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Abstract:

This study seeks to highlight the aesthetics of narrative in Sukardan al-Sultan by Ibn Ab1
Hajala al-Tilimsani a book innovative in its subject and unique in its conception. Its central
theme is the number seven, its distinctiveness, and its association with the region of Egypt.
Through this work, its author succeeded in firmly establishing in readers’ minds the meaning
he intended, by gathering under the sign of the number seven a wide array of information,
reports, and stories that might otherwise have seemed disparate. He harmonized and unified
them around this number.

The study aims to uncover the aesthetic dimensions of al-Sukardan by tracing certain
narrative mechanisms: the threshold of the title, space, time, and characters. It also examines
aesthetic features found in classical Arabic narrative, including the marvelous (‘aja’ibi) and the
technique of narrative embedding.
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Introduction:

Narrative was not recognized in our Arab heritage as a critical term; it only emerged after
the advent of contemporary critical theories what is now known as narratology which rendered
narrative a mode permeating all expressive genres, regardless of their form, so long as they
contain the components of narration: event, space, time, characters, and others. Thus, narrative
in our heritage constitutes that cumulative body of storytelling material. Sa‘id Yaqtin states:
"Choosing the concept of narrative, rather than other terms, to serve as the comprehensive
notion encompassing the various practices founded upon the existence of a narrative
substance..."!

Arabic narrative in the fourth century AH witnessed a remarkable development: "The
literary scene underwent several transformations; development, change, and even rebellion
touched all literary arts, including prose and storytelling, which experienced a qualitative shift
in this era. Indeed, most forms of narrative prose saw their birth during this period."?

The reasons for this development may be attributed to several factors: the interaction of
Arabs with other peoples; the phenomenon of influence and mutual influence; the rise of the
Arab-Islamic city; the intermingling of classes and ethnicities; the spread of knowledge and
scholars; the emergence of theological sects and diverse intellectual schools; the appearance of
certain ethnic movements such as the Shu ‘Gbiyya; and the proliferation of convivial gatherings
and salons of companionship, which abounded in stories, anecdotes, and debates. These were
later documented, forming a rich narrative corpus such as al-Imta‘ wa al-Mu’anasa by Abu
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Hayyan al-Tawhidi, and al-Aghani by Abu al-Faraj al-lsfahant as well as other literary and
critical compilations.

The movement of authorship continued into the Mamluk era, during which works
appeared that reached the height of creative development, among them Sukardan al-Sultan by
Ibn Abi Hajala al-Tilimsani. Mahmiid Rizq Salim remarked of it: "Sukardan means ‘the sugar
container,” and the book is indeed delightful and enjoyable." 3This delight and enjoyment direct
us to the question of aesthetics: where, then, do the aesthetics of narrative manifest themselves
in Sukardan al-Sultan?

This study aims to reveal the aesthetics of narrative within our Arab heritage through the
narrative model of al-Sukardan. It adopts a descriptive and analytical methodology. The
research follows a structured plan: it opens with an introduction, followed by a brief
biographical note on Ibn Abi Hajala al-Tilimsani and his book Sukardan al-Sultan; then
definitions of both narrative and aesthetics are presented. Thereafter, the study traces aesthetic
manifestations in al-Sukardan through certain narrative mechanisms such as the threshold of
the title, space, time, and characters followed by an examination of aesthetic features
characteristic of classical Arabic narrative, including the marvelous and narrative embedding.
The study concludes with a set of findings.

1.1bn Abi Hajala and His Book Sukardan al-Sultan

He is Shihab al-Din Ahmad ibn ‘Abd al-Wahid ibn Abi Hajala al-Tilimsani, born in 725
AH in Tlemcen®. He later resided in Damascus and then in Egypt. He assumed the leadership
of the Suffs at the Tekkiyya of Manjak in Cairo. It has been said that this appointment reflected
both the refinement of his art and the elegance of his literary temperament, as well as the poet’s
fluency and mastery of rhyme®. After being stricken by the plague, he died in Egypt in 779 AH
and was buried there °.

He authored numerous works exceeding eighty compositions; some have been edited and
printed, others remain in manuscript form, and still others have been lost known to us only
through references made by Ibn Abi Hajala in his own writings or by his biographers. Among
these works are Diwan al-Sababah, Mantiq al-Tayr, Risalat Maghnatis al-Durr, Jawahir al-
Akhyar fi Dar al-Qarar, al-Tari’ ‘ala al-Sukardan, and Sukardan al-Sultan, the subject of this
study. The latter was dedicated to the Sultan al-Nasir Hasan ibn Qalawin.

The work is innovative in conception and unique in subject matter: it revolves around the
number seven, the particular distinction this number holds in the region of Egypt, and its
association with Sultan Hasan. "The author was concerned with highlighting the life of the
number seven in the Egyptian lands, clarifying the connections, circumstances, and
associations that link this life to them... He demonstrated all this through incidents that leave
no room for doubt regarding the truth of his observations, which attests to the acuity of his
insight and the profundity of his perception." ’

In the preface to his book, he writes: "Since seven is among the noblest of numbers, and
since its presence in al-Misr al-Mabhriisa surpasses that in other lands, | composed this book in
the year 757 AH, on a matter in which | was not preceded, nor did anyone in the seven climes
encounter it... | entitled it Sukardan al-Sultan (‘The Sultan’s Sugar Bowl’) because it
encompasses various kinds of seriousness and jest, appointment and dismissal, counsel to
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kings, conduct and comportment, biographies and lessons, the vicissitudes of dynasties, the
adoption of creeds..." 8

Ibn Abt Hajala arranged his book into an introduction, seven chapters, and a conclusion.
In the introduction, he briefly recounts several incidents that occurred in the lands of Egypt,
some related to the number seven.

The first chapter discusses the nobility of the number seven and its superiority over other
numbers. The second addresses the relationship between Sultan al-Nasir Hasan and the number
seven. The third treats the region of Egypt in connection with this number and offers a brief
account of its history. The fourth concerns Sultan Hasan as the seventh among his brothers to
ascend the throne, including mention of those who preceded him among the Turkish rulers of
Egypt. The fifth chapter discusses al-Malik al-Nasir Hasan along with his brothers, father, and
grandfather. The sixth recounts certain marvelous incidents that befell these sultans. The
seventh interprets some of what was summarized in the book’s preface and elaborates upon
material presented in the fifth chapter.

The conclusion is more expansive than the preceding chapters; it elaborates on what has
already been discussed and itself comprises seven sections: the first narrates the story of the
Prophet Joseph (peace be upon him); the second recounts the story of Pharaoh and Moses; the
third expands upon the kings of Egypt and the wonders of their histories; the fourth presents
the biography of Al-Hakim bi-Amr Allah; the fifth records certain events of Egypt; the sixth
recounts events in Cairo, its victims, and the pyramids, among other matters; and the seventh
mentions the seven flowers that gather in one region of Upper Egypt, along with the poetry and
prose composed about them. Each section concludes with what he calls "the chapter’s epilogue
and its delightful rhymed flourish” narratives that elucidate and reinforce the content of the
preceding section.

Before addressing the aesthetics of narrative in Sukardan al-Sultan, it is necessary to pause
at the concepts of narrative and aesthetics.

2.Narrative

1.2Linguistically

In Lisan al-‘Arab, narrative is defined as "the bringing forward of one thing after another
in harmonious sequence, each following upon the other consecutively; one narrates a report
(hadith) by recounting it in succession." °

2.2 Terminologically

It is difficult to delimit a precise definition of the term "nparrative,” owing to the
multiplicity of its uses and the breadth of its concept, which encompasses all forms of
discourse, whether literary or non-literary. Sa‘id Yaqtin describes it as "an act without limits,
encompassing various discourses, whether literary or otherwise." 10

For Aminah Ydusuf, narrative concerns "the methods and modalities by which a story is
transferred from its real form into its linguistic form." As for Latif Zaytiini, narrative or
storytelling is an act performed by the narrator who produces the story; it may be real or
fictional, and its product is discourse. In its broader sense, narrative includes the totality of
spatial, temporal, factual, and imaginary circumstances that surround it. It is a process of
production in which the narrator plays the role of producer, the narratee the role of consumer,
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and discourse the role of the produced commodity; the relationship between narrator and
narratee is constituted within the act of narration 2.

Accordingly, narrative may be defined as the transmission of events or occurrences in a
sequential and successive manner, through an aesthetically crafted style, by means of
characters situated within specific times and places.

3.Aesthetics

1.3Linguistically

In Lisan al-‘Arab, beauty (jamal) is defined as the verbal noun of jamil (beautiful), derived
from the verb jamula. In the Qur’anic verse, "And you find in them beauty when you bring
them home and when you lead them out to pasture” (Q 16:6), beauty signifies splendor and
grace'®.

In al-Mu‘jam al-Wasit, under the root (j-m-I), it is stated: "Beauty is goodness in physical
form and in character; and, according to philosophers, beauty is a quality perceived in things
that arouses pleasure and satisfaction."*

2.3Terminologically

Aesthetics is described as "an idealist tendency that investigates the formative
backgrounds of literary and artistic production."*®

Karib Ramadan considers it "a general method or a creative and critical vision within
whose framework all critical approaches formal, structural, and stylistic operate, whether in the
Western or Arab world; and the terminology of aesthetics varies according to scholars."®

Regardless of its philosophical underpinnings, aesthetics concerns itself with the structural
elements of the text and the extent to which they achieve artistic pleasure and exert influence
upon the recipient.

In order to identify the aesthetics of narrative in Sukardan al-Sultan, we shall trace them
through the following narrative mechanisms:

4.The Threshold of the Title

The title is the first element to strike the ear and attract attention; it constitutes the initial
encounter between sender and recipient, the first aspect of the text confronted by the reader. It
is the key that guides us toward the text. Leo Hoek states: "The title is a set of linguistic signs
words, sentences, or even texts that may appear at the head of a text to designate and identify
it, to indicate its overall content, and to attract its audience."’

Sukardan al-Sultan is the title of the work examined in this study. On the lexical level, the
title consists of two words:

1.4Sukardan

Literally, it denotes a container for sugar. In Qasd al-Sabil, it is defined as: "Sukardan,
with damma on the sin and kaf followed by a silent ra’... a colloquial and neglected term,
composed of an Arabic element and a Persian instrument noun, meaning the implement or
vessel of sugar."8

2.4al-Sultan
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In Lisan al-‘Arab, we read: "al-salt: authority and domination... al-sultan: proof and
evidence... It is called sultan because he is God’s proof upon His earth... Every ‘sultan’ in the
Qur’an signifies proof... al-sultan also denotes the ruler and the sovereign power."*°

The combination Sukardan al-Sultan thus signifies "the Sultan’s sugar bowl." The
sukardan and what it contains sugar or otherwise evoke sweetness, delight, and pleasure; these
connotations are annexed to al-sultan, which evokes majesty, authority, governance, proof, and
legitimacy. It is not an ordinary sugar bowl, but one belonging specifically to the Sultan.

Syntactically, the title is composed of an idafa construction (genitive annexation): the
sukardan annexed to the sultan, functioning as the predicate of an implied subject the
underlying form being "This is the Sultan’s Sukardan." The nominal sentence here conveys
permanence and affirmation.

Accordingly, the title bears a dense semantic condensation of the book’s content. Ibn Abi
Hajala himself alludes to this when he states: "I named it Sukardan al-Sultan because it
comprises various kinds of seriousness and jest, appointment and dismissal..."?

5.The Aesthetics of Space in Sukardan al-Sultan

Space constitutes a fundamental element in narrative construction; events and characters
cannot exist without spatial frameworks.

It should be noted that the text of Sukardan al-Sultan is not a simple narrative. Rather, it
is composed of a collection of stories and reports, most of which unfold in the land of al-Misr
al-Mahriisa (Protected Egypt). The axis of narration throughout is the number seven, as
previously indicated. From this corpus, we have selected certain stories in order to trace the
representation of space, focusing here on open and closed spaces.

The region of Egypt an open space encompasses the majority of events. It is the setting of
Sultan al-Nasir Hasan, to whom Ibn Abi Hajala devotes considerable attention. Egypt also
contains the longest narratives in the book, including the story of the Prophet Joseph (peace be
upon him), the story of Moses (peace be upon him) and Pharaoh, and the account of al-Hakim
bi-Amr Allah. Through these narratives, we shall attempt to identify open and closed spaces.

1.50pen and Closed Spaces in the Story of the Prophet Joseph (peace be upon him)

A. Open Spaces

The Land of Canaan: The birthplace of Joseph (peace be upon him) and the point at which
his story begins with his brothers.

The Land of Egypt: Where the events develop and the story reaches its culmination:
"When Joseph arrived in Egypt with the caravan who had drawn him out of the well..."?

B. Closed Spaces

The House of al-"Aziz: Where the events intensify and reach a turning point: "Joseph
remained in the house of al-°Aziz for seven years..."?

The Prison: It represented deliverance from the scheming of al-*Aziz’s wife: ... When she
despaired of him, she went to al-Rayan, the king of Egypt who was her cousin. He shifted
toward her, and she said: ‘My lord, | have a Hebrew servant who disobeyed me, and | wish you
would permit me to imprison him...” So he permitted her to imprison him."?

"Joseph remained in prison for seven years."?
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The King’s Palace: After Joseph’s release from prison, his interpretation of the king’s
dream, and his appointment over the storehouses of the land where he later hosted his brothers
and was reunited with his parents.

2.50pen and Closed Spaces in the Story of Moses (peace be upon him) and Pharaoh

A. Open Spaces

The Land of Egypt: Where Moses was born, spent his youth, slew the Copt, and called
Pharaoh to the worship of God alone.

Madyan: When he set out for Madyan and was hired by Shu‘ayb®.

The Sacred Valley (Tuwa), on the right side of Mount Tar: "...When he came to it, he was
called from the right bank of the valley..."?

The Cities of Upper Egypt: "These are the cities to which Pharaoh sent... and they were
seven cities."?’

The Sea: The place of salvation for Moses and the Children of Israel: "It parted, and each
part was like a mighty mountain... Each tribe of the Children of Israel entered upon its own
path..." It was also the site of Pharaoh’s end and that of his followers: "...The two sides of the
sea closed upon them; the waters gathered, darkened, and roared with their currents and waves,
and they all drowned."?®

B. Closed Spaces

The House of Shu‘ayb (peace be upon him): Where Moses received the staff: "...This is
a house in which lies the staff of the prophets, peace be upon them..."?

Through these spatial configurations open expanses that signify movement, trial, and
transformation, and closed enclosures that intensify crisis and revelation the narrative in
Sukardan al-Sultan acquires an aesthetic dimension. Space is not a neutral backdrop; rather, it
participates actively in shaping the dramatic rhythm of events and in reinforcing the symbolic
resonance of the number seven within the Egyptian setting.

3.50pen and Closed Spaces in the Story of al-Hakim bi-Amr Allah

A. Open Spaces

The Land of Egypt: Where al-Hakim lived and ruled: "...al-Hakim in Egypt, who was
Mansiir ibn Nizar, surnamed al-Hakim..."%

Hulwan: An open yet secluded place that witnessed the end of al-Hakim bi-Amr Allah:
"...When he was alone, they attacked him and killed him near Hulwan..."3!

B. Closed Spaces

The House of the Amir Sayf al-Dawla ibn Dawwas: The place where the plot to assassinate
al-Hakim was devised.

Through this distribution of open and closed spaces, the narrative reveals a dynamic spatial
structure: open spaces are associated with authority, movement, and destiny, while closed
spaces often conceal intrigue, crisis, and decisive transformation.

6.The Aesthetics of Time in Sukardan al-Sultan

1.6Temporal Paradoxes

Time is a fundamental element in narrative, for it is impossible to conceive of an event
without temporal anchoring. As has been stated: "We cannot imagine an event whether real or
fictional outside time... for it is a foundational pillar of every text."32
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1.1.6Prolepsis (Anticipation)

Prolepsis refers to events presented as expected, imagined, or projected into the future. An
example appears in Ibn Abi Hajala’s preface, where he prepares and intrigues the reader: "...1
composed this book in the year seven and fifty and seven hundred on a subject in which | was
not preceded, nor did anyone in the seven climes encounter it and the verification of this
statement shall come..."*?

Another instance occurs in the introduction, where he briefly mentions occurrences related
to the number seven in Egypt: "It is said that Pharaoh had seven thousand thousand [troops],
and upon him and his people the Flood was sent for seven days, and the frogs for seven days
and the discussion of this will follow... Egypt was ruled by seven magicians... and their
mention shall come, God willing. Al-Hakim in Egypt wore wool for seven years and forbade
women from going out into the streets for seven years and seven months... and he was found
slain in seven garments; the mention of his vile rulings and explicit curse shall come in its
chapter."34

Such anticipatory gestures create suspense and reinforce the structural motif of the number
seven.

2.1.6Analepsis (Flashback)

Analepsis operates through memory, referring back to earlier events. Its occurrence in al-
Sukardan is limited. Among its examples is what appears in the story of Joseph (peace be upon
him): "They said, ‘If he has stolen, a brother of his had stolen before,” meaning before this. It
is said that the theft they attributed to Joseph was that a beggar came and took an egg from the
house, and Joseph gave it to him; for this they reproached him. But this was no theft peace be
upon our Prophet and upon him."3

Another example appears in Jacob’s words: "We are a household entrusted with affliction.
As for my grandfather Abraham, he was cast into the fire of Nimrod; as for my father Isaac,
the knife was placed upon his neck, and God ransomed him with a mighty sacrifice... As for
me, | had a son who was the dearest of my children to me... and they said, ‘The wolf devoured
him..."®

Through such recollections, the narrative deepens its emotional resonance and situates
present suffering within a lineage of trial.

2.6 The Rhythm of Narration in Sukardan al-Sultan

1.2.6Acceleration of Narrative

Narrative acceleration occurs when the narrator resorts to summary or omission.

A. Summary

When the narrator condenses events, as in: ... The reign of al-Mu‘izz lasted seven years
minus three months and days. After him, his son al-Malik al-Manstr Nir al-Din “Ali assumed
power and remained king until the year seven and fifty, when al-Malik al-Muzaffar seized
authority..."%

Here, extended historical periods are compressed into brief narrative statements.

B. Omission

Omission appears less frequently. In the story of Pharaoh and Moses, Ibn Abi Hajala
recounts Moses’ birth, his being cast into the river, and Pharaoh’s finding him; he then moves
swiftly to his nursing and acceptance by his mother, omitting intervening details, and
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transitions directly to his adulthood: "When he reached maturity, he slew the Copt and left the
city of Egypt in fear..."®

2.2.6 Suspension of Narrative

Narrative suspension results from temporal techniques such as scene and pause.

A. Scene

The scene often unfolds through dialogue. For example, in the story of al-Hakim bi-Amr
Allah: "He said to some of their chiefs: ‘I have heard that you are gathering crowds and that
men enter upon you; | must surely kill you."*°

Likewise, the dialogue between Sayyidat al-Multk and the Amir Sayf al-Dawla ibn
Dawwas: "She said to him: “You know what my brother is doing shedding blood, ruining lands,
killing the notables of the state. He has resolved to kill you and me.” He replied, ‘What
stratagem is there concerning him?’ She said, ‘The matter rests with me..."*

Through dialogue, the narrative slows and dramatizes events, granting immediacy and
vividness.

B. Pause

Pause occurs when narration halts for description, reflection, or contemplation. An
example appears in the depiction of Sultan al-Malik al-Ashraf Khalil and his palace in the
Citadel of the Mountain:

"...To him is attributed the Ashrafiyya in the protected Citadel of the Mountain, which is
now God’s quiver upon His earth, the stronghold of justice and its ordinance. The secret lies
not in the dwelling but in its inhabitants. Upon the faces of its servants are the marks of beauty;
in the ears of its loftiness among Egypt’s stars hang earrings. Its blossoms are flowers, its
streams the rivers of the Milky Way; its constellations are its palaces, and the halo of the moon
its walls. Fortune is its pavilion and retinue; Suhayl is the path to the bestowal of sustenance;
the sun’s chamberlain is its amir, and the elders are the masters of its counsel and guidance..."*

Here, the narrative yields to ornate description, rich in metaphor and celestial imagery,
revealing the aesthetic dimension of rhetorical embellishment and the luxuriant style
characteristic of the work.

7.Characters in Sukardan al-Sultan

Characters constitute a central element of narrative structure, inseparable from time and
space. Definitions of character vary, but for the purposes of this study, we classify them into
main and secondary characters. Most of the characters in Sukardan are either religious or
historical figures. Their selection here is based on the thematic focus of the book as well as the
prominence they occupy within the text.

1.7Characters in the Story of Joseph (peace be upon him)

Joseph (Yasuf, peace be upon him): A prophet embodying chastity, patience, prudence,
loyalty, and interpretive skill. Physically, he is described in Sukardan:

"...Joseph had a beautiful face, curly hair, a strong neck, a balanced physique, fair skin,
thick arms and forearms, a firm abdomen, a small navel. When he smiled, light appeared in his
cheeks... It is said he inherited his beauty from his grandmother Sarah, who had been granted
a sixth of beauty..."*?

Joseph is the central figure around whom the story revolves.
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Jacob (Ya'qub, peace be upon him): Prophet and father of Joseph, devoted to his son and
patient in his trials of loss.

Joseph’s Brothers: Eleven in number; secondary characters representing conspiracy, envy,
and jealousy due to Jacob’s affection for Joseph:

"...His brothers envied him for this; when the vision reached them, their envy increased,
and they said to Joseph, ‘He and his brother are dearer to our father than we, though we are a
band...” Seven were from Liya, daughter of Liyan, cousin of Jacob, and four from Sarmin."*3

al-‘Aziz of Egypt: A prominent figure in Egypt, custodian of the royal storehouses before
Joseph. "He was sterile, without offspring..."*

Known for wisdom and generosity: "Al-Zamakhshari says the Aziz was a wise man; some
say he was little jealous."*

al-‘Aziz’s Wife: A woman of beauty and status: "...A woman of position and beauty
invited him, saying, ‘I fear God..." She is a symbol of love and deceit.

The Women of Egypt: Represent intrigue and scheming: "...He said there were forty
women..."4

Pharaoh of Egypt: Named in Sukardan as al-Rayan ibn al-Walid: "...He entered prison
with Joseph as two young men of the king..."*’He is described as multilingual: ... The king
knew seventy languages..."*

The Servants (al-Fityan): Two youths of the king one a baker, the other a cupbearer. The
cupbearer returns to the royal court after imprisonment; the baker is executed.

2.7Characters in the Story of Moses (peace be upon him) and Pharaoh

Moses (Musa, peace be upon him): Prophet of the Children of Israel; no physical
description is given in Sukardan. Central character whose mission is to call people to the
worship of God alone and to rescue the Israelites from Pharaoh’s oppression.

Pharaoh: The antagonist embodying tyranny, injustice, and arrogance, claiming divinity.
Physical description:

"...Pharaoh was short, his beard seven cubits long; some say his height was an arm’s
length. Ibn al-Mubarak reports Pharaoh was a perfumer in Isfahan; he went bankrupt, fled debt,
came to Syria, and finally Egypt..."*°

He initially ruled justly and generously: "...He was loved by the people and, when he died,
they appointed his successor..."°Over time, he became tyrannical, demanding worship: "...He
lived 620 years, never witnessing misfortune..."%

Haman: Pharaoh’s minister, aiding him in disbelief and rebellion against God: "...He
consulted Haman, saying: ‘Between us, you are the god they worship; you shall be
worshipped...” God destroyed him for taking corrupt counselors like Haman and Qariin.">?

Shu‘ayb (peace be upon him): Prophet and elder who hired Moses for eight years to tend
his flock; Moses acquired the staff from his household.

Moses’ Mother: A vulnerable Israelite woman fearful for her infant: *...God inspired her
to make a chest and cast him into the river...">*God returned him to her until weaning, after
which he was adopted by Pharaoh and Asiya as their son.>*

These characters, both main and secondary, are interwoven with historical, religious, and
symbolic significance, reflecting the narrative’s aim to combine instruction, moral exemplars,
and the aesthetic pleasure of storytelling.
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3.7Characters in the Story of al-Hakim bi-Amr Allah

Al-Hakim bi-Amr Allah (the Fatimid Caliph): The central character of this story,
mentioned in Sukardan: "...Al-Hakim in Egypt is Mansiir ibn Nizar...">He is depicted as
tyrannical, oppressive, and unpredictable, even claiming divinity: "The Caliph was a tyrant,
obstinate, and devilish in disposition... His words and actions were diverse and capricious. He
aspired to claim divinity, as Pharaoh did in the time of Moses (peace be upon him)."%®

Sayyidat al-Mulk (the King’s Sister): She conspired to assassinate him to preserve her own
life, opposing his bloodshed and tyranny.

Amir Sayf al-Dawla ibn Dawwas: A chief and military leader from the senior members of
the kinana, orchestrating the assassination of al-Hakim.

8.The Element of the Marvellous in Sukardan al-Sultan

Marvellous literature also called ‘ajibi, fantastical, or fantasy literature represents the
unusual and astonishing, provoking awe in the reader. Like other works of classical Arabic
narrative, Sukardan contains numerous instances of the marvellous. Ibn Abi Hajala notes in his
preface:

"...I named it Sukardan al-Sultan because it includes various kinds of seriousness and
levity, governance and dismissal... marvels and wonders...">’

The theme of the marvellous was familiar to Ibn Abi Hajala; he authored a dedicated work
entitled Ghara’ib al-‘Aja’ib wa ‘Aja’ib al-Ghara’ib ("Wonders of Wonders and Wonders of
Oddities™) which he references in Sukardan.®® Expressions such as "this is one of the
marvels"°, "and from the strange things that occurred"®, and "this is a strange thing"5* appear
repeatedly throughout the text. The marvellous is also present in the titles of chapters, for
instance: "Chapter Six: On the Record of Marvelous Events and Strange Occurrences Relating
to Our Sultan..."®

The marvellous in Sukardan occurs in narrative bodies, specific chapters, and especially
in the conclusions of chapters, which Ibn Abt Hajala calls Khatimat al-Bab wa Saja‘ Ta’irihi
al-Mustatab. For analytical purposes, the marvellous can be categorized according to
characters, space, and events.

1.8Marvellous Characters

A. Monsters: Characters with extraordinary forms:

"...From his right appeared a scaly figure. He was told to open it; upon opening, a head
emerged a human head, while from his chest to his lower body was twisted; in his chest were
two items... He grew, cried out, and was terrified..."®

B. Animals: Marvellous elements appear in two ways:

Through astonishing behaviors that defy normal expectations, numerous examples appear
throughout Sukardan, including in the first chapter’s conclusion.

Animals actively participate in events, reminiscent of Kalila wa Dimna, e.g., stories
involving the lion, wolf, and fox in the first chapter’s conclusion.

2.8Marvellous Spaces

Sukardan* mentions extraordinary places, e.g:.

In India: "...Until he reached a fortress containing six hundred idols... a fortress with no
equal in the world..."%
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The Pyramids of Egypt: ... The conditions of the pyramids are marvelous and their stories
are strange... They are among the wonders of lands and the oddities of constructions..."%

3.8Marvellous Events

The text contains a vast network of stories whose events vary yet converge around the
number seven, its manifestations in Egypt, and its relation to Sultan al-Nasir Hasan. A key
example is found in the sixth chapter devoted to Sultan al-Nasir Hasan:

"Chapter Six: On the Record of Marvelous Events and Strange Occurrences Relating to
Our Sultan..."%®

Here, marvel manifests in the synchronization of events across different times and people.
For example, both Sultan al-Nasir and his father left and then returned to the throne; even the
dates of succession coincide. Ibn Abi Hajala repeatedly emphasizes these synchronizations
using phrases like "and from the strange concurrence”, highlighting the extraordinary
alignment of events in the chapter’s conclusion.

This chapter demonstrates that Sukardan al-Sultan employs the marvellous across
characters, spatial settings, and narrative events to create wonder, surprise, and narrative
cohesion, all anchored to its central motif the number seven.

9.The Mechanism of Narrative Embedding in Sukardan al-Sultan

Classical narrative texts are distinguished by the feature of narrative embedding, or
interlacing, a deliberate storytelling strategy where the frame tale and the nested tales
interconnect. Often, within a single narrative:

"Event interweaves with event, time with time, report with report, character with character,
structure with structure, making it impossible to separate these elements."®’

Sukardan* is replete with this feature. Ibn Abi Hajala uses multiple nested narratives to
support his central theme the number seven while sustaining the reader’s curiosity and
reinforcing the overarching frame story. Examples of this narrative embedding abound,
particularly emphasizing the recurrence of the number seven:

Joseph resided in al-*Aziz’s house for seven years; the doors were seven in number.

Joseph spent seven years in prison according to most accounts.

The king of Egypt saw seven fat cows devoured by seven lean cows; seven sheaves of
grain were affected.

Pharaoh conscripted sorcerers from seven cities; the kingdom of Egypt was supported by
seven rivers.

Pharaoh was short, and his beard measured seven cubits.

Seven signs were sent to Pharaoh.

Seven magicians served the Egyptian king.

The Fatimid caliph wore the Sufi cloak for seven years, prohibiting women from going
out for seven years and seven months.

Seven corpses were discovered in seven graves.%

Through this technique, each story generates a supporting tale, enhancing suspense and
continuity, leading to a cumulative and immersive narrative experience by the end of Sukardan.

Conclusion
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From this study, several points emerge regarding the narrative aesthetics of Sukardan al-
Sultan:

Sukardan al-Sultan is a pioneering work both in approach and subject, focusing on the
number seven and its unique manifestations in the Egyptian realm. This demonstrates Ibn Ab1
Hajala al-Tilimsani’s skill and literary finesse:

"...Ibn Abi Hajala was an accomplished author, an inventive poet, and a prolific
compiler... alert, astute, and engaging, possessing a wide variety of literary resources..."®

After reading the text, the reader experiences a journey through countless narratives,
events, and histories.

Aesthetic of the Narrative: Achieved through storytelling techniques that create artistic
pleasure and impact on the reader.

Aesthetic of the Title: Evident in its semantic condensation, encapsulating the text’s core
meaning.

Aesthetic of Space: Through the skilled use of setting. Sukardan is not a simple narrative;
it consists of numerous stories set largely in Egypt, an open space where most events occur,
lending credibility to the theme of the number seven within that realm.

Aesthetic of Time: Appears through temporal contrasts such as foreshadowing
(anticipation) and retrospection (recalling past events), enhancing suspense and clarifying
ambiguities. The narrative rhythm alternates between acceleration (through summary and
omission) and deceleration (through scene and pause), with pauses being more extensive than
scenes.

Aesthetic of Characters: Achieved through detailed descriptions of appearance, traits,
social status, and occasionally naming key figures, e.g., Pharaoh of Joseph’s time (al-Walid
ibn al-Rayan) and al-*Aziz (Qatmir). Major characters form the narrative axis around which
events revolve.

Aesthetic of the Marvellous: Found in the violation of norms, evoking wonder and
curiosity, and in the extraordinary synchrony of events across different times and people.

Narrative Embedding: Its aesthetic lies in heightening suspense, stimulating curiosity, and
reinforcing thematic ideas. Nested tales accumulate to support the central narrative, forming a
rich and layered storytelling fabric.

In sum, the literary artistry of Sukardan al-Sultan emerges from the interplay of these
narrative techniques, creating a compelling, multifaceted, and aesthetically rich work that
illustrates the enduring sophistication of classical Arabic storytelling.
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