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The Narration of the magamat:
A Reading of ’Abii Bakr b. Muhsin Ba
‘Abbiid’s al-Maqamat al-hindiyya (1715) through Propp

Abstract This article conducts a reading of >Ab# Bakr b. Muhsin Ba ‘Abbiid al-‘Alawi’s al-Ma-
gamat al-hindiyya (1715), employing Vladimir Propp’s model of narrative functions. Although
Proppian functions have frequently been harnessed to deconstruct essential components and
plot architecture within the magama genre, the article emphasises the intrinsic limitations of
this approach, especially when the focus is restricted to the analysis of isolated units rather than
the entire collection. In accordance with various literary analyses, this research interprets the
maqgama as a genre that orchestrates individual narrative units to synthesise a more expansive,
novel-like overarching narrative. Within this intricate framework, the text accentuates the in-
terconnected events between the narrator and the trickster. The emphasis lies on the multifac-
eted transformation experienced by both characters: the first encountering and engaging with
the world’s complexity, and the second undergoing a progressive moral conversion, culminating
in his eventual demise. In the process, the article posits that the inherent quality of the magama
of Ba ‘Abbiid, inspired by the models of al-Hariri, shows the flexibility of the genre. Within the
predictability of its narratives, the magama is a genre able to become a vessel for diverse the-
matic discourses that the author seeks to convey.

Keywords magama, al-Magamat al-hindiyya, functions of the magamat, Vladimir Propp

1 Introduction

The magama hails from gatherings, from assembly spots where people stand,
known as ‘al-maglis wa-l-maqamat al-nas mugalasatihim’ (‘Awd 1979: 7; Hasan 1998:
12). It is a genre in Arabic literature, unique and without parallel, standing alone
in the literary landscape. Narratives resemble one another, characterised by arche-
typal narration, known as the ‘typical magama’ (Stewart 2006: 147) or ‘standard
maqgama’ (James 1974: 306). Repetition runs through it. The genre is recursive,
infinite, unending similar to serialised cartoons, such as Mickey and Donald (Schip-
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pers 2002: 305), with repeated character motifs, recurring elements, a loose plot
‘al-gissa dat al-hikba al-mufakkaka’ (‘Awd 1979: 57).! Repetition is coded, found
in representations of performances like storytelling events (Wacks 2007: 44).2 Ab-
delfattah Kilito emphasises it, a series of semblances, refractions (Kilito 2020: 4).
The recognition is seen by Alexander Elison as repetitive in terms of the obsessive
presence and re-emergence of the protagonist (Elinson 2005: 3). This ‘poetics of
repetition’ is vital in education, in teaching (Neuwirth 2005: 23; Beeston 1971: 1),
and in children’s literature, clarifying the structure, aiding memory (Gannon 1987:
2).2 The magama is both simple and complex, repetitive and varied, echoing the
places where people stand and gather. It is a genre of multiplicity and unity, high
literature and popular storytelling, teaching and learning.

This perceived predictable sequence of events has been the object studies of
scholars that through the classical lens formalist and structural approaches have
sought to pinpoint the morphology of the story of the magama. In their research,
Kilito (1983: 48), Mahmud Tarchouna (1982: 289), James T. Monroe (1983: 23),
and Jaakko Hameen-Anttila (2002: 45) have identified trends within the magamat
of al-Hamadani and al-Hariri aiming to pinpoint a structure valid for all their
stories. However, their objective was arguably not to provide a comprehensive

! Several scholars have underscored the distinctive quality of the magama as a literary
genre that aimed to legitimise fictional narratives imbued with realistic characteristics,
as not seen as legitimate as engaging in a form of creative dissemblance or intentional
fabrication. The magama stood in a place in literature where fiction had no legitimation
(Bakr 1998: 8). This is also argued by Rina Drory, it gave fiction its place in Arabic culture
(Drory 2000: 9) that engages with the semiotic frameworks of Itamar Even-Zohar’s Poly-
system Theory. Her argument is that the genre was needed to carve out a space for itself
within the cultural system where it originated, navigating literary and social norms to
achieve acceptance and legitimacy (Drory 2000: 6). This nuanced characteristic endures in
its literary structure, crafting a complex interplay between realism—especially in the use
of ’isnad—and renunciation of objective truth. The magama is seen synthesises the implicit
narrative techniques found in the hadit literature with the episodic fictiveness reminiscent
of Kalila wa-Dimna (Wacks 2007: 55; Goodman 1988: 27). The convergence of fact and
fiction within the magama genre contributes to its scholarly perception as a satirical re-
flection of hadit literature. This view has been proposed and supported by scholars such as
Jaakko Hameen-Anttila (2002: 46) and David Wacks (2007: 46-47) especially in relation
with the use of the ’isnad.

2 Edmond Saussey emphasises this aspect too. The magama stands in two worlds:
a high literary category, that yet reflects the literary psychology of popular storytelling. In
his reading, the magama is both, together, interwoven in its essence: ‘[1]’art des magamat,
art tres raffiné, mais procédant exactement de la méme psychologie littéraire que les con-
tes populaires’ (Saussey 1932: 162).

3 In this context, Philip F. Kennedy emphasises the pedagogical aim of the magama,
particularly in the recognition or anagnorisis scene: ‘these are close in nature to the ma-
gamat in the cast of players they contain but their recognition scenes, albeit set in ambig-
uous anecdotes, are edifying rather than dispiriting’ (Kennedy 2016: 221).
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analysis of all the major variations within the collections. Himeen-Anttila* and
Kilito’s® outlines are more specific as they delve into events that are not common-
ly found in most narratives. In contrast, Tarchouna’s scheme® is more general and
therefore able to account for various types of narration without specifying the
variations within some of their functions. The only scheme that aims to account
for major events in the genre is Devin Stewart’s (147),” which is more detailed
but may not represent the majority of the magamat.

The proposed patterns, assuming an ideal plot for the magama, one that might
condense all major variations. Yet, this thinking is challenged. The limit is perhaps
applying the method of Vladimir Yakovlevich Propp, that was aimed at folk tales,
as narrative unites that stands by themselves as independent narrations (Murphy
2015: 39), without considering that the magama is intrinsically different. It does
not stand alone. It is not an isolated narration. It’s a collection, a series, stories
assembled, layered, connected. Plot and characterization are intertwined between
the units, merging together, even not in a straightforward chain of events. This in-
terrelation among the apparent units of the stories, Kilito (1983: 226) speaks of the
macro level of the narration, a thematic layer that becomes apparent throughout
the unfolding stories. This concept is further corroborated by Katia Zakharia.

Ce recueil inépuisable est non seulement une collection (dont chaque magama est
une piéce) mais également une structure (dont chaque magama est un élément or-
ganisateur). II est certain, les lecteurs d’al-Harirl ne s’y sont pas trompés, que ces
Séances se caractérisent par « ’absence d’une logique assurée entre les évéenements
».8 C’est bien pour cette raison qu’il convient de chercher a dégager ce qui, sans étre
événementiel, organise le texte et trace le chemin d’Abli Zayd. (Zakharia 1987: 276)

4 1.’Isnad; 2. General introduction; — Link; 3. Episode; 4. Recognition scene (anagnori-
sis); 5. Envoi; 6. Finale, see Himeen-Anttila (2002: 152).

5 1. Arrival of the transmitter in a city; 2. Encounter of the transmitter with the dis-
guised rogue/rhetorician; 3. Literary display by the latter; 4. Rewarding of the rogue by
the transmitter; 5. Recognition of the rogue’s true identity; 6. Reproaches of the transmit-
ter; 7. Justification by the rogue; 8. Parting of the two, see Kilito (1983: 48) quoted in
Monroe (1983: 21).

¢ 1. Assemblée; 2. Arrivée incognito; 3. Fourbe; 4. Reconnaissance; 5. Justification, see
Tarchouna (1982: 289).

7 1. The transmitter arrives in a city; 2. Formation of an assembly or gathering for
learned discussion; 3. The protagonist enters the assembly; 4. The protagonist under-
takes an eloquent performance; 5. Rewarding of the protagonist by the transmitter or
other character; 6. The protagonist leaves assembly, which breaks up; 7. The transmitter
realises the protagonist’s true identity; 8. The transmitter follows the protagonist; 9. The
transmitter accosts or reproaches the protagonist; 10. Justification by the protagonist;
11. Parting of the two; 12. Departure of the transmitter from the city (implicit), see
Stewart (2006: 147).

8 Kilito 1983: 232.
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Similarly, David Roxburgh underscores the notion that ‘the magama was an
aggregate of parts whose coherence, if any,’ lay not in sequence but in theme:
the individual magamas were interrelated more paradigmatically than syntag-
matically’ (Roxburgh 2013: 191). In light of this, it may be posited that the
endeavour of delineating a morphology of the magama should transcend mere
identification of the functions within a singular magama. The title of collec-
tions of magamat in Arabic literature is always plural, arguably underlining
this multiplicity. An ideal magama model, if it exists, should extend to en-
compass variations at both the level of individual units and the overarching
assembly of magamat.

In this context the article examines >Abd Bakr b. Muhsin Ba ‘Abbiid al-
‘Alawi’s al-Magamat al-hindiyya (‘The Indian Assemblies’), completed in
1128/1716, employing Vladimir Propp’s theoretical concepts of functions and
spheres of action. These notions are applied to provide a structured read-
ing of the text, aiming to uncover the underlying narrative mechanisms and
thematic complexities present within it. The aim of this analysis is to craft
a morphology, which Propp (1968: 19) describes as ‘a description of the tale
in terms of its constituent parts and the relationship of these parts to each
other and the whole’. Although formalist methodologies are frequently re-
garded as outdated, due in part to their propensity to reduce narratives into
formulaic patterns (Dogra 2017: 416), the inherent complexity of the magama
genre, marked by its multifaceted and repetitive character, positions it as an
apt subject for an analytical dissection aimed at unravelling and schematizing
its intricate plot design (Harris 2008; Wright 2001). This complexity invites
a deeper exploration that transcends traditional interpretive constraints, po-
tentially offering new insights into the genre’s distinctive literary structure
and thematic richness. This dissection is aimed to contribute to a more pro-
found comprehension of how Ba ‘Abbiid creatively reconfigures and reinter-
prets the magama genre.

>Abii Bakr b. Muhsin Ba ‘Abbiid™ is a relatively understudied figure, with sparse
available biographical information. It is mentioned that he departed Yemen in
the late 17th century, venturing to India in pursuit of more promising opportuni-
ties (al-Hibsi 1999: 7)—a frequent trajectory among the Hadhrami diaspora (Ho

° Tarchouna (1982: 289) supports this view of the absence of link between the narra-
tion ‘le lien entre ces récits est trop lache pour qu’on puisse trouver une certaine unité’,
and similarly, Sawqi Dayf (1973: 37) underscores the autonomy of each text, emphasising
that no connections tie them together.

1 Among the studies on the magamat of *Abi Bakr b. Muhsin Ba ‘Abbiid see: Harram
(2016), the introduction of the critical edition of al-Hibsi (1999), Saitta (2014a), and Negri
(2012; 2022). For a recollection of the manuscripts of this magamat see the two articles of
Saitta (2014b; 2014c). A lithography of al-Magamat al-hindiyya has been published with
a Persian title Magamat-i hindi in India (Ba ‘Abbtid 1848).
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2006: 9). There remains uncertainty as to whether he ever revisited Yemen, imply-
ing the possibility of his lifetime settlement in India. During his stay in India, Ba
‘Abbiid authored a compendium of short narratives entitled al-Magamat al-hindi-
yya. His endeavour was aimed at distilling the lexicon and syntax of the classical
maqgamat genre, with a specific focus on the works of ’Ahmad al-Qasim b. Ali al-
Hariri (446/1054-516/1122), Ibn al-Sayqal al-Gazari (751/1359-833/1429), and
al-ZamahsarT’s (467/1074-538/1143) al-Nawabig (Ba ‘Abbtid 1999: 9). The author
explicitly expressed the intention to render the genre more accessible to readers
lacking the requisite erudition to engage with the challenging works of al-Hariri
and al-Gazari. Consequently, the author embarked on a process of language simpli-
fication, all the while preserving the original structural integrity of the narration.
This strategic adaptation aimed to broaden the audience of the magama without
diluting its complex narrative form. Although Ba ‘Abbiid’s collection draws from
the classical genre, founded by al-Hamadani (358/969-398,/1007), his oeuvre nev-
ertheless mirrors a common trend of the 18th century in the genre, reflecting a pro-
pensity towards innovation and reinterpretation of its forms, as emphasised by
Hameen-Anttila (2012: 7). The choice of Indian subcontinent cities as the backdrop
for this collection is an innovative departure from the usual Arab settings of other
magamat (Kilito 1983: 22). The narrative recounts the experiences of a wayfarer
negotiating unfamiliar cultures and landscapes, blending in reflections on reformist
religious views, adaptations of al-Hariri’s and Ibn al-Sayqal al-Gazari’s magamat,
and the insights of Yemenis residing in India. The magamat of Ba ‘Abbiid merge
themes of travel writing with classical tropes of the magama.

2 One magama multiple plots

Propp defines a function as ‘an act of character’ that holds significance for the
advancement of the narrative, requiring repetition to gain status as a function
(Propp 1968: 21). These functions serve as the foundational elements of a nar-
rative genre and are described as ‘forms transferred from tales of other classes
(anecdotes, legends, etc.)’ (Propp 1968: 64). In addition, the interactions between
these functions are regulated by a set of rules, ensuring that no function can ne-
gate another within the genre (Dogra 2017: 414). Propp also emphasises that the
chronological arrangement of functions must be preserved, although some may
be omitted (Propp 1968: 71). The characters’ actions within a narrative corre-
spond to discrete spheres of action, leading to the potential intertwining of sto-
rylines. Propp further elucidates that these spheres may converge, as evidenced
in the interrelated actions of the villain, hero, or giver (Dogra 2017: 415).

At the core of the functions of the magamat of Ba ‘Abbiid are two central
characters: the narrator and the protagonist. The narrator occupies a central role
within the narrative, not merely as an external voice but as a character as an
essential part of the development of the events of the story, functioning both as
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a key participant in the unfolding action and as the focal nexus through which
the plot is articulated. This character’s intrinsic nature drives them to journey
and explore various spaces. Conversely, the protagonist is portrayed as a more
enigmatic figure, whom readers are invited to interpret. This character’s intermit-
tent appearances across cities are marked by acts of both deceit and benevolence,
reflecting an attempt to guide others towards virtue. The third axis of actions
is represented by the people, a category left deliberately vague by the omission
of specific names or identities. This general grouping, encompassing individuals
such as a boy or an elderly person, often serves roles that include being deceived
or providing the narrator with sought-after information. This threefold structure
of characters, in turn, contributes to the rich complexity and interpretive depth
of the narrative.

A formulation of the functions of the collection of Ba ‘Abbiid could be as follows:

A Initial situation

(A-1) The narrator hears news about a city.

(A-2) The narrator decides to go there.

(A-3) The group of travellers endure difficulties on the route.

B Apparent resolution

(B-1) The group reaches the city.

(B-2) The narrator and his companions encounter more difficulties in the city.
(B-3) The narrator finds a helper who gives him some material relief.

C Villainy

(C-1) Trickery: The helper deceives his victims in order to take possession of
their belongings.

(C-1a) Beggar: An old man comes to a gathering of people and asks them for
alms. He then steals from them.

(C-1b) Paretic: The protagonist comes to a mosque and gives a sermon. The
people give him alms, but he turns out to be a fraud who steals from them.
(C-1c¢) Philological: Eloquent people and men of letters gather. An old man
comes and resolves a literary quarrel. However, he later steals from them.
(C-1d) Judicial: An old man brings his son to an arbiter to denounce the theft
of a poem. They recite poems in front of the judge, but the old man turns out
to be a fraud who steals from them.

(C-1e) Marriage: The people gather for a marriage feast, and the groom steals
from the bride and takes her wealth.

(C-2) Apocalypse: Occurrence of a natural cataclysm.

(C-2a) Eschaton: The people believe that the end of the world is near and go to
a hermit for salvation. The hermit takes advantage of their credulity.

(C-3) Not categorizable.
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D Return

(D-1) The protagonist leaves the group with the stolen items.
(D-2) The narrator follows the protagonist.

(D-3) The narrator confronts the protagonist.

(D-4) The narrator uncovers the hero’s identity (anagnorisis).
(D-5) The narrator criticises the protagonist.

(D-6) The protagonist curses the narrator.

(D-7) The protagonist justifies himself.

(D-8) The two separate.

(D-9) The narrator comments on the marvel of his experience.
(D-10) Final equilibrium: the narrator re-joins his companions.

I Functions that build the macro-plot of the collection

(I-1) The protagonist demonstrates to be a valuable litterateur.

(I-2) The protagonist fails to gain enough money for the lack of patrons.

(I-3) The protagonist starts begging.

(I-3) Few people give him alms.

(I-4) The protagonist begins to lie to get more money and to steal through his
rogues.

(I-5) The protagonist repents.

(I-6) The protagonist gives a spiritual testament.

(I-7) The protagonist dies.

2.1 Initial situation
2.1.1 The travel towards mahasin

Al-Magamat al-hindiyya is a narrative that originates from an allure, stimulated
by tales and expressions extolling the beauty of India. This desire is sparked in the
maglis, a social setting where cultivated individuals gather to reflect, share, and
converse. Within these gatherings, the narrator reveals his compulsion towards
a particular objective, incited by whispers and intuitions of something greater.
This motif underlies almost every magama, influencing the narrator’s decision
to embark on a journey. Frequently, it is the allure of a city, the reputation of
its people, the splendour of gardens, cultural landmarks, or majestic monuments
that beckon the narrator. The pursuit of beauty, as a central theme in the narra-
tive, manifests through various passages, with the journey acting as an emblem-
atic and pivotal element within the broader storyline.

caad gl (o) OF flawdl Seg $139 §Ls 13 19Jad OIuLI pasloes 1ySIdad Olg3Y! (ams as Cipans
Jl oLl Blis! lgd) cdnald 9,331 CIlaall e cnad bo d15)1 ¢y Lgudg dogid] (peslall aaazr
led) s (@) Alndl (3 S8 Caing uiall ] el ! ) psdlly JUasdl ) ssgally U3



106 Andrea Maria Negri

SBEH LI a3 Ak L] Iham OF O3 Agdell 0dd Jal O] J b lgale a9 (b sy
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(Ba ‘Abbiid 1999: 25)

One night, while chatting with some brothers, we reminisced about the beauties of
various regions. They said that these beauties were scattered and lost, and it has
filled the ears that the land of India has gathered together the beauties of the world,
and that there is a tranquillity within it that aids in otherworldly quests. We were
filled with desires to reach this land, much like a thirsty person longing for pure wa-
ter, or an expatriate yearns for union, or the sad crave happiness, or the poor seek
a gift. I remained pondering the means to get there and to throw me there in any
way. Then I was told that the people of this city intended to send a ship there. I took
up the arms and prepared myself to board this ship of estrangement. I entrusted
myself to the Owner of all things and I embarked upon that vessel.

And similarly:

bl Eolo salally Z3ll oo ad Loy siudl uslone B,SIIS yetll JW (3 delox po joldl (sa2
JdBy dlby JI & QU JBg Gy ) e dlyg JWad Goyadl dla sue idll e o259 Sbglly
JBy S]] s bl B9 58 5ltal ) o o) JBg 00 J) ol JBg 08T J) s Wl
PI935 5 3aly (21 98 Jy rtomal 3] 10185 a3l LIS g Sl gy OY i ) o ol
3 Uokazel 39 eld] 213 19lad Hlwil cpo i Vg Hlidiunl (o Ol Lo o) By phe 1Yl @3lad o)
By bl ao ) B2 9 dhax ($3 Uy oo Sy > I) 3355 @b B3l e cddlé elide Gyl
Sl ] pnell 3 dygling a3l dinsly oy chids il Gdais

(Ba ‘Abbid 1999: 79)

During moonlit nights, I found myself drawn to engaging in night talks with a group.
Together, we reminisced about the beauties of travel and the success in reaching
goals and fulfilling needs. We were on the carpet of a number of high officials of
the throne. One said, ‘Let us go to Bengal.” The second said, ‘Rather to Barnalah.’
The third said, ‘Instead to Agra.” The fourth said, ‘Instead to Matrah.’ The fifth said,
‘Rather to Imtiyaz Kar.’ The sixth said, ‘Rather to Iklisir.” The seventh said, ‘Rather
to Tanisir, since there in the army and in it is a mixture of groups.’ So, they said,
‘The matter is yours, we have already entrusted our affairs to him.” So, I accepted
the choice, and it did not augment if not perplexity. I had heard of a man of modes-
ty and poverty who had a secret with God. I turned to him, kissed the ground before
him, and informed him of the news, seeking his advice about going to the army.

The exploration and discourse concerning the beauties of the world resonate per-
sistently throughout the narrative, unveiling itself as a central thematic element.

In another instance, the journey is directed towards encountering an individ-
ual renowned for his scholarly insight or for delivering a sermon, or to partake
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in a gathering of eminent scholars and erudite individuals. The intention is to
absorb their wisdom and knowledge and hear their poetic expressions.

Gl L] b sl 3l yes a8y sl adl Coumdl (3 4 Sy LT el (3 Ob oo
dole 3 y3lunell dakay Lo (252 (§ Canadg dolgally
(Ba ‘Abbiid 1999: 104)

I heard that near >’Ahmad *Abad, there was a man with profound knowledge of the
hadit and renowned for the elevation of the ’isnad. Therefore, I crossed deserts and
wastelands, covering in one day what a traveller might traverse in a year.

The quest for knowledge guides al-Nasir b. al-Fattah, always on the search. The
narrator frequents assemblies, rulers with scholars, courts to hear judges, the wis-
dom of litigants. Knowledge is the constant goal, part of what is deemed beautiful
by the narrator, worth visiting.

2.1.2 The travel for alms

Moreover, at the inception of the narrative, the narrator is portrayed as em-
barking on a journey, either compelled by impoverishment or necessitated by
adverse circumstances for survival. In some instances, the journey itself be-
comes a means of alleviation from his condition of destitution, as he seeks sus-
tenance and support from fellow travellers. This dynamic is illustrated in the
following excerpt:

oo daulgll Joe 1913006 e § Ad) plny Cd Lipges &8 naT Wil o dslaz )
Lyo M Wliaboxs Lyall o Loy g B3l (sl 3 93lg 83Nl
(Ba ‘Abbiid 1999: 73)

I saw a group of Sind while aiming to go to the village of Sirhind so I went with
them wishing for their support and they let me into the place of the centre of the
necklace and they provided me with good deeds and abundance. When we ap-
proached the village, we realised it without a doubt.

This particular narrative function is manifested in the first magama, when Sayh
>Abii al-Zafar al-Hindi, upon observing the poverty of al-Nasir b. Fattah, takes the
decision to help him:

Aol Vg il Jl 0] 2l 1 08 ol 08 ol (238 lgslely G yhing 3B pows Of day JLa
8 lagld (Ghaw o By plb @3 del Ally gl AST Ol day dolus ,Sad 3l disas I 0yl (yo
Cododl sl (a0 989 Eudizdl 0tan Ciwd GAR

(Ba ‘Abbiid 1999: 27)
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He said after he heard my story and my journey and its causes, ‘remove your tent
from the land where you are humbled.’ I said then ‘my condition is of necessity
I have no dirham but half of it.” So he thought for an hour after which there were
plenty of imprecations and resignation. He then got up and said, ‘Come with me, I'll
give you part of my supplies.’ I therefore went with his rapid pace, and he spoke to
me with the most beautiful speech.

In other instances, the journey’s impetus lies in poverty, driven by dire cir-
cumstances. This motivation is intrinsically connected to a form of flight, one
not necessarily directed towards a well-defined objective but rather pursued
in search of relief. An example of this dynamic can be found in the following
passage:

Al DU Edad s Lodall che e sallg poaddl dule pbl (§ S5 domb il
(Ba ‘Abbiid 1999: 30)

I passed through >Ahmad Nakr on days when the wind of Simun and heat exceeded,
and I was very thirsty and feared death and blindness.

In another case a famine:

Bylgall £59 casfid opalll 50U drgall 19 9 (ially Ul el £ 3> (il (po i Aigll
Didly Jum3l cyadg 5B oll9
(Ba ‘Abbiid 1999: 51)

India dried up one year of the years to the point that people sold their daughters
and sons and bought animal carcasses with precious gems. I thus armed myself
with composure and calmness and prepared myself for the departure and the
journey.

2.2 Apparent resolution after a troubled travel

This enduring condition of journeying presents a departure from Propp’s theo-
retical framework, as the narrator-protagonist is not summoned to set forth on
a journey or adventure but is already engaged in the act of travelling. In this
context, the travel itself seems to be construed as a normative state, while resid-
ing in a fixed location constitutes an exceptional circumstance. This exception-
ality is always temporary and never evolves into a permanent condition. The
act of dwelling in a place can be interpreted as the exceptional event within the
maqgama, symbolising a pause for observation amidst continuous and indeter-
minate wandering. This function appears to serve as the motivational underpin-
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ning of the journey’s central role within the narratives, as both the narrator and
the protagonist are engaged in perpetual travel. The primary locus of the initial
scenario in these stories is the function of the journey itself. Such a journey is
not depicted as an extraordinary or definitive phase of the character’s existence;
rather, it emerges as a habitual state. Conversely, the act of residing within
a specific space is portrayed as an anomalous circumstance, a sort of exception
to the character’s usual life.

Al-Nasir b. Fattdh recounts before coming to a city his arduous journeying
experience emphasising the tribulations he endured. An example can be found in
the following passage:

S g Eudg 3 il bllas guil iy 5,01 W8Ty allg yodl g 3T )
(Ba ‘Abbaid 1999: 39)

I continued to travel sea and land suffering from frost and heat. The mounts of the
journey were exhausted until I repaired to the city of Sukr.

These challenges are contextualised within the hope of resolving the narrator’s
initial difficult circumstances, a hope that appears attainable once the goal of
reaching the city and extricating himself from the traveller’s tribulations is
achieved. The narrator is depicted as content with his situation and able to
enjoy his life in the city. However, it is crucial to recognize that this condition
is ephemeral and momentary, serving as a fleeting respite within the broader
narrative trajectory.

e @ Ml Ludgall 2y s ) WIS o ymeall 9w s W Y gl O3 e Lk cnos
A g2la)) Loyl g3l LBl _nadl (5 Loyl palidl oy @9 sl 31 48 dsso (puslomal
BIAN @ day s (§ Uy 835 Lgy ciSiag Aang ! Lgulomas Uplaninlg daw galdl) aylons (0 LA

(Ba ‘Abbiid 1999: 25)

When we feared the departure of souls, the well-protected port of Surat appeared
to us, and we therefore descended into that friendly land in a region founded on
beauties. Experience outshone the tales we had heard; the eye beheld sights more
beautiful than the ear had heard of. Therefore, we absorbed its brilliant lights and
touched its abysmal seas. We asked for rain from the clouds of the al-‘Aydards.
I stayed there for a while and was delighted after that distress.

Similarly, in this passage al-Nasir finds relief from his travel reaching a city:
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Bijapur was described to me by a Sayh expert in the experience of things, so I got
on the hump of estrangement. I threw the garment from his right hand over his
left shoulder and lifted his cane and canteen. I arrived there after fatigue and
hardness and the reins of my patience had broken. I looked at her vestiges and
met with her nobles and saw her as a garden with rivers and trees and an armour
that purifies from misery and shame. *Abi Murra [the devil] had never found
reason to enter it by virtue of its inhabitants and residents. Then I went out to
its pleasant places, and they told me of paradise and its joys, and I stayed there
for a period of time living opulently with solid protection and a happiness that is
renewed and increases.

This temporary state of contentment is nevertheless swiftly negated. The antici-
pated benefits or favourable conditions al-Nasir expects to encounter in the city
are either absent or prove to be mere illusions. Consequently, the narrator finds
himself back at his original predicament, having journeyed to alleviate his prob-
lems, only to arrive at his destination in the very same situation he sought to
escape from, now exacerbated by poverty and fatigue from the journey. An ex-
ample of this recurring narrative pattern can be found in the following passage:
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I continued to let go of the reins until curtains appeared. They rejoiced in my pres-
ence and my arrival. Then, after I entered it, I observed it, behold: its houses were
huts and barracks, among its inhabitants the poor were the majority and the nobles
of them were the minority. I continued to bear the pain and to tolerate injustice.

Almost abruptly, al-Nasir becomes cognizant of the gravity of his impoverished
condition and the urgency of his needs. Within this context of destitution, he im-
plicitly seeks out individuals both for alms and to engage in their lofty discourses.
It is within this particular framework of need and intellectual pursuit that he
encounters the protagonist, as elucidated in the following situation:
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When I was contained by its market his moral corruption appeared to me and my
arm became short. I repented as al-Kas‘i and I became the most desirous of purity
and I began to think about expenses.

In this contest often emerges the figure of an elderly man who appears to fulfil
the role of a helper of the narrator. However, as the narrative unfolds, he reveals
himself to be a trickster, his ostensible helpfulness giving way to deception.

2.3 Villainy

This encounter with this individual unfolds the episode within the narration.
Here are the variations at the level of story:

The philological trickery I is one common form of deception and in the sto-
ry is based on poetry and linguistic expertise, as seen in various magamat
(13th, 16th, 20th, 23rd, 29th, 31st, 34th, 36th, 44th, 48th, 49th). The story
often begins with an old and poor man entering a gathering of individuals
discussing poetry. After a dispute arises, the poor man demonstrates his in-
telligence by resolving the argument and then recites some poems to solicit
alms, which the assembly readily gives out of respect for his knowledge and
circumstances.

The philological trickery II showcases instances of poem theft between a fa-
ther and son which are brought before a judge or governor (wali) for res-
olution (4th, 7th, 19th). The father, who serves as the villain in disguise,
accuses the son of claiming authorship of his poems after making minor
modifications. The judge requests both the old man and son to recite the
poem in question but finds himself unable to reach a verdict. In an effort
to defer the decision, he attempts to postpone it to a later date. Howev-
er, after being persuaded by the father to do justice on the same day,
the judge reluctantly assesses the poetic abilities of both parties. Upon
realising that both father and son possess exceptional poetry skills, the
judge concludes that there was no need for either of them to steal from
the other. Despite not being able to prove the son’s innocence, he is afraid
of tarnishing his reputation as an experienced judge if he pronounces an
unjust verdict. As a result, he opts to provide them with a substantial sum
of money to resolve their dispute privately. In reality, the theft of poetry
never occurred.

The charlatan sermonist, which includes the 3rd, 6th, 26th, 35th, 42nd, and
50th magamat, it depicts a scenario where the narrator enters a mosque
on a Friday during the guhr prayer and observes an elderly man in shabby
attire preaching from the pulpit, after which he leaves the mosque having
collected alms. In these magamat, it is often challenging to determine if any
deception is taking place. In one narration, the preacher makes it evident
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that he is seeking a specific donation through his sermon, as if his primary
objective were to receive alms rather than to impart teachings. Despite
this, the deception is implicit as the preacher fails to disclose his identity in
order to obtain the alms. Consequently, in all these stories, al-Nasir follows
the preacher, but the latter manages to evade him.

The trick of the Apocalypse, such as the 9th, 15th, and 21st magamat,
presents apocalyptic scenarios. Within these narrations, the narrator ob-
serves various unpleasant natural disasters, such as hail, floods, light-
ning, and thunderbolts, which are interpreted as signs of God’s wrath.
The narrator connects the deviation of certain inhabitants of the subcon-
tinent to these events and, as a result, seeks refuge in a hermitage along
with a group of people. Upon arrival, the crowd implores the hermit to
intercede with God to halt the rain. The hermit prays before the public,
and soon after, the rain ceases, prompting them to praise his service.
However, it is eventually revealed that the hermit is an imposter who
exploited their credulity.

Charlatan begging: the act of begging is a ubiquitous theme in every maqa-
ma. Several narrations depict the protagonist engaging in the simple act of
begging for money, as seen in the 1st, 2nd, 10th, 11th, 12th, 18th, 24th,
30th, 32nd, and 41st magamat. During an assembly, an elderly individual
recounts his impoverished state through the use of aulic language. The as-
sembled characters then offer assistance in any way they can. A recurring
tactic employed by the protagonists while begging for alms is to describe
their destitute state, coupled with false pretences, such as needing money
to bury a lost child or to avoid a divorce.

Wedding plot: one of the central themes of the magamat involves the nar-
rator seeking to alleviate their poverty by infiltrating a wedding cele-
bration, as depicted in the 22nd and 39th magamat. In the narrative, the
narrator recounts the arrival of the bride and groom in a crowded house
filled with guests. Following a brief ceremony, the wedding contract is
signed in private. The narrator provides a brief account of the ensuing
feast. However, several days after the marriage, the groom disappears,
revealing that the marriage was merely a scheme to abscond with both
the gifts and the bride.

Uncategorized trickeries: a significant number of narratives in the
magamat collection defy categorization, including the 5th, 8th, 14th,
17th, 25th, 27th, 28th, 33rd, 37th, 38th, 40th, 43rd, 45th, 46th, and
47th magamat. These narratives appear to be adapted from habar forms
of anecdotes and lack comparable stories within the collection. In these
narratives, the traditional functions of the magama are suspended, al-
lowing for the telling of extraordinary and inexplicable unique events.
Despite being unconventional, some narratives within this subset are
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not intended to deceive. Instead, they showcase the protagonist’s admi-
rable actions, such as rescuing a woman from being burned alive after
her husband’s death or converting Indian women to a new faith. Other
maqgamat provide descriptions of prominent Indian spaces and personal-
ities, such as the commemoration of the last Mughal emperor Aurang-
zeb’s death or the recounting of significant political events in India.
Some of the magamat within this group are dedicated to critiquing the
religious practices of Muslims in India, indicating the broader societal
concerns that are often addressed within these narratives.

2.4 Return

The trickster *Abli al-Zafar al-Hindi employs disguises as a means of decep-
tion and fraud. His approach involves assuming an appearance and dressing in
clothes that create the impression of extreme poverty, most commonly portray-
ing himself as an old beggar throughout the majority of the magamat (maqama
1,2,4,6,7,8, 10, 11, 13, 15, 16, 18, 19, 21, 23, 24, 26, 28, 30, 31, 34, 35,
36, 37, 38, 40, 41, 43, 46, 48, 49, and 50). He also employs disguises that al-
low him to present himself as a young man (magama 12, 23) and a black man
(magama 22, 39). Additionally, >Abt al-Zafar al-Hindi seeks to gain credit and
recognition by dressing in professional clothes that correspond to various roles,
such as an interpreter (magama 17), a doctor (magama 20), a courtier (maqa-
ma 25, 33), a wealthy man (magama 37), a merchant (magama 8, 27, 29, 39),
a prince (magama 9, 14, 47), a jailer (magama 25), a prisoner (maqgama 25, 44,
45), a Muslim hermit (magama 5), a servant (magama 30), a Muslim sermonist
(magama 3, 26, 42), and a Hindu priest (magama 37). For this reason, the pro-
tagonist remains unrecognised at the outset of the narrative, with recognition
only arriving at its conclusion.

The magamat exhibit a cyclical or circular narrative structure wherein the
conclusion often mirrors the beginning (Monroe 2002: 55). In this way, each
individual narrative seems to terminate at the very point from which it origi-
nated. In every episode where the protagonist deceives the masses, he manag-
es to evade capture, vanishing before his deceit can be exposed. The narrator
often succeeds in trailing the protagonist, occasionally intercepting him en
route. Al-Nasir, still oblivious to the true identity of this figure, articulates
his intent to uncover it. This pattern manifests itself as early as the second
maqama, where, after dispensing money to the impoverished man, al-Nasir
continues to follow him:
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It occurred to me to follow him, so I heard him say to her: ‘Did not I tell you that
profit is in cunning? If we did not do as the villains do, we would become like beasts
from hunger.” So, I went before him and uncovered his veil. Behold, it was *Abii
al-Zafar the enchanter reckoned for his masquerades.

Similarly:
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The sheikh took [the money], and they went out before him. I followed in their
footsteps, hoping to tame their fire or absorb some of their light. I overtook him at
the gate of Nagd and behold! It was *Abii al-Zafar the Indian, famous for his shame-
ful acts and ignominy.

Similarly:
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Then—after he had greeted them with the most beautiful greeting, and after they
had made his farewell pleasant—I followed in his footsteps to get news of him.
When he then came to the wilderness, he thrust the staff into the ground and un-
covered his face and head the veil of shame. What had been covered by her ambi-
guity and his clothes appeared. Behold: he was the famous *Abi al-Zafar the Indian
known for his irreverence and his depravity.

At times, the pursuit proves unsuccessful, as the narrator fails to reach >Abt al-Za-
far. An instance of this occurs in a specific episode where al-Nasir’s search for
him proves futile, resulting in aimless wandering without success. This can be
seen in the following excerpt:
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I continued to cross the land and cross the hills and valleys and found no news of
him, sight or trace. I stayed seven days drinking without eating and on the eighth
day I was disgusted with life for hunger and extreme fatigue. The time came for the
sun to go down and a man of the Indians found me and said ‘I see you going into
deserts that no one crosses except for lions.” I said then ‘I go after a trickster man
who stole my mounts and possessions.” He said then ‘Put aside your deficient mind
and your receding fortune; you walk with pigeon steps and aim to reach the one
who grazes the ostriches. Three nights ago, I saw the mounts and the wealth in the
hands of °Abti al-Zafar the Indian. Do not worry about it; your fatigue is in vain.’

In numerous stories, the narrator refrains from pursuing the search, acknowledg-
ing the likelihood of its futility. Instead, he restricts himself to enquiring among
those present for information regarding the man, eventually discovering that he
is >Abii al-Zafar.
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So, I went out the door to ask the courtiers about him. They said, ‘He is the orator of
the city, but we shall not see him except on the day of adornment.’ I then said to him,
‘I stopped for him, inform me about him.” They said, ‘He is >Abfi al-Zafar the Indian,
the one known for his ignominies and impostures.’ I then regretted my trip and the
losses on my account. I returned to my seat wrapped in the robes of my sadness.

The identification of the protagonist, or the anagnorisis, when it does not occur
through recognition by others or deduction by the narrator, transpires when al-
Nasir encounters the protagonist directly. In such moments, the narrator uncov-
ers the true identity of the character, leading to a critical examination where he
censures and reproaches the protagonist for his actions.
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I said to him, ‘God kill you for deceit and keep you alive until shortly.” He then re-
plied: ‘Cease the controversy and do not ask about what happened.’

Consequently, the protagonist, *Abti al-Zafar al-Hindi, seeks to rationalise his ac-
tions, maintaining that his unethical behaviour was a byproduct of extreme pov-
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erty and a lack of legitimate means to earn a living. Within the narrative, he is
depicted as a character who, despite possessing notable skills as a katib and poet,
finds himself compelled to resort to dishonest practices to sustain himself. Though
he argues that begging was his sole recourse, it yields insufficient income, leaving
him in a continuous struggle to make ends meet. This creates a seeming contra-
diction in his character, as his literary talents could secure him a patron who
might remunerate him for his work. Yet, he chooses instead to flee after pilfering
from rulers, squandering his wealth, and reverting to his impoverished state. The
underlying justification for this paradoxical behaviour is elaborated as follows:
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He replied, ‘Oh, what folly! No—by Him who allowed the red of the lips—I will
not regret the wine until I am laid down in a pit. I have not donned the garments
of obedience except to bar the door to hunger.’ Then he said, after having inhaled
and exhaled:
I put on the robes of meekness, fear of God and devotion
To remove the veil of poverty, misery and tribulation
I got, and was with my cunning, everything I wanted.
I have hunted the lions of the forest with ambiguity and complaint.
And whoever has not used deception perishes by deceit.
Whoever has not lived on cunning has lived as a brother of torment.
He who feared the misfortune of his business is dead,
who had an impertinent heart brother of salvation lived.
I sought refuge in God from poverty and distress. So, I separated from him as one
separates the tooth from the mouth.

Similarly:
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He said, ‘In the name of Him who holds the power of ease and difficulty. If I had
asked you sincerely, you would not have given even a tiny part; and if I had asked
you with affection, those of you who abound in love would not have given anything
to me. Were it not for these stratagems, I would not have achieved my hopes. The
most beautiful of the requests is the one that beautifies you in return. This is the
deceitful world, one does not succeed except by cheating. If you want happiness,
do not be sincere except for the two words of the profession of faith and as an ad-
vice save yourself from shame. Your blame for me in this condition is better than
returning with shattered hopes. If I could have obtained food today, I would not
have stopped at the folks.’

This narrative element serves the function of rehabilitating the protagonist,!!
who, in a certain sense, undergoes a transformation into a positive character.
Al-Nasir’s perspective shifts progressively; each time he separates from the pro-
tagonist, he recounts his wrongful deeds but also acknowledges an increasing
fascination with his character. This duality is evidenced in the following passage
where the narrator affirms to forgive him and understand his action:
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I forgave him after I had criticised him. I thanked him for his action after I abused
him. I returned to my companions. Amazement had padded my skin.

This process is arguably the plot line of the macro story of the magama as the
presence of functions of individual magama that cannot be limited to a singular
narrative unit and must be contextualised within a recurring series across the
entire collection, effectively constituting the full collection as a singular narra-
tive entity. In this broader framework, the magama collection, as elucidated by
Kilito (2014: 137), presents a series of narratives delineating a transformation
in the main character’s life, culminating in his death. On several occasions, the
protagonist is portrayed expressing remorse over his actions. The author does
not give a full magama to the spiritual testament of the main character, as in
al-Hariri’s works. Instead, there is a hint of the narrator being guided from *Abii

11 The figure of the trickster can be situated within the su‘litk brigand-poet tradition as
one who lives outside of social norms but maintains direct contact with society, and this
characterization also applies to the protagonists of the magama who choose to live on the
margins of society (Elinson 2005: 16). Numerous studies have analysed the traits of the
trickster, particularly Zakharia (2000), who highlight his subversiveness, as an individual
who seeks to master the human condition rather than be mastered by it (Goodman 1988:
28) where the moral function of the magamat passes through an immoral protagonist.
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Zayd al-Sartiji to learn his art, a possible passing of the torch. In their talks, the
main character teaches about the ethics of stealing. It is a code, something like
what an Arab Robin Hood might live by. He leaves him a message:
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And when I opened it, I found [written] in it ‘T have taught you my study and I am
’Abii al-Zafar the Indian. Beware of harming the weak or the wise. If you have suf-
fered an injustice, be unjust. Save your brother, be him unjust or suffer injustice.
Offer friendship to those you have seen displaying sadness.” At that moment I cried
the most harmful cry for the sight. Everything is decreed and established.

Or similarly:
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And he said, ‘May the hand of the satiated people that have become hungry feed
you, not the hand of the unsatiated people who have become fine. Abandon the
legends and listen to what has been said.
Ask for benefit from the people of the abundance that is old and do not ask
to a boy who savours the taste of abundance since a short time.

The search for redemption ultimately reaches its pinnacle in the poignant scene
of the protagonist’s deathbed. Here, they manifest profound remorse and impart
life wisdom through the medium of poetry. This climactic moment not only con-
fers upon the story a distinct and complete narrative arc but also serves to imbue
it with an implicit moral lesson.

2.5 The traits of al-Nasir b. al-Fattah

The character of al-Nasir b. al Fattah conforms to the classical tradition of the
maqgama. Unlike the portrayal of characters in classical works who suffer from
extreme poverty or starvation, al-Nasir is primarily focused on securing his sur-
vival by seeking financial support, alms, and food from companions, often those
who are wealthy. However, he also has a deep passion for knowledge and the
arts, which drives him to travel long distances to attend cultural events such as
public speeches, poetry readings, and wise discussions. This pursuit often results
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in him returning to a state of poverty, and the cycle continues. Al-Nasir’s love for
literature and art is not for recognition as a literary talent, but rather to experi-
ence the various forms of cultural expression. Though he begs for support, it does
not fully alleviate his financial difficulties. His eagerness to seek out and listen to
famous scholars highlights his contemplative and ecstatic nature, as he himself is
a poet. The narrator’s aesthetic aspirations lead him to attend various rhetorical
productions indiscriminately.

The narrator’s journey is characterised by a sense of fear and a reserved per-
sonality. Despite experiencing various forms of deceit, such as false promises of
aid from the old Indian °Abi al-Zafar in the first magama or the theft of a poem
in another, the narrator refrains from taking legal action or making public accu-
sations out of a perceived fear of being disbelieved. This fear is exemplified in
the eighth magama, where the narrator is beaten, imprisoned, and coerced into
signing documents after being robbed of all his possessions. Despite the injustice
done to him, he only curses the perpetrator but does not report him to the author-
ities. The narrator’s reluctance to intervene or voice his opinions in assemblies
is a reflection of his submissive and cautious demeanour, taken to an extreme
in the twenty-first magama where he witnesses a group of people prostrating
themselves at the feet of a Sufi saint and remains silent despite his apparent
discomfort. The saint’s intervention ultimately convinces the narrator that the
prostrations were not just to the saint but also towards Mecca and the sacred
al-Ka‘ba. These traits highlight the narrator’s naivety and vulnerability, placing
him at the mercy of events. Overall, the narrator’s journey portrays him as a pas-
sive observer rather than an active participant in the events surrounding him. His
fear of being disbelieved and reluctance to speak out suggest a lack of confidence
in his own abilities and a reliance on external factors to shape his experiences.
This passivity is particularly evident in his encounters with deceit and injustice,
where he appears more concerned with avoiding conflict than seeking justice.
These traits contribute to the narrator’s overall vulnerability and highlight the
precarious nature of his journey.

Moreover, the narrator exhibits a profound apprehension towards the day of
judgement. This tendency towards caution is manifested in an excessive degree
of gullibility. The narrator avoids encounters with corruption out of fear of
becoming contaminated and losing his sanctity. Upon discovering the protag-
onist’s immoral behaviour, he swiftly distances himself from them. As he wit-
nesses the corruption in various cities but lacks the means to leave, he portrays
himself as being in a state of immense suffering. It is the religious fear that
prompts the narrator to interpret natural disasters, famines, and floods as acts
of divine retribution. He expresses concern that God may mistakenly punish
him alongside the corrupt inhabitants of the subcontinent. This fear also leads
the narrator to be extremely prudent in avoiding any sinful actions. There is an
element of self-interest in the narrator’s pursuit of salvation, as he refrains from
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attempting to rectify the behaviour of the protagonist or any other individuals
in the subcontinent.

The narrator’s excessive caution is also exemplified in his reluctance to take
legal action against those who have wronged him. This reticence is rooted in
a fear of not being believed and the consequences of confronting those who have
committed injustices. This fear is highlighted in the eighth magama, where the
narrator is beaten, imprisoned, and forced to sign documents after being robbed
of all his possessions. Despite the injustice done to him, he only curses the per-
petrator but does not report him to the authorities. The narrator’s reluctance to
intervene or voice his opinions in assemblies is a reflection of his submissive and
cautious demeanour. This is taken to an extreme in the twenty-first magama,
where he witnesses a group of people prostrating themselves at the feet of a Sufi
saint and remains silent, despite his apparent discomfort. The saint’s intervention
ultimately convinces the narrator that the prostrations were not just to the saint
but the trickster. These traits serve to further highlight the narrator’s naivety and
vulnerability, placing him at the mercy of events.

3 Conclusions

Within the magama, characters, themes, humorous anecdotes, and moral lessons
are intricately interwoven. The interplay between al-Nasir b. al-Fattah and >Abt
al-Zafar al-Hindi, as arguably both heroes of the narrative, creates a dynamic
tension between their respective roles and attributes. The blurred lines between
hero and villain elevate the narrative’s complexity and psychological depth, as
in the classical genre, the portrayal of virtue and corruption create an environ-
ment where traditional roles are challenged. The hero villain’s transformation,
the narrator’s failure as a hero, and the oscillation between the ethical and im-
moral all contribute to a sophisticated narrative structure. The characters are
neither wholly good nor wholly bad but reside in a moral grey area that reflects
the complexities of the character. In this contest the prominence of the journey
motif, both literal and metaphorical, serves as a unifying element that connects
the individual stories and characters. Each journey implicitly contributes to the
growth and transformation of the characters, mirroring their reflection and expe-
rience that are central to the narrative. The protagonist’s shift from villain to hero
is paralleled by the narrator’s journey from idealism to realism.

A formalist method that seeks to define and predict the plot of the magama
falls short in creating a model that could always predict the twist of the narration
of Ba ‘Abbiid’s work, and possibly any magama work. The stories vary greatly,
their unpredictability lending a suspense to each narrative. The text is not uni-
form; variations are the rule, not the exception. As can be seen the functions of
the magama cannot be reduced to just one; there are distinct differences within
the major plot lines that show how the magama was rather a loose plot that ar-
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guably evolved through its repetitions and re-enacting. Many magamat remain
uncategorized and, arguably, defy categorization. It can be posited that this ap-
proach serves as a valuable means to elucidate and interpret specific sections of
the intricate plot within the magama genre, thereby contributing to a more com-
prehensive understanding of its complex narrative structure.

In the pre-modern Arabic magama literature, Ba ‘Abbtid’s work is a clear at-
tempt to breathe new life into the classical genre. This intent follows the innova-
tive contributions of Ibn al-Sayqal al-Gazari and al-Saraqiisti (d. 538/1143), and
notably introduces the fresh theme of travel to India. Unlike figures such as al-Zam-
ahsari, Ibn al-Gawzi (510/ 1116-597/1201), and al-Suyiiti (849/1445-911/1505),
who recast the magama to articulate religious, scholarly and literary tropes, re-
taining only the *isnad of the classical form, Ba ‘Abbiid deliberately digs deep into
the original narrative essence of the magama. His maqama is acutely conscious of
the complexities found in al-Hariri and Ibn Sayqal al-Gazari’s works. His ambition
is not that of arguably simplifying the plot of the magama as arguably pursued
by Nasif al-Yazigi’s (1800-1872) Magma“ al-bahrayn. Ba ‘Abbiid’s magama instead
aligns closely with the classical form while innovating from within, bringing new
life to a revered tradition. Ba ‘Abbtid’s writing adheres to tradition, using the open
narrative structure inherent to the genre, facilitating the construction of free and
imaginative narratives. Ba ‘Abbiid re-enact the predictability of the magama, which
far from a limitation, serves as a key to its poetics, setting an expectation, a frame-
work to deal new themes and discourses. The magama shows its flexibility. While
honouring and interpreting the classical magama, as seen in the works of al-Hariri
and al-Hamadani the author has the liberty to weave various stories and perspec-
tives, aligned with personal interests. Al-Magamat al-hindiyya shows the magama’s
adaptability, its openness to innovation and creative reinterpretation.
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Appendix: Synopses of al-Magamat al-hindiyya

1 The maqama of Siirat

Al-Nagir b. al-Fattah was in Yemen when he heard of the good things in India
and started to desire to go there. He learned that a ship was being prepared to go
there, so he boarded it. The journey was hard and difficult, and al-Nasir feared
for his life, but he eventually arrived and disembarked at the port of Surat. There
he was amazed by the splendour of India and found that his experience was far
better than what he had been led to believe about the subcontinent. He then saw
a garden and approached a guard who was watching its entrance. The guard in-
formed him that this garden was just a small part of the grandiose gardens and
palaces of India. Al-Nasir then continued further into the territory and saw hous-
es in the distance. However, when he arrived, he was surprised to find that there
were shacks and their inhabitants were extremely poor. He regretted to a certain
extent that he had come to India but had no way of finding a solution as he had
no money. A bent and decrepit old man appears, and al-Nasir tells him of his
condition of need. The old man proposes that he follow him and promises to give
him part of his earnings. They travel together, and the elder speaks eloquently
along the way. They arrive at a high castle, where the old man asks to speak with
the minister, claiming to al-Nasir’s surprise that they have brought him a genius
of poetry from Yemen. Al-Nasir realises that the old man is lying but does not
intervene. The courtiers give him money and a robe of honour. The old man gives
him money to give to a courtier and asks him to wait for him at a city gate, where
he will bring him more money and a robe of honour. Al-Nasir waits, but the old
man disappears. He asks about him but receives no answer until a boy appears
and tells him that the old man is not from the area and his name is >Abti al-Zafar.
Al-Nasir understands that he was scammed and feels sorry for himself.

2 The magama of ’Ahmad Nakar

Al-Nasir, who was travelling, had run out of water and was on a road dying of
thirst when a woman passing by appeared. He asked her for water, and she kindly
gave him some. While he was drinking and recovering, a man appeared and ag-
gressively grabbed the woman by her hair. Al-Nasir intervened and asked what was
happening. The man claimed to be the woman’s husband and said he had the right
to treat her like that. The woman agreed but said their marriage was not going well
because her husband did not provide enough money for their expenses, making
their life miserable. The husband complained that he could not do anything about
their financial situation. She asked him to divorce her and allow her to go back to
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her family. Feeling pity for the couple, al-Nasir gave them some money and asked
them to make peace. The couple left, but al-Nasir followed them to make sure noth-
ing else happened. He overheard them revealing that the whole scene was a setup
to get money from him. Al-Nasir confronted the man, who admitted that he did it
because he was desperate and had no other way to survive. Al-Nasir realised that
the man was *Abii al-Zafar and left, feeling disappointed.

3 The magama of Bigafiir

Al-Nasir was with a group of people when he heard about a famous preacher, so
he went to the mosque and sat in the front row. The preacher appeared and began
to address the audience, reminding them of the coming of the day of judgement.
Everyone was moved by his words and gave him abundant donations. Al-Nasir
followed the preacher, and after meeting him was told to wait for him in a certain
place, but he then disappeared. Al-Nasir asked who the preacher was and found
out that it was >Abii al-Zafar, realising that he had been deceived. So he continued
on his journey, and affirmed that he was amazed by the preacher’s beautiful words.

4 The magama of Sukr

Al-Nasir travels a long way and finally arrives at the city of Sukr, but he does not
draw good omens from its name and has a bad disposition towards the city. He
goes to the judge’s office and sees many people arriving. An old man arrives with
a boy, complaining to the judge that the boy has plagiarised some of his composi-
tions. The elder says that such behaviour is extremely serious after all the time he
had dedicated to educating him. The old man recites the offending verses, and the
judge interrogates the boy, who claims he created them for personal inspiration
and did not copy them. The judge tests the two to see if they are both poets by
asking them to recite two specific compositions. Both show that they are talented
poets, so the judge does not know what to do to resolve the matter. He proposes
that they reconcile, but the elder insists that conciliation without justice is not
appropriate as he is convinced of the boy’s bad faith. The judge is unable to issue
a sentence and tries to buy time, then pressed by the old man gives them a thou-
sand dinars, and he asks them to find a conciliation on their own. Al-Nasir fol-
lows them and at the Najd gate of the city, he discovers that it was >Abii al-Zafar
with his son, who amaze him with their poetic prowess, and so he leaves them.

5 The magama of >Ahsan *Abad
Al-Nasir recounts that he was in an extremely difficult condition, as by becoming

the companion of a lion cub, a metaphor for a ruler or powerful person, his con-
dition was reversed, and he found himself in extreme poverty. He was then told
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that if he devoted himself to a saint buried in >Ahsan >Abad, perhaps his condi-
tion would improve, and his wishes would be fulfilled. Al-Nasir made a vow, and
his condition actually improved. So, he went to the tomb of the saint and found
a group of people who had made a pilgrimage to the place on the anniversary
of his birth. Al-Nasir witnessed people from various social strata coming to pay
their respects. Finally, a person who looked almost like a king arrived, and al-Nasir
kissed his hand. In that instant, however, he saw people prostrating themselves to
him and was appalled by what he saw as something exaggerated. The saint noticed
this and told him that the prostration was not directed towards him, but towards
Mecca, and that there was nothing to reproach. The group was then invited to the
saint’s house and his family. They all went to his house and were offered sump-
tuous dishes to eat, while their possessions were placed in another house. But the
man who looked like a king took everything and disappeared into the night. Al-
Nasir followed him and criticised him, but the man justified himself, saying that he
had no other options due to the difficult times. Al-Nasir then returned to the group.

6 The magama of Haydar °Abad

India was struck by a severe famine that lasted for a year, prompting al-Nasir to
embark on a long journey to Haydar >Abad, which he eventually reputed to be
a centre of vice and corruption. Upon arriving, he immediately regretted his deci-
sion to come. However, he soon encountered an old man speaking, and upon ask-
ing about him, he was informed that the man was a madman. Curious, al-Nasir
listened to the old man’s spontaneous sermon, in which he urged the audience to
repent and focus on the day of judgement rather than worldly wealth. The people
asked for more explanations, and the old man shared his life story, explaining
that he was once rich but had fallen into ruin and was now a foreigner with noth-
ing. Moved by his words, the people gave him donations, and the old man prayed
for them, interceding on behalf of the Prophet. Later, al-Nasir followed the old
man into the desert, and the man revealed the true face of >Abii al-Zafar, whom
al-Nasir criticised for lying. >Abti al-Zafar justified himself, saying that he had to
lie to receive alms. Al-Nasir parted ways with him and affirmed that he had been
pleased with his eloquence.

7 The magama of *Arnak *Abad

The Bedouins’ invasion of the valleys forces the nomads to seek refuge in the city
of °Arnak >Abad. Al-Nasir is among them and is now in extreme poverty, with no
money. One day, a thief breaks into his house and grabs him by the shirt, but he
does not know where to take him since he has no money. Meanwhile, he sees an old
man threatening a boy to return his money, but the boy claims he no longer has it.
The old man takes the boy to the city’s governor, complaining about his situation.
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The governor falls in love with the boy, who says he wants to return the money but
needs time. The governor asks the old man to give the boy more time, but the old
man refuses. The governor proposes to punish the boy by making him sleep with
the armies at night, but the old man declines. The governor fears that the old man
may take revenge on the boy, so he proposes to repay him and put the boy in the
service of his army. The old man agrees and leaves. Al-Nasir follows him and sees
him entering his home. Shortly after, the boy arrives and turns out to be the old
man’s son. Al-Nasir criticises him and leaves. When he goes to the governor, he
finds him consumed by a passionate love for the boy. Al-Nasir advises the governor
to draw lessons from the event and seek forgiveness from God.

8 The magama of Burhanbiir

Al-Nasir had an indication for a trade and that he had accumulated an exorbitant
amount of goods to sell that could hardly be transported by a thousand camels.
At the time of the caravan’s departure, however, a man came to him urging him
to postpone the journey to the next day as the stars indicated misfortune and bad
omens. After a debate between the two, the man persuades him to delay the jour-
ney. The next day, the caravan enters through a castle door, but when al-Nasir
arrives, the door closes, and he is not allowed to enter on the pretext that his
camels have not entered the place. The owner of the castle invites his guards to let
al-Nasir enter to verify himself, but once he enters, the dogs are incited against him,
and he is imprisoned. After some time, seeing his great suffering, al-Nasir desires
death. The lord of the castle proposes to free him on the condition that he writes
a document that has the stamp of the judge and the wali affixed, stating that there
is no dispute between the two regarding the disappearance of his camels and pos-
sessions. Al-Nasir accepts the offer. He proceeds to a dome where he finds a dying
man giving delirious speeches. Al-Nasir approaches him, and after urging the man
to fear the day of judgement, the man apologises to him. Al-Nasir asks him why,
and the old man claims that he convinced al-Nasir to delay his departure and that
the castle was leased, and the guards were his own. An astonished al-Nasir refuses
to forgive him and tells him that forgiveness can only be obtained if he returns
his belongings or if he asks his family to pay him a monthly amount. The old man
insists that forgiveness comes only from God and that it cannot be bought. Al-Nasir
asks those present who the old man is and is informed that he is *Abii al-Zafar. Al-
Nasir repents upon hearing this. The old man then leaves as if his being at the end
of his life were a simulation. Al-Nasir regrets the event.

9 The magama of Lahiir

Al-Nasir travels to Lahore and takes a rest under a tree with the Indian soldiers
he is travelling with. Suddenly, a strong tremor is felt in the village and people
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start shouting. Amidst the cries, al-Nasir hears someone say that the sultan of the
country has died, and his sons are preparing for war. The eldest son, with the help
of the minister, conspired to kill his brothers and imprisoned the women and chil-
dren, taking all their wealth. The man has claimed the throne. Al-Nasir follows
this man and discovers that he is a sharif. He meets with him and seeks advice on
what to do in his condition of poverty. The man advises him to enlist in the army
and accumulate wealth. Al-Nasir leaves but returns later to ask the man’s name,
and he is revealed to be *Abii al-Zafar, as mentioned in a poem.

10 The magama of Sihrand

Al-Nasir was travelling with a group from Sihrand who donated to him, and they
stopped under a tree to rest. Later, they were joined by a man who delighted them
with poetry and sophisticated prose. After a while, the man became sad, started
crying and saying, ‘We belong to God, and to Him, we shall return.” The group
asked him the reason for his sadness, and he informed them that he had spent his
life educating a boy in the hope that he could help him in his old age. However,
once the boy reached the pinnacle of his education, he died, and the man had no
money to give him a proper burial. The group was moved by his story and gave
him abundant gifts. The man then left, but al-Nasir followed him. In the desert,
the man saw al-Nasir and asked him why he was following him. Al-Nasir replied
that he wanted to help him bury his dead. The man lowered his pants and revealed
that his penis was the dead man that he would have liked to bury in the body of
a woman that he would marry with the money obtained from the group. Al-Nasir
criticised him, but the man justified himself by advising al-Nasir to do the same,
as there was no alternative in making wealth in the world. They then parted ways.

11 The magama of Tanisir

Al-Nasir is in the company of a group of people when they discuss where to trav-
el, and eventually, they decide to go to Tanisir. While there, the narrator meets
an elderly man and enquires about the life of the military. The old man describes
the military’s life as gruelling and exhausting. Al-Nasir asks to be excused from
providing the group with a road, but they insist on him guiding them. Suddenly,
the weather changes and a storm forces the group to seek shelter at a nearby
shrine. The group is invited to return to the military by a saint at the shrine. Al-
Nasir learns that the saint is >Abii al-Zafar and curses him before leaving.

12 The maqama of Karnal

Al-Nasir is with a group of people who complain about the lack of a patron.
A boy claims to know of a generous patron, and the group follows him to
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Karnal. They are hosted in a mosque overnight, but their guide disappears in
the night taking with him all their belongings. Al-Nasir tries to track down the
guide but is told by an elder that it is futile as >Abta al-Zafar had already been
there and left.

13 The magama of Sahagan >Abad

Al-Nagir recounts a time in India when there was a severe famine. People were
selling their children out of necessity to survive. Al-Nasir passes through a place
where he listens to literary speeches made during intoxication. A heated debate
about poetry ensues, but an elder intervenes and resolves the dispute by provid-
ing an exhaustive list of the authorities in the canons of Arabic poetry. Al-Nasir
asks him who he was, and he sends him to ask a man passing by. He is said that
the elder is °Abii al-Zafar, a Brahmin, but when he tries to return, >Aba al-Zafar
is already gone.

14 The magama of *Akbar °Abad

Al-Nasir tells the story of >Akbar >Abad which was ruled by two rulers who fought
like madmen. Their armies consisted of foreigners. The presence of many soldiers
had made the economic condition of the people difficult. The final battle takes
place, and while one of the two kings tries to reach his woman, he is killed as
punishment for his faction. Al-Nasir, therefore, says that being poor, he goes to
ask for charity. He finds a handsome and learned man travelling with servants
who precede him. Although poor, he had a sum of dinars in his tattered clothes.
Once al-Nasir went to wash himself in a basin, he took off the clothes with the
money. When he returned, he did not find either the clothes or the money or the
people. He tries to catch up with him, but in vain, and is invited to be patient and
informed that it was °Ab al-Zafar.

15 The magama of Bani Bat

Al-Nasir says he is in Pani Pat and meets an old man and asks about the people
of the town. Here he learns that a tax collector had been sent to them, and they
responded by throwing stones at him. The collector cursed them, wishing for
their destruction and all kinds of divine afflictions. His requests were realised, as
a powerful downpour fell on the town that night. The people, therefore, sought
a hermitage to ask for intercession with God. Here, the saint prays for them by
raising his hands, but in reality, the prayer is not for their salvation, but for God
to continue punishing them. Additional calamities fall on the town due to his
prayers. The people rebel against the saint. Al-Nasir discovers that he is *Abii
al-Zafar.
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16 The magama of >’Ahmad *Abad

Al-Nasir goes to a man known to be an expert in hadit and finds an assembly
debating poetry. An old man in rags advances to present his argument in the
discourse. Initially, he is not considered as poor. Once he proves his worth, the
people listen to him carefully in the assembly. The man initially delivers a pare-
netic composition. He laments his poverty, and numerous donations are given to
him. The old man then takes leave, apparently to go on pilgrimage to Mecca and
Medina. Al-Nasir is informed that he is >Abii al-Zafar.

17 The magama of Murad *Abad

Al-Nasir relates that one year there was a great famine that caused a lot of prob-
lems for people’s lives. Even though al-Nasir had some assets at that time, he
pawned all his possessions and sold his jewels to give his people their due sums.
He went to Murad >Abad and found a group of foreigners defined as patricians
who dealt with the linen trade. None of them spoke any language other than
Arabic, so they needed an interpreter for their business, and they found a young
boy for this purpose. When they entered the city, he rented a house for them.
The boy then advised them that their possessions could be in danger due to the
presence of a group of bandits who had clashed with the governor. He suggest-
ed they leave their money with a banker, and they agreed. After two weeks, he
claimed that the banker had been killed and gone bankrupt. The group forgave
him. After a year of the group residing in the city, the boy came with a great
deal of money, claiming that he had borrowed the money for them. However,
the loan was not genuine, as it was from a group of Indians who had lent the
money to the governor for repayment. The boy asked for an extension to return
the money, and after some time, where the boy had often been up at night, he
disappeared with the money. He told the group that he would come back for
them, but he really did not mean to come back. The group realised that the
imposter was *Abti al-Zafar.

18 The magama of Banaris

Al-Nasir travelled with Persians to the city of Banaris and found favourable veg-
etation and took up residence there. A man arrived and advised him to go to
another place, claiming it was much better than the current one. Al-Nasir sold
all his possessions and followed him, hiding the money in part of his clothes.
The man delighted al-Nasir with his talks on literature. But when he reached his
destination, a group of thieves robbed him. The traveller turned out to be their
accomplice, and they left him naked without even clothing. Al-Nasir, invited to
flee, discovered that the man was >Abii al-Zafar.
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19 The magama of Gawnbiir

Al-Nasir is travelling with a group from Mandasiir and once they arrive in the
city, the group goes to reside in the madrasa, while he goes to the emir’s house
to present his panegyric poem and obtain donations. However, when he arrives,
he hears someone else present his poem after having taken away a part of it. The
emir gives him a robe of honour and a beautiful slave, but at that moment, a boy
rises to claim the verses as his own and recites them in full to prove the theft.
The governor does not initially care about the matter, but the old man presses
for justice with a poem. The boy rejects the accusations and composes another
poem, which the governor does not allow to be recited in full. To reconcile the
two parties, he gives them both generous donations. Al-Nasir comes out desolate
as his composition had been abundantly repaid, while he had not received any-
thing. He goes back to the madrasa and finds the old man and the boy with rich
gifts and clothes. Upon closer inspection, he identifies them as people from the
group he had travelled with to Gawnbiir. He asks about them and discovers that
the old man is >Abti al-Zafar and the boy is his son.

20 The magama of Multan

Al-Nasir wishes to lose weight, so he consults numerous doctors, and finally, he
reaches a doctor from Multan. He attends a poetic assembly recommended by
the doctor, where he finds no verses written on the wall complaining about the
patron’s stinginess, except for a text signed by *Abii al-Zafar.

21 The magama of *>Azmir

Al-Nasir is with a group visiting the dream of ’Azmir when they find themselves
flooded by a torrent, so they take refuge in Christian houses. They find a group
arguing with their emir, and al-Nasir follows them. Here he hears a man com-
plaining about being a foreigner who composes beautiful poems. The man notices
him and asks for his name, and al-Nasir tells him. The man, whose name is >Abt
al-Zafar the Indian, asks him to follow him but not to make any question. They go
to the house of a treasury official, where they discuss literature. The rich official
asks *Abii al-Zafar to be his guest, and al-Nasir stays at the house enjoying his
wealth until it is time to part ways. One goes west, and the other goes east.

22 The magama of Kasmir
Al-Nasir declares that he attended the wedding party of Kashmir’s governor with

many other people. During the gathering, the party was presented as extremely
rich with luxurious gold and silver plates and crystal glasses. In the centre of
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the room, there were two extremely handsome boys who were introduced as
the bride’s brothers, implying that the bride had to be very beautiful like them.
Al-Nasir eagerly enquired about the husband, and soon the husband appeared.
His ugliness was evident with dark skin, a pinched nose, squinting eyes, impo-
lite manners, and unkempt hair. The man was invited by the judge to preach
a sermon if he wanted to be married, and he did so. In his speech, he claimed to
be °Abii al-Zafar and stated that he was granted in marriage for a dowry of fifty
thousand dinars. However, screams and commotion could be heard at night, and
rumours circulated that *Abii al-Zafar had taken his wife’s possessions and left. An
expert in genealogy was asked about *Abt al-Zafar, and he warned that he might
be one of the infamous *Abii al-Zafars known for their misdeeds. >Abi al-Zafar
eventually returned, and everyone calmed down. He was questioned about his
sudden departure, and he informed them that his wife had demanded immoral
acts from him on their wedding night. She had made him mount a saddle on
his back and wanted him to carry her naked from one door to another. He did
not want to return, but his love for her had led him to forgive her. The episode
seemed to have resolved for the best, but after three days, >Abii al-Zafar took his
wife, money, possessions, and all valuable things and disappeared. The family
was devastated by the event.

23 The magama of Bankal

Al-Nasir went to Bengal and found a group of emirs dedicated to wine and listen-
ing to poetry at night. The butler mistakenly poured him wine without authori-
zation from the group, and they continued to recite poetry and entertain him all
night. The group dissolved in the morning. Al-Nasir then presented himself to one
of the men as a foreigner to get some alms, and the man took him in and revealed
himself to be *Abii al-Zafar. However, early in the morning, when al-Nasir was
getting ready to pray, he was kicked out of the house. When he asked where the
owner was, he was informed that he did not know, but it was the sultan’s ruling
to close the house before prayer.

24 The maqgadma of Fitn

Al-Nasir heard that the sultan was holding a public audience and decided to at-
tend. While there, he heard a man cite a certain °Abii Tabla as an example of
a good and great ruler. Intrigued, al-Nasir followed the man to the sultan’s seat
where he was confronted by the sultan himself. The sultan was unhappy that the
man had presented examples of other great rulers instead of himself. The man
defended his actions by praising the greatness of Abii Tabla. The sultan was puz-
zled by the man’s comments, as many inhabitants of his kingdom had migrated.
The man justified the migrations as being due to trade or because of bad deeds.
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The sultan became curious about °Abii Tabla and sent the man on an embassy
to meet him with rich gifts. However, on the way, they were stopped by bandits
who stole all the gifts and treasures. The man then wrote to the king, and he
answered by sending the same gifts again. This time, upon reaching Malibar, the
man kept the gifts for himself. Al-Nasir later found out that the man was *Abii
al-Zafar, an Indian.

25 The magama of Quwaliyr

Al-Nasir recounts that he passed through the stronghold of Gwalior and was
greatly impressed. Eager to see his inner self, he gives money to some of the
wali’s servants and obtains the prison clerk’s robe. He enters like this and sees
imprisoned people with long hair and nails like dead people. As he passes, he sees
a man who had recently been imprisoned lowering his face in shame as he passes.
Al-Nagsir raises his face and finds him speaking an extremely refined language.
Al-Nasir spends a lot of time in his company and asks him the cause of his im-
prisonment. The man declares that he was there because, in the court of a caliph,
one of his wives had written that she feared the end of her comfortable life as the
caliph was apparently sterile and not being able to have children, he would have
repudiated her. The man advised her to look for a man who had similar features
to those of the caliph and to have a child with him, to which she declared that she
had thought of him. The woman began to come to him secretly at night. One of
her servants, who always came with her, falls in love with the man. But this was
rejected by the man. So, for revenge, she informed the caliph, who had his wife
crucified and the man beaten. She wanted to have him killed, but the ‘ulama’
only allowed him to be imprisoned. The man, therefore, asks al-Nasir to take
responsibility for him in prison. Al-Nasir agrees, and so at night, he gets himself
released and, in the morning, he gets himself imprisoned again, and they remain
like this for several months. Once, however, al-Nasir, who had been up for many
nights, falls asleep. Thus, the man chains him instead. During the day, al-Nasir
covers himself with his dress so as not to be seen. During the desperate night, he
recites verses from the surah of Hiid, and miraculously, the baraka of this surah
breaks the chains, and he escapes.

26 The magama of Sarang

Al-Nasir travels to Sarang in search of lemons. Upon arriving, he discovers that
the ‘Glam®’, or religious scholars, have become corrupt in the company of the
rulers. He decides to leave and convinces his companions to do the same. How-
ever, as they are leaving the city, they learn that an important preacher has
just entered. Al-Nasir leaves his companions and returns to the city to hear the
sermon. In the mosque, an elderly man ascends the pulpit and delivers a brief
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sermon reminding people of the imminence of doomsday and to do good deeds
to prepare for death. He emphasises that the world is a place of falsehood and
corruption. At the end of the sermon, the people are all in tears. Al-Nasir ap-
proaches the preacher, who says to be *Abi al-Zafar, and then returns to his
companions, leaving the city.

27 The magama of Barah

Al-Nagsir travels with a group to Barah, where they are well received by its inhab-
itants, many of whom are Sayyids. However, there is a group of people who trace
their origins to the Bani "Ummiyya and show hatred for Hasan and Husayn. They
have amassed a great deal of wealth and are corrupt. A man from the Punjab
comes to the city to sell muslin and fine clothes. He recites a poem to the emir,
criticising him for not dealing with this corrupt group. The emir is moved by the
poem and prepares the army to attack them. They clash violently, resulting in
the deaths of their men and the imprisonment of their women and children. The
Sayyids then make a feast and share it with everyone, especially the man from
the Punjab. The man composes a didactic poem, and the Sayyids give him gifts
and many dinars of the Sultan Muhammad Kam Bah$’s mint. Al-Nasir investigates
and learns that the man is °>Abii al-Zafar the Indian.

28 The magama of Sams °Abad

Al-Nasir travels on a donkey to Sams °Abad, and along the way, he meets
a wealthy man who invites him to take part of his wealth. The man takes al-
Nasir to a governor who is looking for a poet and a secretary. The man presents
a boy as the best poet, and after the governor confirms that he is indeed tal-
ented, the boy is hired as a salaried worker. The governor then asks the man to
find a capable secretary, and they have food from his court while they wait. The
next day, the man returns with his son, who has changed his clothes and dyed
his beard, claiming to be a capable secretary. The boy proves to be erudite and
is hired as a secretary. However, the governor later complains that the man’s
poet son did not show up. The man explains that his son was tired and stayed
asleep. Later, the man and his son quarrel, and they go to the governor to re-
solve their dispute. The son complains that his father had become mean to him
after his education had come to fruition and demanded to live at his expense.
The father complains to the governor that the son is not generous with a poem
with obscene allusions. The governor scolds the son for his obscene poem and
gives him a thousand dinars to reconcile with his father. The next morning,
both the man and his son disappear, and al-Nasir realises that they were >Abii
al-Zafar. Fearing that the governor will be angry with him for being in their
company, al-Nasir runs away from the court.



136 Andrea Maria Negri

29 The magama of Nariil

Al-Nasir is on his way to Nariil to buy iron, but he only finds small blacksmiths.
He passes among the beggars and finds literates there and talks to them about
poetry and literature. When he takes his leave, he finds an elder giving advice to
his son about behaving at court, particularly about avoiding speaking more than
necessary. While listening, al-Nasir hears about money that was to be given to
courtiers by iron merchants. He approaches the man and asks to be part of the
deception hatched against the wali. The man accepts as long as he is extremely
obedient. Al-Nasir gives him what he possesses, and they go to the wali. Here,
when questioned about the reason for his coming, the man informs him that he
is fleeing from a group of infidels in the mountains. The wali looks at the boy
and appreciates his great erudition and asks the man to leave his son with him
to educate his children and serve him. The man claims that he is very prepared
but also has flaws, and through a poem, he refers to being passionate about the
wali and falling in love with him exaggeratedly. Many riches and gifts are given
to the man. The man stays up late talking to his son. In the morning he and the
son were gone, al-Nasir finds only a message in which it was written that he was
>Abi al-Zafar.

30 The magama of *Allah °Abad

Al-Nasir visits the governor of *Allah >Abad, who is questioning a traveller for
information. The traveller describes various places he has visited, such as Egypt
for its scholarships, Yemen for the purity of its people’s hearts and refinement
in dress and food, Iran for austerity and harshness, Samawa for handicrafts and
decorations, Zayr >’Abad and China for scientific research, and Iraq. However, he
states that no country is comparable to the one between the two valleys of al-‘Ay-
did and al-Na‘ir, which is distinguished by devotion and virtue. The governor
asks how much time he stayed there, and the traveller replies that his stay was
only four nights. The governor asks if he has brought anything from this place,
and the traveller presents a rag washed in its waters, which he had placed in
the shadow of the sanctuary of al-Farit. He declares, however, that he does not
want to part with it for any reason. The governor persuades him to sell the rag
for a thousand dinars and puts him to live near him. As the traveller was looking
for a servant, al-Nasir introduces himself and remains at his service for a year.
He overhears the traveller talking to the governor one evening, and the traveller
tells him that he has been travelling for ten years without meeting his family.
The governor marvels at the young age of the traveller despite his extremely old
appearance. The traveller then reveals that he had fallen in love with a woman
and spent a huge amount of money on her, only to find her with a peasant kissing
her on the cheek and tickling her hands. The trauma of betrayal turned his hair
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white. The traveller delivers a poem summarising this event, and the ruler gives
him several gifts. At this moment, al-Nasir notices *Abii al-Zafar’s ring and flees
from the house.

31 The magama of Wagin

On the day of *Asura’, al-Nasir is in the presence of the wali of Wagin, who was
mourning the death of Husayn and crying. A man who, however, apparently oppos-
es Shiism, is criticised for appearing at court in this situation. He justifies himself by
presenting his gift of the Persian saviour, and this gift is appreciated. The wali, who
apparently knows him, asks the reason for his return. He asks his son to speak, and
the son writes a poem in which he complains about the hardships suffered during
the journey. In recounting his miseries, he had soaked the carpet with tears. The
wali asks to trade poems with his son. Here, the two begin a long and seemingly
meaningless dialogue, showing their erudition. Then they present several poems in
which they complain about the difficulties of the life of a man of letters. Hence, the
wali, moved by compassion, integrated him into his circle of intellectual interlocu-
tors and dining companions, while additionally entrusting him with the oversight of
mosques, hospices, and madrasas. However, not appreciating the speeches that were
made in the madrasa, he wrote a critical poem and sent it to the governor through
a child. The wali, after reading the angry poem, summons the man. However, the
latter had left, leaving a note on the door saying he was *Abii al-Zafar.

32 The magama of Daqgliir

Al-Nagsir hears about the beautiful women of Dagliir and travels there, where he
meets an extremely eloquent man and befriends him. They live in pleasure, en-
joying his eloquence, and go to a high country where they find the houses empty,
the winds howling, and the dogs howling. An old woman in a doorway mourns
the death of her lords and affirms that death was the work of God. The old man
then takes a coal and writes a long poem on the city gate, summarising the event
and warning whoever comes. The old man urges al-Nasir to leave, but he objects
and claims to be °Abii al-Zafar.

33 The magama of °Adiin

Al-Nagir travels to Adoni to see its beauty and sees the gold-covered mosque.
While he is there, foreign troops enter the territory, and the emir of the country
gathers his soldiers and sends troops to the village, but each troop is defeated.
The foreigner is then tested by his love for an Indian woman and is unable to fight
and plot. People take advantage of his weakness and bring him alive in chains
to the emir. Consumed by passion and pale, he recognizes his faults and that if it
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had not been for this passion, he would have won. The emir takes pity and has
the Indian woman come, and they get married. In the marriage contract, the man
introduces himself as *Abti al-Zafar the Indian and declares that he only brings
words as a dowry. Al-Nagsir leaves.

34 The magama of Kaniir

Al-Nasir goes to the court of Kaniir and becomes a companion of the wali. In
a literary assembly, a man in poor clothes speaks, and the emir initially rejects
him, but the man proves to be eloquent and criticises him for judging him by his
appearance. The man presents a long poem, and the wali embraces him and apol-
ogises. The emir declares that the assembly should last for eight days, and no one
is allowed to enter. On the eighth day, the man becomes part of the administra-
tion of the kingdom and is sent to a place with great armaments and money. He
has the money put inside a ship and fires the men of the emir, declaring himself
to be °Abii al-Zafar. The officials return to the Emir and inform him of his escape.

35 The magama of Zafar >Abad

Al-Nasir declares that he went to Zafar >’Abad when the locusts had eaten the
crops. He rents a house there but finds them all to be ugly. So, he goes to the
mosque and sees an old man reciting poetry. He asks him several questions, and
while he’s praying, he sees a boy who has not joined in the prayer. The man crit-
icises the boy, but he declares himself to be an opponent of al-Nasir’s doctrine,
saying he’s in favour of the Prophet and of the fatwas and sincerity. The old man
criticises him, inviting him to follow the example of the prophet, and the boy
repents and cries. The speech then turns to various issues, including India and
its subdivisions, the types of people, and things that can be found in the subcon-
tinent, especially women. Before leaving, the man had written on an onion or
garlic peel that he was >Abii al-Zafar.

36 The magama of Kanbaya

Al-Nasir declares that he went to the port (bandar) Kanbaya and saw several people
gathering there. He joined the assemblies of his emir while drinking alcohol in the
morning and in the evening. Here, a man seated near the last and the emir asks
who he was. The man replies that he is a traveller and that he has suffered many
difficulties in his travels. He claims to have a woman, but economic difficulties had
forced him to part from her. Having fallen into poverty, he had the appearance of
a shepherd. Then he complained about his condition of poverty and suffering and
the distance from his beloved. The emir offers him one of his women and a lot of
money to lift himself up, but the man refuses for the love of his wife. He reaffirms
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his condition through his poetry, and the emir takes pity on him and gives him
many gifts so that he could embark on his journey to his wife. Al-Nasir asks who he
was, and the man tells him he is *Abii al-Zafar, and they part ways.

37 The magama of Yaranakr

Al-Nasir was with a group of women on the roof of his house, listening to music,
when a man knocked on his door in the middle of the night. Al-Nasir went out to
see who it was and found out that the man was a foreigner. Feeling sorry for him,
al-Nasir offered him food and ate with him, even though he had already eaten.
They placed a tent between themselves, and the women and al-Nasir ordered the
women to sing and play music. They discussed singing and enjoyed music until
they fell asleep. The next day, the man left. Al-Nasir followed the man to Barankar,
where he had heard there were beautiful women. Their plan was to go to a basin
where these women would necessarily have to wash and enjoy their view. How-
ever, when they arrived in the evening, the man shaved off his beard. Al-Nasir
spied on the man and saw that he had put on a Hinduist rosary, a waistband, and
a yellow cloth on his head. He spoke to the women in the language of the Brahmins
and put a red dot on their foreheads and incited them to kneel. In the middle of the
night, al-Nasir approached the man, criticising his apparent conversion. The man
invited al-Nasir to come back the next morning to understand and rejoice. Early the
next morning, he went out with al-Nasir and proclaimed to the women that the re-
ligion they believed in was not propitious for the Day of Judgment and asked them
to convert to Islam. All the women then professed their faith. A passer-by praised
the man, addressing him as °Abii al-Zafar. >Abti al-Zafar then left.

38 The magama of Rasiil Nakr

Al-Nasir travels with an elder of the militia to the fort of Rastil Nakr, where he
finds two factions, one Sunni and the other Imanite. The elder, tired of being cel-
ibate, asks about the possibility of finding a wife. He is informed that Sunnis do
not marry foreigners, even if they are literate. So, the elder goes to the Imanites
and enquires about temporary marriage. The man learns about the procedure
and stipulates a marriage contract in which the exchange that must be obtained
from the contract is ironically underlined. The man writes the contract declaring
himself the vilest of men, >Abti al-Zafar. Al-Nasir then leaves him.

39 The magama of Burig
Al-Nasir rides a lame nag intending to sell it to Buriig. Upon arriving, he finds

a great commotion of people and learns that the daughter of the chief merchant
is getting married to a great ‘alim. Al-Nasir is invited to the wedding and is given
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lavish meals. Then, a man shows up and asks for an ironic dowry of lots of smoke
and mosquito and fly wings. Al-Nasir is allowed to spend the night in the house
of the newlyweds as he was a foreigner. From where he was, he watches the
couple’s night, during which the woman instructs him on Indian sexual positions.
After the night, he leaves, not intending to return. Later, when he goes to their
house, he learns that the man was >Abii al-Zafar and had disappeared.

40 The magama of Barila

Al-Nasir gets drunk one evening and wanders to the city of Barila. Here, he goes
to listen to music at the governor’s court, and there he assists a man with worn
clothes coming forward but is initially rejected. However, after demonstrating his
great erudition and poetic ability, he is appreciated and considered. The emir is
then removed, and his property confiscated. The emir discovers that the cause of
his misfortunes the is *Abti al-Zafar the Indian. They advise bribing *Abii al-Zafar
with a thousand dinars, which are presented to him with verses, and then *Abii
al-Zafar disappears.

41 The magama of Matar

Al-Nasir went to the mosque when he was in great trouble and saw a group of
people wearing wool. A man came to him and offered to help him get out of his
difficult situation. Al-Nasir accepted the offer and that night, the man tied a can-
dle to a tortoise and brought it into a house using a rope. They peered through
a hole in the door and saw a room filled with wealth and clothes. Al-Nasir went
inside and stole everything that he saw. They used the stolen wealth for a while
until they feared they would run out of money. Later, the man saw an emir with
a large chest of money and asked al-Nasir to stay in a particular place while he
stole the money. After three days, the man returned with sacks of gold that he
could barely carry. He told al-Nasir that he had managed to get hired among the
guards protecting the chest, and when they slept at night, he had buried the chest
and stolen the money. When the emir realised that the chest was missing, he an-
grily questioned everyone but could not find it. The man dug up the chest after
everyone had left and took the money. Al-Nasir and the man stayed together for
a while, and the man eventually sent al-Nasir to buy some cucumbers, giving him
a dinar. When al-Nasir returned, he found a note with a seal. When he opened it,
he found out that the man was °Abii al-Zafar and that he had taught him his art
but not to steal from the weak and wise, but only from the oppressor and to help
those in need.
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42 The magama of Razfiir

Al-Nasir was with a group of Manqaliir on the island of Razfiir, and they stopped
at the house of a drum’s seller. When they arrived, he gave the seller a sum of
money and agreed to help him. Then, a black man approached them and ad-
dressed the seller as >Abii al-Zafar. >Abii al-Zafar lamented that he had been care-
less in his life and regretted it. The black man asked him about his experiences
in India, and *Abt al-Zafar presented a long list of both pleasant and unpleasant
things he had seen there. The black man then asked Abii al-Zafar for some ad-
vice, and he advised him to be careful and to fear death and to fear the day of
judgement.

43 The magama of Barar

Al-Nasir enters Barar after an important Indian man had died there. His people
had arranged for him to be burned together with his still-living wife. As everything
was ready for the stake, a man on horseback arrived and took the woman away.
People tried to reach her but failed, and the corpse was left unattended and torn
apart by wild beasts. Al-Nasir travels for twelve years until he sees a group of
people running towards a nearby city and follows them. Inside the city, he sees
a shabbily dressed man surrounded by his five children who calls him by name.
The man turns out to be *Abii al-Zafar, and he informs al-Nasir that the children
are his, born to the woman who was saved from the stake. >Abii al-Zafar invites
al-Nasir to his home, where his wife has prepared a meal. Al-Nasir talks to the
woman and finds her beautiful and eloquent, and he discovers that she had con-
verted to Islam. Al-Nasir stays at their home for a few days, treated well by *Abti
al-Zafar and his wife, and then leaves, with no doubts about the truth of the story.

44 The magama of Naginah

Al-Nasir desired to visit Naginah but the journey was arduous. When he finally
arrived, he toured the area before entering the palace of the ruler, where he dis-
covered people dancing and singing. A stunning young woman caught his eye,
and al-Nasir fell in love with her. He wondered how he could meet her again.
Soon after, some locals informed the governor that they had found a man badly
beaten and left in a ditch. The governor ordered him to be treated, and when
he had recovered, he was taken to see the governor. The man agreed to tell the
governor what happened only if he was not punished for it. The governor agreed
to this condition. The man revealed that he knew of a group that gathered in the
nights of al-gadir at the house of their leader. The group mingled together in what
seemed to be an orgy in the night, with no precautions taken against incestuous
relationships. The man had joined in, but when it came time to choose a partner,
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in the darkness he accidentally chose an elderly woman and thus left her to pick
another one. The old woman understood that he was not part of their group. She
shouted and alarmed the group which beat him and threw him into a manure
heap, nearly killing him. Upon hearing this, al-Nasir declared that he no longer
wanted to visit the city.

45 The magama of Kaliyan

Al-Nasir declares that he is in need and decides to go to Kaliyan, which has the
reputation of having a generous emir. As he approaches the city, he comes across
a man in shackles who asks for his help. Al-Nagsir is initially hesitant, fearing that
he might anger the person who had put the shackles on the man. However, he is
reassured that the person responsible for the shackles is no longer around, so he
decides to free the man. The man then offers to accompany al-Nasir to the emir
of Kaliyan, claiming to be a friend of his and saying that he can help him. The
man also tells al-Nasir that people in India often fail to recognize truly talented
individuals, and he intends to present him as a great scholar. When they reach
the emir, he recognizes the man as a friend and listens to his presentation of al-
Nasir as an extremely erudite individual who excels in all branches of science, in-
cluding grammar, literature, and astronomy. The emir is impressed by al-Nasir’s
knowledge and does not notice that he is not particularly excellent in these fields.
He thanks the man, whom he calls >Abii al-Zafar and raises him to a higher posi-
tion in his court. The emir then gives al-Nasir a large sum of money, enough to
sustain him for the rest of his life. Al-Nasir affirms that he spent all the money on
the adversities he faced in his life.

46 The magama of Mursid °Abad

Al-Nasir affirms to have witnessed rare events in India that were worth writing
about in gold ink. He recounted that once he was travelling with two men who
had a dog that had a silver collar. Unfortunately, the dog fell ill and died. The son
was heartbroken and did not want to discard the dog’s body at the market. So, the
father proposed a plan to make wealth from the dog’s death. They put the dog’s
carcass in a box and covered it. Then they took it to the market and began to cry
loudly. People gathered around the box, thinking it was the body of a saint, and
began to pray. Emirs and rulers arrived, and the crowd grew so large that a dome
was built on the spot for the ‘saint’s’ burial. People came from far and wide to
offer gifts and ask for intercession, and their wishes were often granted. Al-Nasir
stayed with them for two years before leaving to visit his wife and children. Ten
years later, he returned to find the place deserted. He learned that *Abii al-Za-
far and his son had quarrelled over the division of the alms and revealed that
a dog was buried in the tomb. A man had heard their discourse and informed the
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Judge. The judge and the wali ordered the place destroyed and had the two men
tortured and chained. After a while, the two men managed to escape from prison.

47 The magama of Haqli Bandar

Al-Nasir says to have travelled with merchants to Haqli Bandar, where he saw
a man marching ahead of him with trumpets, accompanied by about a hundred
notables on foot. When he asks, he learns that the man is Birzadah, who people
venerate as a deity, kissing the ground where he passes and exaggerating in their
praise. People accepted his religious claims as legitimate, even when they were
not. Al-Nasir leaves, but later, Birzadah returns and takes their children prison-
er, robbing their houses. Al-Nasir is astonished by what he sees and learns from
a man that things could be worse. The man hesitates to share more out of fear of
being reported to a housekeeper, but al-Nasir reassures him. The man then shares
that in his group, people dress in hirga habit, with men dressing in public and
women in private. When they come in to change, Birzadah hangs up some trou-
sers and asks the women to lower the trousers. If they comply, he has intercourse
with them. If they show fear or impatience, he claims he meant to lower the trou-
sers that were hanging, and he also uses this trick with boys. Al-Nasir investigates
and discovers that the man is >Abi al-Zafar. Al-Nasir then leaves.

48 The magama of Gunnir

Al-Nasir is with a group of Malir who go to Gunnir. When they arrive, they find
the governor intent on talking to a man who asks him to bring his son to the
court of the palace so that he could investigate matters relating to literature with
him. The boy comes to court and is examined with several questions of literature
and jurisprudence, answering in poetry. The emir is convinced of his distinction.
Thus begins a literary assembly where people drink and compose poetry and joke
with the butler. Eventually, the boy is revealed to be the son of *Abii al-Zafar the
Indian. Al-Nasir leaves.

49 The magama of al-Sanqamar

Al-Nasir is travelling with a group of notables on a particularly tiring journey.
A Persian ruler appears, and al-Nasir visits his tent. The ruler expresses sadness
at being far from his birthplace and a doctor advises him to find relief watching
nature, water and beautiful faces. The Persian comments that India abounds in
beautiful landscapes and nature but lacks beautiful faces. He learns of a nearby
dome crowded with people and goes there hoping to meet beautiful faces and
good spirits but is disappointed. A man named °Abt al-Zafar entertains him with
poetry and summarises his condition in a poem. The ruler gives him a large sum
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of money. The ruler later learns that the enemy has blocked his way back and is
saddened. They discuss what to do in poetry and then decide to attack the enemy.
They attack and they miraculously overcome the enemy. The ruler acknowledges
that >Abii al-Zafar’s advice was right and gives him further gifts. Al-Nasir leaves,
emphasising that the victory happened by divine grace as he caused hail to fall
on the earth.

50 The magama of Siyalkiit

Al-Nasir hears that >Abii al-Zafar is dying and visits him finding him in the com-
pany of doctors and men of letters. >Abii al-Zafar spends his last breaths urging
the group to repentance and to fear the day of judgement and death. He advises
being ethical in stealing and begging and utters various poems taking his leave
with his family and al-Nasir before passing away. Al-Nasir claims that this is the
last thing he saw and learned from °Abii al-Zafar and concludes the writing by
blessing the Prophet and his followers.
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