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N AN INVITATION TO DINNER
FOR ABU NUWAS AND HIS FRIENDS:
AN EARLY TEXTUAL WITNESS ON PAPYRUS
(YALE P. CTYBR INV. 2597(A))

Mark Muehlhaeusler

The American University in Cairo

This article is a small contribution to the work done at Yale to re-image select papyri, and to promote
the papyrus collection as a whole. It focuses on a single literary papyrus, P. CtYBR inv. 2597(A),
which contains parts of an anecdote that involves the poetess ‘Inan, as hostess of a literary salon,
and several of her guests, including Abii Nuwas. The same anecdote has been preserved in several
later anthologies, which are known only from relatively late manuscript copies. While the papyrus
contains some interesting (and hitherto unknown) variants, the principal interest of this witness lies
in its antiquity. While no precise date can be assigned to the papyrus, it can certainly be regarded
as near-contemporary with the authors of the earliest anthologies which contain the text, though
perhaps not with the protagonists of the event described in the text itself.

A. INTRODUCTION

The Beinecke Rare Book & Manuscript Library at Yale contains, among other treasures, a rich
collection of Arabic papyri. Not many of these have been published, but short descriptions and
images of the collection are available online.! Efforts have now begun at Yale to re-image select
Arabic papyri, and to promote the use of the collection as a whole.

A papyrus in this collection (P. CtYBR inv. 2597(A)) contains the text of a literary anecdote
(Fig. 1). The text of the papyrus is incomplete, but the anecdote has been preserved in several
later sources.

The anecdote can be summed up as follows: A group of poets meets in Baghdad at midday.
The list of attendees varies in the later sources, but all sources agree that the group includes
Ibn Razin (2nd—3rd/8th-9th century),> Aba Nuwas (d. between 198/813 and 200/815) (Wagner

1 <beinecke.library.yale.edu/collections/highlights/papyrus-collection-database>. I would like to thank Tasha
Dobbin-Bennett at Yale for bringing the newly imaged papyri to my attention, and gratefully acknowledge the help
of Adam Talib, of AUC, in revising the translation below. My thanks are also due to the anonymous reviewers of
this article for their helpful comments and suggestions.

2 Dawid b. Razin, said to be a contemporary of Abti Nuwas and rawi of Bassar b. Burd (d. ¢.168/784-785; see
Blachére 1960), thus also in al-Hatib al-Bagdadi, Ta rih Bagdad VIII, 359.
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1960; see also Kennedy 2005), al-Hal1® (d. ¢.250/864) (Pellat 1971), al-Raqast (d. ¢.200/815)
(Stern 1960; also Kennedy 1998), the slavegirl-poetess ‘Inan (d. 226/841),’ and two otherwise
unknown poets by the name of al-Warraq, and Ibn al-Hayyat.* Someone asks where they will
meet that evening, and ‘Inan suggests a poetry contest. Each poet then takes his turn to issue an
“invitation” in verse to the group. In most versions ‘Inan is the arbiter, and settles the matter not
by choosing a winner, but by inviting the group to stay with her. The event would have taken
place in Baghdad around the turn of the ninth century cE, because two of its protagonists, Abil
Nuwas and al-Raqasi, died around 815 ck.

The text of the anecdote in the Van Vloten edition of Pseudo-Gahiz’s K. al-mahdasin wa-I-
addad is provided in full as an appendix to this article, in order to facilitate a comparison with
the content of the papyrus fragment.

B. THE PAPYRUS

p. CtveR inv. 2597
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Figure I P.CtYBR inv. 2597(A). Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University.

Description

Single sheet of light brown papyrus; circa 17 x 18 cm; Left, right and bottom edges are intact,
but the top part of the sheet, with at least two additional lines of text, is lost; Two rows of
lacunae run vertically through the document, at circa 5 cm from the left edge, and circa 7 cm

3 Bencheikh 1971 her entry in K. al-Agant (al-Isfahani B XXVII: 9218-9230); see also Caswell 2011: 56-81,
for her biography, and translations of her poetry into English.

4 Not Khalifah ibn Hayyat, d. 240/854, traditionist and historian of Basrah (Zakkar 1971; Dahabi XI: 472-474);
nor of course Ibn al-Hayyat al-Dimasqi, who died 517/1123; see Ibn Hallikan I: 145-147.
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from the right edge (indicating a fold); Twelve lines of text in black ink; Height of alif between
8 and 12 mm; Verso blank.’

The provenance of the papyrus is unknown, but it is likely that the piece hails from Egypt,
like the vast majority of Arabic papyri. It was given to the Beinecke Library at Yale, as part of
a donation by Hans P. Kraus, in December 1965.¢

The papyrus does not contain any direct evidence that would allow us to date it with preci-
sion. That said, the earliest and latest recorded explicit dates for Arabic papyri are generally
given as 22/643 and 480/1086, respectively (Sijpesteijn 2009: 452—472; in particular, 467,
n. 6). The style of the script does not appear to be particularly archaic, though it displays
some conservative features. For example, medial/final alifis written throughout with a separate
stroke extending below the line, while kaf and ‘ayn are extended horizontally (1. 12). The
“baseline” appears to be rather flat, and the script angle is mostly upright at about 90 degrees
(cf. Grob 2010: 166-168). Assigning dates to Arabic papyri is of course highly problematic
(Grob 2010: 3-7), but perhaps one can tentatively ascribe the papyrus to the middle of the
ninth to the middle of the tenth century ck. In other words, the fragment may have been created
during the lifetime of some protagonists of the anecdote which it contains, or within a genera-
tion after their death.

Text
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5 Images are available online at: <brbl-legacy.library.yale.edu/papyrus/oneSET.asp?pid=2597(A)>.

6 Though not a specialist in antiquities, Kraus repeatedly offered papyri for sale. One lot was purchased for Yale
by Edwin J. Beinecke in 1961; a sales catalogue for an additional lot was published in 1964. There is no indi-
cation of the sources from which Kraus acquired the papyri in his autobiography, in which Kraus describes his
acquaintance and dealings with Beinecke (Kraus 1979: 295 ff.).
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Notes

1. 1 only traces remain of a letter in the middle of this line; the text given here is that found in all
other sources. — 1. 2 traces remain of ya ' (nadamaya), and mim (musasakum) — 1. 3 first three words
are faded; nakaltu without top bar on kdf; there is a circle to mark the end of the verse — 1. 4 after
qala, there is clearly an alif; the following letters, containing the name of a poet, are lost due to a
lacuna, with the exception of the last letter. Just above the lacuna, one can see the traces of an alif,
preceded by a single dot; the last letter appears like a ya’, where the received text(s) require the tail
of a final sin: was the name of al-Raqasi inserted here (by mistake?) — 1. 5 there are three lacunae
in this line; only faint traces remain of bal; the first two letters of tigati are lost, as are the last two
letters in hayatt; the words after gimii are illegible, or party lost; ‘bi-qawli haki wa-hati’ is restored
based on parallel versions. — 1. 6 fatah lacks a hook for za’, but there are clearly three dots (one for
fa’, two for ta’); after the alif of gulaman, another alif follows immediately, leaving no room for
sad-alif-dal of sadaftumini , as in other versions. — I. 7 salati hardly legible due to a lacuna; there
appears to be a circle to mark the end of the verse; after the name of ‘Inan, there are faint traces of
another word (galat?) — 1. 9 the top part of awla is lost; dto. for the top part of ladayha asha. —1. 10
agla against all other versions, which have ahla; there is clearly a dot below the word for gim; —

1. 11 there is a circle to mark the end of the verse; the last three words are hardly legible because of
numerous lacunae; the space between galii and the gim of agazna calls for gad, now entirely lost;
we must read agazna, not gaza, because there are traces of initial a/if, and clearly no a/if following
gim. — 1. 12 some of the letters at the beginning of the line appear to be redundant, and have been
crossed out.

Translation

1. [“A blushing virgin — I am not timid with her! Come, then, my boon-companions, drink your fill
2. to your horns and mine,] and clink cups eagerly, [like rams beating their horns.]

3. If I break my vow, you can spill my blood with impunity, and take all my possessions.”

4. Said [Abt Nuwas]:

5. “No, trusted friends, come with me, by the life of me! Come let’s [have fun] with a game of ‘give
me’ and ‘take that’:

6. If you want a girl, I will bring you my girl, and if you want a boy, come to me whenever it suits you,
7. and take your pick, at the time of each of my prayers.” Said ‘Inan:
8. Said ‘Inan:

9. “Hold on — with all respect — and wait a minute! ‘Inan is surely worthier, and should take prec-
edence. While you find the most delicious pleasures with her,

10. freely, you won’t get a thing from anyone else but her.
11. Tell me, my dears, is my ruling valid or not?” They replied: “We approve your ruling!”
12. and stayed with her for the remainder of that day.
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C. DISCUSSION

As noted above, this anecdote has been preserved in several literary anthologies. In chrono-
logical order (by date of death of the compiler), these are:

Abu Hiffan ‘Abd Allah al-Mihzami’ (d. between 255/869 and 257/871), Ahbar Abi Nuwas.®
Pseudo-Gahiz® (wr. ¢.300/912?), K. al-mahdsin wa-al-addad."

Abi al-Farag al-Isfahant" (d. 356/967), al-Ima’ al-Sawa ‘ir."?

Ibrahim b. al-Qasim al-Qayrawani, known as (Ibn) al-Raqiq'® (d. after 418/1027-1028), Qutb
al-surar fi awsaf al-humiir.'*

Ibn ‘Asakir®® (571/1176), Tarih madinat Dimasq.'®

Ibn Manziir'” (711/1312), Ahbar AbT Nuwds."®

The manuscripts on which the printed editions of these anthologies are based are relatively late
copies:

Ahbar Abt Nuwas [of Abt Hiffan] (¢.1100/1688)"
K. al-mahasin wa-I-addad (830/1426)*

al-Ima’ al-sawa ‘ir (¢.1200/17857)*!

Quitb al-surir (798/1395)%

Tarth madinat Dimasq (c.1118/1706)*

7 Bencheikh 2004.

8 Abiu Hiffan A: 78-82. According to Wagner (1957: 312) (see fn. 17 below), this edition was prepared on the
basis of a MSS in the Hakimoglu Collection (now housed in the Siileymaniye Library?). Also: Ed. Farag al-
Hawwar, 2011: 109-112. This “edition” reproduces the text of a manuscript in the National Library at Tunis
(no. 18549), with corrections and additions from the printed editions of the Diwan. At least one more MS of the
work exists, in Princeton (MS Princeton Garrett 740) (MacDonald 1907; Hitti, Faris & ‘Abd al-Malik 1938: 244).
9 Géries 1986; see also the introduction to the edition by Van Vloten 1898.

10 Pseudo-Jahiz: 194-196.

11 Nallino 1960.

12 al-Isfahani A: 31-34.

13 Talibi 1971.

14 al-Raqiq: 178-181.

15 Elisséeff 1971.

16 Tbn ‘Asakir XVII: 74-76.

17 Fiick 1971; see also the detailed study of Ibn Manziir and his work by Zakharia 2009.

18 Ibn Mangziir: 111-115. Zakharia’s article (2009) is devoted to a detailed study of this source. It appears that
the textual history of Ibn Manziir’s Ahbar is particularly problematic, as is shown by the extant printed edi-
tions, which differ significantly. The present author did not have access to the 1992 edition (ed. ‘Abd al-Amir
Muhanna), which Zakharia establishes as the version of reference, but was able to refer to the appendix of the
1979 edition of K. al-Agani (ed. Ibrahim al-Ibyar), which also contains an edition of Ibn Manziir’s text (this an-
ecdote: al-Isfahant B XXIX: 9923-9925). Indeed, one wonders if the later Beirut edition simply reproduces this
earlier work under a new name? The text given by al-IbyarT appears to be based on manuscripts of the Muhtar
al-Agant, and differs entirely from the 2000 edition referenced here: the latter is much shorter, its material is ar-
ranged differently, and the content of both versions is not identical. For this article, it is significant to note that
the anecdote which is discussed here does not appear in full in the longer version of Ibn Manzir’s Ahbar. In
particular, one finds that ‘Inan is eliminated from that version altogether.

19 The manuscript source does not appear to be dated, but the editor notes that it seems to have been copied
“about two hundred and fifty years ago” (Abt Hiffan B: 3).

20 Pseudo-Gahiz: 14.

21 The unique manuscript in Tunis is not dated; the editor notes that the copy is “very late”; the estimate given
here is mine.

22 al-Raqiq: xi—xii.

23 Tbn ‘Asakir XIV: 37-38.
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In other words, a gulf of at least five centuries separates the manuscript copies of the anthologies
from the time of ‘Inan and Aba Nuwas.

The anecdote also appears in the Diwan. (Abt Nuwas [: 60—65) The manuscript tradition of the
Diwan has been described in detail by Wagner (1957), though one must add that his description of
individual codices was based on reproductions of a subset only of the surviving manuscripts.

Wagner identified four major recensions of the Diwan, which are attested by manuscripts.
The most comprehensive of these recensions is that of Hamzah al-Isfahani (d. before 360/970—
971) (Rosenthal 1971), followed by an anonymous recension ascribed to Ibrahim b. Ahmad
al-Tabari, known as Tizlin or Ttziin (d. 355/966) (al-Qift1 I: 158—159), followed by the recen-
sion of Abt Bakr al-Sailt (d. 335/947), (Leder 1997) while a fourth anonymous recension is said
to be much more concise. (Wagner 1957: 316-326) He further identified two separate strands
in the manuscript tradition of the recension of Hamzah, which is represented by at least seven
complete copies, and some twelve partial copies of the Diwan. (Wagner 1957: 363)

Wagner’s edition of the Diwan, though largely based on the recension of Hamzah, was
established in accordance with the eclectic method, drawing variants from separate recensions
(including al-Silt, and Abt Hiffan’s Ahbar) (Abi Nuwas I: viii; [V: x—xi). However, the text
of the anecdote which is being examined here appears only in the recension of Hamzah, and
in Abu Hiffan’s Ahbar. The edited text of this section draws on the 1953 printed edition of
the Ahbar, and three codices, namely MS Istanbul Fatih 3773, MS Istanbul Ragib 1099, and
MS British Museum Add. 24948. Of these three manuscripts, only MS Istanbul Ragib 1099
is dated — to the 17th or Sawwal 1006 / 13 May 1598 — while remaining two codices are
ascribed to the 6th—7th/12th—13th century (MS Istanbul Fatih 3773; estimate by Rescher) and
the 7th/13th century (MS British Museum Add. 24948; estimate by Rieu), respectively.

These manuscripts appear to be the earliest primary source for the text of the anecdote, but also
provide the longest version of the text, as we shall see below. The reason for this lies in the methods
of the compilers. Hamzah al-Isfahani strove to produce an exhaustive collection of all material
that circulated in his day under the name of Abti Nuwas, in contrast to the other known compiler,
al-Sult, who made a conscious effort to expurgate all materials that he regarded as spurious (Wagner
1957: 317). Indeed, the present anecdote is not contained in al-Stl1’s recension at all.

Order

The order in which the poets present their verses varies from source to source. In the K. al-Ima’
al-Sawa ‘ir, in Abu Hiffan’s Ahbar Abtr Nuwas, and in Tarith madinat Dimasq, the order is:

Ibn Razin — Abii Nuwas — al-Hali* — al-Raqasi — al-Warraq — al-Hayyat — ‘Inan

The same arrangement is given by al-Raqiq al-Nadim in his Qu¢b al-suriir, though he omits the

— =

verses by al-RaqasT altogether.
In the K. al-Mahasin wa-al-addad, one finds the following order:

Al-Raqast — Abt Nuwas — al-Hal1* — al-Warraq — Ibn Razin — al-Hayyat — ‘Inan.
while the Diwan, on the other hand, contains a longer list, in the order:

Ibn Razin — Abli Nuwas — al-Hali® — al-Raqas1 — al-Warraq — al-Hayyat — ‘Inan — “Ali b. al-Halil -
Isma 1l al-Qirtasi — Razin al-Katib — Ibn al-Gazzar
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This extended sequence is also found in the Ahbar of Ibn Manziir. The Cairo edition of 2000
omits the verses by Ibn al-Gazzar, however, and adds an additional group of verses by Abi
Nuwas at the very beginning. The version of the Ahbar given in the appendix to K. al-Agani
eliminates ‘Inan altogether, and retains only the following (see above, fn. 18):

Abl Nuwas — “Ali b. al-Halil — Isma ‘1l al-Qirtasi — Zarzur

The text of the papyrus preserves yet another order, since the three groups of verses which
are preserved are those attributed to al-Raqast, Abi Nuwas, and ‘Inan in the other sources. It
cannot be shown that the papyrus originally contained the remaining verses; it is equally likely
that it only ever contained three groups of verses, an abbreviated version of the sequence in
the K. al-Mahdsin, so to speak. It is also not absolutely certain that the second group of verses
(beginning at 1. 4) was attributed to Abti Nuwas in the papyus. As noted above, only traces of a
name remain, of which the last letter could equally be read as ya'.

In the printed editions, however, the attribution of each group of verses does not vary. In
fact, this is partly ruled out by the verses themselves: out of the six poems, three have the rhyme
in common with the name of the poet (al-Raqasi --§1/ al-Hal1i* --‘1/ Ibn Razin--n1).

Relationships

How do the different versions of the anecdote relate to one another? One would only expect
that later authors drew upon earlier works, with or without indication of source. Indeed, the text
of the anecdote in Ibn “Asakir’s Tarih is quoted on the authority of al-Isfahani, whose name
appears in the isnad as a transmitter, albeit without mention of his work, a/-Ima’ al-sawa ‘ir.
The connector ahbarand in the chain of transmission may indicate that the anecdote was trans-
mitted orally, but the word-for-word correspondence of the text in the editions of both works
suggests otherwise.

The version in Ibn Manziir’s Ahbar would appear to depend on that in the Diwan, in that both
printed editions contain an extended guest list, and additional poems roughly in the same order.
However, it is difficult to make assertions about the Diwdan, which, as noted above, is presented
in an eclectic edition (though Ibn Manztir’s work is not used as a source by the editor). On the
other hand, the text of the anecdote in the Ahbar carries a note by the editor, stating that: “this
story appears in the Diwan in a fuller version than the one contained in this book, and we have
corrected it thereupon.” In other words, the similarities between the two texts may be the result
of the work of scholarly editors (and would-be editors). Without consulting the manuscript
copies of Ibn Manztr’s work, one has no means to establish a lineage between the two texts.
Matters are even more complicated if one considers the different recensions of Ibn Manzir’s
Ahbar (see above, fn. 18).

If one assumes, for the time being, that one or other of the printed edition of Ibn Manzir’s
Ahbar Abt Nuwas represents the work faithfully, then one must conclude that the author did
not draw on the earlier work by Abii Hiffan under the same title as a source for our anecdote.
The introduction, the order of elements, and the texts of the poems themselves are substantially
different in the multiple versions of both works.

Indeed, it would seem that the version of Abt Hiffan is closer to that in Qutb al-suriir,
since the introductions to the anecdote correspond almost word by word, though with two
small omissions in Qutbh. On the other hand, the text of the poems in the 4hbar is closer to
that presented in the printed edition of al-Isfahani’s al-Ima’. Again, the edition of Abii Hiffan’s
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work records omissions (e.g. the fifth line of al-Raqasi’s poem), which the editor restores on
the basis of K. al-Ima’.

Though the versions in Qutb and al-Ima’ agree in the order of poems, they differ in other respects.
Whereas the anecdote in al-Ima’ is prefixed by an isnad, in Qutb it is introduced by a laconic
wa-dakarii anna, the introductions contain different details, and the wording of the poems varies.

The statement by ‘Inan in the introduction is very similar in Qutb, and Mahdsin, but the
latter presents the poems in a different order, and has textual variants that are closer to al-Ima’,
and Ibn Manzir’s Ahbar.

Within the space of an article, it is impossible to compare the substantial number of variants
across all sources. For the purpose of this discussion it will suffice to juxtapose the text of
the papyrus with parallels in two of the anthologies. In the following table (Table 1), Roman
numerals indicate the position of the verses in the sequence of poems in each source; distinctive

variants are underlined.

Table 1 Text of CtYBR inv. 2597(A) with parallel versions.

Qutb al-Surar Ta rth Dimasq CtYBR inv. 2597(A)
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As one can see, the order of poems differs from one source to another. A whole poem is missing
from Quth, where the first line of the sixth poem is also substituted in its entirety. One line does
not appear in ‘Inan’s poem in the papyrus, which also contains variants not found elsewhere.
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This brief sketch will suffice to show the bewildering level of variation that exists, for
the same text, among a variety of later sources — or at least the modern printed versions of
these sources. One might have expected the anthologists to cite explicitly from earlier works,
or simply to draw on other anthologies without indicating the source. Even if one concedes
that not all attestations of the anecdote have been traced above, one would think that direct
borrowing would have resulted in a more uniform text. As the example of this anecdote illus-
trates, the courses of the compliers and anthologists were far more varied.

Let us compare a similar case. The methods and sources of al-Ta‘alib1’s Yatimah have been
studied by Orfali, who was able to show that a wide variety of oral and written sources were
used to produce that particular anthology (Orfali 2013: 1-47). Among these sources were
private communications, direct submissions by authors (requests for inclusion, so to speak),
and scrap collections. One would assume that the working methods and sources used by other
compilers of literary anthologies were roughly similar.

The present specimen of a literary anecdote on papyrus, and its later attestations allow us to
look at the process of compilation from a different perspective. One can show that the transmis-
sion and compilation process — which was evidently partly oral, and memory-based — could
result in multiple variants. Some of these variations must have been accidental, due to misread-
ings (ahla >> agla, 1. 24 in the table above; probably also ta ‘al7 for tigatiin 1. 11, col. 2). Other
variants must have been caused by oral transmission (aradtum/hawaytum, 1. 17). Other types
of variation seem to be the result of more or less deliberate editorial interference, such as the
addition or omission of stanzas, or their arrangement in order.

As the current example shows, the process of dissemination of literary work included notes
on scraps of papyrus.?* Consider now that the anecdote about ‘Inan is set in Baghdad, that the
text was possibly recorded in Egypt during the lifetime of the poetess (or soon thereafter), and
that it was included in anthologies complied all over the Islamic empire: it does seem, then,
that the process of dissemination appears to have been rapid. This spread can be observed even
without recourse to the papyrus, on the basis of the literary anthologies alone; what the papyrus
document adds to the picture is evidence that the variation in the text was once much greater,
and that the later anthologies only preserve a part of that variation.

The papyrus also shows that at an early date — relative to the later anthologies — the anec-
dote which it contains was perceived to be about ‘Inan, who is clearly the arbiter in the text
as we have it. This is supported by its inclusion, in a similar form, in the section on ‘Inan in
al-Isfahani’s al-Ima’ al-sawa ir. It is interesting to observe that the focus shifts away from her
to Abl Nuwas, as the anecdote gets attached to a corpus of lore surrounding the figure of that
poet.? In fact, the shift in focus is so radical that in one recension of Ibn Manztr’s Ahbar (our
youngest source), ‘Inan is no longer the arbiter, whereas in another recension of the same work
the female poet is eliminated altogether. Thus, the text of the papyrus and its parallels in printed
sources provide evidence for the accretion of literary material around a central figure, and for
the manipulation of the material in the process.

24 Compare also Abbott 1972.

25 Zakharia (2009: 159) concludes her discussion of Ibn Manziir’s Ahbar with the following observation:
“L’examen des thémes présentés, dans leur diversité, a mis en évidence la maniére dont, autour d’un noyau par-
tiellement historique, difficile a spécifier, des expansions de sont agglutinées au fil du temps, accentuant les traits
saillants du poéte, gommant des nuances, et contribuant a en faire un personnage de 1égende”.
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APPENDIX

Text of the anecdote in Pseudo-Gahiz’s K. al-mahdasin wa-I-addad. (Pseudo-Jahiz. Le livre des
beautés et des antitheses. Ed. G. Van Vloten, 1898: 194-196. Leiden: Brill.)
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