AN UNKNOWN POEM BY AVICENNA

ISTVAN ORMOS

Over a period of time, a number of private collections has been acquired
by the Oriental Collection of the Library of the Hungarian Academy of
Sciences, either through purchase or by donation. By far the most important
and interesting of these is the Kaufmann Collection, ' brought together with
excellent taste by David Kaufmann.?Following both his and his wife’s
untimely death, his mother-indaw donated it to the Library of the Hungarian
Academy of Sciences in 1905. In addition to numerous excellent and highly
valuable Hebrew manuscripts and printed books, the Kaufmann Collection
contains about six hundred manuscripts and manuscript fragments from the
Ezra Synagogue in Old Cairo, and this latter part of the Collection is usually
referred to as the Kaufmann Geniza. ®

Ahmad ibn Tulin, who ruled Egypt from 868 until 884, ordered Michael,
the Coptic Patriarch, to paya contribution of 20,000 dinars to the military
expenses of the state. In order to be able to raise such an enormous amount
of money, the Patriarch was forced to sell off immovable properties owned
by the church: mortmains (wagf), for example, and a landed estate in
Ethiopian possession; this is also why the Church of Saint Michael in Fustat,
which according to contemporary descriptions, stood in the vicinity of the
MuCallaga Church, passed into Jewish hands. This took place in 882. The
church was soon transformed into a synagogue and has been in use ever since
under the name of the Ezra Synagogue. 4 Modern visitors to the synagogue
are shown the traditional site inits vicinity where Pharaoh’s daughter found
the child Moses in the reeds on the bank of the Nile.

It was from the geniza of this synagogue (this is the name of the room
where impaired scrolls, and writings containing the name of God, are stored
until they can be buried to ensure they are not defiled) that perhaps the
most important manuscript find of the last few centuries came to light:
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towards the end of the last century, about 250,000 manuscripts and
manuscript fragments passed from here into various collections around the
world. Roughly half of this material is kept at Cambridge, while the rest is
scattered all over the world in libraries from Cairo to Leningrad and from
New York to Strasbourg. * David Kaufmann acquired about 600 items.

The importance of the documents found in the geniza can hardly be over-
estimated: in addition to important writings pertaining to the Old Testament
and the history of Judaism, they contain, amongst other things, private letters,
bills, contracts, book-lists, poems, and works dealing with grammar, philo-
sophy, medicine and mathematics, as well as amulets. The earliest known
example of Jewish musical notation was discovered in the geniza material,
too. The language of the manuscripts is mainly Hebrew. However, numerous
writings in Aramaic, Syriac, Coptic and Greek are to be found among them,
and a laige number of documents is in Arabic but written in Hebrew
characters; these latter texts are extremely important, not only in terms of
their content, but also as regards research into the history of the Arabic
language. ’ It is not clear according to what principles the material in the
Cairo geniza was brought together: some think that these writings were flung
haphazardly into the geniza and it was merely by chance that the entire ma-
terial was not destroyed. Others, however, think that the geniza was, in fact,
nothing less than the archives of an important commercial and cultural centre
where documents regarded as important were kept. In any case, were in not
for the arid climate of Egypt, the geniza material would certainly not have
come down to us, but would have long since disintegrated,

Not long ago, when I examined the material of the Kaufmann Geniza, Ms.
205 fell into my hands; its envelope contained a mackle bearing the following
remark, in Goldziher’s characteristic handwriting: “Poems by Ibn Sina, §ihab
al-Suhrawardi and others (in Jewish characters)”. The material upon which
the manuscript is written is paper, its size is 13.5 x 17.5 cm, and it is paginated
in pencil: 205 a-d. Obviously, the person paginating the manuscript must have
been ignorant of Hebrew, because he paginated it upside down and in the
wrong direction. Generally speaking, the manuscript is in good condition. The
text is written in ink, which has become brown in the course of time, and the
paper itself has acquired a brownish hue. The manuscript shows traces of
three former folds one vertical and two horizontal, along which the text is
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slightly damaged.

On page 3 of the manuscript is a poem by Sihab al-Din al-Suhrawardi in
fine, quadratic writing and on the last page there is a poem of 5 lines by
Avicenna in the same writing. There are short poems and doxologies in a
different hand on pages 1 and 2, as well as below the poem by Avicenna on
page 4. This quadratic script is smaller in size, less beautiful, rather careless
and written in a different ink. While the poems by Suhrawardi and Avicenna
are in one column, these latter short poems and doxologies are arranged in
two. On page 3 below the poem by Suhrawardi in the left corner there is a
remark of four lines in a third script. I could not find any connection
between the various parts of the manuscript. One could add that, in view of
the condition of the present folding line, it seems probable that the present
state is secondary; originally the mianuscript may have been folded in just the
opposite way and then the poem by Suhrawardi may have been on page 1 and
the one by Avicenna on page 2.

*In all probability, our manuscript dates from the second half of the 12th
century. This can be deduced by the fact that the style of the fine quadratic
writing in which the poems by both Suhrawardl and Avicenna are written is
completely identical to the type of writing in which the autographed letter
by Maimonides is written which has been published by Scheiber under
signature No. 123a. * The two writings evidently come from different people,
but the shape of nearly every letter is.identical. Consequently, we may state
with great probability that they come from the same period. The two other
writings in our manuscript are later than the first, because it is clear that they
were used to fill the empty space left after the first two poems by Suhrawardi
and Avicenna were finished.

The Avicenna poem in question is written in a fine, quadratic Hebrew
script. It gives the Arabic text in a true, literal transliteration. However, in
view of the fact that the phonemic system of Arabic is richer in consonants
than that of Hebrew, it also employs letters with diacritical marks:

(e.g, w-X¥ ; B v)
Diacritical marks, however, are not always used, and consequently the text
was meant for people with absolute command of the language. (Contemporary
Arabic manuscripts frequently omit diacritical marks) The coupling of
sounds and letters of identical origin and pronunciation serves as basis for
transliteration (e.g., <=3 ; & — T ). Should,however, origin and
actual pronunciation differ greatly, then thé latter will overrule the former
.8, #g—=2 ; g — A ). Hamza is never indicated but its carrier
appears in each case. One ligature appears in two varieties: kand J for



7N . Hebrew vowel punctuation is not employed, whereas damma appear$
at the end of each line in order to indicate the vowel of the rhyme. In one
.case, the nunation ending -in is indicated by two kastas, and, in another,
'the similar ending «n is indicated by two fathas and an dlef, respectively,
whereas in two other cases the latter is indicated by alefs only. In one case
madda appears: RN for  “B!  Xadda is met with, too,while
ta’ marbiita invariably appearsas 71 without diacritical marks.

The poem is in k@mil metre. Each verse consists of two hemistichs. Each
hemistich comprises three feet, with the exception of the third verse, the first
hemistich of which consists of two feet only; this lack, however, is balanced
effectively by the parallelismus membrorum. Various irregularities occur in
the feet: idmar, habn, qat®, tarfil. In two places the kasra of the genitive is
replaced by damma under the constraint of the rhyme:
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Here is the text of the poem in Hebrew script:

XyD)2 2Sy ax ok T
My A5k >sH

> 1K "D DY T3 OV FaF
Shor MR ]m-u& N 32p
Ak sk ToRn Ry
Zomenk norOD oy
RWOp TOXN \5“13531
2%5M Mop Tox> Kok
OV ‘\33‘3‘15’ W NV TP
A3 55 55 o
XONRS RODP ]xk ERIGRE R

Sy ok axSel r"\Sw P TI¥aR
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Here follows the text of the poem in transliteration:
li-1-¥ayh al-ra’is Abii Ali ibn Sina radiya Llihu ®anhu
3h®" Cala gasad™ muCaffar fi1-tard fi qabdat! l-arkan! anta asir®
al-nar" ta’hudu guz’aha wa-tara l-hawa’ yamtassu minka latafat? Ita’tir"
wal-ard” taljudu qistahd wad-ma™ ya’hudu gismahu wa-yagiru
wala-qad ®adalta ®an' 1-1ifiq' wa Carrasi

wa-saraw bilayl™ waJ-dali" habir"
fala-in Carafta 1an? qist®™ hamis®"

absarta min dalaf' 1 zalam il 1-niir®

Here is an English translation of the text of the poem:

Oh, alas for the body mouldering in the earth!

You are a prisoner in the hands of the elements!
Fire takes its part away, the rich air draws the fine influence out of you.
— Earth, too, takes its portion away, water, too, takes its allotted part and

oozes away.

You have already parted company with your comrades; they alighted for a
night-rest, but travelled on in the night with an experienced guide,
— Andifyou,groping in the dark, knew a fifth component, you would behold
the light!

I
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A number of poems in Arabic and Persian are in circulation under the
name of Avicenna. ° Most scholars share the opinion that at least some, if not
all of them, are apocryphal *°, whereas others maintain that even “some of
the famous quatrains of “Umar Khayyam are really his; and were introduced
into the collection of “Umar by anthologists.” !

The above poem does not appear in editions of Avicenna’s poetry. *? It
seems difficult to exclude Avicenna’s authorship, but it seems just as
impossible to prove it beyond doubt. In our opinion, nothing in this poem is
inconsistent with Avicenna’s ideas as they are known to us: the four elements
— wellknown from antique and mediaeval medicine — constitute the centre
of the poem; they were dealt with extensively by Avicenna in his Canon and
elsewhere, '* a fact that seems to support Avicenna’s authorship. In any case,
our playful poem, which is pervaded by a feeling of sadness about the
ephemeral nature of human life, and by a touch of mysticism, comes from a
person in whose system of ideas this scientific concept played a central role.
This person may well have been Avicenna.,

NOTES

1. Max Weisz, Katalog der hebriischen Handschriften und Biicher in der
Bibliothek des Prof. Dr. D. Kaufmann, Frankfurt am Main 1906,

2. F. Rosenthal, “David Kaufmann. Biographie , Gedenkbuch zur
Erinnerung an David Kaufmann, ed. Dr. M. Brann, Dr. F. Rosenthal.
Breslau, 1900, pp. idvi.

3. Samuel Lowinger, Alexander Scheiber, Stephen Hahn, “Fragments of
the Cairo Genizah in Hungary, Genizah Publications in Memory of Prof.
Dr. David Kaufmann. ed. Samuel Lowinger, Alexander Scheiber.
Budapest, 1949, pp. viii-xv.; M. S. Lowinger, "Report on the Hebrew
Mss in Hungary with special regard to the Hungarian fragments of the
Cairo Genizah, Actes di XXI¢ Congrés International des Orientalistes
Paris 2331 Juillet 1948, Paris, 1949, pp. 117—123.

4. Paul E. Kahle, The Cairo Geniza, London 1947, pp. 1-35.

5. Shaul Shaked, A Tentative Bibliography of Geniza Documents, Paris —
The Hague 1964, pp. 23—24.; Kahle, op. cit., pp. 1-35.

140



10.

11,

12.

13.

3

Weisz, op. cit., XVII. Genizah-Stiicke, Nos A 592—594, pp. 183—184.

Joshua Blau, “Das frithe Neuarabisch in mittelarabischen Texten and
‘Arabische Handschriften in hebriischer Schrift’, Grundriss der
Arabischen Philologie. Band I: Sprachwissenschaft. ed, Wolfdietrich
Fischer, Wiesbaden, 1982, pp. 96109, 303—305.

Alexander Scheiber, Ein unbekannter Brief M ses Maimunis und ein
Lobgedicht zu Ehren Abraham Maimunis”, Acta Orient. Hung, xviii
1965, pp. 359371 (= Geniza Studies. Hildesheim 1981, pp. 195-207).

Karl Brockelmann, Geschichte der arabischen Litteratur. Leiden
1937-1949, G 1 p. 458, S I p. 828.; Georges C. Anawati, Essai de
Bibliographie Avicennienne, Le Caire, 1950, pp. 121-122 (No. 50).;
Yahya Mahdavi, Bibliographie d'Ibn Sina. Tehran 1954, p. 39 (No. 29).
Cf. also Edward G. Browne, A Literary History of Persiaz. London
1906—1924, vol II, pp. 108—111.; Ahmad Hamed el-Sarraf, 'L oeuvre
littéraire arabe et persane d'Avicenne”, Millénaire d’ Avicenne, Congrés
de Bagdad 20—28 Mars 1952, Le Caire, 1952, pp. 98—104.

Father Anawati’s letter cited in Henri Jahier, Abdelkader Noureddine,
Anthologie de textes poétiques attribués & Avicenne, Alger 1960, p. 8.

Soheil M. Afnan, Avicenna, His Life and His Works, London 1958, pp.
82,244,

H. Ethé, Avicenna als persischer Lyriker in Nachrichten von der K.
Gesellschaft der Wissenschaften und der Georg-Augusts-Universitit aus
dem Jahre 1875. Gottingen 1875, pp. 555—567.; Ibn AbT Usaybi‘a
Kitab  “wyiin  alanba’ fr rabaqat al-qtibba’ . Ed. Imr al-Qays 1bn
al-Tahhan = August Miiller. Cairo 1882, vol. II,pp.2-20.; Ibn Sina,
Mantiq al-malriqiyin we-l-qasida al-muzdawiga fi lomantiq.  Cairo
1910, pp. kbdz, 1-18,; M. Serefeddin Yaltakaya, “fbni Sina” mn
basimanug giirleri in Biyik Tirk Filozof ve Tib Ustadi Ibni Sina
sasiyeti ve eserleri hakkinda tetkikler. Istanbul 1937, pp. 40—51.
Avicenne, Poéme de la médecine. Ed. Henri Jahier, Abdelkader
Noureddine. Paris 1956., Henr Jahier, Abdelkader Noureddine,
Anthologie de textes poétiques attribués & Avicenne. Alger 1960.

Ibn Sina, al-Qaniin fi I4ibb. Bulaq 1294, vol. I, pp. 5-6. Cf. 1. Ormos,

"A key factor inAvicenna’s theory of phonation.” Acta Orient. Hung.

1x 1986, pp. 283—292.

141



