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PREFACE

The main purpose of this dissertation is to provide a comprehensive
study of the life and literary works of Mikhail Naimy up to 1959, his
seventieth birthday. Naimy, who started his career as a literary critic, a
poet, an essay and story writer, a dramatist and a thinker as early as
1913, is now the author of twenty three original works in Arabic only the
last three of which, Sab fin, 1959-60, al- Yawm al-Akhir 1963, and Hawamish,

1965, are not covered in this study.

What, we hope, should make the present work specially significant is
not only that it is the first attempt made so far to offer a systematic and
comprehensive study of a man whose literary output in Arabic has been so
rich, but that in giving an almost up-to-date overall picture of Naimy, it
puts before the reader one of those very few 20th century literary leaders
and modernists in Arabic at whose hands Arabic creative writing has been
able to emerge, after nearly seven centuries of decay, from its state of
outward imitation to a state of original creativity and genuineness.

Though our main subject in this work has been Naimy, we have,
nonetheless, found it more appropriate for the purpose of a fuller apprecia-
tion of his place and achievement, to introduce our study with a survey of

the literary atmosphere previous to his age.




The first part of the introduction surveys the dark ages of the Arabic
language up to the beginning of the 19th century. It is designed, extremely
wide as is the field it tries to cover, more to give a vivid idea of the literary
sterility then prevalent and of its nature, than to provide a research study
into the literary history of that period and must, therefore, be seen in this
light. The remaining parts are devoted to the literary atmosphere during
the 19th century, characterized by the impact of the West on the Arab world
and the beginning of Arabic literary renaissance. Here again, the descriptive
and historical appreach already and competently exploited by many literary
students of this century is superseded by an explanatory attempt designed
to trace the underlying ideological factors, mainly religious in outlook,
which had kept Moslem writers, on the whole, conservative in outlook and
incapable of improving essentially on the sterility of the previous ages. This
has placed 19th century leadership of literary modernism, arriving at its
most developed maturity in Naimy and his early 20th century Syro-Ameri-
can colleagues in al-Mahjar School, almost exclusivily in the hands of
religiously non-committed Arabs.

In our study of Maimy we have devoted the first two chapters to a detailed
acount of his early life and education in Lebanon, Palestine, Tzarist Russia,
the United States and Europe up to his first appearance on the literary stage
among the prominent writers of al-Mahjar. Our main emphasis throughout
has been on the influencing factors that shaped his character and thought and
exercised a lasting impact on his literary career, such as The New Testamen
and the character of Christ, Tolstoy and 19th century Russian realism,

American transcendentalism, British Romanticism and Eastern theosophies.

This we have supplemented in the subsequent eight chapters with an
almost chronological study and appreciation of Naimy's works up to 1959,
following the author’s gradual development from the literary critic and
rebel, the realist story writer and the romantico-lyrical poet in his early
works during his sojourn in the U.S.A. up to 1932, to his complete ideological

spiritual and artistic dedication to mysticism and theosophy since he made
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his final retirement that year to his mountainous retreat in his home country,

Lebanon.

Though we consider it the chief contribution of this dissertation that
it provides the first comprehensive and elaborate study ever conducted on
Naimy so far, we by no means claim that it can be regarded as a final and
complete account and appraisal of the man and his works. Maimy's career,
in the first place, can by no means be considered ended. Already three more
warks by him have appeared, as has been pointed out, while this study was
in progress. Others are very likely to follow in the future. Our present
attempt, which has mainly concentrated on the study of Naimy's life and
background, and on the interpretation and assessment of his works, both
on their own merits and in relation tothe variousstages of hisintellectual,
spiritual and artistic development, has not touched on the subject of Naimy's
impact on present-day Arabic literature.

Far from being claimed a final word on Naimy, therefore, the present
work is only meant to pave the way for more extensive and comprehensive
studies in the future that would cover Naimy's life and career in full and
assess his impact on modern Arabic literature. It is in this light that we
have chosen to call our study, an introduction.
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INTRODUCTION

It has been the practice with most students of modern Arabic literature,
and not without justification, to consider, roughly speaking, the beginning of
the 19th century as the starting point of the modern Arabic literary renais-
sance!, This, it is believed, is the period at which the western impact on the
Arab East, through Egypt and the Syrian coastal area, reached a pitch
capable of giving a shake to the sterilising, dull monotony brought over the
land throughout the 16th to the 19th centuries by the Ottomans and their
conquest. " During their age ', says Butrus al-Bustini, “ the language fell
to an alarming level, the gift of rhetoric decayed, the minds of writers stiff-
ened, and were enfolded by an anaesthetic lethargy out of which they were
awakened only by the cannon of Napoleon in Egypt and the bells of monas-
teries on the hilltops of Lebanon "2, Syria and Egypt, having managed,
under the Turkish Mamelukes, to remain until 1517 the chief centres of
Arabian life? and sole heirs to the Arabic literature of the East!, came in the

|. See Kratehkovsky, 1., ** Modern Arabic Literature ", Encpefopaedia of Islam { Sup-
plement ), London, 193, pp.26-33; Gibb, H.AR,, Arabic Lirerature; an Introduction,
London, 1926, p. 114: Zaidin, G., Tdarikh Adab al- Lughak al-" Arabivyah, Vol. TV,
Cairo, 1915, p. 9: Hiuti, Ph., Histery of the Arabs, 6th edition, London, 1956, pp.
T41—T42; T45,

9 al-Bustini. B.. Udohd’ al-'Arab fi al-Andals wa * Asre al=-Inbi'dth, 4th impri., Beirut,
1958, p. 211,

3. Micholson, 4 Literary History of the Arabs, Ind edition, Cambridge, 1930, p. 442

4. Gibb, Arabic Literature, p. 102,




same year under Ottoman rule and entered, together with the rest of the
Arabic-speaking provinces, ‘* a period of universal stapnation and decay "',

Though it is true that the three centurics of Ottoman occupation that
followed were the dark ages of Arabic literature, yet it is not as true to
believe, with al-Bustini and many other modern Arab literary historians?,
that that occupation is the main factor accounting for the sterility and
darkness. It had, in fact, only given the death blow to a literature that had
since the thirteenth century lost its claim to originality, virility and genuine-
ness. We shall, in passing, attempt a general and guick survey of the
conditions weighing on Arabic creative writing during its age of decadence,
from the time of the Mongol invasion up to the nineteenth century.

With the complete victory of reactionary orthodoxy in Islam towards
the turn of the twelfth century, rationalism as the independent endeavour
of man to understand himself and the things of the world in which he lives,
including religion, was dealt a mortal blow®, A military and culturally
ignorant aristocracy, such as the Seljuqids, allied with conservative shcolas-
tic theology and theclogians, ruled despotically over the land. The Arab
mind was therefore afflicted not only with dictators, who were by
nature and, on the whole, incapable of appreciating any Arab intellectual
activity, but also by narrow-minded Ash'arite theologians who were by nature
suspicious of any intellectual activity outside their prescribed channels.
Arabic literature, therefore, having already lost the activity of the Persian
genius, which, we are told, had started.even before the fall of Baghdad, to
express itself in its own native tongue instead of Arabict, was moreover
deprived of the free use of its own genius. The victory of orthodoxy towards
the end of the twelfth century brought forth with it the classical Islamic
theory of knowledge, which prescribed that truth is one and eternal, and

1. Gibb, Arabic Literarure, p. 103,

2, See al-Das0qi ‘“Umar, Fi al-Adab al-Hadith, Yol. 1, 3rd edition, Cairo, 1954, Chapter 1.
3. Micholson, p. 460; also Gibb, Arabic Literature pp. 83-85, and Hitti, History of
the Arabs, p, 683,

. Nichalson, p. 447,



that Islam has given it the best and final expression; nothing outside Islam
is really important, and to seek knowledge and truth is therefore not to
exploit the hitherto unknown but to amass what is already given. " The
known . as Professor Gibb puts it, * was not conceived of as changing and
expanding but as given and eternal ™. As a logical consequence of
this attitude to knowledge, the only understandably rewarding activity left
for the Arab intellect was memorising the Koran and assimilating The
Apostolic Tradition ( Hadith ) with all the line of science and literature that
the dominant Moslem church of the time recognised as relevant and or-
thodox®,

Thus committed to memory work, ** the Arab mind eventually could
only find intellectual outlet for its creativity by moving endlessly within a
closed circle of tradition?, only to come out with additional commentaries,
supercommentaries, glosses, super-glosses and abridgments on standard
texts. It would thus appear that the Arab mind, which had once been kindled
by Islam and set on an outward path to seek, to study, to learn and enrich
religion, had now become the prisoner of dogma. For this situation, basi-
cally dogmatic, sterilised theology, and from there gradually weighed on
other cultural fields and divorced them from originality. A theologian of
this period could neither contribute something original to, nor discard
anything from, the accepted, prescribed line of orthodox authority. In this,
he had the tragic examples of both al-Suhrawardi ( the murdered ), 1153—
1191, and Ibn Taimiyya ( the gadi ), 1263—1329, to mention only two, The
first, suspected of heresy by the orthodox party for the neo-Platonic ideas and
Shi‘ite conceptions that coloured his teaching of Islam, was put to death in
Aleppo*. The second, a thoroughgoing Hanbalite, attempting to reform Islam
by drawing on the letter of the Koran and the teachings of the early church and

Giibb, Modern Trends in Islam, Chicago, 1947, p. 64.

_ Bee Micholson on the canonical books, p. 337,

. Gibb, Modern Trends, p. 63.

. Huart, C. A History of Arabic Licerature, London, 1903, pp. 274—275; also Broc-
kelmann, History of the Islamic Peoples, 4th impri., London, 1956, p. 230,
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by stripping it of what he considered superstitions of the popular faith, was
likewise accused of heresy by the orthodox party and, after a series of impris-
onments and persecutions, died of frustration in the citadel of Damascus®.
What was really left for a theologian at work was usually either to deal
with subjects that were neither black nor white, but rather trivial and insipid,
or, in dealing with important ones, to repeat, paraphrase and often plagiarise
the works of recognised authorities who went before him. To cite as an
example a figure in whose works afflictions of this type are inherent, is to
mention no less a name than the philosopher, historian and theologian
Jaldl al-Din al-Suytti, 1445—1505. His numerous works, touching on
practically every field of knowledge in his day, are described by Hitti as
showing no originality®. * He has been accused ", says Huart,  of taking
the works of his predecessors, touching them up and transforming them and
then sending them forth as his own "% Indeed, plagiarism, which was the
common practice in those days®, was a natural and inescapable ocutcome of
the dominant authoritarian atmosphere; so much so, that Arab rhetori-
cians were gradually led to look at it as a virtue rather than a defect. Since
truth was already prescribed and finally given as the property of all
men, then to take someone else’s saying and put it in other, and presumably
better, words is not plagiarism but a sign of originality®.

This rather peculiar concept of originality springing from the skilful
variation of form on a fixed and predetermined content, and so naturally
emerging as the consequence of a closed orthodox theology, not only stifled
theology itself, but was also decisive in its impact on literature. By the fo-
cussing of attention on form rather than on content, the efforts of writers were
wholly concentrated on style and its embellishment, The study of language

Brockelmann, pp. 237—238; Nicholson, pp. 462—463; Huart, pp. 134—336,
Hittd, Histary af The Arabs, p. 687,

Huart, p. 357,

See Hitti, Hisrory of The Arabs, p. 689,

See: Grunebaum, G. von, '‘Concept of Plagiarism in Arabic Theory'', IN.EAS
11, October 1944, pp. 234256
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in itself became a primary concern among writers of the age, and the art of
rhetoric, with its three great branches of Science of Significations, k! ol
Art of Exposition, ¢! «& and Art of Euphemism, il ole gained a place
of singular importance and popularity. This is witnessed during this period
by the compilation of, and particular interest in, the lexicographic books
of grammar, philology and verbal usages, which proved indispensable to
students and literary men and which held their unchallenged authority on
literary writing until late in the 19th century. Instances of these books are
the voluminous dictionary of Lisdan Al-'Arab, of ITbn Mukarram { Ibn
Manzir ), 1232—1311, the Qdmus al-Muhit of Fairfizabddi, 1329—1419,
a lexicographical work which had become so popular among students of
the Arabic tongue that its name entered into the Arabic language as
equivalent to the word “dictionary " (5) and inspired a series of
commentarics that continued up to the middle of the 19th century'.

In other linguistic sciences stand, among many others, the numerous
works of Tbn Milik, 1203—1273, chief among which is the Alfiyya in gram-
mar which, with the commentary on it by Ibn ‘Aqil, and the Ajurriimivya
of Ibn Ajurrim ( d.1324), remained the standard texts for the mastering
of the Arabic language even up to the beginning of the twentieth century®.
If to this attitude of overconcentration on language and style, as distinct
sciences in themselves, is added the fact that orthodox theology had claimed
to itself the possession of final truth concerning man, God and the universe,
both in general and in detail, it instantly becomes evident how narrow and
alarmingly insignificant and superficial a role is left for literature. Not expect-
ed. and basically incapable in these circumstances, of dealing effectively
with any fundamental truth in life, literature was divorced from truth and
life and was transformed into a decorative art whereby a writer, knowing on
every occasion what was expzcted and also appropriate of him to say, tried
to impress his readers or listeners with the way in which he said it. The

1. See Zaidan, Tartkk Adzb al-Lughah, Vol. III, Cairo, 1913, pp. 145—146,
2. See. for instance, Waimy, M., Sab'tn I, Beirut, 1939, pp. 123—124.
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example set by al-Hariri 1054—1122, in his Magdmar as early as the eleventh
century was taken very seriously to heart by subsequent generations, and
is said to have been esteemed for its literary merits well into the nineteenth
century " as, next to the Koran, the chief treasure of the Arabic tongue ',

It is, of course, beyond the scope of the present work to eénumerate all
the types of rhetorical affectations, linguistic artifices and metric devices
introduced by poets and writers during the seven centuries following the
Mongol invasion. Taking poetry, for instance, a guick glance at any Diwin
composed during this period instantly reveals the high degree of poverty in
content and sophistication in form to which poetry had reached. It would
perhaps suffice for the present to cite some instances from the poetry of
Safiyy al-Din al-Hilli, 1278—1351, who has been described as the greatest
poet of his period®. One finds in his poetry scarcely any attempt which does
not aim at supercrogation (&Y b psd ) His “ Urtugiyvit * ( <L8:9! Y in
praise of the Urtuqid kings at Maridin®, probably the most famous among
his poems and most imitated by later poets®, consist of twenty-nine gasidas,
the number of the Arabic alphabet. Each qgasida is built throughout on one
of these letters with which every couplet is made to open and also rhyme.
Picking one couplet of his " qafiyvah ', for instance, we find the letter'Q’
repeated at the beginning and the end, as it does in all the rest of the poem.

- 1 = == fdls 13 Is i8
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Halt and bid us farewell ere we depart,
I shall not live until we meet again®

In his Diwdn, we meet again and again ingenious diabolic attempts,
such as a long qasidah of no less than seventy-five lines, where the language of

1. Gibb, Arabic Literature, p. 89,

2. Zaidin, Tarikh- Adsb al-Lughah, Veol. 111, p. 129,

3. Bee Diwan Safivy al-Din al-Hilli, edited by Muhammad Jawid al-Kutubi, al-Najafl,
1967,

4. See the introduction to the Diwdn,

. Diwdn, p. 525,



strangers, as he calls it, mostly Persians, is merged with Arabic in a smooth,
poetic flow. The poem, instigated by a friend, as Hilli says?, who had urged
him to reproduce for him the language, practices and cunning of strangers
( probably beggars, vagabonds and other foreigners wandering at the time
in the Arab land ), can be understood neither by Arabs nor Persians alone
but by people well versed in both, and probably other, languages of the time.
This is how the poem opens, with the foreign Arabised words underlined®.

‘;--.L;‘ ..."",-"':":!J WEFS _..‘:" ok ,',h.'..:.- -C'-":"I" ,é:\.#:" E e

Another example of highly intricate rhetorical artistry is one composed
on a youth called Tssa ( s~ ), who is said to have been making his living
out of gathering herbs and selling them. The poem?, consisting of twelve
couplets, is double rhymed, with the second rhyme consisting regularly of
the word ‘Issa, holding each time a new meaning as it is slightly modified
by one or another alliteration. Equally intricate attempts, are his seven
separate poems on the different days of the week, each rhyming and ending
with the name of the particular day in question®.

His famous sixteen couplets, corresponding to the sixteen original
metres for Arabic poetry, where,in the first part of each couplet, he mentions
the name of the metre it is built on, and in the other,its actual (haid) feetd,
is still used by schools in the Arab world to help students memorise the
poetic metres. In addition to the great number of poems in his Diwan which
al-Hilli composed in answer to 1equests asking him to compose on this or
that theme or topic®, on this metre and rhyme or the other, a great many
others are devoted to puzzle work, or jokes and wit’, not infrequently

Diwdn, p. 423,

. Dhwidn, p. 424,

Diwdn, p. 400,

Diwdn, pp. 344346,
. Diwdn, pp. 416—317.
. Diwdn, Chapter X.

. Diwdn, Chapter X1,
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verging on open obscenity and licentiousness®. The root of all this literary play
and linguistic exercise is, of course, found in Hariri's Magdmdr which ac-
tually set the literary norm for generations to come. But the impact of Hariri
is most striking where al-Hilli is careful to meet al-Hariri’s challenges on his
most intricate and crafty rhetorical figures. His poem of fifteen lines ( p.407 )
meets Hariri's sixth Magamah containing the passage consisting of alter-
nating dotted and undotted words®; so do his Ya'iyyah of dotted words (pp.
405—6 ), his Mimiyyah of half-dotted, half-undotted (pp. 406-7), his
totally undotted Ya'iyyah, his two poems the letters of which are all sepa-
rate in the first and all joined in the other ( p. 408 ), his palindrome ( p. 403 )
and his fifteen-line poem of paronomasia (p. 402). All these seem to respond
to the challenge of Hariri in his 16th, 17th, 26th and 28th, and especially
46th, Maqamas, where all these rhetorical figures, now in prose and now
in verse, are aptly performed.

It may be claimed, however, that Hilli's rhetorical climax is reached in
his " al-Kifiyah al- Badi'iyyah fi al- Mada'ih al-Nabawiyyah ' ( the com-
plete Euphuistic poem in praises pertaining to the Prophet)®. Having intended
to write a book including all types of Badi’, Hilli explains, he fell ill. In his
sleep he saw a messenger from the Prophet requiring the poet to compose
a poem in his praise as a condition of restoring his health. The agreement
was made, and al-Hilli availed himself of the opportunity to use the poem
to demonstrate all figures of Badi’, which came up to one hundred and

fifty-one. These he embodied in the one hundred and forty-five couplets
of the poem as he went, making each couplet a demonstrative instance of
the figure or figures of Badi’ it alluded to*.

If it is remembered that al-Hilli is juslty considered among the greatest
poets throughout this period® extending up to the 19th century, if not the

1. Diwdn, pp. 537—3547,

4. See  al-Hariri, Kisgh al-Magdmdt  al-Adabiyyah, al-Matba‘ah al-Husaynivyah
al-Misriyyah ed., Caira, 1908,

3. Diwiin, pp. 475—458,

. See his prefatory notes (o the poem, Diwdn, pp, 474—475,

3. See Fakhory, H., Tarikh af-Adab al-* Arabi, Beirut, 1951, p. 868,

i
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greatest, and that it was considered a poet’s ideal to imitate him or vie with
him. it becomes instantly clear to what alarmingly superficial level poetry
had deteriorated,

Mor was the situation any better with prose. Creative writing in prose,
since al-Hariri, had become less and less concerned with the subject matter
and more and more concerned with the form and manner of presentation.
With the total domination since the twelfth century of orthodoxy over the
intellectual and spiritual atmosphere, creative prose writing had to seek
prospects for originality outside these realms. As in poetry, the relation was
finally severed between the intimate self of a prose writer and what he wrote,
and his work, without the intellectual and the spiritual elements, was reduced
to crafty attempts to display his linguistic skill and rhetorical literary verbiage.
The role of belles lettres was left to essayists and to scribes or secretaries in
the service of kings or princes or other individuals of some particular high
social distinction. In either case, the stress in writing was on the hterary
embellishment and form of presentation betraying the writer's craftsmanship,
and not the substance presented. Essayists sometimes engaged in exchanging
what were called “ brotherly epistles ”’ ( =5!s=1), probably after the exam-
ple of al-Ma'arri and Ibn al-Qarih, frequently choosing subjects which,
though of little or no significance in themselves, offered ample opportunity
for linguistic and literary formalism. A good example of the topics selected
is the essay of Qalgashandi entitled Hilyar al-Fadl, wa Zinat al-Karam fi
al-Mufakharah Baina al-Saif wa al-Qalam ( the Ornament of Merit, and the
Excellence of Benevolence in the Competition between the Sword and the
Pen ). or another similar essay on the debate between the bow and the arrow
by Ibrdhim bin Salih al-Hindi, 1102 A.H,, entitled Barahin al-Thtijaj wa al-

Mundzarah fi ma Waga'a baina al-Qaws wa al-Bandag mina al- Mufakharah.

Secretaries and scribes, on the other hand, had no worries about selec-
ting their subject matter. Engaged in carrying out the correspondence of
their employers and patrons on various matters and in drafting their docu-
ments on different concerns, they found ample opportunity to concentrate

on the manner of presentation and artistic handling. Sccretarial work had
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engaged the best literary men of the age! and included such names as Diya’
al-Din Ibn al-Athir, 1163—1239, in his book of correspondence entitled
al-Washy al-Margiim, and Shihdb al-Din al-Qalqashandi, who, after having
practised secretarial work under the Mamelukes in Egypt,791 A.H.?, compiled
his manual on the art of graceful composition, Subh al-A'sha, for the use
of candidates for that type of occupation. Perhaps the greatest of these
littérateurs is Muhyi al-Din Tbn ‘Abdullah al-Zahir, 1223—1292, one of the
private secretaries of Sultan Baybar I of Egypt®, whose writing in this type
of art, according to Qalgashandi, can be depended upon as absolute author-
ity. The overstress on literary form in such writings makes it exceedingly
difficult to render them in English. But it may be worthwhile to translatea
small extract from the diploma of investiture drawn up by al-Zihir, installing
King Mansiir's son, al-Malik al-Silih ‘Ald’ al-Din ‘Ali, from which an idea
can be formulated of the degree of utter impersonality and empty formal
rhetorical embellishment to which literary writing of this age had reached.

In the opening part of the diploma, where al-Zihir praises God for
having honoured the throne with such a king and such an heir, he goes on
with his praise as follows®:

““We thank Him for his blessings which have added fruition to the
blossoms, have gathered the sea and blessed the river, beautified the subject
{ beginning ) and made well the predicate (end ), and gathered within the
sweetness and exquisiteness of time the gloriousness of evenings and the
tenderness of mornings. And we testify that thereis no God but God alone,
having no partner, a testimony with which each hour we clothe the tongue with
a new robe, and shade ourselves with its long shade, and see within reach
those hopes which others deem far. And we pray to our lord Mohammad,

. See Fakhori, Tarlkh al-Adab, Beirut, 1951, p. 871,

. See Zaidan, Tartkh Addb ef-Lughah, Vol. 3, p. 133,

. See Sadeque, 5.F., Baybar [ of Egypr, Dacea, 1956, p. 3.

, Oalgashandi, Subk al-A sha. fi Sind*ar al-Iasha, Vol. 10, Dar al-Kutub al-Misriyvah
edition, Cairo 1922, p. 160,

5, Qalqashandi, Subh al-A*she, Vol. 10, p. 173,

B L [
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by whom God has purged this nation of evil and through whose guidance
he has rendered its trees fructuous .”

In addition to the many minor cuphuistic figures of various kinds in
this small passage, sufficient to say that one could count in it at least twenty-
one rhyvmed figures and no less than six different homonyms.

Having already become empty and sterile during the Mongol period
and wholly dependent on linguistic formalism, Arabic literature therefore
could hardly be said to have suffered essentially from the Ottoman occupa-
tion of the Arab world in 1516, The Ottoman occupation, it may be feit, had
only offered a further unfavourable climate which hastened the death of a
literature already dying. Not only did the Ottomans keep the orthodox
dogmatic authority which had benumbed the Arab intellect and creativity,
but they intensified it in attempting to incur the favour and ardent support
of Moslems by claiming to rule in its name as Kalifs and defenders of the

faith. no matter how unjustifiable that claim may have been'.

If to this is added the fact that the Ottomans were primarily a military
aristocracy, and consequently uninterested in culture, that under their rule
Turkish had totally replaced Arabic as the official language. and that the
Arabs had become a secondary race, ruled as provinces by foreigners from
outside their land, it becomes evident why Arabic literature, already sick,
could not survive under the Ottomans. The Ottoman masters, so utterly
foreign to the Arabs, could no longer be used as patrons by Arab poets and
littérateurs. And, since Turkish was their official language, a mortal blow
was virtually dealt to Arab epistolary and secretarial literature. Indeed, the
question at stake under Turkish rule was, not only whether the Arab belles
lettres could possibly survive, but also whether it was possible for the Arabic
language itself to remain intact. Even as early as the fourteenth century, Arab
officials in the service of the ruling Turks, we are told, were already reluctant

to use Arabic even with their fellow Arabs lest they became despised by

1. See Hitti, History of the Arabs, p. 489,
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their superiors for using the language of the subject race’. The Ottomans,
following the lead of the Persians centuries before them, went on to create
their own literature in their own language, adopting Persian patterns, rather
than Arabic, and leaving the Arabic language, save in their theological
works?, along with the people who spoke it, to dwindle into negligence under
their domination.

The belles-lettres in Arabic during this period can, for all practical purposes,
be considered dead. Here and there, however, in the vast stretches of the Arab
lands, so ominously screened from the outside world by the Ottoman shadow
and the suffocation of orthodoxy, isolated poets would be heard, straining
themselves over their broken language and unyielding metre and rhyme, to
compose an anecdote, an epitaph, a monograph to record the birthday of a
child, the wedding of a friend. or the date of a special incident, or to sing
the praise of a certain Ottoman wili or appointed local Amir in return for
some meagre livelihood, Examples of such poets are among those who
frequented the courts of the Mameluke princes in Egypt, or among others
in Syria who composed for the Jazzir ( d, 1804 ) of “Akka, or Prince Bashir,
1767—1850, of Mount Lebanan ( reigned 1799—1840 ), or other appointed
Wiilis. Famous among the latter are the poet and historian Nigila al-Turk,
1763—1828, Ahmad al-Barbir, 1747—1811, 'Umar bin Mubhammad al-Bakri,
1759—1818, Mikhail al-Bahri, 1740—1799, and Ilyas Iddeh, 1741—1828,

To study the works of almost any one of those poets is to see the alarm-
ing level to which poetry had descended under the Ottomans, To
the emptiness it had inherited from previous generations, it added a
marked weakness in language and an obvious incompetence to cope with
metre and rhyme. In the few selected stanzas and poems cited by Father
Cheikho from a manuseript of the Diwan of Nigala al-Turk?, who is consid-
ered among the best of this group, one comes on a fantastically large number

See Lewis, B, The Arabs in History, London, 1930, pp. 158—159,

See Gibb, E.J., A Hiztory of Ottoman Poeiry, Vol. I, London, 1900, p. 9 ¢t seq

. Bee Cheikho, Louis, al-Addh af-* Arabivyah Fi al-Qarn al-Tdsi* *Ashar, Vol. 1, Beirut,
1944, pp. 36—40,
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of grammatical mistakes and ill use of words and idioms. A great effort
is exerted in the attempt to fit the words into the metric and rhyming pattern,
cometimes with the unfortunate result of estranging the words or straining
the metre and coming out with superficiality, or even no meaning at all.
Typically representative, is al-Turk’s poem in praise of Prince Bashir'.

Almost all of the thirteen couplets of al-Turk’s poem present the reader
with one flaw or another. Nor do the other ten subsequent extracts by the
same poet or those of his contemporaries prove any better. Of particular
interest is al-Turk’s poem in bitter criticism of poets of the day®. It is quite
informative on the state of poetry and poets during this epoch. Poetry, he
says, has become as cheap as barley and even cheaper still. Trash composers
come out with cheap works corrupting the poetic metres and, being the
thieves that they are, prey like wolves on the couplets of their predecessors,
Many a dumb man among them pretends to be a QQiss®, and many a braggart
has his jaws wide open like those of a beast. The trade of poetry has passed
away, oh men, pour your warm Learse in abundance over it,

Poetry, and, one might add, prose literature as well, had, as al-Turk
says, passed away. But the causes of this death evidently lie deeper than his
diagnosis could detect. Not only because poetry became ill- patronised and
cheaper than barley, nor because of trash and dishonest composers, deficient
in both language and metric schemes, did literature die. The lack of patron-
age with an Abu al-'Ala’ al-Ma‘arri, 973—1057, for example, did not corrupt
his great literature, whether prose or poetry, nor his literary honesty: nor
did the masterly command of the linguistic and metric schemes by a Biisiri,
a Hilli or a Qalgashandi make him or any of his contemporaries a second
Jahiz or Mutanabbi or Abu Nu'ds. It would seem that the main reason
behind it all is that to al-Jahiz, to Abu Nu'ds, al-Ma‘arri and the rest, life
was open. To them, as compared to their successors of the 13th century and
after. truth and beauty were not authoritatively given, prescribed and final,

1, Cheikho, al-Addb, Vol. T, p. 37.
2. Cheikho, al- ddh, Vol. I, p. 40,
1, Alluding to Qiss Ibn Sa‘idah, the great pre-Islamic orator and preacher
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but things to be personally sought, discovered grasped and presented. Fully
based in the culture of their day, whether Moslem, Christian, Jew, Greek or
Persian, they set out to probe into the unknown, only to come back in their
own way with their own genuine version of things, whether in prose or poet-
ry, with their own version of truth or beauty as they personally had com-
muned with it. not allowing themselves to be curbed or tutored by superim-
posed authority. What has indeed given greatness o the living writings of
an agnostic Ma‘arri, a Mu'tazilite Jahiz, a Qarmatian ( 4= 4 )! Mutanabbi
and the rest, is in many respects precisely that which would have been ruled
out as flagrant heresy under the rule of orthodoxy in later centuries.

The Arabs, up to the end of the eighteenth century, having been screened
for so long from the rest of things in the world by the allied forces of the
despotic Turkish rule,on the political level, and the traditional orthodox
dogma, on the cultural and intellectual, lost the awareness of their rights
and capabilities as individuals to think, feel and create. They were, a5 &
consequence, neither in a position 1o absorb tradition and the given, nor.for
that and other reasons, to liberate themselves from it and reach out through
the sheil for that which was as vet new and unattained. To be able to do the
first, they lacked the free, invigorating national life which draws a nation’s
history to the dynamism of the living present and projects it onto the ever
widening screen of the future. But to do both, they needed the prompting
open contact with a new and inspiring greater culture, ‘Mowhere in the
history of this period”, says Professor Nicholson, “ean we discern either
of the two clements which are productive of literary greatness: the quicken-
ing influence of a higher culture or the inspiration of a free and vigorous
national life"?.

The oppertunity for an open contact with a new and inspiring higher
culture did, however, soon come about, It is important to seein W hat manner

that opportunity was offered and how, as a consequence, it was received.

|. See Thha Husain's book Ma'a al-Mutanabbi, in which al-Mutanabbi is seen as a
Qarmatian rebel intent on revolutionizing Moslem Arab society, Cairo, 1936,
2, Micholson, p. 443,
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The nineteenth century opened to find that Europe had already preceded
it into the Arab world. Napoleon had captured Egypt in 1798 and “shat-
tered””. in the words of Professor Lewis, “the illusion of the unchallengeable
superiority of the Islamic world to the infidel West', while on the coast of
Syria, and mainly in Beirut, Western enthusiastic believers of different sects
and nationalities were competing, even as early as 1652, as missionaries®
to spread the Word of God among the so-called “forty millions of perishing
sinners” in the “infidel” Moslem Arab East®. In this, each mission enjoyed
the co-operation of such groups among the Christian natives as were favou-
rably disposed to its particular teaching. To speak of an Arab literary renais-
sance during the 19th century is therefore to see it in the light of the reno-
vating spirit which the Western impact had come to breathe into the parched
lungs of the Arab East.

It is obvious from the outset that the western venture in the Arab
world had taken the form of a challenge in the name of civilisation to the
two main pillars which had been supporting Islam through the last seven
centuries and driving it to isolateits own people from the impact of external
world currents. Napoleon’s successful invasion of Egypt had put the
military power of Islam, and hence its political. social and economic order,
to the test. Addressing his soldiers on the eve of that invasion, Napoleon
said, “You are going to undertake a conquest, the effects of which upon
commerce and civilisation will be incalculable”t. On the other hand, the
Western religious missionaries to Syria, mainly Jesuits and Evangelists,

1. Lewis, The Arabs in Histery, p.p. 166 167,

2. See Hitti, Lebanon in Histary, London, 1957, p. 40 el seq,

3, Jessup, H., Fifiy Three Years in Syria, Vol. I, London, 1910,

&, Copics of the Original Letters from the Army of General Bonaparte in Egypt. infercepted
by the Fleet under the command of Admiral Lovd Nelson ( English translation ), Vol.
1, London, 1798, p. 237,
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challenged Moslem theology. “The chief and ultimate object of missionary
work in western Asia”, says one outstanding member of the Protestant
Mission to Syria, “is the conversion of the Mohammedans to the Christian
faith™. The justification for such conversion may be obtained from the
appeal to the United States sent by a commitiee of American Protestant
missionaries in Beirut, in 1848, on behalf of 4 new translation of the Bible
into the Arabic language. “To give the Word of God to fourty millions of
perishing sinners”, they go on to explain, "“to write their commentaries,
their concordances, their theology, their sermons, their tracts, their school-
books and their religious journals; in short,to give them a Christian literature,
or that germinating commencement of one, which can perpetuate its life
and expand into full-grown maturity, are great, gigantic verities taking fast
hold on the salvation of myriads which no man can number, of present and

all future generations",

The significance of this Western venture in both Syria and Egypt, is
that by challenging these two main pillars on which Islam had succeeded in
immobilizing its own society, it put the Arabworld ina position where immeo-
bility had of necessity ceased to be possible. The Arab world could either
ignore this Western military and religious challenge,and consequently collapse
and submerge under Western domination, wearing the particular mantle
which the West chose to lay on its shoulder, whether religious, political, cul-
tural or otherwise, or rise on its feet to meet the challenge by revolutionizing
itself in a process of overall cultural re-examination, sifting and regeneration
which would restore to the Arabs a genuine living character of their own,
In either case, there was no escape for them from the West and the
impressive model of Western civilisation. For even if the Arabs chose to
treat and overcome ther Islamic mediaevalism and rise, as the West has

risen, they had inescapably to avail themselves of Western secrets and means
of advance

1. Jesuup, [, p. 35.
2. Jessup, I, pp. 68—69




Unfortunately for the Arabs and Islam, those early contacts which
the West established with the East aimed primarily at something other than
despatching to the East those secrets and means of Western advance which
since the Renaissance had been pushing Europe on the road of progress.
Such concepts as secularism, science and the scientific method, nationalism,
democracy, individual initiative, freedom and other transforming ideas
expressive of the true spirit of Western civilisation were not really what the
Westerners had primarily come to deliver unto the Arab East. Such ideas
only reached the Arabs through the backdoor, so to speak, and have
therefore been constantly confused and overshadowed in the Arab world,
even up to the present time.

Napoleon, the son of the French Revolution, who had outwardly
proclaimed to the Egyptians as he occupied their country, that “‘all men
are equal in the eyes of God™, and that he had come to liberate them from
their Mameluke despots and give them social justice, had, in the same dec-
laration, minimized confidence in his sincerity by claiming the French to be
the defenders of Islam, “to have at all times been the true and sincere
friends of the Ottoman Emperors’, and by praying that “the Empire of the
Sultan therefore be eternal”?, which, if taken seriously, i5 tantamount to
praying for the eternity of Arab social stagnation. The real intentions
behind his Egyptian conquest, however, so carefully screened from the
Egyptians, were clearly stated in a proclamation to his own soldiers, in
which they are made to understand that their coquest “will give the English
a4 most sensible blow, which will be followed up with their destruction”’ and
that the destruction of the Beys “who favour the English commerce exclusive-
ly** is imperative for the welfare of the French®. Napoleon’s direct aim in
Egypt, therefore, was not primarily to deliver French enlightenment to
the Arabs but to utilise the Arabs for the building of French glory.

In much the same way, the Western missions in Syria were primarily
concerned with fitting Easterners into their own particular Western faith,

|, Copies of the Original Letters, pp- 215236,
3 Copies of the Original Letters, p. 237,
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whether Catholic, Protestant or other, which they unguestionably believed
to be the only true one, instead of working on the people’s own local faith
to loosen its rigidity and make it fit them, Instead, Jesuits and Evangelists,
the two main missionaries in the Middle East, together with their native
Christian supporters, engaged among themselves in a most bitter theolo-
gical controversy where even the most shameless accusations were not spared.
To the Jesuits and their local Maronite supporters, the Protestants,
were the “accursed Anglis” ( English ), alluding to the language which they
spoke! and the “incarnate devils"?, while to the Protestants, all Eastern
churches and ecclesiastics were “idolatrous™ and “masters of political
intrigue and hypocrisy'”, and “Rome is Rome in all ages in her bitter
hostility to the word of God™*. Accordingly, the American ( Protestant )
and Catholic Arabic presses, to mention only two chief ones out of many
operating in the area during the first seventy years of the 19 th century,
almost all of which belonged to Christian religious institutions of various
sects®, devoted the major part of their efforts to the issuing of Christian
religious books of intricate polemical nature aimed at propagating their
dogma and defaming that of their opponents, and at inciting people to the-
ological argumentation and sectarian indoctrination. One might mention
as typically representative of such books: Widd'a@r Yinis Keen ( Farcwell
Letters ), a book of thirteen chapters written in Arabic, 1825, by Dr. Jonas
King of the Syria Mission of the American Presbyterian Church, in which
he tries to illustrate his belif in Protestantism by attempting to refute the
thirteen points on which he objects to Catholicism; or the Thirteen Lettres
in refutation of Catholicism by Mr. Isaak Bird of the same Mission, firts pub-
lished in Malta, 1833, and reprinted several times in Beirut after the Amer-
icans moved their Arabic printing press from Malta to that city in 1834,

Jessup, I, p. 43,

, Jessup, I, p. 170,

Jessup, l. pp. 43—44,

Jessup, I, p. 37,

. See Cheikho, “Fann al-Tibd‘'ah Fi al-Mashrig", al-Mashrig, Vol. IT, TV and V,
Beirut, 1900, 1901, 1902,
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Representative of the Catholic publications in Beirut in the early sixties
are such books as The Safe Guide to the Refutation of The Protestants
asailes g ol 0T ams é;__,.“j'n gl by Nigila ‘Abd al-Nir, or The Fitting
Answer and the Valid Proof in Refutation of the Biblicists ( as all Protestant
missionaries in Syria were often called ). st il Jo 1o il i Sl 1 g sl ol 54|
by Father Yousof al-Murayyid. It was estimated that more than two-thirds
of the approximately one hundred and fifty books published in Lebanon
during the first half of the 19th century were of such nature’.

With the missionaries so keenly preoccupied among themselves with
their dogmatic differences and theological controversies, it would seem,
paradoxically enough, that the Arab East, already overridden and sterilised
by theology and dogma, had to be further dogmatised by the very people
who professedly had come to liberate it. As a consequence of this, the
clefts, already charp, between the various Christian sects in the area, and
between Christians and their countrymen of other denominations, were
pulled further apart, and the differences increasingly cultivated and em-
bittered to the point of open persecution®. In this, each sect was naturally
prompted to draw more and more on the protection and support of a
particular ally among the Western powers, who were greedily competing
throughout the nineteenth century for the spoils of the disintegrating
Ottoman empire and were only too happy to avail themselves of pretexts
for intervention in Syria®, Catholics looked to France for protection, the
Greek Orthodox to Russia, while the non-Christians, especially the Druzes
among them, left with the Ottoman empire as their natural guardian,
enjoyed the patronage of Great Britain!, who, on the whole throughout

1. See the introduction to af-Rawa’i* 41, by Fu'ad al-Bustini, Beirut, 1932,

2. Avivid instance of this is provided in Qissar As'ad al-Shidpdg, ( The Story of As'ad
al-Shidyiq ), & Lebanese Maronite who was converted to Protestantism and was,
as a consequence, tortured to death by the Maronite Patriarch. The book, written
by Isaak Bird and published anonymously in Malta, 1533, has hitherto bee mistakenly
attributed to Butrus al-Bustini. ( See Jessup 1, p. 40.) .

1. See Hitti, Lebanon, pp. 430—433,

4. Brockelmann, p. 368,
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the so-called Eastern Question, played the part of the Sultan’s friend for
the sake of preserving her interests and forestalling French and Russian
ambition in the Ottoman empire. English-speaking missions in Syria, so
antagonistic to the French-protected Catholics and Maronites and the
Russian-patronised Greek Orthodox, consequently felt more at home with
the local Druzes, Mohammedans and Ottoman authorities*. Not only
were they relatively untouched during what has been called the infamous
year of 1860 when more than 30,000 Christians, chiefly Maronites
and Greek Orthodox, were massacred in Lebanon and Syria by the
Druzes®, with the encouragement of the Ottomans and to the satisfaction
of the Mohammedan inhabitants, but they also enjoyed the protection of
the Druzes, who guaranieed their safety and freedom of movement in the
infected areas® and even guarded some of their belongings in their sacred
Khalwas ( =!,-) where none but the Druze initiates are allowed to
appear. Druze leaders, some of whose successful plans for the massacres,
it is claimed® were actually drawn up by Colonel Churchill, a British Agent
in Lebanon who acted as their confidential adviser and military counsellor,
often reported to the chief Evangelical missionaries in the area, warning
them of the situation, or even sometimes asked for their mediation with
Western powers to stop the religious conflicts®.

It is not the purpose here to elaborate on the sectarian antagonisms
leading, between the forties and sixties of the nineteenth century, to terrible
religious massacres that put Syria, and mainly Lebanon, an area reported
to have lived even up to the 18405 in a state of peaceful religious co-existence,
toleration and amity, in utter turmoil’. Reference in this respect can be
made to several books and chapters on the disturbances, their different

. Sec Jessup 1, p. 168.

. Brockelmann, p. 368,

Sec Jessup, 1, pp. 166—163; 186,

See Jessup, I, p. 189,

. See Jessup, 1, pp. 174—175,

See Jessup, I, pp. 172—188.

See Hitti, Lebaron, pp. 433—434; also Jessup, I, p. 159,
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causes and results, written by people who were eyewitnesses or even par-
ticipants®. What is of interest at present is to shed light on the particular
face with which the Christian West, out of all the faces of its civilisation,
happened to appear before the Arabs, and especially the non-Christians
among them, and the particular eye with which the Arabs looked at that
face. This is of particular interest here because it is crucial in acounting
for the attitude — and in this connection, the literary one which the Arab
world as a consequence adopted, and the course of development it chose
to follow.

With Western colonial competition taking every advantage of, and
even nourishing, sectarian animosity and antagonism to justify and con-
solidate its intervention and penetration in the Middle East, and with
Mohammedans, and especially Druzes, rising against compatriot Chris-
tians, slaying them by the thousands, even at the altars of their churches,
burning their cities and villages, pulling down their churches and throwing
them into desolation in one of the most terrible religious massacres in his-
tory; with all this in progress in Syria in 1860, it became obvious that the
prime purpose which the missionaries had come to serve in the Arab world
had failed completely. Not only had their religious competition and po-
lemics engendered suspicion and hatred between the different local Christian
sects, which helped weaken the Christian front physically and morally
before the onslaught of an alarming, antagonised Druze Mohammedan
front, but it also labelled them, together with their Christian co-religionists
in the area, in the eyes of the non-Christian communities, as enemies of
Islam and agents of Western imperialism, in virtue of thier close asso-
ciation with the different Western powers. Even the fairly enlightened

among the Moslems still find it difficult today to dissociate the two from

1, See Churchill, C.. The Druzes and The Maronites, Under the Turkish Rufe from 1340
ro 1860, London, 1860; Jessup, I, Chapter VII; Abu-Shagra, H., a-Harakah fi
Lucbedn, edited by Arif Abu-Shagra, Beirut, 1952; Mushiqqah, M., Mashhad
al-"Apdn bi Hawddith Sariyya wa Lubndn, Cairo, 1908,
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the aims and motives of the crusades a few hundred years back®,

In this atmosphere of mutual suspicion and enmity between the Chris-
tian sects themselves, and between Christians and Mohammedans, it
became difficult to see how East and West in Syria could possibly be brought
together in a process of mutual cooperation and understanding, whereby

Mohammedans could willingly reach out for what education those mis-
sionaries had come to offer, or still less for the revolutionising culture of

the Christian West from which these missionaries had come, and which
in the eyes of non-Christian Arabs they symbolised. It would have been
extremely naive to share the opinion of a major Western missionary to
Syria who, scanning at the time the Druze — Christian massacre of 1860,
believed that “the plowshare of the divine judgement was rending the soil
of Syria to prepare the way for a new seed sowing in the future™?, meaning
the seed of Christianity, Already, the popular war song of the Druzes,
repeated all over Syria, was:"How sweet, how sweet, to kill the Christians’’
(oobatl Js5 J-'L ¢ -fL)*. What a Druze is reported to have said to
one of his Christian victims during these troubled times, as the
latter was calling on Jesus for protection, is rather symbolic of the gap
separating Christians and non-Christians, and consequently East and West,
mentally as well as physically in the area: " Call upon your Jesus and see
whether He can help you now” he said as he hit him. “Don’t you know
God is a Druze 7",

I

In a society such as the Moslem where secular life in all its workings
and aspects springs from and is totally dictated by religion, such a concept of

1. A vivid instance of this is al-Tabshlr wa al-Isti*mdr, “Ard [i Juhid al-Mubashshirin
allati Tarmi ila khdd'al-Sharg li al-Isti'mdr al Gharbd, by Farrokh, Umar, and Khilid.
Mustapha, 2nd edition, Beirut, 1957,

2. Jessup, I, P. 187,

3. Jessup, I, pp. 168—163,

4, Jessup, I, p. 181,




God as being exclusively Druze or Moslem, in which the Arab mind seems
to have taken refuge in the face of Christian Western impact, had substan-
tial implications with regard to the course of development the Moslem
Arabs chose to take. The Western impact on the Arab world during the
nineteenth century, whether in the form of missionary work and direct
political and military intervention in Syria, resulting in the autonomy of
Mount Lebanon (ol Ls i = ), 1861% or in the form of conquest and
occupation, as Napoleon’s in Egypt, actually revealed the weakness and
helplessness of the Moslem Arab mediaevalism in the face of Western
progress. If the true God was believed to be exclusively Druze or Moslem,
then the only logical step left for the Moslems to avert their weakness was not
primarily to avail themselves of means and secrets of progress adopted by
the Christian West, but to fall back on Islam, the true word of God, and
consequently upon those days when Islam was glorious. The main tenet
held by practically every Moslem reformer, whether in Syria or Egypt,
throughout the 19th century was that the helplessness of the Moslem East
in the face of Western intervention was not so much due to Western
strength as it was the outcome of the Moslem departure from true Islam in
its purest form. Hence came the call for the reconstruction and rebuilding
of Moslem society onthe basis of anenlightened revivication of Islam that
would come out with the pure Moslem principles so badly observed and
diluted through the centuries to suit the purposes and whims of ruling
authorities®. Such a call reached its climax in the Arab world, particularly
in Egypt, towards the last quarter of the 19th century when the ruling
dynasty of Muhammad ‘Ali, who, having originally risen to power by
helping to drive the “infidel” French from Egypt, 1801, in the name of

God and the Sultan, gradually succumbed to the West, and in frustrating
the ‘Arfibi revolt?, invited the British occupation of Egypt, 1882,

Jamil al-Din al-Afghani ( 1839 — 1897 ) and Muhammad *Abduh
1. For details, see Hitti, Lebanen, Chapter XXVIII.
2. See Gibb, Modern Trends, p. 39 et 5¢q.

3. SeetAribi’s account of his revolt and his reasons for it in Tardfim Mashahlr al-Sharg
by Zaidin, G., Yol. I, Cairo, 1910, pp. 254-280,
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( 1849 — 1905 ) are usually considered in one way or the other by almost
all students of modern Arab history as the first serious doctrinaires and
leaders of modern Islamism in the face of theimpact of the Christian West?,
It is neither desirable nor possible in this present work to study in detail
the works and achievements of these men, but a general contemplation of
both their teachings is necessary here to indicate the spirit with which Islam

in the Arab world received the Western impact and the particular way in
which it thought to conduct its renaissance in an attempt to face it.

It was partly because of the missionaries who came to the Arab world
primarily to Christianise the Moslems and partly because of the different
Western powers who frequently felt it their duty to protect the missions
and who, through claiming to patronise the different local Christian sects,
found a convenient way of penetrating into the Arab East, that Moslem
reformers in the Arab world, and in this context, al-Afghiini and "Abduh,
understood the West as being primarily the enemy of Islam as a religion
and the East-West struggle in the Arab world as, in fact, a Christian attempt
to break down Islam as a means to dominate the Moslems. This thesis
is repeated and elaborated uponagain and againin the al-"Urwar al-Wuthga
paper, 1884, which al-Afghini and 'Abduh started in Paris and which was
described as the first, basic stone in the foundation of modern Islam® All
the articles in al-'Urwat, we are told?, though written by 'Abduh alone
were jointly conceived by him and al-Afghini. A fairly representative instance
of the general spirit permeating this paper, which has also been deseribed
as the mother of all present papers and the example still followed by all
leaders calling upon the East to arise®, is an article on ""Fanaticism”’ that

1. On both men, see Adams, C. Idlom and Modermizm in Egypr, London, 1933,

2 See Tarrds, Viscount Philip de. Tarikh al-Sahdfah al- Arabiveah, Yol 11, Beirut,
1913, pp. 269—262,

3. See Rida, Muhammad Rashid, Térikh al-Ustddh al-lmdm, al-Shaikh Muhammod
*Abduk, YVol. II, Cairo, 1933, p. 229,

4, See the introduction to the book als' Urivad al-Wuthga, Li al-Tiimaln ol-Hakfnain
al-Sayvid Jamdl af Din af-Afphdni wa al-Shaikh Muhammad *Abduh, a collection
of all the articles contained in the 18 issues of the ‘Urwar that ever appeared, ed.
and published in Beirut by Jamdl, Muhammad, 1910,
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appeared in the sixth issue’. Fanaticism is here described as a God-sent
feeling, the divine purpose of which is to draw people of one denomination
together in an attempt to unite them as one man in the face of the pressing
enemy. The loftiest bond that unites all Moslems is Islam. In it, all the
dissenting traces of race and nationality vanish, leaving all Moslems in a
consolidated front that would glory in its firm stand in the face of intruding
forces. Preachers of anti-fanaticism in Moslem lands in the name of mo-
dernism, are agents of the Christian West, who, having realised that the
secret of Moslem strength is in its unifying religion, have concentrated
their strength on attacking this religion in the name of toleration, in a
process of bringing the Moslem world under Western Christian domination.
Or else, the article goes on, how is it that in spite of all differences and
enmities that divide the Western world, religious fanaticism among them
remains the common principle which they meticulously observe and on
which they all meet? In fact, the defence of their religious enthusiasts and
missionaries is one of the very basic principles on which their political
government rests. Western powers forget all their intrigues against one
another and all ther bitter political hatreds when it comes to religion and
unite in directing their political and military forces to the protection of
their co-religionists, no matter how remote or to what race or nationality
they belong. A man among them, such as Gladstone or the like, may rise
to the highest degree of freedom and yet infuse every word he utters with
the spirit of Peter the Monk. Nay, the spirit of Gladstone is but another
copy of Peter's,

After tracing the bitter experience with aggressive Christianity, from
the time of the Greeks, who are said to have Christianised their subjects
by force, to the Crusades, to the Spanish Christian war against the Moslems
of Andalusia, and other minor incidents, in a chain of Christian aggressions,
of which the modern East-West conflict in the Moslem lands is thought
to be another link, the article ends by calling fervently and solemnly on the

I. This and all other articles of al-'Urwar are also found in Rida's Tdrikh al-Ustddh,
Vol. II, pp. 229—332.
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Moslem nation to retort by falling back on Islam, in which alone is “their
life, their blood, their soul, and their happiness'’. Islam is a God-sent bond,
only by firmly clinging to which can Moslems become powerful, glorious
and invincible.

The conclusion established in Moslem minds, therefore, is that since
the Western attack is relipious, the counter-attack must spring from reli-
gion. Consequently, power for the Arabs cannot be derived from Western
sources, but from the pure founts of Islam, the right observance of whose
principles in earlier days had made, and is therefore still capable of making,
the Moslem nation the strongest and greatest in the world. Muhammad
‘Abduh even goes to the extent of preaching that the whole European
civilisation is but the outcome of the putting into practice by Europeans of
the teachings of Islam made accessible to them during the wars of the
Crusades'. He seems to believe that the Protestant movement in Europe
is the origin of the whole Western civilisation and progress and that such
movement, having developed, in his opinion, as a consequence of Western
contact with Islam during the Crusades, is simply Islam in disguise; “not
that they believe in the message of Mohammad”, he says, “but that what
they believe in is Mohammad’s religion differing only in name and form of
worship’?, The story of the Moslems, therefore, ‘Abduh believes, is that of
a physician who has cured others, only to catch the disease himself. They
are suffering pain and torture while the cure is in their own home and all
they need is but to take it

al-Afghini on his part is said to have consecrated his indefatigable
energy and ceaseless agitation to “the accomplishment of the unification
of all Moslem peoples under one Islamic government, over which the one
Supreme Caliph should bear undisputed rule, as in the glorious days of
[slam before its powers had been dissipated in endless dissensions and
divisions, and the Moslem lands had Lapsed into ignorance and helplessness

1. *Abduh, M., Risdlat al-Tawhld, ed. by Rashid Rida, Cairo, 1918, pp. 135—136,
2. *Abduh, Rizdlas, p. 136.
1, *Abduhb, Ricdlar, p. 140,



to become the prey of Western aggression™. In this way, “Moslem peoples
would be able to work out for themselves a new and glorious order of
affairs without dependence on, or imitation of, European nations’, Accus-
ing leaders of having departed from true Islam for the pursuance of their
own ends and of having as a consequence weakened the Moslem nationin the
face of Western aggression, al-Afghiini is reported to have engineered in
the name of Islam a plan for political assassination and coups d'état in
Moslem countries which succeeded in killing the Shiah of Persia and his
Prime Minister, of threatening the life of Isma'il, the khedive of Egypt,
and of openly urging the assassination of Nabiir Pasha, an Armenian Prime
Minister of Egypt ( 1884 — 1888 ) during the English occupation. The
‘Ariibi revolt in Egypt, 1882 the movement of the Young Turks, 1906 and
the Persian revolution of 1906, are all said to have been linked in one way
or another with his name and teachings®.

There is evidently more than one reason which would make a student
of modern Islam stop and wonder whether the rulers of Moslem countries,
no matter how corrupt, are really the stumbling block to the formation of
an all-Moslem unity under a Supreme Caliph, ruled according to the unal-
loyed principles of orthodox Islam, and whether the lack of such unity is
really the explanation of the helplessness of Moslem countries in the face
of the vigorous West.

al-Afghini, ‘Abduh and other so-called modernists in Islam were, it would
seem. too concerned with their disapproval of Christianity to be able to
detect in Western progress what would guide them to the real causes of
Moslem backwardness. They constantly understood Christianity as a
dogma, but never as a culture, and consequently missed the whole inner
meaning of Western civilisation. What, for instance, made them welcome
the Ottoman rule of the Arab world, though embittered against the rulers,
and reject Western occupation, is apparently not because the Ottomans

1. Adams, p. 13.
2. Adams, pp. 11—12.




were less oppressive, but because the West was Christian', But when
they come to discuss this Christianity, they lapse into abstract Christian
dogma or into some generalised truths about some doings of the Church
in history where they find it easy to prove the superiority of Islam and
confirm their claim to Moslems that a reversion to the pure principles of
their religion is the sure means of beating the Western combatant who is
of an inferior faith,

There is no clear evidence in what al-Afghiini or "Abduh taught or
wrote that they ever undersiood how a Western nation can have State
and Church separated and vet be considered Christian in civilisation, or
how a scientist or a philosopher, like Darwin or Kant, can show or prove
that theology is rationally or scientifically unjustifiable but not that religion
is spiritually untenable, thus opening the way for religion to grow with the
growth of human progress without allowing science, thought and progress
to be choked by theology. Instead of introducing this Western type of
procedure into the Arab world, whereby Islam might be pushed into the
spiritual realm, leaving the Moslem mind to investigate freely the different
fields of human knowledge and hence enrich religion with its own discov-
eries, Moslem reformers, and especially "Abduh, busied themselves in
propagating the idea that Islam is the religion of reason, and that, as com-
pared to Christianity, known for its bitter enmity to science, it requires in
its doctrine of the Unity of God “the clarifying of the mind, and forbids
such foolish and extravagant notions as idolatry, incarnation and the
suffering of the deity”®. Having filtered the findings of Greeks, Persians
and Romans, and cleansed them from all impurities, Islam "Abduh claims,
kindled the torch of science that pierced the darkness of barbaric Europe
in spite of the attempts of the Christian clergy to put it out®. It was only

I. See “al-Jinsivvah wa al-Din al-Islimi'" { Mationality and Islam ) orginally pub-
lished in ol Urwar, in Rida, Tarikh of-Usiddh, Vol 11 pp. 231215,

2, See ‘Abdub, M., al-Iuldm wa al-Ndsrdnivyah Ma'a al-"ilm wa af-Madaniyyah, 8th
edition, Cairo, 1373 AH., pp. 46—51; alio *Abduh, Rizaler, pp. 106—119,

3, Rida, Tarlkh af-Usiadh, IT, pp. 398; also ‘Abdub, al-Ialdm wa al-Nasrdnfvyah pp.

120—130,




when Moslems departed from the science of their religion, "Abduh claims,
that they were denied the fruits of reason, and the sciences of the world
forsook them. Unlike people of other faiths, meaning Christians, whose
antagonism to science varies directly with their indulgence in their religion,
Maoslems in the past found themselves more and more indulgent in the
universal sciences as their studies of theology increased'. What Moslems
need, therefore, in order to cath up with modern science and progress is
not, in the belief of ‘Abduh, to free science from theology, but to reach
science and achieve progress through the study of the Moslem religion.
Science has always followed the light of the Koran wherever it shone, East
or West. Once this book is back in the hearts of Moslems, science, whose
only associate is the Koran, will follow as well®,

It would therefore be safe to conclude that Mohammad 'Abduh, as
representing a modernistic and reform movement in Islam, was not really
working "'to restate the truths of Islam in terms of modern thought”, as
he is often described?®, nor was his legacy that of the "‘adaptation of the
fundamental positions of Islam to the demands of modern life and thought™
as Professor Gibb was led to think. In spite of his command of Arab history
and culture, and especially theology, and his adequate knowledge of the
traditional Moslem wiews and stands in respect to Christianity, whether
in the East or West, there is little or no evidence in what ‘Abduh wrote and
preached, to indicate that he knew emough about modern thought and
Western culture to entitle him to the role which he is claimed to have taken
and to justify Professor Gibb's assertion that he was reconstructing
modern Islam “by the aid of the wvivifying elements in the rationalistic
and progressive culture of the West ™™,

1. *Abdul, al-fslim wa al- Nasraniyvah, p. 140

2. al-Islkim wa al-Nasrdnivpah, pp. 123 141

3, Gibb, H.AR., “Stodies in Contemporary Arabic Literature’’, BS.0.5. Vol IV,
192728, p. 754,

4, B5.0S.. Vol. V, 1929, p. 447,

5. BSOS, Vol. v, p. 847,
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What ‘Abduh wrote shows that he was less concerned in dealing with
Islam in the light of modern science and thought than in proving that
science is Islamic and that Islam is scientific. The main ideological line
behind ‘Abduh's movement is not the reconstruction of Islam in the light
of the present civilisation, but a call to Moslems to become civilised through
falling back on the all-providing principles of their religion. lslam, being
in ‘Abduh’s belief, the final stage which the divinely-revealed truth has
reached in its evolution across the centuries, and the most perfect word
revealed to man for the running of all aspects of life in both this world and
the next, must, by definition, be in a position where it can only give civili-
sation to people but never be influenced by other civilisations’. How seri-
ously this idea was taken by Moslem minds is apparent in the introduction
to Risalat al-Tawhid written by Shaikh Muhammad Rashid Rida, one of
‘Abdub’s students and ardent followers. Islam, he claims, has brought
man to the stage of complete independence. The Koran has proved to be
the natural religion of people of every kind. To the primitive, it is a guardian,
and to the advanced, it is a forerunner and a guide. Islam, therefore, is
good for every place and for all time.

With this idea strongly popagated, the chances for Moslem Arabs of
drawing on Western civilisation for the reconstruction and development of
their life and society were reduced to the minimum. Instead of moulding
their past in order to fit the developments and conditions of present civili-
sation, Moslem reformers apparently hoped to reconstruct and reform the
present by a return to the past. Our only remedy, ‘Abduh preaches, is in
our return to and the putting into practice of, the principles and dictates
of our religion as it was in the beginning . .. whoever attempts to reform
the nation through means other than this shall be reversing the order of
the universe and only increasing the misfortune and misery of this nation®,

Consequently there is no sympathy in ‘Abduh’s teaching for those
who argue, on the other hand, that it is the all-supervising and dictating

1. See 'Abdub, Risdlar, pp. 115—120.
2. See Rida, Tdrikh al-Ustddh, 11, pp. 242-243,
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character of orthodoxy in Islam governing every field of human endeavour
that really stifies the healthy growth of the natural sciences, and the free
use of the human intelleet in the independent exploitation of the world in
which man lives. To Arab Christians like Farah Antin and to Europeans
like Hanoutaux, who suggestéd the separation of the theological and civil
guthority in Islam, the Church and State, as was the case in Europe, for the
advancement of the East!, 'Abduh replied accusing such men of weak
judgement and lack of historic knowledge and discrimination. If Chris-
tianity is truly anti-worldly and anti-scientific, *Abduh affirms, Islam, on
the contrary, is the religion of reason and science, whence the West had
first imbibed its learning and the basic principles of its civilisation®. While
Europe advanced in science and civilization only when it departed from
its Christianity, science and civilisation have abandoned the Moslem world
only when Moslems have forsaken the true teaching of their religion.

It is presumably because of his convietion that science is basically
Islamic and totally non-Christian that 'Abduh singles out Western sciences as
something worthwhile for Moslems tostudy and adopt from Europe®
This move on the part of Muhammad ‘Abdub would, in itself, have been
of tremendous consequence in the development and revolutionising of
Moslem society, had he really meant it as one might first think he
did. In what light Western sciences are to be taken by Moslems, is apparent
from the different attempts made by "‘Abduh to deal with some findings of
modern science. One instanily feels that his primary aim in those attempts
was more to understand modern science through the Koran than to under-
stand Islam scientifically. Microbes, for instanse, are thought to be a certain

species of “Jinn'' frequently mentioned in the Koran, and volcanoes are

1, See for the controversy on this point between ‘Abduh and Hanoutaux, once French
Minister of Foreign Affairs, and between ‘Abduh and Antun, then editor of
al-Jamitak ( peniodical ), Rida, Tdrfkh al-Ulsrddk, I, pp. 382-411; 452-484; also
al-Isldm wa al-Nasrdnfyyah.

2. See also "Abduh, Risdlat, pp. 135—136.

3. Ses Adams, pp.39: 135: Gibb, H A R., Madern Trendr in Islam, p. 63,
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taken to confirm the existence of Hell, deeply covered under the seas'. This
tendency to understand modern scientific discoveries as illustrat ions of what
the Koran had long ago anticipated became the practice of other Moslem
reformers in line with ‘Abduh, eager to prove the truthfulness, universality
and miraculous origin and nature of that book=.

It is hardly necessary to point out in this connection, that nothing could
be more stifling to science than imposing on it a set of preconceived prin-
ciples, especially of a religious nature, such as those of Tslam. whose truth,
being absolutely predetermined and a priori, 18 ever expected to be illus-

trated by science, but never freely examined by it

1V

In the light of this brief survey of the *Abduh movement, as repre-
senting the generally proclaimed ideological basis for Arab revivalism in
the second half of the nineteenth century, it is made clear that the growing
attitude is not to relax the grip of theology and religion on the different
aspects of Arab life, but to seek the reconstruction, development and
rcviwilicalip_n of that life, from every side, through the revivification of the
Sunnah, ! in its purest form, Not that the Sunnah was not in control
since the days of the Abbasids but that it was since then, it is believed,
abused and violated because Caliphs, as *Abduh explains, had accepted
rule in the name of Islam without being theologically qualified®.

It is not within the scope of the present work to discuss the impact of
this attitude of return to the pure Sunnah on the course and nature of
development Arab revivalism had taken in its different fields, whether

|, For these and other instances, see Adams, pp. 134—143,

2. See, for instance, al-Kawdkibi, ‘Abd al-Rahmin, Tebdi' al-lsribdad, Cairo, 1931,
pp.24—27. where the author attempts 1o list a series of scientific discoveries with the
corresponding Koranic verses in which they are said to have been forecast.

3, See Rida, Tarikh al-Usiddh, 11, P, 253
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political, scientific, social or otherwise. Confining the discussion to the
purely literary field, one cannot fail to note that Arab literary revivalism
among the Moslems could not but follow the religious and theological.

Granted that the salvation, welfare and glory of the Arabs can only
be achieved through a return to the all-civilising principles of religion and
through the revivification of the glorious age of Islam, the only natural
and logical course left for literature to follow in the hope of achieving
originality and greatness, is to fall back on the golden age of Arabic lite-
rature, in an attempt to reproduce the great classic models of the Jahiliyyah,
Omayyads and Abbasids, The same logic which led Muhammad Farid
Waijdi of ‘Abduh’s circle, for example, to the conviction that no hitherto
established principle or theory of any consequence in the raising of civi-
lisation can be other than an echo of a Koranic verse, or a tradition of the
Prophet, or that all the findings of learning dedicated to the uplifting of
mankind appear as though they were practical evidence of the truthfulness
of Islam and its principles’, was also at work behind the literary movement
contemporary to ‘Abduh during the second half of the 19th century. It
even continued with some enthusiasts well into the 20th century, when a
man like Ahmad Hasan al-Zayyat could still write: “"Of all literatures, the
Arabic is the richest because it is the literature of mankind from the begin-
ning of man until the disintegration of Arab civilisation . .. like brooks
and rivers the languages of all various nations sprang, branched and then
met and poured into one ocean, which is the Arabic language ™.

This, of course, implies that just as Islam is the full embodiment of
what is true and of any significance in human life and civilisation, and
just as a return to pure Islam would once again guarantee for the Arabs
the return of their lamented glory and supremacy, the classical Arabic
literature is, in itself, likewise the embodiment of all great literature, and

1. See Wajdi, Farid, al-Madaniyvah wa al-Islim, 2nd edition, Cairo, 1904 p. 40.
3. al-Zayyit, H., Tartkh al-Adab al-' Arabi, 6th edition, Cairo, 1935 “The Introduction™,

p. 1.
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the return to which is consequently the sole guarantee of literary greatness,
If to this is added the belief, quite aptly stated by even as relatively recent a
writer as Mustafa Sadig al-Rafii, that the Koran is the miracle of the
Arabic language which shall remain eternal while man lives, that it has
preserved the language from oblivion and will consequently ever serve as
the eternal perfect standard apgainst which this language should be tested,
and that it is the perfect model for literary expression that should ever be
sought, though ever unachievable, by writers in every age seeking literary
excellence?, it then becomes clear how closely tied was the literary revival
of this period with Islam and how ideologically and artistically incapable
it was of seeking inspiration outside Islam and its sphere of classical

literary greatness.

Again, therefore we find theology and religion supplying the intellectual
and philosophical framework which a Moslem writer , by virtue of being
a Moslem, finds himself automatically adopting, while the Koranic literary
style, on the other hand, and that of standard writers in what is believed to
be the golden age of the Arabic language, extending roughly up to the end of
the Abbasids, supplied him with models for technique and literary expres-
sion. ""When the renaissance spread in the whole East', says al-"Aqqédd of
the literary revival in the second half of the 19th century, “‘there spread
with it the regret among Moslems at the weakness and defects that befell
them after their power and supremacy. Then arose in them the confidence
that they had no resort, no hope of restoring their power and invincibility
other than by falling back on Islam in its early days, the days of vitality,
victory and pure spontancity ., . consequently everything subsequent and
new became, in their eves, the symbol of artificial luxury, distorted doctrine
and corrupt Arabic, and everything claszical and close to Islam in its first
stage became the symbol of truthfulness and solidity and a guarantee

against weakness and linguistic inadequacy®,

1. See:al-Rafiti, M.S. I'idz al-Qur'dn wa al-Baldgheh al-Nobawiypah, Cairo, 1928; pp.
11—13 (This book is the second of three volumes entitled Tarikh al-Adal al-*Arali).
2. al-*Agqgid, ‘A, Shu'ard” Misr wa BPatahom fi al-Jil al-Madi, Cairo, 1930, p. 43,
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The Arab literary revival among the Moslems, therefore, was not
basically, as one might first believe, a step forward, whereby a writer, made
conscious of the sterility which Arabic literature had reached from the
days of al-Hariri up to his own day, sets himself the task of reforming that
literature in the light of the superior cultures of the day. In complete accord
with the religious modernists, Moslem literary revivalists were attempting
to meet the modern literary age, not by simply stepping into it and bene-
fiting from its experiences in an attempt to reform what they already had,
but by shrinking back from it, leaping nearly seven centuries in an effort
to evade the deficiency of the present by taking refuge behind the suffi-
ciency of the past. It is not therefore an accident that no single Moslem
Arab literary figure of this period, whether in Syria or in Egypt, the two
leading Arab countries of the time, could boast in his writings, whether in
poetry or prose, of a particular system or attitude of thought or of style
that was his own, or that betrays a genuine awareness on his part, of the
particular phase in which modern thought in the world, and particulary
the West, was passing or had already passed, or the particular new concepts
and ideals to which it was drawn. Just as the religious reform movement in
the Arab world, as is illustrated by the activities of Muhammad ‘Abduh
and his circle, betrays no signs of awareness of the workings and develop-
ment of modern philosophy and thought since the Middle Ages, but is
in iis basic doctrines and principles traceable in one way or the other back
to mediaeval Moslem philosophers and scholars like al-Ghazz3li (d. 1111 )
and Ibn Taymiyyah, whom it tried to revive!, so also do the literary re-
vivalists contemporary to that movement reproduce one by one the thoughts
and ideas of the great Arab writers of the past together with their manner
and form of expression.

Poetry affords an excellent example in this respect. Neither Isma‘il
Sabri ( 1854 — 1923 ), “Abdullah Fikni ( 1834 — 1889 ), ‘Abdulla al-Nadim
( 1843 — 1896 ), nor Mahmad Sami al-Baridi ( 1840 — 1904 ), the chief

1. See for the impact of both-men on *Abduh and other Moslem reformers, H.ALR,
Gibb's Modern Trends in filam, pp. 32—53,
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poets of the ‘Aribi revolution, 1880, with which the poetic movement of
revivalism in Egypt has been identified’, show real signs of departure in
their poetry, whether in general form or in content, from the poets of the
Jahiliyyah and the golden age of Islam. It is true, for example, that
al-Baradi, justly described as being undoubtedly the leader ( Imim ) of this
movement®, rescued poetry from its superficial rhetorical artistry as it is
found in the poetry of al-Hilli, and of the linguistic and metric weaknesses
to which it had descended during the previous five centuries and has given
it the natural flow, the strength of idiom and the reverberating music which
it had previously enjoyed with an Umru® al-Qays, a Jarir or a Mutanabbi.
But it is also true that, while doing that, he has done nothing else for poetry;
nothing to justify his having lived and composed towards the end of 19th
century Egypt and not in the Jihiliyyah period or Omayyad or Abbasid.
His only eredit is that, unlike his predecessors in the few centuries before
him, he has succeeded in coming close to poetry in its true classical form,
although he has not brought classical poetry any nearer to the nature of
the modern age. He can be said to have surpassed his immediate predeces-
sors in the sense that he was more classical than they were, more of a Mu-
tanabbi or even a Jarir, than a Bisiri a Hilli or a Hariri. In other words,
he was closer to the Sunnah of Arabic poetry than to those who distorted
the Sunnah in later ages, but not in the sense that, in grasping the poetry
of the golden age, the Sunnah, so to speak, of Arabic poetry, he has any
more than his predecessors succeeded in bringing that Sunnah closer to
himself and his ape. Instead. al-Barndi could at best say:

"1 spoke like those before me of the past did speak,
Of what is the common practice of man to talk about®"

al-Baridi, therefore, does not promise to contribute anything of his

1. Seeal-*Aqqid, She'ord’ Misr p. 8.

2. al-*Aqoad, Sha'‘ara’ Misre, p. 12,

3. Diwdn al-Barddi, edited by ‘Ali al-Jarim and Muhammad Shafiq Ma'raf, Cairo,
1940, V.I, p. 5.
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own to poetry, whether in form or content. Given the material and the
pattern, he is left only with his particular skill, in which he was greatly
gifted, to weave the one into the other, and produce what would enrich the
poetic heritage in volume but not in kind or quality. Consequently “‘he
has only roamed’, as some see fit to praise him, “‘in the same skies
that have been previously encompassed by Basshar, Abu Nu'ds, al-Buhturi,
Abu-Tammam, al-Mutanabbi, Abu Firis and the like'",

al-Barfidi"s poetry in his Diwiin falls neatly into the broad classical
categories of eulogising 1. , description _=. ;, vainglory il , boasting
s, Wisdom L5, clcgis?ng.;:J ., love J i, and the like, in every one of
which hesounds like one or other of the great classical poets who excelled in
that field. The form of the Qasidah with its rhyming and metric schemes, he
has kept intact just as the Abbasids had left it, not to mention his further
classicality even in frequently complying with the rigid observance of the
traditional divisions of the pre-Islamic Qasidah. Like the poets of that
period, he introduces his main theme by a series of digressions, famous
among which is the love presagement ( J-b¥| de 2a585l) in which a pre-
Islamic poet, imagining himself standing in a place recently vacated by the
tribe of his beloved, demands of his imaginary companion that they stop
and weep over the traces of the departed beloved.

“al-Barddi’’, says al-Dasiigi, “'has not contributed anything new to the
poetic aims known to poets of the Abbasid period. He eulogises, describes,
elegises to the end of what there is of the known and familiar themes. How
it i5 wished that he had only stopped there, for themes might be old while
meanings new. But he has imitated the old in style and content as well as
in the topics they composed on, and in imitation has reached a point where
he forgets that he is in Egypt, and is far from Nejd, its hills and valleys
and its stones and meadows' "2,

1. al-Dastqgi, Vol. I, p. 163.
2. al-Das0gi. Vol. I, p. 163,
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al-Baridi's movement in poetry, therefore, seems to be a perfect
corollary to ‘Abduh’s movement in theclogy and religion. "Abduh, in
prose writing, aimed at reforming the Arab Moslem world by declaring the
practices of the seven centuries before him as distortions of the previous
all-civilising Sunnah up to the Abbasids, to which he urges the Moslem
nation to return. Al-Baridi accordingly dismisses in his poetry the
literature of the preceding seven centuries and aims at reforming poetry
by imitating and reproducing the great classics of Arabic poetry from
earliest times up to the Abbasids. Both worked under the impression that
they were recovering a perfection that had once indeed existed but which
had been neglected and forgotten. Each, in his own field, saw the present
imperfection of the Arabs, not through his personal genuine study and under-
standing of the secrets of progress in the rest of the present world, but
through his conviction that the Arab past was perfect. Both movements,
therefore, are more based on faith than on understanding. They tend more to
recollect than to inguire, to remind more than to instruct, and to re-state
more than to revive. To them, the Arab past seemed like a Platonic arche-
type, detached, perfect and eternal. All that a Moslem needed in order to
escape his present state of aberration was not essentially to go out into
the world, to seek and learn and inquire, and accordingly develop his
situation, but to shrink and gradually retrace his steps by reminiscences,
in the hope that, by ridding himself of all alien matter, he might recapture
that old state of Moslem excellence and glory in which lay the realisation
of himself and of all that the good and perfect life required.

What al-Birddi did in poetry, other creative wtiters of the time, as
convinced as "Abduh that the Arabic language was the basis of Islam® and
that a return to the past Islamic glory implied a return to the Arabic lan-
guage as it had flourished in the golden age of Arabic culture, were doing
in prose.

The purely classical drivingspirit inlanguage, form and theme permeates

1. See Rida, Tarikh ol-Usiddh, Vol. 11T, p. 259,
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the prose writings of such literary leaders of thisgeneration as Muham-
mad al-Bakri ( 1870 — 1933 ), Muhammad al-Mogwailihi (d. 1930,
"Abdullah Fikri { 1834 — 1890 ), "Abdullah al-Nadim ( d. 18956 ), Hamzah
Fathallah ( 1849 — 1918 ), ‘Ali-Mubdrak (1832 —1923) and a host of
others. Just as the old poets, and especially al-Mutanabbi, were to
al-Bariidi the perfect models of poetic excellence which he set out to imitate,
so also were the great prose writers of the past, particularly the writers of
al-Maqgamat, the ideal literary models which 19th century prose writers
aimed at copying.

The Abbasid Magimit continued to be imitated as late as the begin-
ning of the 20th century. Representative instances are Hadith “Isa Ibn
Hishdm ( Cairo, 1907 ) by al-Muwailihi, Layall Satth ( Cairo, 1907 ) by
Hafiz Ibrihim, and Laydli al- Riah al-H3'ir ( Cairo, 1912 ) by Muhammad Lutfi
Jum‘ah. Abdullah Fikri mastered the style of Badi' al-Zamin al-Hamazini
of the 10th century to such an extent that he is said to have been named a
second Badi’ al-Zamdn. ‘"Had he come at an earlier time", it was said of
him, "‘there would have been two Badi's'?. His firm belief, shared with
others among his colleagues such as ‘Ali Mubdrak and Hamzah Fathallah,
was that the classical Arab culture was all-providing and that there should
be no need for any Arab to draw for inspiration on any other culture.
Since the classical Arab heritage was able to produce mature intellects in
all ages, there was no reason why it should not be able to produce them
now. The Arab heritage therefore was alone sufficient for the education
and development of the Arab mind®

In the light of what has been said, it scems difficult to agree with
al-‘Aqqid when, speaking of al-Biriidi, he claims that imitation is a step
towards originality and that al-BirGdi’s imitation of the old was probably
most beneficial to modern Egyptian literature because he had thereby
restored to his contemporaries confidence in their being able to equal the
Abbasids, the Mukhadramites and the pre-Islamites in language, style and

1. See Khaffigi, M., Qfssar al-Adah fi Misr, Yol IV, Cairo, 1956, p. 9.
2. See khaffagi, Vol 11, p. 133,
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literary endeavours, having himself excelled in this field. ‘‘MNothing like
this confidence”’, al-"Aqqad goes on to say, “‘is more inviting to originality,
independence, self-dependence and emancipation from the fetters of imita-
tion’'t,

This claim of al-"Aggdd would have been more tenable had al-Baradi’s
attempt in poetry, reaching its climax in Hifiz Ibrahim ( 1871 — 1932)
and Ahmad Shawgi ( 1868 — 1932 ), and that of his contemporaries in
prose, been a stage in an open process and not a manifestation in literature
of a closed philosophy — the philosophy of believing a priori that the past
is the ideal perfection where excellence in every aspect of life should be
sought, and had not post-19th century literary attempts to improve on
those imitators, as al-'Aqgid himself later admits, been more of a break
away from this legacy than a continued development of it. Those new
attempts mainly sought inspiration in realms other than classical Arabic
literature.

“The rising generation after Shawqi™, says al-'Aqqad, “‘was not
influenced by him, neither where language nor substance was concerned”’,
The relation was severed between al-Bariidi, Shawgi and the rest on the
one hand and the generation that followed, he continues, for reasons that
go back to a difference of attitude regarding the very spirit of poetry, its
nature and its aspirations®,

If by the break with 19th century literary traditionalism one may
understand the attempt on the part of early 20th century modernists to
seek guidance and inspiration in the living literature of the West, and il in
the rising peneration we choose to include the generation of al-'Aqgéad
{ 1889 — 1964 ) himself and his Egyptian and ""Mahjar*' modernist contempo-
raries, such as Gibran K. Gibran ( 1883 — 1931 ), Amin al-Rihani
{ 1874 — 1940 ) and Mikhail Naimy ( 1889-} "‘with whom"’, says Professor
H. A. R. Gibb, "begins contemporary Arabic literature in the strict

1. al-Aggid, Shu'ard® Misr, pp. 147—148,
2. Shu'ard” Misr, P. 191.
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sense’'t, then what is called a break from an old phase in literature and a
beginning of a new one, is not really a break nor a beginning — it only
seems to be a fulfilment of a certain trend in 19th centory Arabic literature
which, though faithful to classical Arab culture and literature, had evolved
independently of religious ideologies such as "Abduh’s and had well
preceded any serious 20th century attempt to liberate Arabic literature
from traditionalism and subservience to superimposed religious ideals
and inhibitions and to draw freely on the inspiring elements in Western

culture.

It is through this 19th century trend which we shall presently survey,
and which was chiefly evolved by Christian Arabs, mainly from Lebanon,
that Arabic literature, we believe, can be said to have entered, in kind, its

modern era as contrasted with its classical one.

Vv

Though the Arabic written language had well established itself as
early as the beginning of the 17th century among the literate Arab Chris-
tians, in Lebanon, mainly the clergy centred in the monasteries of the
lebanese highlands, and had since then gradually taken the place of the
hitherto reigning Syriac as the literary language®, and though it had also
claimed as early as that age many Christian scholars, grammarians, poets
and translators, mainly of the theological order, such as the monk Gubrd’il
al-Sahytni ( 1577 — 1648 ), Archbishop Gormanius Farhit ( 1670 -
1732 ), Youssof al-Sam'dni ( 1687 — 1768 ) and many others, yet Arabic
with these Christians was still very far from being considered at home
or capable of dispelling the belief persisting among Moslems well

into the 19th century that Christians were incompetent to deal with the

1. B.5.0.5. Vol IV, p. T46.
2, See al-Bustimi, B., Udabd’ al-'Arab, p. 219 et seq.
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Arabic language, whence comes their well-known saying “‘Arabic has
refused to be Christianised’ | =% ol i Wl =ol . A Moslem 19th century
poet, Salih al-Tamimi, when asked by his patron, Dawild Pasha, the Wil
of Iraq, to refute . L. & poem, “‘al-khdliyyah’, by Butros karimeh
{ 1774 — 1851 ) the Christian Poet Laurcate of Bashir al-Shihabi, Prince
of Mount Lebanon. asked to be relieved of this task on the grounds that
it was below his dignity to pay attention to an Arabic poem coming
from a Christian®.

Mot until the middle of the 19th century did some writers appear
among the Christians, chief among whom were Massif al-Yaziji ( 1800 —
1871 ) and Faris al-Shidydaq ( 1804 — 1887 ) who, by their masterly com-
mand of the Arabic language and their many works in poetry, grammar
and composition that rank in linguistic subtlety at least with those of the
great classics of the Arabic language, raised the literary status of Christians
in Moslem eyes and gained for themselves recognition as standard Arab
writers. Sufficiently indicative of this is a poem in praise of Massif al-Yaziji
by the well-known Mufti, Shaikh ‘Abd al-Hadi MNaja al-Abyéri ( 1821 —
1888 )* which sharply contrasts with Tamimi’s earlier indignation in admit-
ting that there could ever be a Christian with good Arabic. Says al-Abyiri
of al-Yazij,

“Never before have we heard like him,
A Christian who challenges with what is like Muhammad’s Miracle.*
Brilliant is he, yet Christian,

He is more worthy to have been a Mohammedan ™

The dominant feeling up to the middle of the 19th century that the
Arabic language with all its literature was primarily a Moslem specialty

1. See ‘AbbOd, M., Ruwwdd al-Nahdsh, Beirot, 1952, pp. 60—61; also Cheikho,
al-Addh al-* Arabivvak, Yol. 1, p. 60.

2. Sec on him, Cheikho, al-Addh af-* Arabiyyak, Vol. 11, p.88,

*+ ( meaning the language of the Koran ).

3. Sec Zaidin, Mashahir al-Sharg, Vol 11, p. 13
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and that other Arabic writing sects should be dismissed as incompetent
intruders was, therefore, successfully challenged. This was chiefly done not
go much through any specially significant originality in the works of
al-Yiaziji and his colleagues as through their successful attempt to study and
master the Arabic language in its golden age and compete with its elassical
masteres on their own ground. In his Majma’ al-Bahrain® Nissif al-Yaziji
successfully imitates al-Hariri, and even beats him in the number of Magimas
bringing them in his book to sixty, So thoroughly competent was he in
imitating al-Hariri in language, form and theme, and so careful was he to
sound in his literature as a whole like one of the purely classical Arab
writers, that it has justly been said about him: ""Anyone not knowing that
he (al-Yaziji ) was born in Kafarshima (a Lebanese village), reached
manhood in Bteddin ( the court of Prince Bashir, for some time patron of
al-Yaziji ), and arrived at old age in Beirut, would imagine him to have
been born in Nejd or Yemen''s.

In his poetry, published in three parts?, al-Yaziji labours to imitate and
reproduce al-Mutanabbi, whether in the subjects he deals with or in style
and poetic diction. He was so wholly carried away with this classical poet
that, besides thoroughly studying his poetry &nd preparing a commentary
on it*, he is reported to have been famed as saying when composing, “‘It
is as though I am sitting in the very heart of al-Mutanabbi" 3 wli Ji&
e 5% “If 1 were to cite the presagements or couplets in which the
reader scents the breath of Abi al-Tayyib'' (al-Mutanabbi), says Fodd Ifrim
al-Bustini, commenting on Yaziji's poetry, "I would cite three-quarters
of the Shaikh's poetry’’ ( Shaikh Nassif al-Yaziji )%

1. First published in Beirut, 1856,

2. ‘Abbod, Ruwwwdd al-Nahdah, pp. 66—67,

3. Divwdn Ngeell al Yaziji, Beirut, 1852, Nafhar al-Rikdn, Beirut, 1864, and Thdalith
el-Qamarain, Beirut, 1883,

4. This commentary, left unfinished by WNissil, was later completed by TIhrihim
al- Yazip, his son, and published under the father’s name with the title af-‘Arf
al-Tayyib fi Shark Diwdn Abi al-Tayyit, Beirut, 1882,

5, al-Bustani, Fudd Iirdm, al-Rawd'f", 21, Beirut, 1929, pp. iii-iv,

6. af-Bustini, F. al-Rawd'f’ 21, p. vii.
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Apart from Majma’ al-Bahrain, which lived only for its purely linguistic
merits, and the collections of poetry, al-Yaziji's other works* mainly deal
with grammar, rhetoric and prosody, in the spirit of the old classics, even
following their ways of exposition and presentation. Like the famous old
grammarian, Ibn Milik, for example, al-Yéaziji put many of his works on
language and grammar, such as his famous Nar al-Qira ( Beirut, 1863 ),
al-Juméanah ( Beirut, 1867 ) and Lamhar al-Tarf ( Beirut, 1854 ), in poetry.

Although al-Shidvig. al-Yaziji's Christian contemporary?. cannot be
considered as rigidly classical and as conservative in literature as his col-
league, yet the marked stress on language and on the display of his profound
knowledge of words, their synonyms and usages, in his chief literary work,
al-Sag ‘Ala al-5dq, overshadows the many aspects of literary originality
contained in that book, and classifies the author more with al-Hariri and
classical linguists than with modern creative writers. In this book, which
is actually an autobiographical sketch of al-Shidyaq, covering different
aspects of his early life in Lebanon and Egypt. where he helped the Pro-
testant missionaries with their works in Arabic, and his various impressions
and encounters while doing the same work in Europe before he left for
Tunisia and embraced lslam, one can trace many lines of originality. Such
points of originality are the forceful character of al-Shidyig that remains
living and distinct throughout the book, the successful attempt at times to
use & lucid and simple language instead of the affected rhymed prose, the
vivid description of what had struck the writer in European life, especially
in London and Paris, and its contrast with the East, the lively and dramatic
exposition of certain social evils, such as ignorance, religious naivety and
hypocrisy among missionaries and men of the Church, whether Protestant

. Sec a list of al-Yiziji's works in Masddir al- Dirdsal al-Adabiyyali, 11, by Daghir,
Y.A., Beirut, 1956, pp. 754—756,

2. Ahmad Firis al-Shidyviq was converted to Islam during his stay in Tumnisia in the
late fifties of the 19th century, after his literary career had already matured. His
chef d'oeuvre, al-S3g ‘Ala al-53q, Fi ma Huwa al-Faripag, first published in Paris,
1855, was written during his sojourn in Europe before going to Tunisia. See a bibli-
ography on him in Daghir, I1, pp. 471—478,
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or Catholic. the serfdom and ignorance of the Eastern woman, and other
similar themes that were new tothe Arab ear, not so much perhaps in
essence as in the manner of exposition and presentation. It remains true,
however, that in dealing with any topic in a/-Sdg, al-Shidyig, it is felt, is
not primarily so much keen on pursuing the subject at hand by itself and
for its own sake, as he is interested in the extent to which it allows him to
exploit it for the display of his tremendous linguistic resourcefulness. In
page after page, for instance, one meets words or idioms or expressions
which, once used in the context, are followed by dozens of synonyms or
alternatives or alterations. It is enough for him, for instance, having intro-
duced the subject of women and man's insatiable love of their unlimited
types of beauties, to state over a quarter of a thousand names for the
different types of beautiful women in the Arabic language?®.

If, in addition to this, we note that this book, containing several accom-
plished Magimas, is also conceivable as a whole in the Magama light, in
that it is, generally speaking, made up of several relatively separate and
independent scenes, each of which is concerned with a particular incident
or situation, the main purpose behind which, apart from the fascinating
display of linguistic and grammatic capability, is to amuse by provoking
ridicule and laughter, it becomes clear why we feel that al-Shidyig, in
spite of his originality, is more properly classified with the classical linguistic
masters of the Hariri school than with the modern creative writers. He is
more of a linguist who is specially gifted in the art of displaying his linguistic
versatility than a gifted creative writer with a notable proficiency in language.
It might be mentioned also in support of this thesis that, apart from
al-5dg, al-Shidyiq's literary fame rests on other of his works that were
exclusively written on language and grammar®, Whatever the case may be, it

l. See al-Shidydq, A.F., al-S3g ‘ala al-53, ( al-Bustdni edition, } Cairo, 1919, pp.
68—77.

2. Chief among these works are al-Jdris ‘ala al-Qdmis Constantinople 1299 A H.
Sirr-al-Laydl fi al Qall wa al-Ibdd!, Constantinople 1384 and af-Lafif (7 Kulli Ma'na
Zarlf. Malta 15840,
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remains safe to say that through al-Shidyéq, as through al-Yaziji, Christian
Arabs attained mastery of the classical Arabic language and brought it to
a perfection that has not vet been surpassed in its modern history.

This much achieved, however, there was no other ulterior motive with
the later Christian Arabs, as was the case with their Moslem contemporaries,
that could impel them to persist in the same direction. The Arabic language
and literature to them were not necessarily and psychologically linked with
Islam, nor, for that reason therefore was the revival of the classical
Arabic language and literature for them a necessary and accompanying
manifestation of a psychological drive to re-establish Islam and the past
Islamic civilisation and glory, of which that language and literature are but
one vital aspect. Consequently, to recapture and master the Arabic language
and literature could not be conceived by Christians as an end in itself, as
an ideal of literary greatness and perfection towards which one should
be continuously drawn and with the achievement of which one should be
satisfied. Though a Christian writer feels an intimacy with the Arabic
language he speaks and may even justify himself by tracing his ancestry
back to the Arabs before or after Islamic times, as many Christians
do, yet he feels no special intimacy with Islam as a dogma. The Moslem
past, therefore, nio matter how great and inspiring to a Christian, has no
particular sacrosanctity about it for him, nor for that matter has the open
future anything to intimidate him. Faced, as an Arab, with the civilisation
and progress of the modern age through his contact with the West, the
Christian feels no religious or cultural inhibitions, no fear of contradiction
that would restrain him from opening himself freely to the influences of
the age. He iz proud of his Arab heritage, but, not being involved with Islam
as a dogma, is capable of coceiving that heritage as a legacy of the past which,
no matter how glorious, isno longer sufficient and should, like any other
culture, be open to the renovating impact and conditions of the present age.
This is why classical Arabic language and literature, once masterly revived
by such leaders as al-Yiziji and al-Shidyiqg, had to be boldly reformed by
later Christian Arabs and redirected to new horizons in order to meet the
demands of the age.




Significant and genuine traces of this new drive are detected in the
works of Butrus al-Bustini ( 1819 — 1883 ), the third remarkable figure
among these mid-19th century Christian revivalists. Most representative
in this connection is his speech entitled “"Khutbah fi Adab al-'Arab"’, deli-
vered in Beirut in February 1859, He opens by carcfully tracing the develop-
ment of the Arabs in science and learning from pre-Islamic times until
the decline of the Arab civilisation, indicating the high level which that
civilisation reached. The fact that he constantly calls it "Arab’ civilisation
and ‘Arab’ culture instead of 'Moslem’ is consistent with the flow of the
speech in which it is implied that Islam is only one of the many phases of
Arab development in history and that Arab civilisation is explainable, not
in the light of Islam alone, but in the degree to which the Arabs were gra-
dually opened to the rest of the civilised world and in the eagerness with
which they absorbed and revitalized the greater cultures with which they
had come into contact. To al-Bustini, the readineéss and persistence of the
Arab mind, coupled with the malleability and absorptive capacity of the
Arabic language, had enabled the Arabs to preserve and vitalize the old
sciences and act as mediators between the old learning and the new, There
ig therefore no reason that should restrain the present Arab from opening
himself to the world again.

This much established, al-Bustini turns to attack the feeling of self-
sufficiency amongliving Arabs, and their timidity in the face of present world
culture. That our forefathers had reached the highest summit of learning,
he says, does not make us learned as well. It 1s not only what they did that
we should observe, but also the spirit with which they did it. They have
done their part; we should do ours®. ““The claim by some, that the Arabs
( meaning the culture ) have everything that is required in arts and sciences
i5 the strongest proof of their utter ignorance. Just as the Westerners did

not, in their days of ignorance, scornfully neglect the literature of the Arabs

I. The speech Khurbah was published the same year in book form.
2. Khutbah, p. 26.
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for the mere fact that it was attributed to the Arabs, it does not likewise
become the Arabs to neglect scornfully the learning of the West for the
mere fact that it is western, In fact, it is becoming of us to welcome the
sciences irrespective of whoever presents them to us. whether they come
from China, India, Persia or Europe'".

Speaking of the language, al-Bustini insists that if Arabic is toaccom-
modate the learning of the age, as it did in old times, and escape the fate
of being neglected or of being over shadowed by the colloquial, or even
by intruding foreign languages, it must grow with the age and be subject
to a process of regeneration and reshuffling whereby new words are coined
or borrowed or regenerated from the old. Old and tedious rules of grammar
and other intricacies that our forefathers have laid down at their leisure
and developed as a pure art in itself must be dropped or simplified where
possible so that only one vear instead of a lifetime becomes necessary for
the study and mastery of the Arabic language. What some consider to be
divinely inspired in the Arabic language. and hence not to be changed, is
only something engineered by the ancients to meet certain occasions and
would, if maintained, simply distract the children of the present age from
attending to real matters and, in occupying their time, prevent them from
arriving at the true and beneficial arts. “‘If some there be, however rich and
important ', says al-Bustdni ironically, ‘‘whose interest it is to search into
antiquities and to look for past material for its own sake, we should allow
them absolute freedom in this quest and charge them with the preservation
of the classical language, leaving the ‘Taka'ko’ (huddling) of the
Bedouin®, the rhymed prose of al- Hariri and the 'Fairtzabadies’ of al-
Fairfizabddi?® as topics for their constant contemplation and eternal study ™.
1, Khutbal, p. 36,

. Referring to a well-known linguistic puzzle atributed to a Bedouin who 15 said 1o
have challenged the linguistic versatility of his hearers by addressing them with

=]

-

far-fetched and uncommon words. e | yail 31 L g5 J Kgi<y Je £ 155 lal
{ Why have you huddled around me as though to watch a jinn? Go hence from me. )
3. The linguistic subtleties of al-Fair(zabadi.

4. Khutbah, p. 23.
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“Our writers''. sayvs al-Bustini, "‘are very ignorant and artistically poor
and vet consider themselves to have arrived at the highest stage of learning.
He who has learnt the Koran and the Psalms among them is said to
have finished his learning, and if he learns something of the basic roles of
language and grammar, he is said to have become the scholar of his time,
and if he gives utterance to poetry, people are left with no title with which

to honour him .,

Creative essay writing of the time, al-Bustfini describes as mere copying
of works inherited from the blessed dead, while poetry has its door open
for whoever wishes to enter. “"Whoever preserves the rhyming scheme and
garbs the meanings of the ancestors with rugged garments is a poet. But
if he excells in using words that are amphibolous and shows skill and
mastery in literary allusions and quotations from the old classics, not to
say plagiarism, he is then considered great'™

(]

"So long as the Arabs"’, says al-Bustini, “"ar¢ contented with copying
and imitation and refuse to exert themselves in verifying and inquiring,
there is no hope for their progress in the arts and sciences’, al-Bustani,
however, sees hope for progress in the impact of the West on the Arabs
through Lebanon and Egypt during the 19th century. He pays special
tribute to the move started by Muhammad ‘Ali in Egypt to draw heavily
on Western culture by a process of translation and printing at the printing
press of Bilag, and places the Western missionaries in Lebanon, whether
American or Latin, and especially the Jesuits and Lazarites with their schools,
libraries and printing presses, at the head of the enlightening movement
among the Arabs,

“Tf we look to the 19th century ', he says, ""a door for hope opens to us.
Good news to the sons of Sham ( meaning the Arabs ), for their cousins, the
sons of Japheth, ( Europeans ) have started to return to them, and in print,

1. Khuthak, p. 31,
2. Khurbah, pp. 32—133,
3. Khuthah, p. 33,
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what learning they have previously taken from them, together with all
their recent discoveries, as interest for a period of loan covering four hun-
dred years’".,

This enthusiasm for modernism on the part of al-Bustini, based on
a high degree of openness to the West in the light of whose findings the
Arab heritage can be readjusted to meet the requirements of the present
age, is partly explainable on the grounds of his lifelong association with
Western missionaries in Lebanon. Having spent ten years ( 1830 — 1840))
at "Ayn Wargah College® in Lebanon, a Maronite institution, wholly mod-
elled after European, and especially Jesuit, colleges?, he moved to Beirut
where he joined the American Protestant Mission to Syria, with which he
collaborated for the rest of his life.

Although al-Bustini was primarily an encyclopaedist and a scholar,
his activities extended to journalism, translation and eduocation. In every
aspect of his work, however, he seemed to breathe a new spirit and was
bent on looking at things with a Western eye. His work reveals a man
labouring to reform the Arab present in accordance with the spirit and
demands of the age, and not in accordance with the norms and standards
of the once-glorious past. This is why he stands in many fields as an inno-
vator and a pioneer. He is credited with having started the first Arabic
encyclopaedia in the Western sense'. His Muhit al-Muhit ( Lall L<) in
two volumes, published in Beirut, 1870, can also be considered the first
dictionary 1 Arabic in the modern sense. For the first time in Arabic,
words are listed alphabetically, with regard to the first letter of the basic

root. Attention is given to many of the new scientific and artistic terms that

1. Khuthal, p. 27,
2. See a biography of al-Bustini in al-Rawa'i™ 22, by al-Bustini Fu'dd Ifrdm, 2nd.
edition, Beirut, 1950,

1. See Hitti, Lebanon, pp. 401 ; 417.

4. al-Bustini started work on his Bdfear al-Madrif ( Encyclopaedia ) in 1875, Publi-
cation began in Berrut, 1876 and continued at the rate of one volume a year until
al-Bustdni died in 1883, leaving the seventh volume unfinished, { See al-Bustini Fu'id,
al- Rewa’i* 22, p. B2).




hav e entered the language but had hitherto been neglected by linguists as
being foreign. Many of the colloquial words are examined and re-admitted
as being suitable for modern usage.

As a journalist, al-Bustini is considered one of the very few in the Arab
world who first established privately-run papers and magarines. He is also
reporied, though there is some reason to doubt this claim, as having been
the first to establish a nondenominational national school in the Arab
world at a time when all other schools were solely founded and run by
missionaries or various other religious orders?.

Probably the greatest contribution of al-Bustini to modern Arabic
literature is the large and basic part he took in the translation of the Bible
into the Arabic language, a translation currently called the American, as
contrasted with the Jesuit translation a few years later { 1872 — 1881 ). The
actual translation from the Hebrow, Greek and Syriac into Arabic, we are
told, carried out between 1848 and 1865 under the auspices of the American
Protestant Mission to Syria and the American Bible Society, was done by
al-Bustani®. [t is true that the translation was supervised by Dr. Eli Smith
and later by Cornelius van Dyck, both of whom were American missionaries
and basically foreign to Arabic.and that the language was revised and gram-

matically checked by Massif al-Yaziji and Sheikh Yussof al-Asir ( 1815 —

I. We have sufficient reason, however, 10 modify this claim made by all biographers
ol al-Bustiini that we have so far read. Henry Jessup, one of the chief meéembers of
the American Protestent Mission to Syna, tells us ( Jessup, Vol I, p. 270 ) az he
reviews the works of the Mission for 1863 : “*Mrs Watson, an English Lady, used a
certain fund given her by the London Committee ( of the British Syrian Schzool
and Bible Mission ) in opening a boys® shool in the house of Mr. Bistani of Beirut,
Mr. Bistani took charge and the school soon developed into o al-Wataniyyah »
{ the Mational } and was subsidised for a time by the College™ ( Syrian Protestant
College, later the American University of Betrut ), All biographers of al-Bustini
that we have so far read, speak of him as the founder of al-Wataniyyah, but no one
makes any mention of this statement by Jessup the truth of which we have no reason
1o donbi.

2, For this and other details on how this project was carried out, consult Jessup, 1
Ch. TV,
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1890 ), but the overall simplicity and straight-forwardness and cut-to-
shape language, savours more of al-Bustini than of his collaborators.

From the literary aspect, the American edition of the Bible emerged
as the first book of real importance in Modern Arabic literature in which
the Koranic style is totally absent. It is revealing as to the direction in which
the Christian Arab literary mind was then moving, to learn that it was the
Christian scholars, as Jessup tells us®, who decidedly objected to the adop-
tion of a resonant and decorative style in the translation of the Bible. "It
was agreed,” he goes on to say, “"to adopt a simple but pure Arabic, free
from foreign idioms, but never to sacrifice the sense to a grammatical
quirk, or a rhetorical quibble, or a fanciful tinkling of words™

When the Jesuit missionaries in Lebanon came forth a few years later
{ 1872 — 1881 ) with their much superior edition of the Arabic Bible, their
improvement was not in that their translation was more exact, nor, as a
result of having adopted another style that was more decorative and
resonant, but merely in the great extent to which they had succeeded
in bringing the simple and straight-forward style of the American edition
to perfection. Credit for this must undoubtedly go to Ibrihim al-Yaziji
( 1847 — 1906 )* who provided the Arabic texture. Ibrahim al-Yiziji, who
had even surpassed his father, Shaikh Nassif, in the mastery of the classical
Arabic language and culture, stands in his career as a journalist, essayist
encyvelopedist and translator in the line of al-Bustini, and breathes of his
Spirit.

The translation of the Bible into Arabic and especially the Jesuit
edition, marks a new epoch in Arabic literature among the Christians.
Apart from the rich and boundless treasures of literature it opened to a
writer, it presented him with a living example of how great literature can
still be achieved without rhetorical affectation, stylisation and literary

i. A Lebanese Moslem scholar and linguist trained at al-Azhar. See on him Zaidin,
Mashihir al-Sharg 11, pp. 185—7.

2. Jessup, I, p. 75,

1, See for his blography and bibliography, Daghir, 11, pp. 7590—61.
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embellishment. Literary language was perhaps for the first time used through-
out only as a vehicle for expression, gaining charm and beauty not in
so far asit was made to expose its own, but in as far as it yielded itself to the
easy simple exposition of the substance it expressed. Instead of fitting the
subject into the fanciful words and idioms that the writer pleases to use
for stylistic purposes, translators of the Bible, forced to Keep the content
intact, had to let the substance itself dictate the kind of words 1o be used.
Hence came such poetic summits as some parts of the Prophets. Job and
the Psalms, where poetry and Ianguage, for the first time in modern Arabic
literature, specially derive music and rhythm, not primarily from the words
themselves and the particular ways in which they are arranged, but from the
sweet melody of the inner thought itself, the feeling and the passion with
which the language is charged and impregnated. The success of the Biblical
experiment in the second half of the 19th century, and especially those
parts of it like the Psalms, the Songs of Solomon and the New Testament
as a whole, more and more reassured the Christian Arab writers in their
attempted departure from the classical decorative Arabic style, and more
and more convinced them that a literature of power is achievable, without

its necessarily being a literature of form.

With the rising generation of Christian Arab writers during the second
half of the 19th century and after. form had pradually ceased to occupy
the first place in literary works, and attention was more directed to literary
content. Writers had started to look for originality and novelty in what is
to be actually expressed, rather than in the linguistic and rhetoric way of
expressing it. Consequently there developed among the Christian writers
of this period, and especially Francis Marrdsh ( 1836 — 1873 ), Adib Ishiq
{ 1856 — 1885 ), and Farah Antin ( 1874 — 1922 )* what might be called
a Biblical style, as contrasted with the Koranic, which was despised by
Moslem critics as being poor “‘Rakikah”™ ( ¢, ). Christian Arab writers
ceased to feel any special attraction towards the Arab literary heritage.

1. See for bibliographies, Dighir 11, pp. 39%6—06; 111—14; 147—32.
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In the face of the superior literature of [9th-century Europe, the Arab
literary heritage, so far as content is concerned, could hardly offer them
anything new. MNor did it possess anything that could counterbalance or
blur the fascination exercised by Western literary genres, such as the Drama,
the Movel, the Short Story, the Epic and the like, on the minds of both Arab
writers and readers. With their religious loyalty attached to the Bible rather
than to the Koran, Christian Arab writers were left with little or nothing
to restrain them from overcoming their timidity, and from plunging
deep into the rich culture of the West now lying at their doors.
French, English and American, along with other Christian institutions
similarly modelled by local religious orders were established in practically
every important centre of Lebanon, Syria and Palestinel. By 1914, the
French alone, we are told, “‘must have had in Lebanon-Syria - Palestine,
some 500 schools, representing 20 different congregations, with an atten-
danse of about 50,000 boys and girls.

While Moslems were still hesitant, eveing these schools with
suspicion and enmity, and dismissing them in the words of Muhammad
‘Abduh as the works of “"European devils™ intent on misleading and mis-
guiding Moslems, and bringing them under Western Christian domination?,
Christian Arabs were entering them in tens of thousands, and reaching
freely, through their acquired knowledge of English and French, to the
rich treasures of 19th century Western literature. As a consequence of
this, literary modernism throughout the second part of the 19th century,
firmly rested with the Christian Arabs, where it found competent leaders
in a host of journalists, translators and creative writers, such as Miriin
al-Naqqish ( 1817 1855 ), Salim al-Bustani ( 1848 — 1884), Adib
Ishig, MNajib al-Haddid ( 1867 1899 ), Jurji Zaidin ( 1861 — 1914 ),
Francis Marrish, Farah Antin, Ya'gib Sarraf ( 1852 — 1927 ) and

others?, all of whom were invariably graduates of one or the other of the

1. See Hitti, Lebamon, pp. 447—354.
2. Rida, Tdrikh al=-Unddh 11, pp. 339—40; 159; 161—62.
3. Consult for bibliographies Déghir 11, pp. 748-51; 186-88; 300-303; 44248 540-548.
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missionary schools in the Arab world or men who had received some of
their training in Europe.

With these Christians the main literary issue had shifted to completely
new grounds, whence their modernism arises and can only be appreciated.
In them the legacy of al-Bustiini was working its way and arriving at its
extreme conclusion. By this shift of grounds is meant that language in
itself had finally ceased to be regarded as a means for literary excellence,
and that the Arab heritage was no more looked upon as containing and
providing the perfect literary ideal to be exclusively pursued. Instead the
literary ideal was sought in a totally different realm. With the linguistic and
religious problems resolved, Western literature instead of the classical
Arabic, had now become with the Christians, the highly admired model
for literary excellence. Christian literary efforts, therefore, were focussed on
carrying modern Arabic literature on Western lines. What specially marked
their shift of emphasis was not only that their literary achievement as a
whole was a reflection of French and English literature with which their
education and readings at the time had brought them into contact, but that
it was also largely concentrated on the imitation and reproduction of those
aspects in Western literature, that were absent from the Arab literary
history and culture, At their hands, therefore, Arabic literature can, for the
first time be said to have entered, at least in kind, its modern era as compared
to its classical one:

Mairan al-MNaggdsh, a Maronite, who was cducated in Lebanon, came
back to Beirut from a short visit to Rome, and presented in 1848, on a
stage he erected at his house, before a group of celebrities in the city, his
own Arabic but distant version of Moliere's L'avare'. This attempt by
al-Nagqish, followed by two other farces®, written in the spirit of Moliere, in

1. This version of L avere; together with two other plays by al-Naggfsh, and selec-
tions from his poetry were published posthumously in one volume, with an introduc-
tion by Mar0n's brother Nigola, under the title of Arazar Lubndn ( Codar tree of
Lebanon ) Beirut 1369,

. Abu al-Hassan al-Mughaffal or Hérin al- Rashid and al-Hasid al-Saitr, both included
in Arazar Lubndn.

[
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which the classical language, whether in prose or verse, is used alongside
different local dialects, was destined to be the first stone in the founding of
dramatic art in Arabic literature’, After Miran’s death, the line was picked
up by his nephew, Salim al-Maggash, who, together with Adib Ishag and
Yissof al-Khayyat, formed a group and went to Egypl in 1876, where, in
the spirit of Mariin, they produced many plays most of which they trans-
lated or adopted from the French®,

With the dramatic art established by Christian Arabs in both Syria
and Egypt, many other companies were formed through which loomed the
names of many playwrights, who flooded these companies with plays that
were on the whole translations or adaptations from English or French,
picked at random and often published under different titles and claimed as
original works of the particular translator. A quick glance at the works of
Majib al-Haddid, perhaps the most famous and industrious playwright
and translator of this period?, shows the tremendously wide range of West-
ern literature from which he picked his plays. and consequently the great
and absolutely new literary treasures he introduced into the Arabic language.
His twenty plays, out of his other works coming up in Ddghir to thirty-
two, the number of yvears he lived, include translations from such varied
names as Sophocles, Racine, Corneille, Moliere, Shakespeare, Voltaire,
Hugo, Walter Scott and others. If to this is added the similar efforts in this
field, by other equally known colleagues and contemporaries of al-Haddad,
such as Adib Ishaq, Khalil al-Yaziji and Salim al-Bustini and Farah Antiin,
who, like him, were labouring in opening and adapting the Arabic language
for the accommodation of the rich treasures of the West, it becomes clear
how new a course Arabic literature was taking, whether in form or content,

at the hands of those writers.

1. See Zaidan, Mashdlir al-Sharg 11, p. 231.

2. See Barbour, Nevill, **The Arabic Theater in Egypt®* B.S.0.S. VIIL, 1935, pp. 174-
75; also Majm, Muhammad, afQissak f7 al-Adab of-*Arabi al-Hadith Cairo 1952,
pp. 34—355.

3. See on him, Ghadbin, 'Id“. al-Shaikh Najth ol Hoddad, Beirut 1953,
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Journalism, a Western innovation, was first picked up and developed
in the modern sense; whether in Syria or Egypt. by the Syrian Christians,
who remained throughout the nineteenth century its undisputed masters®,
It was through journalism, and through the style of Christian Arab writers
who, in the words of Professor Gibb "showed a tendency to cultivate
fluency at the expense of style. and incurred the reproach (still laid at their
door } of using unduly European turns of phrase’™, that 1t was made
possible for other Western literary arts besides drama to enter the Arabic
language in an effective manner for the first time in its history. Following
the lead of such early papers and magazines as: Hadigar al-Akhbar ( 1858 )
of Khalil al-Khuri, Lisdn al-Hal ( Beirut 1877 ) of Khalil Sarkis, al-Jingn
( 1870 ) of Butrus and Salim al-Bustini®?, other subsequent papers and
periedicals gave the novel and the short story special attention. Monthly
magazines such as af-Hilal of Zaidan, al-Mugratal of Ya' qub Sarraf and
dl-fami‘ah of Farah Antin occasionally encouraged their readers by offering
them a separate complete edition of novels which they published in series
during the yvear, The result was that before the end of the century dozens
of short stories and novels by innumerable Western writers were translated
inte the Arabic language*. Many, encouraged by such translations, ventured
to attempt the creation of the Arabic novel on Western lines, whence ap-
pears the name of Salim al-Bustiini, son of the famous Butrus, as the author
of the first real novel in the Arabic language ( 1870 ). After al-Bustini

came the more mature attempts of such wirters as Jurji Zaiddn in his

I. Professor H. A. R. Gibb in Vol. IV of the B.5.0.5. p 752 quotes af-Mandr xvi( 1331 ),
875, a Moslem Egyptian paper established 1898, as saying “‘Jourmalsm in Egypt
before the Mu ayvaed ( 1889 ) was exclosively dependent on the Syrian Christians™

. B.S.0S, Vol. IV, p. 752

. aee Tarchz, Tarikh al-Schafah Vol 1, pp. 55—60; 73—=5; and YVol. 11 pp. 45—47.

. Acquite informative list of some such translations together with the names of original

LD b

authors, the translators and the papers-in which they were published is attempied
by Najm in af-Cissah pp. 65—67

5. The novel 15 Hupdam fi Jindn al-Shdm published piecemeal in al-Jingr 1870, For a
description and discussion of this and another five of his pioneering movels, all
published in serial order in al-Jingn, see Naym, al-Qissali, pp. 65—76.
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rather moralistic nowvels, Farah

historical novels, Ya'gib Sarrdf in his
Antiin in his philosophic novels®, and many others whose works stretch
well inte the twentieth century

Along with this active process of opening Arabic to the inflow of
Western literature, some of the Western ideologies and philosophies under-
lving that literature also crept into the Arab world. Just as Western literary
genres, such as the novel, the drama, the story, the essay and the rest were, at
the hands of Christian writers, taking the place of the “magima’’, the
“epistle™, the linguistic and literary anecdote, so also were there attempts
among some Christian writers to become emancipated from the traditional
Meoslem philosophic outlook on things and to see the world in ways that
were more at home with contemporary European trends of thought, What
is actually meant here can be deduced from the writings of two almost
contemporary writers of the same city, Aleppo, one being Francis
Marrash ( 1831 — 1873), a Christian, the other 'Abd al-Rahmin, al-
Kawikibi ( 1348 — 1902 ), a Moslem®,

Taking Ghabar al-Hagg ( the Forest of Righteousness ) by Marrish
( Aleppo 1865 ) and Umm al-Qora ( Aleppo 1898 ) by al-Kawikibi, being
the most Famous and also similar in theme among the works of both writers,
we find that both try in a novelistic and symbolic form to suggest a remedy
for the deteriorating state of affairs in the Arab East. Marrdsh unfolds
before our eyes, in a way that reminds us of the Vision of St John, a dream
in which he sees himself in a forest, watching the succession and struggle
of nations from the beginning of history up to his time. One by one they
rise and fall before his eyes until at lasi he sees what is like a gate on whose
arch is written: “‘Reason Rules”. Behind it he sees a flag bearing the words
“Learning Overcomes’" held high by the armies of civilisation mounted
on steeds of mysterious inventions and armed with wisdom, justice and

human liberty. Enthroned in this forest is a king and a queen. On the crown

1. See detailed discussions of their novelistic attempt im Najm, al-Qissaf,
2, See for a bography and a bibliography, Déghir 11, pp. 672—75.
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of the king is written “‘Longlive the king of liberty '’ and onthe queen’s crown
“Long live the queen of wisdom''. The king of liberty, furious with the
kingdoms of injustice decides on using violence to crush them, but the queen
of wisdom holds him back. The philosopher comes o her aid and engages
the king in a dialogue concerning the means through which the kingdom of
liberty and justice can actually overcome all and live until the end. In the
dialogue are lengthy and interesting ideas on social reform expressed by the
imaginary philosopher, relating to education, love, separation of religion
and state ( whereby religion can be confined to the spiritual and moral
realms ) and various other topics, which recall to the mind the different
ideas in the social Philosophies at work in the Europe of that time which
Marrdsh had previously visited. Towards the end of the book Marrash
sees himself back in his country, which he finds all happy and prosperous.
“"Whence comes all this” he asks himself suggestively, and a voice
comes through the clouds saying: ‘‘Our Sultin has done it". There the

dream ends.

Al-Kawakibi, in a similar vision, sees a conference in Umm al-Qora
{ one of the famous names of Maccah ), consisting of twenty-three repre-
sentatives, coming from all the different parts of the world of Islam. The
main question discossed 1s why it is that discord and inefficiency have so
permeated the world of Islam to the extent that learned men are starting
to believe that Islam and order are incompatible. As the different members
air their various views the turn of al-Savyid al-Furdti ( meant to signify
al-Kawikibi himself ) comes and he summarises the conclusions reached,
adding some of his own, bringing the total to eighty-six reasons for the
sterility of the Moslem world, all converging into one major theme. Islam
in itself, it is stressed, is the embodiment of truth and the ideal guide in
every way of lifeand civilisation, In it is the secret forevery advance, Civilisa-
tion has departed from the Moslem world only in se far as its rulers have
departed from the true teaching of Islam. Only a movement that sweeps
away those rulers, and redirects the nation according to the true prescrip-

tions of its religion, can put the Moslem world back again on the road w
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civilisation and restore to it its old state of glory and great leadership.
Turks should be done away with, Moslem leadership should go to the
Arabs, where it naturally belongs.

It is not the purpose here to elaborate on either Marrash or al-Kawi-
kibi, but to illustrate the direction in which Christian intellectual develop-
ment had started to move as compared to Islamism, fast held in the area
as the all-providing and final system of thought and life. Not only was not
Maccah the stage of Marrish's visionary experience of social justuce, but
it was the Forest, which betrays the shimmering ideas in the author’s mind
of the social philosophies initiated by Rousseau, which he must have
picked up during his visit to Paris. Civilisation, on the other hand, he sees
in terms of the workings of human reason and science, and social justice
i5 achieved through the regularising efforts of philosophy. Religion is
dealt with as a purely spiritual concern.

There is, it is true, no clear system of thought in Marrish. His values
are confused, as is evident from his oscillation between Rousseau and
rationalism, with no way of seeing how reason, science, liberty, justice,
religion and the rest are fitted one into the other in a clearly thought sequence.
But confused and elementary as is his attempt, it remains one of the pio-
necring attempis in the Arab world 1o think independently on those things,

in rather modern and purely non-religious terms.

After Marrash other and even bolder attempts on the intellectual level
followed among the Christians. One striking example is Shibli al-Shumayyil
{ 1860 — 1917 ), a medical doctor and graduate of the Syrian Protestant
College in Beirut', who took it upon himself throughout his life to expound
and propagate the Darwinian theory of evolution and the origin of species
in the Arab world. The Darwinian naturalism through which he expressed
his views regarding such issues in the Arab East as religion, immortality,
literature, history, politics and the like®, proved very disturbing, and

I. See Ddghir, II, pp. 497—500,
2 See Maimiar al-Dakrier Shibdi al-Shamavwi! ( collected  articles written between
1879-1910) Cairo 1910.




provoked heated discussions!,

Another distinguished intellectual figure is the novelist, journalist and
essayist, Farah Antlin. The philosophic element is marked throughout his
writings. His novels® can on the whaole be described as the writer’s acquired
views, from his readings in Western literature on various issues such as
religion, science, property, love, virtue, social justice and the like, put into
# novelistic form. Or, as he himself says in the introduction to one of his

naovels*:

"It is with allowance that we call it a novel, because it is in
truth a philosophic and social study in the characteristics of
property, science and religion, as costituting what they call in
Europe thesocial issue, which to them is a matter of firstimpor-
tance, because their civilisation rests on it

Antiin’s basic theme concerning the Arab world is that the Moslem
East will only catch up with civilisation and progress if, like the West, the
union between the civil and the religious in Moslem life is dissolved, and
the Arab intellect is left to function freely and independently as it does in
the West, This thesis, which he followed up in his Magazine al-Jdmiah,
15 especially distinct in his book on Ibn Rushd ( Averroes ), where Moslem
theology is thought to have been responsible for the persecution of that
great thinker and consequently for the discontinuation of original thought
in the Moslem East!,

1. See his replies to some of his opponents in his booklet al-Haglgah, Cairo 1885,
al-Haglgah is alo included in Majmi‘ar al-Dakeir, Vol, I, 2nd. ed., Cairo,
1910, pp. 227—307,

2, See Dighir 11, pp. 149—50.

3, al-Din wa-al='llm wa al-Mal aw al-Mudon ai-Thalich | Religion, Science and Praperty
or the Three Cities ) Alexandria 1903,

4. This bock, fbn Rushd we Falsafaroh, originally published plecemeal in Anton's
periodical al-J8mi*ah, invited an attack on the author by Muhammad ‘Abduhb,
which led to a controversy between the two that resulted in completely and finally
paralysing al-Jami*ah in the Arab world. ( See al-‘Aqgdd, Muidla'ar i al-Kuroh
wa al-Haydr, Cairo 1924, p. 63 ). The controversy contained in twelve articles, six
from each side, is included in the appendix to fhn Rusd. first published in book form
in Alexandria 1903.
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Though Antin could noi boast of a particular system of thought that
he could call his own, yet the body of thought, whether Eastern or Western,

with which he chose to orient the Arabs through his writings, indicate the

type of intellectual aspeets with which he was chiefly concerned, and betray |
his eagerness to introduce into the Arab world the spirit of a non-theological
approach to life and religion. Probably the best description of the role of
Antiin as a creative writer, translator and journalist in the Arab world, is

contained in a statement by Mariin "Abbad, in which he says:

"It was he who introduced the Middle East peoples to
Buddha and Confucius, and oriented them with the code of
Hamuribi. He was the first to make known the philosophy of
Tolstoy and had carried out successful combats with al-Imim,
Muhammad ‘Abduh, concerning Ibn Rushd and his philosophy,
which occupied the Arab world for some time. And it was he
who revealed to us the noble face of Ruskin, and spread the
teachings of Roussean, of Bernardin de Saint-Pierre, translated
a good part of Zarathustra, Nietsche's masterpiece, and finally
fell on Maxim Gorky and translated the most famous of his
novels. And it was he who discoverd the teachings of Karl Marx,
even before white Russia had turned red. And it was Farah who
introduced us to Renan ... Farah did all this at a time when the
East was still dreaming of its classic past in which only it saw
all that i5 good”™.

It is beyond the scope of this work to elaborate in more detail on the
work of 19th-century Christians in Arabic literature. What is here intended
is to give a clear idea of the switch of emphasis affected in that literature
for which the Christians, not because they were at all religious-minded
themselves or anti-Maoslem, but by virtue of their being basically non-
commiited to supra-literary religious ideologies and inhibitions, were

largely responsible. Not being religiously tied to the past, they could more

[, “Abbod, M., Ruwwdd al-Nahdah, p. 210,
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freely move into the future. and widely draw on Europe for inspiration and
guidance. They had ceased to look to the future as something that ought
to come from behind — that ought to be conceived in terms of a revivication
of a glorious past, and had started to regard it.as their works imply, as a
step forward, that would carry them further from a past to which they felt
they were still unjustifiably near. Hence came their tremendous activity
during the second half of the nineteenth century, in drawing widely on
whatever they considered new and inspiring in Western culture.

It remains to be said, however, that this Christian movemeni, no
matter how rewarding to Arabic literature, can by no means be called
mature, In essence it was as arbitrary and as imitative of the modern West
as was the Moslem of the Arab past. In both cases the efforts were
being made to transform the present before it had even taken form in the
minds of those operating on it. As a consequence, the fittings through which
the present was wanted to assume shape, whether they were borrowed from
the Arab past, or from the modern West, were on the whole baggy and
obviously indicative of the fact, that they were originally cut to other shapes

than the ones for which they were presently intended.

For Shibli al-Shumayyil, for example, to expect from the Arab indi-
vidual or society, so totally strange to the social, philosophic. scientific and
all in all cultural structure and development of the West of which Darwin is
a natural outcome, to see the significance of the Darwinian theory, and
appreciate whatever implications it may have on their own lives. is as false
a predicament as Muhammad ‘Abduh’s assertion that Islam provides for
the rise of all modern science, without either him self or the people he
addressed having any appreciable knowledge of modern science and scientific
development. To an enlightened Western scientist ‘Abduh’s claim would
seem religiously fanatical, while to an Eastern believer. Shumayvil’s stand
would seem totally heretical. Among people of the area Shumayyil and
‘Abduh would ultimately be propagating heresy and religious fanaticism,
while sincerely meaning to serve science and religion.

Other instances of this situation can be offered. Infatuated by the art
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of drama in the West, Christian writers set about introducing it 1o Arab
society. After trving their hands at translation, writers such as Marin
al-Naggash, Salim al-Maggash, Majib al-Haddad, Farah Antdn, proceeded
as has been previously indicated, to produce directly in Arabic, In this
thev either imitated the Western works with which they had come into
contact, in that their characters, though Arabs in name, move, talk, think,
react, even love, not as every-day Arabs do, but as those described in West-
ern literature, or adopted Western works, modifying them and claiming
them as their own. ‘It was the practice of that age’’, says Abu Shabakah,
"for the copyist not to mention the name of theauthor copied. It was suffi-
cient that he change the name so as to claim the body. Probably the first
who had followed this method was the writer Mariin al-Maggash ... In this
way revivalists in the Arab world during the second half of the 19th century
were set on copying and adoption... But no one conceived the idea of bring-
ing to account, for instance, Majib al-Haddad, for copying the play,
Gharam wa Intigam ( Love and Revenge ) from Le Cid by Corneille, his
play, Hamdan from Hernanl by Victor Hugo, the novel, Ghusn al-Bdn from

the story of Raphael by Lamartine etc. ete. ... "

In actual fact, therefore, the living Arab society of the time remained
unrepresented in those works. Instead of making their society see its own
intricacies, peculiarities and characteristics depicted, utilised and perhaps
reformed, on the stage or in a book, just as the societies of Corneille,
Moliere, Shakespeare, Racine, Voltaire and the rest, from whom Christian
Arab writers mainly copied, had the chance to do, those writers simply
imitated Western authors and presented their people with something
that they could not, on the whole, recognise as their own. When watching
or reading such writing, they found it difficult to connect what they read
or saw, with their immediate life. Instead they mei with characters whose
mode of life, thought and behaviour did not fit into their own moral and

1. AbfG-Shabakah, 1., Rawdbit al-Fikr wea al- Rih Baing al-' Arab wa al-Faranjah, 2nd
ed. Beirut 1945, pp. 8E—88; 94—95,




social code. A Shakespearean Juliet, inspiring to an English audience, the
idea of unblemished tenderness and innocence of youth immortalised by
love, may possibly not have appeared so innocent by 19th century Eastern
standards, as she secretly kissed her lover across the window, or followed
him at night to the graveyvard and committed suicide over his dead body.
No wonder that no less a learned man than Louis Cheikho was led, as late
as 1908, to say when speaking of the plays of Marinal-Nagqgdsh, *... in them
{ the plays ) Marin followed the course of the French dramatist Moliere...
His work was followed by his brother, Nigila, and Salim, son of his brother
Khalil. As a consequence the drama trade flourished, but how it is wished
that it should have abated, since its evils are numerous, while those who
observe the good morals in it are scarce’*.

Other writers of this period, however, tried to steer a middle course
between East and West, whereby they applied modern Western literary
technigues to topics derived from classical Arab life, like Gurji Zaidin in
his historic novels® and Khalil al-Y&ziji ( 1856 — 1889 ) in his historic play,
al-Murah wa al-Wafd’®., But these, and especially Zaidan’s, are more
Arab history put in the form of a play or a novel to illucidate it and make
it more tenable to the public than creative literature availing itself of the
rich literary potentialities that history offers. For Zaidan himself is reported
to have written his plays in serial order, so as to avail his readers of a general
history of Islam®.

Though these attempts have escaped the Western extremizsm of their
contemporaries in that they utilised Western technique to develop some-
thing that was more familiar and more appreciated by an Arab society, yet
in another sense they cannot be said to have avoided falling into the same
predicament that of not being able to provide the living Arab society
with a literature that can be really called its own. Apart from the fact that
al-¥iziji and Zaidin have both sacrificed the technique for the material, in

1. Cheikho, al-Adih ai-* Arabivyal, Vol 1, p. 101.

. See a list of them with a study of Zaidian as a writer of the historic novel, in Najm®s
al-Qissafh, pp. 188—209,

3. See on the author and play Cheikho, al-Addh al-‘Arabiyvah, Vol. II, pp. 32—3.

4, Nagm, al-Qussah, p. 189,

ka
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that theirs can hardly be called plays or novels by Western standards, their
treatment of past Arabhistory is a statement of facts —a report on the dead
past with no effort to vitalise it as a Scott or a Dumas would do, and make it
part and parcel of the present in which people live. An Arabreader, itistrue,
may be more familiar with an Abu Muslim al-Khurasiini? than with any other
character in Dumas or Scott. But in being presented with al-Khurasani, in
his purely historic setting as Zaidan had left him, without having vitalised
his character and action so as to have genuine bearing on the living mo-
ment, an Arab reader would ultimately feel as detached and as removed
from him as he would from any other character in a foreign literature,

It seems safe to conclude that the basic difficulty with Christian Arab
writers was not that they had gone too far West and had forgotten about
their classical Arab culture, but that in going West, just as their Moslem
contemporaries went East, they had on the whold ignored the requirements
of the present. The problem was not that the existing Arabic literature was
too backward and ought to be pushed forward and westernised, nor that
it had very much decayed through centuries and ought to be pushed back
and revived. It was that the then existing Arabic literature had to be reformed,
not transformed. What both Moslems and Christians of the period did not
seem to realise was that the present, like any other historic fact cannot be
externally dislocated; it can neither be pushed backward to the Arab past
nor pulled forward to the Western future. It can only be developed and
broadened to include both past and future in a way appropriate to its own
nature, and can only rise to match the modern West or the Arab past, in as
much asitcan render Westand Eastinto an integral part of its living present.

Arab writers cannot, for example, become the Molieres of their own
language by simply imitating or adopting Moliere, but by grasping Moliere
and his culture together with their own culture to such an extent as to be
able to depict their own living society as artistically, skillfully and drama-
tically as Moliere depicted his. They cannot achieve the greatness of

I. The hero in one of Zaidin's novels by that title ( Cairo 1904 ) depicting the Abbdsid
Jeader and rebel killed by al-*Abbds al-Saffih the Caliph.
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Western literature, nor recapture the glory of the Arabclassics by simplyimi-
tating or adopting them, but by writing the literature of their own living
society, their own present world, in poetry and prose, in novels, dramas,
stories, essays and the rest in the same artistic, understanding and enligh-
tened manner with which great writers of both East and West have written
of theirs.

To do this, no Arab writer of the 19th century seemed to have been
sufficiently equipped, Moslem writers in the tradition of ‘Abduh, were on
the whole solely preoccupied with their own history, with little or no under-
standing of modern learning, which could enable them to see their past in
perspective, while Christian modernists such as Antiin, Zaidin Naggish
and the rest, contented themselves with what fragments of Western edu-
cation their schooling or their independent reading in the Arab world
could offer. These, at best, could not enable them in their pioneering Wes-
tern literary quest to be more than translators, adopters and imitators. It
is true that they emjoy the distinction of having been the first to usher
Arabic literature into its modern era, but it can by no means be said that
they were able to acclimatise that literature and give it a sense of belonging.

The need was for men whose knowledge of Arab history and culture
is supplemented with a thorough grasp of the Western heritage as it is,
and as it has developed and matured in its own land. Men, who have spent
enough years of training in the West to be as much at home in the West as
in the East, and who, in expressing themselves in literature, imitate neither
the East nor the West, but write of their own experiences in which both
East and West are integrated. It is in this context that the role of Mikhail
MNaimy as a prominent figure among twentieth century literary modernists,
both Moslem and Christian, is one of the most distinguished in Modern
Arabic literature, His abundant and genuine works, touching on practically
every field of creative writing, and emerging from a resourceful educational
background consisting of long periods of training in the Arabworld, Tzarist
Russia, the United States and Europe mark in many ways the emergence
of a new epoch in modern Arabic literature.
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CHAPTER 1

NAIMY : EARLY LIFE

Mikhail Naimy® was born in Baskinta, Lebanon, October 17, 18892,

Lebanon then, after the 1860 Christian-Druze massacre, was an autonomous
region | Mutasarrifivyah ) under the direct rule of an Ottoman Christian
{ Mutasarrif } appointed by Constantinople and approved by the six Eu-
ropean powers which were signatories of the ‘reglement organique’ for

Lebanon, June 9, 1861% Lebanon the Mutasarrifiyvah was confined only

to the mountainous region of its present territory, stripping it of its coastal

ports of Tripoli, Beirut and Sidon to the West, and of its fertile plains of
Al-Buga' and Wadi al-Taym to the East, all of which remained under the

Clitomans®,

R e ) =
I, In Arabic it is Mikha'il Nu‘aymah ( 4s—nt |J=a) | The present spelling,

b

which we have chosen to adopt throughout this work, is how the author himself
writes his name in English,
Sabiin I, p. 107; the third and also last volume of Naimy's autobiography, Sab’in
({ Seventy ), appeared in Beirut, 1960, only a few months after the appearance of the
second volume. The first volume appeared in Beirut, 1959, on the seventieth birthday
of the author, whence the three volumes derive their title. To avoid as much repeti-
tion' as possible, we shall enly concern ourselves here with the major linesin Maimy s
life that are necessary for the smooth running of this work, and for the full under-
standing of the development of Naimy's character and thought. The present writer
will also draw on his close personal association with the author, with whom he
had the opportunity of living the major part of his past years. For further details,
the reader is referred to the three volumes of Sabin in which is found the only
detailed account so far of Maimy's life from early childhood up fo the age of seventy.

. See Hitti: Lefanen in History, London, 1957, p. 441,
. See for *"The Mutasarrifiyyah of Jabal Lubnin®', Hitti, Lebanon, Chapter XXX
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Socut off from the sea and the plains, the Lebanese had to make the
best out of a mountainous country, more rich in gorges, cliffs and rocks
than in soil, and “‘whose soil'’, as Hitti puts it, ""was less fertile than its
women’'t, The result was that thousands of sturdy Lebanese men crossed
the seas, forming settlements in rich countries all over the world where
they could work and send back money to support their poverty-stricken
dependents at home. By the opening of the twentieth century, nearly a
quarter of a population of about 400,000 were scattered all over the globe,
in the Americas, Australia, New Zealand, South Asia and Africa, from
where enormous amounts of money poured into the home country®. “The
Lebanese Empire”’, it has been said in jest, '‘is like the British Empire —
the sun never sets on its territories” 2.

The rest of the Lebanese who stayed at home turned to their mountain
slopes, building terraces upon terraces to check the thinly dispersed crust
of soil left by the heavy winter rains, snow, brooks and streams, and, during
the long, dry Meditrrancan summer, culivating their vineyards orchards,
tobacco, vegetables and cereals. There was neither money nor space for the
use of machines. Tilling was done by direct manual labour and by hand-made
wooden ploughs, drawn by cows, oxen or donkeys. The hard toil of every
member of the family was needed. Men did the manual labour in the fields,
women did the housework and assisted their husbands during the rush
months of summer, and children grazed the cattle. During the long, snowy
months of winter, stretching roughly from late October to April, all would
retire to their homes, which were built of clay and stones with roofs of
highly compressed soil and which usually had only one or two rooms, and
there live quietly on their stored summer products, spending the long,
dreary evenings around a wood or charcoal fire, engaged in quict village
talk and innocent amusements,

A few settlements developed some small hand industries, chiefly silk,

Hitti, Lebaron, p. 473,
. See “Lebanon the Emigrant®’, Hitti, Lebanon pp. 473—477
‘Abbid, Martn: Judvd wa Qudamd’, Beirut, 1954, p. 139,
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which encouraged the raising of silkworms by the different villages and
provided the Lebanese family with an extra income by which itcould acquire
suchitems of foodand clothing as it could not raiseonits own. Some child-
ren, during the idle winter days, were sent to the local church or missionary
schools. The majority of them would leave as soon as the working season
started and would on the whole satisfy themselves with the bare knowledge
of reading and writing. Very few indeed were those who could afford to g0
to Beirut for higher learning in one of the Catholic or Protestant missionary
institutions!,

On the whole, people in the mountains of Lebanon enjoyed a life which
though hard was nonetheless peaceful and contented. “‘Mount Lebanon ',
says Hitti, “ — thanks to the resourcefulness, energy and adaptability of
its people — enjoyed a period of cultural vitality and economic prosperity.
- Its rock-strewn slopes were dotted with neat settlements, encircled by
orchards and farms terraced like hanging gardens. It came to be acknow-
ledged as the best governed, the most prosperous, peaceful and contented
country in the Near East’'s.

MNaimy was born in one of those settlements of hanging terraces in
Central Lebanon, Baskinta, his birthplace, a village then of nearly 2,000
souls, overlooks the Mediterranean from a height of 1,200 — 1,500 metres,
and stretches along a slope right at the foot of Mount Sannin, which rises
to 2,800 metres and is snow clad for eight months of the vear. Embraced
by the towering Sannin on its three sides, Baskinta is open to the outside
world from the western side where it overlooks the Mediterranean through
a deep, ravined valley named the Valley of the Skulls, (
probably in allusion to the hazards that used to befall travellers to and from

‘1_.-..;'-..' \_.;_‘IJ } 1

Baskinta in days of old. Consequently, as though in a hermitage, the people
of Baskinta, two-thirds Maronites ( a local Catholic sect )* and one-third

I. An excellent account of the life and society of Mount Lebanan during this period
is given by Professor Anis Fravha in his book Haddrah Fi Tarig al-Lawdf { A Civilisa-
tion in the Process of Disappearing ), Beirut, 1957,

2. Hitti, Lebanon, p. 447,

3. See Hitti, Lebanon pp. 247254,



Greek Orthodox, lived in amity,ltilling their soil, tending their cattle, raising
silkworms and managing, with the help of money from emigrant relatives,
to be almost independent and self sufficing. Only a few muleteers, rarely
reaching the teens in number, ventured to make their hazardous weekly
journey to Beirut, forty-five kilometres distant on the sea coast, or to Zahleh,
twenty-five kilometres away in the Bugd® valley to the east, to do Baskinta's
transactions with the outside world.

The Naimys belonged to the Greek Orthodox clan in the village, and,
like the majority of the Baskinta people, lived mainly on the soil, and from
hand to mouth, with occasional strain on both. As a result, Naimy's
father, Youssof ( Joseph), decided to try his luck in California, U.S.A. in
1890, when Mikhail was only ten months old, leaving the management of
the family of three sons to his wife Latifah, and his father and mother,
both of whom were in their seventies. The earliest that Mikhail remembers
himself praying was when his mother, illiterate as all the rest of the grown-
ups in the family, taught him to repeat with her the Lord’s Prayer, as she
had learned it, asking him at the end: ""Son, say with me: 'O Lord, bless
my father in America with success. May the soil he touches turn in his
hands to gold, O Lord, bring him back safe to us. Lord, keep my brothers ™'\
Maimy's Father came back safely afler six years away, but with no success,
no gold. His young and beautiful sister, who died in his arms in California,
made him scorn the place and despise the dollar and all riches for the rest
of his life. Instead, he turned to cope almost single-handed with the soil
of his thorny and craggy little family strip of land called al-Shakhroob to
secure a livelihood for his family, which by 1902 had increased by two more
sons and a daughter®,

1. Sabtin 1, p. 15.

2. Al-Shakhroob, a piece of land about a square kilometre in arca, perched at the foot
of Mount Sannin, about 1,700 metres above sca level, and five Kilometres (o the
east of Baskinta, still belongs to the Maimys. It has now become famous in the Arab
world as the summer home of the author, often mentioned as ““The Hermit of
al-Shakhroob™ ( o, stll 0ol . See a full description of al-Shakhroob with
puctures in Sabin [, pp. 45—31
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Mikhail’s childhood was spent at al-Shakhroob in summer working
with his brothers to graze his father’s cattle and enjoying the free life of
the country, and at the village school in winter, where he competed with
his brothers and other boys in learning the ABC of the Arabic language.
“"The Greek Orthodox dignitaries in Baskinta were indeed proud of having
prepared for their sect a school with two classrooms and two teachers,
after they had previously had only one that used to shift from one chureh to
another. The teacher was a half illiterate man with no more salary than
his daily bread’. Naimy's first day of schooling was encouraging. “The
teacher welcomed me with exceeding kindness... No sooner had the class
hour begun than he shook his stick, hit the table in front of him with it, then
knitted his brows and roared "Silence!’ and silent we became, we remained
silent for a while until his voice came to us another time commanding that we
open our booklets at the first page and chant with him in full voice: A B...'",
Naimy’s reward after this first chanting of the Arabic alphabet was a "Well
done’ from the teacher®, At the age of seven ended the first stage of his
schooling, which was the complete reading with the teacher of the so-called
Booklet of Blessedness I:;_f.lf_:i'ﬂ o573, 2 pamphlet containing a selection of
the Psalms of David, beginning with Psalm 1 *'Blessed is the man that hath
not walked in the counsel of the ungodly’”’, together with the French ABC.

The Booklet of Blessedness would have been for Naimy and his brothers
and sister as it used to be with most children in Baskinta before them. the
end as well as the beginning of a school carcer, had not the international
competition to intervene in Syria driven Russia in 1899 to open a school in
Baskinta® as part of her large programme to safeguard the Greek Orthodox

1. Sab'in 1., p. 55.

2. Sab'gn, pp. 5556,

3. Ibid.

4. The same iwo-storey school building, containing eight classrooms and a big hall,
still exists in Baskinta and has since 1950 been run by the Lebanese Ministry of
Education, Before it was taken over by the Ministry and since World War I, when
the Russians withdrew, it was managed by a local Greek Orthodox Board of Trustees,
subsidised by Greek Orthodox L':nigr:!ntr- from Baskinta in Brazil, the rnujn.r CONLri-
butor being a certain Michel As‘ad al-Tibshardni.
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in the Ottoman Empire, as France had claimed patronage over the Catho-
lics and Britain over the Protestants and Druzes. Russian schools were
opened free for the Greek Orthodox in Palestine, Syria and Lebanon.

“For the first time in its history Baskinta knew what might be called
an ideal school. ... the school included five men teachers and three women,
At the head was a Principal who was a graduate of the Russian Teachers’
Institute in Nazareth, Palestine, and had studied education, teaching and
school administration. For the first time we felt that we were in a school which
had a particular svstem and a programme. The programme for Arabic reading
adopted a book by the late Girjis Hammin entitled Madarij al-Qira'ah
{ Reading Stages ). It is a book of four volumes starting with the Arabic
ABC and rising in stages to advanced selections of prose and poetry, both
classical and modern, all illustrated with pictures... This programme of
reading was also accompanied by a similar one for language amd grammar
so that a graduate of the school mastered linguistic analysis to a conside-
rable degree. Special care was given to the langoage and similarly to arith-
metic. Language and arithmetic came in the first place. Geography, History
and the Matural Sciences came second, and the primary rules of the Russian
language third'™,

Apart from Wednesday and Saturday. when the study hours ended
at noon, and Sunday, which was a holiday, working hours of fifty minutes
continued from eight in the morning until twelve noon and from two until
four in the afternoon. Breaks of ten minutes divided the hours, and pro-
grammes of entertainment were occasionally arranged for holidays and
weekends. Attending Mass in a Greek Orthodox church on Sunday was
obligatory and was, together with a short prayer chanted in unison in the
morning before classes began and in the evening when they ended, the
only religious feature of the schoaol life.

Everything was provided for young Mikhail to grow in body and mind.
In winter the Russian school introduced his virgin mind to the world

1. Sab'im 1, p. 75.
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of letters; and in summer the mystifying beauty of al-Shakhroob in its
remote seclusion introduced him to the virgin world of nature. *“Beneath
those towering rocks passed a ditch carrving the waters of fount Sannin.
Many a time in my childhood have 1 sat at the edge of that ditch, cooling
my hands, face and feet in its icy waters, and counting the nests of the
swallows in the projection overhead, and observing those beautiful and
peaceful birds building their nests or feeding their fledglings. How often
have I pulled off my clothes in summer when it was exceedingly hot and
stretched my body in that ditch and was entranced as the water of Sannin
murmured beneath me, above me and to my sides, enfolding me with
exceeding joy while 1 was more than sure that | was all alone in that mysti-
fying world with no eyes watching me other than those of the swallows and
the herbs on both sides of the ditch. and no voices knocking at my ears

save those of the birds, of the gentle breeze and of the gurgling waters in
the channel’*,

Young Mikhail’s instinctive love of learning in general, and of the
Arabic language in particular, drove him to absord eagerly all that his
teachers in the Russian School offered. Had not his illiterate but extremely
ambitious and domineering mother said before him many times that her
dearest wish was to see in her house books, notebooks and pens. and have
people ask her children for help in writing letters to their relatives overseas,
instead of herself going to people in spiritual humiliation asking them to
help in writing her own letters*? Here, therefore, was Mikhail's chance to
become the pride of his mother and family; the learned man of the village,
to whom people would come for help and point with admiration. Not only
did he avail himself of the chance but also came first in class throughout
the three vears of study, 1899 — 1902, which enabled him to finish the
whole programme offered by the Russian School, almost equivalent to

a first secondary in @ modern English schoal.

I, Sab'dn 1, pp. 45—46,
2. Sab'iin, p. 53,




The selections from Arabic literature past and present which were
assigned to him at school led him to do furter reading in Arabic on his own,
To become the learned man of his community, as was his deep intention,
he had to meet the recognised qualifications of learnedness held by the society
of that day. Learnedness depended very much on how far one mastered
the secrets of the classical Arabic language and its rhetoric, and on the
extent to which one's writing revealed a wide vocabulary of strange and
far-fetched words and expressions, and a skilful use of the different forms of
rhetoric. Al-Hariri. of course, was the deeply admired example of learned-
ness, bul naturally failing to come across the writings of al-Hariri in such
a remote village as Baskinta, twelve-year-old Mikhail fell in his private
readings upon Majma' al-Bahrain by MNassif al-Yaziji', which, for all practical
purposes, was al-Hariri in miniature. As though falling upon a treasure, he
soon set himself to study that book with great intensity, drawing on ils
wide vocabulary of unusual and far-fetched classical words., memorising
the different forms of rhetoric which it expleits to the full, and learning the
stylistic method of rhymed prose which it adopts. Judging by the literary
standards of the age, young Mikhail felt himself an accomplished man
of letters. He only wanted an opportunity to prove it. The opportunily was
not late incoming. "'It so happened that one of our relatives died in Brazil,
and they held a funeral for him in our church. I found it a good opportunity,
of which 1 availed myself, to reveal my linguistic skill, and I delivered a
commemorative speech which 1 loaded with many words stolen from
Majma' al-Bahrain... the speech had an astounding effect on the people

while my pride in my rhetoric was beyond all limits''2.

During the summer of that year, 1902, Naimy was informed by his
school that in recognition of his excellent record he had been selected for
further study at the Russian Teacher's Institute of Nazareth, The Russian

Royal Palestine Society (il dafl i, &bl ¥l iull) which opened

I. See above pop. 42—44.
2. Sab‘in 1, p. B3,




schools for the Greek Orthodox in Lebanon, Syria and Palestine, had also
established free institutes for the preparation of teachers and administra-
tors for those schools. One of these was the Institute at Nazareth, with
its student body of about forty promising young men, selected from the
different Russian schools all over the areal,

In December 1902 Naimy emerged from his nest perched at the foot
of Mount Sannin for the first time in his life. He descended with the mule-
teers down the Valley of the Skulls to distant Beirut, where he was to
take a small boat to Haifa, and then a donkey to Nazareth. Twelve years

old, alone, and with barely six shillings in his pocket, Naimy set off on
his journey?®.

I

The Russian Institute had three classes, each of which required of a
student two years' work. The curriculum, as can be concluded from Naimy's
report on his Nazareth days®, included an intensive study of the Russian
language, together with other courses carried on in Russian, chief among
which were mathematics,geography and the history of Russia. Like the Russian
School at Baskinta, Nazareth gave special emphasis to the Arabic language
and its literature. Students were made to study and memorise the Alfiyyah
of Ibn Malik as commented upon by Ibn ‘Agil. This was supplemented, on
the literary level, by a study of Arabic rhetoric and the rules of poetic com-
position, and by a course of intensive reading in the history of Arabic

1. Sab’in I, p. 121.

2. He had only one Turkish pound ( Gt Jly ) inhis pocket, all his family could
afford 1o give him as pocket money for the whole year: all other expentes being paid
by the Russian Society; Sab'in I, p. 108,

3, Sab'in I, pp. 121=167.




literature from pre-Islamic times until the age of decadence®.

Apart from the history of Arabic literature, the Arabic course at Naza-
reth included a thorough reading with the teacher in class of certain
great prose classics of the Arabic language, chief among which are Kalila
wa Dimnah of 1bn al-Mugaffa® and The Introduction of Ibn khaldin®, The
library of the Institute made available to students further readings in both
classical and modern Arabic literature and put in their hands a selection of
the best Arabic papers and magazines of the time. ""Of the Arabic magarines
received by the school, I remember al-Hilal, al-Mugtataf and al-Diyd" of
Ibrihim al-Yiaziji. This latter used to attract us in a special way because in
every issue it had a story of Sherlock Holmes by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle,
translated by the pen of Majib al-Hadddd. nephew of al-Yiaziji. and a
criticism of the Language of Papers from the pen of al-Shaikh Ibrihim
(Ibrihim al-Yazijl)*. Language free from all error was, in our reckoning,
a great blessing that ought to be sought by itself and for its own sake. The
detective stories of Sherlock Holmes were always exciting. Of the reading
books in our library I remember al-Aghani ‘al-'Igd al-Farid, al-Kashkdal
and al-Mu'allagar. As to modern writers, 1 remember Waliyy al-Din
Yakan ( 1873 — 1921 ), Adib Ishdgq in his Durar ( The Pearls ) and even
Jurji Nigila Baz in Afdr al-Madanivyah al-Hadithah (Evils of Modern
Society )... The evils of which he treats, in a childish and superficial manner,
are gambling, drunkenness, corsets (for women ) and the like. You may
laugh as you please to learn that no sooner had your uncle read that book

1. In a private letter to the present writer in Febroary 1961, MNaimy points out that
the history of Arabic literature taught at Nazareth followed an Arabic translation
of a Russian book under the same title by a Russian orientalist whose namse he does
net remember, In spite of serious sttempis, it has not been possible for us o trace
that book.

2, In a letter from Maimy to the present writer dated February 23, 1961.

* These articles in al-Diya" in which al-Yiziji depicted the linguistic flaws in the jour-
nalistic writings of the day, in defence of the purc classical Arabic language, were
later published in a separate volume under the title The Langaage of Journals
( J;\J.:._'- FH | } , Cairo 1901,
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than he began to entertain the wish that a day might arrive when he would
have the literary glory of Jurji Nigfila Baz'",

with this generous opportunity to imbibe at the founts of Arabic
literature past and present, and with an instinctive vearning for language
in general and for literary glory in particular, voung Mikhail devoted these
formative years of his life in Nazareth to serious reading and study. Mot
only did he avail himself of what Arabic books were at his disposal, but also
ventured during his fourth year in Mazareth to read in Russian, even when
he could only partially understand what he read. ""The more my knowledge
of the Russian lanpuage increased, the greater became my enthusiasm Lo
read in it. While still in Nazareth, 1 read some of the novels of Jules Verne
translated into Russian. 1 also read some stories of Chekhov and Tolstoy,
and read through Dostoyevsky's Crime and Punishment in spite of the fact

that | did not understand even half of what I read’ =

In MNazareth. as in Baskinta earlier, Naimy proved himsell before his
teachers a boy of exceptional ability. Once more, he remained first through-
out the four vears he spent at the Institute. AL the end of the lourth
year, we are told,® he was the only one among his classmates to be exempted
by school regulations from the final examination. his daily records being
of such a high standard.

Behind this distinguished academic achievernent, Naimy entertained
a serious, ambitious and enquiring type of character. His seriousness had
shown itselfe as early as his childhood in Baskinta, when, unlike mosi
children of his age, he was aloof, quiet and contemplative so much so
that he was nicknamed in the family "the silent lady'"* { 5L =1y . His
ambition, inflamed by the insistence of his domineering mother 1o have a

learned man with pens and papers in the house. who could help her raise

her head high among people of the village. pushed Mikhail to the head of

|
2
3
4.

. From the same Letter of February 23, 1961
. Sab'in 1, pp. 141 —142.
. Sab'in I, pp. 152—153.
Sab'fin 1. p. 80,




his class both in Baskinta and in Nazareth. Added to this were the family’s
economic difficulties that called on Mikhail to prepare himself for a distin-
guished career that would lighten the burden of his extremely good-hearted.
pious and unusually humane father, whose hard labour in al-Shakhroob
was hardly capable of providing the family with its daily bread. The dif-
ficulties were so keen that they even persuaded the ever-proud mother to
arrange for the emigration to the state of Washington in America in 1900,
of her eldest son, Adib, aged sixteen, in the hope that he would help from
there in straightening out the family’s economic problems!. Haikal, the

next of age, followed for the same purpose in 1906,

One of the Baskinta snobs, learning of Mikhail's academic successes.
had even tried to check the family’s mounting hopes by rudely remaking
to the father that he had better bring his son back from Nazareth to assist
him in ploughing the soil, for nothing good would come out of his
learning and that it would be easier for hawthorn to produce a straight
stick than for the Naimys to produce a celebrity®. All this added to young
Mikhail's innate yearning and love for some sort of singular distinction and
some kind of uncommon supremacy. In his inner self, he felt that he was
cilled upon to achieve a distinction that would carry both salvation to his
own people and amazement and awe to the world, and especially to those
who still liked to belittle his family and think of him as a nobody. In his
formative adolescent years at Nazareth, Naimy, the serious, quiet, ambi-
tious and contemplative, seems to have been haunted with a vearning for
& striking distinction that could both save and amaze. Tha he was first
amony the twenty students in his class was certainly a distinction, but
apparently not of the sort which was vaguely hovering in his secret self.
Addressing himself at the conclusion of his fourth year at Nazareth, 1906,
after his first shave, he says: “... after this day, vou are no more a child.
You are a young man. If you only knew of what value is youth, you would

have made a feast in its honour. But whence would you give a feast in

1. Sab'in 1, p. 95,
2, Sabin 1, p. 140,
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honour of youth while you are still a child with repecr to hnowledge,
with respect to the capacity for stuggle for the sake of your family
and the sake of the high importance which you long to have in the world.
Broad, broad and turbulent, Mikhail, is the sea which is the world. ¥You
are but a drop in that sea: dn exceedingly negligible drop. Would that
the drop become a wave ? would that the wave become a sea 7 How un-
likely "

Twisting and re-twisting such big aspirations in his mind as his thought
gradually developed in MNazareth, young Mikhail would occasionally see
as in a flash that what he aspired to might not, after all, be as unlikely
as he thought. If a drop, no matter how insignificant, utilises all the inner
powers that it has, it can set a whole sea in motion. An example of that in
history is not far to seek. what about Christ to whom his mother had
taught him to pray when still a child at home ? Did not Christ belong te
parents who were as poor, as simple-hearted and yet as pious and humane
as his own ? Joseph, the carpenter, could not possibly have been clearer in
heart and mind, more serene and devoted to his work and family and to
his God than Youssof, the father of Mikhail. Yet soon that Child, born
in a remote and humble manger, developed his great inner powers to such
an extent that he was able to shake the whole world. Christ was both a
saviour and a mystery. He was exactly what young Mikhail was looking
for. Would not Christ, therefore, help him to purify himself, to develop
his inner powers, and then to surprise the whole world with a similar mes-
sage 7 Yes, now that he was in Palestine and his school had taught him a
great deal about the life of Christ and the history of the Church, he should
follow Christ closely and seek his help in cleansing himself from all impu-
rities and in achieving the unigeness that was Christ’s.

"You are here — and in the rest of Palestine — in a world of charm
and goodness, Wherever you walk and to whichever side you look, there
emerge before vou from the distant past faces and occurrences that are

1. Sab'in I, p. 154.




innumerable, all of which have penetrated deeply into your inner self. But
most beloved among these to you is the face of the Master and the story
of His life. How short that life was, yet how incapable has time been of
folding that life and shrouding it with oblivion | Beware, Mikhail, of
forgatting that you are here in the presence of Christ"',

“with words like these, I used to address myself whenever I was alone
with my thoughts. The deep religious feeling which 1 bore with me from the
foot of Mount Sannin had started in Nazareth to go deeper still. How
often had 1 found myself when on a short promenade or a long excursion
suddenly cut from myself and from my companions as I imagined Christ
and His disciples walking in the same road which we had taken, or as |
imagined Him sitting all alone in a state of spiritual elevation under this
tree or to the side of that rock..."

The character of Christ and the ideals He stood for and preached
took hold on Mikhail more and more as he read the Bible and participated
in the excursions which were arranged by the Institute at Nazareth to the
different Biblical parts of Palestine. Places of special significance were the
River Jordan, where Jesus was baptised, the Lake of Galilee, where He
chose His disciples and where He walked on the waters, the Mount where
He is said to have delivered His famous Sermon, and Mount Tabor, where
He is reported to have been transfigured in a cloud of light with Moses
and Elijah standing by® The attire, movements and utterings of Christ
were transformed in the adolescent and dreamy mind of young Mikhail
into living images. Sometimes during those excursions the images would
become so alive that he would be entirely carried away with them, fecling
that he was so near, so intimate with Christ, or that he was genuinely and
actually hearing him outlining to his listeners and to the generations to
come the way to salvation. "'l went among my comrades as one who did
not belong to them, nor was in their midst. More than once did I withdraw

1. Sabin I, p. 125,
2. Sab'dn 1, pp.125—30.
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from them and go all alone penetrating deeper into that Mountain, feeling
as though that distant span of time that separates me from the age of
Christ has been bridged, whence He is no more far away from me nor
I a stranger to Him...""

Even in some of Mikhail's ways of behaviour, signs of the impact
of Christ on his life and ways of thinking began to show themselves.
once, disappointed by a close friend of his who, believing some dirty
gossip, unjustly accused Mikhail of it and talked to him rudely, he decided
lo pass ten days in absolute contemplation and silence. He talked only
when asked by the teacher in class, but in vain his comrades tried to
make him break his silence®, This move for silence, in complete conformity
with Naimy’s character, may be taken to indicate the first delineation of
what had so far been hazily fermenting in his mind. It seems to betray
Mikhail’s arrival in thought at a distinction between two existing worlds
that are often incompatible: a world in which we find ourselves living, and
another which lives in us, having ourselves created it for ourselves. The two
are not infrequently at odds. It is when we clash with the unyielding world
in which we live, and which runs irrespective of what we deem true and
appropriate, that we withdraw to our private selves and from there open
a stuggleinanattempt to transformwhat is into what we believe should be.

"The period of silence had ended. I lifted the reins from my tongue,
and returned to my former practices with my schoolmates. But it was as
though 1 was coming back from a long, long journey. For 1 was myself
and yet other than myself. It was as if 1 were born anew ... after that I
started feeling that though | was in apparent conformity with an environ-
ment in which I lived, something in me was ever making me a stranger to
it. This feeling of estrangement continued to increase and wax stronger
as years passed by, to the extent that I started living in two worlds: a world
| created from myself to myself, and a world created by men for men. The

l. Sab'dn 1, p. 128,
2. Sab'in 1, pp. 146—147.




two worlds, while living side by side in my life, never intermarried ', When
the two worlds clashed in Christ’s mind and he returned victorious from
the wilderness where he was tempted by Satan, He embarked on a life career
aimed af transforming the world of Satan, the what already exists into what
He inwardly believed ought to be. Christ was a sweeping revolution against
the existing world of human relations established by man. Would Mikhail
be able, like Christ, to revolt against such existing social evils as had forced
him to embark upon his ten days of silence T Would he be able to stand one
day, like Christ, like the prophets of the Bible whom he often saw in his
mind’s eve in the different parts of Palestine, and deliver unto a bewildered
generation-the key words to truth and salvation ? Maimy had always been
carried away by the Sermon on the Mount, believing it to be of the noblest
ever uttered by a tongue?. But in order to deliver the word of truth after
the manner of Christ unto a misguided world, it was still very necessary for
seventeen-year-old Mikhail to know a great deal more about truth as well
as about the world.

It was nearly the end of 1906, Naimy’s fourth year at Nazareth. One
of the practices of the Institute was to choose every two vears the best
among the students of the fourth year and send him to continue his studies
in Russia at the expense of the Imperial Russian Palestine Society®. Inspec-
ting his educational equipment towards the end of that year, Naimy found
it still alarmingly insufficient. ““What do you know, Mikhail ? You know
something of the history of peoples, and of your Church; something about
the earth on which you live and about the people who inhabit it; something
of arithmietic and plane geometry. You know the Alfiyyah of lbn Mailik,
and the prosodical science of al-Khalil*, and have memorised a few poems by
some Arab and Russian poets. You know the musical scales and how to

. Sabtin 1, pp. 147—I148.

. Sabtan 1, p. 129,

. Sabda 1. p. 141
Al-K.halil Tbn Ahmad, also known as al-Fardhidi ( 781 A, D.), discoverer of the
Arabic system of poetic metres,
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adjust the strings of a violin and draw the bow thereon. You know the rules
of the Russian language and a good part of its vocabulary. You, in fact,
know titbits from here and there which, even if brought together, would
not light a safety match, would not bake a loaf of bread, nor buy a needle,
nor quench any man’s thirst for knowledge®',

The final examination of 1906 being over, the Principal of the Institute
called all the students to the big hall. Beckoning to seventeen-year-old
Mikhail to come and stand before him, he put his hand on his shoulder
and solemnly announced before all the school that he was the chosen one
for a further course of study in Russia®,

The scholarship of the Imperial Russian Palestine Society, offered every
two years in Nazareth to the best gaulified student of the fourth year class,
entitled the scholar to ten years of study in Russia, including clothing,
food, lodging and travelling expenses, together with a monthly allowance
of six roubles for personal expenses®, The first six of the ten years were to be
spent in one of the theological seminaries found all over Russia, supervised
and subsidised by the local Greek Orthodex churches represented in the
Synod. The other four years were to be spent in one of the four purely
theological academies in Russia devoted to the training of men for the
higher church orders. The seminaries, perhaps slightly more advanced than
an ordinary English secondary school, devoted the first four of the six
years' programme to the wsual subjects taught in any ordinary high school
together with some religious study, The last two years, they wholly devoted
to theology and church dogmad.

It was apparently the aim of the Imperial Russian Palestine Society to
establish for the Greek Orthodox in the Arab world an educational system
similar to that in Russia. Its Teacher’s Institutes in Palestine were to prepare

1. Sab'tn 1, pp. 154—1355.

2. Ibid.

3. See Sab'n 1, p. 171; also Maimy's Ab'ad Min Moscow Wa Min Washington ( Beyond
Moscow and Washington ), Beirut 1957, p. 66.

4, Sab'an 1, p. 171
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administratores for the different elementary schools it founded in the
different parts of Lebanon, Syria and Palestine, while the scholars it sent
to Russia were to be trained for administering the Teacher’s Institutes and
probably also for occupying key positions in their own Greek Orthodox
churches at home. This society must have achieved remarkable success
before World War I put a final end to its activities. An idea of this suceess
can be had from a private letter by Naimy to the present writer dated
February 23, 1961,

"“The Imperial Russian Palestine Society”’, he says, “'was founded in
1883. The first credit for founding it goes to a Russian called Vasili Khit-
rovo. In 1900 the Society claimed forty-three schools in Syria and Lebanon,
In 1913 the number rose to eighty-three, with 12,000 students of both
sexes. In addition to that, the Society had twenty-five schools in Palestine,
including one Teacher's Institute for boys in Nazareth and another for

girls in Beit Jala, near Jerusalem™.

Il

In September 1906 seventeen-year-old Mikhail changed his Turkish
fez for a straw hat, his flowing local gown for a thin European gray suit,
the first of its kind he had ever worn, and descended the Valley of the
Skulls to make, this time, a two weeks® sea voyage to distant Odessa on the
Black Sea and from there a two days® and two nights' journey by train to
Poltava in the Ukraine, where he was to join the theclogical seminary! to
which he was assigned.

Soon, in Poltava, the straw hat and the thin suit gave place to the
seminary uniform of a black, woollen military shaped hat and a thick,
black woolen suit, with two rows of glitiering golden buttons on the front

1. Ab'ad Min Moseow, pp. 67—63,




of the jacket bearing the Imperial emblem of the two headed eagle. Mikhail
instantly felt himself at home with the 600 students of the Seminary among
whom he found himself* The uniform supplied by the Seminary was the
same for all students, irrespective of their social and economic backgrounds.
So far as accommodation and clothing went, Mikhail therefore was on an
equal footing with the rest of the group and was saved the spiritual humi-
liation of appearing poor and inferior, a state which his ambitious nature
deeply detested. The struggle for supremacy and personal distinction to
wihch he was inclined by nature was to be carried, threfore, on the
ground that was closest to his heart.

He bitterly detested being considered one of the crowd, and it was
through the mysterious worlds of the understanding that he was determined
to distinguish himself. The first opportunity to attract the attention of his
teachers and prove himself different in their eyes and the eyes of his forty
classmates was not long in coming. Nearly a month and a half after: his
arrival in Poltava, the teacher of Russian literature and rhetoric happened
to ask a student in class to define “literary style"”. Failing to receive a satis-
factory answer, he addressed the same question to other students but with
no better result, Finally, when all were unsuccessful, he reluctantly turned
to Maimy, the only one left, whom he had never addressed before for fear
of embarrassing a new student who, in his consideration, was a foreigner
to Russian. The result was startling to both teacher and students, ‘T gave
him an answer that received his acceptance. even his admiration. So much
so that he proceeded to scold the Russian students, saying that it was a
disgrace to them that a student foreign to Russian should surpass them in
the study of their own language ' This certainly was an excellent introduction
for literary-minded Mikhail by a Russian of authority to the Russian lan-
guage and its literary treasures. He won the first battle for distinction in
the field closest to his heart. This increased his ambition for more. ““Some

1. Ab'ad Min Moscow, p. 70; In Sab'in I, p. 172 the number of students is estimated
al around 500.
2. Sab'in I, pp. 173—174,




of my comrades know by heart much of what the great Russian and Ukrai-
nian poets have composed and recite it excellently. And [ want to'memorise
even more than they do.and recite better than they recite. I even want to
compose poetry myself, and want to write short stories. | want to- write
drama and to master the dramatic art, having visited the theatre for the
first time in my life in Poltava and seen and heard how plays really . are
and how acting ought to be’"\.

To a man like Mikhail, coming from a poverty-stricken, backward,
even mediaeval, Arab world that was still suffering from the sterility of five
centuries of Ottoman isolation from: the rest of the world, Russia proved
a whole world of new experience, exceedingly rich and manifold. Not in
the sense that the Russia of that time was specially advanced, but that it
was a huge melting pot in which various types of ideas, trends and activities,
whether social, political, economic, literary, religious or otherwise, were
energetically fermenting among the intelligentsia in an attempt to shape
Russia's future. Russia, so to speak, fully convinced of having a particular
Self of her own that she vaguely glimpsed through the turmoil of her exis-
ting state, was busy trying to grasp it and give it clear identity for the
future; For young Mikhail, who was equally busy trying to crystallise a
vaguely conceived special Self of his own, bearing a distinguished message,
the Russia of that day was a most favourable place. In it no particular
idea or set of teachings was so firmly-and generally established as to stamp
themselves on a young, enquiring mind prejudicially, and practically no
idea or practice in circulation, on the other hand, lacked the energy and
vigour of support as to be able to pass unnoticed. Highly sensitive and
attentive Mikhail, therefore, had only to plunge into the vast sea of Russian
life to observe its workings and intricacies and to apply himself to its rich
literary stores. This, we are told in Sab'dn, he fulfilled to a large extent,
Soon he learned the different Russian songs and dances, participated in

their social gatherings and could count numerous friends among them

I. Sab'egn I, p. 175,
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of both sexes. During the vacation, he spent weeks and sometimes months
in the country among families of his friends where, like one of their
members, he was genuinely introduced to the working of everyday Rus-
sian life!,

His eager reading in Russian literature, on the other hand, was carried
to such an extent that it occasionally threatened to become a menace to his
health. His eyes sometimes became so red and tired that he had to abide by
the doctor’s orders to rest. "My thirst for reading’’, says he in his diary in
Russia, 1908 — 1909, “knows no limits. But my eyes object, and occa-
sionally go on strike. They are threatened with blindness if I go on reading

Iy

and reading and reading’'".

The passion, however, with which Naimy applied himself to this
world of new experience in Russia was not thai of a young man who,
feeling an emptiness in himself, attempts thereby to fill it. It was not carried
on without a guiding principle in himself, a digestive system through which
it was sifted and consciously integrated into an already formed nucleus.
Coming from that part of the Lebanese mountains, an area of almost
mystical seclusion, quiet, simplicity of life and unmolested natural beauty,
and from the historic Biblical land of Palestine, Naimy seems from the
start to have the naturally beautiful, simple and unspoiled, and the religious
combined in his character. To this, his veneration, as early as his Nazareth
days, for the character, life and message of Christ had given the finishing
touch. By the time he arrived in Russia, therefore, the broad outlines of
his character and bent of mind had already taken shape. He was more
attracted to the world of God than to the world of man, more to nature
than to society, more to the intelligible, inward, visionary, ideal and eternal
than to the material, external, scientific, sensuous and temporary.

No sooner had his second year at Poltava elapsed than he started to
betray the clear contours of the future man he was yearning to become,

. See Sab'an I, pp. 171—283.
2, Sab'an I, p. 211,




and of the message he was eagerly preparing to carry for the rest of his
life. Casting a general look at Maimy's carcer and achievements, now that
he is seventy, one is amazed to note how stubbornly and persistently he
followed up, throughout, those lines in his character and thought that had
first made their clear appearance during his Poltava days. It would seem as
though MNaimy's change and development since then have been only in
magnitude and intensity but not in kind.

“What is that for which vou are filled with thirst and longing, my
soul™’, he asks himself'in his 1908 — 1909 diary®. ““You thirst for the poet's
lot and for the writer’s glory ... and who of men does not long to have a
pen that would sway people’s minds or that would play with their hearts
once it is able to flow with tender poetry?'". In his quest for the possession
of such a pen MNaimy turned to the great poets and writers in Russian lite-
rature, and to other Western writers translated into Russian. The books he
read during this period of his life are innumerable. Quite a good selection
of the authors he read are mentioned in his diary and in the first volume of
Sab'iin. Some of them exercised on him a lasting effect. Of these, for ins-
tance, is the poet Mikhail Lermontov, 1814—41. Lermontov's love. almost
deification, of virgin nature still unsoiled by the foot of civilised man, so
dearly and sweetly sung in his poetry, took complete hold of Naimy and
excited in him memories of his beloved Lebanon with its mystically secluded
summits reaching high towards the silent sky. Lermontov sang of the
Caucasus: why shouldnt Mikhail attempt in a similar way to sing of
Lebanon? This is how Naimy's first poem in Russian, still preserved in his
diary, appeared on March 23, 1908, Addressing Lebanon in that poem he

goes on to say;

1. MNaimy kept his diary in Russian from March 23, 1908 until May 21, 1905, This
diary in Naimy's handwriting, filling about 750 pages of medium size, is still kept
at his home in Baskinta, Lebanon. Excerpts from it. translated by him are scattered
in Sab'in 1, pp. 179—243.

2 Sabim 1, p. 179,
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“If 1 were a poet, most beloved,
| would sing your white towering cliffs,
And your deep, mystifying valleys
Where I have a home and a family,
Where the cedars tell of what has been of old
And the brooks run with flowing silver,
Where life is sweet in its simplicity
And beauty still undefiled by the hand of man'"

Mikhail, barely nineteen, seems to have arrived at a happy combination
in this poem of the Bible, especially the Psalms and the Song of Solomon,
which had taken hold of him since his MNazareth days, and of the distilled
ethereal music of Lermontov's lyrical poetry where nature in all its virgin
simplicity is made vivid and alive. It is possible to detect from this small
fragment of Mikhail’s poem the direction in which his thoughts. feelings
and poetic genius were moving. The white towering cliffs, the mystifying
valleys; the cedar trees, the brooks of flowing silver, are all associated, even
put on an equal footing with the home, the family and the simple life. They
are all equally alive, simple, pure and beautiful. even heavenly, as contrasted
with the hand of civilised man, the symbol of society and civilisation, of
worldliness. The Bible and Lermontov must have presented Mikhail with
no conflict. On the contrary, his soul, fully saturated with Biblical literature,
must have felt even further elevated and carried heavenward as he read
Lermontov's ""The Angel"’, perhaps one of the greatest and sweetest lyrical
poems of its kind.

In this poem, which vividly recalls to mind Wordsworth’s ““Intimations
of Immortality’’, the poet’s infant soul is described as having first been
carried down to earth in the arms of an angel. The ethereal songs of that
angel, “wordless but alive’’, stay in the voung soul as it languishes in its
carthbound existence. In vain does that soul try to recapture on carth that
heavenly melody which keeps ringing in its inner depths. Only when the

1. Sab'in 1, pp. 179—180




poet catches glimpses of the heavenly beauty through its different manifes-
tations in nature is his agony lulled and his homesickness for his original
heavenly homeland dabated, It is in nature that he is able to comprehend
happiness on earth and to see God in heaven®. It is said of “The Angel"
that “never has the unconguerable homesickness of the earthbound soul
for its heavenly fatherland been expressed with purer musical truth than in
the sixteen lines of this poem by a boy of seventeen'’. It seems that the
more Naimy read Lermontov, the more he discovered himself in his poetry.
It was as though the feelings, thoughts and passions lying vague and dormant
i Naimy's heart and mind were crystallised and brought to full conscious-
ness by Lermontov, and especially by such of his poems as “"The Angel™,
“The Demon " and “"The New Year's Eve'. MNaimy exclaims in his 1908
diary: "'l am reading these days The Demon and Other Poems composed
by Lermontoy. Oh! what poetry! What an elevated soul . Indeed, Lermon-
tov's poery, permeated with the Platonic concept of the soul, ever yearning
in its earthbound existence for its ethereal homeland, his visions of a removed
world of truth and eternity ever shimmering through the material world of
time and place, and his feeling of a private spiritual and visionary world
of his own withdrawn from the turmoil of the human crowd, which inspires
him with boredom and disgust, must have left on Naimy's soul a lasting
impact which is now clearly detectable in his poetry and prose writings.
Sufficient to note at present, for example, the great similarity in the setting,
theme and diction between Lermontov’s "MNew Year’s Eve'" and Naimy's
“If But Thorns Realised"’ (£l 291 4,5 J)%

I. See an English translation of ““The Angel'', together with its Russian original, in
The Penguin. Book af Russian Verse, London, 1962, pp. 154—155.

2 Mirsky, D.S., A History of Russion Literature, comprising A History of Russian
Literature and Camtemporary Russian Literature, ed. and abridged by Whitfield,
F. L. London ( US. A, pr. ), 1949, p. 134,

Lsahgn I, p. 179
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4. The poem 15 given in The Penguin Book of Russian Verse urder the title of ““The
First of January™', pp. 159160
5. Composed in 1920 and included in Evelid Whispering: (ol suey Bemat 1945.
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Now that he had succeeded in writing his first poem in Russian, under
the influence of Lermontov, Mikhail felt himself wholly devoted to poetry
and to writing in general. On March 27, 1908, he wrote in his diary, “Two
days ago | returned Lermontov to the library’. O God ! How many feelings
did this poet stir within me ! How many thoughts and dreams! And because
I'was notable to find another work by him, I preferred to return without taking
out any other book at all. 1 then went back, however, and took out a book
by another artist of the great men of the pen, War and Peace by Tolstoy.
I have not started reading it because of the annoying infection in my eyes...
Ever since | read Lermontov | have been seized by an unvanguished desire
to write poetry ... I shall go where my soul directs me ... I shall follow the
course which has not ceased to lure me since my early boyhood. That is
the course of literature. 1 am all for it'",

Having settled within himself the future career which he was to follow,
as well as the general spirit which it would embody, Mikhail devoted himself
to it with a persisience and a stubbornness that inspire awe and admiration.
His diary, which was first intended to give him a good epportunity for self
expression and literary fluency, swelled in less than fourteen months to over
750 pages, containing one of the most detailed and beautiful records of the
passionate struggle within a young man's ambitious soul aspiring to literary
greatness, spiritual beauty and human perfection. In it he brings himself to
strictest account for deeds he did, for ideas, emotions and passions, black
or white, that swelled within him, for books he read, and for things achieved
and others that were yet to be done. The impact on him of the environment
in which he lived and his special reactions to it on particular occasions are
also given ample space. His reading and writing, which he pursued passio-
nately, his preoccupation with the grand dreams crystallising within him,
together with his diary, constituted a private spiritual and peaceful home
of his own within which he fortified himself, and sank once more into that

l. It can be understood from the diary that the volume he returned was The Demon
and Other Paems by Lermontov,
2. Sab'Gn 1, p. 181.




mood of self-imposed silence and contemplation which started with him
early in Nazareth.

The many evils of Russian society at the time, including class distinc-
tion, feudalism, enormous prosperity for a corrupt, idle aristocracy and
biting poverty for a labour-crushed working class and peasantry, a religious
despotism that allied itself with the ruling authorities to crush in the name
of God any liberal movement and to silence any voice calling for social
Justice — all these and similar evils intensified Mikhail’s disgust, already
encouraged in him by Lermontov, with the so-called civilised strata of
society, with all its sophisticated practices, worshipped idols and corrupt
morality. They drove him more and more to seek refuge in an ideal world
of incorruptible simplicity, truth and beauty. God is truth, Naimy reasons
out in his diary, and nature, God’s handiwork, is simple, beautiful and
incorrupt. It is only man in society, driven by the animal and inhuman in
him to satisfy and flatter his different vanities, who is responsible for all
the complexity, ugliness and corruption in society. The animal in man must
be curbed, Only the contented, simple life of nature, divorced of all the
artificial multiplication of needs in modern society, can rid man of his
present evils and bring him nearer 10 the world of peace and truth which
is God,

It is not difficult to trace the parentage of such ideas working in Mi-
khail’s mind which one reads between the lines in his diary, But it is specially
significant to note how independent he was in deciding to single them out
and choose them. He makes very relevant critical observations on Tolstoy's
War and Peace, which he had read?, before he exclaims: “Pardon me, Ley
Nikolayevich. [ am indebted to you for many ideas that lit what was
obscure in my spiritual world. In many of your later publications which [
read last year ( 1908 ), 1 fell upon a light that would guide me in every step
| take ... Yes, for in this respect, and without your knowing it, vou have
become my guide and teacher's

1. Sab'Gn 1, p. 187.
2. Thid.
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The duality of the world in which he found himself living, and which
he only vaguely conceived as early as his Mazareth days!, had now become
clear and vivid in his mind. There is the world of the present society, drowned
in its greed and lust for the material, and highly entangled with what it has
itself artificially created for itself, and there is the simple world of nature,
frec from all entanglements, in which man, undistracted by the multiplicity
of the needs and luxuries which present society and civilisation demand,
is closer to nature, and consequently to God... One is the world of man. the
other is the world of God. Mikhail felt himself a stranger in the world of
man. It was too narrow, too hypocritical and too materially preoccupied.
This world to him “in spite of its vastness, is a narrow world, a world which
is suffocating with the dust and smoke sent up by its evils. Its dust hurts
me and its smoke blinds me. In it I am a stranger, a stranger”"?,

Of people, the closest to his heart were the simple men of the country
because, being closest to holy nature and its healthy spontaneity, they were
not spoilt by the hypocrisy of modern civilisation and its corrupt morality2.
In this Mikhail was not simply being swept away with Russian Maturalism
and Rousseauism, to which he was introduced in his readings. This trend
of thought must have specially appealed to him because it was most in
conformity with his nature, his upbringing and family background. Perso-
nally, he was the son of nature. He had spent the early, impressionable
years of his childhood in the fields and among the rocks, valleys and cliffs
of one of the most beautiful and secluded parts of Lebanon and perhaps of
the world. His family were among the simple, poor and warmly religious
dountry people. His father had of his own accord, and in a sage-like manner,
renounced the world in California, preferring the hard and laborious life
of the soil in the craggy little family farm at al-Shakhroob. Moreover, the
Christ which Mikhail had brought with him from MNazareth was perhaps

the greatest lover of the simple, the poor and the oppressed, just as he was in

1
2
3

. See above pp. 82—83,
. Sab'in 1, p. 220,
. Kab'dn, p. 235,




unyielding revolt against the hypocrisy of the civilised society of his day.
Naimy's Naturalism. therefore, his contempt for modern civilisation, and
especially for bourgeois society, his deep spiritualism, verging on the mys-
tical, were not on the whole created by his readings in Russian, but were
actually supplemented by what he found in these respects in such masters
as Tolstoy, Dostoyevsky and Lermontov and in many other lesser writers.
“"The more I associate with the world”, he says in his diary, “the more
my contempt for it increases. A day will come when 1 shall cut myself off
from the world and go back to my ‘shell’ as Nadson puts it. For the
time being, it is necessary that 1 should stay''',

To revolt against the world and its morality, as Christ had done, or
to renounce it, as Tolstoy had decided in his later life—to mention only two
figures that Naimy specially admired at this period of his life—is to have,
as was the case with Christ and Tolstoy, an alternative message to deliver,
an alternative positive truth to hold in place of the one rejected, It also
requires & strict discipline of one’s character that would cleance it of all
the impurities and evils with which men of the supposedly corrupt modern
society are infected. MNaimy proved to have been genuinely aware of both
those requirements. On the personal moral level, he subjected himself
during his third year at Poltava to the strictest discipline, reducing his
social appearances and activities as a member of the group at the Seminary
to the barest minimum possible. He no more appeared in the dancing
parties where he had succeeded during his first year in becoming a most
distinguished and enthusiastic participant. The boisterous gatherings with
[riends in the city cafés and public bars were avoided. So were all the
different attractions eagerly cherished by his companions. He even
neglected his outward appearance, and indulged from time to time in
periods of utter silence, contemplation and seclusion.

The bitter struggle to curb his physical desires, especially sexual ones,

which at this age and in his case were significantly powerful, is remarkable. On

1. Sab'iin 1, p. 236, { Madson, 186287, a Russian lyrical poet, whose main theme was
to sing of the melancholy of youth disillusioned by the hard facts of life ).
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one occasion described in detail in his diary, he managed by self control
to emerge victorious from a temptation comparable in its intensity to that
of Joseph and the wife of Potiphar in the Bible'. On another occasion, a
Russian married woman, Varia, passionately in love with him, attempted
suicide because he was rigidly unwilling to indulge in what his ideals of
right and wrong prohibited®. Naimy’s independent character and his
stubborn pursuit of his uncommon ideals, which had removed him into a
private world of his own. must have become so conspicuous that they could
no longer escape the attention and curiosity of his fellow students, His
attention was once drawn to a caricature which some of his comrades must
have mischievously hung on the general bulletins board of the Institute. It
represenied him standing before a well-known prostitute in town, instructing
her on the way to redemption and chastity. Written below was the legend,” " We
only lost a comrade but have found a prophet’™. This early concept of
love by Naimy where the body is considered to be an unwelcome participant,
a diverting factor that would handicap the soul's reaching out for the purer
realms of spiritual gratification and fulfilment, gained more and more hold
on him as years passed by. Inthis he had, of course, derived his early
moral support from the lives of Christ and Tolstoy, and from much of what

Christianity, and especially St. Paul, had to say against the evils of the
flesh.

The idea of a young man depriving himself by his own sheer will of
the woman he passionately loves, and throwing himself into a selfimposed
seclusion in quest of some sort of a universal mystical truth, a greater
Platonic love over which the flesh has no power, had gradually become a
major theme discernible in Naimy's life and in some of his major works,
such as Memoirs of a Vagrant Sowl (Mudhakkarit al-Arqgash), “'Till we
Meet” (Liga'), Gibran Khalll Gibran and The Book of Mirdad".

. For details see Sab'in 1, pp. 191—194,

. For details see Sab'tn pp, 199—201; 213-217; 225228 264—267.

. Sab'in, p. 220.

. All four works are also published in English, and are examined in detail in subsequent
chapters.
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In his spiritual unrest and discontentwith the common everyday practices
of life, and in his state of persistent yearning after a vaguely shimmering
higher truth, so characteristic of his sojourn in Russia which ended in March,
1911, Naimy turned to poetry in which he attempted to pour out himself, The
many unpublished poems which he then composed in Russian attracted the
attention of his fellow students and of the Faculty. So much so that the
teacher of Russian, Aphramenko, felt confident in recommending one of
MNaimy's poems to the committee preparing in 1909 to celebrate the hun-
dredth anniversary of the birth of Gogol, who was born in the province of
Poltava'. The close friendship which developed between Naimy and Aph-
ramenko, and the great encouragement and guidance which he received
from his teacher, were of much consequence in reassuring young Mikhail
and in strengthening his confidens in his poetical and literary quest®
Even from the titles of some of Naimy’s poems at this age, such as "The
Solitary One " and ""Love’s Burial™’, one may discern that sort of romantic
sadness arising from the dissatisfaction with the given state of things and
the yearning for a better world to come. Typical of MNaimy's state of
mind at this age is a poem entitled “The Frozen River'', which he
composed during a winter evening in 1910 after having walked during
the day on the frozen face of the small river Sola in Ukraine?®,

The poem opens by addressing the frozen river in a most solemn and
pengtrating tone, It reminds it of its summer days when it was full of mowve-
ment, life and joy, and laments its present condition enveloped in silence,
stillness and death. The erows hovering with their ominous voices over the
frozen waters, and the rows of naked poplars and weeping willows, are
seen in the poem as mourners weeping over the coffin of a dead body. Gone
are the happy days of the river, whenit used to chant sweetly asit glided vividly
amid the flowers of the meadows, with hosts of birds singing in the tender

1. Sab"iin 1, p. 230240,

2. Maimy speaks very highly in his memoirs of Aphramenko, and of the helping hand
he gave him in his first attempts in Russian. See Sab'dn [, pp. 229—243.

3. Sab'in 1, pp. 257—=238.
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branches overhead. Winter, however, the poet goes on to say, will soon be
over. Spring will gradually break the coffin so thoroughly woven by the
hands of cold, and the river will once more emerge as alive, youthful and
vigorous as before. But will Russia, mother Russia, similarly emerge from
the present icy coffin in which it is embedded ? When will its day of resur-
rection come 7' The poem is simple, beautiful and straightforward, but it is
also highly symbolic of the direction in which Naimy's mind at that age
in Russia was moving. If one is prepared to take the risk of reading into
the poem what may perhaps be more than Naimy bad consciously intended
to put in it at that time, one may come out with an interesting
parallel between the condition of the river and that of man. The river,
crippled by the winter cold, lies motionless and dead, awaiting the warmth
of the coming spring in which to resurrect. Similarly, man, sterilised by the
corrupting elements in modern society, awaits the coming of a virgin truth
that will rid him of his fetters and introduce him to a new world of beauty,
life and freedom. Russia in this context would also stand for more than its
literal meaning and would symbolise modern man and society with which
the poet at that time was in everyday contact. That the poet a few years
later addresses his own heart instead of Russia in the Arabic version of the
poem certainly gives greater weight to this interpretation.

Maimy, saturated with his readings in Russian literature, was naturally
falling in line with the intelligentsia, a term that in Russia towards the end
of the 19th century almost signified all those who were radically inclined.
Modern man, and especially Russian society, was frozen, and writers,
whether as individuals or in groups, were seeking in their own way to break
the ice of Naimy’s river and effect a social resurrection through newly
elaborated truths. The so-called new peneration of writers, for instance,
headed by Gorky and Andreyev, were trying to break the ice by bringing
to the surface in their literature "‘the lower depths®’ of society, and conse-
quently pave the way for social revolution. Tolstoy was pre-occupied with

1. In the Arabic version, as can be seen, Russia is left out and the poet addresses his
heart instead.
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his bitter anti-clericalism, and with revelutionising Christianity by preach-
ing the universality and mechanistic nature of the moral law, as contained
in the Buddhistic concept of Karma. Dostoyevsky in his novels sought the
revivification of the Christian God and the resurrection of Christianity
through intensifying the value of human love, of sympathy for the down-
trodden, pity and charity. Chekhov was moving left towards the end of
the century as he more and more stressed in his stories and plays the helpless-
ness and loneliness of the human individual, cut off from others by an
unbridgeable abyss of irredeemable misunderstanding: Further back loomed
Gogol's Dead Sowls, caricaturing existing human practices and satiri-
zing the sterility of Russian society in preparation for a spiritual message
that would bring about a state of regeneration. Behind all this great litera-
ture, the legacy of Belinsky, the father of Russian critics, was working its
way, trying to release literature from the intimidating bonds of form and
technique and stressing the inseparable unity of literature and life, and
consequently of literature and social purposefulness. Belinsky was all for
the literature that reflects life, and which in so doing reveals its intelligibility,
its significance and its noble purpose.

Just as this literary force with its rich and many-sided aspects in 19th
century Russian literature helped Naimy to understand clearly the freezing
factors in Russia, or, more broadly, in modern man, so also did much in
that literature help him as a would-be writer to develop on similar lines
his own ways and means of breaking through the ice. Perhaps with Gorky's
Lower Depihis in mind, for instance, he started in the summer of 1909 a
story in verse entitled ““The Fishermen®". “In this story"’, he says in his
diary, "'l intend to portray the life of the deprived and tormented on
earth, as compared to that of the prosperous and to reveal the evils of present
society 3.

The great interest which 19th century Russian literature took as a
whole in the lives of poor common people, and the great enthusiasm for

1. The story is among his early and unpublished literary attempts in Russian.
2. Sab'in 1, p. 240.
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Rousscau's socialism, propagated in the writings of such movements as
the Papulists, led by Nekrasovand Mikhailovsky, found their echo in Naimy's
thoughts regarding the conditions of his own country, where his family
were among the suffering. "My country”’, he says in his diary, "is passing
through one of the most delicate stages in its life. It is in the greatest need
of educated men who would direct her steps and clear away the darkness
from her eyes. | want to be one of those men. I want to spread in my coun-
try a spirit that would appreciate the high human values and that would
follow a socialist course in life".

The impact of Belinsky's ideas on Naimy regarding the very function
of literature is betraved in such statements in his diary as: "'T do not recog-
nise poetry asart for art’ssake, and believe it to be an art associated directly
with life and serving its purposes. It is a beautiful and rewarding art if it
cares to portray the agonies of men, their sufferings and their problems,
with the purpose of awakening what is dormant in their inner selves and of
creating in them the longing for a life in which such words as freedom,
equality, fraternity are not out of place’™, In the light of that close associa-
tion between literature and life so characteristic of Russian literature as a
whole, Maimy was enabled to see the alarming emptiness and superficiality
of what was passing under the name of literature in the contemporary
Arab world. Arabic papers and magazines, among which was al-Hilal, the
chief Arabic literary monthly of the time, were reaching him constantly
from home. Now and again he would compare what he read in Arabic
with what he was reading in Russian and would always come ont with the
conclosion that “Literature in the true meaning of the word is still lacking
with us [ the Arabs ]. Nothing in what we are producing can be considered
independent literature?, On another occasion, he declares in his diary:
“I could not help comparing our literature and the Russian. God! how
great is the abyss separating us from the West. How thick is the darkness

1. Sab*dn I, pp. 225—230,
2. Sab'in, p. 136,
1, Sab’lin, p. 190,



in which we live, and how strongly attached to the crust of life are we to the
exclusion of its very heart! ... How exceedingly poor you are, my country!
Even universal torches of Tolstoy's stature have not yet succesded in pierc-
ing the denseness of your darkness’’. In this enthusiasm to do for his
country what Russian writers had done for theirs, he started in the winter
of 1909 to write a play in Arabic based on everyday Lebanese life. That he
was well aware as early as that time what drama means and what the
dramatic art requires, is revealed in what he then wrote in his diary descri-
bing the handicaps facing the would-be Arab dramatist. Among the obstacles
he mentions? is that the Arabs are bi-lingual. Not only does their spoken

language differ from the written, but dialects also differ drastically even
from town to town. So also do customs, beliefs and traditions, to the
extent that each town is almost independent of the others in these respects.
Actors, and especially actresses, he writes, are not available, and the
standard of education is exceedingly low. As to stagecraft, it is still non-
existent. This play, like many other literary projects in Arabic contemplated
and started by the author in Russia, was not finished. It was apparently
destined to wait in Naimy's mind until 1916 when it appeared under the
title of Fathers and Sons ( o.M ,.L% ). The self-same observation on the
handicaps confronting the Arabic stage were then developed into a long
and balanced article and published as an introduction o the play.

It remains to be said, however, that of all the manifold aspects of
Russian literature, the one that exercised the deepest and most lasting
influence on MNaimy™s life and future career as a writer was undoubtedly
the spiritual, And in this, to be more precise, Tolstoy remained Naimy's
undisputed guide and master. To start with, there was much in common
between the old recluse of Yasnaya Polyana and the young Lebanese
coming from the Holy Lands. Sufficient to say that both entertained a deep
reverence and a passionate love for Christ and the Gospels. Both believed

1. Sab'in 1, p. 231.
2. Sab%in, p. 223,
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that Christ was the symbol of the perfect man, and that the Gospels are the
key word to the true and ideal way and meaning of life. But while Tolstoy,
the old and experienced, was straining himself to recapture in his life and
thought the essence of Christianity, which his life-long enquiry and contem-
plation had convinced him to be true, young MNaimy, on the other hand,
was holding to Christ and the Gospels by virtue of his nature and the
nature of his background and upbringing, and was therefore desperate to
arrive at & rational justification of his beliefs. Tolstoy, therefore, after his
spiritual crisis of 1876, provided Naimy with the most vivid and rational
justification of those beliefs.

"1 was aware’’, Maimy says. “that his [ Tolstoy’s] strong hand,
without his knowing it, was supporting me ... I was following his bitter
struggle with himself and with the world, with the utmost eagerness. If he
won a battle, I felt as though I had won it myself, and if he lost one, 1 felt
as though I were the loser ... The only torch by whose light 1 was being
guided was the self same one whose light guided Tolstoy. | mean the
Gospels...”"t, This early reassuring influence of Tolstoy shows itself in
Maimy's growing persistence in his contempt for the world, in his disgust
with modern civilisation and its multiplication of needs, and in his disposi-
tion to overcome the world and its civilisation by rejecting it and withdraw-
ing into a private world of the understanding. Tolstoy's preoccupation
with the mystery of life and death, so predominant in his Confessions, and his
stubborn attempt to find a rational meaning to life, are reflected in such big
questionsas “"Whence 7', ""Where to?""and “"What for 7", with which Naimy
had presented his young mind in Russia as early as 1908 and pressed it for
an answer?, The spirit of Tolstoy's short story “"How Much land Does a
Man MNeed'' can easily be detected in such a passage of Naimy's 1909
diary: ""How short is our life, and how numerous are its sorrows and

agonies, its problems and worries! Is it worthy of our thought and care and

1. Sab'fn I, p. 269,
2. Seg Sab'ln 1, p. 234,



of our competition for wealth, fame and glory? Such things are bewitching
in appearance but have neither truth nor permanence. For at a certain time
and place we shall be contained in a narrow ditch, dark and cold, where
there is no glory and no riches, no poetry and no prose. Then we shall be
released from all our wordly concerns ... Ah ditch, destined for the recep-

tion of my remains, where can you he?""

It may be claimed, however, that the greatest impression left by Tolstoy
on MNaimy's young mind came through his anti-clericalism, and through
his uncompromising distinction between Christ and the Church. The Church,
whether in the Arab world where Naimy came from, or in Russia, where
he was studying, wasat the root of the prevailing social order, which MNaimy
found unbearable. It was part and parcel of the existing world which his
diary describes as “‘a world suffocating with the very dust and smoke sent
up by its evils"'®, Naimy's predicament therefore was how to hold together
the Christ he loved and the Church which was at the root of the existing
social order he despised. Would there be a way of keeping Christ and
leaving out the Church? The answer was not far to seek; it was Tolstoy.
When Christ came, reasoned Maimy, the existing Church of His time
crucified Him. Now that Tolstoy has come to recapture the life of Christ
in his thoughts and deeds, the Russian Church excommunicates him,
“What a shame™’, says Naimy's diary "‘that there should be in Russia people
who would attempt to put out the torch whoselight today is shining through-
out the whole world'?. The divorce between the Church and Christ in
MNaimy’s mind was final. Gradually, and in the steps of his master, he
compares in his diary the teachings of Christ in the Gospels and the conduct
of the Church®, only to come out with one conclusion: that the present
Church is absolutely anti-Christian. In answer to Christ’s teachings regard-
ing forgiveness, love, equality before God, forbearance, the futility of

1. Sab'én 1, p. 209,
2. Sab'in I, p. 220,
3. Sab'an 1, p. 212,
4. Sab'in I, pp. 260—270.
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riches, humility, and the like, the Church and its men, Naimy discovers,
“‘are blessing wars, allying themselves with authority and riches, and
erecting thrones in their hearts and pulpits in their places of worship for
hatred and enmity’™. Naimy’s anticlericalism, so highly enlightened and
consequently encouraged by Tolstoy, had now laid open before his eyes
for reconsideration and revision, the whole world of truths which the
Church had been teaching him, whether in his home country and Palestine,
where he came from, or in the Theological Seminary at Poltava, where he
was staying at the time. The Church had supplied him with definite answers
to every question regarding the here and the hereafter. In the light of his
new Tolstoyan awakening, such answers were no longer adequate. The
origin of man, his explusion from Paradise, original sin, Heaven and Hell,
the Day of Judgement, the divine origin of Christ, redemption, the creation
of the world in six days, its ultimate destruction, and other such issues on
which the Church had given its fixed and final interpretation, were now
liable in Maimy's eves to be seen in a different, broader and more convincing
light*, Says he, ""of all that the Church had given me, nothing remained
save that divine light that had so dazzled me in the character of the Mazarene,
and save that spiritual excellence which 1 constanthy discerned through his
teachings, wishing that 1 had the power to follow its guidance ",

The impact of Naimy 's newly developed anti-clericalism on his immediate
life as a student of a theological seminary was no less significant, In the
academicyear 1909-10, he was finishing his fourth year in Russia. His scho-
larschip entitled him to six more years of study, two at the seminary in
Poltava, where he was staying, and four at one of the higher theological
academies, all of which were devoted to the study of theology and church
dogma®. Now that he had already had enough of dogma, and that he was
convinced that the '"dazzling spiritualism of the MNazarene' was withoul

1. Sab'in I, p. 270,

2. On these and other issues on which Maimy began to depart from the Church in Russia,
see Sab'in [, pp. 274—279,

3. Sabldm I, p. 278,

. Sabtan I, p. 171,



the Church rather than within, those six more years were no longer of any
value. “Vague and gloomy are you, my future'’, he writes in his diary.
*"... the Seminary ? and what after the Seminary ? The Academy? and what
is there in the Academy? Theology and theological disputes... but 1 wish

to be a writer of importance among men...""t. In addition to becoming a

writer of importance, he started in 1910 to think of moving to the Sorbonne
to study Law. The urge being that, as a lawyer, he would be able to defend
the poor and the oppressed and get a closer look at the roots of crime in
the human heart, and consequently be in a better position to deal his blows
to a world that had lost its sense of justice®. Naimy, however, served his
first blow for the cause of justice in the winter of 1910, while still a student
in his fourth vear in Russia and more than two vears before he studied any
Law. But that blow, far from serving justice. came back to him and just
missed causing him disaster.

Upon entering the school building one morning, he found the students
on strike, in objection to some measures by the school authorities limiting
their privileges and free activities, In spite of his reluctance. Naimy was
carried by his comrades to the platform to address the angry crowd. At
the end of his speech, he said, alluding to the school authorities, who must
certainlly have symbolised in his eyes distorted Christianity: “We ask for
bread and they give us a stone; we ask for fish and they give us a snake .
The Holy Synod decreed that the Seminary be closed for & few days and
that the agitators, including Mikhail, be expeiled. Maimy's brilliant aca-
demic record, however, and the high esteem in which he was held by many
of his teachers, compelled the administration to revise their decision concern-
ing him and to accept a petition he presented in February 1911 in which
he asked to be allowed to sit for his finals in April, by which time he
thought he would have prepared for them on his own. The disaster was
averted, MNaimy passed his examinations successfully, and towards the
beginning of April 1911 he was on his way to Lebanon?,

1. Sab'tn 1, pp. 20910,

2. Sab'un 1, P. 264; 278—80; and Sab'in I1 p. 52.

3. The story of the part Naimy plaved in the sirike and the resulting difficultics which
faced him during the last few months of his stay in Russia in 1911 are told in more
detail in Ab'ad Min Moscow, pp. 80—84,
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CHAPTER 11

IN THE UNITED STATES

To Naimy, the summer of 1911 in Lebanon was a period of rest and
recapitulation. In the autumn of 1902 he had left his home at Baskinta as
a child, seeking to know more about a vast and mysterious world, to which
he felt himself a total stranger. After nearly eight and a half years of study
in Palestine and Russia he is now back from that world at the age of 21
with a feeling of revolt against much that he found in it. Tolstoy ltad started
him on a spiritual and philosophic revolt which basically implied a renuncia-
tion of the Church, a disregard for accepted opinion, and an earnest
search for a certain conception of God that would give a thoroughly rational
meaning and justification to life and existence. Russian literature as a
whole, on the other hand, had introduced him to the literary arts in their
true and most perfect forms and had consequently prepared him for a
revolt against the alarming sterility and emptiness of Arabic literature at
home, against those Arab writers who, in his own words, “'still compete in
screening their intellectual and spiritual barrenness with polished sentences
and resonant rhymes ... as if there existed between them and truth an
enmity similar to that of cats and mice, and as though their pens and the
ordinary life they live are as widely separated as Saturn and Earth™.

Feudalism in Russia, class distinction, the corrupt and allied bureau-
cracy of State and Church, together with the ensuing pitiable state of pover-
ty, oppression and destitution in which the working classes lived, had in
part also turned Naimy into a social rebel. Not only did the works of such

I. Sab‘gn I, p. 273.




revolutionaries as Gorky, Bakunin, Kotsubinsky, Cretsin and others focus
before his eyes the different social evils in Russian society and the revolu-
tionary means through which they can be tackled, but also indirectly
opened his mind to the similar and even greater injustices suffered by his
own people at home and prompted him to do his part in the struggle for
human justice,

As he stayed at the quiet family farm at al-Shakhroob during the
summer of 1911, reviewing in his mind the things he had already achieved
and the steps to be taken next, Naimy must have felt himself called upon
to mobilise his future efforts on three distinct but interdependent fronis,
namely, the spiritual, the literary and the social. The first required of him
a spiritual message that would take the place of the rejected teachings of
the Church in explaining to man the mysteries of life and death and the way
to final happiness and salvation. The second urged an unsympathetic
attack on the existing literary practices in the Arab world and an attempt
to write for the Arabs the genuine literature that was true to their own life
and also as artistically and morally inspiring as the great literature of the
West. The third demanded a thorough understanding of the civil laws that
govern human relations in the hope of helping the weak, the poor and the
oppressed to the rights of which they had been unlawfully deprived, and of
assisting in establishing social justice, through law, in a world where justice
had always seemed anti-social.

Mikhail’s training in Palestine and Russia seemed at this stage to have
reasonably equipped him to continue with preparation on his own for the
strupgle on the first two fronts. The third was still in need of more organised
and supervised study. He therefore decided towardes the end of that summer
to leave for the Sorbonne in Paris to study Law!. The French consul in
Beirut, having already arranged that he should have free tuition in Paris.
Mikhail thought that his elder brother, Adib, who had in 1900 emigrated
to the State of Washington in the United States, would easily assist in

providing for other necessary expenses,
l. Sal'dn p. 279,
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Mikhail’s decision to study Law was carried through, but instead of
the Sorbonne, Washington State University in Seattle was the institution
he was destined to enter. His brother unexpectedly arrived in Baskinta
from America that summer. to pay a visit to his family and to find himself
a bride among the girls of his home town. He easily persuaded Mikhail to
accompany the couple back to Washington State, where he could pursue
his studies in its University!. In November 1911 Naimy arrived with his
brother and his wife at Walla Walla, Washington, on the west coast of
America. after a fewmonths’ training, mostly private, in the English language,
to which he was a total stranger, he applied for admission to the University
of Seattle, Washington. The University accepted his Poltava education
as equivalent to two vears of university training in the School of Arts and
Sciences. Two more vears of study would make him a Bachelor of Arts,
and three others in the Department of Law a Bachelor of Law. If he decided,
however, to do both in a group major programme, he would be able,
according to the University schedule, to take both degrees in four years
instead of five®. Naimy decided on the group major, and entered the Uni-
versity in the autumn of 1912. The subjects he chose for his first year, we
are told, were Philosophy, English Literature, History of the United Siates,

Political Economy and Biology®.

Onee in the University andin possession of a newtongue, Mikhail found
himself face to face with the wvast treasures of world literature contained
in the English language. He, of course. had no difficulty in steering his own
way through these riches. He had already become a connoisseur in literature,
but had up till now mainly held the lines from their Russian end. All he
had to do now was to roll on with them across the Russian frontier and see
how they developed into a network in whose making not only the Russian
peoples but all the rest of the world, past and present, have participated. In
his quest to elaborate further the particulartype of spiritual and philosophic

1. Sab‘in 1, pp. 279—283,
2. Sec Sab'an 11, pp. 21—22.
3. Sabin, p. 22,




line on which he chose to embark in Russia, he could now move not
only within the sphere of Tolstoy, Gordiev and other similar Russian
spiritualists and thinkers, but also in much broader spheres in which
Tolstoy was only one of innumerable satellites. Moving back from Tolstoy,
for instance, the line of reading which Naimy followed swung from Buddhism,
Taoism, Hinduism and other theosophies of the East, to Plato, St. Augustine,
Savonarola, Spinoza and innumerable similar devotees of the universal
and divinely established Truth in the West, not failing, of course. to bring
him back home again to al-Halldj, Tbn'Arabi and various other similarly-
minded figures in the Moslem Arab heritage. Moving from Tolstoy to
other contemporaneous spheres in foreign lands, even to such as the Ame-
rican where he was studying, Naimy could see from his reading how the
same line was continued and kept alive through such figures as Emerson
and Thoreau, and through the transcendental philosophies and theosophies
flourishing in 19th century America, not to mention the spiritual mystical
implications of 19th century German Idealism and of the English Romantic
movement!,

The general setting, therefore, for the type of spiritual quest and
philosophic conviction which Naimy had felt himself vaguely but persis-
tently trying to capture throughout his past vears, whether in Baskinta as
a child or in Nazareth or in Russia, lay now open before his eves in its
most varied manifestation in world literature. What he most needed at
the time was a unifying principle, a pattern through which those varied
but also homogeneous spiritual teachings, Eastern and Western, could be
woven into a uniform sequence; an integrated system of thought, accor-
ding to which all the first questions regarding man, God and the universe
are neatly and systematically answered, In his quest for such a unifying
principle, he entered Freemasonry in 1916 upon reading some of its literature.
A few months later, he had to give up after discovering that the Order,

. Much of this and future estimated readings of Maimy in this work are based on
private interviews and on an inspection of his library at home in Baskinta,
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like all dogmatised institutions, fell far short of the profound original
principles on which it claims to rest’.

Where Freemasonry failed, Theosophy succeeded. Througha Scottish
student in the University, a friend of Mikhail and a member of the American
Theosophical Society, he was introduced in 1914 to the literature and
teachings of Theosophy as a system. This teaching, stressing the doctrine
of Karma, the eternity of the soul, the eternal cosmic cycle of life and rein-
carnation. was destined to exercise an ever growing impact on his life and
to provide him with the main pattern on which all his philosophic thinking
regarding every aspect of life was woven®,

The Theosophical approach proved especially fascinating to MNaimy
because, on top of appealing to his type of spiritual make-up, it claims for
itself a deep rooting in most of the well-known spiritual teachings in the
world, past and present. With a little reinterpretation and insight, as is
given in Theosophy's modern Gospel, The Secret Doctrine by H. P. Bla-
vatsky, such Western trends of thought as Platonism, Pythagoreanism and
Stoicism. are as easily incorporated in it as Buddhism, Taoism, Hinduism
and Christianity, together with the old religions and mysteries of Egypt
and Mesopotamia, not to mention its possible claim to such fairly recent
figures as Gordiev, Tolstoy, Emerson, Thoreau, Blake, Wordsworth
and many other similarly minded writers in both East and West. This
is not to suggest that Naimy became from the start an outright Theosophist
in thought, but to point out the line of philosophic doctrine which,
though hardly detectable in his early writings in the United States,
gradually gained momentum after his return to Lebanon in 1932 and
almost dominated his whole thinking and literary activity, reaching its
climax in The Book of Mirdad, considered by the author as his intellectual
chef d’oeuvre?®.

1. See Sab'in 11, pp. 64 66,

% For his first contact with Theosophy, see Sab'iin IL, pp. 43—350,

1. See Sab'un I, p. 213, The Book of Mirdad, writtcn 1346—47 in English, was first
published in 1948 by Sader Rihani, Beirut, Lebanon, It was later translated into
Arabic by Naimy himself and published in Beirut, 1952,
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In literature proper, Mikhail could naturally feel no estrangement in
shifting from the Russian school of literary criticism, headed by Belinsky,
to its English counterpart, where loomed the names of Matthew Arnold,
Hazlitt, Shelley and Coleridge; from Lermontov and the Russian Romantic
poets, to keats and the rest of the British Romanticists: from Pushkin, the
Shakespeare of the Russian language, to Shakespeare himself; from Dostoyev-
sky, Chekhov, Gogol and Gorky, to the perhaps lesser but equally inviting
Hardy, Austen, Carlyle and Dickens. It is hardly possible to estimate the
scope of Naimy's readings at this period, whether in literature originally
written in English or in translations into that language. 'l used to find my
greatest consolation”’, he says, “in reading books and in using my pen. 1
resorted to the masterpieces of English literature with the same eagerness
with which I had read Russian literature’.

The more Naimy read, the more and more he became vividly aware of
the alarming abyss that separated the living Western literature which he
admired and the sterile, almost dead, literature of his people at home. The
abyss had to be bridged, and he felt himself sufficiently equipped to start the
work and to be the literary critic, the dramatist, the story writer, the poet
and the intellectual leader of the Arab world on Western lines. The only
conceivable obstacle was not what to think and write but where to publish
his thoughts and writings. Mot only was he far from. and totally unknown
to, all the literary circles and magazines existing in the Arab countries, but
was also convinced that those very circles and magazines were part of the
decadent literary atmosphere of the Arab world against which he had
decided to revolt®. Even worse, in his opinion, were those existing among
the approximately one-quarter million Arab immigrants, mainly Lebanese
and Syrian, in the United States®. As for Seattle, where he was studying,

1. Sab'an 11, p. 25.

2. Sce his attack on journalists at home in his article ** Poetry and Poets A5
(ol atll y atll) published in al-Fameon, Vol. 1, No. 9, December, 1913,

3. See, for instance, his bitter attack on the literary superficiality of such magazines
in his article under the title of “The Arab Magazing'' (i a1 aledl ) published
in al- Funpon, Vol, 11, No. 6, November 1916.
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MNaimy found himself the only Arab-speaking student in the whole University
and consequently incapable of starting there any literary movement on

his own.

[1

While suffering under the strain of his feverish literary enthusiasm
during his second year at Seattle, 1913, Naimy unexpectedly received by
post one April morning the first issue of an Arabic literary monthly pub-
lished in MNew York under the name of alFumoon® (The Aris). The
editor was none other than the poet Nassecb Arida, a former friend and
classmate of Maimy in the Teacher's Institute at Nazareth,

What was specially significant about this first issue of al-Funoon,
April 1913, was that all the material it offered breathed of a clear awareness
on the part of those responsible for it, of the then existing mediaeval con-
dition of Arabic literature and of an earnest attempt to bring that literature
up to date and on a parallel and equal footing with that of the West. Apart
from relevant and extremely well-chosen poems, articles and short stories,
translated from great modern writers of the West, such as Gorky, Andreyey,
Altenburg, Turgenev, Oscar Wilde, Hugo, Belmont, Mergekofski and
others, the first issue of al-Funoon contained items by Gibran Kabhlil
Gibran, Amin al-Rihiini and “Alif"", a pen name of Nasseeb Arida. the
only Arab contributors. Sufficient indication of the revolutionary nature
of the Arabic contributions in this first issue is that both Gibran and Rihan
expressed themselves in free verse, a drastic break from anything that the
Arabic language had ever witnessed. 'Arida’s poem “"Hopes™ ( h_;...' )- OB the
other hand, though sticking to the traditional metric schemes, not only

1. A complete edition of a-Fonnon, which ceased in 1918 after five years interrupted
appearance, including 29 issues in all, & found in the New York Public Library. A
photostat copy of this edition is found in the Cambridge University Library.,
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avoids the use of one rhyming scheme throughout, but also adopts the
most simple language to portray a vivid and most genuinely felt psycho-
logical struggle in a poet’s soul, torn between the things that are and those
that ought to be.

Though the contributions of ‘Arida. Gibran and Rihini were a great
departure in both form and content from anything that was being written
in Arabic at the time, they yet were not a departure from the spirit of the
time. These writers expressed themselves as Arabs, but in a manner that
wias more appropriate to the literary spirit of the modern world in which
they lived, With the poems translated into free verse in that issue of
al-Funoonfrom Hugo, Belmont and Mergekofski, the contributions of Rihani,
'Arida and Gibran stand a fair comparison. But, at the same time, they in
no way, like them, seem non-Arabic in basic conception, diction and
background,

The joy of Naimy with this first issue of al-Funoon was beyond any
measure, Those young Arabwritersin New York seemed as though they were
reading his thoughts concerning the type of new Arabic literature that still had
to be created, They were putting into action what he had only been holding
in theory, The hour therefore had struck for him to embark on his long
contemplated literary carcer, The challenge of al-Funoon and its group of
promising young writers was too strong to be left unanswered, especially
when his literary enthusiasm dwarfed every other interest he had, even the
interest in Law which he was studying. “To hell with you, ‘contracts’,
"testimonies’, ‘breaches’, ‘erimes'and all that is related to courts and decrees™’
Naimy reports having addressed himself as a student of Law, as he
finished reading the first issue of al-Fimeon, "“You are an endless chain
of problems, totally divorced from justice. You are but seapsuds and foam,
while here is a new conquest and a new world., Here are letters bubbling
with life. Surprisingly enough, they are Arabic letters, at a time when my
experience of Arabic letters is that they have been shrouded with the cob-
webs of tradition, hypocrisy, and of intellectual and spiritual poverty, and
that the dust of five centuries has accumulated over those shrouds. Blessed
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be He who breathes life into decaved bones’'s. It was in this enthusiastic
mood that Naimy wrote his first article ‘“The Dawn of Hope after the Night
of Despair”’( Ll L LY 3% which constituted his debut in the world
of Arabiec literature and marked the opening of what turned out to be a
notably fruitful literary career that is still at work and which lays claim to
twenty three works in Arabic and four in English touching upon practically
every field of creative writing. The article, a sharp attack on the existing
literary sterility ( Night of Despair ) in the Arab world, on the one hand,
and a careful outline of the basic characteristics of the new, living hiterature
( Dawn of Hope ) expected of the new generation, was warmly welcomed
and published by al-Funoon in a subsequent issue®. ‘Arida, the editor,
instantly opened a correspondence with his old schoolmate eulogising his
exquisite style and brilliant critical literary talent, and asking him for

continuous co-operation with al-Funeon®,

The result was a generous flow of works from the pen of Naimy in the
form of essays in literary criticism, of short stories, poems, a play and a
novel, all breathing of a new and revolutionary spirit in Arabic literature.
Already three more essays in literary eriticism, in the spirit of “"The Dawn
of Hope'', appeared in al-Funoon before it stopped because of financial
difficulties after producing its ninth issue in December 1913% In the mean-
while. and before al-Funoon made a desperate recovery and reappeared
in June 1916, Naimy's work was published without interruption in a semi-
weekly called al-Sayih ( -, ) established in New York in 1912 by ‘Abd
al-Masih Haddad®, another of Mikhail's old friends and schoolmates at
Nazareth. To this period belong such critical essays in the spirit of “The

. Sab'en I, p. 28.

See Sab'an 11, pp. 2830

Sew al-Funoon, Vol. I, No. 4, July 1913,

. Bee a representative part of this correspondence in Sab'dn I1, pp. 30—34; 51—60.
The articles are “The Firefly" [ _Li i) in No.5, August 1913; and the first
two of a long ezsay of four sections entitled **Poetry and Poets™, (4] .20 5 a2l )
Mos. B and 9, Movember and december 1913,

f. The first issue of al-Sdyih is dated January 23, 1912,
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Dawn of Hope™' as " Sixes and Sevens ' ( _.lul, .L:l), written
October 1915 and “'At The Crossroads'’ (5 Ll 3 i |}, February 1916,
onc short story “His Holiness The Reverend Father” (, fnll L3I .6,
MNovember 1915, and a one-act play “The Society of the Dead”’ (b Tnes ),
August 1916. All but the last, which was published only in the first edition
of Once Upon A Time ( 55 L. 5I5° ), Naimy's first collection of short stories,
are omitted in his collected works.

al-Funoon reappeared in June 1916 with even greater revolutionary vigour
than before. To the circle of previous contributors like Rihdni, Gibran,
“Arida and Naimy, it added other minor but no less enthusiastic immigrant
writers and poets such as Rashid Ayyoub, Iliyya abu Madi, Amin Mushriq,
William Katsiflis and ‘Abd al-Masih Haddad. By this time MNaimy had
already distinguished himself among this group as the literary critic intent
on laying the foundations and giving the definitions for the new Arabic
literature that was to be created. In a preface introducing the writers of
al-Funoon to its readers in 1916' MNaimy is described as one '‘seeking to
establish a golden age for Arabic literature, and whose critical power, art
and skill is scarcely equalled by anyone’. “Writers"', al-Funcon goes on

(]

to say, “'see in him a bold critic working to direct Arabic literature on

progressive lines, and intent on weeding petty writers and poets out of the
literary garden™’,

Naimy's role in this new movement of al-Funoon, as compared to
that of his fellow contributors, seems to have been two-fold. As a critic,
he would examine and sift current literature, discarding, rejecting, even
satirising what he deemed traditional, superficial and artistically deficient,
and would lay down the literary principles wich, in his belief, the new
movement ought to follow. As a creative writer, on the other hand, he would
attempt to supply living instances of what, as a eritic, he stated as theory.
Taking his publications in al-Funoon, for example, it would appear that his
story “‘The Festival of Death™ (= ! 0l _g.) isanillustrativeinstance of what

1. See al-Funpan Vol. 11, No, 4, September 1916,
2. al-Funoon Yol. 11, No. 5, 1916,
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he lamented in Gibran's novelette “"'The Broken Wings'; that his poems
““The Frozen River”” (wwctl )% “Comrade’ ( | ) and “Who are you,
my self?"" ( ¥ il =il ;) are instances of the new poetry he asked for in
his series of articles on “"Poetry and Poets'*; and that his play Fathers
and Sons (5,45 .L51) and his novel Memoirs of a Vagrant Soul (541 =) £4.)
both first published piecemeal®* are demonstrative attempts in answer to
the call for such literature in his two critical essays "The Arabic Drama’
(i iladl 41, 01 ) and “The Firefly'*.

In the summer of 1916, “Arida insisted that Naimy should join him in
New York, as a guarantee that the new literary movement started in
al-Funoon should continue to prosper®. To a man intent on devoting himself
to literature, this invitation was irresistible. On June 14, 1916 Naimy
graduated with a B.L. and a B.A. from the University of Seattle, and in
October of that year he was on his way to New York. In his case he carried
the manuscript of his four-act play Farhers and Sons, which he had prepared
for al-Funoon that summer while staving for the vacation with his brothers
at Walla Walla, Washington®. As a result of his devotion to literature and
to the literary movement growing around af-Funoen, he gave up any idea
of practising Law. He came to New York not even knowing how he would
be able to secure a living. "1 came to it [New York]', he says,
“with no consideration but one: I wished to straighten out the literary
principles for my language and people ... New York did not give me the
reception due to conquerors. But the warm reception I received in the office

. al=Funoon Vol. 1, No: 4, 1913.

. 3ee above, pp. 97—98,
al-Funpon Yol 11, Nos: 9, 10 and 11, 1917.

o al=-Funoon Yol. I, No. §:and 9, 1913 and Vol. 1T, MNos. 1 and 2, 1916,

. al-Fumpon Yol, 1L and III, 1916—1918.

. al-Funpon Yol 11, No. 9, 1917.

. al-Funeen Yol Mo, 5, 1913,

. See the correspondence in this respect between “Arida and Naimy in Sab'an 11,
pp- 53—60.

. See Sab'in I, pp. 61—62.
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of al-Funoon was more charming and more exquisite to my ears, eyes and
heart than the clapping of thousands of hands, the waving of thousands
of flags and the roaring of hundreds of cannons: Nasseeb ‘Arida, ‘Abd
al-Masih Haddad, Mikhail Iskandar and, after a while, Gibran
Kahlil Gibran — these are faces I enjoy looking at, and this is an atmosphere
in which I can breathe with all my lungs’".

Soon Mikhail found himself a temporary and humble job that would
provide for his living, and devoted the rest of his time and energy to writing
for al-Funcon, which itself was financially fighting a battle of life and death.
After producing the twelfth issue of its second volume in May 1917,
al-Funoon had to stop for two months before it could embark on its third
year in August 1917, In November of that year it again had to stop after
producing the fourth issue. Naimy had to come to the rescue. On top of his
literary contributions that were flowing regularly, he had to become the
director and assistant editor of the magazine, and to contribute part of his
meagre carnings from his job®. To him, the important thing was that
al-Funoon should live and that his literary dreams, for which he had sacrificed
every other prospect and come to New York, should be realised. As a
result of all these efforts, al-Funoon reappeared in April 1918 after a hiatus
of five months, bearing the names of ‘Arida as editor, and of Naimy as
director and assistant editor. Unfortunately, Naimy saw only two issues of
it come out under his directorship before he was called up by the United
States Army on May 23, 1918, and sent to the front in France. A/l-Funoon
survived for another two months in his absence and finally disappeared in
August 1918, after issuing the eighth number of its third year and the twenty-
ninth in the whole series.

Apart from Fathers and Sons, which appeared in a series of five parts
in al- Funoon, and which was published in book form by the same magazine
in the spring of 1918, and apart from an incomplete novel, Memoirs

1. Sab'in II, pp. 67—63,
2. See Sab'in I1, pp. 78—79, ako al-Funoen Vol. ITI, Mo, 5, April 1918,
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of a Vagrant Soul, only four parts of which had time to appear piecemeal in
al-Funoon, MNaimy left behind well over a score of short stories, poems,
and critical essays of various lengths, scattered between al-Funoon and
al-Sdyih and clearly betraying the basic outlines of the main principles he
held for the new literary movement he was labouring to champion,

Of the thirteen months Naimy spent as a private soldier in the American
Army, extending from June 1918 to July 1919, only the few weeks before
the Armistice was signed in November 1918 were spent in actual service
on the front lines in northern France. The vivid experience he received of
the horrors of war left a deep impression on him for the rest of his life and
strengthened his already formulated conviction concerning the futility of
modern society and civilisation'. The diary he kept in France from Friday,
December 6, 1918 to Monday, May 19, 1919, when writing facilities became
available in the Army, witnesses to a troubled soul, tortured between his
love for the spiritual, the ideal and the Godly in man, and his hatred of the
animal aspects of modern society, reaching their clearest manifestation on
the front line®. Describing his feelings one October night, seeing the trail of
wounded passing by as he was stationed on a hill to observe the movement
of the battle and report to his Headquarters, Naimy says, “'O night, O
stars, bear witness with me. Man is baser than animal, He who takes pride
in his reason becomes, in war, without reason. He disfigures the sound and
whole and then attempts to repair what he has disfigured. He kills the
living and then mourns over them, and he demolishes what he builds, only
to restore what he has demolished. Here, of what value is love? — MNone,
Of what value is righteousness 7 — None. Of what value is justice 7 — None,
of what value is goodness? — None. Of what value is the soul? — None.
Of what value is God? — None. Why? Why? Why ? And how long is this

madness to continue 7**°

1. Maimy's life and experiences in the American Army are described in datail in
Sab'in 11, pp. 30—140.

. The diary, written in English, is among many papers of Naimy's unpuplished material
kept by the present writer.

. Sab'dn 11, p. 119,
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War over, the American headquarters in France saw fit, as their army
was staying in France for some time, to send some of the promising and
educated soldiers in their forces to French universities. According to his
French diary, Maimy was informed on March 2, 1919 that he was among
the chosen for the University of Rennes. On March 5, he was in the Univer-
sity, attending lectures in French on the history of French literature and
the history of France. July 1919 found him back again in Walla Walla,
Washington, with his two elder brothers, contemplating the next step to
be taken for the resumption of his own war on the literary front which
World War | had interrupted. A letter he received at this time from Gibran
Kahlil Gibran in New York helped him to make his final decision to leave
again for that city. “'We are met with many things, Mikhail®, Gibran goes
on to say, ‘‘that begin as well as end with you whenever we open the subject
of al-Funoon. If you, therefore, wish that magazine to come back to life,
you have to come back to New York and be the motive force behind every
move. For Nasseeb at present can do nothing ... In short, the success of
the project is dependent upon your presence in New York. Should your
return to New York entail a sacrifice, the saerifice in these circumstances
is the precious object that must be sacrificed to the more precious ... and
the more precious in your life, 1 know, is the realisation of your dreams!.

In the autumn of 1919, Naimy returned to New York, to find that the
financial condition of ‘Arida and the al-Funeon group was no better than
his own. The idea of bringing al-Funoon back to life was finally dismissed.
Instead, the decision was made to organise all the progressive literary minded
family of al-Funoon into a unified, effective Bond that would function as
the avant-garde of the mew literary movement in its struggle to lift the
existing Arabic literature from its mediaeval state to modern standards.
After two consecutive meetings, on April 20 and 21, 1920, one in the house
of ‘Abd al-Masih Haddad and the other in Gibran's, the so-called ‘Pen
Bond' (L. &l )l), in English ‘Arrabitah™, came successfully into existence,

1. Sab*idn II, pp. 141—142,
2. See Maimy: Gubrdn Khalll Gubrdn, 4th edition, Beirut 1960, p. 159,
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including ten members, most of whom belonged previously to the group of
al-Funoon®, The minutes of both meetings were recorded by Maimy? In
Sab'finhe gives us in addition to the names of the members a pen portrait
of each?, Classified according to age they are: Rashid Ayvoub, the eldest,
(b. 1871), Nadrah Haddad, Gibran Kahlil Gibran, William Katsifiis,
Wadi’ Bahot Tlyds ‘Atallah, Nasseeb ‘Arida, Mikhail Naimy, Tliyyva Abu
Madi and ‘Abd al-Masih Hadd&d, the youngest ( b. 1890 ). It was unani-
mously decided to appoint Katsiflis as treasurer of the society, Maimy as
secretary and Gibran as president. AL-Sayih of 'Abd al-Masih, a semi-
weekly, was to take the place of al-Funoon as the main organ through which
the voice of the Bond was to be communicated to the world. The name of
each contributor, it was agreed, should always be followed by the sub-title:
“*A member of the Pen Bond™' (Ldl dul)l & sze). At the beginning of each
calendar vear, al-53yih would produce a special issue dedicated exclusively
to the Bond, to which each member was required to contribute. In addition
to this, the Bond would come out each year with one collection of works
by its members entitled *"The Collection of the Pen Bond ™ (1.2 dul )l & y.2)
followed by the particular year in question®.

1. The first-hand source on the rise and development of Arabic literature in the United
States, and especially of the Pen Bond and its members, on which all stedents of
that literature, including the present writer, admittedly draw, is Mikhail Naimy in
his book Gubrdn Kkalll Gubrdn, and especially the chapter entitled “*The Pen Bond™,
pp. 157—162. Another more recent and frst-hand gource by the same author is
Sab'fin 11, particularly the chapter on Arrabitah (The Bond), pp. 170—I182. For
other important secondary sources, see; al-Ashtar, ‘Abd al-Karim, The Emigrant
Praose: [ |§_-‘.-I-:-I ;.;.“ } , & vols, Cairo 1961 ; Saidah, George: Our Lirerature and
Qur Writers In the Americas ( ;;J?"*_;I =Ll 5!_ !_;_;._!,1_, E_-___.,,] } Beirut 1957; *Abbds
Ihsfin and Majm Muhammad: Arabic Poetry in North Ameriae . gl 3 ._r!,-*-ll J_,_-_r.}
['_'.,...'_!I J.J-:..I Beirut, 1957; Sarrdj, Nidirah: Poers of The Pen Fond 'I.:"‘:'}
{ il Ul M Caire, 1957: and Na‘od, ]_\u. Immigrant Literature | =gk ~_|a31 )
Caire, 1959.

2. See Gubrdn Khalll Gubrdn, pp. 158—159,

. Sab'on II, pp. 174—181,

4. Only one such collection appeared in New York, 1921, This last practice, along with
other intended ones by Arrabitah, such as the publication in book form of the works
of its members, the translation into Arabic of important Western books, and the
distribution of prizes for successful works by Arab authors, was given up on financial
grounds: See Sab'gn IT, pp. 1T1—172.
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It is evident that Naimy had proved to be, as Gibran had anticipated in
his letter, the main trigger behind this organised literary movement, intent,
as it claimed for itself, on emancipating Arabic literature “from the state
of sterility and imitation to the state of beautiful originality in both meaning
and style’™. He wrote the constitution for Arrabitah, as well as the intro-
duction to that constitution, expounding the aims, ideals and main literary
principles to which Arrabitah should devoteitself?. He also wrote the introduc-
tion to the first and only annual collection of Arrabitah, producedin 1921, to
which he also contributed eight other items, and in which he gives his own
definition in the name of Arrabitah of the new literature they stand for, as
well as of the one they are set on supplanting®. That Arrabitah, in a
previous attempttoform and function as a group in 1916, had failed, when
Naimy was still in Seattle and not included among its membership, gives
special credit to his indefatigable efforts in the support and success of this
literary project in 1920,

Not only was Naimy the most industrious among his colleagues in

creating the standard literature of the new movement in its varied aspects,

l. From the introduction to the constitution of Arrabitah; See Gubrdn, Khalil Gubrdn,
p. 160

2. Ibid. p. 159.

3. This same introduction was later entered in Naimy's al-Ghirddl ( The Sieve ) under
the title of “Mihwar al-Adab, 6th edition, Beirut, 1960, pp. 23—28,

4. All students of immigrant Arabic literature in the United States, without exception
speak of “The Pen Bond® as having come into existence in April 1920. No one seems
to note that a previows attempt had apparently been made in 1916 to group some of
the contributors toal-Fumoon in a societycalled The Pen Bopd P dul JI. That
this s 20 is evident from the first few issues of af Funoonr, beginning in June 1916,
when the names of Kahlil Gibrin, Amin al-Rihfini, Rashid Ayyoub, William
Katsiflis, Amin Mushrig and *Abd al-Masih Haddid are all occasionally followed by
the title **A member of the Pen Bond" L_13 Ayl N g 4ds , Gradually, that same
year, the title was dropped and no mention is made of it until April 1920 when the
Pen Bond proper was formed by Maimy and his friends, including some new faces
and leaving out Rihdini who, as Naimy tells us { Sabin 11, p. 171 ) was then absent
from MNew York and also on extremely bad terms with Gibran.
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whether in poetry or prose?, but he was also the only one among them who
wrote extensively on literary criticism and literary theory, In this respect he
acted as the theoritician and literary expert of the Arrabitah, through whose
articles on literary criticism, contemporary writings — including those of
his colleagues — were examined and filtered, singling out those characte-
ristics that, in his judgement, were in ling with the true nature of the new
literature he defined for Arrabitah?®, and launching a bitter attack on all
that he considered elements of literary sterility and backwardness in Arabic
culture.

Soon Arrabitah, a united front with well-defined literary aims and
objectives, struck the Arab world as an independent literary school. “"The
formation of the Pen Bond and the adoption of af-5dyih as their magazine’’,
says Mardn "Abbiid in an article on Gibran, “‘is in itself the appearance
of an accomplished school in action’?. Papers and magazines in the Arab
world, and especially al-Hilal in Egypt, struck by the novelty and revolu-
tionary spirit of Arrabitah literature, began to reproduce it at home from
af-Sayifi on a large scalet, To them, Arrabitah seemed to symbolise a new
literary era for an Arab world already on the move. Discussing the Pen
Bond and its men, Qustantin Zurayq says, "It had unified their strength in

their literary and spiritual endeavour and made of them one of the sources
of illumination to an Arab life beginning to awake'™,

1. Abo-Madi, “Arida, Ayyoub and Nadrm Hadddd arc mainly known as poets, “Abd
al-Masih Haddid as a journalist and essayist; Bihot, "Atallah and Kaisifiis, on the
other hand, had scarcely contribuited anything worth mentioning 1o Arrabitah in the
form of writing. Gibrin, who & comparable with Naimy in output, though not in
range, had by 1920 adopted English as his main medium of expression. His only new
book 10 be published in Arabic after the rise of Arrabitah is af-"Awdsi{ The Tempesis)
a collection of poetic pieces in story form, most of which had previously appeared
in al-Sdvik.

2. See his introduction to Meafmi'ar al-Rdébirah al-Qolamiyyah, New York, 1921, and
also the excerpts from his introduction to the constitution of Arrabitah in Gubrdn
Khalil Gubrdn, p. 160,

3, al-Makshaf, No. 11, Beirut, 1937.

4. See Adham, Ismd'll: “'Mikhail Naimy™ (e |} al-Hadith Magazine, Aleppo,
1940, p. 312.

5. al-Adib, Mo. &, p. 77, Beirut, 1946,



Muhammad Najm even goes further, to say that this new hterary
school in America "‘characterised by power, modernity and revolt against
all that is traditional and rotten, is the strongest school that modern Arabic
literature has known until the present day™'*. Naimy, who shared with his
comrades the privilege of writing the poetry of the new literature, the
essay, the novel, the short story and the drama, and who even surpassed
them in some of these fields?, also distinguished himsef as being the only
active literary critic among them. To those of the Arabs struck by the new
movement started in New York, he was of special interest. In his articles on
literary criticism, they would grasp the literary theory and the different con-
cepts behind the new movement, and in his creative writings they would
see that theory and those concepts put into practice. Moreover, Naimy's
realistic, cut-to-shape and most lucid language and style, readily commended
itself to the Arab reader who perhaps had found himself unable to keep
level with the high-flown, super-ornamented and poetically symbolic language
of Gibran, an older and already better-known central figure in Arrabitah.
Gradually, and as the works of Arrabitah became available to the public
in increasing numbers, “People in the '‘Mahjar’ and in the Arab world"’,
as Adham says, ''began to enjov the writings of Naimy, which carried
something new to Arabic literature and life. In them they found depth,
fertility and a spirit which people had not previously known ... From that
day, Maimy began to occupy his position among the distinguished writers
of Arabic and started to be known in Egypt, Syria and Lebanon as the
deepest in thought among the emigrant writers, the most lucid in language
and the most precise of expression’'s,

1. al-Qissah Fi al-Adab al-' Arabi af-Hadith, p. 87.

2. Wajm is of the opinion that Naimy is the first Arab writer to have wriiten the short
story in its modemn artistic from which has nol yet been surpassed; see Ibid p. 271,
also p. 273—74, Ismd‘ll Adham, on the other hand, also considers Waimy s Fathers
and Sons the pionegring attempt in Arabic drama in its modern artistic form: see
his book Tawfig al-Hakim, Cairo, 1945 p. 31.

3. Adham, “*Mikhail Naimy'", af-Hadith, pp. 312—313.
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Consequently, in June 1922 Naimy received a letter from a certain
Egyptian publisher by the name of Muhyi al-Din Rida, saying that, in
view of Naimy’s increasing fame in Egypt, he would seek permission to
publish a collection of his essays in book form so that it might serve as a
model for those who wished to follow the new style!. Naimy selected a
good number of his essays inliterary criticism and literary theory which had
already appeared individually since 1913 in al-Funoon and al-Sayih before
1922. al-'Aqqdd, already an admirer of the ‘Mahjar’ ( Emigrant ) school
in general and of Naimy in particular, was asked to write the introduction,
and the book appeared in the summer of 1923 in Cairo, under the title of
al-Ghirbdl, The Sieve,

What is specially significant about al-Ghirbal is not only the fact that
It was, as it has been justly described, ‘an innovation in the literary Arab
world and a pioneering attempt to found Arabic literary criticism on well-
defined literary laws and artistic bases, at a time when literary criticism
with the Arabs was still divorced from any artistic or scientific principles
and dictated by personal bias and greedy interest’®, but that it can also
be taken as providing explicit literary doctrines in the light of which not
only the whole body of Naimy's creative literary works and life achieve-
ments gain their significance, but also the very essence of Arrabitah as
4 movement.

l. Seec an excerpt of this letter in Sab*dn I1, pp. 194—195.
2. See Adham in al-Hadish, p. 313,
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CHAPTER II1

THE SIEVE

The main objective of al-Ghirbal ( The Sieve ), as is instantly implied
from the title, is literary sieving. It is the application of well-defined literary
principles to literary works whereby, as Naimy says, “‘distinction is made
between the good and the bad, the beautiful and the ugly, and between the
wholesome and the corrupt’'.

The twenty-two essays found in the book fall roughly, as can generally
be seen, into two groups. The first nine essays are primarily concerned with
stating and elaborating upon the different principles constituting the author’s
literary theory. It is attempted through them to construct the sieve, so to
speak, by means of which the sieving is to take place. The remaining
thirteen articles deal with specific works, by different authors, including
members of Arrabitah, where the author's literary theory is meticulously
applied and the sieving is carefully and often ruthlessly carried out.

Taking Naimy's literary theory first, we find him compelled at the
outset, and in his article‘al-Gharbalah”* ( Sieving )* to embark on a few
truisms concerning the function of the critic and his relation to his subject
matter. The critic, or better, the literary siever, we are told, is to apply
himself to that which is written and not to the writer in person. The writer’s
feclings, thoughts and aspirations when written and published become the
property of all, whence the critic’s right to examine them, but not so the

1. al-Ghirbdl, 6th edition, Beirut, 1960, p. 15,
2. Thid. p. 13.
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writer’s private and indiviual self. Nor are the writers, on the other hand,
to take personal offence when critics apply their literary sieves to their
works.

The critic’s duty is carefully to study and examine the particular work
in question in an attempt to detect, as is within his power, its value, and to
assign to it the particular literary importance which he believes is its due.

These early remarks by Naimy, though truisms to a Western ear, were,
at the time, still new to an Arab world, where criticism was taken to mean
either eulogising or satirising and when the writer as a person more than
his work was made the subject of both.

From simple commonsense facts, the article gradually rises to higher
levels where criticism { or sieving ) is described as being a basic law of nature
ever on the move, accepting and rejecting, forming and transforming, all
for the sake of preserving life and of preparing the proper means for its

propagation. Part of Nature's message therefore is a eritic’s. Not only is

he to accept and reject but in accepting and rejecting he is to prepare the
way for the living literature. It is in this respect that he can also be called a
forerunner and a creator. For to discover the greatness of a literary work
or to pave the way for one by exposing and discarding what goes into the
making of bad literature is to be in possession of an already-formulated

concept concerning literary originality and greatness. This concept is the

critic’s sieve: it is the body of his literary principles through which he both
judges and is judged. A critic is as great as his principles reveal him to be,
just as a writer is as great as he can satisfy the standards of great eritics.

Having stated his understanding of a critic and of the function of
criticism, which presumably is the light in which he wishes himself as a
critic to be understood, Naimy moves on in the second and subsequent

articles to expound his own principles, or better, to draw the network of

his sieve.

The central principle he holds, from which all others branch, is given
in “Mihwar al-Adab’’ ( The literary pivot or the pivot around which
literature turns ).

1. al-Ghirbal p. 23. Originally written ‘a5 an introdfuction to the first and oaly
collection of Arrabitah ( dall dal Jl 5oy } Mew York, 1921.
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Man's ultimate aim in the world, Naimy claims, irrespective of whether
he is conscious of it or unconscious, is the realisation of himself. Man’s
perpetual movement and restlessness from the begining of history, his
persistent fight and stubborn resistance is ultimately traced back to a
deep spiritual urge in him to overcome his different limitations that stand
between what he is and what he longs to be. Man, therefore, is evidently
seeking his true self, “‘and all that man does, turns in fact around one
pivot which is man"%, “If we seek God it is simply to find ourselves in
God, and if we cherish beauty, it is only that we are cherishing ourselves
in beauty, and when we desire virtue we desire but ourselves in virtue..."
From this thesis, reminiscent of Socrates on love in Plato’s Symposium,
Naimy moves on to claim that “‘of all stages upon which the different
scenes of life are manifested, nothing like literature is a stage upon which
man in all his conditions physical and spiritual is displayed®’'®. True litera-
ture, therefore, we are made to underetand, is a mirror in which man, in
his perpetual struggle for the realisation of his real self, of life, is reflected.
Itis, as Naimy puts it, "‘the expression in articulate form of all the workings
of life as it crystallises in us in thoughts and passions”’s, Since life absolute.
for which we all long and on which we all draw, is one*and since it is awake
in us in different degrees, depending on the extent to which we are aware
of it*, then the criterion of literature would be the range to which a writer
can envisage life complete in his work and hence enable us to see not only
the workings of our everyday life, but also their eternal principles. "'Our
thuoghts and emotions”, says Naimy, ‘‘are that portion of life that has
already awakened in us'". The wider the awakening on life in terms of
thoughts and emotions that we get through literature, the more we are

1. al-Ghirbdl, p. 25,
2. Ihid.

3. Ibid. p. 26,

4. Ibid. p. 105.

5. Ihid, p. 113,

6. Ibid. pp. 113—114.
7. Ibid. p. 124,
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said to live, and the greater that literature is. A really great writer, we are
to conclude, is both the son of his age and a forerunner. While carefully
reflecting the temporary, the individual, the turbulent in everyday life; he
ever moves on to bind it up with the universal, the permanent and the eternal.
Herein, Naimy feels, lies the greatness of such as Homer. al-Ma‘arri, Dante
and Shakespeare!. In an attempt to define a poet, Naimy describes him as
being a prophet, a philosopher, a photographer, a musician and a priest
all in one*. To the shrewdness of vision he adds the soberness of thought,
and to his truthful depiction of life he adds the beauty of form and sound.,
while trailing throughout a stream of uplifting moral and social purposeful-
ness. A creative writer is in another place defined almost on the same lines:
“A pgood writer'', Naimy says, "‘whether he is a novelist, an essayist
[ journalist ] or a poet, is the writer who sees through his heart’s eye what
everyone cannot see; who derives for us from every scene that life offers, a
rewarding lesson, and who, more than others, nature has endowed with a
gift of detecting truth’'?,

True literature, we are to conclude, as it is basically conceived by
Naimy, is a message of life carried by people who are distinguished from
the common herd by a wider grasp on life, and by a powere of giving it
live expression both in its individual and temporary manifestations as well
as in its more removed and universal principles,

It is not difficult to trace the parentage of these highly idealistic con-
cepts by Naimy regarding creative writing and writers. In characterising the
poet and his work, Wordsworth says in the introduction to his Lyrical
Ballads: ""He is a man speaking to men, a man ... endowed with more
lively sensibility, more enthusiasm and tenderness, who has a greater
knowledge of human nature, and a more comprehensive soul than are
supposed to be common among mankind 't

. Ibid. pp. 67—69,
. Ibid. p. B4,

. Thid. pp. 49—50.
. Grossart, Rev. Alexander B., The Prose Works of William Werdsworth,
¥ol. I1, London 1876, pp. §7—8&8.
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That literature is the reflection and expression of life, that it is endowed
with a moral message, which is primarily to awake the living truth in the
heart of man and bring him nearer to his real self, and that the poet or
creative writeris a greater seer than the common herd and more initiated into
the deep secrets of life — all and such other concepts held by Naimy indi-
cate the degree to which he was fully saturated with the romantic literary
principles and moral idealism of the West, be it through Belinsky in Russia
or through the transcendentalists in the United States, or through Words-
worth, Coleridge, Shelley and Carlyle in Britain. OF this, however, he makes
no secret. Speakingof the chief literary lesson which modern Arabic litera-
ture ought to learn from the West in order to live he says: “That lesson is
that literature and life are two inseparable twins, that literature hinges on
life and life on literature, that literature is as broad as life, as deep as its
secrets and that it is reflected in it just as it reflects it"",

The significance of these literary ideals of Naimy, however, is not so
much in their conception as it is in their implications on Arabic literature
which he systematically derives,

The first important implication perhaps is that regarding the Arabic
language. If literature is the reflection of life and must consequently be
true to it, so must also be the language. In an article entitled ‘“Nagiq
al-Dafadi’ " ( Frogs Croaking )3, originally published in the special issue of
al-Sayih, in 1923, Naimy carries perhaps the most bitter attack against
Arab conservatism regarding the Arabic language. He satirises the then
generally accepted belief in the Arab East that the Arabic languagein itself is
a sacred heritage from the past; that it had arrived at the hands of the blessed
ancestors during the glorious ages of Islam at the greatest possible perfection
and, therefore, not only admits of no change, no modification and no
reform, but 1s, as it is, good for every age. If modern writers are confronted

with any uneasiness in their literary expression due to the great difference in

1. al-Ghirbd!, p. 30,
2. Ibid. p. 90,
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time between the age in which they live and the classical language in which
they express themselves, the uneasiness is referred to their lack of linguistic
mastery rather than to the ignorantly professed, outdated classical rigidity
of the Arabic language. Indeed, the chief criterion of literary excellence
was not primarily what a writer said, but how far in saying it he was able
to display his resourceful knowledge and command of the classical Arabic
language with all the classical arts and sciences related to it.

Naimy, in his article, calls the holders of such beliefs “'the frogs of lite-
rature”’. In love with stagnation, they never tire of raising their ominous
voices, ‘quak, quak’, at every attempt at channelling fresh streams into the
language, in the from of new words, new expressions, or at rendering it
more malleable and flexible to meet the requirements of the present age.

One of these so-called frogs, who apparently must have incited Naimy’s
article, is an Egyptian critic who had criticisad Gibran’s long poem
al-Mawdkib ( The Processions )', concentrating mainly on the linguistic
aspect and condemning Gibran for using the current and popular, but
classically unorthodox, word ,_.< ( bathed ) instead of the orthodox |
in one of his couplets®,

"1 ask you, Sirs”, says Naimy, ““in the name of understanding and
Jjustice and in the name of the dictionary, why is it allowed that a certian
bedouin, unknown to either you or me, should invite into your language
lhr:wnrdsl,_,,,;,,-, while it is denied that a poet, known te you and me, should

make it £ at a time when you understand what he means, even more,

understand ,:...-5 much before yvou understand ‘[._,.:.al 7 What indeed iz the
eternal wisdom that binds your tongues to that of a bedouin, having pre-

ceeded you by thousands of years, and estranges them from that of a poet
who is your contemporary?'™
Drawing on his main concept of the inseparability of literature

and life for the support of his call for linguistic liberalism, MNaimy

1. First published in New York, 1918,
2. al-Ghirbdl, p. 97.
3. Ibid. pp. 97—94.




claims that “‘language, which is a phenomenon of life is subject exclusively
to the laws of life'"t, Life evolves from one generation to another and so
must the language. Man is the creator of the language and not language
the creator of man. It is therefore more becoming that man, who gives life
to the language, should mould it at his own will in order that it may fit his
needs and the needs of his age for self expression, and not mould himself
in order to fit a stereotyped language, cut to suit an age which is no more
his own® Language, no matter how highly esteemed, is no more than a
vehicle for thought, a body of symbols made to convey what our living
selves feel and think?. It is absurd that the symbol should be made more
important than the symbolised, and that the language of thought should
become more sanctified than thought®.

Though it is easy to follow the implications of Naimy’'s call for lin-
guistic liberalism in al-Ghirbal, it does not seem as casy to estimate how
far he wished to see them carried. If language is to be made true to life, and
subject exclusively to its laws, then the writer's only choice in the Arab
world is to adopt the language of life itself in that area which is the collo-
quial; the classical Arabic being used by none save on formal occasions and
in writing. That MNaimy was aware of this fact is evident in his article “The
Arabic Drama®’, originally written as an introduction to his four-act play
Fathers and Sens®. “'If we are to follow this law™, he says, "we should be
writing all our plays in the colloquial. For no-oneamong us speaks the Arabic
of al-Jahiliyyah, or the early ages of Islam. This would mean the extinction

of our classical language, a national calamity that I am far from desiring"".

. al-Ghirbdl p. 96,

. Ibid. p. 23.
Ibid, p. 105,

. Ihad, p. 101~

. Ibid. p. 29; sec atranslation of this article into English with a commentary on Naimy
under the title of “*Michael Naimy and the Syrian Americans in Modern Arabic
Literature’, by Martin Sprengling, The Open Coart, Vol. 46, No. 915, August 1932,
pp. 551—563,

6. al-Ghirbdl, pp. 34—35.
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The fact that Naimy, however, made three characters, the supposedly
uneducated, out of the eight in Farhers and Sons talk in colloquial Arabic,
that much of what appeared in al-Funoon of his novel Memoirs of a Vagrant
Soul was also colloquial’, and that he was the only one among his
comrades during the early days of Arrabitah who had paid serious
attention Lo the spoken language, show that he had already taken active
steps towards that “'national calamity’’. That Naimy should have absolutely
discontinued these early steps after Fathers and Sons and those parts of the
Memuoirs published in al-Funoon, though it may have definitely contributed
to the wide circulation of his works in the Arab world, is undoubtedly not
to the full credit of his literary and linguistic principles expounded in
al-Ghirbal.

The second major implication of MNaimy's central theme concerning
the inseparability of literature and life touches on the very nature, whether
in form or in content, of the then existing Arabic literature,

In ““al-Hubahib"*( The Firefly ) he speaks of the Arab writers of the day,
intent on imitating the literature of the past, as people who, living in the
modern age, work on clothing us and themselves with the raiments of Hiriin
al Rashid and the Abbasids®. At a time when people of the stature of Shakes-
peare, Milton, Hugo, Goethe and Tolstoy in the West have plunged decp
into the human heart and lifted it up to the higher strata of truth and
dazzling light, Arab writers still live and die to sing the praise of glittering
swords, of desert camels and deers and of “"traces of departed lovers''. Indeed,
some of them still spend their lives consulting dictionaries and straining
their minds composing rhymes in praise of a Patriarch or a Pasha, or in
congratulating a friend on a medal, elegising a dead notable or eulogising
a newly-appointed one®. The West has literary suns and moons, the Arab
East has only fireflies. Literature is a message of life. What contribution,

I. The colloguial parts in the Memofis, 85 can be verified, were rewritten in classical
form when they first appeared in book form in Beirut, 1949,

2. al-Ghirbal, p. 50,

1. Ibid. pp. 48—49,




Maimy asks, have the Arabs added to the world treasure during the last
five conturies of their history? None, the answer comes with great shame?,
While civilisation develops and spreads around us, and science kKindles
the human mind and sends it on the course of progress, our Arab life, like
a rock in the face of winds, Naimy says, remains unaffected and unmoved.
Instead, we have for ages been beating our breasts and knocking our fore-
heads against the door-sills of our places of worship, expecting happiness
to descend to us from heaven®, Looking at the past, our writers find it
encircled with a halo of greatness and glory, and consequently they never
tire of repeating: ours is the country of revelation, the cradle of civilisation
and the mother of prophets?. Deeply absorbed in the past, they are oblivious
of the present, thinking in their oblivion that the ever moving life, like,
them, has not moved at all, whence comes their feeling that it is their duty
to keep the past intact and to live in it', Consequantly, like the Bedouin
in pre-Islamic days, they address the “‘Diman’’ ( vestiges of tents ) and
the “Atlal" (J9L41)* and apostrophise the passing caravans at a time

when we have no caravans, no “atlal’” and no “diman’"™.

In his attack on the traditional outlook of contemporary Arab writers
which has impoveriched them, whether in the topicsthey deal with or in the
literary form of expression they adopt, Naimy calls on them to heed the

call of life and be true to themselves and to the people among whom they

live. This would mean, as he puts it in ‘"The Arabic Drama'"”, “that our

writers should first and foremost turn their eyes towards life which flows

. al-Ghirkdl p. 47,

. Ihid. p. 52.

. Iid. p. 50

. Ibid. p, 94.

. It was the wsual practice of a pre-Islamic poct to begin his poem by addressing the
remaining traces E,_’-*;.l.!,";‘i} of a departed tribe as he laments the departure, with
that tribe, of his beloved.

6. al-Ghirbal, p. 121,

7. Thid. p. 33.
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around them every day; to our life in its pros and cons (s 250 ), its
joys and sorrows, its beauty and ugliness, its good and evil, and find therein
material for their pens — our life is rich with material if they but knew how
to look for it'", Once this is done, Naimy believes, once literature and life
are brought together, Arab writers would realise ““that poetry can be com-
posed on other than ‘ghazal’ and ‘naseeb’ ( love and eroticism ), ‘madh’
and ‘hija’ *( panegyrics and satire ), ‘wasf’and ‘ritha’ ’ ( description and elegy),
'fakhr’ and hamisah’( boastingand heroics)™'® to the rest of the classical cate-
gories which monopolised poetry in the past, and consequentlyinthe present
aswell, and would discover that“‘prose is not confined to the stringing together
of rhyming phrases, the drawing in abundance on far-fetched words buried
deep in dictionaries and the writing of articles on hackneyed topics’™.

Maimy feels that the time has come when it has to be decided whether
Arabic literature is to be an organ of life or a museum for antiquities. Today,
he says, two ideas concerning Arabic literature are brought to clash, The one
believes that language is the literary end; the other, that languge is subser-
vient to literature. Clearly the point at stake is literature itself and its purpose.
Holders of the first idea understand literature to be an exhibition where
they are to display their profound knowledge of the Arabic language, with
its varied and rich body of vocabulary, its different rhetorical sciences, its
innumerable laws and rules of grammar, and its store of sayings and apho-
risms. Holders of the second idea understand literature to be an exhibition
of thoughts and emotions, of sensitive souls expressing their interaction
with the universe, and of living hearts rendering in prose and poetry what
they embody of the pulse of life.

Holding to the first idea, Naimy believes, is tantamout to declaring
openly our spiritual bankruptcy, and to admitting that our early Arab
forefathers ages back, who are responsible for the final shape in which the
language and its literature have descended to us, were literary prophets,

1. al-Ghirbal, p. 33,
2. Ibid. p. 30.
3, Ibid. p. 30,




even literary gods, whose perfect work our supposedly inferior natures
and poverty-stricken hearts and minds are not possibly allowed to subject
to the slightest addition, subtraction or modification. If this be our convie-
tion, Maimy says, our only logical step would be to break our pens, crush
our ink pots and stop writing, closing our eyes to all that is going on in
other languages around us, in absolute contentment with what Arabic
language and lirerature it was our lot to inherit?,

Far from breaking his pen, Naimy proceeded in "‘al-Zihdfat wa
al-‘Tlal'’* or “'Poetry and the Poetic Metres'', as the sub-title suggests, to
launch what is perhaps the most bitter attack ever dared in the Arab world
of his day against one of the most popular, most revered and sanctified
inherited literary sciences in the Arabic language, namely the celebrated
prosody of al-Khalil Ibn Ahmad (100 — 175 AH.)

The target of Naimy's attack in his essay is not the Prosody of
al-K halil as such, for to al-Khalil, and his ingeniously organised science, he
expresses great admiration. The main point around which the article is
woven is that while the Prosody of al-Khalil itself came about through a
detailed and careful study by the man of the independently existing poetry
in the Arabic language that went before him, that same Prosody, with all
its laws and definitions was gradually held by subsequent generations after
al-Khalil and up to Naimy's days as the sole legal and orthodox means
through which poetry can be conceived and formulated.

Prosody, Maimy feels, originally a derivative science, aiming at defining
and listing the different forms in which Arab poets of the past happened to
have expressed themselves, has now come to be treated as an original
science in accordance with the rules and definitions of which alone poetry
can be composed, and also classified as true or false. This is how, Naimy
says, poetry, basically the spontaneous language of the self and originally
prior to metre and rhyme, became antecedent and subservient to prosody,

1. al-Ghirbdl, pp. 104—105. ,
2. Tbid. pp. 107—152.
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and asccessible to whoever studies the science of al-Khalil and masters
the art of poetic composition and craftsmanship. Little do we realise, 5ays
Naimy, “"that in our earnest quest for the mastery of prosody we have lost
our grasp on the mastery of poetry itself, and that in our zeal for the dis-
tinction between the sound and the corrupt in the peotic metres we have
forgotten the difference between what is poetry and what is not's,

Back to his main theme, that true literature is the expression of the
living man, Naimy moves on to make his most revolutionary remark in the
essay, that “'neither metres nor rhymes are poetic necessitics''?, just as
ritual is not an essential constituent of prayer. Just as a man can possibly go
through all the relevant rituals and yet not necessarily pray, so also a poet
may abide by all the different laws and rules of prosody in his work and
yet not come out with poetry. It is the life element astir in the poet’s heart,
the religious devotion at work in the praying individual that make all the
difference. Not only do they give significance and beauty to the sort of
prosody or rituals adopted, but can also choose to be without ritual or
prasody,

Arab poets, Maimy concludes, are taking the accidental for the es-
sential in poetry and the transient for the permanent in literature, The
essential and the permanent is the living breath in man, the sort of feelings,
thoughts and emotions with which his soul is impregnated and which he
tries to give utterance, These alone have the right to dictate to the author
the particular literary from which best answers to their nature. Traditional
Arab prosody may be one form, but it by no means is all and final, Life is
open and man is dynamically alive and more holy, more varied and more
profound than all hitherto existing systems. Poetry, whichis a literary
manifestation of man, can in no way therefore be singularly governed by
pre-established traditional laws and patterns, as those set by al-Khalil, nor
be confined to a limited number of recognised poetical concerns, as those
traditionally tackled in past Arabic literature. Each single genuine human

1. al-Ghirbdl, p. 109.
2. Ibid. p. 116,




emotion, or idea or passion, Naimy feels, is a manifold literary possibility
and consequently the most beautiful and orthodox literary from it can
possibly take is that which best enables it to be carried alive into the world,
whether that form is in conformity with the recognised pre-established norms
and standards inherited from the past, or whether it is a departure from
those standards. The only understandable conformity is that which a
writer creates between the particular literary form he adopts and the
nature of the literary content he wishes to convey.

To sum up, the main principles on which the whole body of Naimy’s
literary theory in al-Ghirbal is based can be stated as follows:

1. Literature is the expression of life as it is made conscious in man.

2. Life is one and absolute, and man's share of it can only be that
to which his consciousness, his emotional, spiritual and intellectual awak-
ening, extends.

3. True literature, therefore, is a message of life, carried by men
whose consciousness, awakening and sensitivity are broader and miore
sharp than those of the common herd, and who necessarily, in reflecting
the individual, the everyday and the transient in people’s lives, ever lead
them on to wind up with the universal, the underlying pattern and the
permanent.

4. Since life in all its workings and manifestations is subject to no
laws other than its own, literature, which is the true expression of life,
should be subject to no other than the laws of life.

5. As life is dynamic, ever forming and transforming in a process of
manifesting itself in forms appropriate to its nature and purpose,
forsaking every existing form thatis no longer appropriate, to death and
extinction, so also must a writer feel it his duty to form, transform and
mould whatever means of expression he has at hand, in order to provide
the literary form best suited to the living word within him. But never must
a writer attempt to curb the living word in order that it fits pre-established
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literary forms whose claim to life in the present only rests in their having
traditionally lived in the past.

6. Classical Arabic literature, therefore, in all its ways and means of
expression, the fields it covered and the world in which it breathed, and in
short, all in all, is the expression of a life that differs in many ways from the
present that Arabs live. Consequently much of it should no more be
binding, much less exemplary. Present Arab writers, therefore, should rid
themselves of their confinement within the precincts of classical Arabic
literature. They should go ahead to produce the literature of their own age,
their own life, independently of the literary norms, practices and limitations
of the past, just as past ancestors had proceeded to create theirs in their
own independent way.

7. What is true of classical Arabic literature should be true of the
classical Arabic language as well. Not that the classical Arabic language
should be abandoned but that it should be freely reshuffled and moulded
by living writers to fit the needs of the present age. Language is a means
to be used and not a end to be sought for itself. As a means, it should
continuously be modified and readjusted, througl having old words, rules,
expresions, usages etc. that have lost their classical significance, dropped
and allowing new ones to take their place.

Each point of the above, of course, lends itself to debate. Of the first
to take one of Maimy’s principles to account in al~Ghirbal is no other than
al-"Aqgqid, the writer of the introduction to the book. His objection, after
expressing enthusiastic support for all else in al-Ghirbdl, is that Naimy has
allowed the Arab writer unrestricted freedom to dispose of the language as
his need for self-expression requires. The Arabie language, al-"Aqqad
argues, has not been founded today so that we may be able to formulate
its laws and principles as we go. al-’Agqgid’s opinion is that there should
be a limit to linguistic liberalism whereby a middle course between absolute
liberality and thoroughgoing conservatism may be followed?,

1. al-Ghirbal, pp. 10—11.




Another commentator on Naimy's al-Ghirbdl, Dr Muhammad Man-
dir?, though expressive of great admiration for the book and the literary
principles it propagates, contributes to al-"Aggdd’s thesis concerning
linguistic liberalism and goes further to place Naimy in the school of sub-
Jective literary criticism. By this he seems to mean, one would conclude,
that Naimy's principles are not self limiting but depend. concerning the
scope to which they are to apply to literature, on the particular person
applying them. What is life, and what are the means of detecting it in
particular literary works? To what extent is literary and linguistic libera-
lism to be allowed, and where should the line be drawn between liberalism
and conservatism 7 The answers to such questions are not found in Naimy's
principles but can be given only by the particular person applying them.

Another student of al-Ghirbal, 'Abd al-Karim al-Ashtar®, picks up the
line from Mandir and goes further to say that the subjective nature of
Naimy's principles makes any critic using them liable to come out with
unscientific and partial judgements?®,

These and many other similar arguments regarding the literary princi-
ples in al-Ghirbal may very well seem sound and convincing. Had it ever
been safe to judge principles as such, and outside their field of application,
Naimy’s critics would certainly be right inwhat they observed. But theories,
and especially literary theories, can only be fully appreciated through their
consequences, through the new world which they bring about. Maimy in
al-Ghirbal was calling for the founding of the new literature. Conse-
quently it is only through the new literature created by him or his comrades
in Arrabitah that his literary principles can best be evaluated. The proof of
al-Ghirbal lies outside al-Ghirbd! and should be sought in the rest of Naimy's
creative works. It is then that the weakness and strength of the principles
he held are best revealed. Sufficient to say at this stage regarding al-Ghirbal
as it alone stands that the judgemenis MNaimy passed on particular

1. See al-Magjallah { Monthly ), Cairo, April 1959, pp. 14—23,
2. See al-Nathr al-Malfarf, Vol. 11, Cairo, 1961, pp. 175—216.
3. al-Ghirbagl, p. 187,
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contemporary Arabic works in the latter half of the book, though seemingly
bold at the time, have so far proved themselves true.

The signs of literary originality and genuineness he pointed out in the
poetry of the then relatively unknown Nasseeb ‘Arida. in Gibran® and in
al-'Aqqéd as a critic* are the very things for which these people are being
increasingly admired in the Arab world. while the things he condemned,
for example, in the then highly celebrated poet Ahmad Shawqi®, as preten-
tious literary formalism and disguised imitation of the past devoid of
personal genuineness, have become the very things for which Shawqgi has
since then been criticised and divorced from his position as “Prince of
Poets’” in modern Arabic literature. Other works he condemned, such as
Khalil Mutrin’s translation of Shakespeare?, Mayy Ziade’s translation
from German of Max Muller’s Tearr and Smiles®, Muhammad al-Shu-
rayqi’s poetry in his Aghani al-Siba* and Labib al-Riyashi’s book
al-Nubigh®, have gradually crept into oblivion, and scarcely anyone in the
Arab world today, other than literary historians, knows of the existence
of such books by their authors,

Naimy’s judgement of al-Rihdni has also proved right. His study
of al-Rihdni as a poet® indicated that though presently known for his poetry,
al-Rihiini’s proper field for which he will be remembered in the future, is
prose, and in prose the social essay. Long has al-Rihini been forgotten as a
poet in the Arab world, but he is still always referred to as the social thinker
and philosopher of al-Furaikah ( his home town in Lebanon ).

From al-Ghirbal, as laying down the main literary principles of the
new literature for the creation of which Naimy had dedicated himself, we
move to other creative works by the author where those principles can be
seen in their most natural literary setting.

1. al-Ghirbal, p. 170 and p. 218,
2, Ibid. p. 207 and p. 244,

3. Ibid. p. 145.

4. Ibid. p. 196.

5. Ibid. p. 178,

6. Ibid. p. 189,

7. Ibid, p. 192,

8. Ibid. p. 163,




CHAPTER IV

FATHERS AND SONS

* This world requires that our writers should first and
foremost turn their eves towards life which Alows  around them
every day, towards our own life in its pros and cons, its joys
and sorrows, its beauty and ugliness, its good and evil, and
find therein material for their pens — our life is rich with
material if they but knew how to look for it*

From the Introduction to the first edition of Fathers
ard Soas, 3rd edition, p. 15; also al-Ghirbal, p. 33,

Though Fathers and Sons (al-Abi’ wa al-Baniin ), written in the summer
of 1916 and published piecemeal in al-Funoon, was the first work by the
author to appear in book form, New York, 1917, yet it by no means is the
first in time and cenception. Naimy opened his literary career as a critic,
and a good part of the critical essays in the first half of al-Ghirbdl. as is
evident from al-Funoon, were written between June 1913 and July 1918,
when no other writing by him had vet made its appearance whether in
prose or poetry. That MNaimy's subsequent works should be considered
in one way or another as answers to the litera ry principles and requirements
stated in al-Ghirbdl seems to be justified.

As a full complement to the literary conflict laid out in al-Ghirbal,
between an imitative, rigid and outdated literature that ought to give way,

l. Sec al-Funoon, Yol. 2, 1916—17, Mos. 7. & 9. 10and 11.
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and a genuine, vivid and up-to-date new literature to take its place, Fathers
and Sons, a four-act play, portrays the same conflict on the social level
between two generations. Between the fathers on the one hand, holding
fast to their traditional convictions, customs and ways of life and fanatically
insisting throughout that these are the only true and appropriate patterns
into which their sons should fittingly grow, and the new generation of sons
and daughters on the other, ever dynamically compelled under the impact
of their new life and different age to break loose from imposed patterns
that can no longer fit them and try their hand at forming their own.

In fulfilment of al~Ghirbal’s call that literature should reflect life, and
that Arab writers therefore should draw on life in its everyday manifestations
around them, Fathers and Sons takes its subject matter from everyday
life in Mount Lebanon. Its setting is a Lebanese town towards the opening
of the twentieth century?,

The first act opens in the sitting room of Beit Samihah, a well-to-do
middle class family. Imm [lvas { mother of Ilyds), a widow and mother
of two sons and one daughter, back with her twenty-year-old daughter
Zainah from their regular Sunday service, interrupts by her arrival a serious
conversation that had been poing on for some time between her eldest
son, thirty-year-old Ilyas, and his thirty-year-old friend, Daad, a newly
arrived teacher at the local boarding school. Ilyas, whose education and
readings have introduced him to the modern truths in life, is confronted
with the rigidity and outdated customs and conventions symbolised
by his domineering mother. His conviction that the old is too deep rooted
in the hearts and minds of his society has driven him to extreme
pessimism. With a feeling of utter helplessness, he was explaining to his
friend, before his mother’s arrival, how she understands religion to
consist of going regularly to church, being obedient to the clergy and
entertaining hatred and contempt for people of other sects, and how she
is preparing to force a marriage on his sister Zainah to a forty-year-old

1. See al-Abd" wa al-Banfin, 3rd edition, Beirut, 1959, p. 21,
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lunatic and would-be poet, Nissif Bey, son of a govarnment clerk, the
seventy-five-year-old Massa Bey. All this becase, in her judgement, they
come from a traditionally high descent — they belong to high society and
carry the title of « Bey ». That they are both rogues and possess no human
merit whatsoever underneath that title, and that Zainah bears no love for
her fiancé, makes no difference to the mother, covetous of linking herself
with the traditionally and outwardly esteemed, yet inwardly corrupt and
empty nobility.

The row that Imm Ilyas raises over her son asshe enters, for his not having
gone to church and the proud account she gives the visitor, in contrast, of
her late husband, who had killed in his lifetime many Drizes, Moslems and
suchlike « infidels » of other sects, was highly revered by the local Ottoman
Pasha and had never missed his Sunday service, confirms what Ilyis had
been telling his friend of her solid conviction of the ideal virtue and unble-
mished excellence of her own generation’s code of values and her firm
belief that it should be propagated by her children.

As Imm Ilyds leaves the stage in disgust, Dafnd resumes his argument
before Zainah, who listens with amazement to the visitor, that pessimism
in these circumstances is & blasphemy against life and apainst God.
Life has only created obstacles in the face of man so that man may
labour to overcome them and thereby realise himself and the full meaning
of his existence. It was said, Dadd concludes, “'be good to vour father and
mother’” and not, “‘succumb to your father and mother even if they are
misguided "'. We should fight for what we deem true and just. "Isn't our
life as a whole a struggle? Had not our life been a perpetual struggle against
ignorance, injustice, poverty, weakness and humility, it would not have
been worthy of being lived. We, in fact, love life not as it is but as we wish
it to be ... our struggle with it shall not end until our wish is realised ",

As the play unfolds itself, Zainah, to the maddened fury of her mother,
falls in love with Dand, while Dand's sister, twenty-two-year-old Shahidah,

1. al-AbF wa af-Banin, p. M,




a school teacher, falls in love with Ilyds. The four, motivated by love and
by their conviction of the truths for which the new educated generation
should stand, try toeffect a unitedfront against the unyielding stubournness
of Imm Ilyas, played upon by the diabolical cunning of Missa Bey.

Missa Bey, a social drone, like most government officials and bureau-
crats in Ottoman Lebanon, retains, of all the distinctions belonging to
his class, only the title. He is in debt and threatened by imprisonment and
sees his only way out of the impending scandal in cunningly concealing
his real situation from the rich but misguided Imm Ilyas and in urging her
to rescue her daughter by forcing her to marry his son, a lunatic, a drunk-
ard and a gambler. He has no difficulty in flattering Imm 1lyds's vanity by
arguing that she surely has mors sense than to allow her daughter to marry
Daid, a stranger to the town, of no social significance, no high birth,
who consequently works for a living, and who, moreover, belongs to an
inferior, different Christian sect.

To escape the forced marriage, Zainah attempts suicide. Shahidah
insists on tending her friend and on staying night and day by her bedside,
impressing the already hali-disillusioned mother with her humane character,
kindness and excellent upbringing. In the meanwhile, twenty-four-year- old
Khalil, Imm Ilyids’s yvoungest son and associate of Missa Bey, comes back
from town to tell humorously and ironically of the Bey’s arrest for
long-standing debts and of his estate being put on sale by brokers.

Imm IlyAs's disillusioment is complete. As the young couples lovingly
rally around her, parily to relieve her of the shock and partly to welcome
her back to their side, she submissively, but affectionately, raises her hands
and blesses them. Life has naturally unfolded itself for the new generation
to emerge victorious.

As compared with the attempts at dramatic art that went before it in
the Arab world, at the hands of such writers as al-Naqqgash, Al-Yaziji,
Haddad, Antlin and the rest!, Fathers and Sons enjoys the first distinction

1. See above, p. 55 et zeq.




of being neither a translation, an adaptation, an imitation, nor a dramatised
attempt at dealing with abstract values or with topics foreign to the age
and society for which it was written. It simply uses the dramatic art as it
was perfected by the West to deal realistically with a subject from everyday
life in Lebanon towards the opening of the twentieth century.

Each character in the play manifests on the whole one or more pheno-
mena of Lebanese society. In Imm Ilyas we see the sectarianism and the
religious fanaticism which was tearing Lebanese society apart. Her late
husband was great because he killed Moslems and Druzes, terrified the
Ottoman gevernor and was highly loyal to his particular church. People,
to her, are graded according to their inherited titles, their ancestry and the
social class to which they belong, but not according to what they really
are or make themselves to be. Zainah is not allowed to marry Daid because
he is a Protestant and not a Maronite, because he is not of high descent
and, moreover, because he works for a living. That he is a good, honest
and educated man, that he loves Zainah and Zainah loves him, makes no
difference. That MNassif is a Bay is enough to make him a better man, though
he iz a gambler, a drunkard and a lunatic.

Miissa Bey and his son represent, on the other hand, disintegrated
specimens of the sluggish Lebanese nobility, allied with the corrupt Ottoman
bureaucracy, which lived at the expense of the Lebanese working classes
in the name of noble descent, inherited authority and delegated power.
It is enough for Missa Bey to have worked as an insignificant government
elerk that he should call himself a government official, [ L5 1) | a title
with which he could both terrify simple people of his local townandcharm
others. Imm Ilyds was both terrified and charmed. She was both attracted
by Missa Bey's title and position and also terrified of acting in any way
contrary to his wishes. His being a Bey meant that both he and his son
should feel it below their dignity to work for their living, should be able to

practise all sorts of social vices under the screen of respectability and should
discharge their debts by swindling, as by taking advantage of Imm Ilyis's
simplemindedness and cheating her of her money, throgh getting her daugh-
ter married to Nassif.
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Daid, Ilyas and the girls represent that segment of the Lebanese new
generation during the early twenties, whose education had brought them
into contact with Western culture and with the ideals of nineteenth century
Western romanticism. To Déid, the value of life lies in that it is a struggle
for what we believe to be true, just and beautiful. Religion is outside dogma,
whence he declares that he is neither a Christian, a Druze nor a Moslem
but a beliver in God. Love is holy and prior to any other value.

[lyds is the Lebanese pessimist who, torn between the traditional
Eastern society in which he was brought up and modern thinking to which
his education has introduced him, is driven into inactivity. Khalil, his
younger brother, takes the other, equally logical, attitude of carelessness
and licentiousness.

The characters in Fathers and Sons, though representative of parti-
cular problems and truths in Lebanese society, are by no means lifeless
patterns and types. As the play moves and the characters interact, each is
seen to develop distinctive features and personal individuality. Though
both Imm Ilyds and Missa Bey, for instance, belong to the same gene-
ration and the same category in the play, yet she is seen to be basically
good, while he is basically evil; she is artless and he is cunning; she is sincere,
impulsive and hot-tempered, and he is wicked, controlled and sober. She
inspires affection and compassion, even love, for all she does and says,
while he inspires scorn, contempt and hatred.

Moreover, Naimy tries to make each character talk the language that
best suits his standard of education, While Imm Ilyas and her youngest,
Khalil, speak throughout in the colloquial Lebanese Arabic, Missa Bey
speaks half colloquial and half classical depending on whom he is talking
to. The rest talk the classical Arabic, ranging from the well-polished,
philosophic language of Daiid to the simple, artless Arabic of Zainah and
Shahidah.

All in all, Naimy can be said to have succeeded in writing the first
really Arabic drama in the Arabic language and to have given demonstrative
instance of what he meant in saying in al~Ghirbal that literature ought to be
true to life and must serve a social purpose,
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That Fathers and Sons can be regarded as a pioneering attempt®, would
perhaps account for the defects that it fails to avoid. One of these serious
defects is the tendency of the characters at fimes to reveal in words what
ought to be expressed in action, with the result that some scenes strike us
as pood literature but bad drama. Of these are the dialogues between Ilyas
and Dadd in the first act, when both scem to be reciting philosophy but not
acting philosophers. Indeed, Dddd as a whole, who acts the intellectual
progressive modernist in the play, is more revealed through what he is
made to say than through what he does. It would seem that Naimy, then at
grips with certain philosophic and literary problems, such as the meaning
of life, life after death, the divorce of religion from dogma, the impact of
traditional Arab prosody on poetry, etc., tended to impose his attitude on
some of his characters to the detriment of their distinctive individualities
and at the risk of departing at times from the relevant basic theme of the
play. Tlyds, who starts complaining to his friend of the unbearable tradi-
tionalism and outdated mentality of the old generation symbolised in his
mother, shifts to the totally different subject of expressing his disgust and
pessimism concerning a “'life that begins in the darkness of the womb and
ends in the darkness of the grave’ and of asking Dalid whether he really
believes in life after death®.

One would wonder whether Ilyis’s pessimism is a result of his inability
to dislocate the traditionally rigid, as his part in the play suggests, or of
his conviction that life as such is meaningless irrespective of to whichever
generation one belongs. Similarly, Daid's optimism and convictions
oscillate with regard to the intended theme of the play. At times he plays
the philosopher speaking of eternal and universal truths independent of
time and place, and with respect to which both Fathers and Sons may
equally be erroneous and misguided, such as in his theosophic stand with
regard to the universality and immanence of God, who discloses Himself
to whoever thoroughly attempts to study life and understand it2,

1. See Adham, Ismd‘ll, Taw/flq al-Hakim, Cairo, 1945 p. 31.
2. al-Abd wa al-Banin, pp. 28—29,
3. Ibid. p. 29.
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Moreover, there is no significant reason, so far as the general theme
of the play is concerned, why Nissif Bey should be a would-be traditional
poet, and should be ridiculed for being so'. The only explanation is that
Naimy, preoccupied with his struggle in al-Ghirbal against the superimposed
classical Arabic prosody, allows himself to satirise his opponents in the
person of MNissif Bey at the expense of the play.

It is also noticed that Naimy himself, at grips with the problems;
truths and ideologies of the new generation, could not maintain throughout
the play an objective attitude in relation to the young characters, While
he has succeeded in letting Imm Ilyds, Massa Bey and Nassif Bey of the
old generation reveal their distinctive characteristics and private individua-
lities within the general framework, Dand, Ilyas, Zainah and Shahidah
breathe almost of one spirit, one attitude and one ideology, which is Naimy's
own at that stage of his life. This is why when the play is presented on the
stage the roles of the young group seem to overlap and be in need of more
living individuality while it is Tmm llyis and Mussa Bey who make up for
this lack®.

It is to be regretted that Naimy has so far made no other real attempt
at writing the drama whereby one would be able to see how far he was
capable of overcoming the defects found in Fathers and Sons. What he has
actually written after Fathers and Sonsin dranatic form are one-aet plays
cither intended for the radio, at special requests from Arab broadcasting
stations. such as "‘The Last Page” (3 ~=% 34,4 Jincluded in Abu Battah®.
or intended only for reading, as is apparent in “‘The Society of the Dead”
( Js! %) included in the first edition of Once Upon a Time and left
out in subsequent editions.

Once Upan a Time ( Kina Ma Kin ), a volume containing seven short
stories, ‘‘The Society of the Dead" included, first published in Beirut,

1. See Act 1, scene 6,

2. This was observed when the present writer had the opportunity of producing. this
play in *West Hall' at the American University of Beirut, May 1960,

3. Beirut, 1959, p. 182,
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1937, belongs in many ways, though not written in the dramatic form, to
the same family as Fathers and Sons and ought to be considered as a con-
tinuation of it.

The storigs, though published in a separate volume as late as 1937,
were originally writen, as the dates attached to each indicate!, between
1914 and 1919 and published separately during that period, like Farhers and
Sons, in al-Funoon and the special issues of al-Sayil.

like Fathers and Sons. they also concentrate on depicting different
problems and beliefs in the Lebanese society of that time that had precipi-
tated from the past and had continued to exercise their frustrating impact on
the present. From this aspect they belong to that phase of Naimy's thought
extending roughly up to the end of World War I and characterised by
revolt against rugged and outdated customs and beliefs, whether on the
literary level, as in al-Ghirbdl, or on the social and religious as in Fathers
and Sons.

Befor judging Once Upon a Time as belonging to this particular phase
fo Naimy's thought, an exception regarding two stories in the collection
ought to be made. The first 1s “'Sd'at al-Cuckoo” ( the Cuckoo Clock )
which, dated 1915 in the collection, is discovered to have actually been
written in 1925, as can be conclude from Sab'in 11%, and first published in
the special issue of al-Sdyih of that year, Moreover, the general tone and
spirit in that story are typical of the shift of emphasis in Naimy’s attitude
and thought, becoming more and more conspicuous after his return from
the war. By this new emphasis is meant his revolt, not against traditional
systems and beliefs that can no more be tenable, but against civilised man
as a whole, ensnared in the complicated needs of a modern civilisation
whose utter preoccupation with the apparent, the accidental and the
material in life has hopelessly estranged him from the eternal, immanent
and fundamental truths both in himself and in the world in which he lives.

1. See Kiina Md Kedn, first edition, Beirut, 1937
2. See Sab'un 11, pp. 241—248.
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The second story to be excepted is ""Shorty’’, with the subtitle “From
the Memoirs of an Unknown Soldier’’. Written in the form of memoirs,
and in 1919, shortly after Maimy's return from the war, ""Shorty™ is
inspired by the author's reminiscences of Army days and belongs as well
to a different atmosphere than that which the rest of its sisters in Once
Upon a Time breathe,

Back to the remaining five stories in Once Upon a Time, we find that
each, in the spirit of Fathers and Sons, revolves around one particular
problem in Eastern societies, and particularly the Lebanese. Fairly repre-
sentative is "‘Sa'idat al-Bayk'’ ( His Excellency the Bey). The author
and a friend of his enter rather late a Syrian restaurant in New York.
When they apologise to the owner, he comforts them by saying that they
are alright since he does not usually close before the Bayk arrives and
takes his dinner at half past nine. The owner is taken aback and feels deeply
insulted when his two customers ask him who the Bayk is. Soon the door
opens and there enters '"a man tall and erect, with narrow shoulders and
a pot belly. He had long hands and fingers. With his right hand he carried
a stick, crooked as a dog’s tail, and in his left he held and Arabic newspaper.
He wore a suit grey below and brown above, all frayed at the edges with
dangling threads of various lengths ... what specially drew my attention
was the shape of his head, like a pine cone, the size of his flat ears, stuck to
his skull like two pieces of dough, and his short hair, starting two fingers
above his eyebrows"'t, It is the Bayk. With great dignity he walks slowly
but confidently to his table and orders a rich dinner, not taking his
eyes away from the paper. When finished, he puts on his hat and walks
out with the same dignity, solemnly ordering the extremely awe-struck and
infinitely obedient Abu "Assif to add the cost to his standing bill.

The story of the Bayk, as the restaurant-keeper comes back to tell
it, is that he once was the Shaikh of Abu “Assaf’s own village back in Leba-
non. Being a descendant of the great Da‘liq family, he was by inheritance

1. Kdna Md Kdn, p. 109,




the unchallenged master. One of his tenants, back rich from the United
States, bought for himself the title of Bayk. This was beyond the endu-
rance of the Da'lig. He absented himself for a time and came back to the
village to spread the rumour that he had become by Government decree
“His Excellency the Bayk''. His rival, knowing him to be in debt, with
nothing left of his past glory save the outward show, and consequently
incapable of buying such a title, discovers the lie. From that time, the Bayk
disappears from Lebanon, only to reappear among the emigrants of his
own village in New York. Poor and destitute as he is, he still feels it below
his dignity to work, and lives up to his Baykdom, at the expense of such
Bayk-worshippers as Abu ‘Assif. For some years he had been eating in
the restaurant of Abu "Assaf, paying him with the words: “‘Add it to my
standing bill", and yet Abu "Assif is happy that he is feeding the Bayk.

The story ends with Abu “Assaf telling his customers with great dis-
tress of the tragic and undeseved state to which the Bayk has come. "It
is enough that he is of the house of Da‘dq. Many times have I offered him
money but he refused to accept even a farthing. Poor Fellow!™ And then the
writer adds, “and he [ Abu ‘Assif ] gave vent to a deep sigh which emerged

iy

from the very depth of his heart

Unlike Fathers and Sons, though dealing with a fairly similar problem,
“"His Excellency the Bayk® as it is written does not philosophise or preach,
nor does it at any stage reveal any trace of the author's own hand forcing
the natural flow of the dialogue, the sequence of the incidents or artificially
chiseling the characters to fit an obviously preconceived purpose. Naimy
has here become the master of his art. He himself comes to the characters
in their own natural setting instead of drawing them up to him, as was the
case with Dadd and Ilydis. The Bayk and Abu ‘Assafl are allowed to pre-
sent themselves as they really are in their everyday life, without the slightest
pretence, or uncasiness resulting from any feeling on their part that they

are being watched or judged by the author. Abu ‘Assif is neither criticised

1. Kdna md Kdn, p. 117,
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nor made to offer any apologies for being what he is, a Bayk —and conse-
quently an ancestor-worshipper, a stupid simple-minded coward, feeling
proud and happy that the parasite sucking his blood is of noble and glo-
rious descent. The Bayk, on the other hand, is neither attacked nor ridi-
culed, but is allowed to walk into the restaurant with his own sincere
hypocrisy and farcical outdatedness. Any stupidity, cowardice or sincere
hypocrisy which the reader sees in the Bayk or Abu ‘Assif is the character's
own responsibility. Naimy's acoomplished realism has made him as much
an onlooker as the reader himself, with the only difference that he had
actually prepared for the scene being watched and had chosen the appro-
priate setting and coincidences which tempted Abu ‘Assdf and the Bayk
to reveal themselves. Both are seen in the story to be at once stupidly ridi-
culous and touchingly pitiable. Indeed, pity and ridicule are the two main
elements that stamp Maimy as a short story writer in Once Upon a Time.
By pity he makes us love the human beings in his stories and feel for them,
as we are really made to feel for Abu “Assif and the Bayk, hopelessly
ridiculous as they are, and by ridicule he makes us genuinely realise their
folly. When Abu “Assaf at the end of the story gives vent to a deep sigh
that emerges from the very depth of his heart, his situation is both pitiable
in itself and ludicrous for being so. So is the Bayk’s respectability
suppoted with *" a stick as crooked as a dog’s tail".

It is in such respects that Naimy comes most close to the nineteenth
century Russian short story, and particularly that famous Gogolian quality
of drawing out tears through smiles,

Reminiscent of Gogol also is Naimy's “"Society of the Dead''t, where
the Syrian dead during the famine period of World war 1, all of the simple
and innocent people, hold a meeting in their graveyard under the presidency
of Satan, to look into the applications of newly-arrived Syrians wishing to
join their celebrated society. As the applicants are interviewed one by one
and asked for their recommending qualifications, those who had falsly

1. Kdna md Kdn, pp. 81—96.
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pretended in life to be serving the cause of Syria during her crisis are put
in the most pitiably ridiculous situations and finally rejected. An instance
is a poet who recites to Lucifer ( J'2 5 ) a sample of his rhetorical poetry
in which he had called upon the Syrians to rise and fight for their lost
glory. Upon being reminded that the question at stake is what he had done
for Syria, not what he had composed, and that since he had been urging
resistance he should himself have enlisted, the poet explains in confusion
that he was too considerate for Syria’s welfare to allow such a gifted poet
as himself to be killed in battle?.

Naimy’s masterpiece in Once Upon a Time is undoubtedly “‘Her New
Year" ( #4akl Lz )2 written in 1914. As in Fathers and Sons. the setting
is the beginning of twentieth century Lebanon.

The Lebanese village of “Ayriin, the story begins, is famous for many
things. Before we are tempted to interpret for ourselves these famous things
in terms of old temples, castles or glorious annals of the past, Naimy hastens
in a few lines to redirect our thoughts, but without disappointing our high
expectations, to simple and ordinary facts in the everyday life of “Ayrin
and of its people, which are in their particular context great and famous.

The village, we are told, is famous for its ‘araq ( local Lebanese spirit )
which does credit to King David’s verse ‘‘wine that maketh glad the
heart of man”, for its wariety of silk worms and cocoons, for its cows
generous of milk, and for its beautiful maidens recommended for every
bride-seeker among the young men of the vicinity, Last but not least, “Ayriin
is famous for its Shaikh ( feudal lord ), Abu Nissif,

To assure us that "Ayriin is justified in being famous for her Shaikh,
Naimy draws a comparison of many points between Abu Nassif and his
father from whom he inherited his shaikhdom. First, Abu Nissif is literate,
while his father could only sign by stamping his thumb or ring on the sheet

1. Kdna md Kén, pp. 85—87.
2. Thid. pp. 37—50,
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of paper. Secondly, Abu MNissif, though privately still prefers to eat,
sit and sleep on the floor, as his father used to do, he is able to prove before
his guests that he has a dining table, some spoons and forks, a few chairs,
a high bed and a mosquito net. Thirdly, unlike his simply-dressed late
father, Abu Nassif on great occasions such as receiving the district gover-
nor, the Qa'immagam, or the Archbishop, wears his new-fashioned boots
and fez, his silken belt and his gold pocket watch. We are told, however,
between brackets, that once at a village reception the Qa‘immagim had
asked Abu NissIf the time and that Abu Nassif had answered with embar-
rassment that his gold watch was out of order.

These and many other things justify the great power, esteem and
unguestioned authority enjoyed by Abu Nassif in ‘Ayrin. That some
malicious and gossiping women choose to propagate sly rumours about
the Shaikh, that he secretly beats his wife the Shaikhah and that he was
once discovered unawares at home on the point of twisting her neck in a
wave of anger, is of little consequence and hard to prove. What is no
secret, Naimy goes on to tell us, is that Abu Nassif is a father to seven
girls and is desperate, now that the Shikhah is in her ninth month that she
should give him an heir to his title, position and highly accomplished
greatness.

It is New Year's Eve. “Ayriin is enveloped in darkness and snow, and
drowned in the howling of an ominous snow blizzard. Only the Shaikhah,
alone with the midwife in her room, joins the orchestra of the wind outside
with her heartrending shrieks, Abu Nassif, in great anxiety, walks back
and forth in the neighbouring room decorated with a crucifix and the
picture of the Virgin. It is the hour when the whole fate of Abu Massif 1s
to be decided. It is when “‘to be or not to be' literally means to become
either the glorious father of a boy or the hopelessly doomed begetter of an
eighth girl.

In what is reminiscent of those highly morbid states of Raskolnikov
in Dostoevsky's Crime and Punishment, Naimy unfolds before our eyes the
whole world of the Shaikh as it is metamorphosed in his psyche under the
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strain of the moment of anxiety that seethes in his soul. On thinking of the
possibility that his future baby may turn out to be a girl, the Shaikh would
feel a rope around his neck, a mountain on his chest; his eyes would gloom
and he would collapse on his knees before the crucifix, calling upon Jesus
fon help. Slowly he would feel relieved, the Crucified begins to live, to breathe,
to move; the colours begin to transform, interpenetrate, mix and then melt
in the widening drop of blood on the side of Jesus. Suddenly from that
pool of blood a small head emerges, then two hands and then two feet.
It is a boy, beckoning to Abu Nissif to approach. Then a shriek from the
Shaikhah in the other room distorts the vision. Abu MNassif Jumps up from
his place to kneel again before the Virgin Mary, but only to see her metamor-
phose in his eyes into a girl.

Mext morning the midwife spreads the news in the village that the
Shaikhah had given birth on New Year's Eve to a dead boy and that poor
Abu Nassif had to bury with his own hands during the night the son he
had so long waited for. The mischievous Barbara, however, insists on
whispering a secret which, she claims, the midwife had confided to her alone
that what Abu Nissif buried on New Year's Eve was not a dead son but a
living daughter.

“Yes'’, the story ends, “‘the Lebanese village of ‘“Ayriin is famous for
many things"’.

It is always dangerous to summarise a story. This is particularly true
of "Her New Year'' The story as a whole does not simply tell about
characters and things; it attempts to bring them alive for the reader. Any
real attempt to summarise it therefore cannot stop short of rewriting it.
Abu Nissif is not characterised in terms of what he savs or does but in terms
of how he acrually lives, his social position, his world and particularly
his crisis. He is characterised from the inside. So is the midwife, greatly
perturbed as to how to face Abu MNassif with the evil news. Even "Ayriin is
not defined in terms of exterior physical dimensions, but through what it
psychologically means to living people in terms of delicious wine, beautiful
maidens, generous cows and awe-inspiring Shaikh.
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In ""Her Mew vear’’, as in the rest of his short stories in Once Upona
Time, Waimy can be deseribed as a realist: but a realist in the nineteenth
century Russian seénse. He is not only interested in reflecting what people
actually do or say but mainly in bringing alive the psycholegical shades and
implications beneath people’s deeds and utterances. This is how in Naimy's
stories, ag in those of his Russian teachers, particularly Chekov, Dostoyevsky
and Gogol, we are so introduced to the character's intimate inner self that
we are no longer capable, though horrified by the deeds, of hating the
doers. It is always when we judge the doer by the deed that we are made
to hate him, but once the deed is seen in its primordial stirring in the inner
selves of people who are as basically human as we are, we are instantly
disarmed of hatred and left in a position where we are either to pity or to
laugh, or even to "smile through tears,

This type of realism accounts much for the success of Once Upon a
Time in general and of ““Her New Year'' in particular. Through it, as can
be seen, Naimy is enabled, like any successful artist, to instruct without
teaching, to moralise without preaching, and to be infinitely human without
sentimentalism.

We cannot hate Abu Missif for beating the Shaikhah and making her
responsible for not giving him an heir to immortalise hini, nor even for
strangling his new-born daughter and burying her the hour she was born.
We have entered his inner self and seen his intimate human helplessness,
his psychological tangle through which the world in which he lives takes
shape. As human beings, we can only pity him for all he is, just as we pity
the Shaikhah and the midwife. In our pity, however, we cannot love the
Shaikh, even less accept him or his deeds, since we have only pitied him
because all his make-up seemed to us hopelessly ridiculous,

Typically Russian in Naimy's short story also is the suggestive muffied
ending. It avoids bringing the reader to a standstill and gives him a sense
of continuity, and the impression that what he has just seenor heard is notall,
but simply a continuation of what has gone on before and an introduction
to what goes on after in the rich and manifold stretch of life. "Yes™, ends
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the story after having unfolded itself, ' the Lebanese village of ‘Ayriin is
famous for many things'".

Professor Kratchkovsky was right when, upon reading these carly
works by Naimy and even before knowing the author’s background, he
felt that they “‘contained echoes of Russian critical thought which was
little known to the Arabic literature of the time'’*. Just as al-Ghirbal echoes
Belinsky, so do Fathers and Sons and Once Upon a Time contain echoes
of Dostoyevsky. Chekhov and Gogol. Naimy's great credit, however, is
that having genuinely grasped the spirit and technique of these literary
arts in their most perfect Western form, he has succeeded in Arabising them.
He has succeeded in remaining the Easterner writing the literature of his
own people, his own society, in the up-to-date artistic manner which he
learned in the West. Herein lies the value of al-Ghirbal, of Fathers and Sons
and of Once Upon a Time. They are wholly devoted to the living conditions
and problems of Arab scociety and people. The stories of Once Upon a Time,
in moulding the language and giving it that simplicity and malleability
that the short story demands, and in dealing artistically and realistically
with the living Arab life in its everyday manifestations, represent, as some
have rightly indicated, the first mature attempt in the Arab world to create

the really Arabic short story in its up-to-date artistic form?2,

. Krathkowstky, LY. Among Aralic Marmuseripts, Leiden, 1953, p. 57.
2, See Majm, M. al-Qissalt Fi al-Adab al-"Arabi al-Hadith, Cairo, 1952, p. 274,
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CHAPTER V

THE VAGRANT SOUL

1 came 1o America with everything in me speaking loud against
American materialism, or what seemsd to me sordid American
materialism. Continuous hustle and bustle and rush for money — and
far what ? It seemed to me the whole thing was false and empty...

Is it hard for you now to picture some of the feelings that have
been mine all this time 7 The hardest of them is the feeling of being
misplaced, of being out of my element, a misfit, o to speak, and in
not being able to extricate mysell gracefully and definitely™.

{ From a letter by Naimy in New York to his two
brothers in Walla Walla, dated June 9,1925 )

When Naimy declared in al-Ghirbdl that literature is the expression
of life as it is made concious in man, his main concern al first was less to
define life and man through literature than to expose and ridicule the then
existing Arabic literature that was divorced {rom life. In al-Ghirbal, Fathers
and Sons and Once Upon a Time, therefore, Naimy was mainly preoccupied
with discarding, ridiculing and deriding, whether directly, as in the first book,
or in an indirect artistic dramatic manner, a5 in the other two, what he
considered dead in Arabic literature, customs, tradition and life. In this
phase of MNaimy's career, however, one is also able to detect a faint,
but nevertheless growing, tendency to meet the deeper and more
intricate implication of the basic literary principle that literature is the
expression of life as it is made conscious in man, which he himself had

laid out.
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Glimpses of the sort of concept of man and life that had gradually
been building up in his conscipusness, starting in his youthful days in
Nazareth and Poltava, and coming to relative maturity in the United
States, are faintly but nonetheless unmistakably detectable in those early
works. In “Mihwar al-Adab’* ( The Pivot around which literature turns )2,
for instance, man is said to be called upon to understand the purpose of
life ever urging him to overcome his animalistic limitations and rise to that
stage of understanding where he becomes one with life absolute, In another
place? poetry is described as the expression of that eternal longing in man to
transcend himself and merge with the all-pervading self of the universe.
Diud, on the other hand, impatient with Ilyiis’s pessimism in Fathers and
Sons® goes out of his way to say that human life. though limited with dark-
ness at both ends, is illumined at times with floodlights of undersianding
and insight that pierce through both darknesses and reveal to man that he

is of an immortal nature.

Such and other isolated flashes of contemplation regarding the destiny
of man and the nature of life, interspersed in MNaimy's early works, indicate
the continuity in his heart and mind of an intellectual process in which
the Christ of Nazareth, the Tolstoism of Poltava and the Theosophy of

Seattle were in ferment,

This contemplative theme, after being subsidiary and infermittent at
first, had by the end of 1917 — after most of the stories of Once Upon a Time
had already been written — pushed itself to the fore and became in itself

the main theme in Naimy’s later works.

The change, it seems, must have been hastened by the impact on
Maimy's life of New York City, to which he had moved towards the end
of 1916 attracted by the prospect of realising his literary dreams in

al-Funoon,

I, al-Ghirbdl, pp. 23—28,
2, Ibid. p. 76—77.
3. See pp. 28—29
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If it is true that a thesis gains its most vivid distinction when it is made
to clash with its own antithesis, then the antithesis which was New York
must have vividly awakened in Naimy’s mind the hitherto relatively dormant
spiritualism of Christ and Tolstoy, with which he was wholly carried away
in Nazareth and Poltava, the naturalism and Platonic Idealism of Ler-
montov in particular, and nineteenth century Western Romanticism in
general, and also the highly mystical implications of transcendentalism and
theosophy to which he was introduced in Seattle. In MNew York, Naimy was
forced to go outside himself, so to speak, and live in a world totally dif-
ferent from the one he had been constructing for himself. He had come
to pursue his dreams as a writer, but he was penniless and far from being
able to expect any income from his pen or from the equally bankrupt
al-Funoon. News from home, where his aged parents and his two younger
brothers and sister still lived, spoke of famine sweeping over the country
as a consequence of Turkey's entry into the war. His parents needed finan-
cial assistance just as much as he himself needed a source of income. Finally,
to tip the balance, the New York military authorities notified him that he
would be asked to enlist in the American Army in preparation for service
in Europe. Soon the writer with high aspirations and ideals, foreigner and
stranger as he was, felt himself standing face to face with the huge metro-
polis: he, expecting New York to support him in return for the realisation
of his literary ideals and aspirations, and New York, absolutely uninterested
in his particular aspirations and dreams, offering him nothing more than
a living. Ultimately New York was victorious, and Naimy found himself
working as a simple accountant in a commercial enterprise for a monthly
salary of eighty dollars’. The "“monster-city”, as he calls New York in a
letter to his brother in Walla Walla, dated June 26, 1917, has by its own
standards, Maimy feels, put a price on his worth as a human being. As a
writer intent on creating for his people the living literature expressive of

|. See on Maimy's bitter experience as a job-seeker in New York the chapters in
Sab'an 11 entitted “*Fi al-Durdar al-Rahib™" (In the terrible whirlpool ), p. 67, and
“Tabakdt Jadidah' { New Fronts ), p. 141,
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their life, and as a thinker at grips with the deeper and more basic spiritual
significance of man and life, New York had found him of no value and had
even stifled the very magazine for which he had come to work: but as a
user of a machine, a typewriter, in a certain “‘Bethlehem Steel Co.”’, busy
producing bombs for the Russian front, New York had fixed his price at
eighty dollars, and later at a hundred and fifty!.

Being the idealist and the spiritualist that Naimy was, coming to
New York as a stranger and a foreigner, the huge city did not so much
strike him as the home of millions of individuals who perhaps, like him,
were in one way or another wretched, frustrated and misplaced but yet
pressed to make a living, as it did represent a single, unified, complicated
mechanism, symbolising modern civilisation in its greedy devotion to the
material; an ominous monster greedily devouring the millions of the
materially illusioned people who have created it and transforming them
in its hellish, mechanistic inside into part and parcel of its own life substance.
New York cares nothing for the individual as a human being; what matters
is his material function in the whole complicated mechanism which is the
city. People do not live in New York, New York lives on them. In one
place Naimy calls New York a land and sea monster breathing fire and
transforming the millions perpetually moving within it from people created
after the image of God, into entities unmindful of the divine in man and
functioning in the service and under the dictates of the penny®.

In another highly allegorical passage, Naimy reports on an imaginary
speech delivered by the penny in 1626, the year Manhattan Island was
bought by the whites®. The enthroned Penny-God claims to his counsellors
that in his person people have at last found the true unified path to their

l. Sab'in 11, p, T0.

. Sec MNaimy's article “‘Mew York — the Land and Sez Monster™ in his book
al-Mardhil, Beirut, 1932,

3. See the passage entitled *“The Mouse Laboured and Brought Forth a Mountain®
(x4 3 W csins) in his book Gubrdn Khalil Gubran, 4th edition, Beirut,
1960, pp. 117—123.
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long-cherished happiness. In his name they have come to enjoy one nationa-
lity instead of many, one standard of values, one language, one driving
passion, one concern, one God. In short, all people who live in his name
are one. Yet, the penny ironically concludes, inspite of all he does to provide
people with happiness, their voices still deep in misery and pain knock
incessantly at his ears asking him for more happiness. Consequently, though
he had built for men many wonderful cities in the past, he now proposcs
to build them a city that shall surpass in wonder and grandeur all cities
built heretofore. This city is New York.

MNew York, therefore, which had failed to see in Naimy, so he felt,
more than a man suitable for pounding the keys of a typewriter in a bomb-
producing factory in return for a few dollars, stood for more than a simple
city. It stood in Naimy’s eyes for modern civilisation lost, as Tolstoy had
ceaselessly proclaimed, in the artificiality of its complicated needs, and for
modern man, who, reminiscent of Christ’s warning, has laboured to pos-
sess the world but has, as a result, lost himself.

Discontented with the world without, Naimy was driven under the
impact of New York to seek shelter in the world within. As he went deeper
and deeper into the recesses of his soul all those types of teachings in the
world which emphasised the human self as the alpha and omega of life and
as containing the key to man's emancipation from the temporary, the transient
and the corrupt to the eternal, the permanent and the absolute, struck him
with increasing vividness. Christ, Tolstoy, Platonism and the Eastern
theosophies with which Naimy's youth had been saturated, re-emerged
in his mind and heart with stronger force, and he felt himself more than
ever before ruthlessly divided between two worlds: the world symbolised
by New York, which he despised but in which he was forced to live, and
the ideal world he conceived in thought and imagination but was unable
torealise. Between the two he felt himself a vagrant soul, a strange wanderer
at home with neither the world he conceived nor the one he inbabited.
When earlier in his formative years he was confronted either in Nazareth or
in Poltava with a similar state of spiritual torment, he used to withdraw
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from the outside world and resort to periods of utter silence, confiding
only to his pen and diary’. In his present situation, committed to his everyday
work and to public life, though actual silence was no more possible, the pen
and the diary were still available. Why not then, Naimy must have thought,
attempt to write the diary of an imaginary man who can be supposed to
be facing the same spiritual crisis and, consequently, to have committed
himself to silence. The only difference this time would be that the diary so
written, unlike the one written in Poltava, should be intended for publication.

“As a result of my contemplation’’, says Naimy of his spiritual crisis
in the autumn of 1917, I felt, and for the first time in my life, that God
i$ a power within me, and not a person to whom I am related as creature
to a creator, as worshipper to a worshipped and as one judged to a judge.
This feeling flooded me with a wave of peace ... and without giving myself an
account of what I was doing, I found myself one evening when it was pour-
ing with rain writing the preface to a book, the full outlines of which were not
yet crystallised in my imagination’'®. The book came out to be The Mentoirs
of Pitted Face, ( 5 4| 2| F1.) or, as it was better named in the English
edition, Memairs of a Vagrant Souf®.

It must be noted before giving a brief account of the book which, as
has already been hinted, marks the beginning of a relatively new phase in
MNaimy's career, that only the first half of it had time to appear between
the autumn of 1917 and the spring of 1918 when Naimy had to join the
American Army in France. This half* was published in four parts and in
four consecutive issues of al-Funoon®, It was only in 1948, after thirty years
had elapsed and in Lebanon, where Naimy had finally settled, that he deci-
ded to put in writing the other half of the book, which had remained alive

I. See above pp. 82—3: 023,

2. Sab'an 11, p. 76.

3. The book, translated into English in 1952 by Naimy, was published in the same
year by the Philosophical Library, Mew York.

4. Ending on p. 67 of the 2nd edition, Beirut, 1959,

5. Bee al-Funoon, Vol 3, Nos. 3.4.5, and 6.
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in his mind?. The Menmioirs of Pitted Face appeared for the first time in book
form in Beirut, 1949.

Neither the second half of the book, however, written thirty vears
later, nor the few medifications introduced into the first?, seem to constitute
any such basic change or departure from the basic theme, spirit and original
conception manifested in the first half published in al-Funoon, as would
prejudice the justifiability of considering the Memoirs as typical of Naimy's
state of mind during his New York days.

I

The Memoirs of Pitted Face is a book that is hard to classify. It is a
work of many angles in which the mystery novel, the philosophical disserta-
tion, the allegory and the autobiography are gracefully mixed and merged
in a sequence of poetical symbolism that winds up with the mystical,

In a brief introduction, the author tells us that he was driven with a
friend of his on a rainy October afternoon in 1916 to seek shelter in a Syrian
restaurant in lower Manhattan. Upon serving them with Turkish coflee,
the rheumaticky proprietor laments the sudden disappearance of Pitted
Face. In answer to the enquiring faces of his customers, he tells them the
strangest story of how one rainy day he received a drenched, half-naked,
mysterious young man of thirty, who waslooking for a job and who agreed
to work as a waiter in his restaurant for his keep. Short, lean, with a
face pitted with smallpox, highly intelligent and well versed in several

I. See Sab an 111, p. 211

. It 15 noticed by companson with the original in alf-Fusmen that Naimy has changed
the colloguial language used by one character Shin in the first part of the book
into the simple classical, He has also removed some of the digressions in the Memaoirs
that seemed unrelated to the main theme.

r3
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languages, he served most conscientiously in the restaurant for three years,
without ever communing with anyone, saying a single word to anybody
or even revealing anything as to his name, nationality or background.
Suddenly he disappeared from the restaurant, as silent and as enigmatic
as he had first arrived. Upon asking where Pitied Face, as the proprictor
had nicknamed him, lived, the two visitors are shown behind an obscure
wooden partition in the rear of the restaurant, where among other things
they find a wooden box in which they see a copy of the New Testament, a
carefully-folded Spanish newspaper, and a writing pad on whose cover
is written in beautiful Arabic handwriting “From Myself to Myself"".

The author asks permission to take the pad home with him. It is dis-
covered to contain The Memoirs of Fitted Face, which the author finds
it worthwhile to share with the reader.

“Broadly speaking”, Pitted Face begins his memoirs — only the
name of the Particular day is recorded without reference to the date, the
month or the year — “"all men may be divided into two categories: those
who talk and those who keep their peace’”.

"I am the silent part of humanity; the rest are all talkers . . Therefore
do 1 keep my peace while others talk "

As the Memoirs unfold themselves, we are introduced to the very
intimate self of Pitted Face, and under his cloak of silence and absolute
detachment from the turbulent exterior world, we are made witnesses to
one of the fiercest battles that can ever take place within a man’s soul,
between the earthly and the divine, between his God-self struggling to lift
him up to that mystical level of spiritual perfection experienced by such
summits as Christ and Buddha, and his man-self, earthly bound and hope-
lessly entangled with the passions of the world.

"I must be two Pitted Faces in one’’, writes Pitted Face on one occa-
sion, ‘‘the first is a man who has withdrawn from the world of men and
wrapped himself in silence that he may reach a world of a higher order
and move with it in an orbit other than that of the earth; the second is a
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man cut off from the main human current by some human side currents
and striving to rejoin the herd "1,

Like a string highly strained between two poles, Pitted Face goes on
in his Memuoirs to record at every step the ensuing frequency of his thoughts,
feelings and emotions. Throughout, we are never allowed to lose sight
of the duality in his life and thought with which he is at grips. As the Mem-
oirs proceed, we are made to see that this duality is many-sided. First, the
duality in Pitted Face between his present and his past. The Memoirs
reveal him to us at first in a state of amnesia, unable to regain the memory
of his past life, of which, because of a horrible incident only fully revealed
to us towards the end of the book, he is totally oblivious; then, the duality
between his lower self and his higher self, between the earthly in him and
the divine; and lastly, the duality between him, the silent seeker of absolute
union with the eternal mystical truth, and the rest of the turbulent world
soaked with its own folly and blinded to the higher truth in life by the
slush of earthly desires and the superficial ends of everyday existence.

When the conflict is between the Pitted Face of the present and the
Pitted Face of the past, the Memoirs take on the tone of that distilled pain
and sweet benumbing sadness and melancholy experienced at times by a
traveller lured on, by a burning devotion to the mysterious unknown
awaiting his discovery ahead, and perhaps also his life, and yet tenderly
motioned back by the imperceptible but nonetheless alive shades in his
memory of the beloved ones, the home and the country he was ruthlessly
compelled by his vision to leave behind.

Once and again as Pitted Face sits down at night behind his wooden par-
tition confiding to his Memoirs the spiritual summits which his soul had been
scaling in silence during the day, an apparition of his past life would emerge

. Memoirs of a Vagrant Soul, p. 67 (65): this and all other subsequent quotations
from the Memeirs, in this chapter, are taken from the English edition. The number
between brackets indicates the corresponding page or pages in the second edition
of the Arabic original published in Beirut, 1959,
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from the darkness and stand speechlessly behind him or to his side in the
form of an exceedingly beautiful woman, with a gaping, bleeding wound in
her throat and deep, silent sadness in her eves. ""Her breasts protrude as
before from under her white, transparent silk gown. Her delicate left hand
grasps the wound in her throat as if trying to stay the flow of blood . . .
Oh! Her eyes! I looked at them, and it appeared to me as if all the pains
and the sorrows of humanity were staring at me from behind their lashes . . .
Mor revenge, nor bitterness can be seen in them; but sorrow without end,
and a question, or rather a supplication’". ““Who is she?" Pitted Face
asks himself. “And why? Better to . . ."" Pitted Face succeeds in resisting
the supplication of his normal past life in spite of all its human and family
warmth. Though wholly mesmerised for the moment by the imploring
apparition, the gap, he feels, between the Pitted Face who had once lived asa
man among men and the Pitted Face who now seeks in silence the concealed
cosmic truth, can no more be bridged. He has arrived in his isolated quest
at the point of no return and knows very well what it is in terms of human
mortification, of smothered living flesh and bleeding body to walk the way
to the Golgotha. He has slain earthly bound Pitted Face of the past so that
the new purified Pitted Face might emerge®.

When the conflict, on the other hand, is between the higher self and
the lower self in Pitted Face, the hitherto sweet melancholy turns into a
mortifyving anguish, and the distilled pain is moistened with tears. It is the
terrifying anguish flashing in the heart of a devotee at a moment of doubt,
when, under the strain of self-deprivation and worldy sacrifice, the bewilder-
ing question comes to his mind; what if all that bewitching vision is an
illusion and all that sacrifice simply turns out to be a ridiculously unwar-
ranted self-torture?

1. Memoirs, p. 11 ( 19—=20).

2, Ibid. p. 10 (18 ).

1. See other relevant passages on pp. 45—47 ( 46—48 ), pp. 69—T71 (67—71 ) and pp.
102—103 ( 96—97 ).
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At one place, and in a dialogue between the higher self, or known self,
as Pitted Face calls it, and the lower self, that bewilderment is brought to
a pathetic climax.

... Tell me who I am®, the lower or unknown self presses on, ‘else
loose my tongue and let me be, for I am tired of being dumb’, At that

point the features of my known self contracted in pain, and he mumbled
with infinite sorrow in his voice:

'‘Give me time, and you shall have your wish'.

And he wept'",

When Pitted Face is faced with the duality between himself on the one
hand and the rest of the world on the other, the Memoirs take on an
elevated tone. He bitterly comments on ways and systems of man which
from his emancipated spiritual stand seem to point to the wrong end.

Man, says pitted Face to himself, is a mind endowed with a body,
rather than a body endowed with a mind®. ‘"That which is transient can
never last, that which is permanent can never pass'’?. Yet men put their
minds in the service of their bodies and the permanent in the service of the
transient. Having engineered ways and means by which to live, they have
gradually preoccupied themselves with the ways and means and forgotten
about life itself and its divine purpose in man. A divine school is life’’,
Pitted Face writes, "'whose business is to turn out divinities. To be a gra-
duate from it is to become God ", Instead of a divine school, men have made
of life in every way a battlefield. “‘Behold! The peoples of the earth are
engaged 1n a war the like of which, they say, the earth has never witnessed
before . . .""%. In this war, Pitted Face sees, it is not only that man is killing

man in the name of such empty fallacies as patriotism, honour, pride,
national glory and the like but that the beast in man is allowed to
overpower the divine®.

. Memoirs, p. 69 ( 67 ).

. Ibid. p. T (61

. Ibid. p. 48 (49 ).

. Ihid, p. 49 (50).

. Thid, p. 23 (29).

. Ibid. pp. 23—27 ( 20—33 ),
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In his mystical trances, Pitted Face would see that all men wear the
crown of divinity'. That they still live on the animal level in them — whence
come all their problems whether social, political, economic, religious and
the like — is because they are still only guided through life by sense percep-
tion and are consequently still incapable of grasping and living the divine . . .
"The senses that rely neither on eye nor ear, neither on nose nor tongue,
nor hand — such senses are nonsense in the code of men. Shouid you say
to them that they have eyes invisible to their eyes, and ears of finer substance
than flesh and blood, and that in silent contemplation they could see what
the outer eye is incapable of seeing, and hear what the outer ear is powerless
to hear . . . they would dub you on the instant a fool or a lunatic'’.

It would be easy to knit up Pitted Face’s observations on men and life
scattered all through his Memoirs into a complete system of thought that
would be perfectly welcome among other established theosophical systems.
Some steps in this direction have already been made by Indian theosophical
magazines reporting on the English edition of the Memoirs where some
sayings of Pitted Face are found expressive of such concepts as the * Astral
Light™ and “the doctrine of Karma'', and of an affinity with Madame
Blavatsky's The Secrer Doctrine®,

But to concentrate on Pitted Face as a thinker and a preacher of
mystical truth is to lose sight of him as a living human being and to con-
sider his book a dissertation on philosophy instead of a work of art, a
course which the Memoirs try to make us avoid, and quite successfully.
From the beginning of the book until the end runs a thin story line on
which the memoirs are spread. What ideas, feelings and passions expressed
in the book do not mainly interest us in themselves, but in so far as
they unfold before us the man behind them who is living the mysterious

story of his three-sided conflict, with himself, with his past and with
the world.

. Memoirs, p. 65 (63 ).

2. Ibid. p. 18 (25—26).

1, See for instance the article entitled **From Mysell o Myself” in The Theosophical
Movemeni, Oclober issue, 1953,
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The Memoirs at first hint vaguely at the story behind the crisis of
Pitted Face. Now and then they give vague clues. Of such clues are: the
continuous alarm on the part of Pitted Face, shimmering throughout his
Memoirs, of his past life, and the delicately conveyed hints that once this
past life is remembered his present one is lost; the frequent visitations of
that beautiful but silent lady with a gaping wound in her throat, who leaves
Pitted Face on each occasion in a pathetic state of spiritual and bodily
hypnotism; the special interest, a mixture of love and alarm, which Pitted
Face secretly has in Sennacherib, one of the customers who frequent the
restaurant; the frequent visits that Sennacherib steals into Pitted Face's
wooden partition in his absence, at one time to leave a vague symbolic
statement, at another to leave two words ““Write your Will", and at a third
to leave behind, a certain three-year-old issue of a Spanish newspaper
dated June 26, 1913', which leads Pitted Face to leave the restaurant with
the intention. as the Memoirs deliberately hint, of putting an end to his
life. All these and other clues keep the reader in suspense and leave him
with only half-answered guestions,

The full answer is given at the end, when, after the Memoirs are con-
cluded, the author, supposedly the publisher of the Memoirs, comes out
with a supplement in which he gives usthetranslation of a certain article in
the Spanish paper®. The article, reporting on a current issue during that
period, speaks of a certain Shakeep Na‘min ( presumably Pitted Face ),
who is the only son of a prominent Lebanese immigrant family settled in
Argentina, He is exceptionally gifted, keen of mind, and a graduate from
the University with honours. He is said, however, to be abnormal in some
directions, At the age of thirty he marries Najla, of the same Lebanese
immigrant community, whom he had ardently loved and whose only
brother, S.N. Harib ( presumably Sennacherib ), is his closest friend. The
couple choose to spend their honeymoon in the best hotel in the city. One
night and a whole day pass without anybody in the hotel seeing the couple

1. In the Arabic version it is 1916,
2. Memuairs, pp. 141—144 ( 129—132).




leave their room. The management gets worried. When the door is knocked
at several times with no reply, the Police are called. What they see as the
door is forced open is a terrible sight. "'On the bed was the beautiful bride,
dressed in an elegant nightgown of white silk, and stretched out full length.
The gown and the bedding were soaked with blood. The bride’s throat
was slashed from one side to the other. Of the bridegroom they find no
trace except a small slip of paper on which is written

"T slew my love with my own hand, for it was more than my body could

feed and less than my soul hungered after'',

""Secret Service men as well as the bride’s brother, Senor S.MN. Harib™,
the article goes on to say, "'are already carrying on a feverish search for
the groom, who without any doubt is the author of the hideous crime. All,
however, are at a loss to assign a possible reason®’,

With this bit of explanation supplied at the end of the book, the read-
er's mind is naturally swung back to the memoirs in an attempt to see
each mysterious step he had taken with the author in its true light. It is
not until one has finished reading through The Memoirs of Pitted Face that
one's reading of the book really begins.

What of the story of Pitted Face, now clearly stated in outline 7 Should
it be taken literally? But how then would one reconcile Pitted Face the
criminal, the maniac, and the writer of the Memoirs, prehaps one of the
finest and most penetrating records of a human soul in its private, pas-
sionate yearning and struggle for spiritual perfection ? Should the Memaoirs,
therefore, be taken as a philosophic, or perhaps a mystical, dissertation on
life and death, on good and evil, on what is and what ought to be? Then
what should be thought of the story and, much more, of the predominant
character of Pitted Face which, soaked with the pain of its own anguish
and yearning for the mystic truth, draws us more to the self that suffers
than to the ideals that call for the suffering? Nor for that can the book be
dismissed as an allegory or a piece of poctic symbolism, though in many

1. Memoirs, p. 143 ( 131 ).
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respects it is allegorical and symbolic. How much, on the other hand, can
the Memoirs be thought to express Naimy's own intellectual autobiography
at that stage of his life? Such considerations, becoming more and more
pressing as the Memoirs draw to an end, make the reader feel as one climb-
ing a peak, that it is only from the top that he can look back and achieve
the true estimate of the slope he had been scaling in perspective.

I

“A man'', Tolstoy is reported to have told Gorky on one occasion,
““goes through earthquakes, epidemics, the horrors of disease, and all
sorts of spiritual torments, but the most agonising tragedy he ever knows
has been and will always be — the tragedy of the bedroom'™, It is only in
the light of this so-called tragedy of the bedroom that the plot in The Me-
moirs of Pitted Face can best be appreciated. In as far as human life is
concerned, love, in broad terms, is perhaps the greatest witness to man's
feeling of his individual insufficiency. It is from this aspect also, as Socrates
in Plato’s Symposium claims, the greatest urge in man to seek self-fulfilment
through union with a greater reality outside himself. Consciously or un-
consciously, therefore, man is actually seeking through love a passage from
his own limited mortal self to a greater reality where he can be propagated
and consequently immortalised. Ordinary people find their self aggrandi-
sement in begetting children, others in accumulating wealth, power, fame
and the rest. To the more philosophically sophisticated Socrates type, true
aggrandisement is in the union through love with the eternal patterns, the
absolute form of the Good, either as it is directly conceived in itself, or as
it is manifested through objects of love in the world,

|. Gorky, M. Literary Porreaits, Moscow, [ no date ) p. 27,
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Pitted Face is the Platonic type of lover, whence it is hinted that he
is highly intelligent and of a strikingly brilliant academic record, but also
abnormal or strange in some directions'. Here is where he coincides with
Naimy the contemplative and highly idealistic student at Nazareth and
Poltava. Both fall passionately in love: Pitted Face with Najla and Naimy
with the Russian Varia®. Both are haunted by the tragedy of the bedroom,
Pitted Face slays his bride on the nuptial couch before the flesh overpowers
the spiritual and takes refuge in a self-imposed silence and seclusion as an
obscure waiter in a New York restaurant, in quest of some sort of a uni-
versal mystical truth — a greater Platonic love over which the flesh can
no more have power, Naimy, on the other hand, tears away Varia from
his heart, even after she had attempted suicide under the strain of losing
him, because he discovers that they are unable to keep their love chaste,
A year after he leaves Russia, Varia follows him to Lebanon but only for
her smothered heart to discover that her lover is already in the United
States and beyond reach’. In New York, and with the tragedy of Varia
bleeding his heart, Naimy, like Pitted Face, felt himself to ‘have slain his
love with his own hand, for it was more than his body could feed, and
less than his soul hungered after’.

In so far as love remains a purifying force, a state of elevated spiritual
feeling in which the beloved becomes a living embodiment of all the Platonic
world of eternal Goodness — of all that the lover's immediate world lacks
in reality, truth and beauty, and a passage thereto, both Pitted Face and
Naimy are passionate lovers who deify their love. Najla and Varia symbolise
a reality beyond any limit that the body can trespass. But the situation takes

i

another turn when the “tragic disillusionment of the bedroom’ comes
about, where the beloved, the erstwhile embodiment of cherished, but far-

removed spiritual ideals, is suddenly stripped naked of her divine halo and

1. Memoirs, p. 142 ( 130 ).

2. For the full account of Naimy's love for Varin, see Sab'jin T, pp. 199201 213-
217; 2253228 264—267.

3. See Saban 11, p. 20.
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brought back through the sexual fulfilment to the ordinary and insufficient
physical world from which, to the lover, she had first seemed a promised
emancipation. Najla and Varia as bedmates are  less than cither the soul
of Pitted Face or that of Naimy hunger after”’. To avert the tragedy of the
bedroom, Pitted Face slays his bride on the nuptial couch, and Naimy
drives Varia through his torturously self-imposed chastity first to attempt
suicide and later to live the agonising process of reassembling the remnants
of her shattered heart after her Lebanese disappointment.

The parallelism between Naimy and Pitted Face gocs even a few steps
further. In their spiritual quest, both are driven by their actions to the
point of no return. To ™ slay one's love because it is more than one's body
could feed and less than one's soul hungers after” is to lay a borderline
between what one is and what one longs to be. To Naimy it marks the be-
ginning of a desperate struggle to tame the body and to cleanse love of all
selfishness and lust, in an attempt to rise in thought and fecling to a state
of mystical elevation where he is no more dragged down and tempted by
physical passion but lifted up by spiritual ecstasy; where he no more
finds access for his love in the physical possession of another similar self,
but in stepping spiritually out of his limited body into the greater self,
which is the whole of reality. It is of the demolished ruins of the past, of
hislove for Varia that his new love should emerge. Inthe Memoirs this phase
is symbolised by the fact that Pitted Face loses his memory after the
shocking experience of slaying his bride and procecds on the relatively
white sheet of mind with which he is left to chow the outlines of the new
Pitted Face who is to emerge.

In a certain Bethlehem Steel Company and in the heart of New York, —
the mad monster of a materially demented modern world “‘stretched with
open jaws between two rivers, to gulp down both sea and land, but without
ever getting quenched or satiated”, — Naimy, feeling himself misplaced,
obscure and estranged, would lend his body to the keys of a typewriter for

1. See Maimy, al-Mardhif, 2nd edition, Beirut { no date ), p. 66

174




eighty dollars a month and soar with his thoughts in a private world of
his own in quest of the higher truths regarding God, man and the world,
At night, and after the work in the Company is over, he would confide to
his pen in his room what his mind had been gathering during the day®.
Pitted Face, on his part, a Lebanese immigrant in Argentina, also at grips
with the higher truths in life, in the name of which he had slain his bride,
similarly finds his way to the heart of the * twentieth century monster city"’
where, obscure, misplaced and unknown, he envelops himself with silence
and lives his own private world while putting his body at the servile disposal
of the proprietor and customers of an ignoble Manhattan Syrian restaurant.
At night, he, as well, would withdraw to his lodgings behind the wooden
partition to confide to his pen what his soul had been registering during
the day.

Here the parallelism between Pitted Face and Naimy gives way to
unity. The two become one, and as one they write the Memoirs, recording
the three-sided struggle of a vagrant soul, of Pitted Face in his attempt
to extricate himself from his past, from his lower self and from the clut-
ches of the world and to live the higher spiritual truth he glimpsed through
his vision.

The Memoirs, though mainly dealing with higher truths, are funda-
mentally and wholly human, They are soaked throughout with that dis-
tilled silent and infinitely human pain usually experienced by a super-sensitive
man at grips with a primordial psychological conflict. The thin story line
that runs through them keeps them moving, and such highly removed
theosophical ideas, as the divine origin of man, the universal love, the
immanent nature of God, reincarnation, predestination, the divine meaning
of pain and death, the futility of modern civilisation and similar others
scattered in the book, are brought closer home by the fact that they are all
occasioned in Pitted Face by his everyday life and take root in particular
incidents arising from his contact with the proprictor, the customers. the

1. Sab'in II, p. 150,
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people in the street, or with conditions in the world at large. Though satu-
rated with thought, it is not thought, we feel, that predominates in the
Memoirs: it is Pitted Face, the human at grips with the divine, He may
occasionally sound like a Buddha or an Indian Brahman, as inhis dialogue
with death and with his cat companion®, or like a prophet of Judaea,
foretelling doom, as he addresses present civilisation®, or even like a Hel-
lenistic Stoic, as in his dialogue with himself on pain® But, unlike the
Brahman, the prophet of Judaea and the Hellenistic Stoic, Pitted Face
does not address himself to us; we are not left outside and talked to, but
are led to the very inner and intimate self of the human being in Pitted Face,
where we ourselves witness the feelings, emotions and passions in their
primordial fogey stage and observe how they take form in ideas, and how
the ideas, as in a Dostoyevskian inner world, are transformed into things
that shoot off and collide and even tear the very womb that bears them,
but finally float out in a harmonious choir of yearning.

As in Dostoyevsky, we find ourselves accepting the ideas and the deeds
in the Memuoirs, through our love and through our sympathy with Pitted Face,
to whose inner human sanctuary we have been introduced, but not Pitted
Face, through his ideas and deeds, extremely lofty as they may be. The
ideas and sayings are so intimately tied up with the very character, life and
psychology of Pitted Face that they never succeed, as in the case of a
philosopher or a preacher, in absorbing us and breaking us away from the
man. The ideas may remain with us while the preacher or the philosopher
goes, but not so is the case with the Memoirs. They are there and are what
they are because Pitted Face is there and is what he is — a particular man
with a particular mentality and life history, living a particular situation.

It is in this light that the chief value of The Memoirs of Pitted Face as
a literary work can best be appreciated. It has given Arabic literature, and
perhaps for the first time in its modern history, a genuine human character

1. Memoirs, pp. 51—60 ( 51—59 ).
2. Ihid. pp. 123—131 ( 115121 ).
3. Ibid. pp. 97—102,




in fiction, who lives a particular situation, a particular issue in life, that is
both personal and symbolic: personal because it is basically and truly his
own, as a particular human being of a particular mentality and life history,
and symbolic because it stands for a universal truth that belongs to the
very basic nature of man as such. In living himself, Pitted Face also lives
the eternal agonising perplexity of man, ever strained between the two
opposite poles that define his very constitution and existence — a lump of
clay holding a breath of God. At the one end, he is firmly rooted in the
earthly, the animalistic and the corporeal; at the other, he is held fast
through his vision by the concealed world of the heavenly, the godly and
the incorporeal. To break loose from either end, is to lose one's nature,
15 to die as man and live either as an animal or as a God. Not to be able
to die from one end is to suffer a life-long erucifixion. Pitted Face tried to
break loose from the lower end, whence he fought his past, his lower self,
and the world. But as long as he lived in a body of flesh and blood, the
lower end could not let loose, and he could not escape his crucifixion. His
lower life would constantly creep at him, now in the shape of the beautiful
woman he slew, now in the form of various bodily needs, and now in the
person of Sennacherib, who finally presents him with the Spanish newspaper
and brings him back to full consciousness of his real human identity.
Under the strain, Pitted Face commits sumcide.

As a character in fiction who is both fully alive as an individual and
yet universally symbolic; Pitted Face can be grouped, at least in kind, with
such as Rascolnikov, Othello, Madame Bovary, and similar characters
in world literature. Perhaps the closest to him in nature is Prometheus in
the Greek mythology. Both have tried to cross over from one pole to the
other. Prometheus as a Titan had tried to associate with man by revealing
to him some secrets of the gods. As a consequence, the god was chained to
a rock. Pitted Face had tried to lift man to divinity. As a consequence, the
man in him was crucified in a vision. The liver of Prometheus was daily
gnawed by a vulture, while the elevated soul of Pitted Face was daily torn
up by his various physical attachments. Hercules Kills the vulture and
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Prometheus is freed; Pitted Face breaks loose from his body and is set
free. As he spills his own blood he addresses the armies of the physical
world with which he had so long been at grips in a challenging voice:

“Bring on your arrows, your powder and bullets. I am mist, and my
shield is mist. If you can vanguish mist with yvour arrows, powder and bul-
lets, then you have won the fight. Otherwise the victory is mine, and yours
is disappointment and black defeat”, and then to his heart, "“Drink in,
my heart, the fragrance of the dancing blood "', Pitted Face is emancipated,

The Memoirs of Pitied Face, in its originality of conception, its charac-
terisation, its successful moulding of the particular and the universal and,
finally, its delicate intermingling of the philosophic, the symbolic, the
poetic and the autobiographic in a graceful fictional sequence, undoubtedly
marks the summit of Naimy's literary career. Though Naimy is now better
known for others among his works, The Memairs of Pitted Face, we believe,
is among two of his works which will ultimately be considered as his chief
contribution to literature, The other work is his biography of Gibran
Kahlil Gibran.

1. Mempirs, p. 139 ( 127—128 ).



CHAPTER VI

THE YVAGRANT SOUL

{ continued )

There is a Golgotha in every heart,

On every Golgotha a cross.

Upon each cross a crucified,

Upon his brow a crown of thorns,

And on his lips a word awaiting utterance,

That do I see in my own heart
What sce you, brother, in your heart?

My cross I chisel of my thirst unquenched,

My hunger unappeased,

My hopes still-born,

My tongueless sorrow and my doubi-stung faith.

Is not your cross, brother, like my cross?

He who is nailed upon my cross @5 1,

The [oal who chases Time with Time,

Who looks for his house while living
in his house,

Who created Good and Evil, Life and Death,
only (o seck escape

From Good and Evil, Life and Death.

That 5 my cructfied. Is not my crucified
and yours one?

My crown of thomns I plait out of my
attachment to what is attached to nothing,

My hatred of what cannot be loved, therefore
cannot be hated,
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My fears of substances which are without substance
My coveting shadows.

That is my crown of thoms. Is there not one like
unto it wpon vour brow ?

As to the word upon my lips, ils hour is not yet.
But time is endless.
And [ am patient.

One of several unpublished poemz in English
composed by Waimy in the late twenties. The
collection is in the possession of the pregent writer.

The Memaoirs of Pitted Face, as may have become obvious from the
previous chapter, though taking the form of a novel, is more than a story,
more than a sequence of events intime and place. It is primarily a particular
human state of mind — a cerfain intellectual, spiritual and psychological
moad or atmosphere which Pitted Face experiences, and which the events
in time and place in the Memoirs are intended to manifest. With the affinity
between him and Naimy, the author, it would seem, therefore, that Pitted
Face, with his particular atmosphere, his mood and state of mind, was
prior in time to the story sequence in the Memoirs. He was more than
the sum total of the events in his story, and as such his spirit was destined
to remain with the author independently of the Memmoirs and as long as
that state of mind or that psychological mood and intellectual atmosphere
predominated.

Indeed, Pitted Face, a man torn between his devotion to the higher
spiritual truth he captures through his vision and the lower bonds of his
limited human existence — between the human and the divine in himself
— wis destined to remain alive in Naimy after the Memoirs, reappearing
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once and again in his later works under different names and in different
forms and situations. In Gubrin Khalll Gubrdn®, for instance, he is Gibran
himself, in Liga'* he is Leonardo, and in The Book of Mirdad® he is Mirdad.
In other works of non-fictional nature, Pitted Face often unveils himself
and addresses us in the person of Naimy himself, as he actually does in such
books of collected essays as al-Mardhil ( Excursions in the Outer and Inner
Life )* and Zdd al-Ma'dd ( Food For the Godward Journey )®. The only
substantial difference we detect in Pitted Face in his varied appearances in
MNaimy’s later works,is not at all in essence but in the particular degree of
spiritual and intellectual elevation at which he arrives in his struggle
to shift from one pole of his existence to the other — from the man-pole,
50 to speak, to the God-pole in himself. While he appears in the Memoirs
as a man seeking emancipation through a desperate struggle to subjugate
the human in himself to the divine, he strikes us in Mirded as a God-man
preaching to other men the way to salvation.

During the transitional period between Pitted Face the human in the
Memoirs of 1917 and Pitted Face the divine in the Mirdad of 1948, Naimy's
spiritual and intellectual life arrived at a certain stage of oscillation where
the victory in the conflict within him between the human and the divine
was not yet fully decided. So highly strained between the two poles was
he at this stage, it seems, that he was not close enough to the divine to write
wisdom, as is the case in Mirdad, nor so deeply rooted in the human to
write 4 novel as he did in the Memoirs. Tossed between the two, his choice
was to register the vibrations of his strained soul in lyrical poetry.

The poetry Naimy composed at this stage can for all practical purposes,
therefore, be considered another Memoirs of Pitted Face, or a continuation

1. First published in Beirut, 1934,

. A novel, first published in Beirut, 1948. It was later (ranslated into English by the
author and published in 1957 by the Indian Institute of World Culture, Bangalore,
under the title of Till We Meer.

First published in English in Beirut, 1948 and later in Arabic, Beirut, 1952,

. First published in Beirut, 1932,

. First published in Beirut, 1936

B3
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of it, with the only major difference that it is this time embodied in a number
of separate poems, not by Pitted Face but by Naimy, ard without the story
sequence.

Naimy's poetical outburst took place shortly after his return from the
war in 1919, when, as was the case during the time he started writing The
Memoirs of Pitted Face, he settled in New York, working as a salesman in
a commercial firm by day and devoting the rest of his spare time to creative
writing®. Apart from three poems composed in 1917 and published conse-
cutively that year in the February, March and Aprill issues of al-Funoon®,
most of Naimy's published poems in Arabic are written between the end
of 1919 and 1923° and scattered between the special issues of al-Sayih and
The Collection of The Pen Bond (il dul ) % ,.e) for the year 1921.
The last poem he ever wrote in Arabicis “‘Graves in Rotation”' ( 5t 5 )
dated 1928¢. Eyelid Whisperings ( o,4| =) Naimy's only volume of
collected poems, appeared as late as 1945, It includes thirty poems originally
writien in Arabic between 1917 and 1928, together with translations into
Arabic free verse of fourteen other poems originally composed in English
between 1925 and 1930 and published in various papers in the United
States. One of these poems, ""A Solemn Vow™ (( poli age ), was published in
the New York Sunday Times, Appril 1, 1928; another two, "“Hunger”
(gs+!)and “The Endless Race™ (3Ll ) in the New York Times on March
14, 1928 and August 30, 1930. Long before the appearance of Eyelid
Whisperings, however, many of Maimy’s Arabic poems, such as ""The
Frozen River”, “If But Thorns Realised” ( 41,291 4,5 , ) “The Autumn
Leaves™ ( _u 131, ,0), “The Tranquil Heart"" (islili), “‘Comrade !*

1. See Sab'in 1l pp. 144—150.

2. The poems are **The Frozen River™ { damcll gl y, *Comrade!™ ( ._f"T ) and
“Who Are You, My S-;Jul"{,r.:_i Vi [ T

3. See MNuimy's collected poems in Eyelid Whisperings ( Hams al Juftn ) 3rd edition,
Beirut, 1959, in which each poem is dated.

4. Evelid Whisperings, pp. 68—T0.
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(1) and “Now’ (:¥1)* had already been widely circulated and
commented upon in the Arab world, and included in literary textbooks
for schools. In addition to the poems, Eyelid Whisperings contains five
pencil drawings, one by Gibran illustrating Naimy’s poem “'If But Thorns
Realised'"* and the other four by the poet himself,

II

The keynote to the whole of Naimy's poetry in Eyelid Whisperings
can perhaps be found in the first poem in the collection ““Close Your
Eyelids to See"’ (o uli ;i _4.:0) from which the collection takes its name.
In this poem of eight couplets Naimy says that if you one day find your
sky screened with heavy clouds and the earth blanketed with snow; if you
are afflicted with a chronic disease and see death approaching with
gaping jaws, close your eyelids and you see stars beyond the clouds and
meadows beneath the snow. You sce the disease itself as the very cure and
the grave as the eradle of life.

""Close Your Eyelids to See” is also complemented by a pencil drawing
by Waimy, in which a human head in profile, with an exceedingly calm and
pensive face, is gracefully enfolded within a shell that resembles a womb.
The head, with the showing eye gracefully closed as though in an ethereal
dream, slightly leans forward and is seen to rest its chin on the palm of a
hand, the first forefinger of which is stretched to touch the forehead
between the eyebrows while the other three fingers, half-closed, touch the
lower lip.

1. See the English version of the Iast thrée poems in Arberry, A. J. Modern
Arabic Poetry, London, 1950,
2. Evelid Whisperings, 3rd edition, pp. 28—34.
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In both the poem and the drawing a sharp distinction is made between
appearance and reality — between life as it appears to the senses, and
consequently to reason, which ultimately is based on sense experience,
and life concealed beyond the sensible and consequently the rationally
tenable, and captured only by vision, by the internal senses of the soul.
Sense experience reflects only the surface of things. It reveals to us only the
clouds. Reason builds on what the senses provide. It can come out with
many conclusions about the clouds, but is unwilling by its very nature to
commit itself to anything that is beyond them before it is provided wvith
further evidence. It iz only vision within us that is willing to assert on
purely internal evidence that beyond the clouds are shining stars, beneath
the snow are meadows, and beyond death is life that does not die. So long
as we depend on reason and sense experience, we cannot possibly see in
life more than a prison, a shell, as the drawing shows, in which we are
hopelessly shut from all sides — the shell of time and space which prevents
us from seeing anything beyond death or before birth, or finding any
significance in having been brought into being. Internal vision alone can
break through the shell of appearance and draw up the soul from the
world of floating existence to the absolute world of eternal truth where it
originally belongs.

"“Close Your Eyelids to See’’ therefore puts us at once face to face with
the two Pitted Face poles, so to speak, between which MNaimy the poet is
strained. As a man among men endowed with physical senses and with
reason, he would find life a prison, a shell in which man, afflicted with
growth and decay, is made to twitter for a while and then to disappear
as nonsensically as he had appeared. As a man endowed with intuition
and vision, he would see in place of the shell a womb, from which one day
man is destined to emerge as a soul and unite with a higher reality. But it
is the fact that man is a composite of both natures, the physical and the
visionary, which creates the strain and perplexity in Naimy the poet and
constitutes the main theme which runs throughout his poetry.

His perplexity reaches what is perhaps its clearest manifestation in the
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poem “Among the Skulls™ { .41 .. }' where the poet, confronted with
the dead silence of the scattered bones, is at a loss what to think and whom
to believe. Would he believe the vision which constantly promises him
immortality and insists that he should close his eves and see how the grave
is the very cradle of life, or should he believe reason and the senses which
wave the vision aside and nail the poet down to the solid facts of life: to the
“'worms crawling in the sand'’? ""Speak out to me about life’’. the poet
asks the skulls, “perchance I find an answer to silence my unremitting
heart “’about that ethereal breath of life in Adam which made us forget the
soilin us, that left us unsatisfied with the earth and vet unable to grasp the sky.
“Poor heart”’, the poet exclaims, “ever chinging to the beauty in what he
imagines, and poor reason, ever frustrating the beauty of imagination"".

Almost every poem by Naimy can in one way or another be interpreted
in the light of this agonising perplexity of being neither at peace with the
world below nor at home with the world above. but simply crucified by
both, as the first stanza of his English poem at the opening of this chapter
best illustrates;

There is a Golgotha in every heart.

On every Golgotha a cross.

Upon each cross a crucified,

Upon his brow a erown of thorns,

And on his lips a word awaiting utterance.

The word awaiting utterance can either be of the family of My God,
my God, why hast Thou forsaken me?”’ or of “Father. into Thy hands 1
commend my spirit”, depending on whether the man on the cross sees
disintegration or resurrection as the ultimate end awaiting his agony. It
is precisely this word, that the poet with split identity is passionately
seeking but. being of split identity, is unable to decide.

"“As to the word upon my lips its hour is not yet'’

1. Eyelid Whisperings, pp. 99—101,




In ““The Strife’’ ( 41 )Y, the agony of the poet's split identity is
symbolised by a battle raging in his heart between a devil and an angel
each claiming the place to be his own. The poem concludes:

Up to this day I feel in doubt and perplexity.
Mot knowing whether it is a demon or an angel in my heart,

Helplessly astray in the bleak wilderness of his earthly existence, the
poet in “The Bewildered” ( & )* speaks of a raging fire within him
that drives him on. But the fire again is of undecided identity, just as is the
bewildered poet within whom it burns. He is at a loss as to whether to take
it as the guiding light of vision leading him from the corporeal to the incor-
poreal, or whether it is the fire of the world eating up his dreams of an
incorporeal existence which he is passionately secking,

Ah, if T but knew what it is.
Is it the torch of God or the fire of death?

"If T am not the echo of your voice”, the bewildered poet goes on to
ask the god of his vision, “"then the voice of whom am 17"

At times the balance straining the poet between the two opposite poles
of his existence would tilt to one side or the other, and he would either
pessimistically resign himself to the fate of his carthly existence, dismissing
all the world of vision as mere hallucinations of a frustrated soul, or be
carried away with the vision, dismissing the whole physical existence as
fioating shadows of a higher world of platonic truths.

Clearly expressive of his first mood of pessimistic resignation is, for
instance, the poem ““Numbing of Thought'' {d,i_'i:j.E 74 )* in which the

poet describes his ideal thinking as a false alarm, ever lulling the pains of
an earthly existence with promises of a higher reality that is not there, and

1. Eyelid Whisperings, p. 96.
2, Ibid, pp. 52—54.
3. Ibid. pp. S0—51.




yet ever sharpening the pains of an imperfect earthly existence by awakening
the soul to a higher perfection that is purely imaginative and illusory. The
poet passionately implores his thoughts not to lift his eyes from the obvious
on earth to the mysteriously screened beyond the sky and spheres, but to
leave him floating in the “'sea of existence™’, dumb, blind and deaf — just
another dull worm crawling among worms. "How often has the soul
believed your false pretence’, the poet concludes his address to his higher
self, ““But how stupid of my soul, and how cruel of you'’, Fate has no eve
to watch over us, Naimy says in another poem, *Your Swearing at the
Days™ (L4 eLs ). We live, suffer and die alone. Fate is totally unmindful
of our agonies,

Your swearing at the Days brings you no avail,
For the Days have no ear to lend you.

In ““The Frozen River' ( u.ll )2 both the poet’s heart and the
river are said to be similarly frozen; the river with cold, the poet’s heart
with the hard facts of life, empty and futile. Spring will come and the
river will flow again, but the poet’s heart, struck with the dark reality of
life, has no more chanee to regain its early infant ideals, hopes and aspira-
tions. This same heart in “The Echoes of Bells" (.| ~%1.c4z )% tries to get
loose from its state of doubt and pessimism through a return to the innocent
and unsophisticated faith of the poet’s childhood in Lebanon.

Pray, leave me alone my doubts.

For this voice is calling me,

It is the voice of my childhood reverberating
Between the valley and the heights of Sannin,

But no sooner does the poet indulge in reminiscences of his innocent
childhood, carefree and at peace with the here and the hereafter, than the

1. Eyelid Whisperings, pp. §1—82.
2, Ibid. pp. 10—13,
1. Ibid. pp. 40—45.
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voice of experience, at grips with the hard facts of life, would wake him
up again and bring him back to his present state of agonising doubt and
dark pessimism.

Then, other moments would come when the balance in the poet’s
spiritual mood would tilt to the other side, and Naimy, frustrated with the
hard facts of life and their accompanying pessimism, would discard reason
and its complementary sense experience as being deceptive and illusory
and would throw himself on the mercy of the vision and its basic head-
quarters in the human heart. Left alone, the heart remains the home of
peace and reassuring faith; faith in that, behind this ever-moving flux which
is the world is a guiding force, an immanent universal life from which
everything issues and to which everything returns, but within the all-
containing embrace of which nothing really passes away, nothing really
dies. It is only reason, as the poem ‘To A Worm ™ (5. 42 J] )1 suggests,
that is the source of doubt and pessimism. Based in sense experience
and guided by proof, reason is unable to bring within proof God or
the Universal Life which, though manifesting itself in the sensible, is
never wholly contained in it. To stick to the senses and to reason is to remain
at that level of consciousness where one can only be aware of the coming
to be and the passing away of things. It is only the human heart which can,
through vision, pierce through the shell of appearance and grasp life in its

unified eternal essence. Brushing aside reason, Naimy would say in “‘The
Heart Has Awakened” ( _Lyl 3ul )

Leave men to men,

Measuring the sea with a drinking glass.
And tell Reason that the Heart

Is a sea wide and overflowing,

Other scales are needed to measure it.

or in “Be Quiet, Reason'” ( |z L)%

. Eyelid Whisperings, pp. 83—86.
. Ibid, pp. 55—63.
. Thid. pp. 140—141

|
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Be quiet, Reason!
Else lay down your crown,
This time my ears are deaf to your commands.

Carried away by intuition and vision beyond the shell of sense expe-
rience and the rationally tenable, the poet would see as in ""Supplications”’
(=%¥4=l )% “Graves in Rotation” ( | 433 ) and “To A Worm”,
that the whole universe with its multiplicity of shapes, forms and colours,
is the manifestation of an eternal immanent reality, which is God, and
that “life is but graves in rotation’” where man only dies in appearance
but remains eternal in essence. In ““Who Are You, My Soul ?"(¢ & b =31 )
man’s eternal essence is said to be the soul which is the emanation of God in
us. It is therefore of the very nature of the human soul to feel highly es-
tranged in the world of appearance and to yearn constantly forits homeland,
for God the universal self. Such feclings of estrangement and yearning
find their full expression in “If But Thorns Realised’” ( 21291 405,01 )* and
“The Song of the Winds"’ (g )% In the second, a symbolic song,
the poet, dreaming of havjng been carried skywards on the wings of the
wind, meets a lost angel ( a symbol of the emancipated soul ) in whom he
finds good company in looking for the way back to the original homeland.
In the first poem, the poet, fully absorbed in his vision of the spiritual
homeland, keeps all to himself and begs of his jubilant friends around him
to be excused from taking part in their merrymaking. Not that he has no
taste for their particular pleasures, but that he is after a pleasure of a
different kind. Thorns and lilies grow in the same soil, but what makes a
lily a stranger to all the world of thorns around it is not life, is not the soil,

but is the special unthorny fragrance in life, in the soil, which, though

« Eyelid Whisperings, pp. 35—39.
Ibid. pp. 68—70.

Ihid. p. 68.

Ibid. pp. 16—21,

. Ibid. pp. 28—34,

Ibid. pp. 87—82,
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accessible to both lilies and thorns, the lily alone discovers in itself and
manages to live by. ""Thorns may turn into lilies if they but make thzm-
selves realise what lilies do realise™”.

The symbolic meaning of "‘If But Thorns Realised™ is illustrated by
a pencil drawing made specially for the purpose by Gibran, Naimy's close
friend and associate in Arrabitah. In the drawing is a patch of rough,
prickly bramble. Just outside the patch and all by itself stands a white lily
with a long stalk. In the bramble and agonizingly caught by the thorns are
a number of naked men hopelessly in search of the lily whose smell they
detect but whose place they cannot identify. Near the lily and just outside
the thorny patch stands a man giant. His back to the men and the thorns,
and his head soaring high until it touches the clouds, he is able to see the
flower and puts his right hand gently over it

The bramble with its prickly thorns represents earthly existence with
all its difficulties, Man, intrigued by the smell of the flower — by his insa-
tiable thirst for true happiness — is ever on the look-out for it, but in vain
does he try to find it among the thorns where it is not, Naimy’s friends in
the poem are trying to find happiness in drinking, in music, in money-
making etc, where every pleasure ultimately ends in pain, It is only the man
who pierces through with his vision the shell of earthly existence, whose
head soars high above the thorns and touches the sky, who is able to locate
the flower and lay hand over it. The thorns of earthly existence cannot
prick him any longer because, with his piercing insight, he, unlike other
men around him, is able to see the flower beyond the thorns, the cure in
the discase, the stars beyond the clouds, life in the cradle of death and
consequently immortality as the end of mortality. In this, though he becomes
estranged from other men and the world, he feels at peace with men and
the world. He is at peace with the transient world of appearance because
his soul is in communion with the ultimate eternal reality beyond. Man's
salvation therefore, as the poem suggests, lies within him not without. It
is only when one closes one’s external eye and looks at life through the eye
of his inner self that one realises how the soul, an emanation from life
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absolute, from God, is ever contained in God and is consequently destined
to outlive all the turbulent state of growth and decay characteristic of the
floating world of appearance in which man is temporarily made to live.
Following up this trend of thought in other poems, Naimy describes human
beings on earth in ““The Way"’ (G &)Y as a lost battalion straying in a
bleak wilderness, wishing to return to their original quarters but unable to
recollect whence they had come. But —

We shall keep looking for landmarks in this,
Around us, and the other,
Until we realise that the road is in us. not there.

The same idea is echoed in “To a New Year” (ila - J] )% where
he says that people are ever on the look-out for the mystifying secret of
life around them, while the secret, if they but knew it, lies hidden within
them,

Holding to the vision within him, Naimy feels he has arrived at the
secret of life. Looking at things through the eve of life absolute, through
God, with whom he isunited in vision, ev erything in the world of appearance
to him begins to fall into place. Death becomes an emancipation, pain
and suffering become purgatorial, and good and evil become relative terms
existing only to eyes with limited or partial vision. In “The Autumn Leaves’’
(<u_£1 31,1 )2 the poet stoically tells the falling leaves, to him the symbol
of dying glamour, youth and beauty, to go gently and lovingly down,
without remorse or bitterness. To go back to earth is not the end but the
beginning.

Whatever precious thing one has lost
Find it he will in the grave.

1. Eyelid Whisperings, p. 46,
2. Ihid. p. 27.
3. Ibid. pp. 47—49.

191




of one parentage only separated by people’s stupidity. In a loving embrace
they fly away together and disappear in the infinite space above.

unassailable by the world below because fortified in the world above,
the poet is finally rid of his Golgotha and is no more a vagrant soul. His
spiritual crucifixion is over. He has discovered his way and he walks it in all
tranguility. Such mystical tranguility is characteristic of the translated
English poems in Eyelid Whisperings composed at a later date and particu-
larly of ""The Weaver (a1}, ** My Solitude *** and ** Fulfilment ",

though perhaps most forcefully expressed in the two Arabic poems ‘Now '’

In ""Good and Evil” (
a Satan discoursing with an Angel. The two discover that they are twins

( 2¥1)* and "The Tranguil Heart’' ( 2l )%

In the last of these poems the poet is able to sing in all confidence:

1.

r.8

3 opp
4. pp.
5. pp-
6. pp.
7. See

73—74

Whatever may befall

My heart is fortified.
Fortune has ta’en my part
And Fate is mine ally.
Ye evil round my heart
Now let your lightnings fly!
Death, dig your trenches here
And let Your traps be laid,
No injury 1 fear,

No punishment | dread —
Fortune has ta’en my part

And Fate is mine ally®

Evelid Whisperings, p. 64.
pp.138—139,
141—142.
132—133,
10E—109,

Arberry, p. 65.

s &1 3% the poet overhears in his dream



11

To discuss content apart from form in poetry is dangerous. To do it
with respect to Naimy’s poetry is even more dangerous. This is because in
poctry, and especially in the lyrical kind such as Naimy’s the formal
aspect of the poem in terms of letters, words, metre and rhyme, to mention
only a few, tends to be as much an integral part of the ideal aspect as, for
example, the sound “click’’ is of the actual meaning the word CONVEYS.
But the danger has been risked in this chapter because it is not only Naimy’s
poetry that we are seeking out but also the man himself: and nothing in
Naimy's life at this period had taken so much hold on him as the intellectual
and spiritual crisis to which we have tried to give particular emphasis in the
discussion of Pitted Face and in the present chapter on Evelid Whisperings.

It must be noted, however, that this intensity with which Naimy lived
his intellectual and spiritual crises perhaps also accounts for the many-
sided formal originality which his poetry enjoys, and which at the time was
in many ways pioneering in the modern world of Arabic poetry.

Apart from ““Comrade™ ( :1)!, which was inspired by news
of famine in Syria and Lebanon during the First World War, all the poems
in Eyelid Whisperings seem to be different variations on one theme that
remains throughout continuous and alive. So much so that the whole
collection in essence strikes one, not as being a group of separate and inde-
pendent poems treating of different subjects and inspired by different
occasions — as the word Diwdn in Arabic literature of the time usually
signified — but as one long poem with a number of cantos, each revealing
in turn, and in the appropriate form, the particular phase which the intel-
lectual and spiritual struggle raging within the poet has reached, Much
like a symphonic composer, the poet moves out to utilise various topics,

|. Eyeltd Whisperings, pp. 14—15; see also the English version in Arberry pp. 65—66.
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sounds and scenes, but 1s always sure to come back to the original rhythm,
which is the spiritual and intellectual experience at work within him, at
one time straining him between two worlds — the spiritual and the physical
— at another driving him to pessimistic resignation, and at a third elevating
him to pure mystical vision.

Being as a whole an expression of a soul in intense anguish, Naimy's
poetry is soaked throughout with a distilled imperceptible pain that makes
it communicate itself directly to the heart, without having first to pay
homage, so to speak, tothe ear and eye, as was, on the whole, the practice of
traditional Arabic poetry. In fact Maimy tries as much as possible not to depend
for poetic effect on the external rhetorical sciences of traditional Arabic
poetry, He implements his call in al-Ghirbdl that poetry should not be
formally subjugated to the classical prosody of al-Khalil but should, if
need be, mould al-Khalil's prosody to fit its own modern purposes’. by a
successful attempt at this moulding in bis own poetry.

Perhaps his first noteworthy attempt in this respect, is his departure
from the one uniform rhyming scheme so characteristic of the traditional
Arabic poem. Only in very few poems in Eyelid Whisperings do we find the
rhyme one and uniform. In other poems it takes various forms, reaching
at times up to as many as twenty, as in ""The Songs of the Winds"'. This
helps the poet not only to escape the monotony of the one single rhyming
scheme by achieving a harmony of many sounds in one single poem, but also
to acquire a greater opportunity of relaxing the arbitrary hold of the single
rhyming scheme on the content. A further step in this direction is Naimy's
attempt to escape the rigidity and monotony of the single uniform metre
by introducing a variation on it in the same poem, as in ""From the Chapter
of Time** (ol Li- 5 ), "Supplications” and ""The Song of the Winds "=,

1. See above pp. 135—137.

2. Eyelid Whisperings, pp. 26—27.

3, In ""The Song of the Winds™, the metre ([ LU ¢ Sl ¢ 5kl ) is alternatively
used with the variation ( el ¢ leli) |
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With the rigidity of the thyme and metre in the poem partially relaxed,
Naimy had to treat another remaining obstacle which also arbitrarily
handicaps the free flow of content in an Arabic poem. He had to
treat the couplet. The couplet is usuvally treated in traditional Arabic
poetry as an independent self-contained unit, only related externally
through metre and rhyme to the rest of the couplets constituting the poem.
The inescapable result usually is that the content of the poem becomes
arbitrarily distributed among the couplets, and one could easily, as has often
been attempted, change their order, even add to their number or subtract
without incurring any noticeable change on the poem as such?,

To guarantee freer flow of content, Maimy attempts in some of his
poems, to break the couplet into its two constituent parts, where it becomes
easier for him to integrate the half couplet ( line ) into a broader unit, as
broad as is suitable for the convenient expression of the content at hand.
This broader unit, which takes the place of the couplet and is typical of
most of Naimy's poetry, is the stanza. “The Autumn Leaves”, for instance,
contains four stanzas, each of which consists of eleven lines, ""The Heart
Has Awoken" contains eighteen stanzas of five lines each, and ""The Song
of the Winds™* has eleven stanzas of seven lines each. In this last poem, for
instance, the thyming scheme in each stanza is distributed among ten lines
and not couplets, and is so varied as not to constitute a continuous series
of similarly recurring sounds, as in the traditional Arabic poem, but to
create an all pervading harmony.

Instead of being a conglomeration of small self-contained unit couplets,
therefore, "“The Song of the Winds" is a group of harmonious stanzas,
and instead of labouring to make each couplet individually rhyme with
the other, Naimy attempts to join each stanza as a whole in the poem with
the rest of the group, in harmony. This is done through a particular sound
or a particular sequence of sounds that keep recurring in each stanza until

1. See in this connection al-‘Aqqad’s famous cxperiment on a poem of Shawgi in his
book al-Diwda { 2nd impri. ), Cairo, 1921, pp. 48—53,
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the end of the poem. While the rhyming scheme in the first stanza, for
instance, is ( a.a.b.b.b.a.a. ), that in the second is ( ce.d.d.d.a.a, ) and so
on until the end of the poem.

It takes an expert in the Andalusian poetry of Arab Spain to find
exactly how much in common there is between Naimy's poetry, so far as
form is concerned, and the Muwashshah. That there is much in Naimy's
poetry that recommends itself to the Spanish taste, no matter how distantly
familiar with its Arab heritage, is perhaps suggested by the fact that while
very few individual poems by Naimy were translated into foreign languages,
it is only into Spanish and by a Spaniard that Eyelid Whisperings was
translated as a whole, and quite enthusiastically, as is evident from the
introduction’. No matter how similar, however, it must be noted that the
formal structure in Maimy’s poetry developed in complete independence of the
Muwashshah and was in no way influenced by it. Apart from the fact that
Acrabic literature in Spain had only recently become available to the general
Arab reader on a relatively larger scale, we know from long personal
contact with Naimy that his readings in Andalusian literature are very
limited and, up to the time he composed his poetry. almost non-existant,

One studentof Naimy’s poetry thinks that in its light musical structure,
it is highly influenced by the folk songs of Mt. Lebanon® and that its dis-
tinctive charactenistic is that its language flows like simple prose but,
unlike prose, is continually accompanied with a light rhythm which, from
beginning to end, strikes the reader as being inscparably merged with the
content and imagery®. Another student speaks of Naimy's skill in creating
various melodies in different parts of his poem and in succeeding in coor-
dinating them throughout in a general poetic symphony*, Struck by the

I. The translation by Leonor Martinez is entitled Ef Rumor de Los Parpodos, Adonais
CXXXIL, Madrid 1956.

2. Najm and ‘Abbds, al-Shi'r al-*Arabi Fr al=Mahjar, p. 185,

3. Ibid, p. 182.

4. Saidah, Grorge. Adabuna wa Udabd'una Fi al-Mahdjir al-Amirikiyvah, pp. 181—82,
Cairo 1956,
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overall music that issues from Naimy's poem as a whole, and which both
Majm and Saidah describe in their own way, Muhammad Mandir in a
highly enthusiastic study of one of Naimy's poems, ""Comrade’", is at a loss
what to call this type of poetry. To him, this poem, extremely simple but
alive with intimate human feelings and soaked throughout with a distilled
music that recommends it directly to the heart, is in sharp contrast with
the whole history of Arabic poetry, which has up till the present mainly
depended on rhetoric for music and poetic effect. Partly in contrast to this
so-called rhetoric nature of Arabic poetry, and perhaps partly inspired by
the very title of Naimy's volume of poetry, Mandiir considers “‘Comrade "’
and other kindred poems as standing for what he calls "whispered poetry’,
{ - segll a2l yand which he believes. is centuries ahead of what is being
compesed in Egypt. That this great poetry should come from the Mahjar,
and chiefly from Maimy and ‘Arida, 15 explainable to Mandor® partly on
the grounds that these people highly mastered Western literature in its
own mother languages® and partly because they are from a mountainous
country full of colour and beauty, and are of a Phoenician descent, a race

known for its love of life and yearning for adventure?.

There i1s undoubtedly much in what Najm, Saidah and Mandir, to
mention only three, say about the nature of Naimy's poetry. Its language,
except with reference to the metre, as Wordsworth says the language of
every good poem ought to be. "in no respect differs from that of good
prose’ ™, It avoids rhetorics and has something of the nature of folk songs
which, simple, alive and melodious, unceremoniously creep into the heart

and, like whispered love, leave it in a state of sweet intoxication.

1. Sec his book Fi al-Mizdn al-Jodid, Cairo 1944, pp. 48—53.

2; Thid, p. 61.

3. This can hardly be claimed for "Arida, see Sab'an I p. 181,

. While "Arida comes from Homs, a dull town in a colourless Syrian plain, neither

he nor Maimy ever claimed to be of Phoenician descent,
5. See Girossart, Rev. Alexander. The Prose Works of Willlam Wordsworth, VII,
London 1876, p. B5.
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As to why this type of poetry should flourish at the hands of Naimy
and some of his friends in the Mahjar making them the poets par excel-
lence of the present Arab world, as Mandar both asks and claims,! is a
question, we believe, that education and descent alone cannot at all satis-
factorily account for. One would easily be able to point out a host of Arab
pocts contemporary to Maimy and “Arida, in both the Arab world and in
South America, who were fairly acquainted with Western culture and are.
on Mandir's thesis, traceable back to the Phoenicians, but whose poetry
remained unoriginal and classical in both nature and tone. A poet can be
polished by education and breeding, but education and breeding cannot
produce a poet. The basic poetic substance ought to be there first, and this
is no other than the poet's own private self, both as it is and as it is parti-
cularly liable to be influenced by the world around; education and environ-
ment being two influencing factors.

Says Wordsworth again, “Good poetry is the spontaneous overflow
of powerful feeling’’®. Naimy, the poet, was the son of this romantic
Wordsworthian school, whether in its English outburst or in its Lermonto-
vian manifestation in Russia. But while this school could offer him samples
of how the powerful feeling spontaneously overflows, it could by no means
create in him the powerful feeling itself. This feeling could essentially be
or not be in the poet. Naimy's poetry proves that it was. It is by grasping
the nature of this powerful feeling in Naimy that the main characteristics
of his poetry can best be understood,

Being the vagrant soul that he was, Naimy was totally preoccupied
with the spiritual strain within him. His poetry could not help being the
expression of a soul in anguish, a soul genuinely living the intense expe-
rience of doubt, of faith, and of crucifixion between the two. It is only
when one’s soul is torturously shattered by such intense feelings that one
can no more afford to be rhetorical, decorative, affected, analytical, objective,

1. Mandfir, p. 53:61.
2. Grossart, p. 82,




or any of these evils with which traditional Arabic poetry was afflicted,
but can only pour oneself out in spontaneous overflow of feelings; of songs,
that are expressive of sadness, of joy or of perplexity, and in which the
words are as much a part of the very emotional charge they carry as a
sigh is a part of the feeling that gives it utterance. This is how Nammy,
whether he felt carried heavenward on the wings of an ascending angel, or
forsaken on earth by a departing one, or if he was made witness to an
angel and a devil quarrelling within him over the possession of his bleeding
heart, could only sing his agony and his burning homesickness for a heavenly
world. His songs consequently sound like gusts of ethereal music, issuing
from above, molten and distilled. As such they do not strike us as consisting
of individual words and meanings consciously arranged and interwoven
but as verbal masses in which words, meaning and passions indistinguishably
melt in floating melodies. This is particularly true in Eyelid Whisperings,
of “The Echoes of Bells’’, “The Autumn Leaves'’, “The Perplexed’” and
"“The Song of the Winds"". Not only are these lyrical poems still unsurpassed
in the Romantic world of lyrical Arabic poetry, but they can also stand
comparison with the best of their kind in European literature, such as
Blake’s Songs of Innocence and Songs of Experience and Lermontov's
“The Angel”".
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CHAPTER VII

THE CUCKOO CLOCK

These minds and hearts on rail and rubber tyres
Rolling, forever rolling God knows where;
These hurried feet led on by mad desires

Out of one snare into another snare

How can we be their road-fellows, my soul?
They seek too many goals — we seek no goal.
&0 step aside and let them march and rofl,

From *“Let Them Pass™ an unpublished English
poem by Maimy composed 1929, The Arab
version is in Epvelid Whisperings pp. 134—135.

Among the stories included in Once Upon a Time is one entitled *The
Cuckoo Clock ™ ( 5,50 2L.), written in 1925, During this peried Naimy,
fully at grips with the deeper verities of life as in The Memoirs of
Pitted Face and Eyelid Whisperings, was beginning to evolve a set of definite
and final convictions out of which he proceeded to weave his philosophy
of life, to the full development of which the rest of his writings are wholly
motivated. Eyelid Whisperings therefore marks the end of Pitted Face, the
vagrant soul and the seeker, and the beginning of Naimy the tranguil-
hearted and the initiate. *"The Cuckoo Clock”’, we believe. offers an excel-
lent characterisation of this new phase of development, as well as an

appropriate introduction to the discussion of it.

In the story, Khattir, a young Lebanese farmer, lives happily on the

soil in one of the high villages in the beautiful mountains. Free of greedy
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ambitions and oblivious of the whole turbulent so-called civilised world,
he lives hand in hand with generous nature, provides for himself and his
parents and is at full peace with himself, with God and the universe.
What crowns his happiness is his love for Zumorrod, a daughter of a
neighbouring farming family, equally simple and contented, who was
first his playmate as a child and is now to become his dear wife shortly
after Easter. In the meanwhile, a wealthy middle-aged Lebanese immigrant
arrives in the village back from America. Of the many dazzling and breath-
taking things he carries with him from the mysteriously and fabulously
civilised world bevond the seas, it is the cuckoo clock with which the vil-
lagers, and particularly Zumorrod, are most bewitched. Shortly before
the assigned wedding day, Zumorrod. enchanted by the cuckoo clock and
the world which it symbolises, is discovered to have secretly eloped with
the immigrant, an old bachelor, to the New World, shattering Khattar’s
happy life to pieces,

Khattir blames his rudimentary and primitive life for the catastrophe.
Zumorrod, he thinks, is right in being disillusioned about the crude life
of thesoil andin preferring to scek happinessin the advanced world of the
cuckoo clock where happiness really belongs. With his back to his oxen,
his mountains and his country, Khattdr leaves for the New World, where
he soon meets with suoccess. As his business expands he buvs himself a
luxurious house in America, is particularly careful to purchase a cuckoo
clock, which he hangs in the sitting room, and marries Alice, a lady of
fashion and daughter of a Lebanese immigrant. But in vain does Khattir
await that happiness for whose sake he had left his country. On the contrary,
the more he gets involved in the things of the world the more he feels
estranged from himself, and the more his possessions increase the more
he feels possessed by them.

The modern life strikes him as a complicated mechanism which forces
him into a mad perpetual rush that allows him no respite and that
cheats him of his sleep by night and his peace and tranquility by day. Even

his wife, he discovers, a daughter of this modern world, has simply married
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him for his wealth and is too busy with herself and her social life to be
interested in him for his own person. An image of his past life in the fields
emerges before his eyes, and he finds himself comparing the world of
peaceful nature and the world of turbulent civilisation, dealing with the
faithful soil and dealing with faithless money, working to provide for
one's simple life and living to provide for one's complicated work, loving
Zumorrod the innocent and artless and marrying Alice the experienced in

the arts of love.

The climax comes one evening when Khattdr, having by accident come
across Zumorrod working as a waitress in a restaurant, innocently invites
her home. Alice pours her wrath over both and takes this as a pretext to
ask officially for the divorce that she had long been living in practice. As she
leaves, slamming the door in anger, the cuckoo clock strikes twelve. Khat-
tar’s disillusionment is complete. He returns to his village in Lebanon under
the assumed name of Mr. Thompson to lead the simple life of the country
and to dedicate himself to his people and their everyday life and problems.
He moves among them like a Messiah or a Tolstoyan convert, warning
them against the artificial mutiplication of needs in modern society,against
the deception of the cuckoo clock, and teaching them, by example, to seek hap®
piness not in the world but in themselves, and in the simple life of nature,
of the soil, where man, least distracted from himself, is himself most and,
least screened from nature, is face to face with naked truth and with God.

With the appearance of Mr. Thompson in the village, the wave of
emigration to the New World totally stops. So impressed are the people
with the man’s devotion to them, his life and teachings, that they prefer
to nickname him Abd Ma'rif ( The Benevolent One ). When he dies the
whole village mourns. Not knowing to what sect he belonged, since he
professed no particular faith while still alive, the two churches in the vil-
lage, the Eastern and the Western, claim him. To resolve the problem, the

people themselves decide to conduct the funeral without religious ceremo-
nies, to the disappointment and sbsence only of the clergymen of
both sects.
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"“The Cuckoo Clock™ in its immediate set up was written, we know,
in answer to a certain private situation arising in the author’s own family?.
The Lebanese hysteria for emigration to the New World which had been
continually draining the country of its men since the turn of the nineteenth
century had already driven Maimy's two elder brothers to the state of
Washington, Only his aged parents and his two younger brothers and
sister were still living on the family farm at Shakhroob in Mount Lebanon.
In 1925 Naimy received in New York a letter from the elder of his younger
brothers in Lebanon, Majeeb, in which he wrote of his intention to emigrate
to Mexico. Aged twenty-five and already the father of a daughter in her
first vear, Najecb was the only one old enough to take care of the whole
family at home. Naimy's reaction was to write the story of “"The Cuockoo
Clock ", which he published in al-5dyifi"s special issue of that vear, and sent
to his brother. As a consequence, Najeeb's plans were abandoned.

Though primarily written to serve an immediate purpose, ""The
Cuckoo Clock' remains, however, a vivid depiction in story form of the
final convictions Naimy had arrived at in his quest for a philosophy of
life, of his disgust, in the light of this philosophy, with modern society in
America, and finally of his proposed future line of action. Khattir in
America is no other than Pitted Face or, better, Naimy himself. His disil-
lusionment, even disgust, with the material world of modern society, ever
blinded from the inner truth in life by its artificial complication of material
needs, is no other than the disillusionment, even disgust, of Pitted Face or
Naimy in The Memoirs and Eyelid Whisperings. So also is his yearning for
the simple, the natural, the spiritual and Godly. That Khattir in the story,
written in 1925, unlike Pitted Face, is made to extricate himself entirely from
theillusory world of the cuckoo clock and go back to his people like an inspired
prophet bearing a message of truth and salvation, is a sign that Naimy's
message of inner truth and spiritwal perfection, which had so agonisingly
been fermenting within him in the Memoirs and Eyelid Whisperings, has now

1. See Sab'in II, pp. 241—248.
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arrived at a stage where he thinks it has culminated in a clearly conceived
doctrine and that the time is approaching when, like Khattir, he should go
back home to the Arab world and preach it to his people. That Naimy had
really started to feel that he has adoctrine to teach, is apparent in a series of
articles of a contemplative nature, written between 1921 and 1931 and
scattered during that period between al-Sdyvih in New York and other
papers in Egypt and Lebanon. Here, Naimy's philosophic thought, hitherto
only poetically and implicitly immanent in his writings, is for the first time
made explicit and didactic. When the articles were first published in book
form in Beirut in 1932, they appeared under the evocative title: Stages,
Excursions in the Outer and Inner Life {;LL L | P [Nl

ey )

On April 19, 1932 Naimy, as the story of “"The Cuckoo Clock’" had
previously implied, took leave of New York and the whole turbulent world
it symbolises and went back to share in the simple and frugal life of his
hometown and family in the Lebanese mountains, and to dedicate the rest
of his years to the quiet elaboration and preaching of the spiritual message
he had so long been laboriously conceiving in Palestine, Russia, first World
War France and the United States during the past forty-two vears of his
life. In Baskinta, and in the very secluded family farm, al-Shakhroob. he
found the peace and privacy he required. Here he lived with the rest of the
family in complete simplicity on the soil and on what scanty income his
publications in the Arab world were then able to provide him with. In the
warm Summer days when the number of visitors and admirers increasingly
interrupted his work, he would retire to a natural grotto in a rocky area to
the West of al-Shakhroob and spend the whole day in writing and contem-
plation. This grotto. which witnessed the birth of a number of MNaimy's
works in Lebanon, was made specially famous in The Book of Mirdad in
which it figures as an important symbol. Naimy himself began to be

reported to the readers by admirers and newspapermen as ‘The Hermit of
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Sannin’ and later as ‘The Hermit of al-Shakhroob’. This nickname is
still in circulation.

Once in Lebanon, he was showered with invitations to talk in different
literary associations, schools, universities and other institutes of learning
in Lebanon, Syria and Palestine. On each occasion he would address his
audience in the tone of a prophet in possession of an elevated message in
which lay human salvation. His talks would frequently take the air of
sermons not much different in form, basic conception and even depth,
sincerity and beauty, from Christ’s Sermon on the Mount, though perhaps
more elaborately and philosophically framed. In 1936, a collection of his
talks since his arrival in Lebanon, each prefaced by the particular date and
occasion on which it was delivered. appeared in Cairo under the title of
Food For The Godward Journey ( Zad al-Ma'ad).

““The Cuckoo Clock ", therefore, written in 1925 had really anticipated
a new stage in Naimy’s life and literature. It signalled the passing away of
Naimy the passionate seeker who lives and records the agonies of his
thoughts, feelings and emotions as they arise in him, and announced the
coming to be of Naimy the philosophically and spiritually tranquil-hearted
and the zealous preacher of an accomplished message which professes to
teach the way to a life without agony. Stages, Excursions In The Outer and
Inner Life and Food For The Godward Journey offer an excellent introduction
to this new stage by revealing Maimy the preacher as contrasted with
Maimy the passionate seeker and conceiver in the Memoirs and Evelid
Whisperings. From the twelve short essays included in Sraper and the
seventeen talks included in Food For The Godward Journey* we can now
safely come out with what might be a draft of the philosophico-spiritual
message which Naimy had carried with him as he finally settled in his
Lebanese retreat, and to the elaboration and teaching of which the rest of
his career up to the present has been wholly dedicated,

1. Bee an early series of reports on Maimy by Tawfig Yosof ‘Awwad 1o il-Bayrag
( daily ), under the title of “'A Day With the Hermit of Sannin®
August 30, September 6 and September 12, Beirut, 1932,

2, Subsequently referred to only as Food. 2nd edition, Beirut { no date ).

u_-lwd.._',.l..--«_l.a_,_:
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Again, the story of “"The Cuckoo Clock’ may offer us the keynote to
Naimy’s doctrine at this stage. When Khattar accepts the cuckoo clock and
the life it symbolises, he loses his happiness. This is so because he is led to
believe that he himself is insufficient and valueless without the world, As
he emigrates to America and succeeds in possessing the world, he discovers
in the process that he has really lost himself, that he can no more live for
himself but for things. This is why, in an attempt to overcome his slavery,
khattar, like a Tolstoyan convert, shakes the dust of the artificial world of
modern civilisation in America off his feet and returns to his own "Yasnaya
Polyana™ in Lebanon, where he engages in the simple, contented life
of nature and of the unsophisticated country people. Least intrigued
by the illusory and artificial hubbub of modern society, he is face to
face with naked truth, with God, and is himself most. Similarly, on the eve
of making his final decision to abandon New York and retire to his Lebanese
mountainous retreat, Naimy, as though giving himself an account of his

decision in poetry, says:

These minds and hearts on rail and rubber tires
Rolling, forever rolling God knows where:
These hurried feet led on by mad desires
Out of one snare into another snare

How can we be their road-fellows, my soul ?
They seek too many goals — we seek no goal.
30 step aside and let them march and roll.

Clearly, then, the main issue at stake in Naimy's mind as he “‘stepped
aside”’ to Lebanon was to elaborate on his rejection of modern civilisation
through explaining what does really constitute human happiness and what,
in his belief, is the appropriate way for man to achieve it. This issue, along
whith kindred ontological questions that branch from it, constitutes the

main underlying theme in all the essays in Stages and the speeches in Food,
varied and independent of one another in appearance as they may seem to
be. We shall therefore try to come out with a unified sequence of Naimy’s
thought on this theme, treating the varied material in both Srages and Food
as one body.
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In an answer to a questionnaire by al~Hila! Monthly in June 1922 on
“The Revival of the Arab East and the Extent to Which it Should Draw on
Western Civilisation®’, the following is the rationale of what Naimy had

to sayl.

The real criterion of what we are to call “‘progress” or “Advance’’, ke
claims, is the amount of happiness it yields. There is one and only one
criterion of happiness. It is the extent to which we are empowered to
overcome fear of all kinds — fear of slavery, of death and the rest. In its
quest to overcome fear, the East®, as represented by its age old seers such
as Christ, Buddha, Laotzu and Mohammad, has traditionally recommended
one route, the West, as modern civilisation witnesses, has taken another.

The East has realised that man shall always be afflicted with fear, as
long as he remains subject to the impact of the outside world in which he
lives, As such, man,like the rest of things in the world, shall suffer change,
disintegration and death. Though corruption and death are characteristic
of all things in the corporeal world, one thing remains eternal, 1t is the overall
and underall governing principle, or God or Being, from which everything
emerges and to which it returns, but which itself, being all-pervading, is
ever one and unchangeable. This overall reality, though governing the
corporeal world, is by definition incorporeal. It is, therefore, accessible
neither to sense perception nor, because of that, to reason, but to intuition
and inner vision. The only way to salvation that the East understands,
therefore, 15 for man to develop his inner faculties in an attempt to break

logse from the bonds of his corporeal existence — his lower existence, the

1. See both the guestionnaire and MNaimy's answer in Stages, 2nd ed. Beirut, ( no date )
pp. 33—0l,
2. For a fuller discussion of what Naimy really undersiands by the term “°East"’, see

Chapter VIII below.
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source of all his fears, and unite through vision and faith with the higher
eternal principle, with God. Laotrzu teaches how to break loose from
the world of fleeting existence in order to rejoin in spirit the Foster Mother
Tao, Buddha speaks of the same process as the way to MNirvana, while
Christ has demonstrated that to resurrect in the Kingdom of God is to
leave the world on the cross. In short, the essence of the message carried
by the East lies in self-negation. Man should, through the development of
his inner faculties, step out of his limited corporeal self and gradually merge
into the incorporeal greater self of the universe. This is man’s only way of
escaping change, disintegration and death and of arriving at the Nirvanic
state of absolute eternal happiness?,

In place of self-negation, the West, on the other hand, as witnessed
by modern civilisation, is all for self-assertion. Refusing to have any but
a rational and scientific approach to things, modern civilisation is confined
to what is rationally tenable and scientifically verifiable, and is consequently
unwilling to accept as valid the visionary world of transcendental reality,
The course that modern civilisation has taken, therefore, to safeguard man
against the impact of the outside world inwhich he lives, is not to reject that
world in quest for a Nirvanic happiness through union with a transcendental
reality, but to assert onesell in it and against it. Modern civilisation, there-
fore, has set itself, through the various ways and means of science and
technology, to exploit the world of nature in an attempt to put it at the
service of man. In this it has made great strides. But being eguipped with
reason and science in place of inner vision and intuition, modern civilisation
could only exploit the physical side of nature, without being able to arrive
at its unifying transcendental principle. It has consequently broadened the
physical dimensions of man without being able to effect in him a corresponding

spiritual growth that would give him a guiding sense of ultimate purpose.

1. A fuller development of this thesis isfound in the essay *"Faces: The Face of Laotzu;
The Face of Buddha; The Face of Christ’, Stages, pp. 5—=352, ¢ g amy @ samy)

(Fosamy & 304 amy,
L
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The physical side of life therefore has become an end in itself, and man as
well as nations, blinded by the material successes of the modern world,
are engaged in the fiercest competition for the satisfaction of their various
physical appetites, whereby they only achieve war instead of peace, cor-

poreality instead of incorporeality. and death in place of life!.

The ultimate conclusion which Naimy’s answer to al-Hildl draws is
that should the Arab East wish its cherished revival to lead it to real hap-
piness, then Western civilisation is certainly not the right course to follow.

Typical of what he would say to his fellow countrymen, thousands of
whom had at the time emigrated and were still emigrating to the New World
in quest of better fortunes, is “People of my country! Let not the lightning
flashing in the eyes of Western civilisation dazzle you, for it is a lightning
that brings no rain. Nor should you be awe-struck by the thunder roaring
within its breast, foritis but a death rattle’’®. In “Sannin and the Dollar'"
he speaks of the New World as a boiling pot in which people are engaged
in a mad rush after the dollar, and of the dollar as “a thick curtain shutting
out the face of God'*. For comparison he offers “Two Scenes” olige.*:
one is from Sannin in Lebanon where country people, oblivious of the
whole turbulent world of modern civilisation, attend to their daily work
in the fields in all tranguillity. In their innocent simplicity and conten-
tedness, they are as beautiful, as clean, as holy and as near to truth as the
mountain slope on which they work, and which rises majestically until it
touches the elear sky overhead as if constituting a link between heaven and
earth. The other scene is from a park in New York where people of various
kinds and attires, chased by the "Monster City'', have come to seek a
breathing space. Even here, the Monster has shut out the sky with a thick

{, This thesis is specially emphasised in "'The Civilisation of Machines and Crises"’,
(2bY =YY Lis ). Food, pp. 37—44

. Food, p. 44.

. Ibid, pp. 30—36.

. Thid. p. 35

. Stages, pp. 61—71.
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layer of smoke, has charged the air with dust and has sucked all genuineness
and freshness out of the people and the park in which they rest. Soon the
Meonster will again take them in as readily as he had spat them out a few
minutes before, where they once more become lost and slowly consumed
in the ominously complicated mechanism.

"“The Unknown Warrior" (Jpendl gk ] ), inspired by the grand
funerals held for the unknown soldier simultaneously in both Britain and
France shortly afier World War I, is a piece of most biting irony depicting
a civilisation whose greed for riches, power and empty glory makes her
send her own chidren to death but whose hypocrisy brings her forth in
all solemn pretence to walk in their funerals.

From the more general question of East and West. Naimy moves on
in the other talks and essays to elaborate further on the nature of God and
man and the problems of life and death and human happiness.

Taking his stand in Eastern mysticism, particularly Buddhism and
Taoism and such corresponding mystical interpretations of Christianity,
he claims® that the whole world of physical existence is a world of change
and unreality. Since everything physical is necessarily composite and by
definition corrupt, nothing physical can be real and consequently the whaole
material world in which man lives is a world of flux, ever coming to be and
ever passing away but never really being. True being, therefore, is of the
permanent and, consequently, of the essentially one, the ideal and the
immaterial,

A closer look at the world of fleeting existence, however, instantly
reveals that eternally changing and passing away as that world may appear
to be, it yet never really perishes, nothing in it really passes away. Things
keep decomposing only to compose again in various shapes and forms. and
keep disintegrating as certain particular phenomena only to be reintegrated

I. Stages, pp. 72-91
2. Sec in Srages “The Face of Buddha™, **The Face of Laotzu" and "“The Face of

of Christ "5y 3™ ™ o5 W am s 155 4
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into others. Just as man, for instance, derives his life and existence from
his parents who brought him forth, from the earth on which he lives, the
air he inhales, the space that contains him, the climate, the light, the water
etc. ete., together with the infinite series of things on which these depend
in their turn, so does he also by decomposition pass into the forming of
an infinite number of things in the universe, including other men, by which

he is ultimately assimilated.

Things in the world of physical nature, therefore, no matter how
varied and distinct they seem to be, have no reality, no substance of their
own. Ever interpenetrating, ever assimilating and being assimilated, shed-
ding off one set of physical qualities only to put on another, in an eternal
process of infinite order and regularity, they can only be various manifesta-
tions of one and the same immaterial substance which is common toall, a
certain universal reality or Beingin which they all participate in various degrees
but which itself, being common to all and the origin of all, is no thing
in particular. It is immaterial, having no gualities, no dimensions, no
definition, for to be qualified is to be limited and consequently composite
and derivative. It is, in short, that immaterial and undefinable substance of
all that exists, which, hike the sea, ever spreads itself out in various shapes
and forms and ever gathers itself in, but ever remains in essence one and
unchangeable!. Laotzu calls it Tao, the foster mother of all that exists;
Buddba calls it the Universal Self, the origin and ultimate end of every
other self in the universe; Christ calls it God, the Father and Creator
of all. Laotzu’s Foster Mother Tao, Buddha's Universal Self and Christ's
God the Father therefore are only different names for one and the same

reality®,

The universe as a whole, therefore, despite its apparent multiplicity,
i5 in reality one and integral. Every particular thing in it, from the lowliest
leaf of grass on earth to the highest firmanent in heaven, is seen to be an

1, See Food, p, 22.
2. Srages, p. 36
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inseparable and an essential part of everything else. Consequently everything
is, inso far as it is related to the whole of reality, in so far as it is one with
God. Once isolated, things cease to be. All the differentiating qualities and
borderlines therefore through which the various entities in Nature seem to
acquire their distinctive features and concrete individualities are really
fictitious. When closely scrutinised, they are found to interpenetrate and
to melt into the totality of God, the one all-inclusive reality from which
everything arises and to which all return, but which in itself, being all-inclu-
sive and all-pervading, is ever one, unqualified and ungualifiable, infinite
and absolute.

That the universe, or God or reality, absolutely one, permanent and
immaterial in essence, should seem pluralistic, transient and composite
1s because man is in the habit of looking at things through the medium of
sense perception.

Sense perception, private and surface-bound by definition, can only
reveal how things seem to be from the standpoint of a perceiver, but not
how they really are in themselves. It can only give their faint qualities and
physical delineations, but not the underlying universal and imperceptible
principle of Being or God which they commonly manifest and through
which only, they are what they seem to be. To sense experience, things may
appear big or small, hard or soft, near or far, hot or cold, separate or joined
elc. etc.. relative not to themselves but to the particular standpoint and
temporal condition of the perceiver. For what may be considered near at a
particular time and place and in a particular circumstance, may seem far
at another; what is cold to a man on the equator may be considered hot by
another at the north pole, and what seems joined to a naked €¥e may appear
disconnected under a microscope’,

Sense experience, therefore, speaks more of the particular medium
through which it is carried than of the true nature of the object perceived.
It testifies more to the nature of man’s physical senses than to the nature

1. See *"The Imagination"" ( JLLE ) + Food, pp. 7—20.
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of reality as it truly exists in itself. But the bodily senses are absolutely
relative, varying not only from one individual to another, but also with
respect to themselves and to one another in the same person. What one
individual confirms through his senses the other may deny, and not only
does one sense faculty in a person occasionally report what another or all
the remaining faculties fail to confirm, but it also is apt under various
conditions and at different times to coniradict itself on one and the same
issue. It therefore follows that the whole perceptual world reported through
the senses has no objective truth, no real identity or permanence what-

soever, and is no more than a projection of man’s own personal illusions.

To arrive at the objective truth and permanent identity of both himsell
and the world in which he lives, man therefore has to see what is bevond
the illusory appearances, bevond the perceptual qualities of things and,
consequently, to resort to means of knowledge other than sense perception.
As every perceptual quality is necessarily a spatiotemporal phenomena,
and all the perceptual world, elusive and illusory as it is, is by definition no
other than the exterior world of spatiotemporal existence, it follows that
in order to see what 1s beyond the perceptual world man is to pierce through
its various space-time dimensions, and consequently to look at things not
through his bodily senses but through the non-spatial and the non-temporal
in himself — through the inner eye, or what Naimy calls the imagination
(JLEl )

All that is of space-time dimensions in man, i. e. man as a body, is in
continuous process and can have no permanent identity. Like everything
spatial, it is subject to perpetual composition and decomposition, and like
all temporal things, in time it comes and in time it goes. That man, despite
the continuous change that accompanies his body in all its various spatial
and temporal stages in life from infancy to old age, is nonetheless able to
maintain throughout a constant feeling of self identity and sameness 15 an

indication that what constitutes the self or "' or “‘ego’’ in him is not in

I, See his definition of the imagination in Foed, p. 9,
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truth those finite spatial and temporal dimensions which are the body and
which are the same at no two consecutive moments but a certain unchan gea-
ble and imperceptible power or soul or being within him which, though
dwelling in the body, is not of the body and, though operating through
spatial and temporal dimensions, is itself undimensional. It is this undimen-
sional inner self, or I, or ego, which is the seat of such transcendental POWETS
in man as vision, or imagination, as Naimy terms it, which enable him.
though confined in body to a particular time and place, to stretch himself
at once into time past and time future, and to roam in places at infinite
distance from his dwelling place and, though confined by sense perception
to the outer surfaces of things, to pierce through to their inner reality,

The moment man approaches the universe in which he lives through
his inner eye, through imagination and vision, and sees it in its naked reality,
he instantly realises that all things, like himself, though constituted in
appearance of finite space and time dimensions, are in essence dimensionless,
infinite and boundless. Man instantly realises through imagination and
vision that there can be no possible time or space limit, no conceivable
borderline where one thing in the universe ends and another begins®. Starting
with himself, for instance, he understands, as vision projects him bevond
his instantaneous spatiotemporal context, that he is inseparably linked
to the whole of existence, to his parents who brought him forth, to the air
he inhales, to the food he eats, to the soil, the water, the light, together with
the infinite series of other things to which these are in turn inseparably
linked, and which cannot stop short of the infinite universe.

Seen in this light therefore, man, together with all other things in
Nature, though seemingly varied and disconnected in appearance, is in
essence one and inseparable. To define a man, a beetle or even a grain of
sand, is to include all that through which it is what it is, and consequently
to stop no shorter than the infinite universe®. Consequently, all things in

1. “*The Imagination'*, Food, pp. 13—15.
2. See “'The Sermon of the Crow™ { _Lall ik 4. ),in Stagesand the “*Fountsof Pain"
{ JYI il ) in Food.
1 1 F
3, Food, pp. 15—16.




nature, varied in space and time as they may seem to be, have in reality one
definition, one essence, one common self or | or ego, which is the infinite self
of the whole universe, the *'1"' " absolute or God, in which and through which
alone they exist and without which nothing can be or be conceived. Every
existing thing, therefore, hasinvariably twosides to its nature; the apparent and
the real, the finite and the infinite, In its narrow spatiotemporal individuality,
it is only a shadow of its true being, an arbitrary fragment of its true defi-
nition and, as such, it can have no reality and belongs to the world of
permanent flux. But regarded through its essence, through its true definition,
it is as infinite in space and time as the universe in which and through which
it exists andis, therefore, one with the self absolute, with God the essence of
all existence, apart from which nothing can be or be conceived!.

Since man is the only ereature on earth endowed with intelligence and
consequently with imagination and vision, he is the only creature capable,
through his innate powers, of dismissing the apparent side of his nature for
the real. and of consciously passing through Understanding from the finite
in himself to the infinite®. To those whose means of understanding are the
physical senses, the dimensions of the self are only those of the body.
Therefore is the world on the whale everdivided in their eyes into two oppo-
site camps - the “'1"* and the “not-1"" and the “mine"’ and the “‘not-mine'"™®
- and therefore are their lives ever based on duality. What 15 advantageous
to the I, they covet and consider good, beautiful, just, wholesome, joyful,
beloved etc, ete. to the end of the series of the so-called positive values in
human life; what is disadvantageous to the self, they repel and classify as
evil, ugly, false, unjust etc. ete. to the end of the detested series of negative
values.

Since each individual belicves himself to be distinct and separate from
every other self and since all live in one and the same universe, nothing

that is deemed positive or negative by one I or for one “mine”, be it a

I. See “*Life and Death™ ( sLLI ;= 4l . Food, pp. 83—50,
2. ""The Understanding and the School™ [ L jall , % L1 ), Food, pp. 45—351.
3. "The Sermon of the Crow™", Sihages.
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person, a class, a nation, an ideology or otherwise, can be positive or nega-
tive for all persons, all classes, all nations and all ideologies. Therefore has
the history of mankind in all its aspects, whether economic, political,
social, religious or otherwise, been one of clashing values and conflicting
interests, and therefore is human life ever shattered by strife and discord?.
“Yes, as soon as man said ‘l-and-the-world’ he created from himself an
antithesis to himself and, by creating an antithesis to himself, he precipitated
an antithesis to all things. Consequently, he began looking at everything
through two different eyes: through the one he would see the I, through the
other he would see the ‘not-I'. In this way, things, while one in nature,
split in hiseyes in twoand, with everything he saw, he was instantly bound
to see its opposite , . '

Since every antithesis is of a nature to obliterate its thesis. therefore
are the 1 and the “not-I1"", the “mine’’ and the “‘not-mine’’ in human life
in all their various manifestations ever engaged in a process of constant
obliteration. Not only is man himself ultimately obliterated through death
by the world against which he has constantly and desperately tried to hold
his ground, but also are all his dealings, works and institutions in life
infected with duality through which they are invariably consumed. While
seeking riches, for instance, he creates poverty, together with struggle
between the rich and the poor. While belonging to one class, faith, nationality
etc. he disowns other classes, faiths and nationalities, and consequently
while seeking peace, happiness and life for himself and his own, he finds
himself ever at war with things, with institutions and with other men whose
peace, happiness and life are in conflict with his own®. Consequently, “‘ever
since man came into being he has tirelessly been building fortresses for
peace only to see them transformed into castles for war. and erecting altars
for concord but finding concord the only sacrifice being offered thereon.

1. See **The Peace of God and the Peace of Man'" [ozh e al 3 ) (Food,
2. Srages, pp. 130—131,
3, “The Peace of God and the Peace of Man'", Food.
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He has ever been yearning for harmony but only embracing discord, ever
longing for tranquillity but only arriving at anxiety and fear''?.

Ever cherishing happiness therefore, the mother ideal from which all
his ideals branch, such as permanence in life, peace, prosperity, honour,
freedom, love etc. eic., yet, livingon the level of the thesis and the antithesis,
the | and the “not-1", man, instead, finds himself ever dealing in life with
split happiness and consequently with split ideals®. But split happiness is
only another name for pain.

Therefore is pain in all its various manifestations, such as discord.
poverty, disgrace, slavery, hatred, death, etc, etc., the mother evil from
which all human evils branch, and the antithesis with which man finds
himself wrestling from the hour he is born to the hour he dies?.

Pain in all its manifestations, however, "'being humanity’s bitterest
encmy 15 also its greatest saviour' ™. It is an enemy because like every antj-
thesis, it is destined to break up the thesis and dissolve it, and it is a saviour
because the antithesis is the only means through which the thesis, being
dissolved, 15 purged of its irrelevancies, so to speak, and enabled to pass
over and re-emerge in its greater reality which is the synthesis.

If pain, therefore, in all its manifestations is a constant witness to
the perpetual breaking up and dissolution of man through his life-long
confrontation and struggle with the '"not-1"", it is also a reminder that it

'l

will not cease so long as the duality between the I and the “not-1"" is not
synthesised, so longas the human awareness of the self is not purged
of its narrow confinement to the body and man comes to realise that,
in essence, he is one with God the absolute and ultimate synthesis of
all that exists.

Once fully aware of his true self, man realises that his real dimensions

are as infinite as God, and that in dividing the world into the T and the

1. Food, p. 111.

2. See ""The Broken Horns™ { ksl S __._:":. ), Food
3. ""The Founts of Pain', Food

4. Food, p. 61,
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“mot-1"" he has actually split himself in twain: hence is his abiding experience
of the multifarious types of pain as the two parts engage in a life-long
clash. Pain therefore is a call for man in his quest for happiness to transcend
through love the duality of the [ and the “not-1'" for the 1 absolute. It
reminds him as it characterises his various insufficiences in the face of the
infinite world in which he lives. thatin rejecting anything or anybody in the
world he actually rejects himself, and that in setting any front or borderling
of whatever kind between himself or his own and the rest of things he, in
fact, shuts himself off from himself’. “'For as long as you remain cut off
from anything or anybody, you remain cut off from God as he is in that
thing or that person ... The more bridges you extend from vour hearts
to people, the closer you get to your true selves and consequently to God
as he dwells within you. But the wider and more numerous the clefts in
your hearts and minds which separate you from others, the longer is your
estrangement from yourselves and consequently from God, apart from
whom no self can be yours’'s.

To achieve happiness, therefore, man is to emancipate from pain, and
to emancipate from pain he is to transcend through love and understanding
all duality and finitude, all distinctions, contours and borderlines, that
divide the universe into mutually exclusive entities, and consequently to
lose himself in God, the absolutely one and infinite.

By losing oneself in God one detaches onself from the detachable,
the external, the ever dying in nature only to be attached to its unifying,
indwelling and eternal principle. “‘For whoever clings to his corporeal self
loses his living one, and whoever denies his mortal self lays hold within
him on the self that does not die. Yet whosoever finds his undying self
lays hold thereby on life absolute. Self-negation therefore is only self-
assertion. For it does not actually mean the negation of anything in the
universe, but signifies the expansion of the self to the extent that nothing

l. "The Founis of Pain'*, Food
2. Food, pp. 137—118.




in the universe is left without. Nor for that does it imply self-detestation
but love of the Self which is immanent in all things'™,

But how is man to find his way to self-negation 7 If happiness, complete
and unalloyed by painis, asitis, the ultimate and final goal of man in life as
well as the driving force behind every human endeavour, then human life
in all its workings and manifestations is, in truth, a Godward journcy - a
journey in which the God in man, intercepted and estranged by the faint
shrouds of earthly existence, ever works on breaking up and pulling down
all confronting limitations in an attempt to regain its unity with God the
absolute. ""And we, who are we, but drops estranged from the greater sea
of Being. Mo matter how long their alienation lasts, they are sure to find
their way back to the great sea ..."".

If man therefore is to find his way to God the absolute and infinite, he
only has to know his way to the absolute and infinite within him - he only
has to know the self - himself. “For it is God alone who is capable of
knowing God ... It is that very God alive in every man who has the power
to know the God who dwells in all things and in everybody ',

In seeking to capture the T within him, man is to find his sense perception
of no avail. Surface bound by definition and consequently conditioned by
time and place, sense experience can only provide man as he proceeds from
minute to minute and from place to place with a series of fragmentary and
unrelated percepts. That these fragmentary and unrelated spatiotemporal
percepts are constantly provided in man and throughout his life with a
single unifying principle, a fixed point of reference, a sense of belonging
to one and the same experiencing ego or self, is an indication that the |
in man is Necessarily prior to sense experience and presupposed by it
Therefore is the 1 in man bevond sense cxperience and other than the
perceptible in him. **What is perceptible has no value in itself; its value
i5 only measurable by the nonperceptual init ... | am not my body,

1. Food, p. 66,
2. Food, p. 147.
3. Food, p. 136,
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even though it is all that people perceive of me. | am but the ‘void’ or
power which fills the skeleton of my bones and flesh. That part of me
which is ‘existing’ or, rather, perceptible is not ‘me’, while the ‘non-existent’
part or, rather, the non-perceptual is ‘me’ "'\,

Nor is science, therefore, capable of providing man with any basic
truth regarding himself and consequently regarding the self absolute®. For
science, whose primary concern is to abstract from its objects what finite
characteristics they possess. is based on sense experience and cannot by
definition deal with any subject the theories of which do not admit of
empirical verification. Therefore is the I in man, as well as the I or God in
Mature, outside the scope of science, and therefore has science in all its
achievements been unable to bring man an inch nearer to his knowledge
of God. Do not depend on science alone, for science does not instruct.
It does not instruct because it depends in what it teaches on sense perceplion,
which, no matter how broad in scope, cannot grasp Being' ™. On the contrary,
science has diverted man’s attention from the world within to the world
without!, whereby it extends his physical dimensions without being able to
inspire him with any sense of ultimate purpose. Consequently, while pri-
marily intended to instruct, science has more been utilised for destruction?.

Accessible neither to sense perception nor to science, the | in man,
which is the key to the I in nature, is also bevond the scope of reason®, For
reason, which works by definition and proof, is analytic and dialectic. Tt
works its way to wholes through the examination, the classification and the
juxtaposition of their constituent parts. But the I, the unifying principle in
man, which is beyond and other than the perceptual and the divisible in
him, does not lend itself to analysis and consequently to definition and

proof. Therefore is the God in man, as the God in nature, beyond proof
and definition.

. From “"The Face of Laotzu", Srages p. 20,

2. See "'The Code of Nature™ (L Ll | oz ) Food.
1. Food, p. 94,

4, Sec Food, pp. 139—141,

5. “The Peace of God and the Peace of Man'", Food.

6. See “The Imagination®', Food.
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As the Tor God inman, which isthe guide to God in nature, is so utterly

beyond definition, therefore, the only means left through which to grasp the
self is inner vision®. Inner vision alone is capable of carrying man beyond
the confines of the physical world of sense perception to which he is chained
in body; beyond the rationally definable and empirically verifiable, and of
making him see in a flash the transcendental source of all being, the self
absolute or God which manifests itself in all things in time and place but
which itself remains eternally independent of time and place and immanifest®.
Since it is only through seeing light that man is made conscious of his sight
and of darkness, so it is as man sees God the self absolute through vision
that he is made aware of his true self and recognises that the 1 in him is an
imperceptible and undefinable divine spark, intercepted and held by the
world of corporeality and flux where it does not belong. Therefore does he
realise that life is a Godward Journey and that “‘the way to God is
the way to nudity’™, to self-negation. It is to free the soul through spiritual
elevation from all its attachment to the physical, the finite and the corporeal
and to bring it to a state of purity whereby it can emancipate from the
fetters of time and place and achieve its ecstatic reunion with God the
infinite and absolute.

“Haven’t you heard of the revelation of prophets. or the rapture of
prophets, or the ecstasy of prophets? It is o spiritual state in which the
tongues of the confused senses are made dumb, voices of their tumultuous
lusts are made mute, their raging fire is made extinct, and their
revolting museles are paralysed. It is a state in which man feels as though
he is no more of flesh and blood. Seeing - whether the eyes are open or
closed - what the eye cannot see, and hearing - whether the ears are open

or shut - what the ear cannot hear. The fetters of time let loose and man LEes

I. MNaimy at times calls it revelation {?_,__. J» OF rapiure (3 (& OF eCSLasY (4 .2, 8500
Ffood, p. 136, or “‘imagination" ( @i}y as in the essay in Food under that title.
At times he calls it faith § ale )y @5 in Food, p. 78

. See “Religion and Youth™ (L2l 5 sl ), Food.

3. Food, p. 138,
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himself in all time, and the borderlines of space collapse and he sees himself
in all space. He in fact fecls as though there were no time or space, no life
or death, but Being infinite and absolute and indescribable by either tongue
or pen ",

This state of spiritual accomplishment which brings man to his ultimate
ecstatic reunion with God may not be achieved during one lifetime nor,
indeed, during several lifetimes?, but life is a school in which pain is the
unchallenged teacher® and man shall through reincarnation enter and
reenter this school until heis ultimately purged through pain of his ignorance
and freed through knowledge of his true identity from his earthly bondage.

1. Food, p. 136
2. Food, p. 46
1, "“The Founis of Pain"', Food,



CHAPTER VIII

A RISING EAST AND A WANING WEST

"I can ze¢ the inner vision of the East dawning upon the world
ancw, He who shall bear its torch is a prophet wearing the strength
of the earth in his legs, the might of heaven in his arms, the glow of
truth in his eves, the tranguillity of understanding on his tongue and
the sweetness of love in his heart. And he shall go among men East
and West... holding his heart on his plam as food for whoever is hungry.
Therefore shall they eat of it in the West and get poisoned and shall
take of it in the East and shall live. And he shall not be crucified™

MNaimy: Foice of The World, pp. 58-39.

Ever since Naimy made his cuckoo clock retirement from New York
in 1932 and from the whole turbulent world of modern society and civili-
sation which it symbolises, and after his self-imposed semi seclusion in
Baskinta and the family farm high up in Mount Lebanon where he has
wholly dedicated himself to contemplation and to the elaboration of his
spiritual message, his writings seem hardly to have contributed anything
fundamentally new in philosophic content to the basic body of thought
contained in Srages and Food. His utter devotion to the cultivation of his
inner life has increasingly both immunized and antagonized him in every
other respect against the challenging and novel impact of the world without
and fostered within him a feeling of intellectual self-sufficiency. Viewing
things through the eyes of a convinced mystic, he has come to feel that the
type of world he retired from can have little or nothing to teach him. while he

has everything to teach both himself and that world. The mystic truth, as
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fundamentally contained in Srapes and Food, seems to be the chief lesson
that Naimy has been able to teach in his later writings and to expound to
the world in various literary forms.

What real additional contribution and novelty Naimy seems to have
been able to offer in the subsequent part of his literary career lies not so
much in the body of thought expressed as in the particular literary art
through which the body of thought is presented. And this on the whole is
to be mainly sought in those works of his thai have, unlike Sigges and
Food, departed from the essay form. particularly his biography of Kahlil
Gibran?!, Ligd’, a novel® and The Book of Mirdad?, all dealt with in subse-
guent chapters. The greater part of his other works up to 1960, like Stages
and Food, consist of collections of short essays and talks originally written
for various Arab magazines, papers and broadcasting stations or delivered
at different academic institutions, and can on the whole be described as
variations and elaborations on the theme already made familiar. In prac-
tically all of them, Naimy, like one of the Biblical prophets, speaks in the
tone of aspiritual teacher and seer, fully possessed of the ultimate truth and
inwardly called upon to lecture to a world that has insanely and catastro-
phically departed from the life of the spirit - the only true life that there
can be - on the way to sanity and salvation. His utterings are saturated
throughout with an intense feeling that, wholly engaged on attending to the
material side of man’s nature to the neglect of the divine, the entire world
of modern civilisation is doomed to perdition and self-annihilation and
disaster. This intense feeling specially prevails in a series of twenty-six
talks, mostly written during the Second World War and transmitted through
the Lebanese Broadcasting Station, then Radio Orient. These, published
in book form in Beirut in 1945, under the title of Threshing Floors ( .01

constituted the first collection to appear after Food,

1. Gubrdn Khalll Gubrdn, Beirut, 1934,
2. Beirut, 1946,
3. Beirut, 1948,




In “Tomorrow the War Ends™ (o L Hs,;uh';}], inspired in 1945 by
the prospect of the war drawing to an end, Naimy meets the rising hopes
of humanity of a coming world of peace, by emphatically insisting that
the war about to end is only an introduction to more and more devastating
wars to come. It is only a link in a chain that stretches from the past
and is bound to stretch far into the future. Wars are not simply isolated
accidents that menace human society from time to time, but are phenomena
that follow from the very definition of the sort of life man is and has been
leading from the beginning of history. So long as the aggrandisement and
the satisfaction of man’s physical existence remain the main driving force
behind human activity, society is bound to be constantly shattered by
intersecting goals and interests that are as numerous as the number of
individuals of which it is constituted, and men necessarily find themselves
in a state of perpetual warfare of multifarious types and forms: “‘wars of
the fathers and the sons.. the producers and the consumers, the vendors
and the buyers, the landlords and the tenants.. the employers and the
employees, the hungry and the replete, the judges, the solicitors and the
litigants. . wars of the ruler and the ruled, the oppressor and the oppressed., .
the believer and the atheist.. wars of political conferences, of tempe-
raments, ideas and conventions.. wars of eyes, tongues and pens..."etc,
etc®, That only when the conflict at times arrives at a more obvious degree
of intensity people call it war, does not therefore mean, Naimy claims, that
human society was first at peace or that it can hope for a peace to come,
To arrive at a perpetual peace, human society must change the very ideolo-
gical foundation on which it rests®. Only an enlightend Faith that God is
the origin as well as the ultimate destiny of man, can provide human society
in all its multifarious functions with a sense of direction and a unified and
all-unifying purpose. In the light of such faith, humanity realises that
nothing which is disadvantageous to one man or group or nation can

. Threshing Floors, fourth edition, Beirut, 1960, p. 217.
. Threshing Floors, p. 219,
. Sec **The Duﬁ:a:"{: ic ;i J Threshing Floors, p. BO.
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possibly be advantageous to another man or group or nation, and that
any move or thought or action which is designed for other than the purpose
of helping man to rise above the animalistic, the earthly and the corporeal,
and come closer to his original godly image. which is his ultimate salvation.
is bound to be a stumbling block for both doer and sufferer alike. “'Every
struggle carried on by men in the name of whatever country other than that
country [ the state of becoming one with God ], er a purpose other than
the purpose of getting emancipated from the alienation of exile [ state of
being away from God ], or a pleasure other than the pleasure of beholding
the face of truth, is in fact a human defeat in which the lot of both victor
or vanquished, gainer or loser, is one and the same’".

In ““The Twins: The East and The West” ( < il & 20l : oLl 2l which,
in so far as length as well as general theme are concerned, seems to be not
only the major essay in the whole collection but also the expression in
outline of the major thoughts reiterated again and again in Naimy’s subse-
quent collections, Naimy speaks of the East - the cradle of all revealed
religions - as having been the first to provide humanity with the guiding
light of visionary truth and to set its eyes on the right goal which man is
destined to reach. Having been able to realise through inner vision that
behind the visible world of flux is an imperceptible all-pervading cternal
principle, and that beneath the corporeal spatiotemporal structure of man
is an indestructible soul or unifying principle, the East never tired of preack-
ing through its age-old seers that the human soul is a spark of God, that
man in his temporal existence is only a God in exile, and that humanity’s
indefatigable efforts acquire meaning and value only in the extent to which
they are dedicated 1o the sole purpose of bringing man to spiritual maturity,
whereby he is able to overcome his physical limitations and regain his
divine status.

What the prophetic seers of the East could see through inner vision

— the supreme human faculty — the common herd, Naimy emphasises,

1. Threshing Flaors, p. Bl.




living on the leviel of sense perception, had failed to visualise. No sooner,
therefore, had the religions of the East reached the crowds than their
central visionary light was dimmed and they were transformed into routine
practices and rigid dogmas. Consequently, Eastern attempts to found human
society on the living faith and to lead it through vision to its appropriate
destiny, eventually gave way. Eastern civilisations lost their original inner
meaning as they rose, and one by one they gradually dwindled and decayed.
It is-as though humanity, whose spiritual awakening was yet in its infancy,
was unable to keep pace with the soaring vision of a Christ, a Buddha, or a
Laotzu and was more at home with the materially tangible and empirically
verifiable.

The Eastern thesis therefore gave way before the Western antithesis,
With the ebb of an Eastern spiritualism, set on leading humanity in the
light of visionary truth to its ultimate destiny in the world above, came the
flow of a materialistic Weslern civilisation, based on the rationally tenable
and empirically verifiable, and primarily set on making man at home in
the world below. Here reason has replaced vision, science has taken the
place of religion and the body has gained primary importance over the
soul. Through a civilisation primarily based on science, industry and
technology, man soon succeeded in spreading his domain over much of
physical nature and in broadening his physical dimensions through his
inumerable modern inventions bevond even the most ambitious of his
ancient dreams. What Western civilisation, however, havingnow swept all over
the world, has not been able to do, nor will, by its very definition, be able
to do, is that, having released through science great reservoirs of power in
physical nature and put them at the disposal of man, making him the
unchallenged master in the world in which he lives, it has at the same time
failed to effect in him a corresponding spiritual growth that can provide
him with a sense of ultimate purpose. Unable by definition to provide man
with a purpose other than and beyond itself, science has created a civilisation
in which, the craving for more and more physical power for the achievement
of greater and greater material expansion and vice versa, has become an
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end in itself. Men, therefore, have found themselves inescapably drawn to
what seems to be an endless as well as a futile competition with an ever
accelerating ferocity and means of mutual destruction. With the horrid
experiences of two devastating world wars, and the prospect of a third to
come. the whole world of modern man, operating in the absence of any
supreme guiding principle and, consequently, driven to a state of self des-
truction, has virtually become, Naimy asserts once and again, “a straw in
the wind'", “a world that has gone insane’"

For the present world — the child of Western civilisation — to cease
being the victim of its own scientific genius and avert its ultimate disaster,
it should complement the great physical forces released by science and put
at the disposal of man through technology and industry, with a sense of
a higher purpose, a final end towards which those forces are to be motivated.
Such higher purpose and final end can only be seen through a comprehensive
understanding of man’s primordial concern to know who he is, from where
he first came into being and to where he is finally destined to arrive. The
answers to these primordial questions, in the light of which alone the
ultimate value of any human activity in life can be assessed, lie beyond the
scope of reason and science, and consequently beyond anything that Wes-
tern civilisation, fundamentally based on reason and science, can offer. Only
the human heart, equipped with intuition and vision, can pierce through
the rationally tenable and scientifically verifiable and provide man, through
faith, with his long cherished answers.

The West. one of humanity’s twins, has therefore, in MNaimy's view,
enriched human life in bulk but not in value, in power but not in meaning,

. A Staraw In The Wind {,, I J) as used in the present context, provides the
name s well as the main theme of a subsequent collection of talks and essays by
Waimy, mainly written between 1950 and 1953 and first published in book form in
Beirut, 1953, Tt also is the title of the opening talk in that collection delivered on 31
January, 1952 at Al-Magdsid al-Islimiyyah in Beirut,

Gee the essay A World That Has Gone Insane''(4 yia = lic) in Light and Darkness
( el 4 ), another collection of talks and essays by Maimy, written betwen
1048 and 1950 and first published in book form in Beirut, 1950.

(]
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and in expediency but not in purpose. No wonder, therefore, that the more
Western civilisation approaches 1ts climax, the nearer it comes to its own
self destruction.

Naimy concludes his essay with what sounds like a prophecy, to the
effect that Western civilisation has exhausted its potentialities and its role
is coming to a close. Gradually, world leadership will again shift to the East,
humanity’s other twin — the East of intuition, vision and faith. The message
of the East will consist in subjugating reason to faith, science to intuition,
and the material and temporal in human life to the spiritual and eternal.
In this it will not be dismissing the findings of Western civilisation but
supplementing them with a purpose, the purpose of vtilising science, techno-
logy and industry, together with all the forces and capabilities with which
man is equipped, not as mighty instruments in the devastating conflict
among men over the possession of the material world, but as means of libe-
rating humanity as a whole from its material and physical limitations and
handicaps, in a drive towards the spiritual emancipation of man and his
final reunion with God. In redirecting men’s eyes to the one supreme com-
mon goal, which they are all by nature destined to seek as Gods in exile, the
leadership of the East will by definition eventually culminate in a civilisa-
tion of human brotherhood in which there can be no place for enmity, hatred
and discord. As Gods in exile, men would live up to the divine bond that
ties each to each as brothers in arms against one common enemy, which
is human bondage, and for the achievement of one common victory, which
is the final emancipation of man from the prison of his spatiotemporal
existence.

The theme, as well as the logic of “"The Twins: The East and The West"'
in Threshing Floors, is kept up, even to the point of redundancy at times,
throughout the major essays and talks in Naimy's subsequent collections
from Voice of The World { JUl = , )", through Light and Darkness and A
Straw In The Wind to Roads (o ,:5)% not excluding The Idols ( 06,41 ), a

I. First published in Cairo, 1948,
2. First published in Beirut, 1954.
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booklet containing one long essay in eight parts written in one stretch and
published in Beirut, 1946. In Voice of The World alone, the thesis that Western
civilisation, based on reason and science and the symbol of modern lifein
all its manifestations, has played itself out, and that the world, having
arrived at an alarming state of turbulence and perdition, awaits the
guidance of a visionary faith which the East by nature is destined to
provide, is repeated with only subsidiary variations in four major essays,
namely: ““Voice of the World "', atitle essay, “"The Civilisation of Reason
and the Civilisation of Visien'' (JLL! Liw, ladl i) ""The Story of
the East and the West"’ ( o il ;& 2l 315 ) and “"Where To?" ( ¢ s d.
This is not to mention the greater number of the remaining essays whether
in Vaice of The World or in the other collections which are invariably dedi-
cated either to the depiction and condemnation of one aspect or another
of modern life and civilisation, or to the further elaboration on one point
or another of the proposed spiritual message, the outlines of which have
already been made familiar, and in the light of which the East, Naimy
expects, is destined to lead the world. It would, therefore, seem unnecessary
at the present stage of this work, to go through cach of the above-mentioned
books. Having attempted in this chapter to come out with the basic frame-
work of Maimy’s thought at this stage of his career, we shall, as we proceed
only pick on those talks and essays that can genuinely add to the picture
and consequently to the two main questions that now seem to come to the
foreground. Granted, in the light of MNaimy’s thought, that Western civili-
sation, based on reason, science and technology, is not by itself the right
answer to man’s ultimate need in life, and that human salvation lies in its
being supplemented by the East, with the guiding light of a supreme faith
based on visionary truth, the question arises as to what East does Naimy
have in mind? And, secondly, what in the logic of his own thinking drives
him to his much repeated prophecy that the Eastern spiritual leadership
is now bound to come and, may be, within the next generation or two, as
one may conclude from his essay “The Story of The East and the West 1?2

1. See Voice of The World, 2nd edition, Cairo 1957, p. 131.
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In spite of the fact that Naimy never specifies in his discussion of East
and West but invariably sticks to general terms, it goes without saying
that the East he has in mind is certainly not the communist. This
is made doubly clear in his book Bevond Moscow and Washington
( a2l ey 35 se e dwl )% Nor does he think much of the existing practices
of the noncommunist East, outwardly and superficially bragging of its
ancestral achievements, vet inwardly and disgracefully bent on an
indiscriminate imitation and a humiliating admiration of the ways and
means of Western civilisation®,

When in his booklet, The Idols, Naimy speaks of the present world as
a whole as a world of idol worshippers, he makes no distinction in this
practice between East and West. The seven idols he discusses are, in his
belief, the real worshipped Gods in the world of today, even more so by
the very people who claim to be followers of the one Supreme Being®. The
idols he individually discusses as chiefly constituting the Gods of present-
day society, Eastern and Western alike, are: Money JUi, Power; i,
Dominion kLIt , Public Opinion L ! Ji, Nationalism L. .3, The Printed
Word .5 . 2050 and Science ,LJ| . His thesis throughout is that instead
of these being used as means to further the cause of man in his primordial
struggle to realise himself and his fellow men in God, they have become
final ends at the hands of modern society. Man has become the servant
and slave of the very idols he himself has created. We shall in passing give
his main ideas on six of these so-called idols, his views regarding science
having already become familiar.

1. Beirut, 1957.

. Special reference in this respect can be made to whole passages in the essays, 'An
Intuitive East and a Visualising West™ (s o 2 5 sy 3 2 ), Threshing Floors,
4th edition, p. 142; *"Voice of The World™, Voice of -Hw Warld, 2nd edition, pp.
24—27: A Straw In The Wind"", 4 Srraw In The Wind, Znd edition, pp. 19—24.

. See the preface to The fdols.
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Money, he believes, essentially an expedient symbol indicating the value
of what contribution in labour man adds to the common human wealth,
has, paradoxically enough, taken the place of labour as a criterion of value.
Consequently, instead of assigning what value money should hold, man
himself has come to be evaluated through money. Hence is the feverish
race the world over, not after additional contributions to the common
wealth of humanity but in pursuit of the individual acquisition of greater
and greater value through the accumulation of greater and greater capital.
Therefore has the tragic and utterly disgraceful situation arisen whereby,
one man at times should become worth a thousand men, even a million,
taking for himself alone what should otherwise be the share of others in the
common human wealth, while millions of others are left with not even a
single share and are evaluated as so many zeros to the left?.

The same logic with which Naimy treats Money, he applies to Power
and Dominion. Power of whatever kind, whose essential worth lies in the
extent to which it can rid human society of weakness and fear and help it
in its quest for higher and higher degrees of liberty, freedom and happiness,
has come to be regarded as an absolute value feverishly sought by individuals,
groups or nations precisely for the purpose of implanting fear and timidity
in other individuals, groups or nations. Therefore does the world ever find

itself divided into warring camps that constantly live in an atmosphere of
terror,

Dominion, on the other hand, is only power monopolised and disguised
under the name of delegated authority. Ruling bodies, so keen on safeguard-
ing their monopolised power, their worshipped idol, are ever careful to
give it an air of sanctity. When the fizment of ruling by divine right was
exhausted, it was replaced by an equally fictitious yet equally sanctified
theory of ruling by the will of the people. This, Naimy claims, has led to the
creation of another worshipped idol of modern times, which is public opinion®.
Public opinion is a fiction, simply because it is non-existent. ""When",

1. Ses The Idofs, 2nd edition, Beirut 1958, p. 16
2. See **The Public Opinion™, Ibid. p. 32
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claims Naimy, ""have the general public been more than herds that are as
easily driven to the slaughterhouse as to the pastures'’* and that can be
made to cater for the crucifixion of a Christ as readily as they are made to
clap for a Pontius Pilate 71t is the men in power and their various beneficia-
ries who are the fabricators of public opinion or will, through which they
are where they are. It is their real interest, therefore, to make the public
believe that they have a will, that that will is sacred and that they are its living
embodiment. Hence comes one of humanity’s most nurtured and most
worshipped idol of the present time, which is pationalism. In what light,
Maimy argues, other than the narrow greedy interests by the dominating
few, can one see the world still divided into conflicting and mutually exclu-
sive national blocks, at a time when the natural course of life, is every day
weaving the whole people of the world into one single interdependent
community T

Maimy’s sixth idol is the Printed Word. To him the printed word is
something holy in that it is the greatest organ at the disposal of modern
man for the establishment of truth. It is, if rightly and conscientiously
applied, the most effective means in elevating man and leading him from
the animalistic state in which he presently is, to the God that he is destined
to become. But, claims Naimy, in a society where the worship of idols has
replaced the worship of truth, the printed word has been turned into an
instrument of make-believe. It is not so much used to propagate truth as it
is to make truth subservient to propaganda. Henee it is widely and wildly
exploited by the various leading self-centred institutions, whether commer-
cial, industrial, political, scientific or religious, primarily keen on making
people believe in what they have to offer, irrespective of whether that which
they offer is inspired by the right belief.

That nationalism is included among the idols and is boldly described
as being “‘nmo more than a hollow skeleton'*, is a clear indication that the
promised East which Naimy has in mind is certainly not the present East

1. The ldals p. 34.
2. Ibid. p. 39.
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of vigorously rising nationalisms. Much less, in spite of Naimy's spiritua-
lism or, more precisely, because of his thorough-going spiritualism, is it
the East of existing religions, such as Buddhism, Hinduism, Islam
or Christianity. Much as he is wholly devoted to the lives and inner concepts
of Laotzu, Buddha and Christ!, who constitute, as must have become quite
apparent, the mainspring of his thought as well as inspire his attitude
towards the materially sophisticated human society, he is totally adverse
to the various churches and religious institutions of modern times which,
to him, are rigid dogmas in which the inner light of the original messages
for which they claim to stand, has long been extinguished.

"My firm belief’’, he emphatically claims, “'is that the reviving East
can rescue the world from disaster if it only knows how to liberate
itself from the fetters of rigid dogmasand how to derive power and guidance
from its great teachers''s. The Arab world on the whole, still fanatically
clinging to its various churches and religious practices. whether Moslem,
Christian or Jew, he dismisses as a world whose religion is only on its tongue®,
I know of no country”’, he says, ‘‘where religion has so flourished on the
lips and so dried up in the heart as is the case in this country™,

Neither the communist East, therefore, nor the East of rising nationa-
lisms and social development on Western lines, nor the East of present
churches and prevailing religions, is the one destined in Naimy's mind, for
the proposed coming leadership. To him, beneath all this facade, lurks a
dormant absolute and universal truth which has, again and again in history,
been captured by various Eastern seers of soaring imagination and vision

and which has again and again sunk into oblivion at the hands of the

1. Specially significant in this respect is his long essay “Three Faces™ COmprising
“*The Face of Laotzu', “The Face of Buddha", and "‘The Face of Christ"',
Srages pp. 5—32.

. From the essay **The Message of the Reviving East™ [ sicll 5 A1 JL 5 ), Roads,

|5

2nd edition, p. 16

3. See the talk “*A Country whose Religion 15 on its Lips™ {\.i,...:l__;-_'_..,_" 35 )
Threshing Floors.

. Ibid, p. 129,



crowds, whose vision was still in its infancy and who still lived on the level
of sense perception. Visionary by nature, and consequently inexpressible,
this one universal truth, though captured by the Eastern seers, could only
be approximated by their words. Therefore can their lives and teachings
be only regarded as various approximations of the one and the same

reality with which they were in communion.

In translating the truth of one religion into the other. Naimy argues
that the one supreme God conceived by Moses, is the same approximation
of the One Absolute Allah conceived by Mohammad, while both are echoes
of the Atman in the Upanishad of Hinduism, of the World Soul preached
by Buddha, the Tao of Laotzu and the Heavenly Father of Christ.! “"The
self same Nirvana'’, he says, “‘is what Christ calls the Kingdom of God and
Mohammad calls Paradise'*. What obvious differences there are between
these various concepts, Naimy seems to dismiss as belonging to the letter
expressing the truth, rather than to the truth conceived. Hence ishis grouping
together in his essay “*Faces "™ of the countenance of Laotzu, the
countenance of Buddha and the countenance of Christ as representing the
one and the same truth which they individually preached. His attempted
interpretation of Christ’s teachings regarding the facing of evil with good
in this essay, puts Jesus in perfect line with the Buddhist doctrine of Karma,
which stretches the law that action and reaction are equal and opposite, to
the moral realm. Jesus is reported to mean that an evil action creates an
equal and opposite evil reaction and that the only way therefore to neutralise
evil and hence, overcome it, is to face it with good®.

This leads Maimy to an equally Buddhistic interpretation of Christ's
teachings regarding God, Heaven and Hell and the Day of Judgement,

1. See *“The Civilisation of Reason and the Civilisation of Vision™ in Faice of The
World, 2nd edition.

2. From the essay “‘The First and Last Resort™ ( J,_J;C‘ g oY 3Ly Reads, 2nd
edition, p. 33.

3. Stages, pp. 5—52.

4. Srages, pp. 29—30.
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which makes him reject the common orthodox Christian doetrine. In
speaking of God as the Father of all, the only source of life and the One
whose power fills heaven and earth, Christ is taken by Naimy to be refer-
ring to the World Soul, from which everything issues and to which everything
returns but which itself remains one and eternal’. Hell is understood to
signify an accompanying state of suffering to man’s present estrangement
from God and attachment to the world of physical existence. Hence
are Christ’s teachings against the enticements of the world. Heaven is a
nirvanic spiritual state arrived at through the soul’s emancipation from the
physical and the material, and its final reunion with God?*. Christ the Son of
Man is human, born of a human father and a human mother?, His crucifix-
ion is the last link in his life-long struggle through self-negation and
spiritual elevation, against earthly bondage. His resurrection is his final
spiritual emancipation from earthly bondage, from the human to the
divine, and consequently his absolute victory over death.

By achieving Godhood through the humiliation and the rejection of
the material and the physical, Christ, the human being, has given a living
demonstration of how all human souls in physical and earthly captivity,
can find their way back to the World Soul, to God their Kingdom of Heaven.
It is in this largely Buddhistic and Taoistic light, that Naimy chooses to
understand Christ’s assurances that He is the Path, the Truth and the Life,
and that none can come to the Father save through Him®, Therefore, Naimy,
understands the Day of Judgement not to be a day buta sort of continuous
Karmic phenomena, whereby the emancipated souls ( the sheep ) accor-
dingly rejoin the great sea of Being, becoming one with God, while
others ( the goats), still devoted to the world of earthly existence, are

drawn back by their lower attachments and reincarnated again and again

1.
i
£
4,

Stages, pp. 3839,
Ibid, pp. 38-—41.
Ibid, p. 40,

Ibid. pp. 38—39.




in that world wherein is "'weeping and gnashing of teeth' until they are
finally purged®.

Mot only does Naimy believe that Christ, Buddha, Laotzu and even
Moses and Mohammad are only different visionary secrs of one and the
same Eastern truth which they tried to approximate in words, and that the
Gospels can serve as the key, as he approvingly reports that Gandhi had
actually experienced, to the Bhagavad Gita®, but that the same truth also
must have been captured by other Eastern civilisations as remote as the
Assyrian, the Babylonian and the Egyptian, as can be seen from their
various attempts to give it expression in some of their extant monuments
and literature. The Sphinx, Naimy is confident, can only have been created
by people who were aware that man, based in the beast and the unintelligent,
is destined to evolve into a state of pure intelligence. The pyramids must
have symbolised in the understanding of their builders what is the gradual
dissolution of the material, the physical and finite into the immaterial, the
spiritual and infinite?,

The Egyptian God Raa in the Beok of the Dead, Naimy believes, stands
for more than the sun, as is usually claimed. To people highly learned,
especially in astronomy, as the Egyptians are believed to have been, the
sun could not have constituted a God. On the contrary, the sun itself, one
of the most generous sources of warmth, light and life in the world, must
have been taken by such imaginative people as the Egyptians, as a perceiva-
ble symbol of the imperceptual, absolute and all-comprehensive Raa®,

1. Stages, pp. 41—42. Naimy's belief in reincarnation and in the purgatorial nature
and ultimate purpose of man's life on earth s justified at greater length in such
essays as “"The Urge for Being”” (WLl L) in Fofee of The World and *“Light
and Darkness, in Light and Darkness.

. See the essay “'Ghandi — The Awakened Conscience of the East'' :_,;h e (il :|

(]

53 - Ll in A Siraw in the Wind.

3. See [hn: eszay *'The Civilisation of Reason and the Civilisation of Vision™' in Foice
af The World.
4. See the essay “'The Phoenix Bird™ [ S 3 S ) in Voice of The World.
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The fable of the Phoenix bird, known in one version or another to almost
all ancient civilisations in the East. is another expression of the Eastern
faith, in which death is the gate to life and that only in burning or crucifying
or negating the mortal, the temporal and the finite in oneself, can one
attain resurrection in the immortal, the eternal and infinite’.

It can therefore be concluded that the particular East conceived by
Naimy as being destined for the right leadership of humanity, is not the
East of particular existing or extinct beliefs or religious doctrines.
For all these, in his reckoning, are or were hazy manifestations of anindes-
cribable transcendental truth which the visionary East has from time to
time been able to capture, but of which it could at best give an approximate
expression. The East destined to lead the world, therefore, is not the one
that shall fall back on Islam or Christianity or Hinduism and the rest — for
falling on the expression will end, as it has always done in history, in mis-
sing the truth expressed — but the East that will again take to vision and
bring itself, as well as the rest of the world, in all aspects of life into direct
and constant communion with the very truth itself which has inspired
Taoism, Buddhism, Christianity and the rest.

i

It is nowhere made quite clear in Naimy's writings as to how the
East shall play its role in practice. Though he sounds clear about
the message which the East is to carry yet, when coming to touch
upon the means through which it is to be realised, he instantly lapses into
the poetic, the figurative and the allegorical. A conspicuous instance of this,
which can be taken as fairly representative, is the highly worded ending to

one of his essays where he says®, “'T can see the vision of the East dawning

1. See "“The Phoenix Bird™ in Volce of the World,
2, Voice of The World, pp. 58—59,
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upon the world anew. He who shall bear its torch, is a prophet bearing the
srength of the earth in his legs, the might of heaven in his arms, the glow
of truth in his eyes, the tranquillity of understanding in his tongue, and the
sweetness of love in his heart™,

"And he shall go among men East and West and shall be followed
by even some of those who still cling to reason and its sense objects, while
many of those reckoning to have arrived at the head of the Sphinx?, while
being, in truth, still at the tail, shail take to flight"".

"This prophet shall bear his heart upon his palm as food for whoever
15 hungry. Therefore shall they eat of it in the West and get poisoned, and
shall take of it in the East and live. And he shall not be crucified””.

Vague, romantic and allegorical as it sounds in the above quotation,
the idea of an inspired human Messiah, incarnate of the eternal truth, who
will suddenly emerge from the unexpected, or, rather, the least expected,
and direct the whole misguided world, wholly possessed by the unusual
magnetism of his mystic character and of the irresistible power and charm
of the truth in his words, in the road to true understanding and salvation,
seems, nonetheless, to be seriously taken by MNaimy. Its parentage, however,
i in the very classical East from which Naimy draws his inspiration. It
runs from Laotzu, Budda and the Indian Brahman to Christ and the
Biblical prophets, to Mohammad, not to mention such other ideas as the
expected Mahdi ( Lzl! g4l ) in Shi‘ite sects “who is to fill the world with
goodness and righteousness after it has been filled with evil and injustice”’
{ .’J__“._ e ____{’ s ‘_F..-'v,'%.l :5,_:_ ;:;_'_'u 1.'

It is in line with this literature that Naimy readily sees in a man’s life

Gandhi’s, forinstance, in his passive and out of the ordinary way of leader
ship — the conscience of the East, as he calls it, in its first awakening; an
awakening which testifies that the whole world is soon to enter the dawn
of a mew era®

1. Alluding to his own interpretation of the Sphinx as a symbol; sce above p. 237,

2. See “Gandhi — The Awakened Conscience of the East" in Foice of The World.
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Naimy, though primarily forecasting the near coming into the world
of a Messianic Eastern leadership, is also unahle himself in his collected
talks and essays from Stages up to Roads to avoid the Biblical tone. Mot
only is this true of the ideological content of these talks but also of their
whole approach, Mowhere does Naimy, in his essays, try to enter modern
society and reform it from within and from the level on which it stands.
He aims instead, in the tradition of Eastern prophecy, at transforming it in
accordance with an external and apriori conceived spiritual moral doctrine
which he holds and whose main claim to universality and unquestionable
truth, is that it is supra-rational and supra-rationally conceived.

We find ourselves aware throughout that his underlying thesis is an
outright dismissal, as in the attitudes of Biblical prophets, of the whole
existing society in all its multifarious institutions and practices, whether
economic, political, social or religious, as being totally in the wrong, as
being helplessly doomed to disaster. “If you now ask me about modern
civilisation whither is it destined’’, says he in what fairly summarises his
basic approach, ‘I would answer you without hesitation: to the bottomless
pit'*1, Therefore does he sound throughout like the Eastern, and particularly
Biblical prophets, pouring his wrath, on the one hand, on a society that
has helplessly gone astray and offering it through his teaching, on the
other, its only alternative route to redemption and salvation. Like the
prophets, he addresses himself in his talks and essays, irrespective of the
particular occasion or even the subject on which and for which he is talking
or writing, to human society at large and is quick, no matter how particular
and local the subject at hand may be, to slip into its universal implhcations,
where it becomes easy for him to fit it into his moral and ideological system.

Addressing the Y.M.C.A. in Jerusalem in 1935, for instance?, he
instantly embarks, after giving a brief account of what the city meant for
him as a visitor and as an admirer of the whole culture for which it stands,

1. From ""Where to?'" in Voice of The World, p. 166
2. See “The Peace of God and the Peace of Men' in Food.
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in history. on the Hebrew name Yerushilam — City of Peace. From here,
his way is open to discuss war and peace in their absolute meanings and to
launch his attack on the existing human society as a whole, which is ever
seeking peace yet ever engaged in war. Human society has not yet
lecarned that the only war wortly of man, is the war of the human in him
against the beast, and that the only real peace that man can achieve,
i5 his final emancipation from the corporeal and his reunion with God,
who alone constitutes man’s eternal Yerushilam.

This approach often takes a complete parabolic form where the affi-
nity between Maimy as a teacher and the Biblical prophets, especially
Christ, becomes extremely sharp. Fairly representative in this direction is
his talk “"Threshing Floors''l, whence his collection of that name
derives its title. After giving a vivid and lively description of threshing
floors in Mt. Lebanon and of the various activities of threshing, sifting,
sieving etc. that take place thercon, he moves on to speak of Life
as a threshing floor and of the workings of Life as the hands of divine pro-
vidence ever operating on man, an ear bearing the divine seed, ‘with the
purpose of emancipating the grain imprisoned in the husks and of unveiling
the essence screened by the external skin''®. Just as the ear of wheat is
destined by life to serve as a temporary shelter for the infant seed until it
becomes as mature as the mother seed that first gave it birth, so is the
human body and all the physical world of time and place to whichit belongs,
only a temporary shelter for the human soul from which, like the grain of
wheat, it is destined to emancipate and regain its divine status with God as
spon as it achieves spiritual maturity. The gquicker man achieves that
maturity, the sooner he is emancipated; and the more readily he takes to
self-negation, to the shedding of his badily attachments and earthly desires,
the less exposed he becomes to the various threshing, sifting and sieving
experiences of life, which are the pains and afflictions of carthly existence
and reincarnation therein.

1. Delivered from Beirut Radio, December 20, 1942,
2. Threshing Floors, 4th edition, p. 110
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All this, coupled with an extremely lucid, sharply-cut and simple
language, saturated with poetry and charged throughout with a marked
tone of authority, gives Naimy's teachings an air of prophecy and marks
Maimy, the writer and teacher, as a believer not only in the Eastern prophetic
truth but also in the prophetic manner of delivery.

Al-"Aggid, in a critical essay on Stages, justly classifies Naimy's style
and that of Nietzsche in Zarathusira in one group in so far as the Biblical
tone and prophetic manner of expression are concerned!. Another, Fadil
Nimr, carried away by a series of talks conducted by Naimy in Palestine,
1935 and included in Food, cables from Bethlehem to the president of the
Literary Club in Nazareth, where Naimy was attending a big reception held
in his honour, saying: “‘Maimy left Nazareth as a student, but has now come
back as a Messenger and a Prophet™, s, lils ol s e 519! 2 )
L9541 )% Mahjob bin Milad, at present the best-known Tunisian
essayist and eritic, acclaims Naimy in his essay writings, as the incarnate
spirit of the immortal East®.

IV

Naimy's thorough devotion and dedication to the Eastern prophetic
approach, however, comes to its clearest manifestation during this latter
part of his career, in the few of his writings that bear a fictional charac-
ter. As an essayist and a lecturer, he could only write and preach the
Messianic truth in whaterver prophetic tone and style he was capable
of, but the Messiah himself had always to be missing. Fiction, therefore,

1. al-'Aqgad, ‘Abbis, Review of al-Mardhil: Stwihdr fi Zawdhir al-Haydt wa Bawdtiniha
by Mikhail Naimy, al-Jihdd, February 21, 1933,

. The telegram, dated 31 March 1935, is in the possession of the present writer,

1. See his article “*Mikhail Naimy, or the Resurrected Wisdom of The East™.
( 2nd 34 1S ol taai Lilise ) in al-Fike, monthly, April, 1957,

=
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seems to have afforded him a greater freedom to present the reader with
both the Messiah and the mission and to paint as actual what in his mind
and soul was only an object of earnest aspiration.

It is not the intention at this stage to attempt a study of Naimy’s The
Book of Mirdad', a philosophic novel more or less similar in form and
style to Nietzsche's Thus Spake Zarathustra, though it is the best illustra-
tive instance of the point under discussion. A more detailed account of
the book is reserved for a subsequent chapter®. Sufficient to say for the
moment, that Mirdad, the central character in the book, is the fulfilment of
Naimy's concept of a prophet, who is the incarnation of the eternal truth
and who acts through the magnetism of his mystic character and through
the dynamism of the visionary truth he preaches, as the tempest that takes
the world by surprise, tearing down from men’s hearts and minds the veils
of ignorance and deception that enslave them to the material and spatiotem-
poral, and setting them back on the road to true understanding and final
emancipation,

Mirdad the prophet in the book, takes over from Naimy the lecturer
and essayist. The Biblical tone of the language and the categorical way of
expression, together with the accompanying prophetic authority that runs
throughout, gain a more natural setting. Mirdad is a Christ, buta Christ after
Maimy’s heart, in whom the faces of Jesus, Buddha and Laotzu, together
with the Gospels, the Bhagavad Gita and the Tao-Teh-King are made one
and indistinguishable. He first appears, as if from nowhere, asa humble
beggar seeking refuge in an extremely rich and old monastery that traces
its history back to the days of the Flood and claims to be founded by
Moah's son, Sam on the very peak on which the ark had landed. Gradually,
Mirdad begins to unveil himself. The monks, hesitant at first, are taken at
last by the magnetism of his character and the power of his teaching, of
which the book serves as a record. Finally, the monks, fully saturated, like

1. Originally conceived and written in English in 1946—7 and first published in Beirut,
1948,
2. See Chapter X below.
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the disciples of Christ, with the new message. distribute all the monastery's
lands and riches among the poor tenants and, with their teacher, leave the
monastery and come down from the peak to the world where they are to
act as the yeast in the fermenting of a new civilisation to come,

Just as the various teachings, or better, sermons of Mirdad to the
monks, saturated throughout with Eastern theosophy, are no more in essence
than the essays and talks of Naimy fitted through fiction into a prophetic
setting, so also are the few short stories he wrote for various Arab magazines
between 1940 and 1959, These were collected in two volumes and first
published in Beirut, one in 1956 under the title of Highbrows ( Akdbir ) and
the other in 1959 under the title of Abu Battah (The Man With The Fat Calf’).

In these stories, and under the impact of his Messianic doctrine in
which he has become fully asbsorbed, Naimy on the whole, seems to be no
more able, or perhaps willing, as was his practice in Once Upon A Time
twenty years earlier, to let the incidents speak for themselves or even less,
to let the characters speak for themselves. We say no more willing because
every story of the thirteen in Highbrows and the twenty in Abu Barrakh
starts with a totally realistic opening, as realistic as any in Chekhov or Gorky.
The characters, as well as the settings, are carefully picked from real life.
the everyday and the common and are meticulously as well as vividly
painted by one who can be judged as a master realist. But, as the story
proceeds, Naimy's obsession with the mystical idea that the perceptual is
only a manifestation of an cternal imperceptual principle. and that the
visible is only a moving shadow of the visionary, soon intervenes, and the
hitherto realistic and natural setting gradually lends itself to the superna-
tural, and the hitherto ordinary and common characters with great realistic
potentialities are actualised in the unexpected. the mysterious and the
visionary.

An excellent illustration in this direction is the story ""A Nail-Paring”’
(4 an6) in Abu Batah'. The story introduces us to a little shabby
1. A Nail-Paring"” iz also among twelve others of Naimy's Arabic stories which have

been translated by him into English and published in one volume by The Indian

Institute of World Culture, Bangalore, Indin, 1957, under the title of THE We Mear.
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shop in the slum area of the city, ( presumably Beirut ), which specialises
in the making and selling of belts. The author comes there on a mission.
A village neighbour of his, happening to learn that he is going down to the
city for the day, asks him if he would kindly have a wooden belt-tuckie
made in that shop for her young daughter’s dress. This he is supposed 1o

bring back with him in the evening.

The cramped, filthy shop with its dusty shelves cluttered with an all
bewildering variety of rust-caten hardware, together with the solitary lean
and bespectacled shopkeeper, leaning over his overworked table wholly
absorbed in his work, are all painted with a masterly and strikingly vivid
realism.

Gradually, the prophetic in the story intervenes, emerging where it is
least expected: from the shopkeeper. "Is your time of gold ?** he first
questions the author curtly, and upon receiving his dry negative answer, he

bidz him come in two hours for his buckle,

This is repeated several times during the day, until, finally, coming
for the fourth time to his repeatedly put off appointment and fully prepared
to make a scene, the author finds the man, to his exceeding fury, sitting
quietly behind his table and trimming, not the buckle, but his fingernails.
Instead of responding to the author’s unleashed anger, the man meets it
with a broad smile and invites him to a chair and a pair of scissors. explain-
ing that he would like him to trim his nails as well before he can give im
the buckle and let him go. The author bitterly answers that his fingernails
are well taken care of.

What follows is a double-levelled conversation in which the shopkeeper
gradually unfolds the meaning of his mysterious behay iour to his stupefied,
unimaginative and mentally surface-bound customer.

All time and all labour spent by man on other than nail-trimming, the
belt-maker eagerly tries to drive home to his customer, is time and labour
wasted, One may have one’s fingernails well trimmed. but what of one’s

other nails: the nails of the eye. the mind and the heart, ... Ferocity,
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blood-thirstiness, gluttony, hate, anger vengefulness and the like are nails or
clowns ... Therefore must they be clipped by all who wish to be deserving
of the honourable title of man’". **... Impatience, too, is a nail which should
be clipped. Believe me, there is nothing in the world worth being impatient
about. The whole world is not worth a nail-paring; whereas a nail-paring
may sometimes be worth a whole world ...2% “... Each paring is a witness
of some sin of commission or omission [ have perpetrated. And let me tell
you, friend, that sins grow like nails, and if left unclipped are likely to tear
our own skin and to strangle us in the end .., "',

Asked by the author as to why he should have chosen toreveal all these
things to him, never having met him before, the prophetically illumined
belt-maker answers in what is the very core of theosophy: ““Sufficient for
me to meet you once in order to know that I have met you times without
number in the past, and shall meet you times without number in the future.
One is the road we all travel; and road companions are responsible the one
for the other'™,

Practically every other story in Naimy's collections revolves, like *'Nail-
Paring”’,around a central figure or thing or idea that is first introduced as
ordinary, common and relatively unimportant, but that gradually is deve-
loped through the allegorical and the grotesque into the extraordinary, the
mysterious and the visionary, whence it functions as a prophetic revealer
of one side or another of the Cosmiec Truth.

"Yellow Teeth'™, as a life long beggar in the village was nicknamed,
suddenly appears to the author while taking a walk among the graves in
Spring, and lectures him on the futility of possession and the profit of being
depossessed. Having intuitively divined that he is to die within the hour,

1. Till We Meer, pp. 99—100,

2. Ibid, p. 100.

3. Ibid. p. 102.

4. Ibid. p. 101,

5. See the story, “Yellow Teeth" (o 2.1Y), in Abw Bartah. The same is also

included in Tl We Meet,
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Yellow Teeth speaks of all living people, rich or poor, as being beggars of
one sort or another. Only he himself at that moment is no longer a beggar
nor will ever be one again, for death is a passage to the world of God where
one seeks nothing because one has all.

Going on foot from his farm to the nearby Conscription Office which
is to send him to the war front', ‘Abbis, on his way through the forest,
suddenly comes on a man fallen helplessly to the ground with his wooden leg
in splinters. The crippled man lectures him at length, and from past expe-
rience, on wars and on the insanity of the whaole human civilisation that
leads to it, and advises him to go back home. ‘Abbis goes to fetch some
help but comes back to find that the strange man has already disappeared.

In A Passer By''( - L) the mother is bewildered to find that
the picture her crippled daughter has drawn in bed of a man she claims to
have seen only in her dream, is the very picture of the beggar her rich husband
chased away from their door the previous evening. The beggar turns out
in the story to be a mere reminder to the parents of what the Buddhist would
call Distributive Karma, and to which would correspond in Naimy's
Christianity such a statement as “"The fathers have eaten a sour grape, and
the children's teeth are set on edge’”®. For the daughter claims that the
stranger has told her in her dream that she would recover from her chronic
illness only when her parents recover from theirs [ presumably their
richness in wealth and poverty in love and charity]l. When the father’s con-
science is at last awakened by his daughter’s persistent weeping for the
stranger, and he prepares to go and fetch him himself and make amends,
the daughter is discovered to have risen to her feet and walked across the
rOOM.

The eternal doctrine of Distributive Karma has taken its unavoidable
course in the family. The Beggar in the story is the mysterious clue to the

1. See the story, *Two Soldiers™ ( Obte } in Abu Batiak and also in Till We Meer,
2. Included in Highbrows,
3, Jeremiah XI, 29.
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family’s realisation of the theosophic truth that “‘no man can rise superior
to his individual failings without lifting, be it ever so little, the whole body
of which he is an integral part. In the same way, no one can sin, nor suffer
the effects of sin alone™,

Perhaps the greatest prophetic figure in stature in Naimy's short
stories is Leonardo in “‘Till We Meet’’, which serves as the title story in
the English collection and which, in Arabic, is published separately as a
novelette under the title of Ligd’ ( .2 )= Not that Leonardo differs in essence
from Naimy’s other heroes, acting as revealers of the absolute and the
visionary screened from men’s eyes by the ordinary, the relative and the
perceptual, but that he differs in scope. He stands in the novel as
a demonstrative instance of how it is possible for man through spiritual
sublimation to be transported into a higher sphere of consciousness where
he breaks loose from the wheel of time and place and. consequently,

becomes beyond the reach of all things that exist therein, including death.

The theme of the story is love; but love in the sense of Diotima’s
explanation to Socrates in Plato’s Symposium, where the philosopher lover
mounts through intellectual and spiritual sublimation from union with the
relative and transient beauty in the beloved to unionwith the absolute form
of beauty which she or he manifests, and in which he is consequently
immorialised,

Leonardo, a poor violinist, is asked by the innkeeper, his employer, ta
play on the eve of his daughter’s marriage to a rich man. With his rendering
of the tune "“Till We Meet", he succesds in sending Baha, the daughter,
mto a lasting trance from which nobody is able to make her recover. The
police, al-Karrams, Baha's parents, as well as the would-be bridegroom
and his friends, join hands in a desperate search for the runaway Leonardo,
who is accused of magic, but are unable to find him. Only the author, also
narrator of the story and a friend of the al-Karrams. comes across Leonarda

1. Blavatsky, H.P., The Key To Theosophy, p. 200,
2. Written in 1946 and first published during the same vear in Beirut.
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by accident while exploring a certain grotto in '"The Virgins® Valley”,
a wild and rocky place which he is in the habit of frequenting for
quiet, peace of mind and contemplation. In the grotto the author finds
Leonardo with a reed flute and two companion foxes that play the unswery-
ing captives of his tunes. To the mystified but vet encouragingly sympathetic
and understanding author, Leonardo explains that his story with Baha
goes back to a previous existence of his, ages ago, when her father was the
prince of the district and he, Leonardo, was the shepherd of his flocks. She
had loved him then and followed him once to the grotto in The Virgin's
Valley. He had thought then that he had sufficiently sublimated his passions
for the physical and is able to rise with her in love 1o a spiritual union in the
eternal. But, plaving her on his reed the tune of final emancipation, he had
failed to make it wholly pure of animal passion, and the attempt had failed.
Therefore both of them have been brought again to life for a second school-
ing, which, as the recent attempt on the eve of Baha’s wedding proved,

had not yet been fully accomplished.

Therefore, also, is Leonardo’s coming to the Virgins® Valley, leaving
Baha in her trance, not an escape from justice but an attempt through rigo-
rous and unmolested spiritual discipline. the resultant power of which is
now tested on the foxes, to purify his transporting tune through purifying
himself of what streak of animal passion still lurks in it; from what is still

“just a trace — a very faint one — of bestiality in Leonardo’s soul ™.

Socon after his meeting with the author, Leonardo is betrayed to the
police by the gamewarden of the district and is imprisoned. The author,
upon Leonardo’s demand, persuades the authorities to grant him a short
leave to see Baha, still in her swoon. Leonardo plays her the tune which
he has by now succeeded in purifying. Baha, recoversand the two imme-
diately fzll motionless, Leonardo’s age-old aim — "My aim was to
become one with her beyond the bounds of time and space’"® — is fulfilled.

1. Till We Meer, p. 62
2. Ibid. p. 68
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The story, of course, meanders through sharp contrasts in situations
and characters, and through a good variety of monologues and dialogues
on life and death, reincarnation, reason and intuition, appearance and
reality. But it all springs from and revolves around one main conviction,
that all forms of life, being manifestations of one supreme life, are inter-
related in a complex web beyond our full conceiving. Only those who
pierce through vision the web of appearances and look back at things
through the eye of life absolute, or through the eye of eternity, as Spinoza
would eall it, can see the complexity in full, and in it their life history, past,
present and future. Those alone can work on extricating themselves,
as well as others who are in a position to understand them, from the web,
and on retracing their steps back to their first origin. The first condition,
therefore, is to clarify the vision and put the soul in harmony. Once this
is done, the road is clear. To clarify his vision, Leonarde had first to
silence all the multifarious voices of the body. To put his soul in harmony
he utilised music. Both done, his road to final emancipation was clear,
Therefore, his body and that of Baha were no longer necessary for their
continued existence. They, therefore, leave them behind at the end of the
story as the true meeting is accomplished. Baha and Leonardo are finally
extricated from the web.

Coneeived in the light of theosophic convictions, Naimy's heroes
on the whole, therefore, from Leonarde, Yellow Teeth, the belt-maker,
the passer by, the unknown crippled soldier, to a host of many other lesser
or greater ones that populate his short stories, live and move on two levels,
As men living among men, they belong to the complex web, to the generally
accepted as natural and real, and are, to begin with, painted as such. Leo-
nardo is an ordinary violinist in the employ of an innkeeper, just as Moham-
mad, for instance, was an ordinary man in the employ of Khadijah, Christ
the ordinary son of a carpenter, Buddha the normal son of a normal prince.
The belt-maker is an ordinary shopkeeper, and Yellow Teeth is a common
beggar, known all over the village. But as visionaries, those heroes live and
act in the real world beyond the web. It is here that they, while acting,
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speaking and behaving in accordance with the truly natural and real, prove,
as Naimy is careful to make them, so different from all men, and are, for
that, judged by the rest as mysterious, supernatural and impossible.

While indulging in driving his heroes from the natural to the superna-
tural, and from the ordinary to the mysterious, Naimy therefore still consi-
dered himself to be playing the realist, or more precisely, the true realist.
His point of support is perhaps best summarised in the course of a dialogue
when Leonardo exclaims to the bewildered narrator in the grotto?,"What is
not natural to you may be quite natural to another. There can be nothing
unnatural or supernatural in Nature, even if it transcends the bounds of
the usual and the familiar in the estimation of the eye - and ear - bound
wiseacres of the world. There is nothing impossible in Nature'".

‘l‘.‘l‘.f

It may very well be true, as Naimy belicves, that there 1s nothing
impossible in Nature, and that what is not natural to one may be
quite natural to another, but this in no way denies the fact that there 15 such
a thing as human nature, which is not necessarily natural or supernatural,
moral or immoral, but simply is and exists by its own right, and which
Naimy's stories under discussion seem on the whole to have ignored. In
them we find the Leonardo who kills the beast in himself and finally resur-
rects in the world of the spirit, the shopkeeper who behaves and speaks in
the manner and tongue of a redeemer, the boy who becomes the instrument
for the execution of the doctrine of Ahimsa ( non-harming )®, the Monsieur
Alphonse (-, ,11)? whois endowed with a sixth sense and is able to

1. Till We Meer, p. 66.
2, See the story "‘A Bird and a Man" ( Ol|y ; s ) in Highbrows.
3. See the story by this title in both Tl We Meet and Abu Bateah.
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foresee the coming of unprecedented events ete. etc. But nio more do we see the
Imm Ilyas, the Massif the Sa‘adat al-Bavk, and the Shaikh Abu-Nissif etc.
of Fathers and Sons and Once Upon A Time. who do not live because they
serve a profound metaphysical truth or a moral code or a prophetic message,
but who inspire one with truths, physical and metaphysical, with moral
values and with [oﬂy messages precisely because they live!,

Closely observant at this prophetic stage of his literary career, of his
unique literary credo that '... art, no matter how highly regarded by its
own creator and his fellowmen, is of little value save when translated by
its creator and by men into a power capable of leading them from the
bounds of limited existence to the boundlessness of life — from the man
in God to the God in man'"?, Naimy has become too concerned in his
stories with man rising to the state of Godhood, or with the potential God
that man is, to pay much attention to man who is neither this nor that but
simply is himself and exists by his own right and his particular nature. Tt is
not by accident, we believe, nor without great significance in this direction.
that the first two countries to show great interest in Naimy's fictional works
outside the Arab world, were India and the U.5.5.R.

Recommended by the prophetic nature of the characters in them,
carefully made to move “‘from the man in God to the God in man ", Naimy's
collected translations into English of Liga’ ( Till We Meet ), the title story,
and twelve other stories selected from Abu Battah, were readily published
by the Indian Institute of World Culture. Attracted, on the other hand partly
by Naimy's Chekhovian realism in his early stories of Once Upon A Time.
and partly by his stress on the God that man is in those of his later stories
where the immanent mystical tone is more or less shadowed by a depiction
of social injustice, the Soviet Union had two collected selections from
Naimy's short stories translated and published. One, in Ukrainian, entitled

Znatni ( Highbrows J* is a collection of nine stories selected from Highbrows

1. See our discussion of Naimy's early works of fiction in Chapter IV,
2. Maimy, Mikhail: Kahli! Gibrar, a blography. p, 9,
3. Published by Derjavne Vidavnitstvo Khoudoinol Literaturi, Kicv, 19358,
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and Once Upon A Time, and another in Russian, entitled Livanskie Novelli
{ Lebanese Stories )* and is a selection of twelve stories from Highbrows,
Abu Battalk and Once Upon A Time. Seven of the stories in both collections

are recurrent.

That communist Russia should find interest in some of Naimy's later
stories, saturated as they are with theosophy, is explainable. we believe, on
the grounds that both, wildly opposed as the doctrines they stand for may
be, have at least one major thing in common. Each pariy is unwilling, and
from its own standpoint, to recognise man in his existing conditions as
something concrete, definite and final. Their eyes are set more, not on man
as he is, but on what he ought not to be, on the one hand, and on what he
ought and iz destined to become, on the other. It is only when the stress in
Maimy’s stories is on what man is destined to become, as is demonstrated
in Till We Meer, that he ideologically becomes unaccepiable to the com-
munists. None of those stories included in the Indian collection, in which
the heroes creep from the ordinzry to the prophetic, as in “Till We Meet",
“"A Nail-Paring’’, ""Yellow Teeth", ““Two Soldiers', "'Monsieur Alphonse™
and seven others, enter the Soviet selections. Of Naimy’s later stories that
have interested the Russians are those like “"Highbrows'" in which the
stress 15 mostly on what man ought not to be, and where the theosophic
line, though immanent, is overshadowed by a strong depiction of the
sophisticated modern society which, absorbed in its own selfich needs, lives
on the labour, the suffering and the deprivation of the lower and unsophis-
ticated strata of humanity.

“"Highbrows'’, included in both the Ukrainian and the Russian col-
lections, tells the story of atenant, his wife and their seven-year-old son,
Rashid. All hive and labour in utter poverty on the farm of an absentee
landlord, a lawyer, who lives with his sophisticated wife and ther spoilt
little daughter, Ninu, down in the city. Hearing that the landlord and his

family are coming to arrange for their annual share of the crops, already

1. Published by Tzdatelstve Inostrannoy Literaturi, Moskva, 1959,
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impoverished by that year's drought, Abu-Rashid and Imm-Rashid
( Rashid's father and mother ) get busy, in their anxiety, preparing a lunch
worthy of the honourable visitors and tidying their shabby hut for the great
occasion. They kill one of their only three hens: the rooster and the kid having
been discussed as alternatives, are saved by the frantic sobbing of Rashid
who is unwilling to part with his two dearest playmates, The visitors come
but find it, to the mortifying embarrassment and humiliation of their hosts,
below their dignity and taste to enter the hut or to eat of what Imm-Rashid
has prepared. Instead, the lawyer gives the penniless Abu-Rashid an
ultimatum to settle his outstanding debts to him, and departs with his family
to their luxurious car, Niinu, who had been fascinated all the while by the per-
formances of the rooster and the kid at play with Rashid, asks her mother
whether she could have them. Abu-Rashid is ordered to carry the two
pets to the car. As Rashid realises what has happened, the car moves off.
In tears, he frantically runs after it calling his two darlings by their chosen
names, but to no avail. “And heaven®, the story ends, “was hearing the
crics, and the valley was repeating the echo’",

Taking the story as it stands, one can, of course, by-pass the theosophic,
and more precisely, the Karmic, overtones of the more or less Chekhovian
mufled ending and understand it on communist lines, as the communists
presumably have done. The cry of Rashid for his confiscated rooster and
kid would be the very ery of Abu-Rashid and Imm-Rashid and the whole
innocent, deprived and cheated proletariat, against the non-working, para-
sitic and monstrously oppressive privileged classes, The only answer to
Rashid’s call would, of course, be the revolt of the proletariat.

But if the story is to be understood against the ideological and artistic
background supplied in Naimy’s essays and stories discussed in this and
the previous chapters, it would not only be impossible to by-pass the Karmic
overtones in the ending but one would also be forced to consider them as
the fulerum on which the whole story turns. In the light of such background,

1. Highbrows, p. 17.




the heaven, said to have been hearing Rashid’s cries, would be the all-
pervading, all-containing and all-recording and retributive Law Absolute,
or God or World Soul, which Naimy calls in The Book of Mirdad® “‘the
Omniwill which neither errs in anything nor overlooks a thing™. It is the law
of Karma, which operates mechanically in the universe and on all levels of
sentient life, and through which each action automatically invites an equal
and opposite reaction. An evil-doer is ultimately punished by the very
nature of his deeds, and the oppressors of Rashid and Rashid’s parents
are sooner or later bound to pay the cost of their oppression in one way or
another from the very substance of their life and existence — a cost as
painful as the pain they have inflicted.

It is in the spirit of this Law which operates through things, but 1s yet
beyond things and cannot be escaped, that the belt-maker in “A Nail-
Paring’’ tells the narrator, ““And let me tell you, friend, that sins grow like
nails, and if left unclipped are likely to tear our own skin and to strangle
us at the end ™.

Seen in this light, therefore, the whole body of "Highbrows"', the story,
becomes just another of those typical, realistic introductions of Naimy’s
for the emergence of the mysterious at the end. The hero this time 1s not a
person. He is not Rashid, nor his parents, nor the landlord, but the Universal
Law or Karma, which makes its appearance at the end — "‘and heaven was
hearing the cries™.

This Universal Law also plays the chief, but yet realistically concealed
role in several others of Naimy’s later short stories included in both the
Russian and Ukrainian selections, such as A Present” (i.), “The Stone
Breaker'’ ( =il ;LS ) and "The Donkey’s Tail”" ( _L&! .35 )* and
evidently overlooked by the communist translators,

1. See the British edition, London, 1962, p. 100,
2. Till We Meegr, p- 102,
3. All incloded in Highbrows.
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VI

Overlooked or not, however, this absolute and all-governing Universal
Law, is made to constitute the very guiding light in one of Maimy's later
nonfictional works for the appreciation of two major phenomena of present-
day society of which, communism itself, as championed by the Soviet
Union, stands for one. The other phenomenon is capitalism, as championed
by the United States. The book is Beyond Moscow and Washington (. '
ey ey 5 s.) Writeenin 1956—57 after a month’s visit to the Soviet Union
in August 1956, in answer to an invitation by the Association of Soviet
Writers in Moscow. This visit, it may be significant to note, was MNaimy’s
first venture outside the Arab world since his return to Lebanon from the
United States in 1932.

Leaving out those parts of the book where Naimy reports on his visit
and on his past life and experiences in Russia, 1906—11, and in the United
States, 1911—32, and which were later exposed at a greater length in the
first two volumes of Sab'in, we are left with the first fifty-six pages in
which the gist of the intended message of Beyond Moscow and Washingron
is contained.

Though the book is in no way a work of fiction, and 15 in every way a
serious discussion in which MNaimy attempts to express his own views
regarding the present world situation, shattered between communism and
capitalism ( Moscow and Washington ) to an extent that threatens the
whole human race with extinction, it can, nonetheless, be conveniently and
rewardingly analysed for the present purpose in conjunction, and at the
same level, with the stories presently discussed, and especially “"Highbrows "',

If we by-pass the essay form in Beyond Moscow and Washington, the
first fifty-six pages, — the chief part of the book, — can easily be seen,
apart from a few literary allowances, as just another ““Highbrows™ magni-
fied. The small farm belonging to the capitalist lawyer which constitutes the
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setting in “‘Highbrows’’ becomes in Beyond Moscow and Washington the
whole present world of modern society. The gulf between the Abu-Rashids,
on the one hand, and the capitalist lawyer’s family on the other, becomes
the chasm between the haves and the have-nots in human society, Little
Rashid and his parents in the story give place in Beyond Moscow and
Washington to the communists, as championed by Moscow, while the
lawyer and his family are replaced by capitalism. as marshalled by Washing-
ton. What in ‘‘Highbrows”’ stands out as the heaven which, though
seemingly beyond the Abu-Rashids and the lawyer’s family, is yet implied
to be fully aware of what goes on between them as well as fully engaged on
bringing about what appropriate retributions are 1o follow on both
sides. is here described as the all-governing cosmic power which is beyond
Moscow and Washington as two world phenomena, and which is imper-
ceptibly but, nonetheless, fully and decisively in control of both as well as
of all other phenomena in the infinite universe’.

Up to this point the parallelism between “'H ighbrows’’ and Beyond
Moscow and Washington is complete. What distinction the latter enjoys in
this direction, howsver, is that its essay form has allowed a greater op-
portunity for elucidation and elaboration, which the story form in the
former has discouraged.

Elaborating on his concept of the all-governing cosmic power’, which
in “Highbrows’' figures as heaven, and which vaguely conceived by people
across the ages, he believes, was called by various names, such as Jehovah,
Krishna, Tao, Zeus and God?, Naimy calls it The Universal Law ( SJloUal )%
This Law governs all things big and small in the infinite universe, on the
physical as well as the moral and spiritual levels, ticing each to each in an
unbreakable and absolutely inescapable cause and effect relationship. “"You
need not be a philosopher'’, says Naimy, “in order lo realise that you live

I. See the title chapter in Beyond Moscow and Washington, pp. 3—16.
2. See the chapter entitled **The Third Power™ [ 2l 5 2 ), Ibid. pp. 45—>56.

3, Ibid, p. 47
4, Ihid, p. 48,
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in & universe absolutely subject in both universals and particulars to law''t,
Therefore, Maimy concludes, there can be nothing accidental in Nature.
Whatever comes to be or passes away, can only do so in accordance with
the all-prevalent Law of causality — the Universal Law ( S\ ). Once
the cause of a thing is supplied, the effect readily follows. “‘Had it not been
that we detect the Law in ourselves and in all that falls under our senses
and within the reach of our reason and imagination, all our sciences and
endeavours, and consequently our life, would have only been some kind of
stupidity, or madness, or building castles in the air’'®,

Yet people, Naimy emphasises, aware of the unchallenged mastery
of the Umiversal Law in the physical realm, are still ignorant of, or perhaps
tend to ignore,its equally unfailing prevalence over the moral, spiritual and
all other realms of sentient hife. While they have realised that in conforming
to the Universal Law in their approach to physical nature, they have more
and more been able, through understanding the causes of natural phenomena,
to prevail over the effects and hence becom the masters rather than slaves of
nature, they have paid little attention to such conformity in their moral
life. Therefore is the world of human society, whether inits sociological,
economic, political, religious or other aspects, in an uncontrollable state
of perpetual conflict and discord.

""How often do people sow"’, says Naimy, "‘and then forget what they
have sown? But the 'Universal Law’ does not forget, and relurns to them
the vield of what they have sown'2, If evil, hatred, discord etc., then the
return is evil, hatred, and discord, and if good, love, peace cic., then good,
love and peace.

Turning to communism and capitalism, which seem to be the two

chief engineers of the present world crisis that threatens the whole human

race with utter extinction, Naimy explains® that neither is, in truth, the cause

|
2
3
4

. Bevond Moscow and Washingron, p. 48.
. Ibid. p. 51.
. Ibid. p, 53.
. Ibid. pp. B—I16.



of what unrest, tefror, oppression, poverty, ignorance etc.etc. there is in
the world of present-day society, as claimed by its opponent. Both com-
munism and capitalism are only necessary results and not original causes.
The causes are deeply rooted in the accumulated history of human society.
If communism or capitalism is an evil, then tocrush that evilis not to crush
communism or capitalism as such, but to go back in the light of the all-
governing Universal Law of cause and efiect to the original evil in the human
heart which has across the ages been paving the way for whatever present
conditions that weigh on us, and there to crush that evil. What the world,
antagonistically divided between Washington and Moscow heedless of the
unshakable all-prevalent Law beyond and above the two, is doing,
is to add another cause to the series of causes for the worse to come

in human history.

“Therefore do people seem to be still very far from — or, say, incapable
of — comprehending the Universal Law and the ethical or spiritual side of
it. Therefore there shall be no stability for whatever action they bring or
law they invent and neither democracy, nor capitalism, nor cCOmmunism,
nor any other principle or creed can go far in time without beginning to
disintegrate ..."'*. The only stable and eternal is the Universal Law through
which alone man shall always be made to reap and suffer the yield of what
he sows until he is finally brought to realise, through suffering, that in order
not to suffer evil it is imperative that he should not do evil. In order to live
in love, peace and happiness, man should first see that he does not hate, or
war or engage in the creation of other people’s misery, and in order
to enjoy life that stretches beyond the confines of time and place, he should
first subdue, master and negate the mortal part of himsell — the narrow
ego which lives within the confines of time and place.

The stress in Beyond Moscow and Washington, as must have been
evident. is neither on Moscow nor on Washington, but is, as is characteristic

of Naimy, on the Beyond. In his discussion, though taking an essay form,

1. Beyond Moscow and Washington, p. 55.
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the main characteristics ‘of his fictional works prevail. From apparently
realistic introductions, he leads the reader to supra-real and supra-rational
conclusions. And just as he had ignored human nature as such in his stories,
and had mainly concentrated on characterising what man ought not to be
and what he is destined to become, so does he nowhere, here, stop toanalyse
and study the nature of either communism or capitalism as it particularly
exists, and tries instead to assess them both from a stand beyond Moscow
and Washington, pointing out what they claim to be but are not and where
they are destined to end, but are unaware.

Whatever the case may be, however, it is Naimy's elaboration on
this stand beyond, this all-governing ‘Universal Law’ or God or Divine
Providence, which 1s specially significant for the conclusion of this chapter.
Mot only does it now put the story “'Highbrows "', and especially the origin-
ally vaguerole of heaven introduced at the end, in perfectly clear perspective,
but also sheds more light on the roles of some characters in the rest of the
stories discussed. It is in the name of the "Universal Law’ that the belt
maker in ""A Nail-Paring’’, Yellow Teeth, and the crippled soldier in “Two
Soldiers’ come forth with their admonishments. The beggar in *“A Passer
By''is a personification of it, while in “"Till We Meet'*it is the accompanying
guiding light of Leonardo in all the stages of his emancipative passage
from “'the man in God to the God in man’’,

Above all, the "Universal Law® as conceived in Beyond Moscow and
Washington offers, as one might detect, an excellent summary of the pro-
posed role of the prophetic East insisted upon by Naimy in the essays
discussed earlier — the role of raising modern society above communism,
capitalism, democracy and the rest of its perverse systems and of putting it
in touch with the Law Absolute.



CHAPTER IX

THE FLINT SLOPE

Man’s only glory lies in his gradual ascent from the: human in
him to the divine; from the perishable to the unperishable; from the
unbeautiful to the beautiful; from delusion to Truth; from Life’s dual
appearances 1o Life’s inner unity... But the way is strewn with aches,

furrowed with pitfalls and shadowed with snarling passions.

Waimy, Kahlif Gibran, a biography, p. 263

If our interpretation of Naimy's teachings in this work so far is valid,
then the gist of those teachings, as must by now have become evident, is
that every man is a God in embryc — a potential Christ, so to speak, and
that the ultimate end of human existence is for every man to actualise the
God in himself: to accomplish the hazardous ascent '‘strewn with aches,
furrowed with pitfalls and shadowed with snarhing passions ', from the
human in him to the divine, whence lies his final salvation. If thisis not
accomplished through one lifetime, then through as many as would make
him, by the threshing and purgating experiences of earthly existence, realise
his divine origin and thereby achieve emancipation. In other words, life
and death are only purgatories, or threshing floors, and there can be no
escape for man, destined for the Godward ascent, from the Golgotha, so
to speak. of self-negation — the negation through spiritual sublimation, of
the lower, the perceptual and the spatiotemporal self — as a prercquisite
for final resurrection in the higher, the visionary and the all-time and all-
space Universal Self beyond.
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What is true of man as an individual is also and necessarily true of
people as groups. Human society shall not be emancipated from the state
of continuous turmoil, bloodshed and mutual annihilation which charac-
terise its history past and present, until it is rescued from its egoistically
and worldly inspired and motivated laws, traditions and practices, by a pro-
phetic leadership that will reorganise it and redirect all its forces and poten-
tialities towards the achievement of a higher motive. This motive is realising
man, nat in communism or capitalism or any other code or system known
to human history, but in introducing him to the Universal Law “beyond
Moscow and Washington™, through which alone the God in him is unco-
vered, discovered and actualised,

Taken individually or in society, therefore, man in Maimy's teachings
seems to be solitary and tragic. Tragic because he has no self-identity.
At the one pole he is a God: at the other he is an animal. As a man he is
neither, but is simply strained between the two. To achieve self-identity in
God, he has to engage in the agonising life-long mystical process of killing
the beast in him: to identify himself with the animal is to become God-
forsaken, to lose his human status and to lead the life of the beast.

Man, in Naimy's teachings, seems solitary, on the other hand, because
his fundamental problem, which is the struggle for self-identity, is purely
subjective and he cannot but face it alone. Stranded on the slope within him,
so to speak, between the God-pole above and the animal-pole below and
operating within the mechanistic framework of the Universal Law of Karma,
he alone, and with no possible external help, is to make his own decisions,
bear the consequences of each step he takes and weave his awn destiny. He
can count on no external Divine Grace or redeeming power or prophet or
saint, as in Christianity or Islam, nor can he seek refuge in society, cach
member of which is like him — equally stranded. If he chooses to rise to
the God-pole, he can depend only on himself for the obliteration of the
beast within. Like the belt-maker in ‘A Nail-Paring'’, he has to clip his
own nails — the nails of his beastly nature, or like Leonardo in “Till We

Meet”, he has to wage his own battle alone against his lower self and
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arrange for his own meeting with the Universal Self above. Should he, on the
other hand. decide to let himself fall towards his animal-pole, he alone will
have to bear the consequence of his animal passions, which, in the words of
the belt-maker again, “‘grow like nails, and if left unclipped, are likely to
tear our own skin and to strangle us at the end’’!, For man, however, o
remain living as half God and half beast is to suffer perpetual crucifixion.

If our understanding of the implications of Naimy's teachings regard-
ing man is correct, then those teachings may seem to weaken their own
self justification. For a man, whose tragic fundamental problem is purely
subjective and belongs to his very nature, there s practically little or nothing
that external instruction and lecturing can do. To require of man, torturingly
strained as he is. between the two opposite poles of his very nature, that he
should realise himself in the God-pole and get saved may prove an €asy
and unwarranted dismissal of the whole question of human nature and,
is consequently, unjustified.

To push the premise of Naimy's teachings to its logical conclusion is
to say that just as man is unable to move to the God-pole of his nature
without first killing the animal in him, so also is he equally unable by the
very nature of things to rid himself of the animal without first being a God.
To ask him, while being a man, as Naimy does, to carry out the process
is virtually asking him to commit suicide. Quite symbolic in this direction
is Pitted Face, the hero in Naimy’s fictional masterpiece The Memoirs of A
Vagrant Soul®. The struggle of Pitted Face against his lower nature in an
attempt to realise himself in the higher, drives him in the process, not only
to slay his bride on the nuptial couch, but also to conclude his multi-sided
war against the animal in him and in the world, by slaying himself.

It is difficult to see how men, whether as individuals or as a society,
can engage in the Pitted Face quest of moving from the “man in God to
the God in man”’, and yet avoid his tragic end. Communism, capitalism,

1. Till We Meer, p. 102
2, See Chapter V above.
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democracy, or any other form of society known to human history, may very
well be far from the ideal, but they are, nonetheless, human. To ask human
society to actualise itself in the Universal Law ‘‘beyond Moscow and Wash-
ington™ is virtually asking it for self-dissolution; for it would then be a
society of Gods and, consequently, no society at all.

There would certainly be nothing against saying that “‘man’s only
glory lies in his ascent from the human in him to the divine*' if such an
ascent were possible; if the gap between man and God were in act bridgeable.
Those claimed to have attempted it in history are reported to have been
either Gods, like Christ, who nevertheless still had to be crucified in the
process, or men who, like the builders of the “Tower of Babel’, in the Bible,
ended in tragedy. It is not a coincidence therefore that Naimy's optimism
as a theorist and a teacher in his talks, essays and discussions, has on the
whole failed him as a novelist and stery-writer, Fully convinced that man
is ultimately destined for Godhood, and motivated by his literary credo
that the value of art is in the extent to which it can lead man ''from the
bounds of limited existence to the boundlessness of life — from the man in

(]

God to the God in man'’t, Naimy has dedicated himself in his teachings
to provide what the title of one of his best-known collected talks labels as
“food for the Godward journey'’. But no sooner does MNaimy the story-
writer set in, where life in theory gives way to life in practice, than the erst-
while optimist is thoroughly transformed into an accomplished tragedian,
It is particularly noteworthy that among all the stories that Naimy ever
wrote, not even excluding the early ones of Once Upon A Time, there is
not one which is not thoroughly soaked with the tragic. Charged with the
whole unexecutable task of self realisation in God, and handled with the
Chekhovian and Dostoyevskian 19th century Russian realism with which
Naimy the fiction writer is saturated, the characters in his stories invariably
and inescapably crack under the strain. Some, like Rashid in'"Highbrows ",

or like Abu Battah in the title story “"Abu Battah ', little Lalu in “‘Suicide*’.

1, Sze the talk entitled *"Literature, Its Essence and Tts Function (weps y sl 2al)
in Roads, 2nd editon,
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Zahra, the mother, in ‘‘Defrosting the World''* and a host of others, are
abandoned to their tragedy, with heaven or the Universal Law above seeing,
hearing and recording everything. Others gradually release themselves from
the heavy burden by finally slipping away in one or the other of two alterna-
tive directions. They either release themselves, as does Leonardo in "Till
We Meet” from the clutches of the author’s realism and end up by slipping
into the world of the mysterious in a show of final spiritual emancipation,
or remain loyal to their realistic setting, as in the case of Pitted Face, and
finally crush themselves or get crushed. Essentially, however, there is little
or no difference between the fate of Pitted Face, who concludes the life-long
struggle between the higher and the lower selves within him by putting an
end to his life. and that of Leonardo, who ends the same type of struggle by
a final Plotinian leap to the mystical world of pure Being. As human beings
they have both, and for all practical purposes, committed suicide and both
their lives, were equally solitary and tragic. What difference there is between
the final destinies of both is that, while Pitted Face’s suicide is a natural
conclusion to the tragic drama of his life, which he performs from begin-
ning to end with Hamlet-like heroism, the Nirvanic emancipation of Leonardo
serves as a deus ex maching, not only to help bridge the realistically
unbridgeable gap between the human and the divine in the hero, but also
to help Naimy the optimist theorist and teacher, out of Naimy, the tragic
story-writer; or better, Naimy. the Nirvanic Buddhist, out of Naimy, the
Dostoyevskian realist,

When in Memoirs of a Vagrant Soul both the mystic and the
realist in Maimy worked hand in hand, the outcome was Pitted Face, a
tragic figure but nonetheless a human giant. But when the Buddhist suc-
ceeds in divorcing the realist in '"Till We Meet”’, the result is Leonardo,
a pigmy God. Leonardo’s emancipation therefore, does not prove that
man’s proposed Godward journey is accomplishable in act, but that the act

of accomplishing it can only be done in fantasy. Consequently, while

{. The latter three stores are included in Tilf We Meet.

265




Memoirs of a Vagrant Soul can be considered as a great novel, and must
indeed be classified as a masterpiece in modern Arabic literature, "'Till We
Meet" ( Liga® ) remains, in this respect, only a well-conceived and carcfully
knitted mystical fantasy.

In the course of his post-American Messianic teachings, from Food
For the Godward Journey, Threshing Floors up to Beyond Moscow and
Washington, all of which are centered in the one main theme, which is the
propagation of man's emancipatory journey to God, Naimy has engaged
in two other major attempts at revealing his recommended Godward ascent
in act by providing it with a living human embodiment. The first is his
biography of Kahlil Gibran, written between 1932—34, almost sixteen
years after his Pitted Face attempt; the other is his prophetic novel
The Book of Mirdad', written in 1946—7, roughly one vear after his creation
of Leonardo. How far has the spirit of Pitted Face entered into the ap-
preciation and the writing by MNaimy of Gibran's biography to make it
another masterpiece in Arabic, and perhaps in world literature, and how
far has the emancipated Leonardo entered into the creation of Mirdad to
make him another shadow-God, will it 15 hoped, become manifest in the
course of our discussion of the two books in this and the following chapter.

1

MNaimy's biography of Gibran, Gubran Khalil Gubran; his life, his death,
his literature and his art (<, ._,_-.'! s e, Sl Ol e Ld2 O - Jy was firat
published in Beirut, 1934, three years after Gibran’s death and two years after
Maimy's retirement to Lebanon from New York. In 1960 it ran into its
fourth Arabic edition, in addition to a cheap fifth edition produced by the
Egyptian Silsilar Iqra" ( Read Series). In 1950, after being translated

1. See above pp. 243—a4.



by the author himself into English, it was published by the Philosophical
Library in New York under the title of Kahlil Gibran: A Biography.

It might, at the outset, seem rather unusual that we should consider
Naimy’s book on Gibran, which is a biography, in conjunction with his
grand fictional works and in relation to his efforts to paint in those works
the human characters in whom his theories regarding the Godward ascent
are made manifest in action. A word is therefore necessary to show how
and why the book was written in the first place, and that our discussion of
the character of Gibran in it, in conjunction with Pitted Face, Leonardo
and, later on, Mirdad is not actually taking it out of its biographical context,
but rather putting it in the context through which Naimy in his book has
come to understand it and appreciate it and, consequently, to find it answe-
rable to the very cause which Pitted Face, Leonardo and Mirdad, in his
literature, are made to serve.

““Had T not found in the life of Gibran”’, explains Naimy at one time,
‘what lends itself to the application of my theories on life in general, and
on human life in particular, I would not have ventured to write my book
on him ™%,

What precisely are those things in Gibran's life which MNaimy finds
applicable to his theories on human life, is not far to seek. For he himself
declares in his ‘Apologia’ to Gibran's biography that “‘the best and noblest
in his life [ Gibran's life | was his stubborn, incessant struggle with himself
to cleanse his soul from all impurities, and to make it as beautiful as the
beauty he glimpsed with his imagination and so generously spread in his
books and drawings’’®.

This instantly makes us see Gibran in Naimy's understanding as a
second Pitted Face. For what raison d'éire has Pitted Face, on the one
hand, other than serving as a living embodiment of Naimy’s philosophic

1. Unless otherwise stated, references hereafter will be made to the English edition,
Gibran.

2. Sab'in IT1, p. 102.

3. Gibran, p, ix.
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theory, and what conspicuous significance does his character and, indeed,
his whole existence, have, on the other, apart from the heroic display of
"his stubborn, incessant struggle with himself to cleanse his soul from all
impurities, and to make it as beautiful as the beauty he glimpsed with his
imagination”'?

[t may be argued, however, that the imagination of Pitted Face is that
which Maimy has imparted to him from his own, just as is the truth and
beauty which he conceived thereby and to which he aspired to elevate himself:
while Gibran’s imagination, together with the particular truth and beauty
he conceived, remain his own. This, of course, would have made the cha-
racters of Pitted Face and Gibran in Naimy's literature of two different
stocks, and would have impaired the attempt to consider the character of
Gibran in the biography, alongside Pitted Face, Leonardo and Mirdad. But
was there in fact, or had Naimy at least recognised, any basic difference
between the higher truths for which Gibran the man and he himself had
stood. Speaking on one occasion of the genuine understanding with which
he came to characterise Gibran in his book on him. Naimy says: "‘That
would not have been possible, had there not been an astonishing affinity
between his thinking and mine on the questions of life and death, and
between his disposition and mine regarding literature and its appropriate
message. Had it not been for this affinity in thought, disposition and spirit.
[ would not have ventured to write a book on him'",

It can be safely concluded, therefore, that Naimy’s interest in Gibran
the man as a literary subject, isa continuation or, more precisely . a propaga-
tion of his previous interest in Pitted Face, the fictional character, which
later manifests itself again in Leonardo and Mirdad. All interest him in
s0 far as they allow him to personify his basic conviction that behind and
beyond the perceptual world of contingent existence, is an all-governing
transcendental world of absolute visionary truth or Universal Self or God.

What drove him to write the story of Gibran's life is exactly what drove

1. Sab'dn I, p. 101.



him to write the story of Pitted Face before or that of Leonardo and Mirdad
afterwards. He is eaper. as shown throughout his Messianic teachings from
the time he contemplated his cuckoo clock retirement from New York up
to the present, to see his theories regarding the Godward ascent translated
into action; to paint men who — divided between the transcendental self,
the God-pole of their nature, to which they are attached in imagination and
vision, and the lower world of contingent existence in which they are deeply
rooted in body — live the emancipative and hence Golgothic struggle of
extricating themselves from the contingent, so as to live the absolute.
That Gibran was such a man in Naimy's eyes, and that his life
was deemed interpretable on such Golgothic lines, is the raison d’étre of
Naimy’s book on him. "Therefore”’, explains Naimy to one of his critics!,
“my purpose in writing the book is to reveal how far Gibran has crossed
during his short lifetime ‘from the bounds of limited existence to the
boundlessness of life’ — from the human in him to the divine '

The parallelism between Pitted Face and Gibran as literary objects
in Maimy’s literature, therefore, is almost complete. The difference between
the two is not in essence but in existence, is not in the plot, but in the story
sequence in the lives of both characters. The essence of the plot in both is
the extent to which their life stories could be revealed as reflections of the
Golgothic struggle within them between the human and the divine. But
while in the case of Pitted Face, the fictional character, Naimy had to invent
the life story of his hero that would answer to the central plot, in Gibran,
the actual man, the life story through which the plot is made manifest was
readily supplied. Through his poetico-mystical works, on the one hand,
arriving at their Arabic peak in his al-"Awdsif ( The Tempests ) and at
their English peak in his poetico-mystical masterpiece The Propher*, Gibran,

1. The critic is Amin al-Rihini who, among other points in an open letter (o Naimy,
accuses him of stressing the psychlogical in his book on Gibran at the expense of
the historical. See al-Rihiini’s letter and Maimy,’s reply in Sab'in 1L pp. 104-—117

. Sab‘on ITL, p. 114,

. A collection of essays and short stories, first publizhed in Cairo, 1920.

First published in the U.5.A., 1923,
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the poet, the artist and the mystic, revealed the God-pole of existence which
“he glimpsed with his imagination”’ and in which he aspired to actualise

himself.

The ""Venturesome Violet ™ (i~ oL iz dl) in The Tempests, a symbolic
short story, often considered to supply the keynote to Gibran’s Philosophy
of life in his Arabic writings, most of which had by then already appeared?,
tells the story of a violet which had always aspired to transcend her nature
and become a rose, clevated enough to soar high above the soil and turn
her face towards the sun and the ethereal sky. Her wish is granted. But as
the tempest blows and she is no longer lowly and immune as before, she is
dashed to pieces. She mystically answers her mocking fellow violets as she
dies: “‘l listened to the stillness of night, and heard the higher world say to
the lower ‘surely the purpose of existence is to transcend existence to the
world beyond ™.

What probably best illustrates the main theme of his drawings is one
on freedom that appears in his long Arabic poem entitled al-Mawdkib
{ The Processions )®. A tall, powerfully-built young man, with two wings
affixed to his shoulders and spread for flight, is agonisingly held back from
taking off by snake-like hawsers ominously wrapped round his legs and feet
and firmly tied to the ground®. From the verse, which the drawing presu-
mably illustrates®, it can be deduced that the hawsers are no other than the
cravings, lusts and passions of man's earthly existence, without the

1. See an enlightening study by MNaimy on Gibran's The Tempests in general and his
“Yenturcsome Yiolet' in particular in al-Ghirbdl, 6th edition, Beirut, 1960, pp.
218—243; also Hawi Khalll, Kahlii Gibran His Background Character and
Works, Beirot, 1963, pp. 202—3.

. al-Mafmi'ah al- Kdmilah Li Muallafde Gubrdn Khaltl Gubran. 3 vols. edited with
an introduction by Naimy, Mikhail { Beirut, 1949 3, p. 161.

3. First published in New York, 1918,

4. See al- Miafmuah al-Kiamidah Li g'lffr'r.?.ilfrrfr.i'? Gerbrdn Khalil Cubredn, p. 261,

e

5. Ibid. p. 252. “*The free in the earth, unaware, build of their cravings prisons for
themselves™.
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cutting of which he is unable to realise himself in the divine!.

In The Prophet, which represents the summit of Gibran’s mystical
thought, al-Mustafa, Gibran's highest ideal of a liberated man, is represented
as having finally cut the hawsers. The City of Orphalese, which represents
the earth, he looks upon as a prison. His fellow citizens in it he calls prisoners
and calls himself a stranger. After twelve years of self-negation and spiritual
sublimation in preparation for the homeward journey [the Godward
journey ] he happily sees his ship coming in mist to take him to the "isle
of his birth'™.

While Gibran’s works, so expressive of the mystical truth, provided
Naimy, the equally mystic biographer, with the God-pole in his hero, the
naked historic data of Gibran's life as a man, from the time he was born
in Bisharri, Lebanon, 1383, until he died in New York, 1931, supplied him
with the corresponding man-pole. What remained for the Pitted Face-
saturated Naimy in his biography of Gibran, was to be in full grasp of the
two, and then to follow them as they are woven one into the other through
a live interaction in the living Gibran, the slope climber from the human in
him to the divine, engaged in a “‘stubborn, incessant struggle with himself
to cleanse his soul from all impuritics, and to make it as beautiful as the
beauty he glimpsed with his imagination and so generously spread in his
books and drawings™ .

That Naimy wasin full grasp of the two poles in Gibran is evident
not only from the masterly way in which he was able in the biography to
weave the two into a naturally living fabric, which is Gibran, but also from
the long period of pen fellowship and brotherly friendship, and spiritual
as well as intellectual intimacy which the two men shared in New York
City, from the Autumn of 1916, when they first met, until Gibran’s death
on April 10, 1931. This fellowship, no other student or biographer of

1. See also Naimy's discussion of The Proecessions and of the drawing in Gibvam, pp.
145—132.
2, Sec Maimy's discussion of Gibran's The Prophet in Gifran, pp. 185—93.
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Gibran could claim for himself'. Naimy's first contact with Gibran, however,
goes back to 1913 when, still an undergraduate in the University of Seattle,
he chanced to read Gibran's noveleite in Arabic, The Broken Wings
(5 Sl 2 §1 )® and wrote his outspoken comment on it ““The Dawn of
Hope After the Night of Despair” ( ,.-.'7: Y1 i )7, which consti-
tuted his debut in the literary world?.

In this article, Naimy sees in Gibran, whom he had not yet met in
person, @ dawn of hope for an Arabic literature still lurking in a state of
dark mediaevalism. But only a dawn of hope, for Gibran’s novelette to him,
though an innovation in the Arabic Language in that it is suffused with
melodies, colourful description and genuine sentiments, is entirely lacking
in movement, characterisation and realism ... it is devoid of the breath
of life ... and, in short, disfigured’™. “‘Only our poverty in nationally pro-
duced novels’’, Naimy concludes suggestively, “‘makes us welcome those
'wings' in spite of their being ‘broken ™.

Naimy’s first personal acquaintance with Gibran took place in the
office of al-Funoon the same day he arrived in New York in the Autumn of
1916, in answer to ‘Arida’s repeated pleas that he should come and help the
staggering al-Funoon to balance’, The first meeting between the two men

1. OF all the writers of important sources on Gibran ( see the Bibliography to the article
“Djabran Kahlil Djabran™ by A. Karam in the New Edition of the Encyelopoedia
af Islam, Vol. 11, 1962) only two other than Maimy had ever met him. Barbara
Young, American suthoress of This Man From Lebamon, New York, 1945, knew
Gibran only during the last seven years ol his life, and in the capacity of an admirer
and occastonal volunteer secretary. Yossof al-Huwayyik, author of Dhikraydi Ma'
Gubrin. Beirut, 1958, mixed with Gibran for only two years when they were
both art students in Paris, 1908—10.

2. First published in Mew York, 1912; also translated into English by Anthony R.
Ferris and first published in New York, 1257,

. al-Fumpon ¥ol.1, No. 4, 1913,

See Gibran, pp. 130—132 and Sab’@a II, p. 30.

. al-Funeon Yol. [, No. 4, p. 64,

. Ibid. p. 70.

See some of 'Arida’s letters to Naimy in Sab'in 11, pp. 51—60.

3
4,
5
6
7
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is described as having been exceedingly warm?, in spite of Naimy's earlier
and rather biting criticism of The Broken Wings. The acquaintance soon
developed into an extremely warm intimacy and pen fellowship which,
as described in Gibran and confirmed by letters from Gibran to Naimy
when one of the two chanced to be away from New York, lasted unimpai-
red throughout the remaining fifteen years of Gibran's life®.

By this time ( 1916 ), Gibran, who was seven ycars MNaimy’s senior,
had already four other books published in Arabic besides The Broken
Wings, all of the same romanticised intellectual and stylistic nature®. None of
his mature works either in Arabic or in English had yet appeared. Naimy, on
the other hand, had only at that time one play, Fathers and Sons, which' was
yet unpublished in book form, and several other short stories and critical
essays scattered in al-Funoon®. Though the transcendental theosophico-
mystical outlook, which was later to shape the minds of both Gibran and
Naimy and bring them to the point of almost absolute identicalness, is as
detectable in its crude form in Naimy's Fathers and sons, and especially
in the character of the hero, Dand, as in Gibran's prose poems of A Tear
and A Smile. and before they saw anything of one another, it remains true
to say that it is together and in mutual collaboration that they both arrived
at their intellectual and spiritual maturity. Together they formed The Pen
Bond, enlisting a few other comrades, as has previously been discussed,
with Gibran as president and Naimy as counsellor, and with the objective
of breathing a new life into the hitherto mediaeval sterility of Arabic litera-
ture®. From Naimy's book, and especially from the chapter entitled ‘““The
Two Voices™. we are made to understand that rarely did either of them write

. Gibran, p. 133,
. See a group of these letters from Gibran to Naimy in Gibran pp. 239—261,
'H Nymphs of The Valley (=4 1! 32 ) Spirits  Rebellious

Lad ol i

. Music { _;-_,_, o
(32 il 2 4251 ) and A Tear and A Smife ( LLI § Gua),
= eam
4. See above pp. 114—18.
5, See gbove pp. 119—20.
6. Gibran, pp. 145—132.
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anything for publication without first reading it in manuscript to the other.
MNaimy's two critical essays in al-Ghirbdl, one on Gibran's English book the
Forerunner ( New York, 1920)! and another on his Arabic book The
Tempests®, offer excellent examples of the kind of outspoken but, nonetheless,

sympathetic criticism by the two men of one another’s works.

It cannot really be said of this period of mutal growth, as some writers
uncritically hasten to say, that Gibran was influenced by Naimy?®, or that
Naimy grew in the shadow of Gibran*. What is obvious from the writings
of both men is that what was particularly Naimy's before the two met has
remained Naimy's until the present, and what was originally Gibran’s has
remained Gibran’s. Maimy's Russian realism in style, which has helped
him to be the pioneering critic, story writer and dramatist, in the modern
sense, in the Arab world, has never managed to find its way to Gibran; nor,
in the same way, has Gibran's high-flown, poetic surrealism in style ever
permeated Naimy. It is only those transcendental theosophico-mystical
elements which they happened to hold in common before they ever met that
made them, having once met, develop in mutual intellectual and spiritual
growth, understanding and interpenetration until the end, Naimy's myst ical
bent of mind, starting as early as his Nazareth days®, nourished in Russia,
by Dostoyevsky, Gordiev and Tolstoy, and finally stamped in Seattle by
American transcendentalism, and his direct contact with organised Theo-
sophy® readily found its counterpart in Gibran’s ¢qual fascination with the

visionary world of William Blake” and its complementary face in Indian

. al-Ghirbdl, pp. 170—177.
2. Ihid. pp. 218—243.
3. See. for instance, Kan'dn, Halim: “*The Elements From Which The Soul of Gibran
Was Mourished : Bisharri or Nietzsche or Blake or Maimy ", | S *‘;I bl )
i | i al-Makshif { magazing ), No. 194,

(e ol Ll
Beirut, 1939,

. Bee Bin Milad, Mahjob:**Mikhail Maimy"", al-Fikr Magazine, April issue, Tunis, 1957,
See above pp. 76—85.

. See above p. 110, also Sab'on 11, pp. 43—50.

. See On the impact of Blake on Gibran, Gifwan, pp. 87—89.
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mysticism. So carried away was Gibran as early as 1916 with Indian mysti-
cism that, in a mysterious attempt of make-believe, he at one time was
prompted to claim Bombay rather than Bisharri, Le banon, as his birthplace?®.

While each retained his own independent literary style, they both seem
to have worked hand in hand in developing their commeon literary content.
It would hardly be an exaggeration to say that, stripped of their distinctive
literary garbs, the mature works of both Naimy and Gibran become one
and indistinguishable. Youssof Abu Rizq had hit the truth when, in an
article on Naimy, “‘The Hermit of al-Shakhroob’’, he poetically described
the two men reaching out for the one mystical truth as “two candles on
one and the same beacon'’. In a review of Naimy's Gibran, Mary Haskell,
a well-to-do American lady, who had loved Gibran and patronised him
financially until he died?, describes the two friends, devoted seekers of “'the
All-Life, the Universal'' as reminiscent “‘of the Himalayvan climbers,

straining for the summits™™.

In a letter to Naimy, his co-climber of life’s mystical slope rising from
the human to the divine, Gibran, not very long before he died, wrote: i |
feel that 1 shall not leave the slope of this mountain before the break of
dawn’”. Gibran left ““the slope of the mountain’® on the night of April
10. 1931, Of all his Arab friends, Maimy was the only one who was called
to his bedside and who witnessed his struggle with death until the end®.

|. In a biographical skeich under the title of *'A Word Un The Writers i al-Fumoon™
( oyl -L._-:-l e Wil ) itis recorded: ““Gibran was born in the year 1883 in Bisharri,
Lebanon { and more precisely, it is said, in Bombay, India ); al-Funoon, Yol. 11,
No, 4, 1916; see also Gibran p. 123

%, al-Makshiaf, Mo, 199, 1939,

1. Mention of Gibran’s relations with Mary Haskell occur in many places in Naimy's
Gibran: chief reference is o pp. 56—66 and 102—106 Miss Haskell later marnied,
becoming Mrs Mines.

4. Mines, Mary H. “‘Kahlil Gibran by Mikhail Naimy", Savanch Morning News,
Sunday, Movember 19, 1950,

5. Gibran, p. 250,

6. Sce the vivid account of the whole scene in Gibran, pp. 3—12.
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It is evidently in conformity with Gibran's mystical convictions and with
his own that death is a beginning, that Naimy begins his biography of his
friend with a vivid and all in all suggestive description of Gibran as he last
saw him in his death coma bidding life his last farewell.

Having furnished the background and the setting of Naimy's biography

of Gibran, we now move to a closer discussion of the book itself.

I

Though classified as a biography, Naimy's book on Gibran cannot
pass under that name without gualification. Apparently aware of this,
Maimy himself hastens to warn the reader, in his short prefatory "Apologia’
that his purpose in writing the book is not to relate the ‘history” of Gibran's
life, but to give a vivid image of Gibran as fre saw him and knew him.

In Maimy's eyes, even as in his own, Gibran, the mystically minded
believer, was bound to be reflected as a slope climber from the human
in him to the divine, While writing on his friend, therefore, Maimy, much
like a novelist, was bound to work within a preconceived plot or framework.
Just as a novelist, his eves constantly on his preconceived plot, so utilises
the story sequence at hand that he can best unfold it, so has Naimy utilised
Gibran's biographical data with the preconceived intention of unfolding
the various stages of his man-God pilgrimage. In a sense, Naimy’s biography
of Gibran can be regarded as another Pilgrim's Progress. It partakes of the
nature of both the novel and the biography. It is a novel in so far as it is
written in the form and style of a novel, and 11 is a biography in that the
characters, as well as the story in which they are engaged, are not fictitious

but have existed in actual life.

When Mr. Despondency in Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress was summoned
to God, his last words as he stepped into the river were: “'Farewell night,
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welcome day'". Naimy’s biography of Gibran, a pilgrim in the author’s
eyes, is apparently conceived on relatively the same lines as Mr. Despon-
dency’s final conviction. The book, apart from the prefatory notes and the
Appendix, falls into three parts each consisting of eight short chapters,
and representing three different stages in Gibran's progress towards the
mystic truth. The first, covering Gibran’s life from the time he was born
in Bisharri, Lebanon, 1883, up to the beginning of the period of his as-
sociation with Naimy in Mew York, 1916, is entitled ““Twilight", The
second part, unfolding the story up to nearly 1921, the beginning of that
stage when Gibran's thoughts began to crystallise in The Prophet, is entitled
“Night'’. The third part, dealing with the final stage of Gibran’s life, opened
and illumined throughout with the mystic light of The Prophet and finally

crowned with death in 1931, is entitled “"Dawn’".

That Naimy should have chosen to divide Gibran's life into three
stages rather than two, including Gibran’s childhood. boyhood and youth
under ‘Twilight", which is neither “‘Dawn’’ nor ""Night"" but a mixture
of the two, is. as one might conjecture, because he was less of a Bunyan
in thought and more of a Wordsworth. Man's soul, in his reckoning —
and in this connection, Gibran’s soul — at hirth must have had.

‘r ..elsewhere its setting,

And cometh from afar:

Mot in entire forgetfulness

And not in utter nakedness... "™

Therefore does Naimy open part one, ‘“Twilight"', of his book, and
indeed the whole biography, with a highly dramatic, vivid and moving
chapter describing Gibranin his last hours as he — the author- sat by his bed

in a certain St. Vincent's Hospital in New York perturbedly contemplating

1. See the Everyman Library 10th edition, London 1937, p. 374,

2. The Poetical Works af William Wordsworth, edited by Selincourt, E. de, and Dar-
hishire, Helen, Volume IV { Oxford, 1947 ), the poem **Intimations of Immortality”™
PR 279285
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the fate of his friend and listening to his death-rattle. Following this
chapter immediately is another, equally dramatic, vivid and moving,
describing Gibran’s birth in Lebanon. So arranged side by side at the
opening of the book, the two chapters supply the reader at the outset with
the main clue to Naimy’s approach throughout the whole biography:
Gibran’s death in New York marks the beginning for him of another
existence elsewhere, just as his birth in Bisharri had marked the end of a

previous existence.

““Not in entire forgetfulness’: Gibran carries with him at birth remini-
scences of the mystic world from whence he had come — “‘From God,
who is our home’, as Wordsworth in his poem puts it. “Not in utter
nakedness”’, the Vision in him is clouded and blurred by the very nature
of the contingent world into which he has been born. Therefore, Naimy,
throughout the first part of his book, provides the reader with econsecutive
quick-moving dramatic scenes from Gibran's childhood, boyhood and
youth in which the pure vision in him and the blurring impact of his
everyday existence are brought to a most revealing juxtaposition: his early
love and devotion to Christ, on the one hand, and the bitterly sectarian
Christian society in Lebanon into which he was born: his love of his mo-
ther and all loving people, and his fear of his alcoholic, quarrelsome father:
his love for art and the beautiful, and his being punished by the priest at
school and by his father at home for having occupied his time in drawing
visionary figures instead of studying his Syriac lesson: his love of learning

and his poverty-stricken, illiterate family,

From Bisharri, and in the same quick, film-like succession of vivid
scenes, Naimy moves on with twelve-year-old Gibran, his mother, two
sisters and elder brother to Chinatown in Boston in search of better financial
prospects. He pictures Gibran at school in Boston — His visit to an artist’s
studio, and his seduction at fourteen by a woman of over twenty-five —
Alone in Lebanon at sixteen for four years of shooling in Arabic — A short
visit to Paris — Back in Boston at twenty — Death of sister, mother and
brother — His first exhibition and its failure — Spiritually tormented by

278



his elevated love for Mary Haskell, on the one hand, and his physical
indulgence with Micheline — Back for three years in Paris to study art,
financed by Mary Haskell — Enthralment by William Blake — Two more
years in Boston and the final settling in New York, 1912, Throughout
these biographic snapshots, woven one into the other with a warm nar-
rative style, Naimy keeps hold of the two opposite forces working on Gibran
and within him. The first is the mystic light born with him, continuously cla-
mouring for self realisation in his mystical drawings and in his early writings,
saturated with colour, music and poetry, and expressive of a romantic soul
yearning for the beauty of the beyond. The second is the dimming impact
on that mystic light or that primordial "“voice of innocence , to use the
terms of Blake. of the world of '‘experience’’, closing on Gibran from
without in the form of poverty, emigration, the deaths of his mother,
brother and sister through tuberculosis, and the failure of his first exhibition,
and tightening its grip from within through his human weaknesses such
as sex. drink. love of money and lust for fame and outward show.

Because the biographical data at the disposal of MNaimy concerning
this carly period of Gibran's life before the two men had met is thin, he
has throughout worked like a historical novelist, inventing dialogues, painting
scenes, and bringing about situations in such a way as to vitalise the data at
hand and yet avoid distorting history. He was, of course, helped in providing
the thin and naked historic facts of Gibran’s early life at Bisharri-and Boston
with clothing of his own making, by the very fact of having been himself
a Lebanese immigrant in the U.S.A. preparing, like Gibran, for a literary
carcer, and coming from the same economic, social, geographic and family
background. To keep the reader aware, however, that whatever picture
he has painted for him of Gibran's carly life remains hazy, despite his offorts
to supply it with a suitable literary frame, Naimy has put the two chapters
dealing with Gibran’s life 1n Bisharri and in Boston under the suggestive
titles of “‘Bisharri Shadows'’ and '‘Boston Shadows'.

1. See Maimy's own clarification on this point in Saban I, pp. 115—=16.
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From the ""Twilight'' stage of Gibran’s mystical pilgrimage, covering
his childhood, boyhood and youth, Naimy moves to the second stage, which
he characterises as ""Might'* and during which he had come to know Gibran
intimately. What sort of "Night’' Naimy means in this connection can
perhaps be best illustrated also by another quotation from Wordsworth’s
“Intimations of Immortality”’ —

Heaven lies about us in our infancy !
Shades of the prison-house begin to close
Upon the growing boy ...

The “shades of the prison-house’’ gradually closing ““upon the growing
boy’’ which Naimy was particularly careful to stress in the first part of his
book, are no other than the heavy demands made on Gibran the visionary poet
and artist by his lower nature, onthe one hand, and by the frustrating impact
of the outside world, on the other. The “prisoner’’ is no other than Gibran's
mystic soul which, in spite of its being entrapped through birth into the
prison, still clamoured through his drawings and writings, particularly in
his collection of Arabic prose poems, A Tear and A Smile ( New York,
1913 ), for the freedom of the mystic homeland beyond.

0

That the growing ‘‘shades of the prison-house’” during the first stage
of Gibran's life had reached, in the second stage, such thickness as to seal
in the mystic guiding light and transfer Gibran from “Twilight™ to ""MNight ",
is testified, in Waimy's reckoning, by Gibran’s utter surrender during this
period to a thorough-going enthralment by Mietzsche’s Thus Spake Zara-
thustra.

Though the second part of Naimy’s book includes two chapters, namely
““The Scattered Re-gathered’” and "Arrabitah’” which, together with other
relevant information scattered in the other parts, constitute the first of two
and only twoexisting relatively detailed first-hand accounts of the formation
of Arrabitah, the chance coming together in New York City ofits ten
constituent members and the rise of the Syro-North American movement
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in modern Arabic literature’, the fact remains that its main theme
throughout is the gloom which had enveloped the mystic soul of Gibran
as it was completely surrendered to Nietzsche's Zarathustra. One by one,
Naimy takes the works of Gibran written during this period, from
Spirits Rebellious (35 il \,._.FI_,__-"&"} (Cairo, 1922), through Processions (_5 1,41}
( New York, 1918 ), his first book in English, The Madman ( New York,
1920 ), to The Tempests (sl 5) ( Cairo, 1920), and shows through a most
revealing comparative study, the alarming extent to which Gibran had
become in them a duplicate of Nietzsche. The similarity in theme and style
between the two is at times brought so close by Naimy as even to hint at
plagiarism?®

It is not on Gibran the Nietzschean as such, however, that Naimy lays
his main stress. but on Gibran the Christ-like loving youth, the Platonic
idealist and the Blakean visionary in A Tear And A Smile and other earlier
works. who was frustratedin manhood by the unappreciative human society to
which he addressed himself through his writings and drawings, by poverty
and cruelty with which life handled him and his family, and by his utter
failure as a man to strike a balance between his lower desires, especially
the sexual. and the elevated ideals for which he stood as an artist and a
priest of spiritual beauty®. Gibran readily crossed over to Nietzsche to cover
up his weakness and to avenge himself against human society and the world.
Assuming for himself the air of a Superman, he poured his wrath in Spirits

1. The ather first-hand source is Naimy's Sab'in IL It is to be regretted that no similar
altempts to write catensively on The Pen Bond were ever made by any other of its
members. *Abd al-Massth Haddad, the only late survivor besides Maimy, died as
recently as 1962,

2. Sec particularly the chapter in Gibran entitled “Grave-Digger”’, pp. 119—125.

1, Sce the outspoken passages on some of Gibran's scxual affairs on pp. 61 —T75:90—93;
219—221. Also significant in this connection is ashort report “Gife for mimicry
harms poet; with head in clouds, feet mired' by a certain Amercan, Idella Purnell,
in which she seconds Maimy's thesis on Gibran's divided nature and relates one
of her personal experiences with him during a visit she paid him with another
lady admirer in his New York studio. Lor Angeles Daily News, Saturday, Movember
4, 1950,
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Rebellious, Processions and especially in The Tempests, on human society
at large, on conventional morality, and on all existing civilisation, declaring
all people in his “Grave-Digger" ( , .3/ ;li~ )! together with the Gods they
meekly worship, as virtually dead, and that the most appropriate occupation
for the man who has managed to be ""a God unto himself”’, is grave-digging.
For in burying the living, he prepares for a generation of giants to come.

Naimy, therefore, and still on lines that seem quite parallel to those
in Wordsworth's same poem —

The Youth, who daily farther from the east
Must travel, still is Nature's Priest,

And by the vision splendid

Is on his way attended:

At length the Man perceives it die away,
And fade into the common day,

sees that Gibran the ""Man'', has moved literally and figuratively from
the “imagination of the East’” which "would not be contained within
bounds, but ever seeks to pass from beginnings to beginning-lesses, from
the finite to the infinite, and from that which is material to that which is
non-material “** and has buried in Nietzsche the anti-Christ and anti-world-
to-come, '‘the vision splendid’’ of Gibran the Youth. Therefore was Gibran
left in spiritual darkness.

The main theme of “"Dawn’’, the third and also last part of the bio-
graphy covering that stage of Gibran’s life starting roughly in 1920 and
brought to a conclusion by death in 1931, is that the burial of “the vision
splendid'’ of Gibran the Youth in Nietzsche was only temporary, just as
the Nietzschean darkness was only a passing stage in Gibran’s life. The
“wvision splendid’’ was bound to resurrect in Gibran again and to usher
him from “‘Night" into ““Dawn’’. The beginning of that “‘Dawn’’, Naimy
sees in Gibran's The Prophet, written between 1920and 1923 and published
in New York in 1923.

1. See Gibran's The Tempests.
2. Gibran, p. 180,




In the chapter ‘‘Mist Becoming Crystallised ", introducing The Prophet,
Maimy portrays Gibran as having taken his Nietzschean stand and poured
his wrath on human society, its worshipped Gods and conventional mora-
lities, not o much because he had really become Wietzschean at heart and
had lost faith in his youthful quest for the universal and the absolute, as
because he so much wanted to avenge his failure in making society applaud
himand give him the honour and distinction of which he had thought himself
deserving. His quest for the Universal and the Absolute during his Nietzschean
period, therefore, was destined to be only suspended but not totally forsaken.
As soon as Gibran’s lower desires, whether for wealth, women, fame or
otherwise, were fully or partially satiated — “'As soon, however, as Gibran
won the first round with poverty, and felt himself secure in his art and
literature, which were winning more and more readers and admirers: and
as soon as his heart was emptied of all women but one?, he went back to his
soul in search of new spiritual comforts... His soul did not disappoint him ",
Beneath the Niezschean facade of Spirits Rebeflios, The Processions, The
Tempests and The Madnan, he once more found himself face to face with
the mystic youth of 4 Tear And A Smile, longing to realise himself in the
beyond. Made so keenly aware of the duality that had all this period existed
between appearance and reality in his life and character, he solemnly confes-
sed to Naimy during one of their intimate walks: “'Mischa! 1 am a false
alarm’'®. He, therefore, felt it his concern then torescue himself from himself
— to pull up Gibran, the youth, from the mist of Gibran, the Nietzschean
man, and bring him into a brighter “'Dawn’’. Gibran's major attempt at
the rescue, was his work The Prophet.

In the chapter entitled "‘Almustafa’’, Naimy gives a penetrating and

1. Miss Mary Haskel, the woman who financed Gibran’s stay in Paris, and who cotinued
to supply him with & monthly allowance of 75 dollars until his death, A slight
misunderstanding on Gibran's part frustrated his proposal of marriage to her. See
the chapter **Man Proposes'”, Gifrran pp. 102—108.

. Gibran, p. 179,

. Mischa, as Maimy was called by Gibran, is the Russian diminutive of Mikhail, Ses
the chapter in Gibran entitled *‘False Alarm®’,

Ld Bl
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most revealing study of The Prophet, both as it stands in itself and in relation
to' Gibran's struggle to emancipate himself from his Nietzschean state of
aberration, In a careful analysis of the form and style in both Thus Spake
Zarathustra and The Prophet, Naimy is able to expose a striking similarity,
between the two books. As regads substance, he finds the two books
far apart. The central theme in the sermons of Almustafa in The
Prophet 1o the people of Orphalese on the basic questions of life and
death, centres on the Platonic concept of love, which ultimately lends
itself to the Buddhistic concept of self-negation. Man cannot attain
real happiness unless he coordinates his individual will,in a process of self-
negation through love, with the Will Universal. That Almustafa delivers
to the people of Orphalese his various sermons, which constitute the body
of The Prophet, on the eve of his seeing his ship “‘coming in mist’ to take
him back to his “isle of birth”, is to indicate that he has so coordinated
his will and is ready for final emancipation and reunion with God.

Naimy expresses his uncertainty as to whether Gibran “‘had meant
The Propher to be an expression of his deeper longings for final spiritual
emancipation, or whether he had meant it as a representation that he
himself, had actually reached that emancipation’". But it can be concluded
from the picture he gives of Gibran's post-Propher life and works such as
Jesus The Son of Man and The Garden of The Propher — which to him
represent an anti-climax and from previous hints in the biography, that
he is decidedly of the opinion that Gibran as a man remained far from
realising The Prophet in his private life, and that Almustafa remains only
an impersonation of his deeper longings,

"But woe to the one'’, says Naimy at one place, '‘whose imagination
is much stronger than his will. Such a one is like a kite flown by a child.
Mo sooner does it taste the freedom of the freer space than it is pulled down
to the earth and the bondage of the earth. Even death cannot liberate such

a man from bondage to the earth. That was the case of Gibran with his
imagination and will’’2,

1. Gibran, p. 193,
2, Gibran, p. 181.




In the remaining chapters subsequent to ““Almustafa’’, and particularly
in “‘Shares in Heaven and Shares in Earth"', Naimy is careful to paint the
"'kite’" that was Gibran. While keeping one eve throughout on the mystical
heights to which Gibran's imagination and vision had reached in The Propher,
Jesus The Son of Man, The Earth Gods, The Wanderer and The Garden of
The Prophet, he keeps the other on the lower depths to which Gibran, the
man, was attached and from which his incompetent will had failed to lift
him. Scene after scene is related from his private life, from his business
transactions in Boston, 1921, which ended in a catastrophe that nearly
cost him all the money he had been saving until then, to the certain girl who
came to him carried away by The Propher but went out disillusioned about
the author — “'preaching what he did not do, doing what he did not preach '
leaving Gibran to regret, as he had often regretted before with other women,
having “‘slaughtered his love on the altar of his passions'’?, and finally to
his continuously advancing illness?, which more than anything else, had
acted on pulling back Gibran, the soaring "kite”, to the lower, physical

world of pain and suffering.

In no other part of Maimy’s book does the character of Gibran come
so infinitely close to the character of Pitted Face. So clearly and vividly are
the two poles in Gibran's nature delineated: the one as it expressed itself
in his writings and drawings; the other as it was made manifest through
his lower attachments and illness, and so delicately and sympathetically
is the strainin Gibran’s divided nature portrayed, that one is almost enabled
to touch the anguish in Gibran’s soul as he once significantly wrote about
his illness to Naimy: “‘My ailment is seated in something much deeper

than mucle and bone. I have often wondered if it were not a state of health*'s,

To one who considers the body, together with all the world of physical

existence a prison, illness is sure to be a state of health. It is just another

1. Gibran, p. 220.

2. See the similar incident with Micheline, Gibran, pp. 89-—95.

3. Cirrhosis of the liver with incipient tuberculosis in one of the lungs, Gibran, p. 7.
4. Gibran, p. 222,
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step towards death the final liberator. When the life-long attempt at the
Godward flight by Pitted Face was constantly frustrated by his being
attached to ““muscle and bone”’, he finally slew himself and was thereby
emancipated. Had Gibran been a fictional character, in the hands of Naimy,
he would probably have met the same fate. In that he was real, Maimy could
at best arrange and write his life-story in such a way as to convey that his
birth was a ““Twilight'’, his manhood a "Might". and that stage begin-
ning with The Prophet and concluded in death, “"‘Dawn’’,

Part four of the biography, an appendix, includes Gibran's Will,
burial, twenty-seven letters to Naimy, together with a memorial poem and
a memorial address to the Arab world by Naimy and a list of Gibran’s
works available in English up to 1950, This last item does not appear in
the Arabic editions, just as an unpublished Arabic play, The King of The
Land and The Shepherd ( Al el ol el ) by Gibran, is dropped in the
English edition.

In a short prefatory note to the Will, in which none of the “'Pen Bond"'
members 15 mentioned, Naimy explains that it is dated March 13, 1930;
almost a year before Gibran's death, and cannot therefore be the one which
Gibran mentioned afterwards to him, to MNasseeb “Arida, to several Ameri-
can friends and, only three days before he died, to 'Abd al-Massih Haddad,
telling each in turn: **I bave mentioned youinmy Will ", Naimy emphatically
rcjects that Gibran might not have been telling the truth to his friends
and hints at the possibility of some foul play after Gibran's death which

might have prevented the real Will from coming to light®

1. See the full account in Gifran, pp. 227—228; see also "Abd al-Massith Haddad's
tesumony to the same effect in the last article of a series of six by him on** Maimy's
Book on Gibran™( pom cw el Q) Sawt al-Alindr, Sunday-Monday i1ssue,
June 23—24, 1935 ;

2. Sec Maimy's prefatory notes to the Will in Gibram, 4th Arabic edition, Beirut, 1960,

. 244,
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IV

So far, no other book by Naimy has succeeded in exciting such wide
comment in the literary world and, on the whole, been so highly praised
as his biography of Gibran. In a learned comment on the book, including
a rather extensive outline, Professor 1. Kratchkowsky says!: “Mikhail
Naimy’s recently published book on G. Gibran appears as a great event in
the history of modern Arabic literatur and literature itself. It is at once
interesting as a characterisation of the hero and the author ...""

"“The task set by the author isbrilliantly carried out. The living Gibran
actually stands up before the reader. In none of the wide literature devoted
to him, even on a smaller scale, can one find such a clear picture of Gibran*’.

Examining the art of biography writing both as it has first started and
developed in the West and as it has subsequently made its appearance in
the Arab world, Dr, Thsin ‘Abbas in his book, Fann al-Siral ( The Art of
Biography Writing ), finds Naimy's Gibran from the theoretic as well as
the practical aspects, the only book “in which the biographical art in modern
Arabic literature has achieved its full existence''las o , i ) Pl L i y)
dedell g LG & o je. Through the outspoken and wet sympathetic and
artistic manner with which he courageously and sincerely reproduces Gibran
the man, with all the shades and lights in his life and character, irrespective
of whether they are pleasing or repellant, Maimy, ‘Abbds believes, has
done for the Arabic biography what Strachey had done for the English®.

Writing in the same vear as ‘Abbids and following quite the same
trend of thought, Georg Saidah, a “"Mabhjarite’’ poet and critic contempo-
rary to Naimy and Gibran, says: “Twenty years have passed since the
appearance of the first edition of his [ Naimy’s | book Gubrédn Khalil Gubrdn,

1. Sowviet Oriental Sindies, Wol, I1 August, 1936, pp. 201—293,
2. *Abbas, 1t Famn al-Sirah, Beirut, 1956, p. 68.
3. Ibid. p. 71; also p. 91,
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and yet it has not been equalled as a master-piece of narrative art. Naimy
has moulded Gibran’s life-story into a piece of narrative art in which he
excelled in design, narration and dialogue, offering the most accurate
depiction of his subject’s literary, artistic and philosphic tendencies, and
surprising socicty with an outspokenness which it had not previosly known
in the biographies of distinguished figures in the Arab nation. It is a book
that immortalises Gibran, the man — the great man...'"

In a more extensive study of Gibran, verifying Naimy's sources and
describing his artistic way of weaving his data into dramatic, quick-moving
scenes from which Gibran, the man, the artist and the writer, emerges before
the reader with all his vices and virtues, failures and successes, together with
his characteristic life-long struggle to co-ordinate the human in him with
the mystical and visionary, ‘Abd al-Karim al-Ashtar® writes: ‘‘Never before
[ meaning in Arabic literature ] has a literary biography been written on
such a pattern. Nor, we believe, has any been written up to the present,
which can be said to equal it'".

It is not the purpose here to enumerate the various and also numerous
appraising studies and comments that have been written on Gibran®. Having
supplied a brief account of the book, its background and the main driving
motive for which it was written, our purpose now is to see on what grounds
— so highly proclaimed as a great biography by such responsible

1. Saidah, George: Adabunga Wa Udabduna Fi al-Makdfie al-Amirikiveal ( Our Lite-
rature and Writers in the Amernicas, Cairo, 1956, pp. 179—180.

. See Chapter 5 of his book al-Nathr al-Makfari (The Emigrant Prose) Vol. I1, Cairo,
1961,

3, Ibid, p. 234,

4. For further examples the reader is referred to the following articles: al-"Aggad, A:
*“Gubrin Khalll Gubrin'' al-Andalus al-Jadfdsh, Sao Faulo, April 1935, pp. 11—13;
Suleimfn, F. @ “Misha’s Gibran" (L.l o) al-Ma'rad al-Usb@'i [ weekly ),
Beirut, Appril 15, 1935; "Abd al-Masih Haddad, op. cit; Hindawi, K.: “Imagery,
Criticism and Ant in Maimy's Gibran™ (9 eend Wilnee e pdlly azdl, o el
| [P B s e ,__;._-.:T_].Suh'r al-Ahrdr (daily), Beirut, January 5, 1936, p. 6; Ni'mah,
S.:.ﬂ:.]cp]‘m Wh-ip's and MNaimy's Book, ([ wlsfy ke ??"-'!I_; ) al-Samir
{ Magazine ), NewYork, July 15 1935, pp. 22—28, e

i
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scholars as the ones quoted above, Gibran as a biography, however, was

not spared the utter condemnation of a few other writers,

It cannot be quite established whether it was llivyva Abu Madi’s article
or that of Amin al-Rihini, both immigrant poets and writers, which was
written first in bitter objection to Naimy's Gibran. Both wrote during the
same year, 1935: Abu Madi, ""Gubrin Tahta Mabadi’ al-Mu'aymi’' { Gibran
under the surgical instruments of Naimy)' and Rihani, “Min Amin
al-Rihdni lla Mikhail Mu‘aymah’'(An Open Letter from Rihini to MNaimy)®,
The theme followed by both, however, seems to be almost one and the same.
Both feel that by revealing Gibran’s secrets, his love affairs and various
human weaknesses, Naimy had really intended to degrade him in the eyes
of the world. Naimy, they felt, had availed himself of the novelistic form of
writing in order to have a free hand in dramatising those failings, adding
to them whatever his dramatic genius could help him to invent. His purpose
behind all this, as is implicit in Rihani’s letter and explicit in Abu Madi's
article, was to remove Gibran from his distinguished literary prominence
so that he might step into his shoes. Abu Midi goes further to explain that
another main cause of what he calls Naimy's bitterness against Gibran
goes back to the fact that Gibran was discovered to have made no mention
of him in his Will.

Rihani’sline was later picked upand dramatised in a rhetorical essay by
Felix Firis, a Lebanes-Egyptian lawyer and literary stylist, entitled "“Gubrin:
Bahth FiKitib Nu'aymah ‘Anh" ( Gibran: a discussion on Naimy’s book
on him )%, Seeing Gibran through the loftyideals expressed in his writings,
Faris engages throughout his article in taking up one incident after another
which he deems degrading to Gibran in Naimy’s book, and rejects them on
the grounds that they are incompatible with those ideals, and must therefore

be products of Naimy's resourceful imagination.

. al-Samir, No. 18, New York, 1935,

. al-Bifad ( daily ), Beirat, January 5, 1935,

. Firis, F. Risalat al-Minbar ffa al-Sharg al-*Arabi { Message of the speaker's platform
ta the Arab world ), Cairo 1936, pp. 153—225,

et Pd
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Abu Midi’s line, on the other hand, with special emphasis on the Will

question, was picked up again as recently as 1956 by ‘Issa al-Na‘iry, a
Jordanean journalist and writer. In a short article, "Baina Gubrin wa
Nu'aymah" ( Between Gibran and Naimy )%, folowed by another, *'Gubrin
wa Nu‘aymah Aydan''®, he judges Naimy's mention of Gibran’s human
failings, and without any effort to prove the contrary, as inventions of the
imagination, incited on the one hand by Naimy’s bitterness against Gibran
for not mentioning him in his Will, and on the other by his eagerness to

divest Gibran of his glorious mantle so that he might put it on himself.

In a later book of his in which he gives sketch studies of thirty-cight
immigrant writers in both North and South America, Na“iry returns to the
same guestion of Naimy and the Will with a strange logic®. This time he
brings to his support Barbara Young's This Man From Lebanon, a book on
Gibran in which he is treated and worshipped as a true prophet, round whose
head. Miss. Young, playing throughout the prophet worshipper, claims to
have seen more than once a halo of light'. That Young's Gibran is free from
any human failings and particularly those atributed to him by Naimy,
proves to Na'0ry MNaimy's bias against both Gibran and Young, and all
because Gibran had entrusted the latter and not him with his literary works
after his death.

Taking Na'Ory's argument on its face value. one finds that its logic
is a strange one. Had he at all read Gibran’s Will, he would have learned
that not only does it make no mention of Young whatsoever, as he claims,
but that it explicitly states concerning Gibran’s literary material: ""The

rovalties on my copyrights ... after my death are to go to my home town. ™

o enl=Adib { monthly ) XXIX, No. 10, Beirue 1956,

. al=Adib { monthly ) XXXI, No, 4, 1957,

Wa‘try, 1., Adab af-Mafijar { Immigrant Literature ), Caira 1959, pp. 361—365.

. Young, Barbara, This Man From Lebamon, Sth edition, Mew York, 1956, p. 102
See also K. Hawi’s dismissal of Young's book as a legendary account of Gibran’s

life, in his book Kahlll Gibran Beirut, 1963, pp. 77T—7%,
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“Everything found in my studio after my death, pictures, books, objets
d'art, etc, etc. to Mrs. Mary Haskell Mines, now living at..."". Naimy’s
supposed bitterness therefore, judging by Na‘Qry's thesis, should have been
directed against Mary Haskell and not Barbara Young, as he states. But, on
the contrary, Naimy’s treatment of Mary Haskell in his book together with
her various relations with Gibran, betrays no such bitterness.

Another matter that should have been worth noting by Na‘iry in
relation to the question of bitterness, is that Young's book on Gibran
appeared in 1945, years after the first Arabic edition of MNaimy's Gibran.
If there is any question of one of the two writers being embittered
against the other. it is likely that that writer should be Young, who must
have seen Gibran the prophet and the superhuman, in her belief, treated by
Naimy within the human. What may give further support to this thesis is
that, in writing her book, Miss Barbara Young has made no mention of
Naimy and has treated his version of Gibran as though it were totally ron-
existent,

If our understanding of Naimy's critics, from Abu Madi, Rihini to
Na‘dry is correct, it would seem that they have all followed the unscholarly
course of rejecting the book, Gibran, through discrediting the author, they
have all fallen, it seems, into the snare of disproving Maimy before examining
the truth of what he says. Therefore have their claims, as al-Ashtar remarks®.

remained unfounded,

Taking the question of the Will first. there can be no evidence watsoever
that Naimy was in the least embittered because he was not mentioned in
Gitbran's Will or, that not being mentioned. he ever blamed Gibran for it
After an exceedingly pathetic scene that took place between the two men,
when Gibran had told Naimy that he had mentioned him in his Will3, Naimy

quotes himself as having then said: “'Iwould not hear anvthing like that from

I. For the whole copy of Gibran's Will, see Gibram, p. 238
2. al-Nathr al-Mahjari 11, pp, 2422243,
3. Gibran, p. 227
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you, Gibran, today or ever. You cannot Will me anything more precious
than yourself; and that I have without any Will. For you shall always be
with me as 1 shall always be with you"’

On the other hand, it is quite evident from his prefatory note to the
Will?, that Naimy had no doubt that Gibran did mention him, Nasseeb
‘Arida and ‘Abd al-Masih Haddad, as also confirmed by the latter®, in a
more recent Will than the one published, which must have been destroyed
after Gibran’s death, To accuse Naimy of having been embittered against
Gibran when he is fully convinced that Gibran had really mentioned him
in his last Will remains, therefore, totally unfounded. This is not to mention
that Naimy had specially left New York and retired to his mystic seclusion
in Mount Lebanon precisely because he was practically, intellectually and
morally disinterested in the material benefits of the world,

To argue on the other hand that Naimy had intended in his book to
degrade Gibran by magnifying his ills, is to forget, if magnifying is the right
word, that Gibran’s virtues in that book are equally magnified. “"He is the
greatest writer that has appeared in the East for generations”’, says Naimy in
appreciation of Gibran. "He is unigue in his art, not only in this East
which has not yet produced distinguished artists, but also in the West which
considers itself the master of art and the cradle of artists'*, It can hardly
be convincing that such a tribute, coming after a highly appreciative analysis
and study of Gibran's drawings and his mature works, particularly The
Propher, can issue from a man genuinely intent on degrading him so that
he might step into his shoes. It is equally difficult to see how, trying to
remove Gibran from the literary scene in an attempt to take his place,
Naimy should later volunteer, in face of the alarmingly chaotic state of
affairs towhich Gibran's publications had reached in the Arab world, to edit
a standerd collection of Gibran's works in Arabic, and to write an excellent
extensive introduction to that collection in which those works are carefully

1. See p. 244 of the Arabic dth edition, Beirut 1960,
2. See hizs article in Sawr al-Ahrdr, op. cit.
3. Gibran, Arabic 4th edition, p. 279,
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defined and classified’. Nor is it without great significance in this connection
that Naimy should be prompted by the poor and inadequate translations
into Arabic of The Propher to come out in 1956 with a hitherto standard
translation of that book® Gibran's The Prophet remains until now the only
book in a fereign language, apart from The Book of Mirdad by Naimy
himself, that Naimy has ever cared to translate into Arabic. none of
Naimy’s critics seems to have been aware of the fact that by the time he
wrote Gibran in 1934, Naimy was already a famous writer in his own right
all over the Arab world and was hardly in need of destroving his friend so
that he might take his place.

Maimy’s critics were also unable to produce any convincing evidence
that any of what they deemed degrading incidents related about
Gibran, is & mere invention of the fancy. Many of these incidents which
they have objected to, are contained in what Naimy recounts of Gibran’s
relations, especially the sexual, with Micheline, a teacher at Mary Haskell’s
High School, and with Mary Haskell, Ni‘dry, drawing support from a
book by Huwayyik, Dhikrayati Ma' Gubran ( Reminiscences of my
days with Gibran), goes to the extent of denying that Micheline
ever existed as a person’, while Micheline's picture, drawn by Gibran
and dated 1908, is among the collection of drawings by Gibran kept
at his Museum in Bisharri, Lebanon® Particularly significant, is that
Mary Haskell herself wrote a lengthy réport on Gibran upon its appearance
in English and, instead of condemning it, as she should have done had there
been any truth in what Naimy's critics say, she speaks throughout with
full admiration for the book's beauty, truthfulness and sincerity®.

ot

. See al-Majmiz'ah al-Kdamilah Li-Mu allafde Gubrean Khalil Gubrdn, 3 vols. edited with
Introduction by Mikhail Naimy, Beirut, 19459,

. See al-Nabi { The Prophet ) translated with Intreduction by Mikhail Naimy, Beirut,
1956,

1. See Firis, op. cit.

4, Adab al-Mahjar, pp. 367—38.

5. We have personally seen the drawing, and so have others; see also ‘Abbdd Mirdn,
Juwded wa Qudamd ( New and Ol ), Beirut, 1934, p. 129,

6. The Arakic traslation of Haskell's repert, already mentioned in this chapter, was

published in al-Sayih New York, January 8, 1951,

A
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As to the question of the narrative novelistic style adopted by Naimy,
it would seem that none of his critics has tried to appreciate Gibran in its
natural context — in relation to the development of Maimy's literary career
in his previous works, particularly Memoirs of a Fagrant Soul, as we
found it necessary to do towards the beginning of this chapter. Much less
do they seem to have paid particular attention to his “‘Apologia”, where
he explicitly says that he does not intend to write the "history”’ of Gibran,
but of Gibran as he had come to know him and “‘who shared with me his
lengings and his thoughts as I shared with him mine''t, Maimy’s method of
approach to his subject, therefore, was not that of a scholar or a historian
but that of a creative writer and an artist. Apart from being in full conformity
with the nature of his previous works, the malleable, quick-moving nove-
listic style could also best fit the task Naimy had set himself in Gibran,
which 15 the unfolding of Gibran's “‘stubborn incessant struggle with
himself to cleanse his soul from all impuritics, and to make it as beautiful
as the beauty he glimpsed with his imagination and so penerously spread
in his books and drawings®'s,

It can be safely concluded, therefore, that Naimy's intention inadopting
the novelistic approach was not to transform Gibran’s life-story into
fiction, as claimed by his aforementioned critics, but as aptly understood
by Kratchkowsky, ‘Abbas, Saidah, al-Ashtar and a host of others®, to
make that story come alive for the reader.

We would have left the issues in relation to Gibran's critics at this
point, had we not discovered that their erroneous approach of rejecting the
book by way of discrediting the author, was again adopted, and with
strange results, in what 15 in many ways a successfully executed study of
Kahlil Gibran. The author is Dr. Khalil Hiwi, and the study is Kahlil
Gibran, written in English as recently as 1959 and published in Beirut
1963.

1. Gibran, p, viil.
2. Gibran, p. ix.
3. Sec above, p. 288,
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The part of Hiwi's work now chiefly in question is that in which
he tries to assess the value of Naimy’s Gibran in relation to his study®, What
is at once conspicuous and also regrettable in that part is that of all the
literature written on Naimy's Gibran, it was almost exclusively through that
of Maimy's condemners, specifically Abu Madi, Rihini, Faris and Na‘dry,
that Hawi tries to assess the value of that book. 1t is not surprising, therefore,
that in the light of such partial, and already disproved evidence, Hawi
should accordingly dismiss Naimy as a wounded ego trying to avenge
himself on Gibran, who had disinherited him, by divesting him of his glo-
rious robe in order to wear it himself. What is surprising indeed is that Dr.
Hawi should go further to confirm from personal knowledge Naimy's
intent purpose to wear Gibran's legendary robe himself. We very much
regret that Dr. Hawi has not elaborated further on his statement, to say in
what capacity and since when he has come to know Naimy. In the absence
of such elaboration, we remain entitled to say that we have for thirty years
lived with Naimy under the same roof, and have not so far noticed him
wearing any “legendary’’ robe in his everyday life: much less a Gibranean
one. We would further add that had Dr. Hiwi known Maimy enough to
judge, he would have realised that Naimy's hermitical life and devotion to
the prophetic are not in imitation of Gibran but belong to the very nature of
his character ever since he was a student in Nazareth and Poltava, years
before any conceivable contact between him and Gibran.

It is against this background of discrediting MNaimy, the author, that
Dr. Hiwi easily dismisses Gibran, the book, as utterly unreliable. Summing
up, he savs: ““We then examined Mr. Naimy’s motives in, and technical
approach to, the writing of his biography, and concluded that the latter
was mainly fictional in construction and intended to counterbalance the
idealizing legend with an equally unfounded but degrading one®. We cannot

help noting how much more scholarly it whould have been of Dr. Hiwi had

1. Hawi, pp. 73—T7.
2. Hawi, p. §1.




he first approached the biography itself before stopping to pass judgement
on the motives behind it.

That Dr. Hawi's undue dismissal of Gibran was unscholarly is proved
by the remaining body of his book, where he engages in the independent
study of Gibran’s life, character and literary works. Nowhere in Chapter
Four, for instance, where he discusses Gibran’s life and character!, does
Hawi produce a single instance which really disproves what Naimy had to
say on the subject. Hawi's Gibran and Naimy's Gibran too often almost
coincide. At times when a serious attempt at disproving Naimy is made,
such as his discussion of Naimy’s report on Gibran’s relations with Mary
Haskell and Micheline®*and with the girl who left Gibran disillusioned about
his lofty ideals on love?, Hawi either leaves the case undecided either for
or against Naimy* or concludes by throwing “‘doubt on the story in the
light of Mr. Naimy’s known bias against Gibran'". It would have certainly
helped Dr. Hawi to emerge from his doubts and perhaps also to judge for
Naimy, rather than against him, if he had made his area of reference on
Maimy’s Gibran wide enough to include others besides Naimy's condemners,
particularly Mary Haskell herself on whom the major part of the whole
1s5ue turns.

Dr. Hawi's true attempt, onthe other hand, in disproving the
established belief that Gibran was a personal acquaintance or a pupil
of Rodin in Paris, does not contradict Naimy’s version, as he indicates®,
On the contrary, what Naimy says on the subjeet” is that Gibran admired
Rodin from what works of his he saw in Paris, and had once joined a group
of students on an hour’s visit to Rodin’s studio where they were able to see

the great artist. Nowhere does WNaimy say or imply that Gibran was a
personal acquaintance or, much less, a pupil of Rodin.

1. Hiwi, pp. 82—118.
2. Hawi, pp. 90—96.

3. Gibran, pp. 219—221.
4. Hiawi, p. 100,

5. Hawi, p. 117,

6. Hiawi, pp. 98—0,

1. Gibran, pp. §7—38.




In the succeeding three chapters where Gibran's works are discussed,
Hawi is again found to be walking in tracks already outlined by Maimy,
guch asz the study of those works in the light of the profound influence they
betray of Christ and The Bible, Blake, Mietzsche, Rodin and Eastern mysti-
cism. Hawi's unjustified suspicion of MNaimy, however, does not fail to
make occasional appearance. Specially conspicuous in this direction is
when he holds a long comparison between the philosophy of Gibran and
that of Nietzsche!, trying to refute Maimy's thesis that Gibran in his later
works, and particularly Jesus The Sen of Man, was a Nictzschean in
thought, at a time when Naimy's thesis is not to this effect. Part of the
reason for which Naimy calls the last part of his book, in which he discusses
Gibran’s later works including The Prophet and Jesus The Son of Man,
"Dawn’", aswe have pointed out earlier?, is to emphasise Gibran’s intellectual
and spiritual emancipation from his previous Mietzschean darkness in
The Tempests. Naimy's argument concerning The Prophet and Jesus, far
from what Hiawi understands it to be, is that they retain some of the Nie-
tzschean form and style but none of the Nietzschean philosophiccontent.
Maimy's precise words in this connection and in relation to The Propher
are: ""Though close and striking is the kinship in form and style between
The Prophet and Thus Spake Zarathustra, the two books are far apart in
substance” ™

It is not within the scope of this work to carry a full study comparing
Maimy’s version of Gibran with that of Hiwi. Nor is it in the least intended
herzand by the few remarks we have recorded, either to idealise Naimy's
biography or to underestimate the amount of work put into Dr. Hiwi's
study. That Naimy's biography is not complete is made evident by
the very fact that Dr. HAwi and many others like him were still able to feel
that there is room enough in Gibran as a subject for their further study,

research and appreciation. Naimy himself even hints at the inescapable

1. Hiwi, pp. 204—210.
2. See above, pp. 282—86.
3. Gibran, p. 189,
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insufficiency, not only of his biography of Gibran, but also of any possible
biography, when he says in the “Apologia’™: ""For I believe that no man
can faithfully, accurately and fully describe a simple instance of his own
life in all its intricate meanings and its infinite connections with the Universal
Life. How. then. is one. no matter what his talents, to put between the two
covers of a book the life of another man, be he an idiot or a genius!"’

The conclusion that we would like to draw here is that all the ac-
cusations discussed above thrown at Naimy's person remain not only totally
unfounded, but also indicate an obvious lack of scholarly integrity on the
part of the critics who sustain them. Busy trying to discredit Naimy’s
personal sincerity in Gibran, those critics, and particularly in Dr. Hawi's
case, have lost, both to their work and to scholarship, the full benefit of the
truth of what he had to say.

1. Gibran, p. vii.



CHAPTER X
THE FLINT SLOPE

{ concluded )

“Accept a theory and you will by-pass the ¢reative process™.

Peter Hall

Facing the Mediterranean to the West and rising to a height of over
nine thousand feet, stands the majestic Mount Sannin, Lebanon. From the
summit down, and to a distance of nearly four miles, extends the smooth-
faced “‘al-Bahsa Slope’’, at places almost perpendicular and not exceeding
a quarter of a mile in width. Al-Bahsa ( the stony ) is 50 called by local
mountaineers because its face from top to bottom consists of small flint
and lime stones varying from the size of a foothall down to that of a walnut
or a marble. To reach the summit via al-Bahsa Slope is almost impossible,

for the stones, hard and whetted, cripple the feet.

Almost at the foot of al-Bahsa lies al-Shakhroob, the secluded farm'
where Naimy spends the summer with his younger brother’s family, consist-
ing of Najeeb, his wife, and their two sons and daughter. Baskinta®, the

family’s winter home, lies five miles further down towards the sea.

It was in the Summer of 1946, and in a natural groito near al-Shakhroob
facing al-Bahsa Slope, that Naimy conceived and wrote The Book of Mirdad,
almost thirteen years after Gibran and only a few months after ' "Till We Meet™

1. See Sab'in 1, pp. 45—31.
2. Thid., pp. 42-—51.
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( Liga" ). The book, unlike the rest of MNaimy’s works, and for no obvious
reasons, was first conceived and written in English, ““The only thing 1 was

decided on'', says Naimy, describing how he came to write Mirdad®, "'was
that the book should be written in English. If you ask me: why 7 I would be
at a loss with an answer. So had it simply come to me''%. Mirdad’s first edi-
tion came out in Beirut, 1948; a second edition followed in Bombay, 1954,
and a third in London, 1962, Another edition in Dutch came out in Haarlem
1960, Not until 1952 did the book appear in its Arabic edition, translated

by the author and published in Beirut,

The Book of Mirdad falls into two main parts: the first, entitled “"The
Story of the Book'', is an introduction to Mirdad's Book: the second,
entitled ““The Book", contains the teachings of Mirdad, the prophet-hero
and his lifestory, Whether it is Sannin and the al-Bahsa Slope. al-Shakhroob
and the grotto in which he worked, that inspired Naimy with the setting of
the mystical allegory in Mirdad, or that Naimy, inspired with the allegory,
availed himself of those places in providing it with a natural setting, is
difficult and perhaps fruitless to conjecture. What is evident is that those
regions, though presented under different names in the story, are unmista-
kably recognisable, even more so because the author is also the narrator
and a central figure, speaking throughout in the first person singular. The
story itself derives in its basic conception from the legend of the Flood in
the Book of Genesis.

Il

Happening to be staying one Summer among local mountaineers
living in the shade of Altar Peak, the highest and most desolate in “The
Milky Mountains®’, the narrator is robbed of his rest by a current legend

I. We shall henceforth refer to the book, only as Mirdad. Unless otherwise stated, all
reference shall be to the British edition, London, 1962
2, Sab'dn 100, p. 214.




about the ruins of a monastery, "The Ark’’, still standing atop of that moun-
tain. The story of “The Ark’’, the legend says, goes back to the days of
MNoah who, fearing in his old age '"that men shall in time forget the Flood
and the lusts and wickednesses that brought it on''?, bade “‘his son, Sam,
who was a dreamer and a man of vision like himself, ... build an altar upon
the highest peak in these mountains, which peak shall henceforth be known
as Altar Peak’ and a sanctuary around it "“which shall correspond in all
details to the ark ... and shall be known as The Ark"'. Noah’s instructions
were that The Ark should always have nine men recluses, no more, no less,
who are to keep the "fire of faith burning'’ for generations to come. ““Their
bodily needs shall be provided them by the charity of the faithful "2, Upon
the deathof any of them, God will immediately provide another in his stead.
Their being nine only is to correspond to the number of people ( Moah and
his family ) who originally sailed the mother-Ark, the ninth, Noah is reported
to have explained to his son, having been an invisible stowaway whose
presence and guidance all along had been felt by him alone.

Sam, the legend goes on, had fulfilled his father’s bidding. However,
generations later, the Ark became exceedingly rich, accepting donations
from the faithful in excess of its needs. Totally immersed in the concerns
and riches of the world, it forgot all about the divine truth for which it
originally stood. This continued until once, upon the death of a recluse, a
beggar appeared at the Monastery door. Instead of being taken in immedi-
ately as one provided by God and as tradition required, he was first refused
entry by the worldly-minded and hard-hearted Senior for his utter shabbi-
ness and poverty. Upon the stranger's persuasive insistence, he was ai
last admitted, not as a member of the group but as a servant. After a time,
however, the servant unsealed his lips. His elevated and penetrating teachings
took the monks by surprise. The phosphorescence of his prophetic character
enslaved the hearts of the companions. Together with him they divested The

Ark of all its worldly riches, distributing them among the poor tenants and,

1. Mirdad, p. 9.
2, Ihid, p. 10.
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in the light of his divine teachings, descended the mountain into the world
to spread the message of salvation. As to the wholly worldly-minded Senior
who tried to hold his ground until the last, a curse was laid upon him by the
servant whereby, the legend savs, ""he is bound to the grounds of the Monas-

tery and made dumb until this day ",

His curiosity inflamed by the legend and by the prospects of seeing the
old ruins and the mysteriously bound Abbot, the narrator decides to climb
the mountain. Against all advice, and ignoring all easier paths, he sets off
for Altar Peak through the impossible Flint Slope. and with only seven
loaves of bread and a staff. Soon his feet are almost crippled. “'To make
any headway | had to dig my hands and knees, as well as my toes, in the
mobile flint***. As hunger bites him and he reaches for the bread, a weird
goatherd and a shepherd surround him. ““No bread-eating creatures have
passed here in many moons'’, says the shepherd to his goats, throwing to
them the seven loaves and telling the anger-torn climber. ""The way that

provides not for the wayfarer is no way to fare upon'™,

By nightfall, hungry, cold, exhausted and bleeding all over, but still
persistent, the narrator seeks shelter in a nearby grotto. But aneerje, tat-
tered old woman walks in with a naked, beautiful young maiden. She
strips him naked and clothes the maiden with his garments. Her answer to

his pleas is:

Less possessing — less  possessed.
More possessing more possessed.
More possessed — less assessed,
Less assessed more assessed?,

Mo sooner does she go out, announcing to him that he has now arrived

at the brink of the Black Pit. than a fiendish, old and haggard couple

1. Mirdad, p. 11.
2. Ibid. p. 14
3. Ibid. p. 15.
4, Ibid. p. 17.




enter, accompanied by a fierce dog. They rob him of his staff, and chase
him out so that they may use the grotto as a nuptial chamber. Of the song
they sing:

Happy are the staffless,

They stumble not.

Happy are the homeless,
They are at home..."

concluding the song with
*Die to live or live to die™

As he goes out all naked, he falls unconscious and 1s tossed “'down —
down, down’’ into the pitch darkness of the Black Pit. He only comes to
at the touch of a helping hand and a voice telling him, “"Arise, O happy
stranger. You have attained your goal’. He is at the summit. The voice
and the hand are those of the bound Abbot. The Abbot tells the narrator
his story, which confirms the legend. His name is Shamadam. The curse
laid on him, he explains, goes back one hundred and fifty years to the time
when the prophet-servant, Mirdad by name, making ready to descend with
his seven other disciples into the world, had charged him [ Shamadam ] as
a punishment for his earth-bound soul with the guarding of his [ Mirdad’s ]
holy Book, “locked within an iron chest beneath the altar’™™ in the grotio,

until such time as he should send his messenger to relieve him.

Soon after Shamadam hands The Book over to the naked narrator
and retires into the grotto to undress and hand over to him his clothes as
well. the narrator looks back to find the clothes but not the Abbot. Shama-
dam, he sees transformed at the entrance of the grotio inte a huge rock

with the appearance of a crouching beast. Putting on Shamadam’s garb,

1. Ibid. p. 18
2. Ibid, p. 20,
1. Ibid. p. 21.
4. Ibid. p. 27.
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the narrator retraces his steps down Flint Slope to publish The Book of
Mirdad: A Lighthouse and a Haven, to the world.

The second part of Mirdad, “The Book", supposedly The Book of
Mirdad handed over to the narrator on Altar Peak by Shamadam, is dif-
ficult, if not impossible, to summarise. Like the Gospels or the Koran, it
takes the form of a universal divinely inspired message of salvation, com-
municated through Mirdad in place of Christ or Mohammad. Less like
Mohammad and more like Christ, Mirdad himself figures throughout as
the incarnate divine cosmic truth — as the Messiah in his second coming,
It is his second coming, because in the first part, “The Story of the Book™,
he is reported to have first made himself manifest to Moah in The Ark
inspiring him with the divine guidance and faith which were to lead him and
the generations after him to salvation. That Mirdad had to make a second
coming, as “"The Book'' testifies, and restate his message to the monks in
The Ark 15 because The Ark, entrusted from the days of Noah "to keep the
fire of faith burning’’, has in the leadership of Shamadam, the Senior monk,
plunged onceagain into the Flood of worldly passions and extingwished the
fire. The essence of Mirdad’s message in “"The Book™ is that man is a God
in swaddling bands. Mot until man, through spiritual sublimation, outgrows
Lisnarrow egotism, firmly attached to the lower world of physical existence,
can he finally emancipate from suffering, evil and death and realise his
Godhood.

Like the Gospels, “"The Book'' is divided into short chapters — thirty-
seven in all — of two to five pages each, in which the dr»ds and utterings
of Mirdad during the last two of his nine years' stay among the monks of
The Ark are carefully recorded by one of the Companions, Maronda, The
thirty-seven chapters are tied each to each by a thin, and at times dwindling,
story line, which, together with a poetic Biblical style, are meant to impart
movement and life to what otherwise remains a series of theosophically
condensed and highly didactic sermons. On each occasion the story would
furnish a natural setting that provides Mirdad with the opportunity to come
out with a sermon on one aspect or another of life and death and human
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destiny. The monks, for instance, engage among themselves in a heated
argument in which they make excessive use of the word "1", and Mirdad
breaks his seven vears of silence among them to give a sermon of three
chapters on ““1"* the microcosm and “'1" the macrocosm, teaching how
man s only salvation lies in his dissolving the first into the latter®. The sermon,
while alienating the worldly-minded Shamadam, the Senior, filling him
with a life-long hatred of Mirdad, convinces the other seven monks that
Mirdad is truly the promised Deliverer and drives them to become his
devoted disciples. The cleft between Mirdad and Shamadam, reminiscent
of that between Christ and the Scribes and Pharisces, is exploited by the

story until the end.

On one occasion Shamadam attempts to insult Mirdad by calling him
a servant, and Mirdad comes out with a sermon on master and slave,
teaching that the world is a unity whereby "Nothing can serve save it be
served by serving. And nothing can be served except it serve the serving ...
Crush out the deadly masters’ pride. Root out the shameful servants’
shame'"?, On other occasions Shamadam would resort to bribery and intrigue
to oust Mirdad from The Ark and get him imprisoned by the prince
of the district. But each occasion would give the all-knowing Mirdad, who
proves mightier than all the obstacles put before him, an opportunity to
preach, now on prisons and prison walls and that man’s only prison is his
lower passions and physical attachments, and now on meeting evil with
good and with divine understanding: ""Pray for the good of all the creatures.
For every good of every creature is your good as well. Likewise, the ill
of every creature is your ill as well."” ““A muddy brook can easily muddy
another brook. But can a muddy brook muddy the sea? The sea shall
gladly take the mud and spread it in its bed, and give the brook clean water

again, '

1. Mirdad, pp. 35—42.
2. Ihid. p. 48.
3. Ibid. p. Bl.
4. Ibid. p. 8%
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An estrangement between MNaronda and Abimar, two of the seven
monk-disciples, provides Mirdad with the opportunity to preach on love as
the Law of God and the only means through which man can pass from his
contingent self to his real self, which is the universe as a whole!,"And what
i5 it to love but for the lover to absorb forever the beloved so that the twain
be ong?"

“And whom, or what. is one to love? Is one to choose a certain leaf
upon the Tree of Life and pour upon it all one’s heart? What of the branch
that bears the leaf? What of the bark that shiclds the stem? What of the
roots that feed the bark, the stem, the branches and the leaves? What
of the soil embosoming the roots? What of the sun, and sea and air that
fertilise the soil’'* 7

Naronda sees an impure dream concerning a woman, and Mirdad
answers the second morning with a sermon on sex® and how it is another
physical bondage from which God-seeking men and women ought to be
liberated. "‘Let men and women, who are yet not far from the stallion and
the mare, and from the buck and the doe, seek cach other in the dark
seclusions of the flesh ... Let them take joy in the fertility of their backs and
the fecundity of their wombs ...

“But men and women yearners must realise their unity even while in
the flesh; not by communion of the flesh, but by the Will to Freedom from
the flesh and all the impediments it places in their way to perfect Unity... "

Sim-5im, the oldest cow in the stables of The Ark, fallsill and Sha-
madam sends for the butcher to slaughter her. Mirdad touches Sim-Sim
caressingly and restores her health. Turning to the disciples, he lectures
them on whether it is lawful to kill to eat®. “'To feed on Death is to become

I. Mirdad, pp. 62-—567.
2. Ibid. p.62.

3. Ibid. pp. 103—108.
. Ibid. p. 106.

. Ibid. pp. 109—116.




food for Death. To live by others’ pain is to become a prey for pain. So
has decreed the Omniwill... Believe, Micayon!, that the day is coming in
which men shall live by the aroma of things, which is their spirit, and not
by their flesh and blood. And that day is not far off for the yearners'”,

The father of Himbal, one of the seven disciples, dies, and Mirdad
speaks on life and death and the wheel of time®. Man shall continue to
revolve with the wheel of time, life after life and death after death, until he
purges himself from the contingent in his nature and unites with God.
Death is only a process but never a final stop. ““Your father is not dead,
Himbal. Nor dead are yet his form and shadow. But dead, indeed, are your
senses to your father’s altered form and shadow. For there be forms so
delicate, with shadows so attenuated that the coarse eye of man cannot
detect'™,

After his two years of preaching, covering such other subjects as
*'The Way to Painless Life’’, “On Judgement and Judgement Day”, “On
Prayver’’, "'On Sin and the Shedding of the Fig-Leaf Aprons'’ and kindred
topics, Mirdad avails himself of the opportunity at the Day of The Ark,
an annual festival celebrated in the monastery by all the people of the
vicinity, to conclude his mission by announcing to the crowds that humanity,
highly entangled by its complicated needs and whelly devoted to the material
in man to the utter neglect of the divine, is heading for unavoidable disaster.
“The flood that overwhelmed the Earth in Noah's days was not the
first nor last humanity has known. It only set a high mark in the long
succession of devastating floods. The flood of fire and blood which is
about to break upon the Earth shall surely pass the mark...

Except you heed Mirdad, the Earth shall never be to you more than a
tomb, the sky more than a shroud: whereas the one was fitted out to serve
yvou for a cradle, the other for a throne™™,

1. One of the monk disciples,
2, Mirdad, p. 113,

3. Ibid. pp. 39—93.

4. Thid. p. 90.

5. Ibid. pp. 180—131.
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What should particularly strike a student of Naimy in Mirdad, we
believe, is the author's attempt through symbolism and fiction to establish
a necessary relation between a certain premise and a certain conclusion,
which he had all his life been laboriously trying, and with qualified success,
to prove in actual fact. From this aspect Mirdad can, to a considerable
extent, be seen as a summary of and a suitable conclusion to Naimy's
intellectual and spiritual autobiography.

The premise, we believe, had first been established in Naimy’s mind as
early as his student days in Nazareth, Christ's home town. The figure of
Christ, the God who took a human form in order to usher humanity,
doomed to destruction by its own folly, into the path of eternal salvation, had
then filled Naimy's young mind with awe and admiration and led him to
shape his life and thinking in the light of the Master’s character and teach-
ings'. The premise firmly established in MNaimy, the Nazarene, is that
human society, entangled in its artificial multiplication of needs, is -doomed
and that the only way to the good life and to final salvation is through the
God-man, Jesus Christ.

In Russia, Maimy's thesis concerning the futility of modern civilisation
and society was not only given further confirmation and finally stamped
for life by post-1876 Tolstoy, but was also broadened under Tolstoy's
influence to include the Church, the very custodian of Christ's message. It
is probably in this early Tolstoyan era of Naimy’s life that the idea of The
Ark in Mirdad as the extinguisher of the very “fire of faith"’, for the pro-
pagation of which it was originally founded,® first began to take root. The
idea of Mirdad ( Christ in his second coming ), on the other hand, who is

1. For the deep impression that Christ left on Maimy's life and conduct in Mazareth,
see Sab'in 1, pp. 125—130; also above p. 80—83.
2. Mirdad, p.10.
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disowned and imprisoned by the very people { Shamadam ) whose sole
occupation and duty, it is understood, is to keep alive his name and the
truths which he taught during his first coming, can possibly also be traced
back to Naimy's reminiscences of Dostoyevsky’s “The Grand Inquisitor”'
in The Brothers Karamazov.

Equally strengthened and broadened under Tolstoy in Russia was the
second part of Maimy's premise, that Christ is the only way to the good life
and final salvation®. But, while confirming Naimy's thesis regarding Christ,
Tolstoy through his Karmicinterpretation of the moral law must havealsoand
at the same time presented him with an antithesis. For Tolstoy also believed
that there is no God except the moral law at work both inside man and in
the whole universe without, and that this law operates mechanically and
without any intervention of Divine Grace, whereby evil is automatically

answered with evil, and good mechanically invites good?®.

Unable to part with Christ, the God-man, and yet incapable of rejecting
the forceful logic of Karma, Naimy; it seems, had to draw a conclusion,
a synthesis in which the two are made compatible. To this conelusion, which
was later to constitute the core of Naimy's whole post-American literary
career, Theosophy, with which he came in contact in Seattle?;, must have
pointed out the way. If there is no God except the moral law, Naimy must
have reasoned out in the light of Theosophy, and if this law operates inside
man through the medium of conscience as well as in the rest of things in
the infinite universe without, then each man can achieve Godhood once he
co-ordinates his conscience — the living “T" within him — with the “T"
of the universe, the "1 absolute or God*. ""Man"’, therefore, as Mirdad

1. For Tolstoy"s spiritual impact on Naimy in Russia, see Sab'in I, pp. 187, 235, 269—
71, also above pp. 101—I103,

See Maimy's bewilderment concerning the apparent incompatibility of the two theses
towiards the end of his sojourn in Russia in Sab'dn 1, pp. 274—279,

Sab'in pp, 45—350.

. See “1 is the Source and Cenire of All Things" and seq. in Mirdad, pp. 38—47.
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teaches his disciples, “is a God in swaddling-bands™. His “‘swaddling-
bands'* are everything in his nature which ties him to the particular, the
physical and the spatiotemporal and consequently stands between the "I
in him and the “I"" universal and absolute.

In the light of this reasoning and of his Tolstoyan anti-clericalism,
Naimy found it exceedingly easy to retain and accommodate his Jesus. He
could now understand Christ, not as a God who has taken a human form
in order that he may redeem with his blood the evil of mankind, as the
Church teaches, but as a man who has through spiritual sublimation,
self-negation and “‘swaddling-bands” breaking, the last band of which was
broken on the cross, released the God in him and made it one with the
God Universal. Christ was not a God who had descended to man but a
man who had elevated himself to Godhood. This is how he was able to
do what he did during his lifetime and later to resurrect after death. Christ,
therefore, remains the only way to salvation, not as a God-redeemer, but
as a human being who has set the example and the final proof that man
can climb “‘the Flint Slope*’ within him from the human to the divine®.

So completely taken by his theosophically established theory that
human society as it is, is doomed and that the only way to salvation is for
man, like Christ, to rise through self-negation or self co-ordination with the
Self Universal, from the human in him to the divine, Naimy has ever since
his theosophic conversion devoted himself almost entirely to its propagation
and to seeing it worked out in practice. While tirelessly engaged, as witnessed
by his essay works from Stages, through Food For The Godward Jaurney
up to Beyond Moscow and Washington, including A Vineyard By The Road
( Karm 'Ala Darb )*, in preaching his theory in the hope that it would be

1. Mirdad, Chapter IV,

2. Sce the complete theosophic twist that Naimy's Christ had taken in*“Three Faces:
The Face of Buddha, The Face of Laotzu and The Face of Jesus' Srages, pp.
557 written in 1921 only five years after Maimy's graduation from Seatile.

3. A Vineyard by The Road, first published in Cairo, 1946, is a small book of collected

aphorisms, which would easily pass for one of those chapters in Mirdad consisting

of a series of terse sayings soaked with Eastern wisdom.
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heeded, his main purpose behind The Memoirs of a Vagrant Soul, Gibran,
Till We Meet and Mirdad was to see that theory actualized in a living
character.

Though successfully and masterly launched on the man-God ascent,
on “the Flint Slope”, pitted Face, however, was not able to fulfill Naimy’s
theory of climbing that slope to the end. Finally frustrated by the overwhelm-
ing task set before him, he commits suicide. Gibran in Gibran lives and
dies pulled apart within himself, with head and heart clamouring for the
heights of the summit and feet immersed deep in the mire of physical pas-
sions and of everyday existence. Leonarde in “‘Till We Meet”, on the
other hand, is reported to have reached the summit — to have achieved
Godhood. But Leonardo’s feet were never in the human in the first place.
He emeérged from the start in the story as a semi-God, and would have
indeed passed for a full God had it not been for "Just a trace — a very
faint one — of bestiality in Leonardo’s soul’*, which he easily removed
during a drawn-out period of mystical seclusion in The Virgins® Valley.

Under the impact of his theory, Naimy therefore still had to produce
for himself and for the world the particular human being, the second Christ,
who would climb the slope to the end. This he tried to work out with the
help of symbols in Mirdad, utilizing, of course, his own experiences in his
life-long strugele to realise in himself what he so clearly conceived in thought
and intuition.

The Grotto on Altar Peak treasuring The Book of Mirdad is no other
than the secluded natural grotto (_«s01) near al-Shakhroob which has
witnessed the birth of the greater number of Maimy's post-American
writings, including Gibran, “Till We Meet"" and Mirdad. The Book of
Mirdad: A Lighthouse and a Haven, handed over to the narrator on Altar
Peak and said to have been locked within an iron chest beneath the altar
on that summit, symbolises the absolute transcendental mystical truth,
concealed to many by the external world of sense perception, as unsealed and

1. Till We Meet, p. 61
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wholly captured by Naimy’s imagination and vision, made specially sharp
and penetrating by the quiet, peace and serenity of his seclusion in the al-
Shakhroob Grotto. That the book is said to have been deposited under the
altar of a ruined monastery traceable in history as far back as Noah, is to
emphasise that the message it brings is not new in essence, but is only a
rejuvenation of the age-old spiritual message of the East which the
world of modern civilisation has, to its detriment, forgotten. ““The Flint
Slope®’, corresponds in all external descriptions to al-Bahsa Slope on
Mount Sannin, leading from al-Shakhroob right up to the summit. It
symbolises man’s ascent through self-discipline and self deprivation —
experiences with which Naimy's life is particularly rich—from the carnal and
the human to the spiritual and divine. The slope is described as consisting
of mobile “broken flint of various sizes and shapes, the smallest chip a
sharp needle or a whetted blade’ because the way to spiritual emancipa-
tion, as Naimy sees it, “is strewn with aches, furrowed with pitfalls and
shadowed with snarling passions’'®. The climber is deseribed as "‘tracing
his path with blood'™ because it is only by divesting oneself of oneself, by
breaking off one’s attachments to the earthly, that one can realise oneself
in the spiritual,

The various weird encounters that harass the narrator on his solitary
climb to caputre the absolute truth symbolised by The Book of Mirdad,
derive a good deal from the different trying experiences of self-divesting
and self-deprivation which MNaimy had actually gone through in life in
his attempt to extricate himself from the world and to live up to the

ideals of his spiritual quest in his Lebanese mountainous retreat.

The loaves of bread, the narrator’s only food supply on his journey to
the summit, taken from him and thrown to the goats, may be understood in
the light of Naimy's first testing experience of uprooting himself inthe name

of his convictions, and at any cost, from the world of modern civilisation

1. Mirdad, p. 14.
2. Gibran, p. 263.
3. Mirdad, p. 146.



and society. It was for no other motive save the realisation of his mystic
dream that Naimy, after twenty years of active life in America, made his
decisive Cuckoo Clock retirement on April 19, 1932, from New York to
al-Shakhroob with barely enough money in his pocket to last him for the
journey!, He knew he could rely on no-one at home for financial support.
His two elder brothers in America had their own families and could send
no help. One of his two younger brothers staying at home, a graduate in
agriculture from France, died only a few months after his ( Mikhail's )
arrival. His other brother, Najeeb, working on the soil in al-Shakhroob and
supporting his aged parents together with his wife and three children, was

more in a position to need financial assistance than to offer it.

Alone in his guest, provisionless, and at times literally penniless?,
MNaimy nevertheless resisted the temptation of practising law, to which he
was entitled by his degree from Ameriea, and which would have relieved him
and his brother’s family, among whom he lived and still lives, from their
financial crisis. Sticking almost exclusively to Baskinta in winter and to
al-Shakhroob in Summer, he devoted himsell’ entirely to writing and to the
life of the spirit, or what in Mirdad is termed the climbing of the Flint
Slope, refusing to take any other occupation, even high government posts
which were readily offered to him®

He was relentlessly determined and still is to live by his writings and
on them. Therefore does the weird goatherd tell the slope climber in Mirdad,
as he divests him of all the bread he carries, '"The way that provides not
for the wayfarer is no way to fare upon’*: therefore has Maimy lived

exclusively since 1932 on his publications in the Arab world, which up to
P

1. See Sab'un 111, p. 8.

2. For more details about MNaimy's life since 1932 in Lebanon, see Sab'in I11.

3. He was asked at one time, for instance, to take over one of the Ministries in the
Lebanese Government : see Sab*in 111, pp. 96—97. We can also confirm from personal
knowledge that he was more than once approached to serve as Lebanese ambassador
to various European countrics.

4. Mirdad, p. 15.
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the Second World War yielded an income barely sufficient to cover the
author’s elementary needs.

Complementary to his struggle against the temptation of modern
civilisation and of wealth, was his equally bitter struggle in life against the
flesh, symbolised in Mirdad by the climber’s incident, further up “Flint
Slope’’, with the ecrie old woman who divests him of his clothesto cover the
utterly naked beautiful maiden in her company. The ugly old woman
represents sexual desire which, to the yearner for self-realisation in the
emancipated world of the spirit, is the pulling force that brings him back
to the bondage of the flesh. The naked, beautiful maiden, on the other hand,
stands for the various women in Naimy’s life with whom his higher aspira-
tions and his lower desires were brought to clash, and where he was put
in the trying situation of either indulging their naked sexual beauties or of
covering their nudity, as does the climber of Flint Slope, with his own
clothes — his chastity.

Naimy had his first tempting experience with the other sex as he
records, with Varia, ten years his senior, in Russia at the age of nineteen’.
The end of what he reports as having all the time been an acute struggle
between the platonic in him and the sensual in relation to Varia, came about
three years later when he left for Lebanon and then for the United States®.

His self-same struggle continued in America in relation to various other
women, chief among whom were Bella® and Neonia’, until the Platonic in
him arrived at its final victory in his relations with Hilda®, the last woman,
according to Sab‘in 1, who passionately entered his life in America, but who

was also made to leave as chaste as she had entered. In recognition of his
Platonic victory with her, Hilda left him a farewell bouquet of white roses

1. For the full account of Maimy's love relations with Varia, see Sab'in I, pp. 199—201,
225—228, 104—267.

. Sab'iin II, p. 20.

See Sab'an 11, pp. 158—168; 188—193; 233-—240.

. Sabtin 11, pp. 259—299; 317—321; 331—333,

. Sab'un II, pp. 31—316; 333,
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in his room on the boat in which he was sailing on April 19, 1932 from New
York to Lebanon. “"Those white farewell roses from Hilda were the best
opening for a new stage in my life in which sexual desire would have no
power over my blood. And in which all power would be of the soul, yearning
to rise with men and women to where they would constitute the perfect
man, the unified, and the stronger than any lust™. By this new stage of his
life, Naimy meant the Lebanese one, characterised by his devoted spiritual
ascent up Flint Slope in al-Shakhroob for self realisation in Mirdad.

That Naimy’s victory over the flesh, as he conceived that victory to
be, was really final is testified not only by the fact that he chose, as well as
succeeded, to stay unmarried, but also by having managed until the present,
and ever since he made his Tolstoyan retirement from New York at the age
of forty-three, to keep himself utterly chaste, allowing no woman to enier
his life and sticking in theory as well as in practice to Mirdad’s warning
to the monks: “The Overcomer do I preach — Man unified and master
of himself. Man made prisoner by the love of woman, and woman made a
prisoner by the love of man are equally unfit for Freedom'’s precious crown ™.

The climber’s incident with the haggard couple in Mirdad, the third in
the series®. can therefore be understood in the light of Naimy's worldly
loneliness in his Lebanese seclusion. The couple cheat him of his only staff
and of his grotto, which they intend to use as a nuptial chamber, just as he
had by sheer will cheated himself of matrimonial life, the one answer 1o
man’s primordial yearning for self-propagation; the other answer being
faith in life after death — in mystical unity with God. Between the first and
the second alternatives is the Black Pit; the problem of Death, in the face
of which man either loses faith and confidence and falls back on the physical
world in an attempt to drown his fears in the pleasures therein, or prophe-
tically sees the eternal life beyond and boldly accepts death as a passage

thereto.

1. SabinII, p. 333.
2. Mirdad, p. 105.
3. Ibid. pp. 17=—20.




The climber in Mirdad who finally faces the Black Pit does not retrace
his steps down the slope tothe world but rather lends himselftoit, mumbling
all along, ““Die to live, or live to die'", In this he symbolises Maimy him-
self, whose mystic vision had actually saved his faith in the face of his many
trying experiences with death during the last thirty years of his life.

Gibran, his life companion in America, died in his arms in St Vincent’s
Hospital, 1931%, yet Naimy was able, when painting that pathetic scene in
his biography, to consider it Gibran’s Dawn?. In the spring of 1933 and only
a year after Maimy's arrival in Lebanon, his brother, twenty-six-vear old
Masseeb, also died in his arms in Baskinta, Nasseeb, newly married and
a graduate in agricultural sciences from Nancy, France, was Naimy's
youngest brother as well as his protégé. Naimy had subsidised his education
throughout with the few dollars he could save in New York from his meagre
monthly salary. Coming from New York for the realisation of his mystical
dreams in al-Shakhroob, Naimy was mainly counting on Nasseeb to relieve
him of his financial obligations towards the rest of the family at home and
to provide him with companionship and moral support®. Far from shaking
Naimy's faith in the perpetuity of life after death, Masseeh’s lamentable
death gave it even more reason to wax strong and firm.

Years later, Naimy's father died peacefully in al-Shakhroob, 1937, at
the age of eighty-three®, Naimy himself closed the eyes of his dead father,
as calmly and soberly as he closed MNasseeb’s and Gibran’s a few years
earlicr. The present writer still remembers him, though vaguely, saying in all
serenity to his younger brother, Najeeb, bitterly crying over the dead body:
“Think of it this way. Imagine us all walking among those hills. If one of
us is lost to our eves it is because he has only disappeared behind the next

Mirdad, p.20.

. See Gibran, pp. 3—I12.

. See above p. 286,

. For details concerning the impact of MNasseebs tragic death on Naimy, see Sab'in
I, pp. 22—23%: 38—39: 55—57; 84-—30,

5. Sab'in 111, pp. 131—134.
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hill. Tt is only a matter of time and a few steps before we would be able to see
him again.” On August 14, 1944, Naimy's eighty-threc-year old mother,
probably the dearest person he ever loved. died'. Again, he closed her
eyes with his own hands, and with the serenity and spiritual confidence of
a man whose unshakeable belief is that she was only temporarily screened
from his own eyes by the “‘next hill™,

By the time he set out to write Mirdad in al-Shakhroob grotto, therefore,
and throgh the help of that seclusion in particular and of his self-imposed
hermitical life in general, Naimy felt that he hadcovered a good deel of the
“Flint Slope’’ ascent. His feeling was that he had already learnt how to
free his soul from earthly bondage — bondage to the doomed world of
modern society and civilisation, to sex, marriage, riches, worldly power,
fame, etc., and, above all, bondage to fear of death — *‘The Black Pit** —

With the human in him subdued, and the “Swaddling-Bands'* broken
off his inner vision, Naimy, therefore, felt himself entitled, in the writing
of Mirdad, to pass from a Flint Slope climber, in the introductory part, to
the recipient at the summit, of “The Book of Mirdad”’, the divine message
of salvation, which he takes down the slope and publishes to the world.

IV

Judging Mirdad in the light of Naimy’s previous attempt in ""Till We
Meet ", it would seam that Mirdad the character in the book again falls short
of standing as a living substantiation of Naimy’s philosophic Theory. As in
the Memoirs, Gibran and “‘Till We Meet", so also is the case in Mirdad.
The gap between the human aspirant as he is and the Godhood to which he
aspires, remains realistically unbridged or unbridgeable.

1. Sabtin 111, pp. 164—169.
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The Mirdad that we meet throughout the Book, is a ready-made eman-
cipated God, an already resurrected Christ, so to speak, the process of
whose passage through the human to the divine we do not see. He enigma-
tically appears from the start at the gates of the monastery as somebody
out of the world, and preaches his message of thirty-seven sermons to the
monks who, as recluses in the Ark, high up on Altar Peak, are equally out
of the world. th_.' it is for the world at the foot of Flint Slope, at the top
of which Mirdad preaches, that his message of salvation is intended.

Judged through Naimy’s theory itself concerning the man-God ascent,
therefore, Mirdad, the emancipated God, whose actual passage to Godhood
through the human is not revealed, remains a conclusion without a premise.
As such, he is therefore not a concrete reality but a general abstraction.
Consequently, in passing from a slope climber seeking the absolute truth
to a Mirdad providing that truth on the summit,Naimy as thinker and artist
does not in actual fact pass from the human to the divine, nor artstically
provide the realistic missing link in his literature between the man-premise
and the God-conclusion, but merely shifts from the concrete in him to the
abstract — from & giant human being to a shadow - God.

There can be no doubt that Naimy's life-long struggle from Nazareth
to Poltava to Washington and Mew York to its final successful conclusion
in al-Shakhroob, to curb his physical desires, bridle his passions and put
his whole being in full tune with his own mystical philosophy of life, 1s
something that inspires awe and admiration. In the short introductory
part of Mirdad, an imaginative, poetic and symbolic masterpiece, where
Naimy, the narrator, is depicted as a Flint Slope climber, he figures, and
quite deservedly, as one of those great epic characters in world literature
such as Dante in Dante’s Infernoand Virgil's Aeneas in the Land of Shadows.
But no sooner does the slope climber take over the role of a Mirdad on the
summit, than words take the place of action and the human giant gives way
to the shadow - God. This is so because Naimy, the artist, is overcome
by his own preconceived philosophic theory. Under the impact of that pre-
conceived theory, he is forced to bring the ““God in process”’, which is man
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in his slope climb, to his logical conclusion as a “God in act” — to 4
Mirdad. But no sooner does MNaimy, the artist, attempt this in Mirdad than
he falls into the predicament of his own philosophy, By this predicament
we mean that in order to arrive at a God in act, man should first accomplish
the Flint Slope ascent, he should first complete the process. But the moment
the process is ended, he is left with a “'God in act™, who really no longer
has anything to act for or upon, and is therefore; by nature, inactive and
lifeless. Such a God is Mirdad.

Faced with the predicament of having to present as the active hero in
the novel a Mirdad, who, by nature and definition, is inert, Naimy, the
artist and the hero "‘slope climber’’, gives way to Naimy, the preacher, who
readily resolves the difficulty by substituting words for action and authori-
tative sermons for heroic accomplishments. Mirdad, the emancipated God,
is turned in Naimy's hands into a mouth-piece, through which elements of
his Messianic teachings, scattered in his earlier essay works down to Stages
and Food For The Godward Journey, are concentrated in thirty-seven sermons
( the number of discourses Mirdad holds with his disciples ) and given, as
utterings of an emancipated God, a marked prophetic authority.

Mirdad’s utterings, with their prophetic authority, and their main
central theme of urging man to emerge through self-knowledge, and conse-
quently self-negation, from the microcosm which heis to the macrocosm which
is the Soul Universal or God, are described, and quite justly, as “‘a new
Scripture for humanity”', comparable to the Upanishad®. William Katsiflis,
a former colleague of Naimy ( Mischa, as he was called among his friends )
in the “‘Pen Bond'' calls Mirdad, in an extensive summary of the book,
the ""Gospel of Mischa'', and quite justifiably finds it resembling in literary
style Nietzsche's Thus Spake Zarathustra®. A similar opinion 15 expréssed

1. S¢e “'The Book of Mirdad'' a short repori by K.R. Srinivasa Ivengar, The Aryan
Parh, November issue, Bombay, 1935, p. 305,

2, The report of Katsiflis, *Kitdb Mirdad' ( The Book of Mirdad ) s published
piecemeal in al-Sdyih, March 7, 10 and 14, New York, 1949
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in another report on Mirdad by ‘Abbis al-‘Aqgid!, and reiterated by
al-Ashtar?,

That Naimy succeeds in putting in the mouth of Mirdad a new gospel
in which the spiritual teachings of the East, and particularly the Gospels,
The Bhagavad Gita and The Tao-Teh-King, are intermingled and impreg-
nated with a new spirit and an extremely captivating dinamism that issue
ina mast powerful and distilled form, certainly gives credit to Naimy the
saturated theosophist and place him among the greatest spiritual poet-
thinkers the East has ever produced®. But this in no way turns Mirdad the
character in the book into a success, nor changes the fact that, aiming for
a God in act in Mirdad, Naimy has come back with only a God in theory®,
If it were for the message alone that Mirdad bears, there would have hardly
been sufficient reason for the book to be written. For, so far as content is
concerned, Mirdad’s thirty-seven sermons have basically little to add to
MNaimy’s philosophic theory contained in his earlier writings, particularly
Foed For The Godward Journey, and already examined in previous chapters
of the present work?,

Seen in the light of his previous attempt in “*Till We Meet”’, therefore,
Naimy in Mirdad, once more, does not seem to have succeeded in offering a
realistic demonstration in his literature of his theory that the passage from
the human to the divine is pessible in act and, once more, his demonstration

has only revealed that such passage can solely be achieved in abstract
thought and mystical fantasy®.

. See al-Kirah ( Monthly ), Februry issue, Cairo, 1949, pp. 274—278.

. al-Ashtar, "Abd al-Karim, al-Nathr al-Makfari Vol. 11, p. 119,

. It should be noted here that a whole book, Radd “Als Kirdb Mirdad (In Refutation
of The Book of Mirdad ) was written by a certain Catholic clergyman, Pére Yuhanna
al-Khoury, in which he goes to the unnecessary length of proving that Mirdad is a
departure frem the orthodox teachings of the Catheolic Church and concludes,as a
consequence, that it shold be burnt. The book was published in Siden, Lebanon, 1956,

4. It is worth mentioning in this connection that MNaimy's original plan for Mirdad

was to write it as a play — see Sab'fn IILp. 215. He even went further, to write the
first two scenes of the play.

5. Special reference is to Chapters VII and VIIT above.

. See above pp, 264—266,
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CONCLUSION

Of all his works, Naimy considers Mirdad as the book in which his
literary career arrived at its summit?. In the light of the present study,
however, Mirdad, seems far from constituting the summit of MNaimy's
career: the climax having been achieved, we believe, carlier, in Memoirs
of a Vagrant Soul and Gibran. To explain our difference in evaluation with
the author, we shall now attempt to give a final, overall statement concerning
the light in which we have tried to sce his works, and thereby bring the
present study to a conclusion.

Speaking of summits, it is true to say, we believe, that no two persons
can disagree, all other things being equal, on which is the highest peak on
a mountain, once they both resort to a fixed criterion, to a fixed standard
of measurement. The criterion which we have chosen to adopt in assessing
Maimy’s literary achievement is his own literary theory in al-Ghirbal, with
which he opened his career and in answer to which he made his entry into
the world of letters®. The gist of that theory® is that true literature is the
expression of life as it is made conscious in man, that it is subject to no
other laws but the laws of life and that the criterion of a great writer 15 the
extent to which he succeeds, while reflecting the everyday and the contingent
in life, in keeping a finger pointing, so to speak, at the universal underlying

pattern, the permanent and the absolute,

In Fathers and Sons and Once Upon a Time, Naimy attains, in the light
of his literary theory, the distinction of being the first in modern Arabic

1. Sec Sabin II0, p. 213.
2. See above p. 141.
3. Sce above pp. 137—38.
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literature to have introduced the really Arabic drama and the really Arabic
short story in their most perfect artistic forms!. In so far as he was able to
present a vivid depiction in those two works of the existing Arab society
as he had genuinely experienced it in Lebanon, he has reflected life: and
in so far as he was able to mould the language, drawing at times on the
colloguial, as in Fathers and Sons, so that it might lend itself to the purposes
of dramatic art and the creation of living characters, he has actually subjec-
ted his literature to the laws of life, irrespective of any traditional super-
imposed laws of Arabic literary orthodoxy.

Though meeting the requirements of true literature, as defined in al-
Ghirbal, in that they genuinely reflect life and are subject to no other laws
outside their set artistic purpose, neither Fathers and Sons nor Once Upon
a Time can, however, pass for great literature. They successfully depict
life, but in depicting it they scarcely give it meaning. The characters live
their particular situations but they rarely grow enough in stature to become
also symbolic, as in great literature, of a greater universal truth. This is so
because Naimy, the artist behind them, at the time himself still lacked a
fully developed philosophy of life and was, therefore, still in no position,
though capable of producing the frue literature, to satisfy al-Ghirbal's
criterion of a great writer.

Mot until The Memoirs of a Vagrant Soul, Eyelid Whisperings and
Gibran, all written between 1917 and 1934, does Naimy, the ““vagrant soul”’
yearning to arrive at a final conviction regarding the meaning of life, begin
to reflect in his literature a fully developed philosophic theory. The gist
of this theory, a combination of Taoism, Buddhism, Platonism and Chris-
tianity, all moulded within an overall theosophic framework, is that all
the world of contingent existence is a manifestation of an all-pervading
World Soul or transcendental reality, or God, conceivable only through inner
vision; that the human soul is an eternal spark of God entrapped by the
lower world of spatiotemporal phenomena; and that the meaning of life

1. See Chapier IV above.




is to realise one's divine origin and, through spiritual sublimation and
self-negation, which may continue over several life-times, to break loose
from one's earthly bondage and finally reunite with the absolute.

In Eyelid Whisperings, MNaimy successfully particularizes his acquired
universal theory on life, or, more precisely, universalizes his inner life ex-
perience through his highly lyrical poems, in which he gives vent to the
agony of his own soul shattered between its lower attachments, on the one
hand, and its heavenly longings, on the other. The poems, with their simp-
licity of form, unfetiered by the rigid laws of traditional Arabic prosody,
their distilled inner music and their fusion of the romantic and the realistic,
not only remain unsurpassed in modern Arabic literature, but also stand
fair comparison with the successful of their kind in Western literature?®,

Memoirs of a Vargant Scul* stands as Naimy's first remarkable attempt
as a story writer to ‘achieve a happy fusion of the particular and the
universal, to provide his philosophic theory concerning the ultimate
meaning of human life with a living demonstrative instance. Gibran, a
biography?®, constitutes his second attempt, conducted on lines similar to

those followed in the first and achieving almost the same result.

Both Pitted Face, in the Memoirs, and Gibran, in the biography, try
to realise themselves in the world of higher reality which their inner vision
vividly conceives, yet both are ruthlessly held by their lower attachment to
the physical world inwhich they live. Unwilling to resign to the humanin them
and yet unable to break free from bondage and realise themselves in the
divine, they both live a life-long crucifixion. Pitted Face finally commits
suicide, and Gibran dies of spiritual and physical exhaustion, as the biogra-
phy makes us understand, at the premature age of forty-eight, with a full

hope, as one of his earlier letters explains, that through death, his heart,

1. See our detailed study and appreciation of Naimy's poetry in Chapter VI above.
2. See the detailed study of the book in Chapter V' above.
3. See the detaled study of Gibran in Chapter IX above,
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“this lump of flesh within my chest should harmonise with that trembling
mist in the space which is mysell — my 1°%.

Meither Pitted Face nor Gibran does justice to Maimy’s philosophic
theory. Meither serves as a realistic demonstration that the passage from
the human to the divine, eagerly cherished as it is, is possible in act. But
it remains true to say that in his realistic, vivid and all-in-all masterly
depiction of both characters in their life-long struggle to achieve spiritual
perfection, Maimy has done full justice to his criterion of a great writer in
his al-Ghirbal literary theory. He has succeeded in painting in his literature
characters that are individually alive, like those in Farhers and Sons and
Once Upon a Time, and yet universally symbolic. Both Gibran and Pitted
Face are individually alive, in that each is presented as living his particular
issue, his singular, private life story, Both stand as universal, on the other
hand, in that their life stories unfold a certain issue which, though personal
and private, is also symbolic of the very nature of man as such — man the
two - poled Sphinx, who is neither pure intelligence so that he may realise
himself in God, nor wholly a beast so that he may live as animal. Strained
between the two poles of his nature, he is destined to live a life-long cruci-
fixion.

Judging by the fact that the more a theoryis substantiated, is made genui-
nely alive inthe concrete, the more universally striking it becomes, it would
seem that Memioirs of a Vagrant Soul and Gibran are the two works by Naimy
through which his al-Ghirbaf literary theory arrives at its highest and most
striking manifestation, and in which Naimy ranks as a great writer. What
follows in Maimy's posi-Gibran works is a struggle between MNaimy, the
realist writer, and Naimy, the idealist thinker, in which the latter gradually

gains the upper hand, arriving at his final victory in Mirdad,

The clash is explainable on the following grounds. Pursuing his literary
theory, that the great writer is he who can artistically depict human life in

its everyday process and thereby also reflect its universal underlying meaning

1. Gibran, p. 250,




and pattern, Naimy finds himself left, in the characters of Pirtted Face and
Gibran, with the result that man is at best a tragic being, a victim of his
own divided nature, through which he is neither at home in the world below
nor at peace in the world above, but perpetually strained between the two.

Viewing man from the standpoint of his own idealistic philosophic
theory, on the other hand!, Naimy finds him not a tragic being, but a God
in human bondage. Not only is he firmly convinced that man’s passage from
the human to the divine is possible in act, but that the realisation of such
passage constitutes the very end of human life as well as its only possible
meaning,

Maimy was therefore bound in his post Gibran literature either to
stick to his literary realism — the depiction of life in process, so forcefully
commended in al-Ghirbal and so masterly observed in the Memaoirs — and
thereby falsify his philosophic theory, or to hold onto his philosophic theory
about life and thereby ignore life as it is in process.

Naimy, in his post-Gibran literature, has chosen the second alternative.
His essay works from Food For The Godward Journey, through Threshing
Floors up to Beyond Moscow and Washington, feverishly calling on man to
rise through self-negation from the bounds of his limited existence to the
boundlessness of life sbsolute, and on human society to rid itself of its
existing systems, laws and practices, the cause of its doom, and live in co-
ordination with the all-pervading ““Universal Law™" seated beyond capi-
talism, communism, democracy and the rest — “‘beyond Moscow and
Washington'' — remain, spiritually lofty and prophetic as they are, only
conclusions without premises. As such they may be regarded not as philoso-
phic facts but as abstract theories. Nowhere do Naimy's post-Gibran
works, so highly emphatic on what man and society ought to do, go into a
detailed study of the nature of man, as he is, in an attempt to find out
whether he is really capable of doing it. The farthest that Naimy goes in

this direction is to insist that man is 8 God in human bondage and ought to

1. See Chapters V11 and VIII above,

323




release himself, which, even if granted, says nothing as to whether this human
bondage is of a nature to be broken.

Naimy’s insistence that society’s only way to salvation is that it should
put into practice the age-old spiritual message of the East, often reflected
in the teachings of such great visionaries as Laotzu, Buddha and Christ,
says nothing as to whether it is within the nature of human society, as such,
to transform itself into a society of Buddhas, Laotzus and Christs, highly
desirable and cherished as that transformation may be. His expressed
confidence that he "“can see the vision of the East dawning upon the world
anew"’ in the person of "‘a prophet who shall have the strength of the earth
in his legs, the might of heaven in his arms, the glow of truth in his eyes, the
tranquillity of understanding in his tongue and the sweetness of love in
his heart”’, and who shall lead human society to salvation’, cannot imply,
taken as it stands, that human society is of a nature to achieve that state
of ideal perfection to which Naimy repeatedly urges it to rise, but that it
can be brought to such a state only through a miracle.

The main force behind the insistence of Naimy that the human bondage
is breakable, that the Flint Slope is climbable, is, it might be said, the person
of Jesus who, in his belief, is the human being who succeeded in breaking
his earthly bonds and in achievingemancipation. In his post-Gibran fictional
works, chief among which are “Till We Meet'' and Mirdad, Maimy tries
to create the human characters who would, like Christ, substantiate his philo-
sophic theory by accomplishing the ascent from the human to the divine,
To convinced Christians, however, whose orthodoxy Naimy does not share,
Christ is believed to have been from the start an accomplished God and not
an imperfect human being seeking divine perfection. Without such belief,
Jesus would instantly lapse into the fantastic, or, believed to have been
human, he would make another Pitted Face, who, instead of committing
suicide, dies on the cross,

Working under the impact of his philosophic theory which he is fully

1. See Volce of the World, pp. 55—359,




eager to justify, Naimy feels no more capable of allowing his Christmodel-
led human heroes to lead their own private lives and to meet their natural
and inescapable Pitted Face or Gibranian destinies. Therefore, these
heroes invariably lapse instead, into the fantastic and the grotesque.

The “‘Belt-maker’’ and Yellow Tecth (the beggar) in Abu Battah
become prophetic seers and preachers of divine truth. Leonardo in “Till
We Meet”’ emerges from the human in him to the divine at the expense of
ignoring his earthly fetters and not of resolving them. To overcome his
physical desire, aroused by Baha, he charms her through the mystic tunes
of his violin into a swoon that lasts long enough for him to retire to the
mystical seclusion of the Virgins' Valley purify his soul through ascetic
Yoga practices from ‘‘the last trace of bestiality”’ left in it and then return
to Baha, bring her back to consciousness for a while and then sink with
her into a final death swoon that marks the union of both their human
souls with the Universal Spirit. Mirdad, on the other hand, appears as a
beggar at the gates of the Ark at the top of a desolate mountain, but soon
turns out to be an emancipated God, a Messiah in his second coming. He
does not live in the world he has come to save, but lectures men from the
top of Flint Slope on how to break their human fetters, of which he, himself,
has none to break, and emerge into the divine. As such, Mirdad remains a
Gospel without the Christ, a theory without the actual practice.

Judging Naimy by his own literary theory in al-Ghirbal, which defines
a great writer as he who can manage, through a masterly depiction of the
everyday and the particular in life, to come out with its universal underlying
pattern, it would seem that his post-Gibran works do not constitute the
climax in his career; the climax, a great one, indeed, having been reached
in Memoirs of a Vagrant Soul, Eyelid Whisperings and Gibran. Having
become too much preoccupied after his ‘‘cuckoo clock’” retirement from
Mew York to al-Shakhroob with depicting the universal in life, Naimy
by-passed the everyday and the particular. As a consequence, his philoso-
phic theory verged on the abstract, and the characters created to provide
it with particular embodiment remained on the whole equally abstract. As
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compared with Pitted Face and Gibran, Leonardo and Mirdad have no
individuality of their own, nor, for that reason, can they be claimed to have
a marked universal significance. They have no individuality of their own
because they both are out of the ordinary and the human, and are there,
not to live on their own, but to answer for a universal theory, They have no
universal significance, on the other hand, because they fail, out of the human
that they are, to give that theory a conerete human embodiment.

It remains to be said, however, that the remarkably concrete implemen-
tal instance with which Naimy has been able to provide his philosophic
theory after his “‘cuckoo clock " retirement is neither Leonardo, nor Mirdad,
nor any other character in his post-Gibran literature. It is his own person.
The great sincerity and awe-inspiring will, with which he has been able to
co-ordinate his private life in his Lebanese retreat with the spiritually
exacting requirements of his philosophy, dwarfs anything that his pen has
vet been able to impart to his characters. Perhaps the closest to him in
stature among his characters is Pitted Face. But Naimy, the man, is even
greater than Pitted Face. The latter was not able to bear his torturing
struggle after spiritual perfection until the last, but Naimy still persists in his
Flint Slope ascent and 1s determined to climb it until the end. It will perhaps
be some time before it is fully realized that in Naimy, the East has actually
produced not only a leading contemporary literary figure, but also another
of those rare landmarks across the ages in its unique spiritual history.

Undoubtedly the greatest by far among Naimy's works in Lebanon
i5 Sab'iin, his own life story. Though we have drawn extensively on Sab‘in,
we have not found it suitable to includeit inthisstudy.As a story of Naimy's
life, it is still incomplete and should better be assessed in relation to what
is yet to follow. The present study covering Naimy's life and works up to
Sab'im will, it is hoped, constitute an intreduction to a subsequent and more
comprehensive work that will cover Naimy’s life in full and assess his impact
on modern Arabic literature,
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