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Biography

Abu Nuwas (ca. 756-813) was the most famous Arab poet of the Abbasid era. His style
was extravagant, and his compositions reflected well the licentious manners of the
upper classes of his day.

Abu Nuwas was born in Ahwaz on the Karun River in western Persia. His father was
Arab and his mother was Persian. At a young age he was sold into slavery because of
family poverty; a wealthy benefactor later set him free. By the time Abu Nuwas reached
manhood, he had settled in Baghdad and was writing poetry. It was at this time that
because of his long hair he acquired the name Abu Nuwas (Father of Ringlets).

Gradually he attracted the attention of the caliph Harun al-Rashid and was given
guarters with the other poets at court. His ability as a poet no doubt was one reason for
Abu Nuwas's success with the Caliph, but after a while he became known as a rake and
participated in less reputable pastimes with the ruler. Abu Nuwas spent some time in
Egypt but soon returned to Baghdad to live out his remaining years. It is said he lived
the last part of his life as an ascetic.

Abu Nuwas wrote about the way he lived. His chief topics were wine and pederasty. The
Persian poets of a later era used wine in their poems only as a metaphorical symbol,

but for Abu Nuwas the glories of debauchery and dissipation could never fully be
expressed. He depicted with humorous realism his experiences in life, admitted his sins
with remarkable frankness, and wrote that he would never repent although he
recommended that others not follow his example. With ironic tones he composed a
dirge for his own body wasting away from bad habits. He closed one poem by stating
that he never expected his sins to be found out by God because he was too unimportant
for God to take notice of his actions.

When reading Abu Nuwas's poetry, one must recognize that the majority of Arab poets--
far more than Western poets--are more interested in clever formulations of their poems
than in the actual content of their ideas. Thus exaggeration is to be expected.
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