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A Typology of M edieval Islamic Poetics 

Elements of a Comparative Analysis between Islam and the West

C ontem porary  globalisation contains a prim ary con trad iction  between 
a tendency  towards world econom ic unity  on  the one h an d , an d  a tendency  
towards w orld political, social and  cu ltura l fragm entation  on  the other. T he 
recen t flourishing o f com parative studies seem s to be a reaction  to  this con
tradiction. T h ere  are two m ain kinds o f  com parison: com parison  betw een 
d ifferen t things, an d  com parison betw een sim ilar things. Several con tem 
porary  scholars give preference to com parison  betw een h e te ro g en eo u s cul
tural traditions (e.g. between the West and  the Far East) ra th e r than  com pari
son between analogous cultural traditions (e.g. between the West and  the N ear 
East). Em phasising cultural differences, as a reaction to globalisation, is in
deed one o f the m ain traits o f  contem porary  philosophy. O u r com parative 
analysis betw een Islamic and  western m edieval poetics is based m ore on  their 
cultural similarities than on  their cultural differences. We w ould like to sub
stitute post-m odern  fragm entation  with the shap ing  o f new, o p en  an d  criti
cal form s o f universalism . M oreover, as the subject o f this congress is »aes
thetics as philosophy«, we are going  to use a theoretical ap p ro ach  to po et
ics in p re feren ce  to an  em pirical-literary one.

First o f  all, to touch  on  the m ethodology, we shall expose the  h istori
cal basis o f  o u r com parative analysis. C onstan t re ferences in the  mass m e
dia to the d an g er o f Islamic fundam entalism  m ake p eop le  th in k  th a t th ere  
is a deep  opposition  betw een Islam an d  the  West. So, why do  we m ain tain  
tha t in the M iddle Ages Islam and  the  W est h ad  a com m on cu ltu ra l back
ground? In  spite o f  their religious d ifferences, d u rin g  the  M iddle Ages the 
Islamic East and  the Latin West, as »the twin sons o f H ellenism «, belonged  
to a un itary  cu ltura l system. T he unity  o f  the  civilisations th a t flourished  
aro u n d  the M ed iterranean  Sea was b ro k en  at the en d  o f the  XVth century. 
After the discovery o f  A m erica, the axis o f  in te rn a tio n al trad e  m oved from  
the M ed iterranean  to the A tlantic, lead ing  to  the decline o f the m ercantile  
Islamic civilisation an d  to the flourish ing  o f  m o d ern  E urope. It is precisely 
on  the basis o f  th e ir com m on H ellenistic background  th a t we have devel
op ed  a com parative analysis betw een Islam ic and  w estern m edieval poetics. 
O f course, as fa r as the M iddle Ages are  co n cern ed , one shou ld  n o t u n d e r
stand  the w ord »Islam« in its narrow, re lig ious ( th a t is to  say »m odern«)
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sense. In  its Medieval and  b road  sense, the w ord »Islam« refers to all the 
aspects o f  the cosm opolitan  civilisation th a t flourished  from  the  A tlantic 
O cean  (Spain an d  M orocco) to the river H indus (today’s P ak istan).

We suggest develop ing  a com parative analysis betw een Islam ic an d  
w estern medieval poetics on the basis o f a typology o f the Islamic m edieval 
poetics itself. But m edieval Islam, ju s t as the Medieval West, had  a structu red  
an d  universal u n d e rstan d in g  o f knowledge. For this reason, it w ould be in 
ap p ro p ria te  to analyse Islamic medieval poetical th o u g h t in d ep en d en tly  o f 
th e  genera l Islam ic m edieval o rd e r  o f know ledge. A typology o f  Islam ic 
medieval poetics should then  be related  to a very general typology o f Islamic 
m edieval cu lture . In  o u r op in ion , it is possible to distinguish, w ithin the 
m edieval Islamic cu lture, betw een th ree m ain religious and  cu ltura l para
digms:

1 ) the dominant paradigm o f religious orthodoxy which provided a largely 
literal an d  an th ropom orph ist in terp re ta tion  o f the Scriptures. T he religious 
o rthodoxy  p re ferred  a legal approach  to religion to a m etaphysical one;

2) the neoplatonic paradigm, which spread mostly in the eastern  parts o f 
th e  Islam ic w orld an d  can be exem plified  by the th o u g h t o f the Iran ian  
p h ilo so p h er Avicenna (X-XIth century);

3) the protomodem paradigm, which o p en ed  the way to an  historical and  
a  scientific app roach  to knowledge and  can be exem plified  by the th o u g h t 
o f the A rab ph ilo so p h er Averroes o f C ordoba (XHth cen tu ry ).1

O n  the basis o f this very general typology o f Islamic medieval cu lture , 
we propose a typology o f Islamic medieval poetics, which nevertheless should 
n o t be considered  re la ted  to the fo rm er e ith er in a m echanic o r in a d irec t 
sense. Such a typology w ould consist of: 1) the  d o m in an t poetics, 2) the 
neop laton ic  poetics, and  3) the p ro tom odern  poetics. But let us see in m ore 
detail w hat is the m ean ing  we attribu te  to these categories, bo th  from  an 
Islam ic an d  a com parative perspective.

1 ) the dominant Islamic poetics is characterised  by a mainly gram m atical 
an d  rhetorical approach  to poetic questions. Texts as treads o f rheto ric  con
cern ing  style figures, or belles-lettres and letter-writing handbooks played a very 
im p o rtan t role in the education  o f the Islamic intelligentsia. A n o th er im 
p o rta n t tra it o f the d o m in an t poetics in the Islamic w orld is that, since the

1 As far as cosmology is concerned, such a typology o f Islamic medieval culture has 
been proposed by the prom inent orientalist Alessandro Bausani, who distinguished, 
within Islamic culture, between a fega/attitude, a gnostic attitude and a scientific-Attitude. 
Cf. Bausani, Alessandro, L ’Enciclopedia deiFratelli dellapurità. Riassunto, con Introduzione 
e breve commente, dei 52 Trattati o Epistole degli Ikhwân as-safâ, Napoli, Istituto Universitario 
orientale, 1978, pp. 21 ff.
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very beg inn ing  o f its developm ent, it was closely re la ted  to the holy exege
sis (theologians w ondered  w hether they should  give a literal o r an  allegori
cal in te rp re ta tio n  to the Scriptures).

From a com parative po in t o f view, we may po in t ou t evident correspon
dences betw een Islamic and  w estern poetics in the M iddle Ages. T he m edi
eval West also had  a mainly gram m atical and  rhetorical ap p ro ach  to poetic 
questions, w hich were also closely re la ted  to the holy exegesis;

2) the neoplatonic Islamic poetics. A part from  those concrete literary works 
tha t can be considered  perfec t specim ens o f neop laton ic  poetics (for ex
am ple, a large p art o f Persian poetry), the orien ta l tren d  o f  H ellenistic Is
lamic philosophy (the »oriental falsafa«) was characterised  by a neop laton ic 
in te rp re ta tio n  o f A ristotle. This ap p ro ach  was ro o ted  in  the  H ellen istic  
sources (e.g. A lexander o f A phrodisias) o f the Islamic ph ilosophers. T he 
o rien ta l Islamic ph ilosophers (such as al-Farabi and  A vicenna), ap a rt from  
their original writings, com m ented  on  m ost of the A ristotelian corpus, in 
cluding the Poetics and  the Rhetoric. T he m ost apparen t characteristic o f these 
com m entaries is that, accord ing  to them  (as a result o f the  in fluence o f the 
H ellenistic com m entato rs on  A risto tle), the Poetics an d  the  Rhetoric were 
considered  a p a r t o f  A risto tle’s Logic. T he neop laton ic  in te rp re ta tio n  o f 
A ristotle on  the one hand , and  the logical approach  to the  Poetics an d  the 
Rhetoric on  the  other, largely influenced  bo th  the poetics an d  the aesthetics 
o f medieval Islam. But we are unable to go in to  fu rth e r detail.

From  a com parative p o in t o f view, we should  p o in t o u t tha t the  m edi
eval West also gave, in its tu rn , a neop laton ic  in te rp re ta tio n  on  Aristotle, 
w hich was likewise influenced  by H ellenistic sources. Nevertheless, in  the 
West, neoplaton ism  had  larger influence in the general field o f aesthetics 
th an  in  the specific field o f poetics.2

From  the X IH th century onwards, as a result o f the translation  move
m en t from  A rabic in to  Latin, the logical approach  to poetics also sp read  in 
the West. B ut w hat we w ould like to stress here, w ithout going in to  detail, is 
tha t it was n o t because o f the translation m ovem ent that Islam an d  the West 
cam e closer to one another, ra th e r it was because they were already close 
(on the basis o f  their com m on Hellenistic background) th a t the translation 
m ovem ent could  be achieved;

3) protomodern Islamic poetics. We u n d ers tan d  the w ord »pro tom odern«  
in  the sense o f a tendency towards an  historical approach  to literature . Nev
ertheless, m odernism  is a typically western p henom enon  (related  to H um an
ism and  the R enaissance), while the Islamic world, in spite o f  various im por
tan t cu ltural m ovem ents, until now has n o t p ro d u ced  an analogous histori-

2 Cf. Eco, U m berto, Arte e beltezza nell’estetica medievale, Sonzogno, Bom piani, 1987.
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cal process lead ing  to a truly historical in te rp re ta tio n  o f its classical trad i
tion . For these h istorical reasons, it m igh t be  in te re stin g  to find , w ithin 
m edieval Islamic poetics, the p ro tom odern  elem ents which could culm inate 
in a m odern  approach  to literature. In our op inion, it is possible to find such 
e lem en ts in various genres o f texts, such as ph ilosophical texts (e.g. the 
A verroes’ com m entaries on A risto tle’s Poetics and  Rhetoric), books co n cern 
ing  th e  ed u ca tio n  o f the  p e rfe c t homme de lettres (sim ilar to B aldassarre 
C astig lione’s Uomo ideale), an d  others.

T h e  typology o f m edieval Islamic poetics th a t we have ju s t p roposed  
shou ld  n o t be u n d ers to o d  as a catalogue for texts, n o r as a triad  o f absolute 
hypostasis. O n the contrary, the th ree  categories we listed above are para
digm s, an d  they do  n o t exist in a p u re  state. T here  are texts in w hich the 
d o m in an t poetic paradigm  prevails, while th ere  are o th e r texts in w hich the 
n eop la ton ic  o r the p ro to m o d ern  paradigm s are p redom inan t.

Conclusion

T h e aim  o f o u r com parative, typological analysis o f Islamic an d  west
ern  poetics o f the M iddle Ages is to encourage medievalist scholars bo th  from  
the  Islamic and  the w estern disciplines to cooperate  with the u ltim ate goal 
o f  a w ider in te rp re ta tio n  o f the M iddle Ages. T he con tem porary  crisis o f 
m odern ism  m akes us th ink  abou t the roots o f m odern ism  itself. T h e  trad i
tional historical view w hich draws a straigh t line from  classical G reece to 
Rom anticism  (th rough  the Renaissance and  the E n ligh tenm ent), could  give 
way to a wider, non-eurocen tric  view o f historical developm ent. E rnst Rob
e r t Curtius, in his m asterpiece Europäische Literatur und lateinisches Mittelalter 
(1948) has already criticised the classicist approach  to the m ean ing  o f west
e rn  cu ltu re .3

As C urtius p o in ted  out, Late A ntiquity represen ts a crucial m o m en t 
in  the shaping  o f the unity  o f w estern cu lture, which was mostly based on  
its literary  and  rheto rical tradition . We believe that C urtius’ in te rp re ta tio n  
o f  w estern cultural identity  m ight be en h an ced  by a discussion ab o u t a glo
bal n o tion  o f the M iddle Ages, including  bo th  Islam and  the West as two 
inseparab le parts o f a whole. Medieval com parative poetics is no  m ore than  
an elem ent o f  an analysis that should involve all the aspects o f  the civilisations 
ro o ted  in H ellenism  th a t flourished a ro u n d  the M editerranean  Sea.

3 Curtius, Ernst Robert, Europäische Literatur und lateinisches Mittelalter, Bern, A. Francke 
Verlag, 1948.
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