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‘Ulayya bint al-Mahd:
The Poetess of the Abbasid Court—Her Life and Poetic Themes

Assistant Professor Dr. Hashim Ja‘far Qasim
Ahl al-Bayt University (Peace Be Upon Them)

Abstract

While conducting research on the Abbasid caliphs—beginning with Hartin al-Rashid and
his sons al-Amin and al-Ma’mtn—I was encouraged to continue exploring the literary figures
who flourished within the Abbasid court, particularly during the early Abbasid period. This led
to the identification of a poetess worthy of greater scholarly attention, yet one who has been
addressed only sparingly in previous studies, perhaps due to political or sectarian considerations.
This figure is the princess ‘Ulayya bint al-Mahdi, the sister of Caliph Hartin al-Rashid and the
aunt of al-Amin and al-Ma’min.

‘Ulayya left a distinct mark on the history of Arabic literature in the early Abbasid era. In this
respect, she differs from many other poetesses known from Arab literary history. Both pre-
Islamic and Islamic periods witnessed prominent female poets—such as al-Khansa’ in the pre-
Islamic era, and in the Abbasid period figures like the poet-singer Hababa, as well as Shariyah
and ‘Azza al-Mayla’, who were also known for both poetry and singing. However, ‘Ulayya bint
al-Mahdt holds a unique position due to her belonging to the Abbasid household. She neither
composed poetry nor performed for material gain, nor was she a slave or a concubine. Rather,
she composed poetry to express her artistic talent and often performed her own compositions.
Moreover, she possessed the ability to compose melodies for her poems and perform them in her
own voice—in effect, she may be described, in modern terms, as a composer, lyricist, and
performer.An examination of her diwan reveals that much of her poetry centers on chaste
(‘udhri) love, in addition to other poetic themes such as wisdom and praise. Accordingly, this
study explores her life and poetic purposes through three main sections: the first examines her
lineage and family background; the second discusses her relationship with the Abbasid court,
including figures such as Hartin al-Rashid, Ibrahim ibn al-Mahdi, and al-Amin, as well as
servants, concubines, and attendants; and the third highlights her poetic beginnings, literary
status, and thematic concerns.

One of the main challenges encountered in this research is the scarcity of sources; and when
available, the information they provide is often limited. Among the most important classical
sources on Abbasid literature consulted in this study are her collected diwan, Tabagat al-
Shu ‘ara’ by Ibn al-Mu‘tazz (861-908 CE), al-Shi r wa al-Shu ‘ara’ by lbn Qutayba al-Dinawari
(828-889 CE), and al-Aghant by Abu al-Faraj al-lsfahani (897-967 CE).

Keywords: ‘Ulayya bint al-Mahdi, poetess, literary figure, Abbasid court

poetess.
Received: 11/11/2025 Accepted: 26/11/2025
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