover) while the male or female
beloved (mahbiuib) is almost always relegated to the intrinsic passivity of its role in the sexual act and,
therefore, he or she usually has no voice. Instead, a third figure, no less important than the other two,
intervenes to speak with the lover, namely the Censor. It is the voice of the public, a fundamental
element of this non-deformable relational triangle, guaranteeing the boundaries that keep the parts
distinct (Rowson 1991: 65; Rosenthal 1997; Tolino 2021: 34-35). The following verses comply with these
principles and depict the different phases of the love affair from two main perspective: the sensory

interference could distort the perception of the beloved’s body or, even, alter his self-perception.’

3. Sensory interference distorting the perception of the beloved’s body

According to a recent contemporary sex research, conducted at the University of Amsterdam by Myra

Bosman, Rachel Spronk and Giselinde Kuipers (2019), ‘embodied experiences are strongly felt, but hard

¢« R3]

to communicate or verbalize,” due to a “‘perceptual loop” between embodied sensations, body-
sensorial knowledge, and social meanings’ (Bosman et al. 2019: 411, 413-416).° Therefore, in an attempt
to bridge the gap between perception and verbal expression, human beings tend to transpose
embodied experiences into words by ‘using multi-interpretable sensory wordings; drawing
comparisons between different sexual sensations; and referring to other sensory sensations.” In literary
discourses, especially in poetic texts, the rhetorical device that corresponds to and better interprets

this natural tendency is synesthesia.” This concept is here intended as the mutual reinforcement

7 An updated bibliography on this issue is provided in the “Introduction” of the recent study Jokha Alharthi dedicated on the
literary representation of the body in the ‘udhri love poetry during the seventh and eighth centuries (Alharthi 2021: 1-31).
Moreover, the author analyses “The Representation of the Beloved’s Body” and “The Representation of the Lover’s Body in
the ‘Udhri Tradition,” focusing both on physically and allegorically representation (Alharthi 2021: 85-126, 189-225).

® On the concept of “perceptual loop,” see also Spronk (2014: 7-9).

° For the purpose of my research, I will refer to the concept of synesthesia in literary and artistic terms, as the mutual
reinforcement of the senses in the sensory experience, that result bigger than the mere sum of its parts, not in the narrow

neurological meaning of one sense stimulating unintentionally another sense (Campen 2007: 101-102).
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between two or more perceptive spheres, mostly through metaphors involving imagery and semantic
fields pertinent to different senses, thus originating sensory interferences.

In most of the selected example, the sensory overlap involves vision and olfaction or vision and
gustation. The scheme is generally the following: firstly, the author offers his audience the vision of a
trait of the beloved body; then, he promptly intersects visual details with smelling or tasting stimuli,
in order to anchor the sharing images to olfactory or gustatory memories, as we can observe in these

two similar short poems, both by Muhammad b. al-Hasan b. al-Ttbt:

Lﬁ)\;\‘; v | \3\5;; L{'_u”\) W1
BIBYSE F- R Dl 8 il 1 4

1. When I saw one of his sideburns I lost all my restraints
2. and my self-defense was so clear to the people, that I am not afraid for my reputation
3. as if it were a lam of musk drawn on a pomegranate flower

4. or a violet blossom on a rose, green on a reddish."

And
Dl S 1313 Al |l 5 4 slilall Cone 2
Dbl (e Admaa B G 1 Ja sy Wiyl 3

1. His sideburn is like a lam of musk that a scribe drawn on a pomegranate flower.

2. The censors were amazed and said: «What a pleasure to lust after a sideburn guy, free
from all restraints!

3. We have never seen before a violet blossom blooming on a silver face»."

These poems belong to a specific subgenre of ghazal mudhakkar that Thomas Bauer has studied

extensively. He has called them “beard epigrams,” considering the centrality of the sideburns motive

%Arabic text: ‘Abbas (1994: 196); Italian translation: Licitra (2022: 181). All the translations from Arabic into English are mine

if not stated otherwise.

! Arabic text: ‘Abbas (1994: 196); Italian translation: Licitra (2022: 181).
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in their thematic structure, based on the semantic field of the word ‘idhar (sideburn) (Bauer 2014; Bauer
2019).

As I have mentioned elsewhere (Licitra 2022), from the songbooks of Muhammad b. al-Hasan b. al-
Tabi and of his brother ‘Ali, unfortunately lost, the choices of the anthologists have transmitted
numerous fragments and epigrams dedicated to love themes. Among them, there are also several
examples focused on the sideburn motif. According to the convention of the genre, both brothers
represent the subject always through the perspective of the lover who, sometimes, sublimates the love
experience through abstract or floral metaphors and similes; other times, instead, he provides a vivid
account of his sensory enjoyment and indulges his own desire free from all repentance.

These two examples are particularly interesting because they display a complete summary of the
aforementioned instances. The effectiveness of the synthesis rests mainly on the synesthetic
relationships intertwining between the poetic images proposed by the author: the experience starts
from the objective vision of the facial feature at issue, then the somatic trait of the young beloved
undergoes a rapid transformation, thus turning into something abstract as an alphabet letter;
simultaneously the author involves in the description smells and flavours recalling olfactory and
tasting memories in order to amplify the sensory involvement of his audience; finally the perceptive
loop closes, turning back to the visual sphere but, as a result of all the process, the vision has changed
and the beloved face passes through a complete metamorphose, transfigured into flowers. At the end,
just colours and perfumes matching one each other, exalting the perceptive aspects of the love affair
rather than the intellective ones.

I think that such a complex transition results more authentic when the verbal transposition of
the perceptive experience suggests a progressive increase of the physical proximity between the
observer (the lover and, through his voice, the audience) and the observed (the beloved). It happens
when the poetic text proceeds, step by step, according to a precise hierarchy of the five senses,
determined by the distance specifically required for a stimulus to be sensed by his receptor: moving
from the distal senses (sight and hearing) up to the proximal senses (taste and, sometimes, touch),
passing through the intermediate position of the olfaction (Majid and Levinson 2011).

Therefore, in the lover’s account the description of the scent the beloved exhales turns into a key
element, as a kind of necessary step toward the sublimation of the love experience. Indeed, also among
the Sicilian “beard epigrams,” we can find many other examples employing this scheme, as in these

verses by al-Ballantbi:
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3. [I swear] on the pot-herbs of [your] sideburn, sweaty over the red burning cheek,

4, 0 beloved of my soul, even my enemy would have felt compassion for me, looking at
what I suffered because of you!"

Or, again, in this couplet by Ali b. al-Hasan b. al-Tabi:

o3 b Gy o)l B Dl
o)\.:\CJaM/:"_AC} 13#\&3@&)2

1. Full moon in his buttons, a tender sprout in his belt,

2. and like crumbled saffron the line of his sideburn.*

Also in the poems of ghazal muw’annath the involvement of the olfactory sphere activates synesthetic
relationships that increase the eroticism of the description of female beauty. In particular, Ibn Hamdis
turns this composite strategy into a stylistic feature, as we can observe in this interesting example from
his songbook, that inverts the order of senses: the sensory perception starts with the scent of the
beloved that confuses the lover; then he comprehends that what at first seems to him an aromatic

plant, is actually a graceful maiden:

L) aiadiy o Gl ] ok S il B ia55 1
Leoad) s el Letintias Leall o, 8%, CulS &lial 13) 2
Ll 22 e sy alal Cilall e Leal® opllly Cilanciaal 13) Bl 3
Ladd 40 9 4 s Guis Wi,y cday sl GdEy, 4

1. Here is a basil plant, whose twig sprouts in the soul, and the exhaling scent enlivens it.

2. When it comes forward with the elegance of its shape and its gait, it makes the sun stop
with the sun.

3. She is a girl whose heart you cannot bend towards her lover, not even with gentleness,
because she is harder than stone.

12 Arabic text: ‘Abbas (1994: 114); Italian translation: Licitra (2021a: 252-253).
3 In the edition I used, this word is cut between the first and the second hemistich of the verse.

1 Arabic text: ‘Abbas (1994: 94); Italian translation: Licitra (2022: 179).
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4, No one doubts that the water is moist, but the more you make the iron drink it, the
harder it becomes.

With regard to the tactile sphere, it is more rarely involved, due to the full proximity required by this
sensory perception. When it is represented, it usually concerns just the evocation of tactile sensations

suggested by sensory stimuli pertinent to other perceptive areas, as in this example by al-Ballanabi:

BLiidg 4l e Cuatdly adladi oy 018 35 a3 5
slilie 1 adlls g3l ) Bl e ol G5 el 6

5. The sword of his glances had already chopped my heart, whose red blood had dyed his
cheeks.

6. Nothing can overcome the Babel’s curse, except the language of its pupils."

Or still in this short poem by Ibn Hamdis, that highlights the impracticability of a real contact with the
beloved, thus confirming that the tactile stimulation (a gentle caress on her cheek) is just a reverie, not

a memory:

ol Saaley Lol g Lea€ &1355 saaliyg
el b a2 G Byl e b 2
BYLTLERLA RN SO R acedll iz dia gl 3

1. Here is a bosomy beauty, whose full breasts are sprinkled with ‘abir powder.
2. She is well aware that no one picks her pomes from the tender moringa branch.

3. Her cheek is of voluptuous velvet, and she has a sweet, languid eye."

Sight, smell and touch in the first three verses and, again, in the next three ones:

D55 B Geadll 2538 e o) AR e 15 4
e b odal A4l Al b e HE 5
st o Gl 235 LS LBl byl dud 6

15 Arabic text: ‘Abbas (1994: 121-122); Italian translation: Licitra (2021a: 147, 149).

16 Arabic text: Ibn Hamdis ed. (1898: 152); Italian translation: Ibn Hamdis ed. (1998: 187), Borruso (1994: 78).
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4, She smiles and discloses chamomile flowers, which even the brightness of the sun pales
beside their splendor.

5. Her loose braids look like black snakes swimming in a pond.

6. I went ahead softening her temper, as if  would tame a wild gazelle.

However, in this second section, the transition from one sensory sphere to another is more immediate,
thanks to the use of rhetorical devices that intervene simultaneously at a phonetic and a semantic level.
In fact, in v. 5, the visual illusion conveyed by the similitude of the braids and the snakes is remarked
by an acoustic resemblance, engendered by the words ghada’ir ‘braids’ and ghadir ‘pond.” The author
also enhances the vividness of the image, by combining the paronomasia (tajnis) with a chromatic note:
the elliptical presence of the black colour, evoked by the plural ‘asawid (snakes) that recalls the root S-
W-D and all its semantic field.

A similar strategy occurs in the following verse: although the poet involves the wide semantic
spectrum of the verb latafa, that brings again to the audience’s mind the idea of the caress, actually,
the association with the plural noun ‘akhlag (sing. khulg), ‘temper, manners,” redirects towards the
sense of ‘flatter, sweeten, soften.” Therefore, as in the first three verses, the tactile sensations are here
confined to a distal approach between the lover and the beloved.

In the absence of a real contact, the sense of taste intervenes in the verses 7 and 8 - tightly bounded
together by an enjambement - thus marking the point of maximal proximity: the conventional metaphor

of the wine cup blends together tactile, gustative, olfactory and visual sensations:

oia 2y (89 sy glall il b il 7
4 w3 3 e m N FiEs i o PR
SIS NCTL S CUKEEIN| 48y Lead o C0hl 8

7. Never was poured a wine for the morning drinking, with intense musk and pure fresh
honey,

8. more delicious than the saliva of her mouth, when cool pearls rest on her breasts.

Sometimes, however, the contact is not just a reverie but rather an unforgettable memory that leaves
on the lover a lasting impression. The mere recollection of the tactile sensations, verbalized
throughout vivid images and synesthetic metaphors, renews the perception of the beloved body and
revives the desire, as in this epigram by Muhammad b. al-Hasan b. al-Taibi, that even evokes the friction

generated by the lover’s silver beard over the tender sideburn of the young beloved:
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o Ol Ahy s of W &ls g
—BEsa A 1858 dad &l 3

1. My sideburn rested on his one, thus my torment increased.

2. I'said: “Why did his sprout appear? May God be praised!

3. The silver rubbed against your cheeks so that my heart would inflame.”"

Despite the brevity of the text, the embodied sensations of this passionate love encounter are
verbalized through a synesthetic account, by passing from the visual sphere of the colours up to the
evocation of the movement and the repeated contact, with details that make tangible, physical, the

corporeality of the involved subjects.

4, Sensory interference altering the self-perception of the lover’s body

As we have observed, synesthesia interprets different perceptual stimuli interfering one another;
therefore, the verbal transposition of this process necessarily involves mental images which
simultaneously appeal to the different sensory areas. Along with the distorted perception of the
beloved’s body, an almost immediate side effect is the altered self-perception of the lover. His body,
seat of the sensory receptors that register all the perceptual stimuli, is at the same time involved in the
love encounter as a perceived object.

Obviously, the more intense the sensation experienced becomes, the more the verbal report of
the poet tends towards an altered representation of his own corporeality. In fact, both when the lover
is in the throes of passion, and when he is devastated by the sufferings of abandonment, his self-
portrait takes shape by means of deep recovered sensations, mostly tactile, which depicts the intensity
of his feelings. For example, these verses by al-Ballantbi display a range of physical sensations in order

to describe the pain of lost love:

s sllall 353 g Y 1 bl on sl ola N5 3
Uk sed (33818 5 akae Aag b A V) G5 A 4

17 1n the edition I used, this word is cut between the first and the second hemistich of the verse.
18 1n the edition I used, this word is cut between the first and the second hemistich of the verse.

% Arabic text: ‘Abbas (1994: 186); Italian translation: Licitra (2022: 180).
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3. The flames of passion flare up between my ribs when, in the night, the lightning flashes.
4, Nothing else remains for me but wounded eyelids and bones, eroded and broken by the

torment.”

Or in this other verse by the same author:

Gosagn slishll e 7 558 el o 38N (p e Hual HlE 4
‘;_L\Q

4. As if the lids of my eyes, when I remember him, turn into branches of a tamarisk,

trembling in the wind, dripping with rain.*

In both cases, al-Ballantibi proposes complex synesthetic metaphors based on the comparison between
inner and outer events. The first one exploits the similarity between two destructive forces - the fire
and the thunderbolt - thus comparing the pain of the lover with a violent storm. The second example
provides an interesting combination of rhetorical figures, since it involves different sense modalities
in the anthropomorphization of the natural event, a transformation that takes place through a complex
analogy (tamthil) that makes use of a harmonious choice of images (mura‘at al-nazir).

Indeed, the comparison between the passionate love and a blazing fire often recurs among the
tactile sensations involved in the poetic account of the sexual intercourse. According to this tradition,
Ibn Hamdis develops an elegant synesthetic metaphor. As a result of the burning passion, the arms of
the lovers melt together, thus creating a precious necklace, as we can observe in these verses from two

similar short poems:

ST IR SR E RS £ 53 Gh Y Ll uald 3
S35 Ue3 oD e by Lty aaY Juagll Gle (LS 4

2. we made necklaces with our arms, as if we had two souls in the same body,

3. as if the intercourse welded us, by means of my burning love sighs.”

2 Arabic text: ‘Abbas (1994: 110); Italian translation: Licitra (2021a: 219-220).
2 Arabc text: ‘Abbas (1994: 101-102); Italian translation: Licitra (2021a: 191-192).
22 Arabic text: Ibn Hamdis, ed. (1898: 110); Italian translation: Ibn Hamdis ed. (1998: 155); Borruso (1994: 80-81).
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and again

S L Gaud Ga gl g 38 G 33 7
il 3 5K, dladll (3,0 us&ﬁmg;g;::i::;z,@szs

7. she tore from me - and I felt my soul being torn out - the necklace of a plump hug,

8. and [ went away, drenched in tears, flowing like streams in the plain.”

This refined metaphor, based on a metonymy, implies a chronological progression and depicts the flow
of time through the current effects of a past event, the love encounter, and the harbinger of the future,
the farewell.

The idea of time is also involved in the gradual transition from one sense to another, as we can

observe in the following short poem by Ibn Hamdjs:

ar il A5 Ahlaly fag Leling Cundd ulas) duihy 1
il O AE ad 535 Lalh cpab 6040 5,5 &5 2
P& PP Q5 ke 2D g laind (LS 3
o8 Led (e S0 (5 A ald rele 8 Hlly el g
o2 AL Al g b ] a1 05 Lol Ll s
NECI PSR RE VN Lails Claall WLl Enay 6

1. What a fragrant breath! You believe the intercourse with her, and her joining you, are a
Paradise of beatitude.

2. The rose of the cheek opens on her person’s branch, and there blooms the chamomile
of the smile.

3. Listening to her word is a pleasant amusement, like the wine’s delight or of an
improvised singing.

4, As T hold her close to me, she tells me her secrets and my mouth collects her intimate

confidences.

5. When the Pleiades adorn the higher part of the night sky, [offering] a bunch of stars in
the dawn’s hands,

6.1find that her are teeth sweet as if they were infused with old wine blended with musk.*

2 Arabic text: Ibn Hamdis, ed. (1898: 319); Italian translation: Ibn Hamdis ed. (1998: 305); Borruso (1994: 79-80).
2 Arabic text: Ibn Hamdis, ed. (1898: 359); Italian translation: Ibn Hamdis ed. 1998: 335); Borruso (1994: 81-82).
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The use of synesthetic metaphors in this ode is paramount, as a strategic tool to gradually pass through
the five sensory spheres: the transition starts at v. 1 with the scent of the beloved breath (smell) that
turns into the image of blooming flowers in the v. 2 (sight and smell); sounds and flavours enrich the
sensorial experience in the v. 3 (hearing and taste) shortening the distances between the two lovers,
until reaching the embrace proximity and the share of whispered secrets in the v.4 (touch and hearing).
The v. 5 determines a pause, as a temporal interlude that recounts the passing of time, without
interfering with the lovers’ intimacy, thus preparing the audience for the sensorial climax occurring
in the v. 6 that resumes, in the depiction of a passionate kiss, a multi-sensorial weaving (touch, taste

and smell).

5. Conclusions

As we have observed in all the aforementioned examples, synesthesia tells us how the interference
among different sensory perceptions occurs in the love experience. These texts—narrating the
yearning for love, the passion or the languish of the lover—reflect the sensory theories of the authors’
times, strongly grounded on the Aristotelian doctrine On Sense and What Is Sensed (St. Thomas Aquinas,
ed. 2005). Tracing the cultural history of senses in the Islamic world, Christian Lange recently pointed
out that, in the classical period, both theologians and philosophers have pondered over the role of the
‘inner senses’ (al-hawdss al-batina) of the soul in the sensorial perception (Lange 2022a: 2). For instance,
the Rasa'’il al-Tkhwan al-Safa@ (Treatises of the Brethren of Purity) analyses the process of perception of the
sensibilia (mahsusat), distinguishing between al-hiss, ‘the change produced in the temperament of the
senses by their contact with the sensibilia,” and al-ihsas, ‘the consciousness of the sensory faculties of
these changes in the quality of the temperaments of the senses’ (Mattock 1986).”

Also al-Gahiz (m. 869) focuses on the five senses and takes into account the concept of sensory
cooperation as a specific feature of the way human beings perceive the world. Precisely, he speaks of

ta‘awun, that means ‘combining of forces and efforts.” In fact, according to his thought,

perception tends to be based on the combined activity of the sensory organs, rather than
resulting from a single sense [..] Furthermore, he stresses that sensory perception,
regardless of the number of senses that are involved, is an integrated, unified experience
[...] As al-Jahiz explains in the Book of the Living, “the senses cannot convey anything to

% On the Treatises of the Brethren of Purity see also Baffioni (1998, 2008).
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the soul in the way of sound, sight, taste, smell or touch, unless the intellect moves it to
either accept or reject it” (al-Jahiz 1938-45, vol. 3, 288; 10-289. 2) (Lange 2022b: 29).

Therefore, if the basis of sensory learning is the interaction between each sense organ and its relevant
external stimuli, the active involvement of the soul is ultimately responsible for the process’ ability to
convey complex sensations. As a result, it is the external world that induces a change in the perceiving
subject, a transformation that starts in a specific receptor organ but may impact both his body and
mind as a whole. As regards the love poetry, the matter becomes even more specific, since the object
of perception coincides with the figure of the beloved. Passing through the doors of senses, the
perception of the beloved’s body induces great transformations in the lover, also affecting his
capability to perceive the external world and, even, himself. In the poetic account, it is often expressed
in a specular portrayal that puts together the beloved’s body - fragmented in a series of sensorial
stimuli - and the lover - depicted by means of the effects produced by such a sensorial experience.
Hence, synesthesia often intervenes in these texts as a compositional strategy that allows the poets to
convey, through their words, sensations and emotions weaving each other and gathering around the
love experience.

The verses examined from the Siculo-Arabic repertoire seem to comply with this principle, since
the verbal transposition of the love experience blends perceptions and reaction suggested by the
different sensory stimuli. In fact, all the ghazal poems presented, provide a wide range of situations and
text types from different authors and moments, all sharing this way to depict both the beloved and the
lover appearance through synesthetic metaphors. In this respect, the extensive use of rhetorical
devices acquires an additional function. Indeed, along with the figures of speech affecting the semantic
level of the text, there are also assonances and rhymes, phonetic repetitions and rhythmic patterns
that intervene in each act of reading and declaim. Therefore, the audience is attracted into a multi-
sensorial experience:* reveries and memories recalled by a multi-layered text that entails symbolic
references and interlaces the figurative use of words with sound effects, suggests sensation and,

actually, turns the verbal transposition of the love encounter into a vivid experience.

References

Primary sources

‘Abbas, Thsan. 1994. Mu‘Gam al-‘ulama® wa-al-shu‘ara’ al-siqilliyyin. Bayrat: Dar al gharb al-islami.

% For a theoretical framework on cognitive constructs and the reader’s perception of a poetic text see Semino (1997).

238



Kervan - International Journal of Afro-Asiatic Studies 27 (2023)

=c”

Di Matteo, Ignazio. 1935. “Antologia di poeti arabi siciliani estratta da quella di Ibn al-Qatta‘.” Archivio
Storico per la Sicilia 1: 95-133; Arabic text: plates 1-28.

Ibn Hamds, ‘Abd al-Gabbar. 1897. Il Canzoniere di ‘Abd al-Gabbar Ibn Abi Bakr ibn Muhammad ibn Hamdis,
poeta arabo di Siracusa (1056-1133). Testo arabo edito da Celestino Schiaparelli. Roma: Casa Editrice
Italiana.

Ibn Hamdss, ‘Abd al-Gabbar. 1998. Il Canzoniere nella traduzione di Celestino Schiaparelli, edited by Stefania E.
Carnemolla. Palermo: Sellerio.

al-Gahiz, 1938-45. Kitab al-Hayawan. 7 vols., edited by Muhammad ‘Abd al-Salam Hariin. Al-Qahira:
Matba’at Mustafa al-Babi al-Halabi wa-Awladihi.

Corrao, Francesca M. 20022. Poeti arabi di Sicilia. Messina: Mesogea.

Corrao, Francesca M. 2004. Antologia della poesia araba. Roma: La Biblioteca di Repubblica.

St. Thomas Aquinas, 2005. Commentaries on Aristotle’s “On Sense and What Is Sensed” and “On Memory and

Recollection”, trans. Kevin White and Edward M. Macierowski. Washington D.C.: CUA Press.

Secondary Sources

Alharthi, Jokha. 2021. The Body in Arabic Love Poetry. The ‘Udhri Tradition. Edinburgh: Edinburgh
University Press.

Balaban, Yael. 2012. “Double Mimesis: Sensory Representations in Literature.” In: Rethinking Mimesis:
Concepts and Practices of Literary Representation, edited by Saija Isomaa, Sari Kivistd, Pirjo
Lyytikdinen, Sanna Nyqvist, Merja Polvinen and Riikka Rossi, 161-179. Newcastle upon Tyne:
Cambridge Scholars Publishing.

Baffioni, Carmela. 1998. “From Sense Perception to the Vision of God: a Path towards Knowledge
according to the Ikhwan al-Safa’.” Arabic sciences and philosophy 8: 213-231.

Baffioni, Carmela. 2008. “The Scope of the Rasd'’il al-Tkhwan al-Safa’.” In: The Ikhwan al-Safa> and their
Ras?’il, edited by Nader El-Bizri, 101-122. New York: Oxford University Press.

Bauer, Thomas. 2014. “Male-Male Love in Classical Arabic Poetry.” In: The Cambridge History of Gay and
Lesbian Literature, edited by E. L. McCallum and Mikko Tuhkanen, 107-124. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

Bauer, Thomas. 2019. “Ambivalent Beauty: The beard in classical Arabic love poetry.” In: Barbe et barbus.
Symboliques, rites et pratiques du port de la barbe dans le Proche-Orient ancien et moderne, edited by
Youri Volokhine, Bruce Fudge and Thomas Herzog, 131-141. Berna: Peter Lang.

Borruso, Andrea. 1994, Ibn Hamdis. La polvere di diamante. Roma: Salerno.

Bosman, Myra; Spronk, Rachel and Kuipers, Giselinde. 2019. “Verbalizing Sensations: Making Sense of
Embodied Sexual Experiences.” Qualitative Sociology 42: 411-430.

Biirgel, Johann Christoph. 1979. “Love, Lust and Longing: Eroticism in early Islam as reflected in literary
Sources.” In: Society and the Sexes in medieval Islam, edited by Afaf Lutfi al-Sayyid-Marsot, 81-118.

Malibu: Undena Publications.

239



Ilenia Licitra - Senses and sensuality: Synesthetic imagery in the Siculo-Arabic ghazal poems

Van Campen, Cretien. 2007. The Hidden Sense: Synesthesia in Art and Science. Cambridge: MIT Press.

Cassarino, Mirella. 2013. “Palermo Experienced, Palermo Imagined.” In: A Companion to Medieval Palermo,
The History of a Mediterranean City from 600 to 1500, edited by Anneliese Nef, 89-132. Leiden: Brill.

Cassarino, Mirella. 2015a. “Studies on Islamic Sicily: The Last Fifteen Years.” Islamic Sicily: Philological
and Literary Essays, edited by Mirella Cassarino, Quaderni di Studi Arabi, n.s. 10: 3-11.

Cassarino, Mirella. 2015b. “Arabic Epistolography in Sicily: The case of Ibn al-Sabbag.” Islamic Sicily:
Philological and Literary Essays, edited by Mirella Cassarino, Quaderni di Studi Arabi, n.s. 10: 123-138.

Cassarino, Mirella. 2019. “Ricerche interdisciplinari sulla Sicilia Islamica.” In: Linee storiografiche e nuove
prospettive di ricerca, Atti dell’XI Colloquio Internazionale Medioevo romanzo e orientale (Roma, 27-28
febbraio 2018), edited by Francesca Bellino, Eliana Creazzo and Antonio Pioletti, 191-215. Soveria
Mannelli: Rubbettino.

Cassarino, Mirella. 2021. “Empatia e parodia in un’epistola di Ibn al-Sabbag al-Siqilli ad Abt Hafs al-
Qa‘ini.” Le forme e la storia, n.s. 14/2: 29-41.

Foulon, Brigitte. 2015. “Analyse de la figure du poéte d’origine sicilienne Ibn Hamdis dans la Dahira
d’Ibn Bassam et le Nafh al-Tib d’al-Maqqari.” Islamic Sicily: Philological and Literary Essays, edited by
Mirella Cassarino, Quaderni di Studi Arabi, n.s. 10: 13-38.

Granara, William. 2000. “Ibn Hamdis and the Poetry of Nostalgia.” In: The Cambridge History of Arabic
Literature: The Literature of al-Andalus, edited by Maria Rosa Menocal, Raymond P. Scheindlin and
Michael A. Sells, 388-403. New York: Cambridge University Press.

Isomaa, Saija, Sari Kivistd, Pirjo Lyytikdinen, Sanna Nyqvist, Merja Polvinen and Riikka Rossi, eds. 2012.
Rethinking Mimesis: Concepts and Practices of Literary Representation. Newcastle upon Tyne:
Cambridge Scholars Publishing.

Jacobi, Renate. 1985. “Time and Reality in Nasib and Ghazal.” Journal of Arabic Literature 16/1: 1-17.

Lange, Christian. 2022a. “The sensory history of the Islamic world.” Senses and Society 17/1: 1-7.

Lange, Christian. 2022b. “Al-Jahiz on the senses: Sensory moderation and Muslim synesthesia.” Senses
and Society 17/1: 22-36.

Licitra, Ilenia. 2021a. Il Canzoniere di al-Ballantibi: studio, edizioni, traduzioni. Roma: Istituto per I'Oriente
C.A. Nallino.

Licitra, Ilenia. 2021b. “Celestino Schiaparelli and the poetic corpus of al-Ballantibi.” Celestino Schiaparelli
(1841-1919): His Legacy & the Oriental School of Sapienza, edited by Arianna d’Ottone Rambach, Rivista
degli Studi Orientali, n.s. 94/1: 128-140.

Licitra, Ilenia. 2022. “In barba al censore: il motivo della basetta nella poesia omoerotica di Sigilliyya e
al-Andalus.” In: «Par les geus d’Amors savoreusy. Parole di Eros dal Medioevo al Moderno, edited by
Antonio Gurrieri, Cristina La Rosa, Ilenia Licitra and Novella Primo, 171-192. Soveria Mannelli:
Rubbettino.

Majid, Asifa and Stephen C. Levinson. 2011. “The Senses in Language and Culture.” The Senses and Society
6/1:5-18.

240



Kervan - International Journal of Afro-Asiatic Studies 27 (2023)

Mattock 1986. s.v. «hiss». The Encyclopaedia of Islam (2™ edition), vol. 3: 509.

Miller, Nathaniel A. 2019. “Muslim Poets under a Christian king: An Intertextual Reevaluation of Sicilia
Arabic Literature Under Roger I (1112-54) (Part I).” Mediterranean Studies 27/2: 182-209.

Miller, Nathaniel A. 2020. “Muslim Poets under a Christian king: An Intertextual Reevaluation of Sicilia
Arabic Literature Under Roger I (1112-54) (Part II).” Mediterranean Studies 28/1: 50-87.

Myrne, Pernilla. 2018. “Pleasing the Beloved, Sex and True Love in a Medieval Arabic Erotic
Compendium.” In: The Beloved in Middle Eastern Literatures. The Culture of Love and Languishing,
edited by Alireza Korangy, Hanadi al-Samman and Michael C. Beard, 215-236. London: L.B. Tauris.

Nef, Annliese. 2011. Conquérir et gouverner la Sicile islamique aux Xle et XIle siécles. Roma: Ecoles Francaises
de Rome.

Obiedat, Ahmad Z. 2018. “The Semantic Field of Love in Classical Arabic: Understanding the
Subconscious Meaning Preserved in the Hubb Synonyms and Antonyms through Their
Etymologies.” In: The Beloved in Middle Eastern Literatures. The Culture of Love and Languishing, edited
by Alireza Korangy, Hanadi al-Samman and Michael C. Beard, 300-337. London: L.B. Tauris.

Rizzitano, Umberto. 1955. “Akhbar ‘an ba‘d muslimi Siqilliyya.” ‘Ain Shams University, Annals of the
Faculty of Arts 3: 49-112.

Rizzitano, Umberto. 1958. “Un compendio dell’Antologia di poeti arabo-siciliani intitolata al-Durra al-
hatira fi $u‘ar@ al-Gazira di Tbn al-Qatta® ‘il Siciliano’ (433-515 e.g.).” Atti della Accademia Nazionale
dei Lincei, Memorie della Classe di Scienze morali, storiche e filologiche 8/4: 335-379.

Rosenthal, Franz. 1997. “Male and female: described and compared.” In: Homoeroticism in Classical Arabic
Literature, edited by Jerry W. Wright and Everett K. Rowson, 25-54. New York: Columbia
University Press.

Rowson, Everett K. 1991. “The categorization of gender and sexual irregularity in medieval Arabic vice
lists.” In: Body guards: the cultural politics of gender ambiguity, edited by Julia Epstein and Kristina
Straub, 50-79. New York and London: Routledge.

Semino, Elena. 1997. Language and World Creation in Poems and Other Texts. London and New York:
Longman,

Serrano, Richard. 2018. “Making Love through Scholarship in Jamil Buthayna.” In: The Beloved in Middle
Eastern Literatures. The Culture of Love and Languishing, edited by Alireza Korangy, Hanadi al-
Samman and Michael C. Beard, 155-176. London: 1.B. Tauris.

Spronk, Rachel. 2014. “Sexuality and subjectivity: Erotic practices and the question of bodily sensations.”
Social Anthropology 22/1: 3-21.

Tolino, Serena. 2021. “Locating Discourses on the Gender Binary (and Beyond) in Pre-modern
Islamicate Societies.” In: Sex and Desire in Muslim Cultures. Beyond Norms and Transgression from the
Abbasids to the Present Day, edited by Aymon Kreil, Lucia Sorbera and Serena Tolino, 23-46. London:
.B. Tauris 2021.

241



Ilenia Licitra - Senses and sensuality: Synesthetic imagery in the Siculo-Arabic ghazal poems

llenia Licitra is Assistant Professor of Arabic Language and
Literature at the University for Foreigners “Dante Alighieri” of
Reggio Calabria. Her current researches mainly concern the
employment of rhetorical devices and figurative language in the
Arabic poetry, with a specific focus on Arabic literature of Sicily
and al-Andalus. Among her most recent publications on this topic,
the monograph Il Canzoniere di al-Ballaniibi (Rome: IPO: 2021), within
the series “Islamic Sicily: texts, literary and linguistic research”
under the direction of Mirella Cassarino.

Ilenia can be reached at: ilenialicitral3@gmail.com

242



