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POETIC COMPETITIONS IN THE LEVANT
AND EGYPT IN THE LATE EIGHTEENTH CEN-
TURY

Abstract

Poetry competitions are significant activities wit-
hin the literary and cultural realms. These competitions
reflect people’s interest in poetry and poets. The book
“Al-‘Aqidah al-Adabiyah fi Sab‘ah al-Funiin al-Ma'-
nawlyah” by Ahmad al-Rabbat al-Halabi, a folk poet
who lived in the late 18th and early 19th centuries, provi-
des valuable information about competitions held among
folk poets who specialized in seven types of poetry: Si>r
al-Karid, Muwashshah, Du-beyt, Kan-wa-kan, Zajal,
Qtima and Mawaliyya. These competitions, which took
place during the Ottoman period, were organized objec-
tively and institutionally, following specific rules in pub-
lic venues accessible to poets, writers, and the general
public. Despite being overlooked in Arab literary history
books, these competitions were held in coffee houses in
the Levant and Egypt during the 18th century, and the
winning poet would receive a prize consisting of a caftan
and a monetary reward. This article aims to shed light
on this cultural and literary activity based on the afore-
mentioned book, providing insights into the cultural and
literary life in the Levant and Egypt towards the end of
the 18th century. The article is divided into two main sec-
tions: the first provides an overview of Ahmad al-Rabbat
al-Halabt and his book “Al-‘Aqidah al-Adabiyah f1 Sa-
b‘ah al-Funiin al-Ma‘nawiyah” while the second offers
detailed information about the venues, organization, and
awards of these poetry contests.

Keywords: Ottoman era, literary life, poetry compe-
titions, folk poetry, the Levant, Ahmad al-Rabbat al-Ha-
labi.

18. YUZYILIN SONLARINDA BiLADU’S-SAM
VE MISIR’DA SiiR YARISMALARI

Oz

Milletlerin edebi ve kiiltiirel hayatlarinda 6nemli et-
kinliklerden biri olan siir yarismalarimin bir devirde dii-
zenleniyor olmasi o devirde yasayanlarin siire ve sairle-
re olan ilgisini gosterir. XVIII. ylizyilin sonlar1 ve XIX.
ylizyilin baglarinda yasamis halk sairlerden biri olan
Ahmed er-Rabbat el-Halebi’nin “el-*Akidetii’l-Edebiyye
fi’s-Seb‘ati Fiinlin el-Ma‘neviyye” adli kitab1, Si‘ru’l-
Karid, Muvassah, Dlbeyt, Zecel, Mevaliya, Kane G Kéane
ve Kiima olmak tizere yedi tiirde siir yazan halk sairleri
arasinda meydana gelen yarigsmalara dair 6nemli bilgiler
icermektedir. Osmanli déneminde halk siiri yarismala-
r1, tiim sairlerin, yazarlarin ve hatta halkin katilabilece-
g1 halka agik yerlerde belirli kurallara gore diizenlenen,
nesnel ve kurumsal bir goriinim arz etmektedir. Arap
edebiyati tarihine dair yazilmis kitaplarin hakkinda sus-
kun kaldig1 bu yarismalar, XVIIIL. ylizyilda Biladi’s-Sam
ve Misir’in kiraathanelerinde belirli kurallara ve orfle-
re gore yapilmaktaydi. Yarismalarda kazanan saire kaf-
tan ile bir miktar paradan olusan bir 6diil verilmekteydi.
XVIIIL. yiizyilin sonlarinda Biladii’s-Sam ve Misir’daki
kiiltiirel ve edebi hayatin seklini netlestirmeye katkida
bulunan makale, s6z konusu kitaptan yola c¢ikarak bu
kiiltiirel ve edebi faaliyete 1s1k tutmayi hedeflemistir.
Betimleyici yaklagimi benimseyen makale iki ana bo-
liimden olusmaktadir. Birinci boliimde Ahmed er-Rabbat
el-Halebi ve “el-‘Akidetii’l-Edebiyye fi’s-Seb‘ati Fiintin
el-Ma‘neviyye” adli kitabina dair bilgi verilmistir. Ikinci
boliimde ise bu siir yarismasinin diizenledigi mekanlarla
organizasyon mekanizmasi ve sonunda verilen ddiile dair
ayrmtili bilgi verilmistir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Osmanli Dénemi, Edebi ve kiil-
tiirel hayat, Siir yarismalari, Halk sairleri, Biladii’s-Sam,
Ahmed er-Rabbat el-Halebi.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Poetry competitions hold great significance in the literary and cultural spheres, as they reflect the interest in
poetry and poets. The article explores the poetic competitions that took place in the Levant and Egypt during the
eighteenth century, specifically among folk poets and zajalin who composed poetry in seven types of poetry: Si’r al-
Karid, Muwashshah, Da-beyt, Kan-wa-kan, Zajal, Qima and Mawaliyya. The primary source for this investigation
is the manuscript “Al-‘Aqidah al-Adabiyah {1 Sab‘ah al-Funtin al-Ma‘nawtyah” by Ahmad al-Rabbat al-Halabi, a
prominent folk poet who lived in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. The author dedicates the final
chapter of the manuscript to discussing these literary activities. Remarkably, this article unveils crucial information
about the competitions that had been overlooked by significant literature history books and previous researchers.
The significance of this article lies in shedding light on and defining this literary activity during the Ottoman era,
contributing to our understanding of the cultural and literary landscape in the late eighteenth century in the Levant
and Egypt. Furthermore, it serves to enhance the documentation of Arabic literary history, particularly regarding folk
poetry, which has often been neglected. The research is divided into two main parts: the first provides an overview
of Ahmad al-Rabbat al-Halabi and his book “Al-‘Aqidah al-Adabiyah {1 Sab‘ah al-Funiin al-Ma‘nawiyah” while
the second part delves into a detailed examination of the poetic competition. The article demonstrates that popular
poetry competitions originated during the Mamluk era, coinciding with the emergence of new poetic arts such as
Si’r al-Karid, Muwashshah, Dii-beyt, Kan-wa-kan, Zajal, Qiima and Mawaliyya. However, information about these
competitions during that time period is limited. Fortunately, thanks to the writings of Ahmad al-Rabbat al-Halab1, a
participant in the eighteenth-century competitions, we have obtained valuable information about the rules, venues,
organization mechanisms, and awarded prizes. These competitions took place in various regions of the Levant and
Egypt, including Cairo, Alexandria, Aleppo, Damascus, Hama, and Tripoli. The influence of these competitions ex-
tended beyond the Levant and Egypt, reaching Mecca during the Hajj season. The competitions involved poets from
the same city as well as those from different Arab cities and countries. Interestingly, the use of different dialects by
poets did not have a negative impact on these competitions or their rules. The organization of these competitions fell
under the jurisdiction of the relevant authorities and were supervised by state officials in the cafes, which served as
gathering places for people to listen to folk tales and biographies. These competitions seemed to be objective, and
they were conducted according to certain rules in coffee shops, and participation was allowed to everyone who found
himself able to compete, and poets, writers, and the general public could follow them. The competition begins with a
challenge, when one of the folk poets stands in a cafe, and presents to those in the cafe a poetry debate, so a poet tells
him and they agree to compete. The craft department organizes the competition. At the beginning the two competing
poets sing the poems and songs of former folk poets, Then the two poets comment on them. After singing, the pro-
cess of collecting money from the audience begins. This money is given to the winner at the end of the competition.
These competitions were a cultural and literary activity aimed at encouraging folk poets and appreciating the talented
ones, as well as entertaining the audience by listening to samples of folk poetry and zajals of past and contemporary
poets. It also taught novice poets and provided them with information about the new poetic arts and the artifacts used
in them. The competition is held on any of the seven arts determined by the two competitors, and these arts are: Si’r
al-Karid, Muwashshah, Dii-beyt, Kan-wa-kan, Zajal, Qiima and Mawaliyya. In general, the competition begins with
the art of Si’r al-Karid, and then the two participants move on to any other art they like. Each of the arts has specific
rules within which the two participants form the question and answer it. Whoever composes poetry that fulfills the
required conditions wins the competition. The questions in the competition are not asked by the jury, but rather by
the participants together. These competitions paid great attention to the verbal and formal poetic artifacts that were
common in Arabic poetry in the Ottoman era, and did not focus on the meaning itself. The form and the artifacts form
an introduction for the content and meaning. In order for the poet to win, he must be proficient in these formal and
verbal artifacts and able to mobilize them in poetry, in addition to mastering the laws of meter and rhyme. Therefore,
the poems recited in these competitions were pretentious compared to the popular poems and folk poems that were
organized outside the framework of these competitions in the same era.The winner of the competition receives the
caftan, which was hung in the cafe immediately after the completion of the competition, it serves as a prize certificate,
in addition to a large portion of the money collected during the competition. At the end of the competition, the winner
invites the people of art to a picnic, where he serves them breakfast, lunch and dinner, then gives approximately 40
percent of the money to the organizers, senior writers, and the losing poet, and takes the rest of the money, which is
approximately 60 percent. It is noted that the loser in this competition leaves the country in which the competition
was held and moves to another place, and we do not know whether leaving the country is obligatory for him or if
he leaves it of his own free will because of the shame of the defeat that befell him. The author has referred to this in
more than one place.




