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Remembering Suhaym:
The Tragic Fate of Arabia's First African-Born Poet

By Mbaye Lo, Duke University.

One of the most overlooked figures in African diaspora studies is Suhaym
‘Abd Ban1 Hasshas (Suhaym, the slave of the Hasshas clan). His neglect arises from
several factors: the general neglect of critical archival research on the African
diaspora in Arabia, the unconventional life Suhaym led, and his personal
indifference to Islam. His poetry, which chronicles defiance during the formative
years of Arab nationalism following the rise of Islam, challenged the patriarchal
chauvinism of his enslavers and resisted erasure by the cultural elite. However, his
execution by immolation highlights the violent limits of tolerance in a culture that
celebrated his art while undermining his humanity.

The name Suhaym—meaning "little Black boy"— was a derogatory nickname
given to him by his enslavers. He is recognized as the first Arabic poet born in
Africa. Historians classify him as a mukhadram, a person who lived through both
the pre-Islamic and early Islamic periods. However, unlike many notable Black
figures of his time, there is no evidence that Suhaym showed enthusiasm for Islam.
His poetry suggests that his indifference to the new faith was part of a broader
antagonism toward his enslavers.

There is considerable ambiguity surrounding Suhaym’s origins in Africa.
While all Arabic sources agree on his African-born status, some describe him as
Nubian, while others identify him as Abyssinian—a common designation for early
Black Africans, regardless of their precise origins. Based on the imagery in the
opening lines of the first poem attributed to him—where he likens a green, fertile
plain to an Abyssinian family of girls gathered around a father figure—I believe
Suhaym was most likely Abyssinian. Historical accounts agree that his first lines of
poetry were inspired when his nomadic enslavers sent him out as a scout to find new
grazing lands. Upon his return, he described a fertile plain with the following lines:
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It is a rain whose growth delights the eye s LA il
Like an Abyssinian, charming with daughters by his side! ALy
4 B gla pdualls

His description of a beautiful green scene as a metaphor for an Abyssinian
family expresses a subtle longing for a lost lived experience. There was nowhere in
al-Hijaz where such a peaceful and beautiful Black family scene was possible. By
the rise of Islam in the early 7th century, Abyssinians in the region were a minority.
They were either remnants of a former conquering class from the Kingdom of
Aksum, which occupied Yemen and southern Arabia for centuries, or, more
commonly, warriors and enslaved individuals. In all cases, enjoying a serene,
autonomous family life—such as a father spending time with his daughters—was
highly unlikely. The possibility of Suhaym coming from Nobia is also improbable.
Nubians were not commonly enslaved in the pre-Islamic era; this practice became
more prevalent after the Muslim conquest of Egypt,? and the signing of the Bakt
treaty with the Nubian Kingdom of Makuria in what is now northern Sudan.3

Moreover, we have learned from the literature of enslaved peoples, such as
the works of Phillis Wheatley (d. 1784).* and Umar ibn Said (d. 1863) in the
American slave narrative tradition, that early images of one’s former life or
homeland often remain etched in the enslaved person's memory and later surface in
their attempts to write and remember. Suhaym, born in Abyssinia (modern-day
Ethiopia and Eretria), was captured and sold into Arabia at a very young age. Yet,
the lush landscapes of Abyssinia remained vividly inscribed in his memory.

Scattered references to Suhaym’s life in Arabic sources trace a story of
struggle and upheaval, as he was repeatedly sold to different Bedouin tribes and
enslavers. He embodies the contradictions often found among many of Africa’s
remarkable historical figures—defiant immortality, refusing to vanish from memory
despite the odds stacked against him. Suhaym was a brilliant poet, a rebel against
social and patriarchal conventions, a person of wisdom, and a bold heartthrob who
captivated the women around him.

Al-Isfahani (d. 967), the leading scribe and genealogist of his time, introduces
him this way: “His name is Suhaym. He was a Black Nubian slave, foreign-born, of
unpretentious poetry. The Hasshas clan bought him, and they belonged to the Asad

I All translations and collation of poetry in this article were done by the author. I provided the
Arabic origin of each poem for clarity and accessibility.

2 Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam, Futih Misr Wa Al-Maghrib Li Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam, 232.

3 Hydarabadi, Majmii ‘at al-Wathdiq al-Siyasiyyah Li al-‘ahd al-Nabawt Wa al-Khilafah al-
Rashidah, 530-31

* Wheatley, The Poems of Phillis Wheatley.

3> Omar ibn Said, “Document 4, Sira Dhatiyya.”
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tribes.”® Al-Mufaddal al-Dabbi, the leading anthologist of the eighth century,
describes Suhaym as “a Black man with an accent, yet he composed beautiful poetry
with refined expressions.”” In his discussion of the slave poets of the Arabs, Abi al-
Majd As‘ad ibn Ibrahim, a thirteenth-century Syrian-Kurdish poet, designates
Suhaym among the leaders of poets.® During the Shu wbiyya movement—a period
marked by competing claims of cultural pride among various ethnic groups such as
Arabs and Persians—Black poets often celebrated Suhaym as a pioneering figure.
Leading Black poets, including Riuh ibn al-Ta’ifiyyah,” praised Suhaym as one of
the most eloquent poets to have ever lived. While the Iraqi literary critic Dawoud
Salloum observes that it was a tall order to ask Arab-Muslim genealogists to be
concerned with the lineage of slaves in Islamic society,'® Suhaym’s unmatched
presence imposes itself across most literary sources.

From his early enslavement, Suhaym developed a deep resentment toward
patriarchal society and his own subjugation. These feelings became central themes
in his poetry and likely shaped his relationships with others as he moved between
different enslavers. His owners often admired his poetic talents and heroism but
resented—or at least distrusted—his constant presence among clan women or, at
best, women’s desire to entertain his companionship. According to Al-Isfahani’s
account, an employee of ‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan, a wealthy companion of the Prophet
and the third Muslim Caliph, wrote to him, saying, “I have purchased a young
Abyssinian who happens to be a poet.” “Uthman replied, “We have no need of him;
what good is there in a slave-poet? If he is well-fed, he will flirt with our women; if
he is hungry, he will curse at them.” Following this response, the employee returned
Suhaym, who was subsequently purchased by the Hasshas clan.'! Some Anti-Black
proponents generalized ‘Uthman’s judgment as a condemnation of Blacks.
However, it is important to read “Uthman’s comment in its specific context: he was
addressing Suhaym himself, who by then must have been a well-known popular
figure. Most enslaved Blacks were not poets, and most poets lacked Suhaym’s rare
combination of poetic skill and boldness in flirting with women. Only Suhaym truly
embodied the description ‘Uthman gave.

Suhaym’s most anthologized poem is ‘Umayrah (Bid Farewell), a work said
to reflect his romantic relationship with Ghaliya, a woman from the clan that
enslaved him. Its grandiosity and musicality are unparalleled for its period, the

¢ Al-Isfahani, Al-Aghani, 22:477.; Ibn Qutayba, AI-Shi‘r Wa al-Shu ‘Ara,” 408.
7 al-Khalidiyan, Hamasat Al-Khalidiyyin, 60.

8 al-Irbilt, Al-Mudhakara F1 Algab al-Shu ‘Ara,” 51.

% al-Irbili, 51.

19 Salloum, Shi ‘r Nusayb Ibn Rabah, 5.

1 Al-Isfahani, Al-Aghani, 22:477.; Ibn Qutayba, AI-Shi ‘r Wa al-Shu ‘Ara,” 408.
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transitional era of early Islam, when many poets devoted their craft to supporting the
new faith. Historical sources are rich with accounts of Suhaym’s encounters with the
pioneering figures of Islam: Abii Bakr, ‘Umar, ‘Uthman, and even Prophet
Muhammad himself. It is widely reported that Suhaym’s poetry was presented to the
Prophet, who admired it. Ibn Habib recounts that he recited Suhaym’s verses to the
Prophet, including:

Praise be to God—a praise without cease; Al gkl ¥ laas 4 saad)
Whose boundless mercy never finds release. & shiay Us ddlua) (uld

The Prophet responded, “He has spoken well and truthfully. Indeed, God appreciates
such words. If he remains upright and close to the truth, he will surely be among the
people of Paradise.”’> Ibn Habib’s version stands out for its enthusiastic
endorsement, while other narratives of the encounter are more restrained. Some
sources recount that when Suhaym recited his poem beginning:

‘Umayrah, bid farewell if you’re setting out at dawn
Gray hair and Islam are enough to restrain a man.

Abii Bakr suggested that Suhaym place “Islam” before “Gray hair” in the line.
However, the Prophet disagreed, indicating that the poet's original order should be
preserved. Other accounts note that when ‘“Umar ibn al-Khattab, the second caliph
after the Prophet’s passing, was introduced to Suhaym through his poetry, he
encouraged him, saying: “If you glorify Islam with beautiful poems like this one,
you will be richly rewarded.”’* Nevertheless, there is no evidence that Suhaym ever
seriously engaged with Islam or acted upon ‘Umar’s advice. Other accounts claim
that ‘Umar, a close companion of the Prophet, warned Suhaym that his boldness in
poetry could lead to his death.

Curiously, what is this poem that connects to the pioneering leaders of Islam,
including the Prophet himself? The poem, known as ‘Umayrah—named after the
poet’s lost love—begins as follows:

‘Umayrah, bid farewell if you’re setting out at dawn Lae &gl o) £33 3):“9
Gray hair and Islam are enough to restrain a man. LAl ¢ yall a3l g Cudd) 48
We once were madly in love with her, in the days of youth e U pdie) L gy UJ—'A
A hidden passion, and at times an open bond of affection. Ll s | pudiena Caa A8

12 al-Baghdadi, Khizanat Al-Adab Wa-Lubb Lubab Lisan al- ‘Arab, 2:91.
13 Al-Mimni, Diwan Suhaym ‘Abd Bani al-Hashas, 5.



RESEARCH AFRICA REVIEWS Volume 9 (2025) Page 5

The nights ensnare hearts with her dark (hair), paldy ‘%U;m‘ JMu-“-ﬁ
You’d see it thick, soft, and freshly grown Lle cudl) acli Ul o) 5
And her neck—Ilike a gazelle’s Not without adornment of pearls, J-EUU G e:';ﬁ‘ S A g
rubies, and shimmering gems. Ll a9 g8l g HA (e

The poem unfolds across 74 lines of raw generosity, where lost love, longing, and
courage overwhelm the poet’s sense of restraint, ignoring the rigid social norms
governing enslaved lives. Suhaym is transported back to a world where he becomes
blind to the patriarchal restrictions that demanded women remain unseen and
unspoken about in public. Drawing from a vast reservoir of poetic imagination, vivid
imagery, and elegiac language, he transforms his lost beloved, “‘Umayrah, into his
very senses—his sight and his breath—portraying her beauty through heavenly
metaphors of jewels, radiant light, and sunlight itself. In his declaration, neither his
own aging (symbolized by gray hair) nor the new Islamic order could deter him from
the pain of separation. Desperate for relief—with her scent still clinging to his cloak
years after their parting—he seeks healing even from the jinn, abandoning all hope
in human cures:

The fragrance from her garments lingered in my cloak Ll G Ll:\h ¢34 JI) Lad
for a whole year, until the cloak itself became worn and faded LlL 3 gl Aa Jgadl )
O wizard of the Jinn, by God, heal me, 91 AL Gl qula LY
For human doctors are unable to cure my ailment L Laole ) GudY) b 1

Liall guali o qual) £ ga Jlad
He answers: "The remedy for love is to unite your heart W& (S 13 s o45 e slialy
with the heart of the one you love when you are alone."

By the end of the poem, after the poet's journey through various times and
places, we learn the stories of the eight women he names, who quietly leave their
tents to meet Suhaym. They marvel at how such divine eloquence could reside in a
Black body, questioning how God could entrust perfection to such a slave. Not only
is the poem a celebration of rhetorical mastery and emotional depth, but it also
becomes a bold assertion of Suhaym’s social defiance. Some women weep for the
dangers of their secret meeting, pointing to him while whispering, “Is this the man
who makes the fair maidens weep?”” The women, surprised by his eloquence despite
his slave status, find him waiting:

She saw a tattered saddlecloth and the worn remnants of a cloak, sele (Bay G f’b
And a Black man, darker than anything people owned, standing Lte Guldl) dllay Laa d gl g
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stripped bare.

Suhaym responds that his Blackness is neither shameful nor a burden but part of
divine nature. In an ideal world, women would have loved him as a blooming flower
to be admired—Dbut that was not the case; he is a Black man:

Had I been a rose in full bloom, they would have loved me. u—uﬁd‘uﬂ 13 ‘1“5335
But my Lord market me with blackness instead. L) gy (AL 5 OS]

Through his powerful blend of imagery, storytelling, and self-assertion, Suhaym
stands out as one of the greatest poets of his time. His poetry consistently reflects
his deep pride and unwavering sense of self-respect. Despite his longing and
yearning for the beloved, he makes it clear that he seeks only love that is freely
given, and he longs only where there is hope and promise:

If you welcome love, I’ll return it equally; afia; g 2 O o ol
But if you turn away, I’ll quietly go my way Wb Jla A Rl 508 o)
Don’t you know I sever as well as I bind? Oual 34 55 5 (I ‘_,-A-hﬁ all
When two things are mismatched, I force them not Uil 9o g a5 0K A1 1)

With much contempt for Suhaym in his tone, al-Mufaddal al-Dabbi (d.785),
describes the poem as follows: "This poem of the Black—meaning Suhaym—is a
foreign masterpiece."'* However, a set of puzzling questions arises here when
probing Suhaym’s delivery. There was an established practice regarding how non-
Muslim poets who satirized the Prophet were treated. For example, Ka'b ibn al-
Ashraf, a Jewish poet, satirized the Prophet while glorifying his opponents, and he
lost his life as a result.’> Similarly, Ka'b ibn Zuhayr, an Arab tribal poet, satirized
the Prophet while praising his rivals. To save his life, he had to be smuggled into the
Prophet’s Mosque by a close confidant, where he publicly sought forgiveness and
declared his allegiance to Islam.!® The irony is that Suhaym was neither of these
cases. As a Black slave, he neither embraced the new faith nor openly satirized it.
Instead, he spoke freely about lost love, his adventures with women, and reflections
on life, merely touching upon the emerging Islamic order at the beginning of his
poem without returning to it.

Why didn’t he, like other poets, transition back to praising Islam, as was

14 al-Khalidiyan, Hamasat Al-Khalidiyyin, 60.
15 “Abd al-Malik, Al-Sirah al-Nabawiyyah Li-Ibn Hisham, 2: 51.
16 jbn Hisham, 2:501.
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expected under the new norms where even poets who boasted about worldly
pleasures such as Hassan ibn Thabit, would eventually affirm the new message?
What about the Prophet’s presence—why didn’t Suhaym, like ‘Abd Allah ibn
Rawaha—whose poetry became a model for uplifting the spirits of new converts to
Islam—shape his verses in alignment with the Prophet’s message? These are
questions to which we do not have definitive answers. However, reading about
Suhaym’s life provides important context for understanding his unique journey and
mindset.

Suhaym is a prominent figure found in Arabic sources regarding eloquence
and rhetoric, yet, nowhere is his personhood to be found. Even later scholars and
rhetoricians, while codifying Arabic grammar and the proper forms of speech after
the eighth century, often cited him as a model of excellence and expressive power.!”
There is a narrative to be explored regarding many Black public figures who
championed Islam during its early rise, they either withdrew from public life or were
marginalized. The Egypto-Sudanese scholar Abdu Badaw1 has argued that most
Black leaders who contributed to the early rise of Islam, such as Bilal, Wahshi, and
Abu Bakrat, eventually withdrew from public life by the end of their lives, largely
due to the rise of Arab nationalism and growing anti-Black sentiment.!® This
historical context helps explain Suhaym’s curious presence — or rather, his frequent
absence — in so many accounts that otherwise celebrate his eloquence.

From Suhaym’s repeated encounters with the pioneering leaders of Islam,
such as “Umar and ‘Uthman, we learn that this young, enslaved poet was often
brought into the orbit of power—his verses sought after by leaders who recognized
his poetic brilliance. These encounters also reveal another striking aspect of
Suhaym’s character, despite his status as a slave, he refused to compromise his poetic
spirit or exchange his artistic integrity for the promise of freedom. In one account,
‘Umar again corrected Suhaym’s poem by reordering its values—placing Islam
before gray hair—and remarked, “Had you mentioned Islam first, I would have
rewarded you.” Suhaym responded, “Wallahi, ma sha ‘artu” (By God, I did not
realize it),"” emphasizing that his poetry emerged from feeling, not calculation. His
reply reflects the spirit of a true poetic genius—one guided by emotion, not strategy,
and committed to the authenticity of his craft.

It is worth noting that “Umar’s repeated interactions with Suhaym—at times
urging him to align his poetry with Islamic ideals, at others offering rewards for
praising Islam, and even warning him to be cautious if he continued composing

17 al-Isfahani, Al-Amali, 68. & al-Shafi‘i, Sharh Al-Ashmani ‘ala Alfiyyat Ibn Malik, 2:265.
18 Badawi, A[-Siid Wa-al-Hadarah Al-‘Arabiyyah, 100.
19 al-Jahiz, Al-Bayan Wa-al-Tabyin, 1:79.
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verses about women—suggest a degree of personal affection. This empathy may
have stemmed from ‘Umar’s own experience as a man of dark complexion, born to
an Abyssinian mother. He, too, was subjected to racialized name-calling from fellow
Muslims. His experience, according to Qur’anic exegesis and the Sabab al-nuziil
(cause of revelation of the verses), likely informed the Qur’anic verses against
mockery and name-calling: “O you who believe! Let not some men among you laugh
at others—it may be that the latter are better than the former. Nor let some women
laugh at others—it may be that the latter are better than the former. Do not defame
one another, nor insult one another by nicknames.”” Having endured such racial
bigotry himself, ‘Umar must have recognized Suhaym’s vulnerability to societal
violence.

Judging from his corpus of poems, it seems that Suhaym suffered greatly at
the hands of his enslavers. Unable to settle down in one location or tribe, he was
forced to fend for himself and use his poetic abilities to survive. On one occasion,
when his last enslaver, named Malik in some sources, sold him to another buyer,
Suhaym was flabbergasted and recited a poem, saying in part:

Never did I fear Malik would sell me out for, i O Wlle QAT EiS Lag
anything, even if his wealth were reduced to nothing s ALl &l ol g £ (g

pSiula g asila 154 oS 5al
I am your brother, the guardian of your wealth and your ally— 182 aSdle g a5 68 B (ha

The one companion who lived with you through the ages.?!

The poem was related to the seller. Malik, concerned with the social costs of
rejecting the public plea of a poet, brought him back and retained his service. All
sources agree on Suhaym’s public opposition to the cruelty directed at him due to
his blackness and servile status. This is exemplified in the following poem, in which
he proudly embraces his blackness:??

Blackness has never diminished my worth, even for a day— Qlll ol La gy 30 gl tﬁJJ.-.' Oy
not in the eyes of a wise elder nor an intelligent young poet cud¥) ull) AL Y

mal 8 3 gl 0 ¢
Should blackness be perceived to mark me, the purity of my (il dda (BIAY) (alud

character will stand as my redemption

Much remains to be uncovered about Suhaym’s relationships with women.

20 Qur’an 49:11.
21 Al-Mimni, 56.
22 Al-Mimni, Diwan Suhaym ‘Abd Bani al-Hashas, 54-55..
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Classical sources often present mocking portrayals—some even fabricate poems in
which he supposedly expresses regret over his Blackness—while also depicting him
as physically imposing and women finding him irrationally attractive. Yet Suhaym’s
own poetry tells another story. His verses consistently reflect pride in his Black
identity, a refusal to be silenced, and an open celebration of his affection for women
who sought his company by choice. As a poet, Suhaym occupied a revered place in
Arab traditional culture, which esteemed poets as the pinnacle of human ingenuity—
followed in that rank by magicians. This cultural lens also helps explain why the
Prophet Muhammad’s eloquence was initially interpreted by his Arab opponents as
sorcery and later elevated to poetry. In response, the Qur’an firmly asserted that the
Prophet was neither a magician nor a poet, and that the Qur’an itself was a book of
wonder and divine miracle, declaring, "And We did not give Prophet Muhammad
knowledge of poetry, nor is it befitting for him. It is not but a message and a clear
Qur'an."??

Historical evidence suggests that on one occasion, Suhaym was brought to
Madinah, the city of the Prophet, where he was flogged and imprisoned for flirting
with women. Yet instead of showing remorse, he protested: If you jail me, you are
imprisoning Dha Walida—a symbol of preciousness—and if you set me free, you
are unleashing a roaring lion; he also mocked his jail and dismissed the punishment,
stating that a prison is simply another place to dwell—and flogging, merely the touch
of one leather skin against another:?*

If you imprison me, you imprison the precious one, §3=*5§ ‘3/ [EVES PR PWES JL
And if you free me, you are freeing a fierce lion 1,3 Tl | gillad S Bl ) g
What is a prison but a shade of house I have dwelled in? A, S dh ¥) Gl Lag
What is flogging but skin meeting skin? Jala cuijld sala ) Alad) Lag

He was a man of sincerity, courage, and lyrical grace, as seen in one of his verses
to a lover:

The poetry of the slave of Bant al-Hashas elevated him Al (e qab-f-uﬂ\ i e ladd
to a place of honor, like noble lineage or fine gold duslls Jual alia Al Lic
Though I may be a slave, my soul remains free and noble; LAJS BIA (oudd fage &S )
and though my skin is black, my character is pure and radiant @il Oanl (A Aal) dgudl gl

For Suhaym, life was a precious and fleeting gift—something to be fully

23 Surah Ya-Sin 36:69.
24 Al-Mimni, Diwan Suhaym ‘Abd Bant al-Hashas, 66. (58)
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embraced, whether in war or peace. In battle, one must expect death directly,
knowing it could strike at any moment. In times of peace, one must savor life's
pleasures with the same awareness, recognizing that death is always near. His
worldview was rooted in the boundless enjoyment of love, a profound readiness for
mortality, and a spirit of courage and fearlessness. As he reflects in the following
poem, even the Prophet Muhammad was not exempt from death. True to form, the
poem opens with Suhaym's familiar recounting of his adventures in the realm of

love.

English Translation
He took from Asma’ all the provisions that love could offer,
And returned to sickness after feigning strength.

She swore by God that a lasting passion bound us,
An eternal love—until it turned cold and distant,

As if on her teeth, after a night's rest,
Cooled wine had lingered, still fresh upon her lips,

Like the purest wine from a well-sealed jar or pitcher,
Which, when poured into glass, foams at the rim.

I saw that Death showed no favor even to Muhammad,
Nor to anyone else—Death spares no immortal soul.

Indeed, I see none immune to the decree of Fate;
No one endures without Death lying in ambush.

An adversary will confront you whom you did not seek to fight,
A warrior, once resolved, strikes with precision.

He hunts you—and whatever you pursue, you too shall find,
As if you had promised him a meeting yesterday.

I found the beloved's words never tiresome,
But the hated one—his affection is of no use.

I saw both rich and poor alike,
Death comes to them both with equal certainty.

Arabic

1a338 B L slad (re 235
1255 38 L sy Ll a3

L7 ) iy i 8
el 0385 a1yl s 3

s 3 gl B s
a5 Ul Lgials gl (ra

g FES Y & FEN W
105 Aala 3l 8 dda Gua 1Y)

1aak (igs al Glad) &)
SR SRR

muw...d\uh sV
laa e & pall 4 ) G8G Y g

A 45y G ekl
| L) Q;;SL; ah L 1d) S

45k Yy 4l Ly g
e 3a el 4328 5 3B i

a0 ¥ Gl &5
13335 & ¢ siaad) ad ¥

LagadS ddllp ¢ ol &l

e &gall Lagia A4 cial) )
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English Translation Arabic

If you do not encounter Death today, know this: Saleld a3l 8 &gall (A YU
You are destined to meet him tomorrow. 1 A8 G Ga g iy
You will awaken in the grave, earthbound and still, Gl o ) e 4 b il
As if you had never partaken in life’s pleasures. lagia sgll) fha Mgl A &K
Never distracted by voluptuous maidens, like dolls, S e 380 Gl 4T als
Nor sitting in the company of boastful men, 18da (¥ G S Al Ul
Never leading the charging horses at dawn, ua.fall.a 3 el JiAd) g5 als
Against a tall, sleek steed, hairless and bold. 10AT J8I a2 g e
Long-necked and swift, quick to instinct, revealed in speed, AAY dgzad) e 1080 Jush
As it chased wild game until their trails were worn. IS A Al gaish Mok
He herded the stray beasts away from their mates, Adl) (50 e pad) e Ay
And bulls from the lush pastures of al-Qasimah, unwilling. e Aapaall) el &) iy

Sadly, Suhaym’s life ended in duplicity and violence. Unable to silence his
defiance of patriarchal norms, his enslavers and fellow clansmen drugged him during
a gathering, then later burned him alive. This tragedy unfolded nearly thirty years
after the Prophet’s death and more than fifty years into the rise of Islam.
Authoritative sources report that his tribesmen dug a trench, threw him into it, and
filled it with blazing wood. Suhaym is widely considered the first poet to be executed
by immolation in the Islamic era. According to several accounts, in his final
moments, one of his former lovers cried out in anguish—prompting Suhaym to
respond, as if declaring to history that he would always have the final word:?

Fasten tight the rope of the captive slave, lest he flee esma ¥ aad) &!3:9 ‘33;5
Verily, life and death are not so far apart. Cu B claall Ga 30AY &)
I remember, sweat trickled down your girl's brow, ?s:l:e. O u-‘ J-’Af' Xalé
Leaving the bed soaked in her perfume and scent Cuby AN b e ge

In the final moments of his life, Suhaym reaffirmed his defiance and his
refusal to be silenced. A psycho-social analysis is essential to better understand his
mindset. His poetry was unflinching—he named things as they were or as he

25 Al-Mimni, 60.
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believed they ought to be. His identity was shaped by the convergence of seemingly
contradictory roles: poet, warrior, and enslaved Black man. Although poetic
brilliance and martial strength were highly valued in Arab-Islamic society,
Suhaym’s Blackness subjected him to racialized persecution and a denial of his full
humanity. The exact nature of his “crime(s)” remains unclear in historical sources,
but it is evident that his suffering reflected a broader contradiction—an emerging
social order in which the ideals of Islamic racial justice were often undermined in
practice. As al-Jahiz (d. 869) later argues in his famous Fakhr al-Sidan ‘ala al-
Bidan, these ideals were not the only forces shaping Arab attitudes toward Blacks;
they were frequently challenged by a rising sense of Arab nationalism, patriarchal
chauvinism, and religious elitism.?

Neither the manner of Suhaym’s killing nor the reasons behind his murder are
consistently reported in the archives. The al-Khalidiyan—the collective name for the

two poet-narrators, Abti Bakr Muhammad ibn Hashim al-Khalidi (d. 990) and Abii
‘Uthman Sa‘id ibn Hashim al-Khalidi (d. 981), recount the circumstances
surrounding the intimate verses and the final moments leading up to Suhaym’s
execution by his tribesmen as follows:

They invited him to drink with them. He was a wounded warrior, known for
always carrying his bow, which he never parted with and which no one else
could string. As the gathering continued, one of them said to him, “O Suhaym,
what do you think—could the string of your bow be broken if it were used to
tie your hands?”” He replied, “Yes.” They said, “Let us see.” He allowed them
to tie him with the bowstring. They then said, “Now break it.” He struggled
but was unable to break free. When they saw this, they attacked him with
wooden sticks, beating him nearly to death. Afterward, they argued among
themselves about what to do with him and eventually left him, out of a sense
of pity.

Then a woman from their tribe then passed by him while he was still tied up. This is
the moment when Suhaym is said to have recited the intimate verses that so deeply
offended the tribe, prompting the men to dig a blazing pit and throw him into it.?’
As one navigates Arabic-Islamic sources, the conflicting accounts of his
alleged offenses behind his murder are hard to ignore. Among the many tales
surrounding his execution, one recurring version claims that Suhaym rescued a girl

26 Al-Jahiz, Rasail Al-Jahiz, 1:212.

27 al-Khalidiyan, Hamasat Al-Khalidiyyin, 65.
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who had been kidnapped by a Jew. According to this narrative, she later offered
herself to him as a reward, which led to her tribe seeking vengeance. Ibn Hajar al-
‘Asqalani, the prominent 15th-century Islamic scholar, attributes Suhaym’s death to
this incident in his work al-Isabah fi Tamyiz al-Sahabah:

A woman from the tribe of Banti al-Hassas was captured by some Jews, and
one of them took her for himself, placing her in his fortress. When Suhaym
heard of this, he was consumed by jealousy. He contemplated the situation
until he climbed over the Jew’s fortress, killed him, and rescued the woman,
returning her to her people. One day, she met him and said, “O Suhaym, by
God, I wanted to reward you for saving me from the Jew.” He replied, “By
God, you are capable of doing that.” He made an advance toward her, but she
felt shy and left. Later, she encountered him again, and he brought up the
matter once more. This time, she consented. He began reciting love poetry to
her. Her name was Sumayya. However, her people killed him out of fear of
the shame that might come upon them because of Sumayya.?

The dubious nature of this account is evident. Ibn Hajar wrote nearly 800 years after
Suhaym's death and remains the only detailed source to report this version.
Moreover, the idea that a Jewish person or a non-Muslim individual within Arabia
proper could have held an Arab-Muslim woman hostage during the height of Islamic
expansion, without provoking immediate retaliation from the Sultan, let alone her
tribe, is implausible—it would have been considered a severe dishonor.
Furthermore, Suhaym would have been of advanced age by this time, making the
physical feats described highly unlikely. In reality, Suhaym appears to have been a
victim of intensifying racial prejudice that took root in the decades following the rise
of imperial Islam—an era that also inadvertently gave rise to Arab racial
nationalism. His execution—by immolation—is unparalleled. There is no other
recorded instance of a poet being publicly burned to death, neither in the pre-Islamic
period nor during the golden age of Islam. His death, therefore, marks a uniquely
brutal and racialized act of persecution.

Arabic sources display a persistent tendency to undermine Suhaym’s larger-
than-life persona. As discussed elsewhere, this negative portrayal of Black poets is
neither limited to a specific historical period nor confined to one region.?’ Rather, it
represents a longstanding and deeply rooted expression of anti-Black prejudice in
Arabic literary and cultural discourse. This prejudice has also played a significant

28 al-*Asqalani, Al-Isabah Fi Tamyiz al-Sahabah, 3:207.

2 Lo, “Book Review: Nader Kadhem, Africanism: Blacks in the Medieval Arab Imaginary.”
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role in shaping and enriching Arab popular culture. Many foundational texts of that
tradition feature caricatured Black figures as central characters. These include Sirat
‘Antara ibn Shadddad (the life story of a Black hero and poet),** One Thousand and
One Nights (an Arabicized Persian collection in which Black slaves are often
depicted as sexually irresistible figures in palace intrigues),’! and Sirat Sayf 1bn Dhi
Yazan (which centers on the hero’s mission to deliver God’s so-called Curse of Ham
to Black communities supposedly evading divine punishment).’? These are
imaginative, evolving texts—continually rewritten across generations as new layers
and interpretations were added to their core narratives. This is how the Islamic
scholar, and historian Ibn Qutayba (d. 886) condescendingly introduces Suhaym in
his renowned anthology Poetry and Poets: “His name was Suhaym; he was an
Abyssinian, dark-skinned, and ugly. He said of himself:

I visited the women of the Harith clan one morning 598 Cpilal) gl <
With a face that God created as anything but beautiful. da o Aol da s
They likened me to a dog—yet I am neither greater nor lesser, A8 iy Cual g LIS | digadd
Nor beneath it; I might be a little bit better. Gt e oS ol Adgayy

The lines’ performative quality, intended for public entertainment, is evident
in their departure from Suhaym’s elevated vocabulary and sincere tone. A close
reading of Ibn Qutayba’s portrayal reveals that, like many other ascribes, he
recycles popular commentaries about Black poets like Suhaym and Nusayb,
another prominent Black poet of the period, rather than critically examining his
sources. His language reflects, and at times reinforces, the prevailing anti-Black
sentiment of his time.

As with other texts, fabricated tales about Black poets like Suhaym continue
to stimulate the imagination and offer intellectual amusement—often through anti-
Black jokes and distortions. For example, some sources claim that Suhaym was
unable to pronounce the letter sin (u+), substituting it with shin (). According to
these accounts, when others recited his poetry, he would enthusiastically exclaim
“Ahshanta!” instead of “Ahsanta!” (“Well done!”). Other sources allege he confused
the letters ha’ (z) and ha’ (¢), while yet others claim he mispronounced the letter ta’

30 Anonymous, Sirat ‘Antar Ibn Shaddad Al-Hijaziyyat.

31 Anonymous. Alf Laylah Wa Laylah. Bayrit: Dar Maktabat al-Hayat.
32 Anonymous, Sirat Al-Malik Sayf Ibn Dhi Yazan, Faris al-Yaman.

33 Tbn Qutaybah al-Dinawari, AI-Shi v Wa-I-Shu ‘ara, 1:396.
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(&).3* These contradictory claims are clearly implausible: if they were all true,
Suhaym would have been unable to recite his poetry, let alone achieve the fame and
admiration he did among elite audiences. He lived in a time when writing had not
yet become widespread, and oral performance was the primary mode of poetic
transmission. Poets were expected to recite their verses publicly, allowing audiences
to memorize and circulate them, sustaining the Bedouin oral tradition of pre-Islamic
poetry. It was only in the eighth century—after the Muslim encounter with paper
production in China—that scribes began systematically documenting such public
memory. In addition to linguistic mockery, Suhaym was frequently dehumanized in
descriptions, portrayed as “a man with an ugly face,” and referred to not by name,
but merely as “the Black™ and “the slave of the Hasshas clan.” Many verses falsely
attributed to him emphasize his Blackness, reducing his poetic legacy to crude racial
caricature.

Suhaym was a gifted poet who, despite the gaps in the historical record and
the loss of much of his work, deserves serious attention from those interested in the
arts of resistance and resilience. As an enslaved Black, he harnessed the power of
language to protest his condition, refusing to follow the example of other poets of
his time who gained wealth and recognition through panegyric verse. Instead,
Suhaym asserted his humanity through courage, poetic expression, and the company
of women drawn to his charismatic presence as a warrior-poet. Women of that era
admired poets who could capture their beauty and elevate their status through verse
that celebrated their magnificence. In this regard, Suhaym—the Black slave—was
unmatched. These layered tensions—his race, servile status, poetic defiance, and
relationships with women—placed him in direct opposition to a patriarchal and
increasingly nationalistic culture that viewed Black people as inherently inferior and
enslaveable. In the end, Suhaym endured one of the most brutal forms of
punishment—a violent act designed not only to inflict physical pain but also to serve
as a warning to other enslaved Blacks.

In the 1930s, the Indian Arabist ‘Abd al-"Aziz al-Mimni (d. 1978) compiled
and annotated Suhaym’s poetry using classical sources and manuscripts housed in
Ottoman-era libraries in Istanbul. Although he was unable to publish the collection
due to the outbreak of World War II, al-Mimn1 later donated the manuscript to Dar
al-Kutub al-Misriyyah (the Egyptian National Library) in Cairo. The collection was
eventually published in 1950, marking the first serious effort to present Suhaym’s
work in a single, organized volume.* It includes 31 poems and nine qasidas—two
of which are extended compositions—amounting to a total of 265 lines of poetry.

3% al-Jahiz, Al-Bayan Wa-al-Tabyin, 1:79.
33 Qindil, “Taqdim,” 3.
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In the 2000s, the Saudi poet and novelist Ghazi “‘Abd al-Rahman al-Ghusaybi
(d. 2010) paid tribute to Suhaym with a book-length poem titled Suhaym, celebrating
the poet’s spirit of resistance.’® Widely acclaimed across the Arab world, the work
was praised as a long-overdue effort to reclaim the epic legacy of a remarkable
historical figure. Al-Ghusaybi’s poem addressed long-standing tensions surrounding
forbidden love, freedom, and slavery. In honoring Suhaym’s memory, the work
illuminated the darker forces within society that contributed to his tragic fate. As one
editorial comment aptly noted, the book:

restored the memory of Suhaym and revived him through his poetic
anthology, after he had long rested beneath the earth—his tormented body
having vanished in the 35th year of the Hijra [around 655 CE], simply for
having flirted with the women of his own clan.?’

Both al-Mimni and al-Ghusaybi contributed significantly to the revival of
Suhaym, striving to honor the legacy of a remarkable poet whose humanity was
stripped away by societal indifference and patriarchal racism. Equally important,
however, is the challenge of navigating and deciphering this legacy in the archival
records. Suhaym is just one among many Black poets in Arabia whose contributions
to uplifting the human spirit have remained largely unrecognized due to the
systematic distortion and erasure of their work in early sources. Arabia, home to one
of the oldest and most culturally rich African diasporas, has long been overlooked
for a variety of religious and political reasons. Yet, there is reason for hope: the rise
of slave narrative studies as a scholarly discipline has equipped researchers with
powerful tools to interpret the violence, trauma, and resilience that shaped the lives
of the enslaved. Contrary to prevailing assumptions, enslaved Blacks in Arabia were
not a subaltern class—they stood at the pinnacle of the poetic hierarchy before and
during the early decades of Islam.

To remember them is not about giving voice to a silenced group—their voices
still echo across the ages, preserved in classical Arabic texts where they assert their
humanity, intellect, and resilience. Remembering them means reclaiming the
archives from distortion and restoring their stories to the heart of Africa’s collective
memory. Studying the legacy of Suhaym is part of a broader effort to recover
Africa’s historically neglected voices and recognize their enduring humanistic and
intellectual contributions.

36 Al-Gosaybi, Suhaym.
37 Muhammad ‘Alf Shamsuddin, quoted on the back cover of al-Ghiisaybi, ibid
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