
 
 

Sci. Educ. Innov. Context Mod. Probl.| ISSN p (e): 27900169; 27900177    

 

753 – www.imcra.az.org, | Issue 8, Vol. 8, 2025 

The Symbolism of Gray Hair and Youth in Arabic Poetry (A Psycho-Aesthetic Approach) 

Allaoua Nasri 

 

RESEARCH  

ARTICLE 
The Symbolism of Gray Hair and Youth in Arabic Poetry (A 

Psycho-Aesthetic Approach) 
 

 

Allaoua Nasri 

  Lecturer Class A 

Echahid  Sheikh Larbi Tebessi University - Tebessa 

 Algeria 

Email: allaoua.nasri@univ-tebessa.dz 

Doi Serial https://doi.org/10.56334/sei/8.8.68 

Keywords 

 

Youth- white hair- attractiveness – psychological- conflict- choice- contexts 

Abstract 

The polarity between the youth and old in Arabic poetry demonstrates that nothing what we see reflects the 

attractiveness neither from woman or man in what they see, hear, or speak. Both of them grow their speech 

justified by their will to express an aesthetic of body where stocks transfer became subjects of antagonism or 

agreement. 

Thus, it reflects an aspect of psychological conflict between men and women and further more mobed a large 

scale of favouritism between white and black. 
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 Introduction: 

Inside every human being, there exists a poet of emotions, feelings, and human impulses, some of which surge and 

intermingle, producing a buzzing sound like the buzzing of fate. Then they rise to find a path to the people, making 

this one of the responses of humans in general, and poets in particular, to an apparent visible stimulus or a hidden 

implied one. 

The concept of response is a subject shared by many sciences, such as philosophy, psychology, and aesthetics. 

These sciences are now engaged in a fruitful dialogue with literature and poetry, giving to and taking from them. 

Their essence lies in analyzing the discourse received by the audience through psychological, emotional, and 

aesthetic lenses. Without these responses, we would not contemplate works such as "Qifā Nabki" by Imru' al-Qais, 

"The Gazelle's Eyes" by Ali ibn al-Jahm, "Peace from the Breeze of Barada" by Shawqi, "Should I Conceal My 

Love?" by Muhammad al-Eid, or "O France, This is Judgment Day" by Mafdi Zakaria. 

Some responses are instantaneous, others slow, triggered by political or psychological influences. Through 

language, art and beauty become a means for poets to reach styles received by readers from various social layers. 

Gray hair and youth appear as opposing forces in much of both classical and modern Arabic poetry. They appear 

in isolated verses, short poems, entire odes, and in introductory pieces known as "the preludes of gray hair." Gray 

hair is a sign of sorrow and gloom... and also        a sign of wisdom and dignity... whereas youth, before this, 

symbolizes transgression and frivolity... Poets, amid all this struggle, create and alternate between championing 

youth and gray hair in wondrous styles. 

1. Gray Hair and Youth as Themes in Classical Poetry: 

One of the reasons for the presence of gray hair as a theme in classical poetry was the poet‘s feeling of pain at the 

change occurring in the human body. Just as in women, the man‘s hair mixes white with black, and this 

transformation became a subject of poetic experience. This poetic exploration was initiated by pre-Islamic poets 
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with structure and craftsmanship, and through the situations created by women, which often included much 

complaint, resentment, and disdain toward the man. 

The poetry of Alqama ibn Abdu Al-Fahl (20 BCE – 603 CE), who engaged in poetic exchanges with Imru‘ al-Qais, 

repreزرعsents one of the early poetic models documenting and describing the woman‘s attitude toward the man 

whose hair had turned gray. 

 بُعَيدَ الشَبابِ عَصرَ حانَ مَشيبُ    طَحا بِكَ قَمبٌ في الحِسانِ طَروبُ 

 بَصيــرٌ بِــأَدواءِ النــِساءِ طَـــبيــــبُ     إِن تَســأَلــــوني بِالنِســــاءِ فَــإِنَّـنيفَ 

ىِــنَّ نَــصيـــب    إِذا شــابَ رَأسُ المَرءِ أَو قَلَّ مالُوُ   فَمَــيسَ لَــوُ مِــن وُدِّ

 (1)الشَبابِ عِندَىُنَّ عَــجيــــبُ وَشَرخُ     يُــرِدنَ ثَـــراءَ المــالِ حَيـــثُ عَمِــمنَوُ 

The poet describes a heart once full of joyful and tender emotions during the time of youth and beauty but now 

distant from those days, as old age and gray hair have arrived. He compares his knowledge of women to that of a 

doctor who understands their moods and relationships well. The poet notes that as a man ages and loses his youth 

or wealth, his chances of winning women's affection decrease. Women, he observes, prioritize wealth over youth 

and beauty, which surprises him, indicating that financial status is more valued by women than emotional or 

physical qualities. 

The feeling of the burden of time is one of the themes in poetic experience. A person comes to realize that gray 

hair comes to everyone, making no distinction between anyone. It begins with a single strand, then gradually 

surrounds the head like the strong surrounding the weak, becoming an unavoidable source of sorrow. The 

response and reaction differ; for example, a woman may mock the man "when she sees a strand of gray hair among 

my curls." 

This awareness leads to a consciousness of the poetic body, for the beauty of the poetic body is achieved through 

what it contains and expresses in values and positive action. Poetic awareness reflects the Arab human's vision of 

himself and others (2). 

Imru‘ al-Qais was one of the pre-Islamic poets who described his condition, finding that the women around him 

turned away after gray hair invaded his head. 

It was customary for women to distance themselves from him, although they had heard his voice, so 

companionship became a beloved to him and to them. This image he took from the nature around him (like the 

herder calling out to the voice of a gazelle). 

Imru‘ al-Qais, in this situation, expressed personal emotions and moods that are part of countless lyrical poems 

that embody the poet‘s emotional temperament: his joy, sadness, depression, and more. The poet‘s sadness may 

appear in mentioning the passing of things, the end of time, the fading of youth and beauty, and the onset of 

weakness and frailty  (3). 

Among Imru‘ al-Qais's references to gray hair is a portion of his sinnīyah, consisting of fourteen (14) verses. As 

poets often do, he begins by addressing two of his friends, inviting them to gather, a technique known in literary 

criticism as digression or deviation from the main theme. The poem is composed in the tawīl meter. 

 كَـــــأَنّـي أُنـــــادي أَو أُكَــمِّــمُ أَخــــــرَســا    أَلِمّا عَمى الرَبعِ القَـديــمِ بِعَسعَسا

ــلا وَيـا رُبَّ يَـــومٍ قَـــد أَروحُ   حَـبيـباا إِلى البيـضِ الكَــواعِبِ أَممَـسا    مُــــرَجَّ

 كَما تَرعَوي عيطٌ إِلى صَوتِ أَعيَسا    يَرُعنَ إِلى صَوتي إِذا ما سَمِعنَوُ 
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ســا    أَراىُـــنَّ لا يُــحـبِبــنَ مَن قَلَّ مالُـوُ    (4) وَلا مَـن رَأَيـنَ الشَيــبَ فـيـوِ وَقَــوَّ

What is noticeable in the poems of Alqama al-Fahl and Imru‘ al-Qais is that they agree in portraying the image of 

women and their attitudes toward the man who has lost his wealth, and how gray hair laughs in the darkest corners. 

This laughter, in many cases, is a form of belittling the man that starts mildly but intensifies to become a symbol of 

metaphorical violence imposed on men. 

Imru‘ al-Qais appeared in his best image as a man in general, knowing that grooming one‘s hair is a commendable 

act in human life, a matter of cleanliness, and a gesture of respect to himself and to others. 

Such proper behavior in the life of Imru‘ al-Qais was part of the general life practiced by royal offspring, who 

understood that every life has an appointed time. 

It appears that Imru‘ al-Qais had announced the nearness of his death, having been poisoned when he wore that 

poisoned garment sent to him by the King of Rome... and he is the one who said:  

لت قرحا داميا بعد صحةٍ    لعلّ منايانا تحوّلن أبؤسا   وبُدِّ

The verses express loss and separation between the lover and the beloved. The poet indicates that the beloved has 

distanced herself or denied him because of changes in appearance caused by aging (gray hair and baldness). This 

reflects the bitterness of loss and the impact of time on human relationships, showing how time and life sometimes 

separate loved ones despite the feelings between them. 

The poem, in part, conveys knowledge about a certain behavior that both men and women exhibit, and that men—

as well as women—have emotions. Approaching and withdrawing, closeness and estrangement are ancient 

psychological states that weaken or strengthen according to situations and contexts. 

This is the view of the psychoanalyst of literature, whose focus is confined to the deep unconscious self, which is 

more real than daily reality. This self manifests in artistic works when a researcher studies it, equipped with the full 

toolkit of the critic, including aesthetics, cultural philosophy, and artistic analysis (5) . 

Some psychological studies start from a reasonable question: Is it true that men do not understand women‘s body 

language? The answer showed that men are less intuitive than women, and women might be better at reading body 

language because larger parts of their brains activate when evaluating others‘(6) behavior. 

What Alqama al-Fahl and Imru‘ al-Qais said reflected instances of disgust (le dégoût/la répugnance) in women, 

who see with certainty the transformation of men from strength to weakness, from activity to decline, and from 

spring to autumn. This brings about the man‘s response and counter-response. 

In summary, as stated in Sophie Fontanel‘s book Une apparition: "Les hommes sont trop cons pour désirer les 

femmes aux cheveux blancs"(7) (Men are too stupid to desire women with white hair). From these poets‘ and 

beauticians‘ perspectives, there is a consensus that the woman acts as the mediator for the man‘s discovery of his 

true self. This is confirmed by George Gusdorf (1912–2002), a disciple of Gaston Bachelard, who said that self-

knowledge is not achieved merely by looking at and reflecting on ourselves. It is only realized through the world 

and in the world; a person is not complete except through others (8). 

Thus, generally, the woman is the mirror of the man, and the man is the mirror of the woman—if intentions are 

pure (which was what we sought)… 

In some of Al-A‘sha‘s poems, there are instances where he depicted Sa‗d and Salma as they recoiled from the 

appearance of gray hair and baldness (la calvitie, baldness) in the poet. This appears in his diwan (collection) in the 

Basīt meter. 

 واحـتــمت العـمـــر فــالجدين فالقرعا   بانت سعادُ وأمسى حبميا انقطعا 

 من الحوادث إلّا الشيب والصّمعا   وأنــكــرتني ومــا كان الذي نــكـرت 
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The two lines speak about the disappointment in love and the passage of time, which brought changes in emotions 

and life. The bond with the beloved was broken, and life became full of hardships and sorrow, while the poet 

suffers from the beloved's denial of him as signs of aging appear. 

Nevertheless, gray hair and baldness are signs of dignity, wisdom, and beauty, and represent entry into a new 

world—the world of contemplation and spirituality. According to Dr. Youssef Hakim, a specialist in anthropology, 

baldness is not a defect... 

Someone said (in the Basīt meter): 

 صمع الرؤوس وسيما السادة الصمع   لقد بنى المجد أباء لنا سمفوا 

The verse indicates that glory and a noble history were built by our ancestors (the predecessors), who were 

distinguished by their baldness, which was considered a notable and honorable mark for the lords and nobles of 

that time. In other words, baldness was not seen as a flaw but as a symbol of honor and high status among the 

esteemed ancestors who established that glory. Here, baldness represents dignity and pride, reflecting the status of 

the noble ancestors in society. 

Since gray hair is something whose whiteness is apparent to everyone, and its appearance is usually associated with 

aging, it can also, in other situations, be caused by crises in women, who are more delicate and emotionally 

stronger in cases of losing a loved one. 

This was the case of Hind bint Hudhayfa, whose brother Husn ibn Hudhayfa was killed. She called upon her 

people to take revenge (in the tawīl meter): 

 ة حـاجــروشــيــــب رأس يـــوم وقــــعــــ   ول ليمي لميموم الحواضر أ

 ولا حــــالـــــف بــــــرا كــــآخـــــــر فـــاجـــر   لعمري ما عمري عمى بييّن 

(9)وائرـــــــــــــــــكفت قومو أخرى الميالي الغ لقد نال كرز يوم حاجر وقعة    

The poet talks about the impact of painful and war-related events (the Battle of Hajar) on his life and the lives of 

his people. He describes how these events brought worries and caused his hair to turn gray early. The calamities 

that occurred in that battle were severe and deeply distressing. 

Al-Khansa‘, in the field of elegy, is the most famous one known for the fire burning in her head . She wept for her 

brother Sakhr until she lost her sight, and she lived to witness Islam . Her brother Sakhr was both her source of 

comfort and of worry. During the early days of Islam, she said (in the Wafir meter): 

  وأذكره لكل غروب شمس   يُذكرني طموع الشمس صخرا 

The poetess uses this expression to show the profound impact that the memory has on her feelings, resulting in 

abundant tears that she cannot control. This indicates the depth of sorrow or longing that her soul experiences 

when remembering those moments and her brother Sakhr. 

"And she concluded with it by saying (in the Basīt meter):" 

 فيض يسيل عمى الخدين مدرار   كــأنّ عــيـنـي لـــذكـــــراه إذا خــــطــــــــرت 

  إذ رابيا الدىر إنّ الدىر ضــرار   تبكي خناس عمى صخر وحق ليا
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The poetess experienced harsh and difficult trials, growing older without committing major sins. However, she 

carries a deep sorrow and inner pain that overcame her when she remembered an important person. This grief 

overwhelmed her with tears and a lump in her throat that even the strongest cannot endure. These experiences 

have left deep wounds within her, wounds as hard as a solid branch breaking under the weight of pain. 

Shawqi Dayf saw that Al-Khansa‘ was the most famous for weeping and lamenting during the pre-Islamic era 

(Jahiliyyah) (10) . For this reason, and because of her long life, she was not spared from the greying of her hair... 

"She used to stand at the season‘s gathering," where she would look upon her litter with sorrow, and the Arabs 

magnified their grief over the tragedy of her father, Amr ibn al-Sharid, and her two brothers, Sakhr and Mu‗awiya, 

sons of Amr. She would recite poetry that moved people to tears (11). 

At the season‘s gathering, and elsewhere, Al-Khansa‘ became a target of envy, as the women around her would 

look at her and perhaps begrudge what had become of her. For gray hair, in its overall appearance, washes away 

the good years of past youth. She said: 

 وأيســر ممــا قـــد لقـيــــت يـشـيـــب   تقــول نســاء، شبـت مــن غير كبـــــرة 

  عمى غصة منيا القـواء يــذوب   ذكرتك، فاستعبرتُ، والصدر كاظم 

The verses illustrate the idea that gray hair is not merely a sign of aging, but a symbol of wisdom and calmness 

(forbearance and good manners). Meanwhile, youth is a symbol of activity, playfulness, and a bit of recklessness. 

The poet also emphasizes that the appearance of gray hair is a natural and inevitable matter for anyone who has 

lived a full life, and it should not be a cause for surprise or astonishment. 

Accordingly, Al-Khansa‘ was left with nothing of the comforts of life that had vanished along with the departure of 

those who once bestowed them upon her. She fashioned this into a poetic experience that is, above all, a linguistic 

experience overflowing with emotions and feelings, through which she painted her own image as we know it from 

her poetry. 

2- The Duality of Youth and Gray Hair in the Abbasid Era: 

The poetic momentum continued into the Abbasid era, and the discussion of the duality between youth and gray 

hair remained a subject for Abbasid poets. Sometimes they agreed with earlier views, and other times they differed. 

The poet saw that the span of youth was steadily shrinking before the advancing gray hair, whose signs were drawn 

from the top of his head down to the soles of his feet. 

This poet expressed this ongoing contrast through various stylistic methods that are part of the system of speech. 

Youth has authority and presence... and so does gray hair. Youth is a sign of life and strength, while gray hair 

indicates dignity and maturity. Thus, praise and blame became the two prevailing aims in this context, depending 

on the poet‘s inclination and conduct. 

For the Arabs, poetry was the highest form of conveying such emotions and feelings, which manifested as hatred 

for gray hair and disdain for it as long as it was a symbol of the end and decay... and between the love for youth and 

championing it as long as it radiated pride and purity... How did the Abbasid poets express these attitudes? 

Du'ballah al-Khuzai (148 AH – 220 AH / 765 CE – 835 CE) was one of the poets who praised gray hair, 

associating it with wisdom, patience, and good manners. He lived seventy years and said (in the Basīt meter): 

 ـمـــا الـشـبـــــاب رداء المـيـــو والمعـــبكـ   إنّ المشيــب رداء الحــمــم والأدب 

  لا تعجبي من بطل عمر بو يشب   تعجبت أنّ رأت شيبي فقمت ليا 

The verses praise gray hair as a symbol of chastity, modesty, and honor, describing it as a magnificent adornment 

and a royal beauty comparable to a crown studded with pearls. They also acknowledge that gray hair may come 
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with some pain, but within it lies wisdom, moderation, and rejection of deviations, making it far better than reckless 

youth. In the end, the poet celebrates old age as a stage that fills its bearer with composure and respect. 

Du‘ballah al-Khuzai—like other poets—was voiced by a woman who marveled at the misfortune in his life. This 

astonishment reflects the turmoil in the woman‘s life, for she once looked at him with reassuring eyes to teach him 

that permanence is impossible and that change in the body is natural. Du‘ballah al-Khuzai continued to praise gray 

hair, saying (in the kāmil meter): 

 سِــمــةُ العـفـيف وىــيـئــة المتحرج   أىـــــل وســيـــل بــالـمـشـــيــــب فـإنّـو 

 في تـــاج ذي مـمك أغـــرّ مـــتــوج   شـيــبــي نــــظــــــم درّ زاىـــــــر  كــــأنّ 

 رفض الغواية واقتصاد المنيج   ضــيـــف ألّـــم بـمـفــــرقي فَـقَــــرْيَــتُــــــــو 

 (21)بالحمم محترم الشباب الأىوج               شيء أحسن من مشيب وافد   

The verses express an internal struggle between the poet (or the epic figure) and gray hair, which appears as a 

result of life's hardships and the mistakes of youth. Here, gray hair is not just about aging; it is wrapped in the 

bitterness and troubles the person has endured, such as losing loved ones and experiencing deep sorrow. The poet 

also points out that gray hair and death are inevitable, and that some sins, like falling into temptations, can spoil a 

person's good deeds. Moreover, the verses carry a sad image, describing gray hair as a consequence of harsh 

experiences, sometimes causing grief and sorrow, especially when it accompanies sins and painful relationships. 

The poet, in his poem, sees in gray hair admonitions that accompany one morning and evening; there is no safety 

with the seductive passage of time that leads to an end. Youth is neither welcomed nor easy to bear—it is a mark of 

temptation, frivolity, and play. Once again, the poet positions himself as a defender of the stage of gray hair, in 

which a person takes his adornment while youth becomes a target to be dismissed. Youth is reckless, characterized 

by foolishness and recklessness, like a swift and cutting wind. The reckless and heedless are those taken by 

surprise, and such people are neither welcomed nor easily accepted. 

Since gray hair is like a guest who arrives unexpectedly, it deserves full welcome, and its mention among people 

should be praiseworthy. 

The poet‘s judgment of gray hair is gentle, but harsh and severe with the woman who provoked him by mocking 

what she saw. This attention to gray hair is a positive value that led the poet to evoke one of the virtues of Arab 

society, likening it to a guest whom people ought to greet repeatedly, with a broad smile. 

Gray Hair and Youth in the Poetry of Abu Tammam (188 AH – 231 AH / 803 CE – 845 CE): 

In an analysis of the presence of gray hair in Abu Tammam‘s poetry, particularly on its psychological side, it 

becomes clear that this gray hair is a cause of weeping and despair over the loss of beautiful days, so long as this 

gray hair remains a disease that shortens life rather than prolongs it. The ongoing struggle hastens endings, and 

women in the poet‘s surroundings may inflame it. 

In a long poem praising Muhammad ibn Yusuf al-Thughri, Abu Tammam begins with an introduction on gray 

hair, which was a subject of blame (in the khafif meter): 

 غــفــــلت الشــبـــاب بـردا قشيبــا   كـــعـــابـــا كـــأنّــــــمــــا ألــبــســتـــيـــــا 

 د فابـــكي تــمــــاضــــرا ولـــعــــوبـــــا   لعب الشيب بالمفارق بل جد 

 فقــدا لمشـمـس حتـى تغـيبـا بـيّـــن الـبيـــن فـقــــدىا فـمـــم تــــــــعـــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــرف

 ا أنْ رأت شواتي خضيـبـاخضبت خدّىا إلى لؤلؤ العقــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــد دمّ 
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 إلا لـفــظيـــعيــــن ميــتةــ ومشيـبــا   كــل داء يــرجـــى الــدواء لــــــــــو  

 حسنــاتي عند الغـــواني ذنـوبـــا   يــا نـسيـــب الثغــام ذنبـك ألقى  

 ـــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــكـــرن مســتنـــكــــرا وعبْن معيــبــاولـئــــن عِبْــن مـا رأيــن لقــــد أنــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــ

 م حــــســـــــيـبــــاأو تصدعن قمى لكفى بالشيـــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــب بــيـنــي وبيــنــــــي

ب خيرا لو رأى الله أنّ في المشي (21)جاورتو الأبرار في الخمد شيبا      

These verses generally express the theme of aging and gray hair and their impact on a person. The poet describes 

how the signs of old age appear on both his body and soul after the days of youth have passed. He speaks of the 

sorrow caused by the loss of youth and its beauty, acknowledging that gray hair and death are inevitable and 

incurable. The poet also conveys feelings of sadness and regret over the passage of time, and how beauty and 

charm may turn into faults or sins in the eyes of the beloved or people due to changing circumstances. In the end, 

he points out that if God were to see any good in old age, He would grant the righteous in paradise the blessing of 

gray hair. This implies the poet‘s acceptance of the inevitability of aging and his contentment with it despite the 

pain it brings. 

It is confirmed in Abu Tammam‘s poetry that whiteness (gray hair) does not suit either women or men; rather, it is 

a defect that afflicts everyone, and it is a disease without a cure. Therefore, the henna that both women and men 

use for adornment and to ward off ugliness is one of the tricks that is obvious to any observer. However, this trick 

is powerless against the authority of time. 

In this situation, the woman, like the man, spends lavishly on hair care to prevent any crack or rupture in 

relationships. 

From a rhetorical and aesthetic perspective on the theme of gray hair, Abu Tammam believes that the connection 

between him and his reader is based on satisfaction and acceptance. Therefore, he was fully prepared to respond 

to the taste of the Arab audience of his time—and even centuries later. The ―ka‗āb‖ (plural ―kawā‗ib‖) is an 

attractive feature of maidens and young women; it refers to a well-shaped bosom. The term ―kawā‗ib‖ is mentioned 

in the Qur‘an in the verse: ―And [by] the kawā‗ib athrāb‖ (An-Naba‘, 78:33). These attributes suit youth, which 

creates beauty by shaping an external form with a specific purpose: to express its rational aspect. Since beautiful 

things are always tangible (24), the poet‘s language reveals them with expressions that evoke great emotion and a 

feeling of the beauty of language in the audience. 

The poet has attributed to gray hair actions such as playing with contrasts, renewal, and making the ―kawā‗ib‖ weep, 

making intellectual metaphor a style based on deviation and digression, which is a requirement for poetic creativity. 

Moreover, the poet has the ability to play with words through derivation games, showing unparalleled skill. For 

example, he says: 

―Bayyana al-bayyin – khadabat khadīban – dhanb dhanūban – ‗ayn mu‗ayyan…‖ 

(The clear clarified – dyed vividly – a sin with sins – a defective eye…) 

Such derivation has a pleasant effect on the listener‘s soul. This is what Ibn Jinni mentioned (and Abu Bakr ibn al-

Sarraj stated) about the benefit of derivation for its user: when a man hears a word and doubts it, if he then sees a 

derivation related to it, he forgets his doubt and his suspicion disappears (15). 

Some view the abundance of derivation in Abu Tammam‘s work as familiar, approachable, and an appreciation of 

the ear‘s pleasure and enjoyment of hearing—proof that Arabic is a flexible language with the capacity and 

receptiveness to all the innovations of the era(16). 
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As for Ibn al-Rumi (221 AH–283 AH / 836 CE–896 CE), born in Baghdad to a Persian mother, his entire life was 

a series of trials and calamities that affected his soul, his wife and children, and the cities devastated by enemies, 

which made them weep. Much of his poetry is a vivid expression of his pain, pessimism, and superstition. 

The other part of his poetry reveals his love for life, in which he immersed himself. He knew that Baghdad was 

urging him to come to it... but he—while the days were running contrary—looked at himself as he embraced life and 

found ―himself young, handsome, fair-skinned, beautiful-eyed, upright in stature, tall /.../ Then baldness rushed to 

my head, my back curved, my eyesight weakened, and my walk became unsteady.‖ 

 (21)"ي من الصمعلتستر ما جرت عم   لجأت إلى لبس العمامة حيمة 

It talks about the poet‘s or speaker‘s condition of suffering from baldness (that is, hair loss and the disappearance 

of hair at the front or certain areas). The phrase "I resorted to wearing a turban as a trick" means that he resorted to 

using the turban as a means or trick to cover or conceal the baldness that had befallen him. 

Ibn al-Rumi was withering away like the stalk of the rund plant, becoming like a tree shedding its leaves and 

stripped of its branches. He saw that youth was nothing but a dream. 

Throughout this struggle, he reflected on the ugly scene and the beautiful one, adopting a stance toward the 

annoying, rejecting voices of some singers and songstresses, and some long-nosed men and beards—all of which 

were a source of misery when Ibn al-Rumi contemplated them... For him, there was no harmony or proportion in 

what he saw. 

In his poetry, Ibn al-Rumi was "an artist lacking only brush and canvas—indeed, he lacked neither, because he 

replaced the brush with the pen and the canvas with paper. With these, he produced in exquisite verse what colors 

and shapes cannot achieve.‖(28) 

He praised beauty and held it sacred, guiding his reader toward all that can be heard, smelled, touched, and seen. 

As for beauty in those forms, he made it flourish, rejoicing it, uprooting its hopes, and finding solace in glad tidings 

and happy omens (19). 

Ibn al-Rumi‘s emotional expressions in this regard were not new in the Arab poetic scene. Others had come before 

him, and through this, he expressed his self and personality in the best poetic expression—a language full of 

suggestiveness and possessing great power of influence, according to the critical views of Shukri Aziz Al-Madhi. 

When Ibn al-Rumi spoke of the images of beautiful youth, he was voicing the present moment, pausing at a poetic 

moment heavy with much sorrow and grief. 

 عمى جنـبـــات أنيـار عذاب   يذكرني الشباب جنان عدن 

 فـيُــنّ متـوج أغصان رطاب   تــفيء ظمـــيــا نفــحــــات ريـــح 

(12بانتحاب)بواكي الطير فييا    إذا مـــاســت ذوائـــبيـا تداعت    

The poet recalls the days of youth and describes them as the beautiful Garden of Eden, reflecting their value and 

greatness in his life. However, at the same time, he points out that this period was not free from torment or pain, as 

suffering surrounded him even in his happiest moments. He also depicts moments of tranquility and comfort with 

the breezes of the wind and the shadows of nature, but these moments quickly disappear, replaced by sounds of 

sorrow and the crying of birds, expressing feelings of grief, decline, and loss. 

The poet here distinguishes between two stages of his life and two experiences he lived through. The sweetest and 

dearest to him was the past, during which he lived life in a beautiful atmosphere along the banks of the ‗Adhab‘ 

rivers. This reminded him of his youth, making "The Gardens of Eden" the cultural reference point for Ibn al-

Rumi, and the ultimate goal unparalleled by anything else. This is similar to the religious reference found in the 

Qur‘an in Surah At-Tawbah (9:72), Taha (20:76), and An-Nahl (16:31), describing the lofty dwellings in the 

Gardens of everlasting residence, beneath whose trees rivers flow, where they abide forever—an enduring bliss (21). 
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The Gardens of Eden have inspired many poets, writers, and filmmakers to revive this idea from its beginnings, 

culminating in some films in which people seek peaceful and safe places during times of war, famine, and turmoil 

that afflict both the green and the dry. 

What Ibn al-Rumi expressed in returning to his youthful stage, filled with much purity and pride, is in fact an 

escape from the present—one that contains much anguish—using an artistic technique known as flashback. This 

technique is employed by writers in theater, poetry, and narrative works, especially detective novels (22). 

Here, memory can only be a positive force, saving the poet from falling into oblivion... The present tense verb 

form is indeed a true antidote to forgetting. 

Ibn al-Rumi, in his youth, was connected to pleasure and bliss in the capital, Baghdad, "where there is much that 

delights" and pleases those who follow the poet‘s passion... He was known in his poetry as a womanizer. He says (in 

the mujzū‘ al-kāmil meter): 

 وطــويميا عندي قـصيـر   ســـقــيــــا لأيـــام مضت 

 عب روضة فييا غدير   ـيــن الكـــوا أيـــــام لــي ب

 ئبــات واستــزاز واستـزير   أصبى وأصبى الــغــا 

  لم يصبــين ســواي زيــر   بيض الوجوه عقائل 

The verses evoke beautiful memories of the past, full of life and vitality, and highlight how those days, though long 

at the time, now seem short as time passes. They also describe the bond of friendship and companionship between 

the poet and those who were with him—people with pure faces and wise minds who endured life‘s hardships 

together with patience and composure. 

"And here he weeps for his departing youth." 

 إلّا إذا لـــــــم يبــكـيـــــا بـــدم   لا تــمـــح مـــن يـبــكي شــيبـتـــو 

  مقدار ما فييا من النعم   عيب الشبيبة غول سكرتيا 

The two verses mention that a person should not burden or pressure someone who suffers from sorrow over 

growing old unless that sorrow is sincere and deep. They also discuss the nature of youth, which despite its beauty 

and vitality, carries within it heedlessness or recklessness that can spoil its blessings, making it a flaw and a cause of 

downfall or waste. 

"The stance of the prostituted women was that they rejected him, and he who has now reached fifty years of age... 

and he is addressing himself (in the tawīl meter):" 

(ُ 11)وشبتُ فألحاظُ المَيَا منك نُفّر   كبرت وفي خمس وخمسين مكبر    

The poet describes himself upon reaching the age of fifty-five, where he has witnessed the signs of aging (gray hair) 

that have affected his attractiveness, especially in his eyes, which were like the beautiful eyes of the deer (the 

"maha"). However, he feels that these glances no longer attract him or remain as they used to, reflecting a feeling of 

sorrow and sadness for the loss of the youthful brightness, vitality, and beauty of his eyes. 

Gray Hair and Youth in the Poetry of Abu al-‗Atahiya (212–211 AH / 747–816 CE) and Abu Nuwas (146–198 AH 

/ 763–813 CE): 
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These two poets are often regarded as a contrasting pair, having followed two different paths in life and poetry. 

However, they agreed in principle during their youth, as both leaned heavily toward the worldly life, enjoying its 

pleasures, and found much encouragement for this in many Abbasid caliphs. 

Poetry sources agree that Abu al-‗Atahiya‘s poetry is an honest reflection of his life, oscillating between indulgence 

and asceticism. It presents images of gray hair that were met with welcome and that defeated the vigor of youth, 

which had "the sweet days of rivalry." 

Abu al-‗Atahiya was a lover of pleasure, somewhat effeminate, associating with debauched people. He was clean, 

fair-skinned, with black hair, abundant curls, a good appearance, elegance, and wisdom, then he joined the circle of 

the dissolute before turning to Sufism and asceticism. 

In his poetry, he describes two phases of his life: a life immersed in the sea of desire followed by awakening from 

playfulness and sinking into asceticism and Sufism. 

He Said  

 وغصونو الخضر الرطاب   ليـفي عمى ورق الشبــاب 

 غـــيـــــــــر مـــنـتظـــــــر الإيــــــاب   ذىب الشباب وبان عني 

 وطـــيـــب أيــام التصاب    ب،فــلأبـــكـــيــــــن عـــمى الـــشــبــا

 ولأبـــكـــيــــــن مـــــن الــخضــاب   فــلأبـــكـــيــــــن مــــــن الـبِــــــــمى 

 والــمـــنـــيــــة فــــــــي طـــــــــــــــلب   إنّــــي لآمــــــل أن أخـــــمـــــــــــد 

The verses express the poet‘s longing for the vibrant days of youth and his regret over their passing, as well as the 

sorrow that overwhelms him due to the visible effects of time on him. He also speaks of weeping for the end of 

that joyful period of life and crying over the signs of aging that have become apparent. Yet, in the end, he carries 

hope for immortality or lasting existence despite the approach of death. The verses carry emotions mixed with 

sadness, contemplation, and hope in facing the inevitability of life and death. 

Abu al-‗Atahiya felt that this worldly life is fleeting enjoyment, and the best enjoyment in this world was what 

protected him from the torment that came, for he regretted the days of his frivolity and turned towards reconciling 

with his soul, which had shown many signs of ill. 

Abu al-‗Atahiya was deeply in love with Dud‗ad, Hind, and Utbah... Yet everything before him became a sign of 

walking the straight path. Much of what he faced was a source of admonition, and the strongest admonition was the 

gray hair that began appearing rapidly, then filled his head and flared up. He said: 

 يشغل ما جاوره من الشعر   ول بــــدء المشـيـب واحدة 

(14)أول صول صغيــر الشـــرر   مثل الحريق العظيم تبدأه    

The verses express the nature of the beginning of old age, which does not appear suddenly but starts with a small 

thing (a single white hair). However, it gradually leads to a significant and comprehensive change in the body and 

appearance, like a great fire ignited by a small spark. This is a beautiful and eloquent depiction of how gray hair 

begins and spreads. 

"And he addressed himself as the poets before him did (in the mujzū‘ al-wāfir meter):" 

 إنّ الموت ينحوكا   الشيب يَعْرُوك  
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 فــــإنّــي لســــتُ ألــــــوكا   فخذ حذرك يا ىذا 

ن سميت صعموكا   تقوى الله تغـنيـكــــا   وا 

And despite the poet‘s dislike for gray hair, he nevertheless hates to be parted from it as long as it is a sign of 

dignity and wisdom, in agreement with many poets before and after him. He says (in the Basīt meter): 

  أعجب بشيء من البغضاء مردود   الشيب كره وكره أن يفارقني 

The verses warn of the impact of gray hair as a sign of the approaching death and the inevitable time that awaits us 

all. The poet calls for caution and vigilance against the consequences of aging, affirming that wisdom and piety 

(God-consciousness) are the true means of protection and salvation from the effects of time, regardless of what 

people say about a person or the unflattering labels they may give him. Here, piety is presented as a supreme value 

beyond outward appearances and age. 

The verse depicts the poet‘s struggle with gray hair; the gray hair hates to leave him and has become attached to 

him despite his displeasure. He finds his own feeling of hatred or dislike toward it to be unnatural or contradictory 

(repelled). This reflects a complex acceptance between resistance and indifference, or a coexistence with the reality 

of aging despite its annoyance. 

In a long poem consisting of thirty-four (34) verses, Abu al-‗Atahiya acts as an advisor to others, warning them 

against the lapses of time. It includes a portion discussing the duality of gray hair and youth, both of which are 

adornments and components of order. He says (in the kāmil meter): 

 فــاحــــذر فمالك بعدىنّ    ودعـتْـــك مــــن الــصبـــــا نـــزواتــــو 

 اموكلىـمــا لك حــمـيــة ونـظــ   رض المشيب من الشباب خميفة 

 وكــلىــما نعـم عميك جسـام   وكــــلىــمـــا حــــــجــج عــمـــيــــك قــــويـــة 

 (12) وعمى الشباب تحية وسلم   أىـــــل وســـيـــــل بـــالـمـشـــيب مــــؤدبـــا 

The verses reflect a state of contemplation on the stages of life between youth and old age, where the poet points 

out that youth, with its enthusiasm, impulses, and pride, eventually ends and does not remain, and one must be 

cautious not to lose self-value afterwards. Old age comes as a successor to youth, bringing with it wisdom and 

manners. Each of these two stages has its own beauty and blessings, despite all the challenges that time imposes on 

a person. The poet calls for respect for both stages and for recognizing the value of each in the course of life. 

  

As for Abu Nuwas, so named for the two braids (plaits) that used to swing on his shoulders in childhood, he had a 

pale face, fair complexion, and was licentious but charming. He was displeased by sitting with caliphs and kings, 

preferring the company of the dissolute. Al-Asma‗i sat with him, heard from him, and admired his poetry. 

Later in life, he turned toward asceticism and experienced the deepest remorse, according to critics. He said ( the 

sari‗ meter):  

 المــــــــــــازحوأي جــــدّ بـــــلــغ    أيــة نـــــار قـــــدح القـــــــادح 

  وناصح لو حظي الناصح   لله درّ الشيب من واعظ 

The verses depict gray hair as a symbol of the transition from playfulness and fun to seriousness and wisdom. Gray 

hair is likened to a fire that ignites the mind and moves a person toward reflection and repentance. The poet also 

praises gray hair as a true preacher and adviser, reminding a person of their time and fate, shedding a light of 
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wisdom that no other adviser can match. In other words, gray hair carries a precious lesson and deep values that 

no advice can equal when understood personally through the passage of time. 

In the later part of his life, he resembled many ascetics and Sufis in their language. 

Before this, Abu Nuwas had many escapades and indulgences in revelry and amusement in the presence(26) of Al-

Rashid and his sons... He says (in the ṭawīl meter): 

 وشيبي لحمــد الله غيــرُ وقـار   يقولون في الشيب الوقار لأىمو 

 تفاريق شيب في سواد عذار   كـــأنّ بقــايـــا مــا عفـا من حبـابيـا 

 (11)ليــل عــن بيــاض نـيارتفــرّي    تــردت بـو ثم أنفــرت عـن أديمـو 

The general meaning of the verses is the poet‘s reflection on the topic of gray hair and how people usually view it 

as a sign of dignity and wisdom that comes with age. However, the poet reverses this traditional perception to 

express his personal experience with gray hair, which does not bring him dignity or respect. Instead, it is simply an 

intermingling of white and black strands in his hair, resembling the change between night and day, symbolizing a 

state of change and instability in his appearance and age. The poet talks about gray hair as a sign of the passage of 

time, but he rejects viewing it solely as a symbol of dignity, seeing it rather as a complex state intertwining the 

remnants of youth with the shifts of time. 

Abu Nuwas, in his composition, frequently used similes and metaphors, being fond of poetic imagery whether it 

was his own invention or imitation or transformation of meanings previously known (28). For him, gray hair is both 

an admonisher and a counselor—a vivid metaphor in which Abu Nuwas equates two spiritual functions of gray hair. 

Both the admonisher and the counselor speak undeniable truths if the counselor is heeded. In his words: 

  تفاريق شيب في سواد عذار   كأنّ بقايا ما عفا من حبابيا 

The gray hair spreads and scatters among the black strands that still retain their beauty and vitality, as if this gray 

hair is a remnant of that original beauty which has not completely disappeared. The verse expresses the 

intertwining between the white gray hair (a symbol of time and aging) and the black darkness (a symbol of youth 

and liveliness), emphasizing that something of that old beauty still remains despite the passage of time. 

He describes the remnants of the foam clinging to the cup after drinking its contents... The foam is like scattered 

gray hairs amidst the blackness of youth, then he likened it to the day 

and the wine to the night, as Al-Farazdaq said. 

ليل يصيح بجانبيو نيار -كأنّو-والشيب ينيض في الشباب            

The gray hair that appears among the hair of youth resembles the night that comes suddenly and is accompanied 

by day on both sides. In other words, it is a state of contradiction and sudden change between white and black, 

between premature aging and the vitality and youthfulness. 

The relationships established between the two sides of the simile and metaphor are not acceptable... but Abu 

Nuwas‘s rhetorical and aesthetic sensibility compelled him to create new relationships between the disparate 

elements... reaching the point of tension because "true metaphor requires greater freedom to grow within a 

framework of a chain of analogies that are often necessarily assumed in advance..."(29) 

This is the poets‘ view of youth and gray hair, in a style partly based on imitating those who preceded them. Abu 

Nuwas "studied the Qur‘an with Al-Hadrami and mastered it, mingled with the Bedouins in the desert so his 

tongue became fluent and perfected the Arabs' methods of eloquence and expression /.../ He was skilled in 

composition, delicate in wording, and light in meter."(30) 
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Gray Hair and Youth in the Poetry of Al-Sari al-Rifa‘i (d. 911 CE): 

Among his verses is a depiction of a woman‘s attitude toward a man whose head has been overtaken by gray hair. 

This depiction appears in seven (7) verses, which are part of the introductions to gray hair in a satirical poem (in 

the wāfir meter 

 صـديـع الشـيـب يملأه صــدوعـا   تــــروّع ىجـــرىــــا قـمــــبــــا مــــروّعــا 

 وقـبـــل الأربـعـــيــــن رأت ربـــيــــعــا   أرتـــيا الأربــعـون ىشـيم روض 

 كــــواكــبـــو فـــرصعــــت الـيــــــزيـعـا   ىــزيــع شــبيــبــة طـمــعــت عــمــيــو 

 فقــــد أفـســـدْن بالغــدر الصنـيـعا   ألا فاعجب لما صنع الغواني 

 وكـــن لــــو سـجــــودا أو ركـــوعـــا   كـفــــرن بـذلك الصـنــم الـمــفــدي 

قـــــرب الأمــــانــــي  يــريـــن بعـــاره ( 12) وضيق عناقو العيش الوسيعا     

The verses express a mixture of sadness and sorrow resulting from the beloved‘s abandonment, and reflections on 

the passage of time that has shifted from the spring of youth to the stage of gray hair and old age. They depict 

betrayal and treachery that have ruined relationships, and the disappointment felt by the soul due to the denial of 

love and loyalty. The verses also contain poetic imagery expressing the contradictions of emotions between love, 

pain, and longing, featuring symbols of nature such as the night, basil, and beauty. 

 إذا انتــشــحـتــو غــانية ضجيعـا   ليـــالي يــخجــــل الـريحان ريــحـا 

This introduction reveals, through the voice of the poet who has passed eighty years of age, the mentality and 

psychology of the woman who took forty years of age as the standard of beauty. What was once spring-like, free, 

proud, and smiling later transformed into a fragile garden, dry, and susceptible to burning. 

The woman here is devoid of all that is beautiful, and her attitude invites astonishment at what she expresses, for 

she has betrayed men and denied bliss… whereas before, she was obedient, prostrating, and bowing. 

Now, part of their wishes has been fulfilled, and their ships have sailed according to what their desires dictated. 

What once caused them fear has become safety and comfort… 

The basil—a fragrant plant with white flowers—feels shy that its scent might reach others if it knew that men like 

these take singers as their beds. 

The poet is suspicious of men and accuses the singing women of deceit and evasion through the language he used 

to communicate with others. 

Words, on their surface, are not the same as in their second usage, and critics have focused on this secondary 

meaning with amazement and wonder… For example, a "fragile garden" (hushaym rūḍ) stands in contrast to spring; 

the former denotes ugliness, the latter beauty. The first implies a dreadful end, the second a wonderful beginning. 

Similarly, stars truly adorn the sky and illuminate the earth—they are a positive element. In dictionaries, ―kawkab‖ 

(singular) and ―kawkaba‖ (plural) mean ―star,‖ and linguists state that stars (nujūm) include all the planets. 

For the poet, the ―kawkab‖ refers metaphorically to gray hair that adorns the head, making this an explicit 

metaphor. However, scholars of rhetoric found the congruence between the two sides distant—what the stars truly 

provide is light, which is evidently absent in gray hair, except for the value of dignity that lights the owner‘s path. 
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The poet skillfully compares two attributes of man and woman—the man being idolized and adored, and the 

woman submissive, either prostrating or bowing. Yet, the affairs of women are strange and wondrous: they have 

disbelieved and denied, creating contrast as a style and goal reflecting the nature of woman between holding the 

reins of control and being prone to slips. 

Conclusion: 

In summary, the poet, as he confronts life‘s themes, finds in the duality of youth and gray hair a confirmation that 

the structure of opposition exists in human behavior. This opposition is established in poetry as a victory for one of 

the conflicting sides…  
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