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Essays 

A mule—confined, blinded, abused—is chained to a waterwheel. A horse arrives, and when the 
mule tries to enlist his fellow creature in a plot to tell the authorities about his mistreatment and 
exploitation, the horse rejects and ridicules him. Their discussion dilates to include more animals (a 
dove, a camel, a hyena, and a fox), and the narrative expands, incorporating descriptions of human 
life in northern Syria before a feared Byzantine invasion. 
	 This is “The Epistle of the Neigher and the Brayer” (risālat alṣāḥil w-al-shāḥij) by Abu al-
Alaa al-Ma’arri, who wrote it around 1021 CE. Al-Ma’arri was a blind, vegan philosopher-poet 
whose oeuvre is dominated by sardonic, pessimistic, and ascetic themes. “The Neigher and the 
Brayer” combines gloomy reflections on animal welfare and observations about the disruptions of 
regional war with densely allusive prose that explores enigmatic homonyms and quibbles with 
philosophical vocabulary. In “The Neigher and the Brayer,” the misery of existence is juxtaposed 
with a celebration of language and its clever potential. This lengthy book had been considered lost 
until Bint al-Shati’ came across two manuscripts of it and published her critical edition in 1975. 
	 In the translated passage that follows, the horse (the Neigher) is rebuking the mule (the 
Brayer) for daring to complain about his life. The horse frames pain as inevitable. According to him, 
suffering exists everywhere, and complaining is both useless and absurd because remedying these 
problems would require changing the entirety of creation. According to the horse, the mule’s 
misery is a necessary fact of nature. 
	 The gloomy pessimism in the horse’s response echoes what al-Ma’arri later requested for 
the epitaph on his own tomb: “This was the crime my father committed against me, one that I did 
not commit against anyone else.” 

❂ 

As for your complaint about what you have experienced over the course of time, that the decrees 
of God befall the wretched: Does anyone have a retort to these decrees? What do you say about 
the moon if it complains about the persistence of night and day? Could it be turned from that fate 
to something else without your Lord ordering the dissolution of bile and the transformation of the 
celestial sphere? If Mount Thabir and Wadi Na’man complain that they suffer hot midsummer 
winds and winter hoarfrost, is there a path for such created things to avert that fate? And if 
untilled soil claims it suffers from being plowed and manured, can it find anyone to shelter it from 
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that fate? Did you think that if the tragacanth shrub mentions that thorns inflict pain upon it, that 
the myrtle might cure it of that fate so that it grows without being thorny? Or watering holes like 
Ayn Uthal and Ghumaza, if they complained about wild animals trampling them with their hooves, 
could that fate be avoided by human artifice? 
	  Is there anything among all the kinds of animals that does not toil and then is butchered? 
Don’t you know that even the children of Adam—the kings of the earth—are free of neither 
repeated distress nor some fated arrow striking true? There are sorrows in every human breast. 
Every sperm has darkness. 

مقتط ف من «رسالة الصاهل والشاحج» 
أبو العلاء المعري 

شـكيتك مـا تـلقاه مـن أحـداث الـزمـان، فـإن أقـدار الله جـرت عـلى الأذلال. وهـل يـملك أحـد رد الأقـدار؟ مـا تـقول 
فـي الـقمر لـو شـكا الـدأب فـي لـيل ونـهار؟ أصـرف ذلـك عـنه إلـى سـواه إلا أن يـقضى ربـك نـقض الـمرة وتـغير 
الـفلك؟ ولـو شـكا «ثـبير أو نـعمان» مـا يـلاقـيه مـن حـرور الـقيظ وأريـز الشـتاء، هـل كـان إلـى دفـع ذلـك عـنهما 
سـبيل للمخـلوقـين؟ ولـو زعـم الـقراح أنـه يـلقى شـدة مـن الـكراب والـدبـل، هـل وجـد آويـاً لـه مـن ذلـك؟ أرأيـت 
الــقتادة لــو ذكــرت أن الــشوك يــبعث إلــيها الألــم، هــل قــدر آس أن يــداويــها مــن ذلــك حــتى تــنبت وليســت 
بـالـشاكـة؟ هـذه «عـين أثـال وغـمازة» لـو شـكتا ورد الـوحـش خـبطهما بـالـحوافـر، هـل زوي عـنهما ذلـك بـحيلة 

من البشر؟  

وأي شـيء مـن أصـناف الـحيوان لا يـنصب ويـقصب؟ ألا تـعلم أن بـني آدم مـلوك الأرض، لا يـعدمـون هـمّاً آئـباً 
وسهماً من سهام القدر صائباً؟ في كل صدر من الناس شجون، ولكل نطفة أجون.
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