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ON THE PROBLEM OF ACCEPTANCE OF THE MAQAMA IN
ARABIC LITERATURE

by RINA DRORY

[Hebrew article: 51-62]

When The Maqamat genre first appeared in Arabic stages of crystallization. Together with this process a
literature in the fourth century A.H. (the tenth century somewhat normative poetics was developed which
A.D.), the canonized Arabic literary system was in its last functioned as the established ideology of the literary
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that Abi Zayd as-Saruji, al-Hariri’s protagonist, was a
“real” person whom al-Hariri met in the mosque of Banii
Haram in Basra. This meeting led al-Hariri to introduce
him into his Maqamat. An analysis of the different
versions of this tradition reveals that all the biographical
material which they contain is taken from al-Hariri’s
Maqa'ma't (mainly from the forty-eighth Maqama), and
not vice versa. The invention of this biography is an
attempt to turn a fictional character into a historical one.
Abii Zayd could be accepted by the established literaty
system only after his historical character was proven. A
biography of a later period (by Ibn Kathir) confirms that
in an early stage there were differences of opinion
regarding Abi Zayd’s ‘“historical” existence. These
arguments denote a period in which an effort was made
for the Maqamat to conform to the norms of established
literature.

3. The ascription of al-Hariri’s Magamat to Magrebi
origin. In biographies of al-Hariri there is also another
tradition, which ascribes the origin of his Maqamat to an
unknown writer from the Magreb whose writings reached
al-Hariri who then attributed them to himself. This
tradition is an example of the canonized system’s attitude
towards the new poetic principles which were alien to its
views. What is expressed here is the semiotic opposition of
“belonging to the system”, “being structured according to
its principles” vs. “‘being alien to the system”, “not being
structured according to its principles”, and therefore being
“unorganized” and ‘‘chaotic“. The literary center in
Baghdad viwed the Maqamat as originating in a marginal

region, where central literary norms were not imposed
and therefore it did not consider itself responsible for the
“non poetic* character of the Magqamat.

These arguments, together with declarations on the
didactic purposes of the Maqamat, were used in order to
disguise its new revolutionary poetics. They aimed at
presenting the poetics of the Magama as complying with
the established poetics of the literary system.

The acceptance of the Magamat by the established
system involved a process which disguised its fictional
characteristics. In consequence, the Maqgamat writers
focused on characteristics of style and language, which
took precedence over those of fictionality. The framework
of the plot — a remnant of the fictitious world — was
transferred into a set of “plot conjunctions” whose main
purpose was to present diversified information intended
for the readers erudition.

The Maqamat, as a new literary genre presenting a new
poetics could have changed the relations between the
components of the system while at the same time gaining a
major position within it and determining a new set of
relations. This possibility was not effected. Rather, the
Maqamat’s success in entering the center of the canonized
system was due to its compliance with existing
interrelations of the system, and with the old poetics. In
consequence, the Maqamat rapidly lost ground and in
spite of its great success and its influence over the
dynamics of the system, it brought upon itself a fairly
minor position within that system.





