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Hermeneutics and Sufi Texts: A Literary Analysis of the
Sufi PoetryinThe Diwan of ‘Umar Ibn al-Farid
(576-632 AH/ 1181-1235 AD)

Abstract:

The present paper offers a new approach to the poetry of the Egyptian
Sufi poet “Umar Ibn al-Farid (576-632AH/ 1181-1235AD). This approach is
based on the text of Ibn al- Farid’s Great Sufi Poem, al-Ta iyyat al-kubra, in
which the poet has expressed in full his spiritual experience.

First, the basic hermeneutical question is discussed, e.g., what is the way
of approaching a literary text in order to understand the experience of the
poet? In the present paper, we deal with a Sufi text and its context. We deal,
first of all, with the basic relationship between text and experience. To what
extent does the author express his inner world in verbal expressions? In the
end, we find that there is always a distance between the interior experience
of a Sufi and his verbal expression.

Then we find the three steps one has to cross in order to reach the final
understanding of the text through the ‘fusion of horizons’ proposed by
Gadamer, in which an understanding of the poet’s experience is achieved,
these are:

e The contextual or the synchronic level.
¢ The historical or the diachronic level.
¢ The meta-historical or the transcendental level.
Finally, this method is applied to the poetry of Ibn al-Farid. Ibn al-Farid
describes his Sufi experience as a journey that goes through three steps:
from separation (farg) to unity (ittihad) to universal union (gam ).

On such a partition, ten basic units are highlighted, forming the structure
of the Ibn al-Farid’s Sufi poem. Then, these basic ten units are examined
with some quotations taken from each of them. In this way, the reader can
have a quite complete picture of Ibn al-Farid’s mystical experience. This is a
good premise for a fruitful dialogue among religious experiences, here that
of a spiritual experience.

Keywords: ‘Umar Ibn al-Farid, Sufi Heritage, Mysticism, Sufi Poetry,
Hermeneutics.
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Introduction:

‘Umar Ibn al-Farid (d. 632 AH/ 1235 AD) is a well-known
poet in the Arabic Islamic Sufi and literary milieu. For his
unprecedented lofty poetic expression of the Divine Love, the
Egyptian Sufi poet was deservedly called sultan al-‘asigin (i.e., the
Prince of Lovers). A careful reading of his poetry shows that love is
not the essential theme of his Sufi poetic experience, though it seems
so, and that his poetry hides more secrets than it tells. This is why the
grandeur of his love mystique has probably driven many ancient
commentators and modern researchers to approach his difficult and
mysterious language; in fact, there are numerous explanations and
studies on Ibn al-Farid’s poetry, trying to decipher its meaning.
Correspondingly, the present study adopts the hermeneutical and
semantic approach in order to highlight the meanings of words in the
direct context of the text without recalling the ‘foreign’ readings, if
any. The present researchers, thus, focus on some significant results of
their own research work on Ibn al-Farid’s Diwan, especially those
related to their hermeneutical analysis of “al~Ta'iyyat al-Kubra,” so
that they should call for a new approach of comprehending and

analyzing Sufi texts in general.

Ibn al-Farid’s Sufi poetry has already been the subject of
plentiful serious debates between his commentators and researchers
throughout history. They are triggered because of the lack of a clear—
cut method of analysis, suitable for reading and understanding Ibn al-
Farid’s Sufi poetry. Countless awkward meanings have been ascribed
to him through his poetry by his commentators and researchers’
unjustified readings, about which he is not guilty. Three reasons could
explain the misreading dilemma, however. Firstly, Ibn al-Farid, to the
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best of the researchers’ knowledge, wrote nothing but his collection of
poems to distill his Sufi experience. Secondly, biographies and data
about his life are very few, let alone untrustworthy. Thirdly, his poetic
language proves vague and/or mysterious, as mystical as Sufi (i.e.,
mystical) experience ought to be.

Even worse, the disciples of al-sayh al-akbar Ibn al-"Arabi (d.
638 AH/ 1240 AD) incorporated their master’s ideas and terminology
into their explanations of Ibn al-Farid’s poetry in a manner that
projected Ibn al-‘Arabi’s Sufi theory onto Ibn al-Farid’s poem “al—
Ta'iyyat al-Kubra.” That method was widely adopted by Ibn al-
‘Arab1’s school to enrich the Sufi tradition with insights and ideas and
to attribute them all to the big canonical works of their master.
Consequently, Ibn al-Farid’s Sufi experience risked losing its
particular identity and genuine vision when explained and
comprehended in Ibn al-*Arab1’s Sufi terms and vision, not in Ibn al—
Farid’s counterparts. Ibn al-Farid’s poems gradually became merely a
pre—text, or just a chance for Ibn al-*Arab1’s disciples to elaborate on
their master’s vision, regardless of the context of discourse and its

compatibility with those meanings imposed on them.

Here comes the significance of re-reading Ibn al-Farid’s
poems in general, and his masterpiece “al-Ta'iyyat al-Kubra,” in
particular. A clear and specific approach should, thus, help reveal his
special Sufi poetic language that unveiled his experience, his central
terms, the conceptual meaning of love and its various levels in “al-

9

Ta'iyyat al-Kubra,” and the main phases of his Sufi journey in his
masterpiece poem. Careful not to impose a particular interpretation on
the text, the present researchers seek to avoid projecting their
viewpoints onto the text at hand, so as not to slip into the same vicious

circle of many ancient and modern studies.
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1. A Biography of ‘Umar Ibn al-Farid (576-632 AH/ 1181—
1235 AD)

Saraf al-Din Aba Hafs, or Abi al-Qasim, ‘Umar Ibn Ab1 al-
Hasan ‘Ali Ibn al-Mursid Ibn “Ali al-Hamaw1 (i.e., Syrian) al-Mast1
(i.e, Egyptian) was born in Cairo on 4 Du 1-Qa‘da, 576 AH/ 1181 AD.
He is Hamaw1 by origin, yet Egyptian by birth, life, and death. All
who have translated his biography agreed that his name was ‘Umar,
his nickname Abu Hafs or, according to some other sources, Abi al—
Qasim, his title Saraf al-Din, and family name Ab1 al-Hasan “Ali Ibn
al-Mursid Ibn “Ali. He descended from a family that was proud of
their lineage to Banii Sa‘d, which was the tribe of Halimat al-
Sa‘diyyat, the breastfeeding nurse of Islam Prophet Muhammad
(Scattolin and Hasan, 2008, p. 503).

‘Umar Ibn al-Farid witnessed the Ayyibid Sultans’ glorious
events. He grew up in Egypt in the blooming days of the heroic leader
King Saladin al-Ayyubi, al-Nasir Saladin Yisuf Ibn Ayyiib (d. 589
AH/ 1193 AD). He lived there under the reign of King al-Kamil Nasir
al-Din Muhammad Ibn Sayf al-Din Ahmad al-Ayyiibi (Saladin’s
brother), who was called henceforth al-Malik al-Kamil al-Ayytbi (d.
635 AH/ 1238 AD). During his last four years in Cairo, Ibn al-Farid
became so famous as a Sufi and a poet throughout Egypt that he
attracted al-Malik al-Kamil’s attention. Then, he died many years
before the fall of the Ayyiibid at the hands of the Mamliiks (Scattolin,
2013, p. 4006).

His father ‘Ali Abi al-Hasan, as reported, was originally
Syrian, from the Syrian city Hamat (cf. Hamawi, Ibn al-Farid’s family
name). When he settled in Cairo, he worked as a jurist, especially
responsible for proving women’s furiid (i.e., shares) or inheritance
rights from men, until he assumed the Juri Consultancy and was
known as al-Farid, after which his son was nicknamed Ibn al-Farid.
‘Ali Abu al-Hasan was, then, asked to assume the highest position of
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judging and be the chief judge in Egypt, but preferred to devote
himself to God in halwa (i.e., long periods of retreat) at Dar al-
Hatabat (i.e., the House of Preachers or the speech hall) of al-Azhar
Mosque until he passed away (Scattolin and Hasan, 2008, p. 504).

These incidents indicate that the scientific and Sufi life was not
strange to Ibn al-Farid’s family. His father, after all, was a man of
knowledge and piety, preferring asceticism and seclusion to such
delights of life as fame and prestige. Indeed, he was introduced into
the Sufi way of life by his father, who always leaded him in siyaha
(i.e., spiritual wandering) and halwa over there at al-Mugattam hills,
east of Cairo, and who initiated him into the religious sciences of the
time (Scattolin and Hasan, 2008, p. 504).

‘Ali, sibt (i.e., son of a daughter) of Ibn al-Farid, recorded in
his Preamble to his grandfather’s Diwan that the poet began his Sufi
journey early. In effect, Ibn al-Farid used to go up to Wadi al-
Mustad‘afin in al-Mugattam hills, and then to return from his trip to
his father, who used to oblige his son to sit with him in circles of
judgment and learning.

Ibn al-Farid was also taught hadith by the Shafi’ite scholar
Abt Muhammad al-Qasim Ibn ‘Al1 Ibn ‘Asakir al-Dimasqt (d. 600
AH/ 1203 AD), one of the great hadith scholars of his time (Scattolin,
1999, p. 122). That was how Ibn al-Farid belonged to the Shafi’ite
school of thought, and nicknamed al-Shafi’1.

It was also reported that Ibn al-Farid got the idea of going to
Mecca, the center of Islamic life, from a mysterious sayh (i.e.,
spiritual guide) named al-Baqqal who told him once they met that
there he would get the fath (i.e., revelation) of Divine Reality, the
ultimate goal of the Sufi life. He could also have met the great
Andalusian Sufi master al-Sayh al-akbar Ibn al-‘Arabi (d. 638 AH/
1240 AD) when he passed by Egypt on his journey to the East (around
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598 AH/ 1201 AD), though later accounts argued that they did not
meet. A young novice trainee under his father’s guidance as he was,
Ibn al-Farid should have been influenced by al-sayh al-akbar
(Scattolin, 2013, p. 407).

Typical of Sufi traditions, he stayed at the Holy City of Mecca
for about fifteen years, seeking the divine revelation that he had not
attained in Egypt. He lived there among the valleys of Mecca for
approximately fifteen years. Perhaps he went there twice, once when
he was in the thirties (613 AH/ 1216 AD), and then when he was in
the fifties of his spiritual maturity (628 AH/ 1231 AD). His relevant
poems clearly reflect how far he was influenced by the experience of
living where Prophet Muhammad lived and where the prophetic
inspiration was granted; in the minor poems, in particular, he
frequently mentioned the Hijaz locations in a bitter tone of nostalgia
and longing (Scattolin, 2004, p. 2).

Back to Cairo, Ibn al-Farid kept to Dar al-Hatabat of al-Azhar
Mosque as a devoted secluded worshipper, just as his father had done
before. It was then when he managed to compose and dictate his
Diwan in full. Among his best poems is “Nazm al-Sulik,” or, with
reference to its rhyme, “al-Ta'iyyat al-Kubra” that is recorded as his
longest (761 verse lines) and his Sufi masterpiece manifesto. Nothing
else is written by Ibn al-Farid; no treatises or books to unfold his Sufi
way have been found to date (Scattolin, 2013, p. 407).

Four years after his return to Egypt, however, he died fifty—four
years old, exactly on Tuesday, the second of Gumada 1-Uula, 632 AH/
1235 AD. He was buried the next day in Qarafat, at the foot of al-
Mugattam hills, by the stream bed, beneath a place on the mountain
known as al—‘Arid, where his tomb is notably located to become a
famous shrine since then (Scattolin and Hasan, 2008, p. 504).

One of the truest things written about Ibn al-Farid is that the
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verses written by his grandson ‘Ali (d. 735 AH/ 1335 AD), about a
century after the death of his grandfather in remembrance and
glorification of him, indicate the depth of his Sufi experience and the
transcendence of its hidden meanings:

Pass by the cemetery at the foot of al—* Arid,
Say: Peace upon you, Ibn al-Farid!
You have shown in your Nazm al-Sulitk marvels
And revealed a deep, well-guarded mystery.
You have drunk from the cup of love and friendship,

And quaffed from a bounteous, unlimited Ocean.
(Scattolin, 2004, P. 9)

Generally, Ibn al-Farid’s poetry has even been a subject of
admiration and interest for researchers, whether Arabs or non—Arabs,
down here in the East or over there in the West. For centuries,
researchers have attempted many commentaries, explanations,
constructions, and studies to decipher the secrets of Ibn al-Farid’s
Sufi experience, such that the present account could not list, let alone
present in detail.

Ibn al-Farid is, by all means, a mature Sayh, with special
spiritual guidance. He undertook a long painstaking spiritual journey
of strict Sufi training until he came home safe as a great spiritual
figure, skilfully incorporating his Sufi dawq (i.e., taste) for spiritual
realities with his poetic dawg (i.e., sense) of beauty. By that perfect
blending, he profoundly perceived the Divine Beauty in all the
manifestations around him, and artistically expressed his Sufi
experience of responding to it in his outstanding Diwan.
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2. The Hermeneutical Question: Text and Experience.

Understanding any literary text is a difficult task. A distance
always lies between our epistemological world and that of its author.
Overcoming such a distance means undertaking a risky but
inescapable journey from our spiritual world to that of the author, and
vice-versa from the author’s spiritual world to ours. This is a
dangerous, but necessary travel, if we want to understand the other’s
world. One must try, to enter into the author’s epistemological world
as well as to make the author’s epistemological world enter into ours
so as to achieve some understanding of the author's mind. Such a work
or, say, such a travel, is what is meant by hermeneutics. Hermeneutics,
in fact, is the way of going through such a perilous journey between
different epistemological worlds or spiritual horizons, trying to reach
what one of the greatest hermeneutics of our time, Hans-Georg
Gadamer (d. 2002), calls ‘the fusion of horizons’. (Gadamer, 2013,

p-2)

In modern and contemporary philosophy, hermeneutics has
been given increasing attention to become a central issue in all fields
of human expression. Many prominent thinkers have worked on such
an important topic and have developed new insights into it. Some of
the well-known names in this field are Friedrich Schleiermacher
(1768-1834), Wilhelm Dilthey (1883-1911), Martin Heidegger (1889-
1976), Hans-Georg Gadamer (1900-2002) Paul Ricoeur (1913-2005),
Jacques Derrida (1930-2004), and others. As a consequence,
hermeneutics has become a central topic in all sciences, even the so-
called positive, experimental sciences, such as physics, chemistry and
others. These used to rely almost exclusively on the mathematical-
experimental method, but now they too have become concerned with
hermeneutics in order to have a fuller understanding of their
achievements.
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In the light of such new hermeneutical insights, it has become
clearer that not only ‘translating’ a text always means ‘interpreting’ it
(or ‘betraying it’, as a well-known saying points out), but all our
human acts, such as reading, thinking, talking, etc. are actually
'interpretive acts', namely hermeneutical approaches to reality.
Through such acts, in fact, we try to have hold of and appropriate the
exterior reality, i.e., everything that lies outside our own self and
across which we come in our experience, and to 'translate' it into our
own inner world of concepts, feelings and words, a world familiar and
comprehensible to us. The whole human process of understanding and
knowledge, but the whole of human activity as such, are now seen and
understood as a fundamental hermeneutical approach to reality, an
approach always encumbered with a number of problematics. From
such an understanding of the human condition, one may conclude that
the famous definition of human being, given by the great Greek
philosopher Aristotle (m. 322 B.C.), as a logikos being, i.e., a being
that ‘thinks’, can, but should be re-worded in a more comprehensive
one we suggest here: the human being is essentially a “hermeneutical
being’, i.e., a being that must translate reality, i.e., whatever exists and
comes across in his experience, into his own world in order to
understand it.

Thus, human being appears to be the great and central
‘interpreter’ of the whole reality. Here, we join some of the deepest
insights about the ontological constitution of the human being, found
in many ancient and modern thinkers. This is also the final vision of
human being proposed by one the greatest modern philosophers of
hermeneutics, Martin Heidegger (m. 1976), who defined human
language as ‘the house of Being’. Being expresses itself through logos
as thought, and finds its dwelling house in human /ogos, as word.

In light of all these epistemological developments, one has to
overcome first of all the naive idea that a text is the simple and
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straight mirror of the author's inner world, words representing a direct
expression of the author's vision so that understanding the literal
meaning of a text automatically one understands the author's mind.
Further, one has to overcome also the romantic idea of an ‘innate link'
or a 'direct correspondence' between the reader and the author (or, say,
the author's spirit), so that by simply relying on one’s own personal
inner intuition or empathy, one can perceive and understand the
author's interior mind, as if through direct inspiration from him/her
(or, say, the author's 'spirit'), reaching in this way to the true meaning
of the mystical text.

We have now become much more aware that such an approach
actually finds only one’s own inner world projected into the text, not
the author's actual vision and mind. Approaches like these are still
very common among many amateurish readers of Sufism, as well as
of mysticism in general. Those readers easily jump from one author to
another, from one current to another, finding everywhere the same
visions and experiences, and whatever else they want to find in it. But
even in reading some scholarly and serious works on Sufism one is
often led to ask: on what ground has the scholar chosen such a text to
support his/her viewpoint? Is it just out of personal intuition and taste,
or because such text proves to be of primary importance in the context
of that particular Sufi's work? In any case, such a claim should be
proved and not merely presumed. Finally, one has to avow that very
rarely a satisfying answer is given to such questioning on the part of
scholars. It appears clear that there is a necessity of fixing some basic
principles for a hermeneutic reading of Sufi texts.

In fact, one finds now quite a large consensus among scholars
on the obvious fact that we can have no access to the author's inner
world or vision but through the actual text that has come to us from
him/her, and in no other way. Respect for the ‘objectivity’ of the text
is seen now as the first and fundamental step for any hermeneutical
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work. All exterior information may be helpful in knowing something
about his/her life and time, but, eventually, the basic reference
remains the text itself. Moreover, modern hermeneutics has shown
that every literary text has its own inner cohesion and structure that
must be respected. Each term is linked with the other terms in specific
relationships intended by its author, and only in them does a given
term or expression acquire the true and full meaning it had in the
author’s mind. Consequently, in order to understand a text, it is very
important to find out first of all its inner structure, the position each
term holds in it, the way they are connected and related to each other,
finding out the particular meaning they gain in such relationships
inside the sequence or, say, the texture of the whole text. Thus,
clarifying the linguistic structure of a text appears to be the first and
basic step to be taken in order to have access to its contents, and
finally (and only ‘in some way’, one should always add) to the inner
world or mind of the author. In fact, only in their semantic network of
relationships words and linguistic expressions can be read and
understood, approaching, as far as possible, the meaning they had in
the mind of the author when composing the text.

Moreover, one has to consider that every author is part of a
historical context. Therefore, his/her language unavoidably becomes
an expression of a historical linguistic situation. Such a point has
become of the greatest importance in modern hermeneutics. Ibn al-
Farid, for example, has not invented the Sufi language, but he has
received it from its linguistic tradition, interacting with it to express
his particular vision and experience. Thus, one should try, as far as
possible, to rebuild the author’s historical context and his/her
interaction with it in order to get a better perception of the dimensions
and, possibly, the originality of his/her experience and vision.

As, previously mentioned, hermeneutics has made us all the
more aware of the fact that a human being is always a ‘historical
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being’, living, developing and interacting within a particular historical
situation in which it must be understood. To achieve this purpose, a
sound hermeneutical approach should lead at the end to the so-called
'fusion of horizons', the author's and ours, to use Gadamer's famous
expression, crossing over historical distance. At this point, one can say
that the journey to and from the author’s spiritual world has been
accomplished and communication between the two worlds has been
established. Nonetheless, one should be always aware of the fact that
such a ‘fusion of horizons’ will never be total. Actually, one finds
him/herself in a work of continuous ‘re-interpretation’ of texts, as if in
a spiraling growth of understanding and comprehension of them,
because our horizons of comprehension become ever wider and deeper
every time we read them. This is what has been called by Friedrich
Schleiermacher the ‘hermeneutical circle’, in  which the
comprehension of a text grows through a continuous re-reading of it in
its totality and in its parts. (Schleiermacher, 1959, p.4). It has been in
such hermeneutical perspective of continual re-interpretation of the
spiritual world, i.e., the vision and experience, of the great Egyptian
Sufi poet “Umar Ibn al-Farid (d. 632/1235), well known for his
enigmatic and obscure language, that my work has taken place. The
purpose here was not that of discussing hermeneutical questions in
abstract, but to touch upon some hermeneutical issues through the
work carried out on Ibn al-Farid’s Sufi poems:

"Pass by the cemetery at the foot of al *Arid,
Say: Peace upon you, oh Ibn al-Farid!
You have shown in your Nazm al-sulitk marvels
and revealed a deep, well-guarded mystery.
You have drunk from the cup of love and friendship,

and quaffed from a bounteous, unlimited Ocean".
(Scattolin, 2004, P. 9)
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These verses are read on the tomb (darih) of Ibn al-Farid,
located at the foot of al-Mugqattam mountain, East of Cairo, which is
still an attractive center for his devotees, particularly on his feast
(mawlid). The verses quoted above point to a mystery that surrounded
Ibn al-Farid's Sufi experience during his lifetime and that still lingers
in the beautiful verses of his poems. Such mystery hovering over the
verses of the Egyptian Sufi has drawn the interest of many ancient
commentators as well as several modern scholars. Among the firsts
are to be mentioned Sa‘id al-Din al-Fargani (d. 699AH/ 1300AD),
‘Abd al-Razzaq al-Kasani (d. 730AH/ 1330AD), Dawud b.
Muhammad al-Qaysar1 (d. 751AH/ 1350AD). Badr al-Din al-Biirin1
(d. 1024AH/ 1615AD) and ‘Abd al- Gani al-NabulusT (d. 1143AH/
1731AD). Among the most outstanding modern scholars who dealt
with Ibn al-Farid's mystical poetry are: Ignazio Di Matteo and Carlo
Alfonso Nallino, in Italy; Reynold Alleyne Nicholson and Arthur John
Arberry, in England; Louis Gardet, in France; Muhmmad Mustafa
Hilmi, ‘Atif Gawdat Nasr, and ‘Abd al- Haliq Mahmiid ‘Abd al-Haliq,
in Egypt.

In reading these commentaries or studies on Ibn al-Farid's
poems one finds that an important question has been raised time and
again, a question considered a classical one in Islamic Sufism: Which
kind of mystical union is the one described in Ibn al-Farid's mystical
poems? Is it a sort of ontological monism, designated by the classical
formula wahdat al-wugud, (i.e., union of being or existence), of which
Ibn al-‘Arabi (m. 638AH/ 1240AD) is accredited to be the most
outstanding representative? Or is it only a psychological union, at the
level of mystical state (hal), denoted by the other classical formula
wahdat al-Suhiid (i.e., the union of vision), which is found in many
Sufis, like al-Hallag? Different answers have been given to such a
question.
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3. The Sufi Approach: Experience and Language.

In dealing with a Sufi text, “one has to have some acquaintance
with the Sufi language, its formation, and its complexity.” (Gilliot,
2002, p.110) The Sufi language, in fact, developed in the course of
history into a vocabulary of its own, reaching a great degree of
symbolism, understood many times only by those initiated into it.
Therefore, some general traits of Sufi linguistic development must be
outlined here, offering a general overview of its scope. The Koranic
text has been from the very beginning the center of Muslim life. From
the beginning of Islamic history, understanding the Koranic text has
been a main concern for Muslim scholars, and its exegesis (fafsir) has
been a major issue for them. (Massignon, 1999, P.104) In the same
way, the Koranic text has been the starting point of the Sufi
experience and language. This fact is now generally accepted by
scholars, East and West. Louis Massignon (d. 1962) rightly pointed to
the important role the continuous recitation (tilawa) of the Koranic
text, its interiorization (istinbat) through repetition and meditation
played a great role in the life of the first Muslim ascetic circles,
similar in this to the practice of the lectio continua (the continuous
reading of Scripture) of Christian monks. (Nwyia, 1970, pp. 312-313)

On his part, Paul Nwyia, while agreeing with Massignon on the
importance of the technique of istinbat, underlines also the weight
personal experience (tagriba, dawq) had as a way for Sufis to “delve’
into the Koranic text in search of its deepest meanings. Sufi language,
he says, has been born out of a lived experience, in which words and
realities are reconciled, and images and symbols are continuously re-
created by ever-new experiences. In his view, Sufis much more than
poets and scholars managed to create a true language of experience.
(Nwyia, 1968, pp. 181-230) Nonetheless, in the formation of Sufi
experience and language, one has to take into account some external
influence, particularly from Middle Eastern Christian and Gnostic
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milieus with which Sufis, according to many historical records, had a
constant exchange. These points, after past disputations, are now
commonly accepted by scholars.

In the light of such an approach to the Koranic text, new
insights developed called by Sufis, one of the most important being
‘the knowledge of hearts’ ('ilm al-quliib). Inner introspection of the
human soul found great interest in the Sufi circles leading to a new
science, that of spiritual 'stations and states' (magmat wa-ahwal), such
as rida (satisfaction), tawakkul (trust), sabr, (patience), hawf (fear),
wara' (scrupulosity), hubb (love), etc. Such Sufi introspection,
however, was not carried out on the basis of pure psychological
analysis, as in modern science. In Sufi introspection, the psychological
analysis is always done in the light of the Book of God, the Koran,
which is in their view the real guide for human behavior and the
perfect mirror of the secrets of the human soul. From such exploration
of human interiority, a rich spiritual vocabulary was developed in Sufi
literature, particularly in the Sufi treatises on spiritual stations and
states. (Massignon, 1922, p. 4)

Sufi language developed also in other two important directions.
The first is the science of letters (gafr), dealing with the symbolic
meaning of letters; the second is the language of love (hubb), which
took the traditional love images of Arabic love literature as symbols
for Sufi love. Such developments appeared already quite clear in Sufi
authors of the III/IX c., such as Abi I-Hasan al-Nur1 (d. 295AH/
907AD), al-Husayn al-Hallag (d. 309AH/ 922AD), al-Hakim al-
Tirmidi (d. 320AH/ 932AD), later on in Abii Hamid al-Gazali (d.
505AH/ 1111AD) and others. In this way, Sufis managed to create a
special language, full of inner allusions (iSaraf), that only the people
of the 'way' (sulitk, tariqga) could understand. Such symbolic language
grew into very elaborate skills through which Sufis could express and
conceal at the same time their personal experiences (mawagid), inner
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knowledge (ma ‘arif) and revelations (mukasafat), avoiding declaring
them in an open way and so to be exposed to public condemnation
brought upon them by people of the exterior letter (zahir), especially
the jurists (fugaha").

Sufi hermeneutical effort was taken to its highest level by the
'greatest Sufi master' (al-Sayh al-akbar) Muhy1 al-Din Ibn al-“Arabi
(d. 638AH/ 1340AD). (Ibn “Arabi, 1966, pp. 43-44) Ibn al-‘Arabi, in
fact, had a large recourse to symbolic language throughout his
enormous literal output, adding new developments and insights. A
typical example of his symbolic exegesis is the commentary he wrote
on his own collection of love poems (Targuman al-aswdq), which he
composed in Mekka, in praise of a beautiful princess he fell in love
with. Ibn al-‘Arab1 explains every single word of his verses (such as
doves, branches, colors, sounds, shapes and nouns of places, etc.) to
signify various spiritual states and Divine manifestations. (Scattolin,
1993, p. 331) Ibn al-‘Arabi's example and method were largely
followed by his disciples who adopted his exegetical skills to explain
all sorts of literary texts, even pre-Islamic poems, charging them with
the highest Sufi meanings.

In this way, Ibn al-‘Arabt's school produced a considerable
number of commentaries and explanations, enriching the Sufi tradition
with new insights and ideas. However, one has to remark that such an
exegetical work was always in danger of simply projecting Ibn al-
‘Arab1's Sufi vision in all Sufi texts, making them say whatever one
wanted from them. In this way, any Sufi text could become just a pre-
text in order to express Ibn al-‘Arabi's Sufi views, far beyond the
capacity of the textual wording. This was the method Ibn al-‘Arabt's
school adopted in its approach to Ibn al-Farid's poems. The Akbarian
symbolic exegesis was taken as the best tool to unravel the secrets of
Ibn al-Farid's Sufi poetry. The most outstanding Akbarian
commentators of Ibn al-Farid are: Sa‘id al-Din al-Fargani (d. 699AH/
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1300AD), ‘Abd al-Razzaq al-Kasan1 (d. 730AH/ 1330AD), Dawid b.
Muhammad al-Qaysar1 (d. 751AH/ 1350AD), Badr al-Din al-Biirin1
(d. 1024AH/ 1615AD) and ‘Abd al-Gani al-Nabulusi (d. 1143AH/
1731AD).

At this point, however, a basic question had to be asked, a
question that intrigued us in the first approach to Ibn al-Farid’s poems:
Does such an Akbarian method reach the real meaning of the poems
of an Egyptian Sufi poet, as intended by him? Or doesn't such an
Akbarian symbolic approach jeopardize the meaning of Faridian
verses projecting into them concepts and ideas foreign to Ibn al-Farid's
vocabulary? This question has become the starting point of the current
research and it has become clear through a close exam of one of the
most important of those commentaries, the one carried out by Sa‘id al-
Din al-Fargant on Ibn al-Farid's great Sufi poem, al-Ta'iyyat al-kubra.
(Scattolin, 1999, 119-148)

Also, a number of modern scholars took a great interest in Ibn
al-Farid's Sufi poetry and tried to shed some light on its
understanding. Among them are: Ignazio Di Matteo (d. 1948) and
Carlo Alfonso Nallino (d. 1938) in Italy; Reynold Alleyne Nicholson
(d. 1945) and Arthur John Arberry (d. 1973) in Britain; Emile
Dermenghem (d. 1971), and Louis Gardet (d. 1986) in France;
Muhammad Mustafa Hilmi (d. 1969) in Egypt. More recently, other
scholars have given important contributions to the Faridian studies,
such as: Issa J. Boullata in Canada, Thomas Emil Homerin in the
United States, Giuseppe Scattolin in Italy, Jean-Yves I'Hopital in
France, ‘Atif Gawdat Nasr and ‘Abd al-Halig Mahmud ‘Abd al-Haliq
(d. 2006) in Egypt. (Nicholson, 1921, pp. 166-167)

These studies have surely helped a great deal with a better
understanding of Ibn al-Farid's mystical experience, especially in his
historical context. However, Ibn al-Farid's language has proved to be a
particularly complicated and intricate problem for a number of
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reasons. Firstly, we don't know very much about the poet’s Sufi
background. Then, we are left with only his collection of poems
(Diwan), and nothing else that could help us in understanding his Sufi
vision. In fact, many of these scholars avow that Ibn al-Farid's poetical
language was for them a particularly challenging test. The Italian
scholar, Carlo Alfonso Nallino, confessed that for him Ibn al-Farid's
poetical language was "a continuous puzzle"; the British scholar,
Reynold Alleyne Nicholson, noted that "much of it is enigmatic to the
last degree", as if done so as "to put to the test the cleverness of any
reader" (Nicholson,1921, pp. 166-167); and, finally, another British
scholar, Arthur John Arberry avows that he found it "a peculiarly
stubborn problem" (Arberry, 1952, p. 7).

4. Three Levels of Reading a Sufi Text.

In light of such difficulties and the new hermeneutical insights,
mentioned above, it appeared that new ways should be followed in
approaching Ibn al-Farid's Sufi poetry. One has to try first to
understand Ibn al-Farid's poetical and Sufi language as found in the
text itself, without projecting into it one's own mind, as was the case
of many ancient and modern studies. In other words, one must try first
to explain, as far as possible, 'the text through the text itself', before
resorting to any 'foreign' terminology and interpretation that could
jeopardize the contextual meaning of its terms. In the work, Ibn al-
Farid's great mystical poem, the Great Ta'iyya (al-Ta'iyya al-kubra)
has been carried out and we tried to find a new hermeneutical
approach to his language. (Saussure, 1955, p,11) From the work done,
it appears now that three are the basic steps one should go through in
reading and interpreting Sufi texts. These steps or levels can be
indicated as follows: the contextual or synchronic, the historical or
diachronic, the meta-historical or transcendental. (Izutsu, 1964, p.30)
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4-1. The contextual or the synchronic level.

The first and basic step to be taken to understand a literary text
1s the semantic approach to it. The terms of any text must be read first
of all in their actual context, in their mutual connections and
relationships. They must be situated in their semantic fields in which
they are knitted together inside the fabric of the text, from which they
draw their basic and truest meanings, providing the key to a faithful
understanding of the author's mind and vision. Such semantic analysis
should lead in the end to build up the 'semantic vocabulary' of a text.
As known, a 'semantic vocabulary' is not just the arithmetical sum of
the words of a text, but the sum of its words shown in their contextual
relationships and with the meanings they acquire in them. The
semantic vocabulary, in fact, shows the way words are organized and
interconnected according to the author's inner perception and vision
expressed in the fabric or texture of the text. Only on such a semantic
basis, one can hope to approach the author’s mind and vision, getting
near as far as possible to the meaning a certain word, say love (hubb) ,
had in his mind when conceiving and composing the text.

Further on, one should try to link together the semantic fields
of the text, highlighting their reciprocal relationships through which
the general structure of the text is shown. In this way, the inner vision
of the author comes to light, a better clarification of his language is
achieved, and one gets a closer insight into the author's interior
perception and Sufi experience. The final aim of such analytical work
is to point out in the end, as much as possible, the central focus word
(or maybe a number of pivotal words) around which the whole
semantic vocabulary of the text is organized, and through which the
author’s vision in its inner unity and consistency is shown. The
semantic analysis of Ibn al-Farid's Sufi poem, The Great Ta'iyya, has
been inspired to a great extent by the semantic approach the Japanese
scholar, Toshihiko Izutsu, employed in his study of the Koranic text.
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(Izutsu, 1964, p.31) At the end of his very careful research, T. Izutsu
could state that:

"To say the truth, the word Allah is the highest focus word in
the Koranic vocabulary, reigning over the entire domain. And
this is nothing but the semantic aspect of what we generally
mean by saying that the world of the Koran is essentially
theocentric". (Izutsu, 1964, p.35)

In a similar way, at the end of the semantic analysis of the
Great Ta'iyya, we came to a parallel conclusion finding that the very
term ana (I, Myself) is the focus word of the whole semantic
vocabulary of the poem. Actually, this is the term that presides over
all its semantic fields conferring them and the terms knitted in them
their specific contextual meaning. Thus, the vocabulary of the Great
Ta'iyya appears to be essentially self- (ana, I, Myself)-centric, as much
as the Koranic text appears to be essentially theo- (Allah, God)-
centric. Such a semantic analysis has achieved the basic result of
clarifying the vocabulary of Ibn al-Farid's Sufi poem, highlighting the
meaning its terms have in its specific vocabulary through which the
poet has expressed his Sufi vision and experience. It has been pointed
out above that only through his actual text can one have access to the
author's experience. Now, in the light of such a semantic approach,
one can have a better insight into Ibn al-Farid's Sufi vision and
experience, avoiding the danger of introducing 'foreign concepts’ into
it, as has been the case for most of the past commentaries and studies.

Ibn al-Farid's poetical language presents a serious problem for
any reader. It is a quite elaborated and highly enigmatic language
which for Nallino was "a continuous puzzle," (Nallino, 1940, p. 193)
for Nicholson "it intended to put to test the cleverness of any reader,"
(Nicholson, 1952, p. 7) and for Arberry was “a particularly stubborn
problem". (Arberry, 1952, p. 7). Eventually, one has to face the
puzzling problem of trying to grasp the meaning intended by the poet,
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through his elaborated terms and expressions, with only the aid of the
text itself. Looking for an outside interpreter is certainly tempting, but
this would ultimately jeopardize both a more objective approach to the
text as well as a more accurate comprehension of Ibn al-Farid's
personal mystical experience. It seems, therefore, that one has no
other alternative than trying to interpret the text of Farid's poems, as
much as possible, through the text itself.

Among the odes of his diwan a special place must be given to
the one entitled Nazm al-Sulitk (i.e., The Order of the Way),
commonly known as al-Ta'iyyat al-kubra, because of its rhyme in ¢a".
With its 761 verses, it occupies a substantial part of the diwan. In this
poem Ibn al-Farid has expressed his mystical vision in the most
complete and systematic way and, therefore, it can be considered the
very core of the whole diwan providing the key concepts for its true
interpretation. A result of the particular relevance of such an approach
has been that of highlighting the role three terms that can be
designated as ‘key terms’ play in the poem. These terms are used by
Ibn al-Farid himself to designate the three main stages of his mystical
journey and, thus, they are of particular importance in understanding
his Sufi vision.

The Structure of the Poem: Finding a structure in the 761
verses of the Ta'iyya is no easy task. Its verses seem, at first reading,
to have been heaped up together with no apparent order. The poet
seems to enjoy leaping, without any evident explanation, from the first
to the second and to the third person in a very twisted and apparently
confusing way. Some attempts at outlining the poem's structure have
been made by Nallino, Nicholson and Arberry in their studies. The
results, however, do not appear to be satisfactory, as they themselves
admit. A clear guiding principle seems to be lacking in such attempts.
For this reason, we tried another way following some intuition that
came to me reading the text.
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Firstly, we tried to point out the passages in which the highest
state of the mystical union is described. These must be considered the
focus points of the poem. From such a premise, we assumed that the
preceding and the following verses must be read either as a
preparation or a consequence of that union. In this way, the poem can
be divided into ten major sections, which can be further subdivided
into smaller units. The subsequent analysis of the text has proved the
validity and consistency of such intuition.

As a result of this partition, the main stages of the poet's
mystical experience have been highlighted and expressed in the terms
the poet himself used in his text. These three stages are:

al-farq (separation): at this stage, the poet experiences to be in a
state of separation from his Beloved.

al-ittihad (absolute unity): at this stage, the poet experiences to
be in a state of absolute unity with his Beloved, expressed
in formulas such as: "I am She" and "She is My-self",
ending in absolute self-identity "I am My-self".

al-gam * (universal union): at this stage, the poet experiences to
be in a state of universal union or synthesis of the One and
the Many, the Self (and) and the Whole.

These three stages follow each other and are interwoven in
each other in ten units of the poem, in a progressive movement that
represents the progressive journey of the poet in the discovery of the
dimensions or the true identity of his own self (ana). It must be
noticed also that the movement of the three stages in the poem is not
just horizontal, nor merely ascendant, but actually is like a spiral
movement, elevating towards higher stages.
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In this way, it appears that the poet has described his mystical
experience in the poem as a sequence of stages that takes the shape of
a journey (a quite common concept in the Sufi language), or as a
dynamic progression from the state of division and duality to that of
the utmost unity, al-gam . The subsequent analysis of his language has
clarified the contents of these stages and their basic terms and
highlighted their internal coherence. Anyhow, from the proposed
partition one can already get an idea of the poem's structure, its
linguistic and conceptual contexts in which its terms are situated and
must be analyzed. Eventually, the poet claims to have plunged alone
into the depths of the most profound level of union, the sea of
universal union, because he dared where no previous Sufis dared, and
from that all-comprehensive union (gam ) he can bestow out his Sufi
knowledge to his novice (murid):

And take (the mystical knowledge) from a sea into which I plunged,

while those of old stopped on its shores, in reverence to me
(Ibn al-Farid,al-Ta iyyat al-kubra, v. 288)

So, that sea of universal union that (gam ") clearly appears as
the very climax of the poet's mystical journey and experience. This
union is to be grasped beyond the rich and large profusion of images,
symbols and allusions used by a poet well acquainted with all the
tunes and images of Arabic erotic poetry.

4-2. The historical or the diachronic level.

Nonetheless, the semantic or the synchronic approach to a
literary text, important as it is, does not yield in full the extent and
depth of its vocabulary. The terms and the words of any literary text
must also be put in the frame of their historical development. Any
language, in fact, and thus every specific domain of it such as 'the Sufi
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language', is not a static sum of words constituting a fixed whole that
remains unvaried in time. On the contrary, linguistic research shows
that each word undergoes a continuous transformation in meaning due
to its ever-new usages brought about by changes that constantly take
place in its cultural milieu. Not only the single word is continuously
changing in meaning, but also the whole semantic system of
vocabulary in which such a word is situated is in continual
transformation. Actually, the whole vocabulary of any cultural milieu,
as well as of every specific domain of it, undergoes a permanent
mutation: old elements keep dropping off, and new elements keep
coming in. This is the ‘history’ of a language, a necessary datum.

Therefore, in order to fully understand the language of a given
author, in our case Ibn al-Farid, one must try to situate his vocabulary
within the history of his specific language. Ibn al-Farid comes, in fact,
at a certain point in the history of the Sufi vocabulary, i.e., in the
VII/XIII c. Therefore, his terms and expressions cannot be fully
grasped outside their historical development and frame, or, say,
outside the author’s epistemological horizon. In fact, Ibn al-Farid
proved to be quite knowledgeable of the Sufi literature before him,
from which he took a number of his basic concepts and terms. One
can easily guess that a comprehensive dictionary of the history of the
Sufi language' would be of the greatest utility to such purpose, i.e., to
point out to what extent Ibn al-Farid was innovative or just repetitive
compared to previous Sufi tradition. Notwithstanding the lack of such
a precious tool, we tried to draw up the broad lines of the historical
development of some important Sufi concepts, such as love (hubb),
unity (itthad, wahda), the 'Perfect Man' (al-insan al-kamil), with
which Ibn al-Farid’s Sufi experience shows to be clearly connected
and which constitute the historical background in the light of which
his terms and expressions must be read and understood.
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4-3. The meta-historical or the transcendental level.

Moreover, one must avow that both the synchronic and the
diachronic approaches, necessary as they are, do not reveal the whole
depth of the mystical experience expressed in a literary text. These
two approaches, in fact, are limited to what can be qualified as the
'historical-phenomenological' level of understanding of the text, which
amounts to a just descriptive and exterior approach to the experience
of the mystic. One has to proceed further to what may be called the
'ontological level' (according to its original meaning, onto-logos, 1.e.,
understanding the existent at the level of ‘being’), where the deep
meaning of a thing is perceived. This level can be named ‘meta-
historical’ or ‘transcendental’ because through it one comes in touch
with deepest dimensions of human experience that transcend the pure
phenomenological level, and reach into the depth of the constitution of
the human being at its ontological level. In fact, any true mystical
experience, and thus also the Sufi one, intends to ultimately be an
'experience of God', the Absolute Reality.

God, the Absolute, has been called by many names in the
different religious traditions, and the experience of Him has been
described in many different ways. However, a true 'mystical
experience' intends to be, in its ultimate purpose, 'an experience of the
Absolute', or it is not 'mystical’ at all. Any true mystical experience in
fact advances the claim of interpreting the human experience at the
level of its utmost aim or goal, i.e., in the light of the Absolute
Himself, beyond all levels of being. Therefore, the deepest meaning of
any mystical experience, and thus of the Sufi one, can only be grasped
when it is read at its transcendental level, i.e., as an interpreter or
hermeneutics of human experience according to its ultimate meaning
or purpose. Here, one necessarily has to go beyond the pure linguistic
field entering into philosophical or theological dimensions where the
help of these disciplines is needed for a fuller understanding of a
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mystical text. Particular attention should be given to the peculiarities
of the Sufi language, especially its symbolic dimensions if one wants
to reach an understanding of the ultimate purpose of a Sufi text.

Here, there is no intention to enter into the discussion of the
different hermeneutical theories. Many of them would not agree with
my way of reading and interpreting mystical texts, preferring to limit
themselves to the pure phenomenological level. Nonetheless, a
mystical text cannot be read as a mere product of social and linguistic
factors, in which the personality of the mystic is somehow obliterated
or dissolved into impersonal cultural, social and religious structures.
Without denying the importance of such factors, all mystical
experience, and thus also the Sufi one, appears to be, from what
mystics narrate of themselves, a highly personal experience that can
only be understood when read at its deepest level, i.e., as an
experience of the Absolute, God. This does not exclude, on the
contrary, it upholds that the mystical experience is necessarily
mediated by the cultural horizons of the mystic. These, however, do
not exhaust the whole meaning of a true mystical experience.

Therefore, if we want to comprehend the total epistemological
horizon of a mystic, we must always consider it under both
dimensions: the cultural-historical and the personal-transcendental. In
fact, according to what mystics relate of their actual experience,
coming close to the Absolute, to God, is never just a general, common
datum, available to all at all times. On the contrary, such an
experience appears to be a highly personal, not interchangeable
encounter with the Absolute, achieved most of the time through
dramatic and arduous interior struggles. In fact, it is in front of the
Absolute that mystics discover their deepest identity and come in
touch with their truest, always unique and non-repeatable, "personal’
dimension. Consequently, only at such a level can a mystical, and thus
also a Sufi text, be fully understood. In fact, only at this level the two
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epistemological horizons, the mystic’s and ours can meet or, better,
attempt to merge into a new, more comprehensive epistemological
horizon. This will lead in the end to a new understanding not only of
the mystic’s personal experience but also of human experience in
general at its ontological level. By ‘onto-logical’ level, we mean here
the comprehension of ‘being’ through an experience in which its
deepest dimensions are revealed. At such a level true comparison
among different mystical experiences can be drawn, pointing to
possible similarities without overlooking the differences existing
between their particular epistemological horizons.

A deeply personal experience, such as the mystical, must
necessarily be reflected at the linguistic level, shaping and structuring
the mystic’s vocabulary. T. Izutsu remarks, in fact, that: “... every
system worthy of the name must have a patterning principle on which
it is based...” dealing with the Koranic vocabulary he points out that:

13

. the whole system of the Koranic concepts comprising
within itself all the layers of associative connection are based
on a pattern which is peculiar to the Koranic thought, i.e.,
which makes the latter essentially different from all non-
Koranic systems of concepts, whether Islamic or non-Islamic”.
(Izutsu, 1964, p. 31)

This is what another well-known linguistic scholar, Edward
Sapir (d. 1984) calls the ‘structural genius’ of a linguistic system, that
i1s ‘a basic plan’, ‘a certain cut' or, one could say, ‘a fundamental
mode’, which overrules and determines the nature and the dynamics
of a given linguistic system in general, as well as of a particular field
of it, such as the Koranic or the Sufi. On such premise, Toshihiko
[zutsu could conclude:

“To isolate this fundamental plan, or as Sapir himself has
named it, the ‘structural genius’ governing the nature and
working mechanism of the whole Koranic system must
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constitute the ultimate aim of a semanticist approaching this
Scripture, as long as he understands the discipline of semantics
as a cultural science. Only when we succeed in doing this, can
we hope to succeed in bringing to light the Weltanschauung of
the Koran, which will, philosophically, be nothing other than
the very “Koranic ontology...”. (Izutsu, 1964, p. 35)

Such a semantic approach proves to be valid not only for a
language in general or a particular field, but also for the language of a
single author, in our instance Ibn al-Farid. In fact, the ‘structural
genius’ of a language derives from the basic experience upon which
such language with its vocabulary has been built. Therefore,
understanding the inner structure of the vocabulary of a given text,
highlighting its ‘structural genius’, means getting an insight into the
fontal experience on which the author has built his/her particular
vocabulary. In this way, one can achieve, as far as possible, a truer
and fuller understanding of the author’s vision and experience, in our
instance, of the Egyptian Sufi poet, ‘Umar Ibn al-Farid.

It has been from such premises we tried to carry out a semantic
analysis of Ibn al-Farid’s poem, al-Ta’iyyat al-kubra. Such an analysis
showed beyond doubt that the term ana (I, Myself) is the central focus
word on which the whole poet’s linguistic system has been built, ana
(I, Myself) is in fact the absolute focus word of his whole vocabulary.
Therefore, the term ana (I, Myself) must be considered the “structural
genius’ of Ibn al-Farid’s vocabulary, the term around which this has
been built and organized, and, thus, the key term for understanding his
Sufi experience. In light of all this, we could conclude by:

“..the core of Ibn al-Farid's mystical experience must be
sought, first of all, in the poet's personal and deep assimilation
of the concept of the 'Perfect Man' (al-insan al-kamil). Through
such a realization, the poet has reached full awareness of having
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attained his most profound aspiration, the source of all mystical
experience, namely, union with the Absolute. He found that his
empirical 'self' (ana), perceived (wugiid) at the beginning of the
path in the stage of multiplicity and duality (farg), has passed
away into the pure vision and transparency (Suhiid) of the true,
unique 'Self' (and), the absolute One. Now, in the stage of
universal and all-comprehensive union (gam®), the poet
experiences only one absolute 'Self' (and), which is the unique
center and source of all qualities and movements in the
universe. Into such absolute 'Self' (ana) the poet has completely
merged, with no traces left of his previous, empirical 'self
(and). In such a new, transparent awareness (Suhiid) the Sufi
poet realizes that whatever is said or done in the universe, has
its source in that One and Absolute Subject, the unique Center
of All, the only One who can say in Reality ‘ana’ (I, Myself)”.
(Scattolin, 2004, p. 4)

5. The Journey Beyond Love

Sufi PoetryinThe Diwan of ‘Umar Ibn al-Farid

Ibn al-Farid has been celebrated in Sufi literature as the Prince

mystical experience. Contrary to all that tradition, on the basis

of Lovers (Sultan al-'asiqin), as if love were the main topic of his

of an

accurate semantic analysis of the poem, such an interpretation, appears
inaccurate. From the analysis of the eighteen roots of the synonyms of
love, it has clearly appeared that the vocabulary of love in the poem is
centered on three main roots:

i - (H B B): from which important terms, such as 'love' (hubb,
mahabba), 'lover' (muhibb), 'beloved' (habib) and, of course

the verb 'to love' (ahabba), and other derivatives come.

ii - (H W Y): from which drive terms such as 'passion' (hawa/ pl.
ahwa’) and the verb 'to be passionate' (hawia, yahwa), and

other derivatives come.
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iii - (W L Y): from which terms such as 'friendship' (wala’), a
basic term in Sufism meaning 'nearness to God or sainthood'
(waldya), and 'friend of God or saint' (wali) come. The
semantic analysis has also shown that precisely the derivatives
of the root (W L Y) have the most extensive semantic usage.
These terms, in fact, occur in all three stages of the mystical
journey, while the derivatives of H B B are used only in the
stages of farq (division) and ittihad (absolute unity or self-
identity), and those of H W Y are found only in the stage of
farg, and not in the other two stages. And the same must be
said for all other synonyms of love.

An explanation for such particular linguistic usage can be
found in the very semantic connotation of love. Love, no matter how
deep it may be, always implies a certain duality between the lover and
the beloved, even when it comes to mean, as in some parts of the
poem, love of the poet for him-self (ana), as in the verses:

I have ever been She, and She has ever been I, with no difference,
nay, my essence has ever been loving my essence
(or better.dat-i, i.e. my-self, has ever been loving dat-7, i.e. my-self).

(Ibn al-Farid, al-Ta’iyyat al-kubra, v. 263)

While the derivatives of the root (H B B) are not used beyond
the second stage, the terms of the root (W L Y), on the contrary, have a
larger semantic spectrum, which covers all three mystical stages. The
reason for such preference is given, throughout the poem, in the
relationship of the terms of the root (W L Y) with the pre-eternal
covenant (mitdq) between God and human souls, mentioned in Koran
7, 172. For many Sufis, especially since al-Gunayd (II H/X CE), such
pre-eternal covenant has been considered the starting point as well as
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the ultimate goal of their Sufi experience. In fact, they saw in that
primordial bond the original witness of the Divine and transcendent
Unity of God that has been sealed forever in human souls, through the
mysterious dialogue between them and their Lord mentioned in the
Koranic verse: “Am I not your Lord? They answered: Yes, indeed! So
that you will not say in the day of resurrection: I did not know” (4
lastu bi-Rabbi-kum? Qalii: bala!; alla taqilii yawma al-giyama: inna
kunnd ‘an dalika gdfilin). In this way, the Sufi experience becomes a
remembrance and a revival of that pre-eternal convenant. To that
dialogue, and in its very words, Ibn al-Farid makes explicit reference
in his verses:

The secret of ‘Yes’ (bald) - to God the mirror of its revelation! -

and to affirm the reality of union (gam ") is to deny any 'beside-ness'
(ma'iyya)

(Ibn al-Farid, al-Ta iyyat al-kubra, v. 496).
And resorting to the image of milk, as symbol of Sufi knowledge, he says:

From me and in me the bond of friendship (wala") appeared in the
seed (= before time);

to me and out of me the milk of the breast of union (gam ‘) has
been flowing.

(Ibn al-Farid, al-Ta iyyat al-kubra, v. 503)

On this basis, it seems that the traditional designation of Ibn al-
Farid as Sultan al-'asiqin does not fully express the highest point of
his Sufi experience. Presumably, this title should be changed to that
"The Poet of Universal, all-comprehensive Union (gam’). Love,
important as it may be in his poetry, is but a stage in his mystical path
towards such universal union, a stage that must be overcome for a
higher one, as he himself explicitly declares:
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I have crossed the boundary of passion (hawa), love (hubb) is
to me even as hate:

from unity (ittihdad), the peak of my ascension (mi rdg),
begins my journey (riklat-i).

(Ibn al-Farid, al-Ta iyyat al-kubra, v. 295)

In his mystical journey, the poet has passed far beyond both the
stage of love (hubb) in all its manifestations and forms, and beyond
the stage of absolute self-unity (iftihdd), aiming at the highest stage of
universal union (gam ‘), which his supreme goal and loftiest aspiration.

6. Into the Seas of Universal Union

Plunged into the seas of universal union (bihar al-gam ), Ibn al-Farid
gives expression to his extraordinary experience in a bewildering
variety of terms and images as if soaring up in complete freedom into
a world not subjected to the usual laws of our daily experience. He
indicates to his novice his exalted state, saying:

And haughtily sweep with thy skirts, the skirts of an impassioned
lover,

who in his union (with the Beloved) trails over the Milky Way.

And pass through the various degrees of Oneness (ittihdd) and do not
join a party,

that lost their life in something different (from that Oneness)

(Ibn al-Farid, al-Ta’iyyat al-kubra, vv. 300-301)

Out of the great variety of words and images, the poet uses to
describe this stage, a number of them play a fundamental role in
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defining the characteristics of such stage of universal union (gam "),
and they clearly constitute the basic semantic vocabulary of this
section of the poem. These words are derivatives of a number of
linguistical roots on which the poet builds the vocabulary of this
section. They are:

i. (W G D): from which terms such as wagd (ecstasy) and wugiid
(the act of finding, existence) derive.

ii. 8 H D): from which terms such as Suhiid (vision) and
musahada (contemplation) derive.

iii. (W H D): from which terms such as ittihad (union as self-
identity) and tawhid (the profession of unity), wahda (unity)
derive.

iv. (G M 9: from which terms such as gam " (universal union)
and other terms derive.

It is to be noted that, in Ibn al-Farid's verses, the term wugid is
always related to the language of multiplicity and duality, and so to
the first stage of his mystical ascension, that of separation (farq). In
the poem, in fact, the term wugiid connotes the encounter (wugiid,
from wagada, "to find, to come across") or the experience of reality,
but still in a stage of multiplicity, division, and so of imperfection.
The experience of wugiid, therefore, is described as a state that must
be overcome reaching the true and real vision (Suhiid) of reality, that
of unity (wahda). Only through such a true vision does the poet enter
into the world of unity, in which he discovers firstly his identity with
his Beloved (ittihad), and then reaches the full awareness of his
universal union (gam ‘). The two terms wugiid and Suhiid, in fact, are
always opposed in the poem as two contradictory states of experience
and never is wugiid connotated with ontological qualifications such as
real (haqq), absolute (mutlag) and universal (kulli). Therefore, one
should translate the Faridian wugiid not with ‘being’, but as an
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'empirical finding or experiencing' of realities of the perceptible world
of senses, while the Faridian suhiud should be translated as the 'true
vision of the Real in its deepest unity'. In this sense, it appears
impossible to speak of Ibn al-Farid's Sufism in terms of wahdat al-
wugiid (unity of existence or being), because wugiid in his vocabulary
is never qualified with ontological qualification such as wahda (unity),
as it does in other Sufis' vocabulary, such as that of Ibn al-‘Arabi. In
fact, wugiid does recur in the poem only in the contexts related to
division and multiplicity (farg), which is the first stage of the poet’s
mystical journey, a stage that must be overcome in the true vision of
unity (Suhiid).

The second stage of the same journey is characterized by the
experience of unity, in the sense of self-identity, indicated by the
derivatives of the root (W H D) and, in particular, by the term ittihad,
which is one of the key terms of the poem. In this stage the poet
becomes aware of his union, but of his identity with his Beloved. At
this point he also discovers and sees (Suhiid) his true reality, a reality
present from the beginning but of which he was not aware: the two, he
and the Beloved, have always been the one and the same since
eternity. This process of discovering his own self-identity is expressed
in carefully correlated formulas such as:

ana iyya-ha (I am She)
hiya iyya-ya (She is 1)
ana iyya-ya (I am I, My-self)

This experience of this union plunges the poet into a state of
spiritual intoxication (sukr), in which his individual self and self-
awareness are completely obliterated in his self-identification with his
Beloved. Strange effects occur at that stage, and the poet tries to
express them in expressions that reflect his total intoxication and
bewilderment, such as:
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And I was seeking Her from myself, though She was ever beside me,
I marveled how She was hidden from me by myself.

(Ibn al-Farid, al-Ta iyyat al-kubra, v. 512)

Ultimately, finding his ultimate truth says in strange tunes:
And I caused myself to behold myself, as in my beholding
there existed none but myself
who might decree the intrusion (of duality).

(Ibn al-Farid, al-Ta’iyyat al-kubra, v. 528)

Sublime as such a state of intoxication might be, the Sufi poet is
quite aware that this is not the summit of his spiritual ascension
(mi‘rag). In fact, far above the peaks of ittihad lie the seas of gam . At
this stage, the derivatives of the root (G M ) are clearly predominant
in the poet’s description of his new mystical experience, designated as
gam’, which should be translated as ‘universal union’. In such an
experience the poet experiences that the opposites come together, the
One and the Many merge in a synthesizing and dynamic unity, the
poet's own self and the whole universe become one and the same
reality in a movement of reciprocal merging and inclusion.

At this stage, the poet finds that his ana (I, My-self) is not only
the source of everything, but it is in everything, beyond all limits of
space and time. Awake to this new vision of reality and merged into it,
the poet can sing now new melodies, strange and provocative for us,
shocking for the shortsighted faithful, but highly fascinating and
enchanting:

But for me, no existence (of the visible world) (wugiid) would have
come into being,
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nor would there have been vision (of unity) (suhid),
nor would religious covenants (‘uhiid) have been taken in
fidelity.

There is no living being but his life is from mine,

and every willing soul is obedient to my will.

There is no speaker but tells his tale with my words,

nor any seer but sees with the sight of my eye.

There is no listener but hears with my hearing,

nor anyone that grasps but with my strength and might.

And in the whole creation there is none save me,

that speaks or sees or hears.

(Ibn al-Farid, al-Ta iyyat al-kubra, vv. 638- 642)

The ultimate source of such an extraordinary and transcendent
union is to be found in the reality of gam " of which the poet is now
fully conscious, as he declares:

And I dived into the seas of gam ', nay, I plunged into them in aloness,

and brought out many peerless pearls (i.e., its extraordinary effects):

That I might hear my acts with a seeing ear,
and behold my words with a hearing eye.
(Ibn al-Farid, al-Ta’iyyat al-kubra, vv. 725-26).

At this point, a clear correlation and a manifest convergence
can be found among the three most important semantic fields of the
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poem's vocabulary, namely the semantic field of love, centered on the
root (W L Y), that of vision, centered on the root (S H D), and that of
union, centered on the root (G M ). The derivatives of these roots
constantly recur in strict correlation and in the same contexts of the
poem. This fact clearly highlights that their connotations are
intimately linked with each other in the interior vision of the poet and
from that link their strict semantic affinity derives. Further research
could point out that the ultimate reason for such strict semantic
affinity lies in the explicit relationship of those three roots with the
pre-eternal covenant, in which the Sufi poet had the original
experience of the total union (gam ), as he declares:

The ‘Am I not’ (a lastu) (K 7, 172) of yesterday [pre-eternity] is
not other

[from what will be manifest] to the one who enters upon
tomorrow [the day of resurrection]: verily, by now my darkness has
become my dawn and my day my night.

And the secret (sirr) of ‘Yes, indeed!” (bald)

- to God belongs the mirror of its revelation -

and affirming the reality of union (AamZ)

means denying any kind of ‘being-with’ (maZiyya).
(Ibn al-Farid, al-Ta’iyyat al-kubra, vv. 495-496)

The secret of the Sufi union, sought after in the present life of
apparent, empirical perception (wugiid) of existence, is to be traced
back to that first pre-eternal union when there was no 'otherness'
because the One who questioned and the ones who answered were one
and the same. But, the true and complete revelation and vision (sSuhiid)
of that sublime reality is to be disclosed on the day of Resurrection.
Consequently, the Sufi experience in the present temporal existence is
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a continuous struggle (mugahada) to revive the remembrance (dikr) of
that pre-eternal Day and to obtain a sort of anticipation of the final
Day, the Day of resurrection, that in the Sufi vision (Suhiid) may occur
in the present life too.

Up to this point of our paper, the terms of the semantic fields of
love, vision and unity have been highlighted. There are, however,
some others that play an important role in the poem and to which
those semantic fields are constantly referred: they are 'soul' (nafs),
'spirit' (rith) and 'essence' (dat). These terms are called ‘pivotal terms’,
as they are constantly referred to the whole vocabulary of the poem.
They have been often understood as expressions of concepts such as
One Being, One Soul, One Spirit, and One Essence as if a monistic
language was the basis of Ibn al-Farid's vocabulary. Here too, I had to
question whether such interpretations do justice to the particular
semantic universe of Ibn al-Farid's poem.

To begin with, the analysis of the terms nafs (usually translated
as soul) and dat (usually translated as essence) shows in fact that they
constantly recur in the poem in correlation to the term ana (I, my-
self), to the extent that they can replace it in all its stages.
Furthermore, they appear very often in the pronominal construction
nafs-1 and dat-1, in which they are clearly used as names of affirmation
of the self-identity of the pronoun ana (I), meaning my-self, not my
soul or my essence.

On the other hand, the term rih (translated as spirit) has a
different usage, inasmuch as it never appears as an identity term of
and. In fact, it usually denotes only some qualities of ana, the spiritual
ones as opposed to the sensible ones, which then are correlated to the
term 'soul' (nafs). In these contexts, rih is correlated to the term 'idea,
meaning' (ma ‘na), and opposed to the term 'soul' (nafs), which then is
correlated to the term 'visible image, form' (siira). Moreover, the term
'spirit'’ (rizh) has a special meaning in religious contexts, as the
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designation of the prophetical revelation, manifesting a clear influence
of the Koranic vocabulary in it. Ibn al-Farid's usage of these terms
appears on the whole quite consistent with the traditional usage of
them in Arabic vocabulary and Sufi tradition.

7. The Main Partitions of Ibn al- Farid’s Great Sufi Poem, al-
Ta’iyyat al-kubra

To help the reader with a better understanding of Ibn Farid’s
mystical experience expressed in his great mystical poem, al-Td iyyat
al-kubra, a partition of the poem is offered here, worked out according
to the three main stages (farq - ittihad - gam ") of the poet’s mystical
journey. Other partitions have been put forward by many
commentators and scholars. However, the one presented here, as a
result of our semantic analysis, seems to be more consistent with the
textual sequence of the poem.

7.1. The Love Prelude or the final Introduction (vv. 1-116)

Resorting to the traditional language of Arabic love poetry,
since long adopted by Sufis to express their spiritual experience of
Divine love, the poet proclaims his ardent love for his Beloved.
Imitating the stock vocabulary of love poets, he describes the pains of
his passion: this is burning inside him, wasting him away, moreover,
the poet swears to be well prepared to die and be utterly annihilated
for his Beloved’s sake. Answering him back, the Beloved, resorting
likewise to the traditional vocabulary of love poetry, rebukes the poet,
showing that his words are not sincere and that he is still far away
from true self-annihilation (fana’) in love. In this poetical prelude, Ibn
al-Farid makes use of images and expressions that constitute the main
topic of his minor poems to the point that one can consider this love
prelude as a summary or a synthesis of his minor poems.
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The hand of my eye has given me to sip
the ardent wine of love,
my cup was the face of Her
that [all] beauty transcends.
Through my inebriated glance
I made my friends fancy
that in quaffing their wine
my inner soul had been filled with joy.

(Ibn al-Farid, al-Ta iyyat al-kubra, vv. 1-2)

7.2. A First Description of Union (gam ) (vv. 117-196)

In a crescendo of images, the poet discloses the feelings stirred
in him by the Beloved’s presence in his inmost self. Finally, it is in
prayer that his secret comes to light: in prayer, the poet discovers and
becomes fully aware of his radical identity with his Beloved: in prayer
lover and Beloved become one and the same, each of them being
prostrated to their one reality. Moreover, the poet realizes that such a
union has been the one and the same since eternity: in fact, the poet
becomes now aware that since eternity he has been in love with his
Beloved and since eternity both, lover and Beloved, have been one
and the same reality. After such a sublime revelation, the poet
concludes this section by explaining to his disciple the way he must
follow to reach he too such a lofty state.

In reality, I stood before my imam [the leader of prayer]
and all mankind stood behind me;

there She was,

wherever I turned my face [to pray].
In prayer, my eye beholds Her

in front of me,
whilst my heart beholds me
that [ am imam of [all] my imams.
(Ibn al-Farid, al-Taiyyat al-kubra, vv. 148-149)
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7-3. Further Description and Explanation of His Mystical
State (vv. 197-285)

After the teaching imparted to his disciple, the poet comes back
to describe again to him how he has reached the stage of union with
his Beloved. He explains that it was after a long ascetic journey that
he could reach the state of true vision where all visible perceptions are
obliterated. In such a state of union, he has become aware too of his
own deepest reality, because in it, as he says: “My essence (dat-i)
became endued with my essence ((Ibn al-Farid, al-Ta’iyyat al-kubra,
v. 212). This stage of union is called here ittihad, which means ‘union
of identity’ because in it the poet discovers his identity with his
Beloved: the two are one essence. This stage of ‘union of identity’
(ittihad) follows that of separation (farg), described in the first section
of the poem.

Then (vv. 219-240), through some examples taken from
common experience, the poet tries to explain to his disciple how it is
possible that ‘the two be one’, a statement that appears to be absurd to
the ordinary rational mind. Having proved this point, the poet takes
his disciple on a fantastic flight through history, naming some of the
most famous lovers in Arabic erotic literature and coming to the
astounding conclusion that all those lovers were but manifestations of
a unique love, 1.e., the love between himself and his Beloved and, in
the end, the love of his own essence (datr-i) for itself. This section can
be entitled ‘The proclamation of the unity of love’ in all its
manifestations. Concluding, the poet takes care to prove that such
astounding statements are in full accord with the religious teaching of
the text of the Koran and the prophetic tradition (sunna) (vv. 277-
285).

Until then, I have been an impassioned lover of her,
but when I renounced to my own desire,
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She did desire me for herself

and love me.
Then, I became a beloved,
nay, one in love with one’s own self,

and not, as I said before,
that my soul was my Beloved.

(Ibn al-Farid, al-Ta iyyat al-kubra, vv. 204-205)

7-4. The Sublimity of Such a Mystical State (vv. 286-333)

The poet begins describing the sublimity of the mystical state
he has reached and proclaiming that such a state has lifted him beyond
all qualifications of love. Now, he has passed beyond the state of
unity-identity of ‘I am She’ (and iyya-ha) and "I am I, My-self" (ana
iyya-ya), and his journey points towards the seas of the universal and
all-comprehensive union. He has reached what in Sufi technical
terminology is called ‘the sobriety of union’ or ‘the second separation’
(al-farq al-thani) which is the loftiest of the mystical states. In such a
state the poet comes in possession of all the privileges granted to the
prophets and he becomes aware too that all the qualities and the
actions of the universe are but the effusion (fayd) and overflowing of
his own qualities. He concludes by declaring that no Sufi qualification
1s now suitable to him: he is now beyond all such designations proper
to particular Sufi states. From this section on the rest of the poem can
be read as a long description of the sublimity of the poet's mystical
state of universal and all-comprehensive union (gam ‘), approached
from different angles.

For the valley of her friendship,
my friend of sober heart,

lies in the province of my command
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and falls under my rule
The realm of the highest degrees of love
is my possession,
their realities are my army
and all lovers are my subjects.
(Ibn al-Farid, al-Ta’iyyat al-kubra, vv. 292-293)

7-5. The Wonders of Union: The Contraries Become One in
the Poet’s ana (I, Myself) (vv. 334-440)

With this section, the poet begins to expose what can be called
‘the wonders of union’. He opens it with a new ‘love prelude
(tagazzul)’ (vv. 334-387) which corresponds to the one at the opening
of the poem (vv. 1-116). But, by now, the meaning of the love
symbols has become clearer: the two, lover and Beloved, are one and
the same essence that reveals itself to itself and loves itself through
itself.

The poet describes the first marvel of union: the contraries
come together and are reconciled in an astonishing synthesis. The
domain of the sensible qualities or the visible phenomena (symbolized
in the poem by the character of the ‘railer’ of the love stories) is
usually opposed to that of the spiritual qualities or the interior
meanings (symbolized in the poem by the character of the ‘slanderer’
of the love stories). On the contrary, now the poet witnesses that
between the two worlds, visible and invisible, exists a profound
correspondence and harmony. This harmony is clearly experienced in
the ‘Sufi music’, in which the two worlds are felt to be in deep accord.
The poet ends this section with a passionate defense of the Sufi
practice of musical dance (sama "), a practice that has been often and
bitterly opposed by a number of strict Sunni scholars, such as Ibn
Taymiyya (d. 728/1328).

Issue No. (91) July, 2024 | 1711



Dr. Shaimaa Mohamed Mohamed Hassanin
Dr. Ahmed Hasan Anwar Hasan

Prof. Giuseppe Scattolin

Were She to dissolve my body,

She would see that in every atom of it
there is every heart,
in which there every love dwells.
Then, the most marvelous thing I found in Her,

what the interior disclosure (fath)
has abundantly bestowed on me
through a revelation that dispelled all doubt,

(Ibn al-Farid, al-Ta’iyyat al-kubra, vv. 387-388)

7-6. The Wonders of Union: The Poet’s ana (I, Myself) as the
Supreme Pole of Existence (vv. 441-503)

In this section the poet widens his horizon till he reaches the
full awareness of being the center of the whole universe: it is around
him that all the spheres of worlds turn since he is the supreme Pole
(qutb) of existence. The poet resorts here to a well-known Sufi
terminology, without bothering to explain it, taking for granted that it
was well understood by his audience. Being the Pole of existence,
towards him all religious cults are addressed, from him the whole
creation receives its movement and by him, all spiritual degrees are
bestowed throughout history in the spiritual qualities of prophets and
saints. In the end, the poets make clear that the source of such a
sublime state is the ‘covenant of friendship’ mentioned in the Koran
(K 7, 172). This passage tells of a primordial witness to God’s
supreme Lordship and transcendent Unity impressed since eternity in
the human souls. Such a covenant has become, since al-Gunayd (d.
298/910), one of the main topics of Sufi reflection. The poet now
declares that he was present at that time, in pre-eternity, when God
asked human souls: “Am I not (a lastu) your Lord?”, and they
answered: “Yes, indeed (bala)!” (K 7, 172). Moreover, the poet is
now aware that he was at that point both the one who asked the
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question and the ones who answered it: in fact, at that time no duality
or ‘to be with’ existed, but only absolute unity. In the end, the poet
acknowledges that such a mystery (sirr) can only be revealed in the
state of union.

I have indicated by means
of what the expression can yield,
and that which remains hidden
I have made it clear by a subtle allegory.
The ‘Am I not’ (a lastu) (K 7, 172) of yesterday [pre-eternity]
is not other
[from what will be manifest] to the one who enters upon
tomorrow [the day of resurrection]: verily, by now my darkness
has become my dawn
and my day my night.
(Ibn al-Farid, al-Ta’iyyat al-kubra, vv. 494-495)

7.7. The Wonders of Union: Essence (daf), Attributes (sifar),
Names (asma’) and Acts (af*al) are one in the Poet’s ana
(I, Myself) (vv. 504-588)

This section too opens with some love verses (tagazzul) in
which the poet sings his love for his Beloved, but now in complete
intoxication (sukr) of union. Now, all pronouns are turned into the
first person, creating strange but enchanting melodies of sounds and
images. Then, taking a more theological tone, the poet declares that
his state of the union is far above all the distinctions known in
classical theology, i.e., the distinction between God’s essence (dat)
and his attributes (sifar), names (asma’) and acts (af*al). The poet
affirms that all these terms designate in him only one reality. Besides,
in such a state of union, each one of his physical faculties is qualified
by all the qualities of all the other faculties: a complete ‘inter-change’
of operations takes place in him. This is another marvel of the sublime
state of the union.
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I ask Her of myself,
whenever I encounter Her,
and inasmuch as She bestows on me [true] guidance,
She misleads me [in my quest].
I seek Her from myself,
though She was ever beside me:
I marveled at the way
She was hidden from me through myself.
(Ibn al-Farid, al-Ta’iyyat al-kubra, vv. 511-512)

7.8. The Wonders of Union: The Poet’s ana (I, Myself)
Extends Through Space and Time Beyond All Limits (vv.
588-650)

In such a state of union, the poet becomes all the more aware
that, since he is the supreme Pole (qurb) of the universe, his action
reaches beyond all limits of space and time. It was he who performed,
in every place and time, all the miracles (mugizar) attributed to the
prophets and the wonders (karamat), attributed to the saints. But,
above all, in him the highest Divine qualities are displayed, namely
the qualities of majesty (galal), beauty (gamal) and perfection (kamal)
in a reciprocal inclusion. Now, he can perceive and contemplate these
qualities in all phenomena which are, in the end, but manifestations of
himself to himself. Some of the most astonishing and controversial
verses of the poem are found in this section.

I survey all the horizons [of the earth]
in a flash of thought,
and I pass through all the seven layers of heaven
in one step.
Such is the soul: if she casts off her [lower] passion,
her powers are multiplied,
and it can endow every atom [of existence]
with all her energy.
(Ibn al-Farid, al-Ta’iyyat al-kubra, vv. 593-600)
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7.9. The Wonders of Union: Examples and Explanations of
Such a Sublime State (vv. 651-731)

In this section of the poem, the poet intends to explain again to
his disciple his mystical experience that may sound absurd to a
rational mind: How is it possible that unity and multiplicity are found
together? How is it possible that he is in everything and everything is
in him? This section is parallel to that of vv. 219-285 in which similar
explanations are given.

To this purpose, the poet resorts to some examples taken from
common experience. Then, in a long passage (vv. 677-706) he
introduces a description of the ‘play of the shadows’ (hayal al-zill) as
the most suitable example to illustrate his intent. In this play, the unity
of the agent (the showman) with the multiplicity of forms (the
shadows of the puppets on the screen) are clearly known beyond any
appearance. Thus, is the union between himself and the whole
universe: multiplicity is apparent, and oneness is real. This passage
has become very famous in Sufi and non-Sufi literature.

The poet concludes this section extolling again the sublimity of
his state of union (gam ): he is the light of existence, he is the source
of all actions in the universe, every being bears witness to his
transcendent unity (tawhid).

Whatever you have contemplated [in the play]
was in fact the act of only one, alone [agent],
only [enwrapped] in the veils of occultation.

So, when he removed the curtain,
you beheld none but him,
and no confusion remained
about the forms [of the shadows].
(Ibn al-Farid, al-Ta iyyat al-kubra, vv. 704-705)
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7.10. The Wonders of Union: The Poet’s ana (I, Myself) is the
Goal of AIll Religions which are but Its Self-
Manifestations throughout Human History (vv. 732-761)

The poet now widens still furthers his horizon to include the
whole history of religions throughout the ages. In his mystical state of
all-comprehensive union, he discovers that he has always been the
true goal of all religions and acts of worshipping, even if the
worshippers themselves were unaware of such a reality. This idea is
called ‘the unity of religions’ and has been very often the object of
Sufi speculation, as in Ibn al-‘Arabi’s mystical philosophy.

More specifically, the poet affirms that he has been manifesting
himself throughout the religious history of the prophets and of Islam
in particular. In fact, he has come to the awareness of having been,
before all visible manifestation, the ‘Eternal Light’, existing since all
eternity as the transcendent source of all visible lights.

Concluding his poem, Ibn al-Farid seems to unveil something
of the profound mystery that has lingered on in his verses up to this
point. He affirms quite clearly that he has become aware that be one
and the same with that ‘Eternal Light’, a known Sufi designation of
the ‘Eternal Light of Muhammad’ (al-nir al-muhammadi) or the
‘Eternal Reality of Muhammad’. This same idea has been largely
developed in Ibn al-Farid’s time by the ‘greatest Sufi Master’ (al-Sayh
al-akbar), Tbn al-“Arab1 (d. 638/1240), with the idea of the ‘Perfect
Man’ (al-insan al-kamil). It seems to us that this is the basic concept
underlying Ibn al-Farid’s mystical experience and the clue to
understanding the paradoxical expressions, intended to convey in his
verse.
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In all religions humans’ eyes
have not gone astray,
neither have their thoughts deviated
in every religious belief.

Those who heedlessly fell in love with the sun
lost not their way,
since its brightness comes from the light
of the unveiling of my splendour.
(Ibn al-Farid, al-Ta’iyyat al-kubra, vv. 738-739)

Eventually, however, when dealing with mystical texts, one
should be always aware that one crosses over into the world of
silence, the mystical sublime silence since a true experience of the
Absolute can never be really and totally expressed in human words.
Human words and all linguistic skills are for mystics just traces and
pointers to indicate a Reality that always exceeds and transcends all
human understanding and linguistic expression.

8. The Mystical Experience of Ibn al-Farid

From the analysis of the text of the 7a'iyya, one can conclude
with some assessment of Ibn al-Farid's mystical experience,
evaluating what commentators and scholars have written about him. It
seems that through this semantic approach concepts and terms foreign
to Ibn al-Farid's vocabulary projected into it, distorting the true
meaning of its terms, have been clarified. In fact, we tried a closer
approach to the text, trying to read the text through the text itself. This
is the first necessary step to be taken in order to do justice to the true
meaning of Ibn al-Farid's experience.

On the other hand, those authors have pointed out some general
themes present in the poem. One finds that in their writings they
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mention the 'divine love' (al-hubb al-ilahi) of Ibn al-Farid's poems
(although the term Allah as such does not recur in his verses), the
‘absolute union' (a/-wahda), and the 'perfect man' (al-insan al-kamil,
also this term as such does not occur in Ibn al-Farid's verses). All
these general themes were already present in the Sufi tradition in Ibn
al-Farid's time and have most probably influenced his mystical vision.
In fact, in his poetry, there are evident traces of Arabic love poetry
which, by his time, had already been adopted by Sufis to express their
mystical love. The character of Magnin Layla, the famous lover of
Arabic literature, had already become the highest symbol of the Sufi
drunken and lost in the love of God. Likewise, many verses of Ibn al-
Farid's poems echo the typical Sufi questioning on the true 'profession
of unity' (fawhid) in which the muwahhid (the one who witnesses) and
the muwahhad (the one who is witnessed) must be one and the same,
avoiding any shadow of dualism.

In conclusion, if we were to indicate the core of Ibn al-Farid's
mystical experience, we have to find it first of all in his personal and
deep assimilation of the concept of the perfect man (al-insan al-
kamil). Through such realization, the Sufi poet has come to the full
awareness of having attained his most profound aspiration, which is
the source of all mystical experience: the desire for union with the
Absolute. Having gone through all the stages of love which led the
Sufi to the complete annihilation of his personal qualities (fana’) in
order to reach the permanence in the qualities of the Beloved (baga’),
the poet has grown to new awareness. He finds that his first empirical
'self' (and), which at the beginning of his path was still living and
experiencing reality (wugiid) in the stage of multiplicity and duality,
has passed away in pure transparency and vision (Suhiid) of the true,
unique 'Self' (ana), the Absolute One. At this stage, he experiences
such Absolute ‘Self' (and@) as the unique center of all qualities and
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movements in the whole universe. In this Absolute 'Self' (and) the
poet has completely merged to the point that there are no traces left of
his previous, empirical 'self' (and). Now, in a new transparent and
transcendent awareness (Suhiid) he realizes that whatever he says or
does, is done by that One and Absolute Subject, the only Center of all,
the only One who can say in Reality ana (I, my-self). Having attained
the Source of everything, the poet finds himself in everything and
everything in himself, from him and for him. Moreover, he finds
himself in everything in a new, cosmic awareness, beyond all limits of
space and time. Completely merged in that union, he tries to convey in
his poetry something of such extraordinary experience, drawing from
the literary and religious culture of his time. His expressions might
sound absurd, even hubristic, to the understanding of the common
faithful, one who has not gone through the poet's deep, interior
transformation, such expressions are for the poet the only possible
articulations in the human language of that Reality in which he now
exists. In fact, conscious that words can never totally express that
transcendent Reality, the poet warns:

Those two [railer and slanderer] are one with us [Beloved and I]

in inward union (batin al-AamZ),

though [we two and those two] are counted four

in outward separation (Qé&hir al-farq).

(Ibn al-Farid, al-Ta iyyat al-kubra, v. 398)
The ultimate Reality experienced by Sufis always lies far

beyond any rational capacity (‘agl). Only interior intuition and taste
(dawq) can give some understanding of it. Ibn al-Farid's poems are to

be read as just an allusion to that mysterious, inexpressible Reality.
Ultimately, however, in the silence of death, the poet took with him
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the very secret of his mystical discovery, in his return to the
mysterious sources of his mystical journey: to that "Sea of love and
friendship", to that "bounteous and unlimited Ocean", where he found
his true, real 'Self". His poems have been left to us to be read as traces
(atar) of a path to follow ("Order of the Way" is the original title of
his Great 74 iyya) towards the same, transcendent Reality.

"Ultimately, however, in spite of all effort, one has to
acknowledge that the Sufi poet took with him the secret of his
mystical experience as he returned through the silence of death
towards the mysterious sources of his mystical journey: that
"Sea of love and friendship" and that "bounteous and unlimited
Ocean" in which he found his true, real 'Self' (anad). He left us
his poem to be read simply as traces (atar) of a path to follow
(The Order of the Way, this is in fact the meaning of one of the
titles of the poem) towards that transcendent and ultimate
Reality in which he found his utmost fulfillment". (Scattolin,
1987, p.51)

9. Conclusive Remarks.

Hermeneutics is a never-ending work. In fact, it is an approach
to reality through language, but reality always lies beyond any
language, any expression and any interpretation. Here, one
unavoidably enters into the well-known hermeneutical circle, i.e.,
hermeneutics as an ever-going process of interpretation. In fact, after
all the work is done, one becomes all the more aware that in order to
understand reality, one should become that reality. Being and logos
are one, said the Greek philosophers, and only in such unity true
understanding is reached. The 'fusion of horizons', prospected by
Gadamer, can never be really achieved, unless there is also a ‘fusion
of beings’. Here lies the basic problem of hermeneutics, which eluded
many times in many ways. A pure intellectual, technical approach to
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mystical texts (as well as to any other true expression of human
experience), though necessary, will never be adequate to understand
the mystical experience expressed in them. One must achieve first an
interior affinity with that experience. On their part, mystics have
always pointed out the insurmountable distance that always lies
between their interior experience and their verbal expressions. “Abd
al-Gabbar al-Niffari, an Iraqi Sufi (d. 354/965 or 366/976-977), has
well expressed such hermeneutical aporia in an impressive sentence:
"The more the vision (ru ya) widens, the more the expression ( ibara)
shrinks". (Arberry, 1935, p.51). Therefore, to understand mystical
texts, along with the ‘'analogical' approach based on abstract
intellectual analysis, one must also engage in an 'anagogical' approach,
trying to reach a spiritual experience and taste similar to that of the
mystic author. Such truth proves valid also in other fields of human
experience such as the poetic, the artistic, the etics, etc. It seems quite
obvious, even if it is not always taken into account, that without some
inner affinity with these realities, one cannot hope to reach any true
understanding of them. For this reason, Sufis always insist that their
truth can only be understood by those who have some interior
experience and mystical 'taste' (dawgq) of it. Without such interior
experience, the deepest meaning of their texts will always elude a pure
intellectual reader. In a remarkable verse (al-Ta'iyya al-kubra v. 397),
Ibn al-Farid, conscious that words always fall short of expressing the
transcendent Reality of his mystical experience, clearly warns his
readers:

By allusion (talwih), understands what [ mean
the one who has the taste (dawq) of it:
he can dispense with clear explanations
[required] by a fastidious inquirer.
(Ibn al-Farid, al-Ta iyyat al-kubra, v. 397)
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One can see that approaching mystical texts is not an easy task.
A number of steps are to be taken, as shown in the present research.
One must start from the 'objectivity' of the text through a synchronic-
contextual and diachronic-historical approach, avoiding any arbitrary
projection of foreign ideas into it. But this does not suffice in order to
reach the experience expressed in the text. One must go on delving
into the meta-historical and transcendental level of it, i.e., into the
ontological dimensions of the mystical experience expressed in the
text, without this it cannot be grasped in its interior and ultimate
depth. Such a work must be done both at scientific and experiential
levels, to get a fuller understanding of it. In the end, however, any
honest researcher should always avow that he/she cannot pretend to
have reached a full understanding of the mystical text, since such an
understanding could only be possible through an ontological
identification with its author's experience, and this is actually
impossible. In fact, there will always be an ontological unsurpassable
distance between the author and his reader. Thus, our understanding of
mystical texts will always be inadequate, limited, and in need of
further scrutiny, going deeper into the mentioned 'hermeneutical
circle'. Moreover, at the end of all work done, any true researcher in
the mystical field should enter into the mystical silence, out of respect
for the experience of a Reality that transcends any human expression.

In the end, an interesting and important to mention a highly
expressive saying attributed to “Al1 b. Abii Talib (d. 40AH/ 661AD),
the cousin of Muhammad, the Prophet of Islam. During the battle of
Siffin (37AH/ 657AD), the army of Mu‘awiyya (d. 60AH/ 680AD),
his opponent, raised some sheets of the Koranic text on the top of their
spears, claiming God's judgment upon the dispute for the caliphate.
‘Ali's supporters were impressed by such a move and were inclined to
accept the proposal. Then, ‘Ali pronounced his famous sentence:
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"This Koran is a text written (mastiir) between two covers; it does not
speak, it is in need of an interpreter (targuman). It is people who
speak on its behalf". (Al1 b. Abu Talib, 1951, p. 5) This sentence
summarizes, in my view, in a nice way the very core of the
hermeneutical question. Texts, even the revealed ones, are in themself
silent, it is their readers that make them speak, for good or evil. They
are the interpreters of the texts. Any reading, even the one that
pretends to be the most literal, is unavoidably an interpretation of the
texts. The hermeneutical question comes unavoidably to the front.

Finally, it has become quite clear now that the hermeneutical
question cannot be eluded in approaching literary works, especially
mystical texts, and it always remains a crucial challenge for any
reader. Our hope is that the present paper may help with some clues
for a better and more useful approach to the mystical texts in general
and those of the Sufi tradition in particular. In this way one can get
nearer to the experience their authors, the mystics, intended to express
and convey to their readers through their linguistic expressions.
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