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Nazhún’s Invective: On Hermeneutics and Violence

The medieval  period contains  a  surprising  tradition of  outspoken female  Islamic 

poets. These writers delight in playfully co-opting the assertiveness and swagger of their 

male  peers  (and  rivals)  and  weaponizing  them to  terrifically  disruptive  effect.  Notable 

exemplars  include  Wallada  bint  al-Mustakfi  and  Hafsa  bint  al-Hájj  ar-Rakúniyya,  whose 

“relatively free way of life” (Schippers 145) produced poems that “stress [sexual] reciprocity 

and mobility” (Segol 158). Perhaps the most extravagantly provocative of these Andalusian 

poetesses is one Nazhún al-Garnatiya bint al-Qula’iya, whose invective against the legendary 

satirist Abú Bakr al-Makhzúmí forms the subject of Marlé Hammond’s assiduous analysis, 

“Reading the Frame.” This poem, explains Hammond, “has earned [Nazhún]  the label of 

feminist  because  it  concludes  with  an  apparent  boast  in  which  she  rejects  the  sexual 

limitations imposed on her poetic persona: ‘By creation, I may be female,’ she asserts, ‘but 

my poetry is male’—mudhakhar—or, endowed with a dhakar, a male member” (131).

Exceptional as these final lines may be, there are other, more elusive reasons why 

Hammond chooses to make of Nazhún’s poem the subject of a broader critical inquiry. As 

she explains: “A large percentage of the extant corpus of classical Arabic […] women’s poetry 

owes its survival to its occasional inclusion in anecdotal histories,” and, “as a general rule, 

the prose narratives that frame the anecdotes in which these women’s voices appear have 



Zargarpour �2

been transmitted and recorded in writing by men” (129, 130). This begs the question: “How 

can we deal with ‘women’s writing’ as a separate category when it was, more often than not, 

recorded—and potentially manipulated—by men?” (137). Hammond believes the poem and 

its anecdotal framework, taken together, “might give us insight” (137).1

At  first  glance,  Nazhún’s  poem  “reveals  little 

ambiguity  of  meaning”  (133).  The  basic  thrust  of  her 

attack  appears  rooted  in  wordplay  concerning  her 

opponent’s blindness and place of origin. Such context, as 

Hammond  explains,  is  easily  grasped:  “Most  of  this 

information may be gleaned in a proper rendition of his 

name—that  is,  one  Abú  Bakr  ‘al-A’má’l-Makhzúmí  Í-

Mudawwarí  or Abú Bakr ‘the Blind’  al-Makhzúmí from 

the  town  of  Almodóvar”  (133).  While  bold  and  even 

transgressive—considering  the  social  etiquette  and 

expectations  placed  on  women  at  the  time  (131-2)—

Hammond is expressly skeptical that the Granadan poetess should confine herself to such 

an elementary punch (135). Investigating further, Hammond’s suspicions are confirmed when 

she  discovers  in  older  scholarship  more  obscene  connotations  to  certain  of  the  words 

Nazhún employs, thereby giving rise to meanings not immediately ascertained. First and 

foremost is the revelation that the words a’war and mudawwar can also mean ‘penis’: “Hence 

 Given that I cannot read Arabic, I am both indebted to Hammond for her translation and heavily 1

reliant on her interpretation of the—seemingly endless—nuances and subtleties enshrined in 
Nazhún’s peerless poem. These methodological limitations considered, I have decided to perform a 
scrupulous exegesis of Hammond’s article, following which I bring her reading to bear on a 
contemporary example of a male writer critically interpreting Nazhún’s poem. I have reproduced 
Hammond’s rendition of this poem above, for ease of reference (Cf. Hammond 134).
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one may read line 4 as […] ‘therefore you grew to love to alight at every penis.’ Similarly, we 

may  read  the  second  hemistach  of  line  5  as  ‘you  fall  madly  in  love  with  […]  every 

penis’”  (136).  Such  provocative  diction  illumines  an  importantly  gendered  dimension  to 

Nazhún’s invective; in addition to her already impressive jests, she is now insinuating that al-

Makhzúmí sexually enjoys the company of other men.

This additional valence would probably have been lost on us readers, were it not for 

the  interested  assistance  of  the  anecdotal  frame.  So  Hammond  identifies  a  variegated 

history  in  which  “transmitters,  scribes,  compilers  and  editors”  actively  manipulated  the 

framing of the poem in order to “encourag[e] certain readings of its lexical ambiguities” (136, 

137). “Permit me to speculate,” she writes, “that they, too, read into the satire a mocking of 

male sexuality—and through the strategic placement of symbolic details in their narrations 

of  its  historic  occasion,  they  registered  the  possibility  of  this  interpretation  for 

posterity” (137). This returns us to the fundamental question motivating Hammond’s inquiry

—namely, “How do woman’s text and man’s context interact?” (130). Her conclusion in this 

regard is contrary to what we might expect: “A comparative analysis of different versions of 

the anecdote reveals that the scribes’ accumulated editorial revisions […] do not serve to 

control or contain Nazhún’s poem so much as to open it up by expanding and elaborating 

upon its semantic horizons” (137). So pronounced is this reversal that Hammond argues the 

poem “precedes its surrounding anecdote, hermeneutically if not historically, and [can in 

fact be said to] contro[l] the course of its own narration” (130). Evidence for this can be 

discerned in the pretence that Nazhún and al-Makhzúmí had not yet met, something we 

know historically to be false, as she was reportedly his student (19 n. 133, 41 n. 142). We also 

see the frame ensuring our absorption of meanings on a more basic level; just in case we are 
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unfamiliar with the reputation of al-Makhzúmí’s hometown, Nazhún as a character is careful 

to remark, prior to their poetic sparring match: “‘But how, Sir, does one who comes from the 

outpost  of  Almodóvar,  having  been  raised  among  roe-bucks  and  bovines,  have  any 

knowledge of cultivated gatherings […]?’” (140). Further traces of the frame’s collaborative 

artifice  can  be  found  in  the  vizier’s  poem  of  praise  to  al-Makhzúmí,  which  precedes 

Nazhún’s vitriolic satire addressed to the same. While this former poem shares an identical 

rhyme scheme and structure with Nazhún’s invective, the latter denigrates the very person 

whom the former so obsequiously exalts, thereby undermining the integrity of the vizier’s 

ode (142). This correspondence, says Hammond, is too literary “to be chalked up to mere 

coincidence” (143). She therefore considers this further evidence that the poem dictates the 

anecdote in which it is ensconced; the male frame twists itself in order to accommodate the 

female poem.

Such  textual  contortions  are  necessary  insofar  as  the  revolutionary  character  of 

Nazhún’s  attack  is  obscure,  even  surreptitious.  This  produces  a  disorienting  dissonance 

between  her  words  and  those  of  her  opponent,  al-Makhzúmí.  Whereas  his  attacks  on 

Nazhún are of a blatantly sexual nature—he calls her a stinking prostitute, invokes “God to 

‘show her a penis,’ and […] plainly suggests that she is oversexed” (143)—Nazhún’s gendered 

jousts  are  cunningly  covert,  relying  on  extremely  subtle  connotations  and  innuendo. 

Hammond speculates: “It is perhaps to bridge this gap between the overt messages of al-

Makhzúmí and the encoded messages of Nazhún that the narrative intervenes to ensure 

that  the  reader  comprehends  the  secondary  meanings  of  the  words  a ’war  and 

mudawwar” (143). The character of the vizier, too, assists in this regard: Just moments after 

Nazhún insinuates that al-Makhzúmí is fond of the male organ, the vizier teases the latter, 
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saying: “‘If he [the vizier’s servant] weren’t so young, then I’d let you have your wish and 

grant him to you’” (140). Hammond explains that “by implying, however facetiously, that the 

infamous satirist has a penchant for young men, [the vizier] enables the reader to grasp the 

homoerotic  dimension  of  Nazhún’s  invective”  (143).  Thus,  the  presumably  masculinist 

narrative, far from working to deflect the reader’s apprehension thereof, elegantly conspires 

to  amplify  the  transgressive  undertones  of  Nazhún’s  words.  This  lends  credence  to 

Hammond’s insistence that any attempts to disentangle an ostensibly “pure” female voice 

from the male-authored narrative with which it is enmeshed are absolutist and misguided 

(146).  In her words, “the surrounding anecdote complements, anticipates, interprets, and 

otherwise interacts  with Nazhún’s  satire”  in an active attempt to “directly  reinforce the 

piece’s subtler innuendos and steer the reader towards comprehension of the full extent of 

its vulgarity” (142). The frame is complicit with the poem, thereby complicating the notion 

that male medieval transmitters unilaterally sought to quell and suppress the female voice. 

As a matter of fact, what is perhaps the poem’s most significantly subversive moment 

is  also  its  most  obscure—and,  therefore,  vulnerable  to  being  lost  on  us  readers.  This 

moment, incidentally, takes place in plain sight, in the poem’s famous final lines. Hammond 

begins by drawing our attention to the poem’s structure: “Notice how the rhyme word in the 

first five lines of the piece encapsulates the negativity in each line. This structural thrust 

imbues the final rhyme word, mudhakkar or ‘masculine,’ with a measure of negativity” (144). 

An illuminating (and quite comical) example of this comes in “the rhyme word of line 6, 

ash’ar.  Its  primary  signification  is,  of  course,  the  comparative  ‘more  poetic’  […]. 

Nevertheless, its potential ‘defective’ meaning of ‘hairy’ remains implicit (morphologically 

latent if semantically dormant)” (144). Notwithstanding these valences, however, “a second 
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meaning for mudhakkar is not immediately forthcoming: there are no semantic clues within 

the poem to suggest it means anything other than ‘masculine’ or ‘excellent’ (by virtue of 

masculinity)” (144). This is where, once more, the narrative intervenes. When, prior to their 

poetic  exchange,  al-Makhzúmí prays  that  God will  show Nazhún a  penis,  “Nazhún,  the 

anecdotal  character,  euphemistically  translates  [the  obscene  subject  of  al-Makhzúmí’s 

invocation]  into  ‘what  you  have  mentioned’  (má  dhakara),  thereby  opening  the  door  of 

polysemy” and priming the reader to understand the poem’s final lines as “bifurcated” in 

meaning (145). This capacitates the following rendition: “‘by creation I may be female, but 

my poetry (shi’ri) is mentioned (mudhakkar)’” (145). Suddenly the final lines are twofold in 

meaning.  Hammond  explains  the  impressive  one-two  punch  this  meaning  carries: 

“Paradoxically, the anecdote’s clever puns neutralize the gender-value of mudhakkar at the 

same time that they render it pornographic” (145). The poem’s apparent conclusion is that 

Nazhún  “embraces”  the  identification  of  poetry  with  masculinity;  its  “latent  message,” 

however, “does just the opposite” (145). Nazhún effectively “dissociates herself with the male 

member at the same time that she seemingly declares her poetry masculine” (145). This has 

the  effect  of  infusing  the  word  ‘mudhakkar’  with  an  “equivocal”  connotation,  “thereby 

ironizing the poet’s boastful assertion of her verses’ masculinity” (144). Herein lies the true 

force of Nazhún’s feminism: a covert, sneering rejection of the very terms of the patriarchal 

debate. 

While  Hammond  believes  this  final  act  of  wordplay  “cements  Nazhún’s  verbal 

triumph over al-Makhzúmí,” she discourages a simplistically triumphant conclusion: “Lest 

we revel too much in this instance of female supremacy,” Hammond is careful to remind us 

that  the anecdote,  through the exchange that  follows—in  which Nazhún remains  silent 
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while al-Makhzúmí declares himself “the ‘great Andalusian satirist’” and the vizier attempts 

to  barter  for  her  honour  (146,  141)—“places  her  character,  on  a  figurative  level,  in  a 

subordinate position similar to that of the slave. […] This has the effect of containing the 

woman’s  gender-bending subversion and curtailing her  encroachment into the masculine 

realm of poetic competition” (146).  Just  when we were ready to celebrate the anecdotal 

frame as a sort of textual ally, it betrays us—and, more importantly, Nazhún—by switching 

sides. 

What are we to make of this? Does the anecdote not undermine itself by hastily 

repealing the extent of the profound transgression it has just conspiratorially facilitated? 

How do we explain such contradictory behaviour? Where do its writers’ interests truly lie? 

In this regard, Hammond offers the following qualification: “It should be borne in mind […] 

that it is only the poet’s character which is contained—not her poem” (146). Consequently, 

she  counsels  us  to  treat  texts  involved  in  the  question  of  “female  authorship  […] 

interactively,” encouraging nuance over a rigid identity politics (146). In her words: “Inter- 

and extra-textual relationships (between male and female, narrator and narratee [sic], author 

and reader, subject and object) need not be so fixed” (146). Critical extremes will always, 

Hammond seems to suggest, foreclose certain interpretive possibilities. Instead, inquiries 

into the survival of the female voice through centuries of male critical transmission must 

strike a balance. For her, the answer lies somewhere in the middle. It is, in a certain sense, 

neither/nor. 

While I  agree with Hammond’s  prognostic  conclusions,  I  remain puzzled by the 

frame.  How could  its  architect(s)  go  to  such  lengths  to  ensure  our  comprehension  of 

Nazhún’s lines,  only to haphazardly renounce the very messages enshrined therein? Is it 
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possible to be feminist in only a literary and not a political sense? And yet, if  anything, 

Hammond’s  analysis  testifies  to  the  tenuousness—and  even  arbitrariness—of  such 

distinctions by giving rise to radical  (and perhaps unanswerable)  questions:  “How do we 

separate history from fiction? Where does artistic creation end and critical interpretation 

begin?” (145). Nazhún’s invective, together with its frame, remains an ongoing conversational 

artifact, both radical and strange, progressive and baffling. 

One possibility, however, does present itself. The Granadan’s invective is striking in 

its  audacity,  and  one  struggles  to  imagine  that  Nazhún’s  cultural  environment—

cosmopolitan as it may have been—would have welcomed a woman so dextrously ridiculing 

patriarchy.  I  suspect  both  Nazhún  and  her  transmitters,  whoever  they  may  have  been, 

understood this. I am, consequently, tempted to give the anecdote the benefit of the doubt 

and read its apparently regressive ending rather as a foil, a sort of smoke screen designed to 

immunize  the  work  from  accusations  of  wantonness  or  heresy.  If  true,  the  narrative 

diligently works to smuggle in the searing feminist core of Nazhún’s invective while at the 

same time remaining careful to obscure the true extent of the progressive breach of norms it 

has enabled. In other words, the anecdotal frame is a secret accomplice, intent above all on 

the historical survival of the poem. 

Whatever the case may be, it is precisely the inconsistent messaging of the frame 

that has, alas, enabled tragically incompetent readings to pass as scholarship. With these last 

few pages, I would like to investigate one such example, which comes to us from purple 

motes. As described by Pharos, a website dedicated to patrolling “appropriations of Greco-

Roman antiquity by hate groups online” (“Home”), purple motes is the personal blog of one 

Douglas Galbi,
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a  contributor  to  the  misogynist  site  A Voice  for  Men  […].  Perversely  subtitled  ‘a 

journal  of  whimsy  and  hope,’  Purple  Motes  frequently  invokes  Greco-Roman 

antiquity in support of its particular breed of misogyny: exposing the supposed anti-

male  bias  of  the  contemporary  world  and  all  the  ways  women  enjoy  special 

privileges. (“Misogynist”)

Indeed, even the title of Galbi’s article, “Nazhun lamented al-Makhzumi loving every one-

eyed,”  already  suggests  that  something  is  askance.  Nazhún,  lamenting?  Galbi  goes  on  to 

describe how Nazhún and al-Makhzúmí “narrate through an invective contest alternatives 

for men’s lives,” thereby warning us to the unwarranted emphasis on male experience in an 

analysis of a supposedly feminist text (Galbi). Galbi’s summary of the events, punctuated by 

flashes of analysis, proceeds for the most part innocuously—that is, until it arrives at al-

Makhzúmí’s curse against Nazhún, where he wishes that she be shown ‘nothing but a penis’ 

by God. This results in the following eminently uncomfortable interpretation: 

A penis is a wonderful organ that brings good tidings of joy, and on some occasions, 

new life. Appreciating this reality, Nazhun responded to al-Makhzumi: ‘Why, dirty 

old man, you contradict yourself! What could be better for a woman than what you 

have mentioned [a penis]?’ (Ibid)

What follows is a steady stream of baffling conclusions—foremost among which figures this 

twisted argument:

neither ‘round’ nor ‘one-eyed’ are best understood to refer to penis.[2] These words 

more  plausibly  figure  the  low,  backside  presentation  of  male  hips.  Nazhun 

represents al-Makhzumi as enjoying the position of the pedagogue in an ancient 

form of male-male sexual-intellectual transmission.[3] (Ibid)
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Galbi  premises  this  interpretation  on  the  following  spectacular  conjecture:  “Figural 

association of eyes, buttocks, and pedagogy occurs in the influential Life of Aesop. That work, 

written  in  Greek  about  the  first  century,  diffused  widely  throughout  the  Islamic 

world” (Ibid). For the reader even marginally familiar with Hammond’s elucidation of the 

irony disguised in Nazhún’s poem, these claims are painful to read. They do violence to the 

invective, reducing feminist defiance into a bizarre form of female jealousy: “Underneath 

Nazhun’s invective,” Galbi claims, “is two-eyed envy of the one-eyed’s special relationship 

with the blind teacher” (Ibid). His mutilation of Nazhún’s achievement is thoroughgoing, 

total:  Galbi  blatantly  disregards  the  subversive  significance  of  her  final  lines  with  the 

supposition that, with them, “Nazhun tried to figure herself as male” (Ibid). This critical 

barbarism culminates with the following daft conclusion: 

Men  fight  other  men  primarily  to  serve  women in  gynocentric  society.  […]  An 

alternative for men is to learn skills of invective and affiliate with men in the place 

of luxury that women inhabit. In the deep poetic irony of human society, such a 

turn makes men more erotically attractive to women. (Ibid)

This is, according to purple motes, all that we should glean from Nazhún’s radical invective: 

that verbal rather than literal sparring makes men more alluring to the female sex. 

Ideology elides;  its  totalizing nature renders  it  obdurately  inimical  to  nuance,  let 

alone the beseechments of reason. For this reason, it is perhaps not surprising—though it is 

certainly  disheartening,  even  disturbing—that  Galbi  appears  to  have  read  Hammond’s 

analysis;  in a footnote,  he disagrees with her over the significance of certain terms: “[2] 

Hammond (2010), pp. 135-6, finds ‘round’ (mudawwar) and ‘one-eyed’ (a’war) to refer to a 

penis.  Those  references  seem  to  me  to  generate  a  less  coherent,  less  meaningful 
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interpretation of the poem. While possible, they are not necessary” (Ibid). Apparently, it 

does  not  matter  that  Hammond grounds  this  interpretation in  a  carefully  charted (and 

importantly Arabic) linguistic history.  There is, it seems, only so much a subtly feminist text 2

can do to withstand the interpretive violence to which a misogynistic author is bound to 

subject  it.  Nevertheless,  one  cannot  help  but  wonder  if  the  outcome might  have  been 

different had it not fallen solely to Hammond to elucidate the text’s feminist import. What 

if the frame had been less ambiguous? What if it had not apparently compromised its own 

endeavours? This is, of course, pure speculation; moreover, it may well be the case that such 

thinking is misguided. By its very nature, after all, literature is a politically treacherous affair: 

What makes it  so potent and beautiful—namely,  its  openness  to  a  variety  of  interpretive 

possibilities, a plethora of meanings—is precisely what renders it vulnerable to interpretive 

violence. Literature risks—and, in doing so, it exposes itself to the ignominy of insidious 

appropriations. This being said, we cannot avert the uncomfortable reality that, while not in 

itself  responsible  therefor,  the  mixed  messaging  of  the  anecdotal  frame  surrounding 

Nazhún’s invective nevertheless enabled the grotesque conclusions of Galbi’s post. Without 

the  narrative’s  obfuscatorily  self-collapsing  ending,  such  a  lamentably  ignorant  analysis 

would  at  the  very  least  have  struggled  to  so  pervertedly  abscond  with  the  integrity  of 

Nazhún’s poem. 

This poem is, to say the least, a curious case. We see in its anecdotal frame evidence 

of a desire to make as legible as possible the radical feminism latent in the late Granadan’s 

 Hammond bolsters her argument with numerous appeals to medieval Islamic texts: “First, a’war 2

appears in a list of names for the penis in the Perfumed Garden. It is also cited with this same meaning 
in an epigram by Ibn Rashíq. Mudawwar, furthermore, occurs in a line of poetry reportedly cited by 
al-Asma’í in the presence of Harún al-Rashíd in which the word refers to the same organ” (136). 
Galbi, meanwhile, has the audacity to wave all of this evidence aside, offering instead the 
aforementioned Snapple-cap trivia that Life of Aesop was a book that was read in the Islamic world. 
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poem.  Somehow compossible  with this,  however,  is  the  anecdote’s  closing  relegation of 

Nazhún’s  character  to  the  textual  and  historical  margins.  Unfortunately,  this  strange 

disconnect leaves room for the sort of hermeneutically deranged analysis begat by the likes 

of  Douglas  Galbi,  whose  ideological  entrenchment  appears  to  have  rendered  him sadly 

unamenable  to  the  dissuasions  of  even  such  a  prodigious  feat  of  explication  as  Marlé 

Hammond’s. We can only pine for an alternate history, where Nazhún’s compilers did not 

repress  the  fiery  ramifications  of  her  work  and  instead  allowed  them  unmitigated 

expression. Perhaps, then, her appalling co-option by a misogynist author would not have 

been possible. Perhaps, instead, her cogent disparagement of his deleterious beliefs would 

have made itself painfully, fully felt and known. 
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