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Rana Rafic Siblini  for Master of Arts
Major: Arabic Language and Literature

Title: Images of the Sea in the Qur’an and in Arabic Poetry
until the End of the Umayyad Period

This thesis examines the following question: to what extent is the sea environment
present in Arabic poetry and what is its impact on the early Arab imagination?

In an attempt to answer this question I resorted to a study in two parts and an
appendix of poetry:

In the first part, I presented the different geographical and historical dynamics of the
sea present in the life of the Arabs before and after Islam.

In the second part, I studied a corpus of poetry which I had collected from the pre-
Islamic and Islamic eras, and I have organized this corpus in an Appendix entitled
“Diwan al-Bahr”. This study is a thematic and stylistic analysis of the poetry in light
of the historical and geographical background which I had established in the first part
of my thesis.

I have reached a number of conclusions in the parts which are the following:

e The Arabs had known in their ancient history different forms of marine
activities, among which trade navigation was the most prominent.

e Their practical dealing with the sea was then interrupted in the last two
centuries before Islam for political and strategic reasons, and their trade
activities moved exclusively to the heart of the Arabian Peninsula where
their social life became more influenced by the desert environment.

e This marine regression and desert advancement coincided with the rise of
the known pre-Islamic poetry.

e Then Islam came with the conquests and the expansion of the tribes of the
peninsula in the neighboring land and on the coasts. The military
navigation and “thughur” formed a new phenomenon in the life of the
Arabs and they witnessed as a result a marine rising.

e These results which I have come to in the first part of my thesis raised the
following question: how did the Arabic poetic expression of the
relationship between the Arabs and the sea evolve in light of the
geographical and demographical changes between the pre-Islamic and
Islamic periods? This is what I have studied in the second part of my thesis
and I have reached the following conclusions:

e The images of the sea in pre-Islamic poetry were dominated by a group of
recurrent images identical in their elements and functions though their
poets were different. These images have two main characters: a realistic



one which reports the actual life and activities related to the sea, and that is
through dominant concrete analogies; and a more abstract character which
tackles the concepts and feelings instigated by this water body in the Jahili
human being, which are giving, strength and sufferance.

I included the Qur’an in this study for it is a text addressed to the Arabs
with a language they understand and it addresses their imagination, and for
it is a witness of different sides of their life and conditions on the eve of
Islam, and for it has established concepts and practices which marked their
life later on. In the Qur’an, the images of the sea became more abstract and
more impressionist than before.

As for the Islamic and Umayyad poetry, the recurrent images of sea
carried from the Jahili imagination remained dominant. But more sea
images were used in heroic, madih and hija’ poetry, for the last two genres
developed more and had a greater share in Umayyad poetry. Nevertheless,
the geographical, military, social and religious modifications in the life of
the Arabs after the coming of Islam, were not reflected in poetry
equivalently to their importance. Nonetheless, poetry has reflected more
psychological impacts of the new life than actual details of it.

As a result, I concluded that the images of the sea in the Arab imagination
though they have increased in number from the pre-Islamic to the Isamic
period, but they were not common among the poets of these two eras, in
comparison with the hundred thousands of poetic verses which we know.
This could have two explanations: first, the scarcity in resources for these
images, especially in the pre-Islamic period, and the dominance of
recurrent images on both eras; second, these images did not appeal to the
general poetic taste which was dominated by the desert environment.
Finally, the images of the sea in Arabic poetry were specific to the Arab
imagination but they shared common features with the general human
vision of sea, especially those related to the challenges imposed by the sea
on human beings throughout history.
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