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For Dalhousie University English and Gothic Literature Professor D. P. 

Varma (d. 1994), and for Harvard University Arabic Literature Professor Muhsin Mahdi (d. 2007), in memoriam. 









 Wer sich selbst und andere kennt, 

 wird auch hier erkennen:

 Orient und Okzident

 Sind nicht mehr zu trennen. 

(He who knows himself and others

will also recognize here that

Orient and Occident

are no longer separable). 

—Johann Wolfgang Goethe,  West-ostlicher Diwan, 1819. 
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Preface

In April 22-23, 2005, Professor Wolfhart P. Heinrichs of the Department of Near Eastern Languages and Civilizations at Harvard University organized a conference on  One Thousand and One Nights  in honor of Muhsin Mahdi, James Richard Jewett Emeritus Professor of Arabic at Harvard, celebrating the twentieth anniversary of Mahdi’s Arabic edition of the Nights, which was published in 1984 and the 300-year history of the book in Europe. At the time I was a Research Fellow at the Center For Middle Eastern Studies at Harvard. Heinrichs invited me to give a paper, and I accepted his invitation although I was very busy working on a different project. 

My paper was entitled “Borrowed Imagination: Coleridge’s ‘Ancient Mariner’ and the  Arabian Nights.” Students from the English Department came to listen to me at the time. The topic fascinated them. They asked me many questions and assumed that I would be producing an article, or a book of some sort on the debt of Coleridge, or other Romantic poets to the  Nights  in the near future. Professor James Engell, the chair of the department, read my paper, and encouraged me to publish it. He found it

“intriguing and informative.” But I was busy with two other projects. At the end of June 2006 I had to leave Harvard and the United States, and that meant I would not have enough sources to work with for a big Romantic project. Widener and Houghton libraries would be out of reach for me! 

When I was growing up in Damascus, Syria, I have never seen, or read the complete volumes of the  Arabian Nights. Of course, as a child I was familiar with tales, such as Sinbad the Sailor, or Aladdin. But neither my family, nor my school had ever introduced me to such a book.  The Nights was not part of the canon of Arabic literature. Only in 1966 when Dalhousie University in Canada sent me to Harvard to work on my MA thesis on

“The Influence of T. S. Eliot upon Salah 'Abd al-Sabur” that I discovered the  Arabian Nights. The Egyptian poet ‘Abd al-Sabur was attending an international poetry conference at Harvard at the time. I interviewed him and discussed his poetry with him during that summer. He referred to the  Nights  several times and mentioned specific tales that influenced him a great deal. When I went to read these tales in the dark stacks of the library I was terribly shocked. Only then I realized why the  Nights  were never part of my education. My family in Damascus owned a huge library. But the  Nights  were not there to be seen. I must confess I was not xi
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happy to read the tale of “The Three Ladies from Baghdad” as suggested by the Egyptian poet. For me it was sheer pornography. But I had to read his sources in order to understand his poetry. 

This was my first encounter with The  Nights  in both Arabic and the various translations in European languages. And because it was not a pleasant encounter, I revolted against my mentor Professor D. P. Varma who suggested to me in 1967 that I work on the influence of the  Nights  on the English Romantic poets for my PhD dissertation. I did not wish to touch that book again although I did not mind some of its tales, such as

“Sinbad the Sailor.” 

In 1968 I moved to the United States to work on my doctorate in English and Comparative Literature, and chose a topic on “The Intruder in Modern Drama” in which I could utilize my knowledge of English, French, and German and choose a sociopolitical approach to the study of modern theater. But as a teaching assistant in the English Department I always introduced my students to the Arabic sources of Dante, or the European Romantics among others. One British professor in particular was very unhappy about me stressing the influence of Sinbad the Sailor on Coleridge’s “Ancient Mariner.” He was very Eurocentric and could not possibly believe that non-European sources had ever influenced English literature. But my students, most of them were New Yorkers, did enjoy comparing and contrasting old Arabic sources with relatively modern English and European literary texts. 

Since the late 1960s I taught in different countries and continents, but never managed to work on the British Romantics and their debt to the Arabian Nights, or other Arabic sources. I was publishing books in different areas. In 1987 my interest in the  Nights  was suddenly rekindled. I was invited to Cairo by the feminist Dr. Nawal Sa' dawi to an international conference. My paper: “The Journey from Barbarism to Civilization and the Necessity of Restraining Female Sexuality: The Examples of Shahrazad and the Box Woman in  One Thousand and One Nights” stirred a storm in the city. The leading journals and newspapers commented on my paper and attacked me for at least two months. Sa'dawi published my Arabic paper in Cairo in 1988 and in English in 1990. An English version, in collaboration with Gerhard Fischer, appeared in the summer/fall issue of  Arab Studies Quarterly  in 1991, under the title “Promiscuity, Emancipation, Submission: The Civilizing Process and the Establishment of a Female Role Model in the Frame-Story of  One Thousand and One Nights.” 

Soon, an Arabic translation followed and appeared in the Egyptian journal  Fusul  in the winter of 1994. The Spanish scholar Pedro Monferrer Sala translated the article into Spanish and published it in  Anaquel de Estudios Arabes  at Madrid University in 1999. Since the late 1980s, many journals and newspapers in the Middle East have mentioned my Arabic article in their reports. Even the Palestinian-Israeli writer Emile Habibi used my
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findings in a talk he gave in Berlin in 1988 without ever acknowledging me. I happened to be among the audience that evening! 

At that time I did not think much of Shahrazad, or the Box Woman as role models for eighteenth-century British women, such as Mary Wollstonecraft, or her daughter Mary Shelley. But in 2012 during a short stay at Indiana University at Bloomington I began to think about my Romantic project seriously. I knew already that the younger generations of Romanticists would hardly be interested in any findings linking the British, or other European Romantic writers and poets to the Arab East. In the few sessions organized by English romanticists at the Comparative Literature Association Conference at Brown University in 2012, one only has to look at the titles of the papers presented in order to reach Kipling’s conclusion: “East is East and West is West/ and the twain can never meet!” And if the East is ever mentioned it is done as a lip service, with hardly any substance. 

In Bloomington, Indiana, the ghosts of two dead professors haunted me at night: Professor D. P. Varma, “a scholar of English Gothic tales and a connoisseur of vampire lore” as described in an obituary on Thursday, October 27, 1994, in the  New York Times, and Professor Muhsin Mahdi, the professor of Arabic at Harvard from 1969 to 1996, and a specialist on One Thousand and One Nights. 

I knew Varma since I was a university student at Damascus University. He cast me as Desdemona in Shakespeare’s  Othello  in 1960, and was familiar with my poems and short stories. President Nasser, and his vice-president Sadat attended the performance at the time. But after the dissolution of the United Arab Republic (Egypt and Syria) in September 1961, the Syrian military authorities expelled Professor Varma for his association with Nasser during the production of  Othello. In 1965 Varma, who was teaching at Dalhousie University in Canada at the time, got me a scholarship in his university to work on my master’s degree in English literature. Although he was my mentor and friend I was never interested in his Gothic field. He knew that and respected my wishes. But he always wished that one day I would work on the influence of  One Thousand and One Nights  on English literature. He was only seventy-one when he had a stroke and died in New York City. Wolfgang Saxon wrote in the  New York Times  that Varma was at the time on a lecture tour in the United States. Shortly before his death he talked to me on the telephone across continents and was quite hopeful of the future. A professor of Gothic romance literature and a person who was fascinated by Dracula and the supernatural no wonder why he loved the  Arabian Nights  and saw its imprints everywhere! But did he realize, too, that one could not be hopeful about anything in life? That our choices are very limited, and that destiny looms large over our heads? Countless characters in the  Nights warn us about the puzzle of life. No one knows where one lives, or where one dies. Varma, who “was born in Darbhanga, India, a Himalayan vil-
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lage with a view of Mount Everest,” studied in Colonial Britain, taught English literature in India, Nepal, Syria, Egypt, and Canada, and died alone in New York City! 

Of all his books that he sent me across continents, I still have only one: The Transient Gleam: A Bouquet of Beckford’s Poesy, in which he collected some forgotten poems by William Beckford (1760-1844). I wonder why did this book survive in my small library now? Thousands of other books that I owned in the past were either donated to a local library, or simply thrown in recycling bins. I don’t remember choosing specific books to be stored, or others to be trashed. I was facing a tragic situation and had to get rid of everything I owned in a hurry. Inside the cover Professor Varma wrote in September 1991: “For Samar Attar,—the poet who will understand and admire this work of another poet and novelist—in fond memory of her own unique manifesto on Beckford long years ago at Dalhousie.” I was truly stunned. What manifesto was he talking about? I don’t remember reading  Vathek  although I took courses from Varma on the Gothic novels. But I do remember that he asked me years ago to give a paper on Beckford at some international congress on Enlightenment in Bristol, England, and I declined the invitation. Yet after decades I come back to the Gothic novels, the  Arabian Nights, and the English Romantic poets, something that I never thought would ever happen! It felt strange to look again at  The Romantic Agony  by Mario Praz, Varma’s friend, and to read about characters I never wished to hear about anymore. What triggered my new interest now? Was it a book by a senior scholar who wrote on something else, used slightly some of my findings on the influence of Ibn Tufayl on seventeenth- and eighteenth-century British writers without referring to my book? Or was it the ghost of my dead professor who kept appearing to me in dreams, urging me to write on the influence of the  Arabian Nights  and other sources on the Romantic poets? I can never be sure. 

As for Muhsin Mahdi, I met him at Harvard in 1994-1995 when I was a Visiting Research Scholar at the university. He became genuinely interested in me when I published my paper on Shahrazad and the Box Woman in the  One Thousand and One Nights. We talked about it among other things over lunch on April 7, 1995, in the Faculty Club and laughed a great deal. But to my shock, Mahdi was no more a person in April 2005

when I gave my paper on Coleridge’s “Ancient Mariner and the  Arabian Nights” at Harvard. He was in a wheelchair not aware of the presence of anyone around him. At a dinner reception made in his honor, he was not the same Muhsin I talked to in the past. He too, just like Varma, was born in a distant country, in Karbala', the city of tears and mourning in Iraq. 

He moved from country to country. Then he settled in Massachusetts, only to die there on July 9, 2007, without realizing where he was. That evening I cried for hours in my Harvard apartment, thinking that the man who edited the  Arabian Nights  and wrote about it was transformed
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into a thing, just like many characters in those horrific tales. He did not recognize me, or recognize anyone else. He was not able to speak, or see, or understand what was going on around him. Or was he perhaps able, but we could not see that? Who knows? Our knowledge is limited, no matter how knowledgeable we think we are. This is what the  Nights  tell us all along. 

The English Romantics must have liked the Arabic book, not only because it is erotic, or it diverts their thinking sometime from revolutions and bloodshed, allows a space to forget the horror of daily life, and helps them handle their anxieties and fears. They must have seen many different and contradictory things in the tales. There are gardens, rivers, flowers, birds, fruits, golden palaces, castles, banquets, colorful gems, lavish weddings, music, songs, stars, moons, ravishing beauty everywhere, seas, ships, islands, rocks, caves, deserts, and lakes. There are humans, genies, and animals. Sometime they interact, at other times they live in their own world. But there are also tales on nightmares where the natural and supernatural world are chaotically fused together, failed marriages, promiscuous women and lusty men, dead cities and wastelands, cruel rulers butchering their own citizens, condemned people for no reason, men and women transformed into animals, or stones, forbidden love between sisters and brothers, homosexuals and lesbians, drugs, dreams and sex, jokes on religion and religious men, the benefits of wine and fornication, journeys to distant shores, beauty and its effect on all creatures, Platonic love, and countless kinds of passion, the importance of travel in our lives, the brutality of history, greed, or forgiveness, justice or injustice, women beating their own husbands, or highly educated ones changing the world. In short, all of humanity is there in  One Thousand and One Nights. No wonder why the English Romantics found in it a treasure-trove! 

But to my mind, the  Arabian Nights  was not the only source that inspired the Romantics. Ibn Tufayl’s book  Hayy Ibn Yaqzan  had also infil-trated their imagination and helped them focus on the Self as a subject in their poems. The natural man who is totally free from all shackles must have haunted them in their quest for freedom, equality, and toleration. 

Some of them might have read his story. Others would have used its ideas as reflected in the writings of Sir Isaac Newton, John Locke, William Godwin, Thomas Paine, Daniel Defoe, Rousseau, Voltaire, and the Dissenters in general. The child nurtured by animals, the notion that men are all alike though infinitely various and different, the role of reason and/or intuition, the place of energy, or imagination in human lives, the importance of solitude and the environment, the abhorrence of violence, the role of revealed religions in society, the existence of God, or the negation of the Divine, have all loomed large in the Romantic mind. 

Furthermore, there were numerous translations of Arabic, Persian, and Indian tales and poems at the time that must have reached the Romantic
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poets in one way or another. Persian poets and mystics in particular, such as Omar al-Khayyam (d. c. 1123), al-Suhrawardi (executed at the age of thirty-six in 1191 as a heretic in Aleppo), Farid al-Din al-Attar (1145-1221, killed by the Mongols), Sa'di (1194-1282), Jalal al-Din al-Rumi (1207-1273), and Hafiz (d. 1390), were familiar figures in different parts of Europe. The  Qur'an  had already been translated several times and the Mi'raj, or  Muhammad’s Journey to Heaven and Hell  that had inspired Dante in both his  La Vita Nuova  and  The Divine Comedy, along with other philosophical treatises on the soul’s journey to the other world, were also available in Christian Europe. Sir William Jones (1746-94), an orientalist and a friend of Dr. Samuel Johnson, Edward Gibbon, and Edmund Burke, translated pre-Islamic poetry into English and introduced his readers to Indian and Persian literature as well. 

It is my aim here to study specific English poems and to show how certain tales from  One Thousand and One Nights  and/or ideas from  Hayy Ibn Yaqzan  and other Islamic sources have helped the British Romantic poets not only in finding their own voices, but also their themes, metaphors, symbols, characters, and images. There are books on the market that refer vaguely to the influence of  One Thousand and One Nights  in particular on eighteenth- and nineteenth-century British literature, such as  The Road to Xanadu  by John Livingston Lowes (1927), or  The Arabian Nights in English Literature, edited by Peter L. Caracciolo (1988). But to my knowledge, there is not one single book that gives the exact Arabic sources of the various English poems written by Blake, Wordsworth, Coleridge, Keats, Shelley, Byron, only to name a few. Critics have docu-mented Greek and Roman sources, but turned a blind eye to Arabic sources at a time when the Romantic poets were reading them. As for Hayy Ibn Yaqzan, I have referred to its influence on seventeenth- and eighteenth-century thinkers and philosophers in my book,  The Vital Roots of European Enlightenment:  Ibn Tufayl’s Influence on Modern Western Thought (2007), but have not dealt in it with the Romantic movement, which is supposedly a revolt against the previous decades. It is my intention here to show how the English Romantic poets who revolted against their predecessors have still maintained and cherished some of their ideas. 

I have worked on this book at a time when people in Syria, the country of my birth, were killing each other, supposedly in the name of liberty and freedom. Thousands of men, women, and children were killed, maimed, or made homeless. Historical monuments that stood there for centuries were erased from the ground. It is not Hulagu—the brother of Kublai Khan, so much admired by Coleridge—(who sacked northern Syria in 1260, and attempted to destroy the latest traces of civilization), nor is it Timur Lang—greatly admired by Byron—(who destroyed Aleppo and Damascus in the fourteenth century, leaving behind him mountains of skulls out of which hundreds of towers and pyramids were built): neither
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of them is doing the destruction now. It is the Syrians themselves who are engaged in self-destruction at the moment! William Blake, Wordsworth, Coleridge, Shelley, Keats, Byron and the French Revolution kept haunting me day and night. There is no king in Syria to be ousted like in England and France in the eighteenth century. But there is a continuous dictatorship since I left the country in 1965. One military ruler took power after the other, until the last one made his son—ironically an ophthal-mologist—assume power after his death in the 1980s. The military son was killed in an accident, so the father had reluctantly to choose another offspring. All of the rulers were from the countryside where the rural masses were dissatisfied. There was always youth unemployment and a massive migration from the wretched villages to slums around major cities. People were arrested and imprisoned with no trial. Some vanished. 

Massacres were committed for many years. Only few dared to confront the unjust successive governments and demand reform. There was no freedom of association, expression, or assembly, nor free press and media. Corruption was rampant. There was no independent judiciary, or right to a fair trial. The army and the security forces always ran the show in the country. My novels, which I wrote abroad, were banned in the country of my birth. No one ever mentioned my name since I left Damascus in 1965 although I have been very active in the literary scene as a poet, and a short story writer since I was a teenager. I was one of the earliest females in Syria to act on stage, radio, and television in the early 1960s. But once I left the country I was considered dead. Syria was and still is a big prison. 

When I read the news today, not only about Syria, but also about other Arab countries, I am instantly reminded of Shelley’s “The Mask of Anarchy.” The nineteenth-century English poet, who must have been familiar with the thoughts of the twelfth-century Arab philosopher Ibn Tufayl, had bemoaned the use of violence in the wake of the French Revolution. Anarchy, he says, claims to be God, King, and Law. It destroys everything and attempts to kill even “Hope.” But according to him, people who rise like “lions after slumber” in order to fight against oppression must be guided by “science, poetry, and thought.” In other words, to achieve liberty one should not trade blood for blood, but should turn to love, wisdom, and peace. 

Samar Attar

February 2013

















Introduction

 The English Romantic Poets: Their Background, Their Country’s History, and the Sources That Influenced Their Literary Output

During the second half of the eighteenth century until the first half of the nineteenth century, six Romantic poets flourished in England: William Blake (1757-1827), William Wordsworth (1770-1850), Samuel Taylor Coleridge (1772-1834), George Gordon Byron (1788-1824), Percy Bysshe Shelley (1792-1822), and John Keats (1795-1821). Three of them died quite young, and the other three died either in their sixties, or seventies, or eighties. 1 Four of them had a very tragic life: Coleridge was an opium addict and a broken man. Keats, whose parents died when he was young, suffered from tuberculosis later on in his life, and was buried in Rome in the Protestant Cemetery. Shelley drowned while out sailing in Italy, and Byron became sick and died in Greece, desperate to help the Greeks gain their independence from the Ottoman Empire. Only Blake and Wordsworth had, relatively speaking, a happy and quiet life. Blake was poor, but somehow he was content. Although Wordsworth was an orphan at an early age, he managed to settle down as a youth after a turbulent affair with a French woman in France that resulted in the birth of a little girl. 

When he returned to England he lived with his sister Dorothy, and later married and had children, and even became a poet laureate. 

The social and educational backgrounds of the romantic poets differed too. Some of them attended Cambridge University, such as Coleridge, whose father was a vicar of Ottery St Mary, but never completed his studies. Shelley was expelled from Oxford University for circulating The Necessity of Atheism, a pamphlet written in collaboration with his friend T. J. Hogg. He was the eldest son of the member of Parliament for Horsham. Byron did some studies, but not regularly at Cambridge. A lucky chance made him inherit the title Lord. Blake educated himself. He was the son of a shopkeeper. His wife was illiterate, but he taught her how to read and write. Keats, too, had a humble background. His father was a livery stable keeper, who died when the boy was eight years old. 

His mother died of tuberculosis when he was a teenager. He went to school, and later had a license to practice as a pharmacist, but preferred to be a poet. Wordsworth, who lived the longest and became a poet 1
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laureate, was the son of an attorney. He attended St. John’s College, Cambridge, but did not think highly of academic life, and preferred to go on a walking tour in revolutionary France, the Alps, and Italy. 

George III (1760-1820), who had repeated attacks of insanity, was their king. During his reign many awful things took place: The Wars with France (1793-1815), the Anglo-American war (1812-1814), the Battle of Waterloo (1815), and the Massacre of Peterloo (1819). There was turmoil in Europe. The French Revolution of 1789 that resulted in the overthrow of monarchy, the abolition of noble privileges, dissolution of religious orders, the appropriation of church lands, and a long series of social and political reforms in France made many Europeans, but particularly the British, very anxious about their own future. 2 Wordsworth, who was only seventeen years old when the storming of the Bastille took place, was exhilarated to hear the news. For him France was now the land of hope. After one year he went on a walking tour to France, the Alps, and Italy, only to return to France late in 1791 and remain there for a year. The principles of liberty, equality, and fraternity fired his imagination. It was only when the Reign of Terror was instituted in France, and the wars between his country and the new revolutionaries seemed to be endless that he gradually began to be alienated from politics. The realization that poetry alone is able to express those lost ideals of his youth made him settle in the countryside where he would be close to nature. It was also safe for him to become a conservative public man, and to increase his popularity among his own people. Since he died in 1850, King George III was only one of many kings he had as a ruler. There was George IV, who had been regent during his father’s insanity from 1811 to 1820, then king in his own right until 1830, followed by William IV (1765-1837), and Queen Victoria (1819-1901). By then both Britain and France had waged numerous wars, and expanded their conquest of foreign lands. The British Empire expanded westward and eastward, and became the most powerful colonial power in the world. Ironically, a woman was at the helm as a queen, yet women were regarded inferior to men in England, had no access to higher education, and were subjected to a rigid code of sexual behavior. In the meantime, the ideals of liberty, equality, and fraternity had died out in the whole world! Keats, Shelley, and Byron were somehow spared from witnessing more chaos and injustice. They all died in exile, a few years after King George III. Coleridge lived during the reign of three kings. Only Blake who died in the reign of George IV had witnessed more wars than the other Romantic poets. The Seven Years’

War between England and France was raging when he was only three years old! Far away from Europe, his country was strengthening its royal and parliamentary control over the British colonies in North America. 3

At home, the economic life was very disturbed. Unemployment was rampant, wages were low, and starvation was frequent in certain parts of the country. There was chaos of rival interest: town against country, rich
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against poor. English slums grew up steadily at the outskirts of towns. 

Working-class people suffered in factories. There was no hope for any social or political reform, for anti-Jacobin reaction against all proposals for change was widespread in the country. Napoleon was conquering Europe. The English aristocracy was fearful of losing its privileges. The Church of England was also apprehensive about what might happen to its religious authority. On the other hand, there were many Dissenters who resented not only the church as an oppressive institution, but also the aristocracy and the endless wars that were continuously waged inside and outside the country. 4 Thomas Paine (1737-1809), son of a Quaker stay maker, and a radical political writer, had a turbulent life. In 1772 he was discharged from his job as an excise-man, and in 1792 was banished from England as a traitor for inciting the American colonists, and encouraging them to demand independence. Blake alerted him at the appropriate time, so that Paine was able to flee his country to France. Some working-class people did not even appreciate his views on religion and other matters. At the beginning of the 1790s, the author of  The Rights of Man had a hostile reception in the country of his birth. Durham miners, for instance, burnt his effigy, and other mobs in Birmingham and Manchester sacked the chapels and houses of the Dissenting reformers. But their discontent grew slowly as a result of their real suffering in the working place. In 1819 workers organized a huge rally at St. Peter’s Fields, Manchester, demanding parliamentary reform. But the troops killed nine and injured hundreds of demonstrators. This was the Massacre of Peterloo, ironically named in reference to the Battle of Waterloo that defeated Napoleon, crushed the ideals of the French Revolution, and put an end to reform for several decades. 5

The Romantic poets who sympathized with Tom Paine and his views must have carefully considered his tragic fate, his rise to fame in both France and the United States, and then his sudden fall out of favor in both countries. During the Reign of Terror he was imprisoned in France, and in America he died in poverty, and was refused burial in consecrated ground due to his deistic beliefs. Unlike Paine, Edmund Burke (1729-1797), son of an Irish Protestant attorney and a Catholic mother, and the author of  Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790), opposed the tendency among Jacobins for atheism, and bemoaned the total destruction of the old French régime. 6 But Liberals, such as William Godwin (1756-1836), author of  Enquiry Concerning Political Justice (1793), husband of the feminist Mary Wollstonecraft, and father-in-law of Percy Bysshe Shelley, supported the French Revolution, and believed that Britain’s political and social system should be reformed as well. He argued for republicanism, agrarian socialism, and promoted deism. For him, it was possible for human beings to improve morally and politically once they strive to discover the truth. He glorified equality, rights, justice, and inner judgment, and argued that government is a corrupting force in society. However, 
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with the spread of knowledge it will be rendered unnecessary. In the first edition of his book, Godwin emphasized reason and the ability of all human beings of recognizing the truth. But in later editions, he gave feeling and sentiment a more powerful role in human affairs. 7 Wordsworth and Coleridge were enthusiastic at the beginning about his views. 

But later they abandoned him, along with Shelley and Byron. It was very dangerous in England at the time to support such a philosophy. Furthermore, the Reign of Terror in France forced many English supporters to question their attitude toward the French policies. 

With the rising of Britain as a colonial power in the world, the Ottoman Empire that was founded in 1300 and reached its height with Sulei-man the Magnificent in the sixteenth century, was now in decline. The Ottomans, whose capital since 1453 was Istanbul, formerly Constantinople, had conquered much of southeastern Europe, Western Asia, and North Africa. Although it became clear toward the seventeenth century that the Ottoman Empire was no longer the sole superpower in Europe, Europeans were still fascinated by its history, literature, art, and culture. 

After all, this empire spanned three continents, and was a multiracial, multilingual, and multiconfessional state. 8 The English Richard Knolles wrote a book on the Ottomans. It was published in 1603 under the title The Generall Historie of the Turkes,  and remained popular even in the eighteenth and the nineteenth century. Byron read it, and said it inspired his poetry. The French orientalist and archaeologist Antoine Galland (1646-1715) was sent in 1670 to Istanbul by the French government to be attached there to its embassy. He had knowledge of Greek, Latin, and some Arabic. In 1673 he traveled in greater Syria, at the time part of the Ottoman Empire, and returned again in 1677 and 1679. During his residence abroad he acquired a thorough knowledge of Arabic, Turkish, and Persian. Between 1704 and 1717, Galland published his translation of  The Thousand and One Nights  in twelve volumes. 9 Soon after that an English translation appeared, and by 1715 it reached its third edition. Among its readers were Swift, Addison, and Pope. Since then, the  Arabian Nights continued to be translated into European languages to this very day and exert a great influence on European literature, art, and music. All Romantic poets read the book, or at least were familiar with a few tales, including the frame-story. The book affected them in different ways. Some as Coleridge pondered the issue of free will, or predestination. Does fate change our life? Or is our action responsible for whatever happens to us? 

Does God punish the villain? Or is the villain spared and why? What is the reason for man’s cruelty? Yet he does not seem to be cruel! Horror and supernatural tales terrified Coleridge. It was difficult for him to distinguish between dream and reality. Others like Blake and Wordsworth, were fascinated by the notion of the wisdom of the child, the idealized nature, and the simple diction of narration. Blake might have also noticed women’s sexual emancipation in the Virgin Harlot as represented in the
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Box Woman, and many other female quests in the tales. Keats became haunted with beauty at large and his own senses. The ideal love, which is unattainable, tortured him. In the  Nights  he probably discovered the melancholic lover in himself, and came to appreciate eroticism and love mixed with religion. Byron and Shelley understood human ills and found personal, political, and poetic freedom in a book that the Arabs themselves never regarded as part of their canon. But above all, the romantic poets learnt from the  Nights  the significance of narration. Shahrazad, the storyteller of the  One Thousand and One Nights  must have appeared to all of them as the epitome of poetic genius. Most of her tales were the spontaneous overflow of powerful feeling, rather than rational thoughts. Furthermore, the deification of nature, with its fauna and flora became part of their hallucination. The moral and the immoral man populated their poems. There were no more taboo themes to be avoided, whether sex, religion, or politics. This is the genuine revolution that impacted all of them once they came in contact with  The Arabian Nights. 

Western scholars always refer to certain sociopolitical and literary factors that have shaped the Romantic poets. When they mention Blake, for instance, they highlight the influence of the  Bible, the dissident religious ideas, Milton’s  Paradise Lost, Dante’s  Divine Comedy, the Industrial Revolution, the cruel marriage laws, the corrupt Anglican Church, the French and the American Revolutions, as something that have triggered the poet’s poetic genius. David Weir’s book  Brahma in the West: William Blake and The Oriental Renaissance  remains exceptional and rather rare. 10 If they refer to Shelley or Keats, they emphasize the significance of the Greek mythology. 11 In the case of Wordsworth and Coleridge who both became conservative, abandoning their radical politics, they highlight  Lyrical Ballads (1798), as a new experiment in English poetry that stirred its own revolution in literary taste. 12 Samuel Purchas, who died in 1626 and wrote about the history of Kubla Khan is also mentioned. As for the aristocratic rebel Byron, they refer to Milton’s Satan, Rousseau, Napoleon, and some other vague Oriental heroes. 13 Furthermore they highlight three radical works that left an imprint on all the Romantic poets, namely, Mary Wollstonecraft’s  A Vindication of the Rights of Men (1790), an early defense of the French Revolution, Tom Paine’s  Rights of Man (1791-92), which advocates a democratic republic for England, and William Godwin’s  Inquiry Concerning Political Justice (1793), which emphasizes the in-evitability of the withering away of all governments, and the equal distribution of property. 14

When discussing the characteristics of the Romantic poetry, Western critics enumerate a few traits, such as love of nature, glorification of the ordinary man, or the outcast, fascination with strange beauty and the supernatural, the significance of individualism, nonconformity and infinite striving, the popularity of Gothicism, the emphasis on imagination as the mental capacity most essential to the production and appreciation
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of poetry, and the importance of emotion rather than rational thought in arousing the reader’s sympathy. Accordingly, new themes, characters, imagery, symbols, and language were created. The Romantic poets were indignant at the injustices of contemporary British society. They nurtured antislavery sentiment and advocated egalitarian philosophy. They sympathized with the sorrows and joys of other human beings, and pleaded for physical and spiritual liberty. Some emphasized the sensuous and were appreciative of the pleasure of sensation, such as Keats. Others highlighted the interior reality and saw a bond between earthly existence and the invisible world, such as Wordsworth and Blake. Yet others like Shelley and Byron remained faithful to political radicalism. In their relationship with women, the Romantic poets wrote about love as something more imagined than experienced: at times it is unrequited love, at other an erotic contact between a human and a God. Byron, who dealt with taboo themes, was rumored to have an incestuous relationship with his own sister Augusta, and with other women and men as well. New characters emerged in English literature: the wanderer, the man of feeling, the rebel, the child as the father of the man, the mystic, the Byronic hero, the femme fatale, among others. Dreams became essential parts of the poems. 

Lonely travelers, seaports, islands, caves, mountains, rivers, fountains, streams, lakes, sea storms, caravans and deserts filled the landscape. 

Gothic elements flourished: the demon lover, the lesbian vampire, Death and Life–in-Death casting dice in Coleridge’s poems, the sculptured dead, the marriage of a human to a serpent, the femme fatale as a lost apparition, the hopeless love between a shepherd and the moon in Keats’s poetry. 15

But where did all this innovation come from? What inspired these young poets who wrote their best pieces when they were in their early twenties? Who did they imitate? Did they really invent their characters, themes, imagery, symbols, and language? Or did they follow in the foot-steps of other writers, including foreigners? Western scholars always have similar answers to these questions. They give a long list of English and European authors: Rousseau’s  Julie, ou la nouvelle Héloise (1761), Rousseau’s  Emile ( 1762), Goethe’s  The Sorrows of Young Werther (1774), Schiller’s  The Robbers (1781), the philosophical criticism of A. W. Schlegel (1767-1845), Milton’s  Paradise Lost (1667), Horace Walpole’s  The Castle of Otranto (1765), Beckford’s  Vathek (1786), along with many other classical Greek and Roman writers. 

Unfortunately, Western critics, on the whole, tend to neglect the non-Western influence on troubled England during the eighteenth and beginning of the nineteenth century. But if they do mention Arabic, or Persian, or Indian sources as materials that have played some role in shifting the literary sensibility in Britain they tend to do so in passing, or they simply confess that it is difficult to decipher those oriental tales. 16 The  Arabian Nights  along with other stories exotically set in the East are referred to
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once in a while, but never studied in depth. There is hardly any serious attempt to make a connection between a specific English poem, for instance, and a specific Oriental source. Yet both Wordsworth and Coleridge, for instance, had confessed that the  Arabian Nights  had a lasting influence on their lives, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749-1832) had modeled his anthology,  Der West-ostliche Divan  on the work of the Persian poet Hafiz (d. c. 1390), and Victor Hugo (1802-85) had written in his collected lyrics,  Les Orientales: “Oriental Studies have never been so advanced. In the age of Louis XIV, one was a Hellenist; now one is an Orientalist.” These comments certainly do not reflect the bulk of critical works written on the English romantic poets for decades. Scholars continue to turn a blind eye to the oriental sources that were available to all Romantic writers in Europe, including Britain, in a variety of translations. 17

Recent works on Romantic orientalism, however, seem to be on the rise during the last few years. Nigel Leask, for instance, published  British Romantic Writers and the East:  Anxieties of Empire, in which he discussed Byron and Shelley among others. The author examines “the anxieties and instabilities of Romantic representations of the Ottoman Empire, India, China, and the Far East” and concludes that “these anxieties were not marginal but central to the major concerns of British Romantic writers.” 

Gregory Wassil’s article “Keats’s Orientalism,” which appeared in  Studies in Romanticism, vol. 39, No 3 (Fall 2000): 419-447, argues that Edward Said’s orientalist narrative “is not seen as dominating the poetry or informing the poetics of Keats, a lack of emphasis that may be due to a later effect of an earlier marginalization of a ‘political Keats.’” Emily A. Haddad’s book  Orientalist Poetics: The Islamic Middle East in Nineteenth Century English and French Poetry (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2002) is described as “the only book on literary orientalism that spans the nineteenth century in both England and France with particular attention to poetry and poetics. 

It convincingly demonstrates orientalism’s centrality to the evolution of poetry and poetics in both nations, and provides a singularly comprehensive and definitive analysis of the aesthetic impact of orientalism on nineteenth-century poetry.” Michael J. Franklin edited a book entitled  Romantic Representations of British India  in 2006 as part of Routledge Studies in Romanticism. The book “is a study of the impact of Orientalist knowledge upon British culture during the Romantic period.” Scholars such as P. J. Marshall, Anne Mellor, and Nigel Leask contributed to the collection. 

Brad Bannon published an article on “Joyce, Coleridge, and the Eastern Aesthetic” in  James Joyce Quarterly. Vol. 48, No 3 (Spring 2011): 495-510. 

The essay “traces Joyce’s use of eastern imagery in  Ulysses  back to the poetics of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, ultimately offering an alternative to Edward Said’s familiar argument for orientalism as a mode of western domination.” Anna Camilleri published an article on “Byron’s Harem Heroines, the Vindication, and a Vulgar Error” in  Byron’s Religions, ed. 
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Peter Cochran (Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2011). I was not able to see her new article on Byron and the  Arabian Nights,  which appeared in the  Charles Lamb Bulletin  in 2012. Tim Fulford wrote about the pivotal influence of  One Thousand and One Nights  on Coleridge in particular. His article appeared in  The Arabian Nights in Historical Contexts: Between East and West,  edited by S. Makdisi and F. Nussbaum in 2008. Recently the British novelist and scholar Marina Warner published her book  Stranger Magic  in London in 2011. The author argues that “Between the supernatural, which presumes belief in God and his providence, and the uncanny, which sees inexplicable, dreadful or wonderful things as dream products of the mind and, often, of personal disturbance, the  1001 Nights  opened up a vista of spirits that did not command the religious belief of the European reader. . . . Coleridge’s enrap-tured response to the capricious motions of fate in the tales, beyond logic, beyond ethics, can be felt in some of his most famous works. The 1817

version of the “Rime of the Ancient Mariner,” for example, strikes the same cold thrill as the  Nights  because it too conveys “the inadequacy of human morality to comprehend the world in which we live” (Warner 21). 

There are many more publications on Romantic orientalism. All of them are valuable, and the efforts of their authors are recommendable. But I do hope more researchers, particularly with thorough knowledge of both English and Oriental literatures, will be able to produce a significant research in the near future. 

 The Arabian Nights  and the poems of the Persian Hafiz were certainly not the only works that the Romantic poets had read, or heard about. The age was teeming with other books. Ibn Tufayl’s philosophical novel, Hayy Ibn Yaqzan (published in 1160, or 1170), which was translated from Arabic into Hebrew in 1349, then into Latin by Pico della Mirandola, one of the most significant figures of the Renaissance, and had several translations into Latin, English, Dutch, German, and other European languages since 1672 to this very day, had a tremendous impact on Western Europe, and all its philosophers and writers. 18 Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677), the Dutch rebel whose God had nothing to do with the conventional Judeo-Christian God, and who was associated with skepticism in modern philosophy and science, is reported to have translated  Hayy Ibn Yaqzan, or ordered someone else to translate it into Dutch. Ibn Tufayl’s protagonist had no religion. He was not a Muslim, a Christian, or a Jew. He was not white, or black. When he matured on his own on a desert island without the help of parents, society, or religious mentors, he gradually learnt how to survive. Observing the other animals around him, he realized he was different, but he learnt immensely from them. After the death of the deer that nursed him for a while, the young boy dissected her body in search for the vital principle. Gradually, he discovered fire and became a fisherman, hunter, farmer, architect and tailor. Empirical investigations, deductive and inductive reasoning had helped him answer many diffi-
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cult questions. Science and philosophy are not divorced from each other. 

Through the exercise of reason he had to become an astronomer, a biolo-gist, a mathematician, a physicist, a psychologist, a sociologist and a physician before attempting to solve his philosophical problems. Finally he managed to discover some power in the universe, and he gave it a name from the science of mechanics, that is, the Mover of the Universe. Only through his own reason and experiments that he became an enlightened man. Yet he recognized the limitation of reason once he wished to have a glimpse of the divine world. He reached the conclusion that intuition guided by the inner light, or reason, can eventually help the seeker of truth to come face-to-face with the Eternal Being, who is not subject to the universal laws of creation and decay, and grasp the meaning of the illuminating wisdom, the summit of human knowledge. At a later stage in his life when he met other human beings who grew up in society and had their own religion, he realized that their conventional rituals, literary interpretations of scriptures and abandonment of reason and evidence in favor of blind faith could be very harmful. He endeavored to reason with them, but never sensationalized their shortcomings, or spoke with contempt about their religion, for he believed that each one of us is endowed with reason. He felt immense pity for those who neglected to use their reason, and thought that they would eventually use it if they had the will to do so. He was very much against violence and abhorred bloodshed. As for the type of government they ought to have he thought of a wise group of men working with a just sovereign, all selected by the people, would be the best option for creating a republic of virtue within which freedom, equality, and toleration are achieved. He himself, along with the other mystic who is quite different from him, did not need a government on the desert island, because both of them use their reason wisely, and abhor wealth. The door is open for others to join in. 

In short, Hayy was a cosmopolitan personality: a rational free thinker who can function anywhere on earth. What shaped him is how he has made good use of his reason and intuition. His scientific experiments have helped him see diversity and unity, strangeness and familiarity in a dialectical way. Consequently, his identity has never clashed with other identities. Theoretically, he believes that since everyone is endowed with reason, there is no need for prophets, sacred texts, religious mediators, or conventional religions. However, this thesis is modified when Hayy encounters different personalities on the inhabited island. Only then he realizes that other people may be shaped by conventions and customs; that they tend to rely heavily on social, political, and educational authorities, and that they hardly allow their own reason to play any role in shaping their identity. Hayy attempts to convince others of the virtues of autonomous and critical knowledge. He encourages them to think for themselves, but he fails. Since he always wishes to be a good man and is concerned about the consequences of his action, he prefers to tread care-
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fully. If his crusade to alter society will definitely lead to discord and violence, he will then retreat and leave people time to think for themselves. 

This courageous, tolerant, and rational identity cannot only be considered as the isolated product of Ibn Tufayl’s philosophical and literary imagination. Indeed, it has its historical roots during the golden age of Muslim Spain. The Andalusian society had diverse people: different races, languages, histories, bodies, memories, landscapes, environments, and religions. People were able to live side by side in a relatively tolerant society, but they were also able to live separately. The mind was free. 

Rational thinkers wrote and spoke freely about their philosophical speculations without being afraid to be punished. 

Ibn Tufayl’s ideas are to be found in different variations and to different degrees in the books of Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, Isaac Newton, Rousseau, Voltaire, Paine, Hume, Kant, Godwin, and many others. His fundamental values, such as equality, liberty, and toleration, which the thinkers of the European Enlightenment had adopted as theirs, paved the way to the French Revolution. In their turn the Romantic poets, particularly Blake, Wordsworth, and Shelley had echoed these sentiments in their commitment to the principle of the goodness of man, the significance of solitary contemplation in nature, and the search for spiritual happiness. In this sense, the Romantic poets did not totally revolt against their predecessors. Indeed they seem to have shared a number of principles with the Enlightenment culture. From  Hayy Ibn Yaqzan, Wordsworth is likely to have learnt how to make the self as subject in his poetry, how to glorify the child as the father of the man, how to be optimistic about the future. On the other hand, Shelley is likely to have learned from this Arabic book how to insist on the equality of all men, how to abhor violence, how to see danger in commerce, and how to question all conventional religions. Although Blake attacked the rationalists at the beginning of his life, and mocked Voltaire and Rousseau, he came to rectify his position at a later stage. For him, just like Wordsworth and Shelley, reason and intuition must be united in order to have a better understanding of the world. 

Ibn Tufayl did not have to flee his country after he wrote his book  Hay Ibn Yaqzan  in the twelfth century. No one accused him of atheism. He was a respected physician, scientist, and philosopher, and was supported by his king and nation. He even wrote poetry, and was free to express his views at a time when wars between Christians and Muslims were raging not only in Moorish Spain, but also in the Arab East, where the Crusaders were coming in waves from Europe. His patron and friend Abu Ya’qub Yusuf died in 1184 as a result of wounds sustained in the siege of Santa-rem defended by the Portuguese. When Ibn Tufayl died in 1185 there was an impressive funeral procession for him in the royal city of Marrakech. 

The new king attended the funeral of the man who clearly questioned
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conventional religions and the prophets’ special religious knowledge, but above all advocated the withering of the state centuries before Marx appeared on the stage. On the contrary, Spinoza (1632-1677), along with other European thinkers who lived in the following century, were persecuted for their views on man, religion, and society. Amsterdam’s Orthodox Jewish community had excommunicated Spinoza in 1656 for his radical views on religion. Then the Catholic Church followed suit. Spinoza was put on its index for forbidden books. On the other hand, Rousseau, the Swiss-French author, had to flee France in 1762 after the publication of  Émile.  The book was condemned for propagating natural philosophy in lieu of revealed religion. There was a warrant issued by the Parliament of Paris for the author to be arrested, and the book was burned. Voltaire was imprisoned several times in the Bastille for his religious and political views, and exiled from Paris. His book,  Dictionaire Philosophique Portatife, in which he implicitly attacked French institutions, was burned, although he never claimed authorship. Published anonymously in Geneva in 1764, the book was, finally, translated into English by Peter Gay as  Philosophical Dictionary  in 1962. Thomas Paine’s effigy was burned in Britain. He had to flee his country in 1792. Shelley was expelled as a young student from the University of Oxford for advocating atheism. 

Dissenters and theologians at large who were involved in interpreting the Bible had often used Ibn Tufayl’s philosophical novel. The Quakers, for instance, one of the first religious sects in England to question traditional beliefs and doctrines had adopted Ibn Tufayl’s book. Robert Barclay (1648-1690), a Scot and a known Quaker theologian, referred to as Hayy Ibn Yaqzan  in his book  An Apology for the True Christian Divinity, printed in 1678. But the reference was dropped in the reprinted edition of 1867. Quakers have been influenced by certain ideas in Hayy’s story, particularly those that exalt personal experience above dogmatic, external teaching, emphasize the significance of Inner Light given as a gift by God to each one of us, Christians, Jews, Muslims, or heathens, and stress the principle of toleration, and the futility of hatred and violence. The English Quaker William Edmundson was the first to attack slavery in English America in 1676. After all, equality of all human beings is the most important principle that the Quakers have learned from this Arabic philosophical novel. 19 Other dissenters, who might not have seen Ibn Tufayl’s book, but certainly have read the  Qur’an  along with other material, were fascinated by various ideas in Islam, the official religion of the Ottoman Empire. There is no Trinity, original sin, or pope. There are no priests, saints, or miracles. Muhammad is simply a man, and not a God. 

He dies like all men. This means he is not immortal, and can be criticized. 

A Muslim can be white, black, Asian, African, or European. He can pray anywhere, not necessarily in a mosque, but only to God, who is omni-present and omniscient He must respect other minorities and religions, and never attempt to force his views on them. Indeed, it is his duty to
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protect all minorities from any harm and endeavor to find mutual grounds with them. Men and women are equal in the eyes of God. Both are encouraged to seek knowledge even in the furthest corner of the world. Social and political justice is highlighted. Pity is a cornerstone of the faith. But whether the Ottomans had followed these principles, or whether the Western theologians had understood what Islam was all about it is a different matter. In her article “The Islamic Ottoman Influence on the Development of Religious Toleration in Reformation Transylvania,” Reverend Dr. Susan Ritchie deals with the creative conflict and mutual attraction between the Ottomans and their Christian European subjects. She makes the claim that “there is indeed a direct relationship between Ottoman rule that is based on Islamic theological commitments and the development of the Unitarian articulation of religious tolerance.” 

She criticizes those who turn a blind eye to the relationship between Islam and the Reformation movement in Europe and attribute the new religious ideas in Christianity to the Western influence of classical humanism. For Reverend Ritchie, it is pathetic not to recognize the Edict of Torda’s proclamation of religious toleration as “a shared Islamic-Unitarian undertaking” and “the result not only of influence but of cultural enmeshment.” 20

We know that Coleridge who was supposedly destined to the church had considered entering the Unitarian ministry at some point in his life. 

He even wrote a poem about the prophet of Islam as a man: who scatter’d abroad both Evil and Blessings, 

Huge wasteful Empires founded and hallow’d slow Persecution, Soul-withering, but crush’d the blasphemous Rites of the Pagan And idolatrous Christians.—For veiling the Gospel of Jesus, They, the best corrupting, had made it worse than the vilest. 21

The poem was composed in 1799, but was quite dangerous at the time to publish it in England. Although Muhammad had spread evil and bless-ings in Coleridge’s views, but he was a rebel—akin to the Unitarians and the French revolutionaries—who crushed “the blasphemous Rites of the Pagan/ And idolatrous Christians.” Coleridge’s religious brothers must have been familiar, just like the French intellectuals, not only with the Qur’an  and Muhammad’s life, but also with Ibn Tufayl’s book that was available to them in various translations since the fourteenth century. 

Coleridge himself must have read  Hayy Ibn Yaqzan  when he lived in England, or during his ten-month stay in Germany between 1798-99. His theology professor, Johann Gottfried Eichhorn at Gottingen University, had retranslated the Arabic book in 1782 and published it in Berlin. On the other hand, Blake befriended the sculptor John Flaxman (1755-1826), a follower of the Swedish philosopher-scientist, Emanuel Swedenborg (1688-1772), who was influenced by Henry More, John Locke, and Isaac Newton. The English poet belonged for a while to the New Church that
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was organized by Swedenborg’s disciples after his death. The church promoted some religious thoughts based on a mystical insight into the divine nature. Swedenborg, too, must have been familiar with Ibn Tufayl’s book directly, or indirectly. He traveled extensively in England and died in London. His father was a professor of theology at Uppsala. Furthermore Blake befriended Thomas Paine, the son of a Quaker who would have thoroughly been familiar with Ibn Tufayl’s thoughts. The paternal grandparents of Blake’s mother were also associated with the Moravian sect, a Protestant denomination whose roots go back to the fifteenth-century Hussite reformation and the eighteenth-century German Pietist movement. It is very likely that the “Unity of Brethren” as the sect is known, was familiar with  Hayy Ibn Yaqzan. The Moravians endorsed pacifism, preferred to address each other as “brother” and “sister,” abandoned clerical celibacy, simplified rituals, and highlighted the joyous nature of the relationship between man and God. 

European theologians along with the Romantic poets were also familiar with some aspects of the Shi’ite doctrine in Islam, which drastically differ from the orthodox beliefs. Contrary to the Sunnite, the rebellious Shi’ite sects advocate the principle of dissimulation, that is, concealing one’s thoughts or motives in the face of persecution. They swear their allegiance to an imam descended from Ali, Muhammad’s cousin, and consider him to be an infallible, flawless teacher. According to them, the last imam, or the Hidden Mahdi, will eventually appear to restore true Islam, and usher in a millennium before the collapse of everything in the world. The Isma’ilites, a Shi’ite sect, for instance, advocate that the  Qur’an should be interpreted allegorically. The truth, according to them, is hidden behind a veil. But once the veil is lifted, the real meaning will shine. 

They speak of several stages of initiation for the novice, and believe in the emanation from a divine essence. On the other hand, the Qarmatians, or (Karmathians), another sect founded by an Iraqi peasant, advocate not only a type of early communism, but also a community of wives and property. They stress tolerance and equality, and are believed to have influenced “the formation of European guilds and Freemasonry.” 22 But it was the Neo-Isma’ilites sect, or the Assassins that fascinated Coleridge in particular when he wrote his poem “Kubla Khan” in 1816. Agnostic in essence, the Assassins controlled the mountain fortress Alamut, north-west of the Caspian Sea, at the end of the twelfth century. Our information on them comes basically from their enemies, and from the Italian traveler Marco Polo who passed through their stronghold in the second half of the thirteenth century. Orthodox Islam attempted to get rid of this sect that was accused of terrorizing the region. But it was only the Mongolian Hulagu who was able to destroy the caliphate in Baghdad and to occupy the Assassins’ fortress in 1256 along with other castles in Persia. 

In the meantime, the Assassins along with numerous other sects suc-
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ceeded in finding converts in the whole region, but particularly in Syria, western Anatolia, Persia, Turkestan, and Albania. 

It is not only Islam,  The Arabian Nights, or  Hayy Ibn Yaqzan  that might have excited the imagination of the English Romantic poets. Other sources were available to them in abundance: pre-Islamic poetry, Arabic history and literature, Muslim mystic poetry, and numerous oriental tales. 23 Shelley even tried to learn Arabic while he was living in Italy. His poem  The Revolt of Islam  shows his familiarity with many events in Arab history in spite of the fact that he attempted to give the poem a Greek framework and characters. Like the pre-Islamic poets, both Shelley and Byron mourned in their poems the fragility of human abodes and civilizations. Byron did not invent the outcast and the outlaw. He probably discovered him in pre-Islamic poetry, borrowed the model, and refined it. At a later stage, critics called the Arabic model Byronic Hero. Love and mystic poetry from Persia and Andalucia might have opened the eyes of the young English poets to new passion. Beckford, one of the earliest Romantic poets/novelists, “often called England’s ‘Kubla Khan,’ who in-dulged in the most lavish folly of Romantic architecture where he fed on dreams of Xanadu” dissected one type of passion in his Persian sources. 

In a poem entitled “a Prayer,” he calls upon the “Eternal Power” to grant him “through obvious clouds, one transient gleam/ Of Thy bright essence in my dying hour!” 24 Wordsworth discovered in nature the invisible world, the realm of God in his  Prelude. His happiness is derived from his apprehension of that hidden space. Keats learned how to mix religion with eroticism. On a holy day in Christendom, the lover in “The Eve of St. 

Agnes,” published in 1820, sees paradise in his beloved’s face. But his quest does not remain spiritual. He must consummate his sexual desire. 

His passion is quite violent unlike other Romantic poets. On the contrary, Shelley abandons the Arab maid in his poem  Alastor, or  The Spirit of Solitude, written in 1815, but relentlessly keeps seeking an ideal love through Arabia and Persia. At the end, he fails, and dies alone in a foreign country. 

In 1807 when he was only nineteen years old, Lord Byron made a list of the books he had already read. 

Turkey. —I have read Knolles, Sir Paul Rycaut and Prince Cantemir besides a more modern history, anonymous. Of the Ottoman history I know every event. . . . Arabia- Mahomet, whose Koran contains most sublime poetical passages, far surpassing European poetry. Persia.-

Ferdousi, author of Shah Nameh, the Persian Iliad,—Sadi, and Hafiz, the immortal Hafiz, the oriental Anacreon. The last is reverenced beyond any bard of ancient or modern times by the Persians, who resort to his tomb near Shiraz, to celebrate his memory. A splendid copy of his works is chained to his monument. 25
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Before his death “in a conversation with Maurocordato, at Missolonghi, Lord Byron said ‘The Turkish history was one of the first books that gave me pleasure when a child, and I believe it had much influence on my subsequent wishes to visit the Levant, and gave perhaps the oriental colouring which is observed in my poetry.’—Count Gamba’s Narrative.” 

Other books and authors that had shaped his imagination were also added: “De Tott, Lady M. W. Montague, Hawkin’s translation from Mignot’s History of the Turks,  The Arabian Nights, all travels, or histories, or books upon the East I could meet with, I had read as well as Rycaut, before I was  ten years old. I think the  Arabian Nights  first.” (www.gutenberg.org/

files/16570-h/16570-h.htm.  Life of Lord Byron  by Thomas Moore, volume II). 

The sources mentioned by Byron must be considered the tip of an iceberg. Like other Romantic poets, not only in England, but also in the rest of Europe, Byron was infatuated with the East. He must have read every book available to him on a region that kept haunting him until his death. Yet he, just like others, had an ambiguous feeling of attraction and repulsion toward the East. In the spring of 1813 he wished to leave England forever and was determined to find a job as an Oriental scholar. 

Previously, he wrote to his mother that his only tie to England was Newstead, but once this tie is gone, “neither interest nor inclination lead me northward.” In spite of all this longing to the East, Byron was never sure whether he really liked the Turks, or the Greeks. In a letter to a friend he wrote: “I like the Greeks, who are plausible rascals, with all the Turkish vices, without their courage. However some are brave, and all are beautiful. . . . The women not quite so handsome.” This ambiguity toward the Other is expressed sometime in his poems. 

In  Don Juan, for instance, the young protagonist falls in love with Haidée, the daughter of a Greek pirate and a Moorish mother. But once he is separated from her by force and sold as a slave in Constantinople to the wife of the sultan, he forgets all about her. His life in the Ottoman court seems to be attractive, but also repulsive. The sultana falls in love with him, but he resists her attempts to be her lover, and escapes to Russia, where Empress Catherine herself becomes attracted to him and sends him on a political mission to England. In  The Corsair, Conrad, the pirate disguised as a dervish, rescues the chief female slave in the Pacha’s harem. She gives him a dagger and encourages him to kill her master in his sleep, but he refuses to do so. As a result she commits the crime and escapes with the pirate to his island, but he leaves her there alone and disappears. Likewise, Shelley describes how the poet in  Alastor, or, The Spirit of Solitude, flees from his alienated home, abandons an Arab maid, yet keeps looking for an ideal love through Arabia and Persia. In his other poem,  The Revolt of Islam, the East is the place of rebels and tyrants, love and hate, dream and reality, justice and injustice. Beautiful Cythna, who rises against a despotic rule, might have been borrowed from early
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Arab history. In this case both the French and the Islamic revolution had failed, for the selfish and the tyrant had returned to power at the end. Yet the poet finds it difficult to accept this conclusion. For him “in the desert there is built a home for Freedom.” The revolution will not fail at the end, neither in the East nor in the West. 

On the other hand Coleridge who never traveled to the East, just like Shelley, was attracted and repulsed by Muhammad as a combination of Prometheus and Satan. Kubla Khan, who destroyed the Shi’ite Assassins, fascinated him, but also repulsed him. He saw the Mongol leader as a combination of a builder and a destroyer. For Keats, the East was the land of sex and religion, eroticism and prayers, beauty and vampire, passion and dreams. Never mind he called his heroine “La Belle Dame sans Merci,” or “Madeline, or Lamia.” The reader with sharp critical eyes knows that this woman inhabits the tales of  One Thousand and One Nights.  In the East that Keats never visited lies the demonic and the seductive, pornography and piety, the fantastic and the sinister. Only Wordsworth, who knew the East too through books, was able to journey from the sensuous to the sublime. The  Nights  had opened his eyes to the beauty of the daffodils, the solitary reaper, the lovely apparition, the gliding river, the lofty cliffs, and the sounding cataract, but it was  Hayy Ibn Yaqzan  that had possibly made him aware of the goodness of man, of the significance of the child, and of the necessity to wed reason and imagination together. In this sense, the East has performed the role of a healing power. Blake attacked reason and deism and glorified passion and imagination. He was an advocate of women’s emancipation.  One Thousand and One Nights would have been more likely to attract his attention although the book questions religion in some of its tales. Yet at another point in his life, Blake wished to wed the contraries: innocence and experience, heaven and hell. He glorified the ordinary man, just like Wordsworth, insisted that all men are alike though various, and hailed the child as the father of man. For him, all religions were the same. Although he never traveled to the East, but he might have got these new ideas from the Swedish philosopher Swedenborg, who must have been familiar with some Arabic and Islamic sources. 

Between 1708 and 1718, the translator of  Hayy Ibn Yaqzan  into English, Professor Simon Ockley published his book  History of the Saracens.  The book was quoted by the historian Edward Gibbon (1737-1794), author of The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire (1776-1788), and contemporary with Blake, Wordsworth, and Coleridge. Gibbon argues that “The Arabs or Saracens, who spread their conquest from India to Spain, had languished in poverty and contempt until Mahomet breathed into those savage bodies the soul of enthusiasm.” In a different quote, Gibbon writes about the missed opportunity of spreading Islam all over Europe. 
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A victorious line of march had been prolonged above a thousand miles from the rock of Gibraltar to the banks of the Loire; the repetition of an equal space would have carried the Saracens to the confines of Poland and the Highlands of Scotland: the Rhine is not more impassable than the Nile or Euphrates, and the Arabian fleet might have sailed without a naval combat into the mouth of the Thames. Perhaps the interpretation of the Koran would now be taught in the schools of Oxford, and her pulpits might demonstrate to a circumcised people the sanctity and truth of the revelation of Mahomet 26

The Arabs did not only fail in capturing Poland, Scotland, and other parts of Europe, but also in their two sieges of Constantinople. It was the Ottoman Turk Mehmed II who was finally able to conquer the seat of the Byzantine Empire in 1453. His successors in the following century managed to rule over parts of Asia, Europe, and Africa, thus transforming the Ottoman state into a huge Empire, and spreading the influence of Islam all over the world. Byron, who wanted to fight with the Greeks against the Ottoman armies, was infatuated with this strong enemy and its declared prophet Muhammad. Like the German poet Goethe, he was an admirer of the  Qur’an  that, according to him, contained the “most sublime poetical passages far surpassing European poetry.” 

It is never my intention to claim that Arabic and Islamic sources are the only ones that inspired the Romantic poets. But I do believe that these sources that were available and in vogue during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries have been ignored, or insufficiently explored, or at best relegated to a position less important than it actually should hold. In order to provide a context for examining the English Romantic poets’

borrowings from Arabic and Islamic sources, chapter 1 examines Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s “Rime of the Ancient Mariner,” “Kubla Khan,” and

“Christabel.” Chapter 2 discusses John Keats’s “The Eve of St. Agnes,” 

“Lamia,” “La Belle Dame Sans Merci,” and “Endymion,” chapter 3 focuses on William Wordsworth’s “Daffodils,” “The Solitary Reaper,” 

“Westminster Bridge,” “Tintern Abbey,” “Intimations of Immortality From Recollections of Early Childhood,” “The Rainbow,” and  The Prelude. Chapter 4 deals with William Blake’s  Lyrics From Poetical Sketches, Songs of Innocence, “There Is No Natural Religion,”  The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, “Song of Liberty,” “America A Prophecy,”  Songs of Experience, and “Jerusalem.” Chapter 5 discusses Percy Bysshe Shelley’s  Queen Mab, Alastor, or, The Spirit of Solitude,  The Revolt of Islam, “Ode to the West Wind,” “Ozymandias,” “The Mask of Anarchy,”  Prometheus Unbound, 

“Love’s Philosophy,” and  The Triumph of Life. Chapter 6 examines George Gordon Byron’s  Manfred,  Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage,  The Bride of Abydos, The Corsair,  The Giaour,  Don Juan, , and “Ode To Napoleon Buonaparte.” 

The final chapter reflects on the neglect of philosophers and literary and cultural critics of the role played by Arabs and Muslims in developing romantic themes, characters, and imagery in Western literature. Is the
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chasm between cultures justified? I only hope that specialists in English Romantic poetry in particular, and philosophers in general will seriously reconsider their assumptions and theories, and attempt not only to consider my thesis, but also to search for more oriental sources that had influenced the English poets in the eighteenth and beginning of the nineteenth century. By doing so they will enrich my introductory attempt to chart a new path for philosophy, English, and Comparative Literature Studies. I believe that a new reading of the poetry of Blake, Wordsworth, Coleridge, Shelley, Byron, and Keats is urgently needed. 

NOTES
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and Latin Classics the embossed and gilt editions of Dante, Milton, Tasso, Dryden, Pope, Gray, Thomson, Moore, Southey, Cowper, Goldsmith and several others graced his shelves. . . . [He] had a particular fascination for Petrarch . . .” 25. 
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ONE

Borrowed Imagination in the Wake of

Terror: Samuel Taylor Coleridge and

the  Arabian Nights

Poetry is certainly something more than good sense, but it must be good sense, at all events, just as a palace is more than a house, but it must be a house, at least. 

I cannot help surmising that there is a good deal of Greek fancy in the Arabian Nights’ Tales. . . . The book of Job is pure Arab poetry of the highest and most antique cast. 

—Coleridge (May 9, 1830, “Table Talk”)1

A. I. 

When Samuel Taylor Coleridge wrote his poem “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner” in 1797 and published it the following year in the  Lyrical Ballads with William Wordsworth, he was only twenty-five years old. The poetry collection was supposedly put together as a conscious break with eighteenth-century tradition. As an English teenager, Coleridge had heard about the French Revolution, the storming of the Bastille by a Parisian mob, together with the Declaration of Rights of Man and proposals for radical political reform in France. He, along with other English poets, was quite enthusiastic about the revolution that destroyed the most central-ized absolutist state in Europe. But it did not take him long before he witnessed the failure of successive constitutions, the Reign of Terror of 1793–1794, the execution of the French king and queen, the endless fighting between political factions, and finally the triumph of a military dictatorship. In Britain political and social life was not rosy either. The country was always engaged in wars. The injustice of the social system was ap-25
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palling. Religious minorities were oppressed. The slave trade was rife. 

Indigenous Africans were mostly brought from west central Africa by British ships and exported to British plantations, especially the sugar colonies, and to North and South America. No one thought at the time that trading with slaves was objectionable, except the Quakers who were heavily influenced by Ibn Tufayl, a twelfth-century Arab philosopher from Spain. The slave trade was crucial (just as oil is today) to the production of major colonial commodities, whose export helped shape the global market economy of the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. 

As a young man, Coleridge had planned with Robert Southey (1774-1843) to found an egalitarian society on the banks of the Susquehanna River in Pennsylvania in the newly independent United States. But the scheme failed. In 1795 he delivered lectures in Bristol against his government and its war with France. In short, Coleridge’s age was characterized by violence and terror. One of the strategies to forget the horror of daily life and to relieve the physical and spiritual pain was to take opium, immerse oneself in dreams, and retreat to childhood memories. This is how Coleridge handled his anxieties and fears in the few poems he wrote during his life. Fantastic stories from the  Arabian Nights  were resurrected from his distant past. Some brought him relief, but many created horrors in his mind. Nightmares kept pursuing him where the natural and the supernatural world were chaotically fused together. 

B. II. 

In his classic book  The Road to Xanadu, John Livingston Lowes tells the story of the genesis of one of the most remarkable poems in English “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner.” 2 Leafing through Coleridge’s  Note Book written in the spring of 1795 to the spring or summer of 1798, Lowes hoped to make sense of chaotic scribbles, phrases, and a few completed sentences. He embarked on a quest to discover the labyrinth of Coleridge’s imagination which he hoped would eventually lead to a wide and open horizon. The  Note Book, he observed, is crowded with dangerous alligators, crocodiles, snakes, birds, dunghills that smell like musk, merry nightingales, story-tellers in winter nights, and birds of paradise. There is a brief reference to Caliph Harun al-Rashid, his beloved sister, the known poet ‘Ulayya and her lover Ja’far al-Barmaki. Coleridge scribbles as follows: “The Sister of Haroun. . . Giafar. Her verses to Giafar—Giafar’s answer—good subjects” (Quoted by Lowes 15). 3Commenting on the fragmented entries in Coleridge’s  Note Book, Lowes observes that: The memories which rose to the surface in this entry had lain deep. 

Three times Coleridge’s vivid recollection of the spell worked upon his early childhood by the  Arabian Nights’ Entertainments  found words—

that “anxious and fearful eagerness” (“a strange mixture of obscure
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dread and intense desire,” he calls it again), “with which I used to watch the window in which the books lay, and whenever the sun lay upon them, I would seize it, carry it by the wall, and bask and read.” 

And with the “one volume of these tales” he read . . . other “romances, and relations of giants and magicians and genii” . . . . “My whole being was,” he wrote of his boyhood again, “with eyes closed to every object of present sense, to crumple myself up in a sunny corner, and read, read, read.” And the passionate intensity with which the boy read books remained a characteristic of the man (Lowes 15-16). 

In examining “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner,” Lowes became convinced that the poem was a collage of many fragments appropriated by Coleridge from different books, among them  The Arabian Nights’ Entertainments. But he quickly came to the conclusion that “to attempt to trace the prints of the  Arabian Nights . . . in ‘The Rime of the Ancient Mariner’ . . . were like seeking the sun and the rain of vanished yesterdays in the limbs and foliage of the oak. But the rain and the sun are there” 

(Lowes footnote 60, Chapter 1, 416). 

It is my purpose to seek “the sun and the rain of . . . yesterdays in the . . . oak” and to show how it is possible to trace the influence of certain Arabian tales on Coleridge’s imagination during the composition of “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner.” If one carefully reads the introduction of the  Nights  in which the purpose of the author is stated, the frame story which stresses strongly the power of narration, and the successive tales of the merchant and the genii, the seafarer, ‘Ajib Ibn Al-Khaseeb, the first of the three ladies of Baghdad, the wedding of the hunchback, and the seven voyages of Sinbad, one can easily see how certain technical devices, characters, themes, images and symbols have found their way to Coleridge’s “Ancient Mariner.” 

It is not clear, however, which English edition of the  Arabian Nights Coleridge might have read. He refers to the book several times in his lectures on  Don Quixote  and “Asiatic and Greek Mythologies,” in his letter to Thomas Poole and his remarks on Mrs. Barbauld’s criticism of

“The Ancient Mariner,” in his  Notebook s, and his essay “The Friend.” But he does not specify the edition he read, or the English translator of the tales. Similarly, William Wordsworth, Coleridge’s friend, who testifies to the spell of the  Arabian Nights  in his long poem,  The Prelude, does not mention the exact edition he read in the second half of the eighteenth century. He writes:

I had a precious treasure at that time, 

A little yellow canvas-covered book, 

A slender abstract of the Arabian tales; 

And when I learned, as now I first did learn

From my companions in this new abode, 

That this dear prize of mine was but a block

Hewn from a mighty quarry—in a word, 
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That there were four large volumes, laden all

With kindred matter—’t was in truth to me

A promise scarcely earthly. Instantly

I made a league, a covenant with a friend

Of my own age, that we should lay aside

The moneys we possessed, and hoard up more, 

Till our joint savings had amassed enough

To make this book our own. Through several months Religiously did we preserve that vow, 

And spite of all temptation hoarded up

And hoarded up; but firmness failed at length, 

Nor were we ever masters of our wish. 4

Wordsworth refers to a certain volume, not volumes of the  Arabian Nights’ Entertainments. One is never sure which one is this. He never managed to buy the four large volumes. It is worth mentioning that Antoin Galland’s French translation,  Les mille et une nuits  had appeared in France between 1704 and 1717. Immediately afterward, it was translated into English, and “as early as 1715, this Grub Street version of Galland’s translation had reached its ‘Third Edition’ . . . Among its first English readers were Swift, Addison and Pope.” 5

C. III. 

In a letter to Thomas Poole, Coleridge wrote on October 9, 1797, one month before he completed the writing of two of his poems, “Kubla Khan” and “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner”:

At six years old I remember to have read Belisarius,  Robinson Crusoe, and Philip Quarles; and then I found the  Arabian Nights’ Entertainments, one tale of which (the tale of a man who was compelled to seek for a pure virgin) made so deep an impression on me (I had read it in the evening while my mother was mending stockings), that I was haunted by spectres, whenever I was in the dark: and I distinctly remember the anxious and fearful eagerness with which I used to watch the window in which the books lay, and whenever the sun lay upon them, I would seize it, carry it by the wall, and bask and read. My father found out the effect which these books had produced, and burnt them. 

So I became a  dreamer  and acquired an indisposition to all bodily activity; and I was fretful, and inordinately passionate, and as I could not play at anything, and was slothful, I was despised and hated by the boys; and because I could read and spell and had, I may truly say, a memory and understanding forced into almost an unnatural ripeness, I was flattered and wondered at by all the old women. And so I became very vain, and despised most of the boys that were at all near my own age, and before I was eight years old I was a  character. 6
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Coleridge’s fears and wishes as a child have been repressed into the unconscious mind by his strict vicar father, Reverend John Coleridge, who like many of his contemporaries owned the  Nights  in his library, but nevertheless burned the book once he discovered its effect on his child. 

The specters of the past and the forbidden desire seem to have come back to haunt the poet as an adult. Whatever is buried in the unconscious mind now explodes in fragments in “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner.” 

Language has replaced irrational dreams. 

Another admirer of the  Nights, William Wordsworth has also supposedly helped shape the final version of Coleridge’s “Rime.” In “Notes dictated to Isobella Fenwick in 1843,” nine years after Coleridge’s death, Wordsworth speaks about a walk with his sister Dorothy and Coleridge in the autumn of 1797. He says:

in the course of this walk was planned the Poem of the Ancient Mariner, founded on a dream, as Mr. Coleridge said, of his friend Mr. 

Cruikshank. Much the greatest part of the story was Mr. Coleridge’s invention; but certain parts I myself suggested, for example, some crime was to be committed which should bring upon the Old Navigator, as Coleridge afterwards delighted to call him, the spectral persecution, as a consequence of that crime and his own wanderings. I had been reading in Shelvocke’s Voyages, a day or two before that while doubling Cape Horn they frequently saw albatrosses, in that latitude the largest sort of seafowl . . . . “Suppose,” said I, “you represent him as having killed one of these birds on entering the South Sea, and that the tutelary Spirits of these regions take upon them to avenge the crime.” . . . I also suggested the navigation of the ship by the dead men. 7

When the “Mariner” finally appeared in a joint publication with Wordsworth in  The Lyrical Ballads (1798) it received mixed reviews. Even Wordsworth, who pushed Coleridge to publish the poem, found many blemishes in the navigator as a person with “no distinct character,” the incoherent events, and the crowded imagery. But he still spoke highly of the passion that enveloped the poem and made it quite effective. 8 On the other hand Charles Lamb (1775-1834) admired the poem. Wordsworth’s criticism of the “Mariner” made no sense to him. On January 30, 1801 he wrote a letter to Wordsworth. 

For me, I was never so affected with any human Tale. After first reading it, I was totally possessed with it for many days—I dislike all the miraculous part of it, but the feelings of the man under the operation of such scenery dragged me along like Tom Piper’s magic whistle. I totally differ from your idea that the Marinere should have had a character and profession. This is a Beauty in  Gulliver’s Travels, where the mind is kept in a placid state of little wonderments; but the “Ancient Marinere” 

undergoes such Trials, as overwhelm and bury all individuality or memory of what he was, like the state of a man in a Bad dream, one
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terrible peculiarity of which is: that all consciousness of personality is gone. Your other observation is I think as well a little unfounded: The Marinere from being conversant in supernatural events  has  acquired a supernatural and strange cast of  phrase, eye, appearance, & c. which frighten the wedding guest. . . . 9

It is worth mentioning that the reception surrounding the “Rime of the Ancient Mariner” was not unlike that of the  Arabian Nights’ Entertainments  in eighteenth-century England. Those who found the book fascinating loved its supernatural elements and exotic appeal. For them the tales had successfully infused the real and the illusionary. The dream quality of many stories was its distinct trait. But those who disliked the  Nights, or, perhaps, aspects of the book, did not appreciate its miraculous features, or disconnected episodes. 10 Some of them dreaded the lack of moral in many stories and feared not only the effect of unrestrained imagination on certain readers, but above all the danger awaiting children, in particular, who fall under the spell of the  Nights. 

A champion of moral values, and a contemporary of Coleridge, Anna Laetitia Aikin Barbauld (1743-1825) once criticized the “Mariner” as having no moral. She was a poet and an abolitionist. In his  Table Talk, May 31, 1830 Coleridge records her criticism. 

Mrs. Barbauld once told me that she admired The Ancient Mariner very much, but that there were two faults in it,—it was improbable, and had no moral. As for the probability, I owned that that might admit some question; but as to the want of a moral, I told her that in my judgement the poem had too much; and that the only, or chief fault, if I might say so, was the obtrusion of the moral sentiment so openly on the reader as a principle or cause of action in a work of such pure imagination. It ought to have had no more moral than the Arabian Nights’ tale of the merchant’s sitting down to eat dates by the side of a well, and throwing the shells aside, and lo! a genie starts up, and says he  must  kill the aforesaid merchant,  because  one of the date shells had, it seems, put out the eye of the genie’s son. 11

D. IV. 

Many tales of the  Arabian Nights’ Entertainments  had found their way consciously, or unconsciously, to the making of Coleridge’s “Ancient Mariner.” But there is no doubt that the tale of “Sinbad the Sailor” is one of the most important models used by Coleridge. The borrowing in general is related to specific technical devices, to characters, themes, metaphors, and symbols. 

Coleridge’s frame-story is reminiscent of that of Shahrazad and Sinbad the Sailor. Its structural characteristics and thematic implications are quite significant. Less complex than the narrative web of Shahrazad, and
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more akin to that of Sinbad, the “Ancient Mariner” has one part, namely the story of a man who was going to attend a relative’s wedding, but was stopped by another man, the Mariner, and was forced to listen to a horrific tale. Instead of being annoyed, the wedding guest was not only hypnotized, but also transformed into a wiser man. 

Like Shahrazad and Sinbad the Sailor, the old Mariner is endowed with a strange power of narration. His usage of language is quite hypnotic that his audience are compelled to listen to him, and have no choice, but to do so. Furthermore, their action leads to dramatic changes in their lives. Shahrazd has her sister Dunyazad and her cruel husband Shahrayar as compulsive listeners. The result of telling tales in such a powerful fashion leads the king to correct his deviant behavior and become a normal loving husband and father, and above all, a just king. Dunyazad, on the other hand, comes to the realization that a woman can change the world, and does not have to be a helpless creature in the face of cruelty and injustice. 12 In the  Seven Voyages of Sinbad the Sailor, the poor porter who has the same name as Sinbad, but lives in Baghdad and entertains no hope of becoming anything else, is compelled to hear the story of the adventurer Sinbad the Sailor. The issuing result is the realization that without risk, endeavor, hard work, and aspiration one can never reach any lofty goal in life. 13 These model listeners, Shahrayar, Dunyazad, and Sinbad the Porter, have prepared the way for inventing the character of the Wedding Guest as a compulsive listener in Coleridge’s “Ancient Mariner.” 

He [the Mariner] holds him with his glittering eye—

The Wedding- Guest stood still, 

And listens like a three years child:

The Mariner hath his will

The Wedding-Guest sat on a stone:

He cannot choose but hear. 14

Now, the listener’s plans have all changed. The man is supposed to go to a wedding. He hears the bridal music from a distance and beats his chest. 

Yet he cannot choose but to listen to the Mariner’s tale. Once the old navigator finishes his story, the listener has been totally transformed into another human being. 

The Mariner, whose eye is bright, 

Whose beard with age is hoar, 

Is gone: and now the Wedding-Guest

Turned from the bridegroom’s door. 

He went like one that hath been stunned, 

And is of sense forlon:

A sadder and a wiser man, 

He rose the morrow morn. (618-625)
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One may ask what is the function of the frame-story in Coleridge’s poem? 

Did the poet simply wish to re-create Sinbad the Porter in the guise of the Wedding Guest as a listener, and Sinbad the Sailor in the guise of the Mariner as a speaker? Or did he have, perhaps, something else in mind? 

If we examine the frame-story of Shahrazad and Sinbad the Sailor we will find that both deal with variations of the same issue; that is, they show aspects of different relations between man and woman. The Shahrazad story seems to recommend marriage only if a woman, regardless of her intellectual ability, submits to the authority of her husband and directs all her energies toward serving him. 15 On the other hand, the Sinbad story seems to assert that women are somehow nuisance in a man’s world. 16

Marriage is not recommended although a man might find himself obliged to get married at some point in his life. There is no doubt that man’s best mate will be always a man. Coleridge’s Mariner seems to accept Sinbad’s views. He is not tied down to a woman and advises others to follow his example. 

The theme of marriage which is persistent in many Arabian tales appears prominently in Coleridge’s frame-story. But in Sinbad it lies in the periphery. In his fourth journey, Sinbad, for instance, wonders about the advantages of being married when he is buried alive with his dead wife. 

The first tale of the three ladies of Baghdad describes marriage as something awful. Coleridge’s Mariner too seems to disapprove of marriage. At the end of the poem he cries out:

O sweeter than the marriage-feast, 

‘Tis sweeter far to me, 

To walk together to the kirk

With a goodly company!—

To walk together to the kirk, 

And all together pray, 

While each to his great Father bends, 

Old men, and babes, and loving friends, 

And youths and maidens gay! [601-609]

In his article “Wordsworth in the ‘Rime,’” Paul Fry raises briefly the issue of the status of marriage in Coleridge’s poem. 17 Elsewhere in his introductory “Biographical and Historical Contexts” he refers to the difficulties in Coleridge’s marital life. The poet’s absence in Germany, his wife’s endurance of solitude, and the death of their infant all contributed to the estrangement of the couple and eventually led to divorce. 18

Coleridge’s Wedding-Guest, who is “next of kin,” does not go to the wedding. One is not sure whether the wedding has been disrupted because of his absence, for the emphasis is not on the wedding, rather on the tale told by the Mariner. But one still hears the loud music from a distance and the voices of the bride-maids singing. Also, we are told
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about the beauty of the bride who paces “into the hall/ Red as a rose” 

[Coleridge Line 33-34]. In the  Arabian Nights  too, there is a disrupted wedding that follows the tale of the Merchant and the Genie and the Porter and the three Ladies of Baghdad. In the story of the two ministers Nur al-Din al-Masri and Badr al-Din al-Basri, we have a description of two brief weddings, but the third one is quite elaborate. The supernatural spirits carry the handsome Badr al-Din from Basra to Cairo and succeed not only in disrupting the wedding of Sit al-Hisn and the Hunchback, but also in substituting the groom. There is music, candles, incense, perfume, and gold. The bride paces into the hall, once shining as the sun in her red gown, other time as the moon in her blue dress. 19

Being married or single is something quite blurred at times in the Nights. It seems that the line between dream and reality is very thin. 

During the day Badr al-Din was in Basra and a single man. In the evening he was a groom in Cairo, but the following day he was sleeping naked at the gates of the city of Damascus. “Are you crazy?” people asked him. 

Some said “What a pity for a young and handsome man to be crazy.” 

“No,” he said “Believe me I was a groom last night in Cairo.” “You must have dreamt about that,” they said. He became confused. Perhaps he dreamt after all, he thought. There were no bride, no hunchback, no wedding. But then he did not find his little sack. “Crazy, crazy,” people shouted, and he ran away in the narrow alleys of Damascus. Thousands of miles away, Sit al-Hisn, the beautiful bride, in Cairo was too accused of being crazy by her father. Last night she was sure she slept with her handsome husband. But today he vanished leaving behind a small sack. 

But whether the marriage is performed between two willing couples as it seems in the case of Badr al-Din and Sit al-Hisn and the bride and the groom in Coleridge’s frame-story, there is a big, but hidden question on the issue of marriage at large. 

It is not only the theme of marriage that attracted Coleridge as an adult to the  Arabian Nights’ Entertainments. Other topics seem to have haunted him, such as man’s precarious destiny. Indeed one of the most prevalent themes in the  Nights  is the unpredictable fate woven for human beings in the dark. Everything seems to be predestined. There is the merchant who eats a date and throws its seed not suspecting for a moment that he has killed an invisible creature and consequently must be punished for a crime of which he is not aware. 20 There is also the young prince who is hidden by his father underground on a desert island in order to prevent a horrible prophecy. But what is predestined takes place anyway. Eventually, a stranger by the name ‘Ajib ibn al-Khaseeb comes to him in his hiding ground and kills him accidentally. Fate looms large as a scary prospect in human lives. Yet at times it is men who bring misfortune upon themselves. ‘Ajib in the story of the third beggar is one of them. His ship has been wrecked in a storm. Its nails have flown away and cleaved to a black mountain on the top of which a menacing brass
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horseman stands. At first, providence saves ‘Ajib, but later on he makes a choice that brings about his own misfortune. That night someone tells him in his dream to kill the horseman in order to save humanity. A boat will then appear and take him to a safe shore. But he is warned not to utter the name of God, otherwise he will experience endless troubles. Of course, this advice does not make sense to a man who is endowed with reason. He forgets the warning and chooses to do what he thinks is right. 

The outcome is terrible. The contradiction between his logical choice and the illogical voice he hears is incomprehensible. 21

There is no normal pattern for choice, reward, or punishment in the tales of the  Arabian Nights. The world is depicted as a jungle. It lacks logic. But at times it makes sense. In Sinbad’s fifth voyage, for example, the merchants who choose to break the egg of the roc, kill the harmless chick in spite of Sinbad’s protest, are punished. Their boat is wrecked, and they all drown except for Sinbad who has acted as the righteous man on this occasion. But it does not take a long time before the old man of the sea wraps himself around Sinbad’s neck refusing to get down. One wonders why should a righteous man who opposed the killing of the bird be punished at a later stage? Now, Sinbad must find a way to get rid of his burden and is forced to commit a murder to save himself. 22

It seems that Coleridge became haunted with these issues since his childhood. Do we choose our destiny? Or is our destiny already chosen for us? What kind of world do we live in? Does it have its own logic? Or do we live in a jungle? Are we punished because we have committed a crime? Or because we are innocent? What is the path to redemption? In writing his “Rime of the Ancient Mariner,” Coleridge must have dabbled with the choices of both ‘Ajib ibn al-Khaseeb and Sinbad the Sailor. Yes, there are hidden and invisible forces in our world. This is the conclusion he reaches. Yet eventually everything seems to be ordered. Man is punished for his crimes, or for nothing he has done; but he should not despair. There is a way out. It is possible for him to be redeemed. This is precisely what Coleridge presents to us in his seven-part poem. 

The Mariner’s ship leaves an unspecified harbor, but soon is blasted by a storm and drifts toward the south pole. There is ice everywhere. 

Suddenly a bird appears on the horizon. 

At length did cross an Albatross, 

Through the fog it came; 

As if it had been a Christian soul, 

We hailed it in God’s name. [63-66]

At the beginning, the sea-bird is received with great joy. Everyone considers it as a good omen. But then fate is provoked. A crime is committed by a single individual against a friendly bird. The crew protests loudly. 

For them, the crime is senseless. But when the fog clears off they change
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their mind and accept the heinous act as something good. Thus they become accomplices in the murder. 

. . . —With my cross-bow

I shot the ALBATROSS! [81-82]

The Mariner cries. 

. . . I had done an hellish thing [91]

. . . 

. . . I had killed the bird

That brought the fog and mist. 

‘Twas right, said they, such birds to slay, 

That bring the fog and mist. [99-102]

But soon the bird will be avenged. A spirit haunts the sailors and follows their damned ship. Eventually, the mariner who has brought misfortune upon himself and his crew is punished by his mates. 

. . . what evil looks

Had I from old and young! 

Instead of the cross, the Albatross

About my neck was hung. [139-142]

Horror after horror follows. A skeleton-ship appears on the wide sea. A specter-woman and her death-mate are on board. They play a game and she wins. Then the crew of the damned ship falls dead one after the other. 

It is only when the Mariner is able to pray and bless the sea creatures that the Albatross falls from his neck into the sea, and the evil spell is finally broken. 

Beyond the shadow of the ship, 

I watched the water-snakes:

They moved in tracks of shining white, 

And when they reared, the elfish light

Fell off in hoary flakes. [272-276]

. . . 

O happy living things! no tongue

Their beauty might declare:

A spring of love gushed from my heart, 

And I blessed them unaware! 

The self-same moment I could pray; 

And from my neck so free

The Albatross fell off, and sank

Like lead into the sea. [288-291]

Now the ship goes forward steered by the dead men as if in a dream. 

Eventually it sails swiftly into the harbor. It is spotted by the pilot of a boat as something “fiendish.” The Mariner who finally comes home hears

“the dash of oars” followed by the voice of the Hermit who lives in the
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wood. Hymns grow louder. Then the ship suddenly sinks, but the Mariner is saved in the Pilot’s boat. 

The final message of the poem is told to the Wedding-Guest as follows:

Farewell, farewell! but this I tell

To thee, thou Wedding-Guest! 

He prayeth well, who loveth well

Both man and bird and beast. 

He prayeth best, who loveth best

All things both great and small; 

For the dear God who loveth us, 

He made and loveth all. (610-617)

This is a message of a logical and ordered world whereby the righteous man is finally rewarded. It is true that the Mariner, just like ‘Ajib ibn al-Khaseeb, has not been the victim of fate. Both men have brought misfortune upon themselves. But ironically ‘Ajib is punished when he thanks God for being saved, while the Mariner is redeemed when he prays. It seems that Sinbad the Sailor must have made more sense to Coleridge. By presenting various options Sinbad becomes a likely model to be emulat-ed. Once he is saved because he has been a righteous man. In this sense his redemption is predictable. But at other times he is punished for no reason, or specifically because he praises God. The Mariner returns home after he prays and blesses the sea-snakes. But Sinbad makes it back to the city during his seventh voyage only when he kills the snake on the mountain and promises the half-man, half-bird, who accepts to carry him home, not to pray, or to thank God. 

In the midst of life, there seems to be lots of trouble. However, there is always some relief, but not necessarily a total happy ending. Coleridge’s poem becomes very serene once the tale is told, and the journey comes to an end. The Mariner is no more a ghost; he is now an apparent Christian. 

Yet down within his soul he is a very troubled man. He must tell and retell his tragic story to whoever willing to listen to him. ‘Ajib, although he becomes one-eyed due to his inquisitive nature, finally reaches a safe haven. Yet he is not the same man anymore. Sinbad is back in Baghdad. 

He is quite wealthy and has become a spiritual man who is now seeming-ly content with his life. Yet he remains eager to speak about his troubled soul to anyone, even to a poor porter who happens to stand in front of his front door. Perhaps it is no accident that Coleridge’s poem consists of seven parts, just as Sinbad’s seven voyages. In both Christian and Islamic sources number seven contains both the spiritual and the temporal; it is symbolic of completeness. Yet one is never sure whether Coleridge was aware of the significance of this number. The original version of the poem had seven parts as well as the expanded one at a later stage. Was it an
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accident that Coleridge retained the same number of parts? Or was it intentional? There is nothing certain about that. 

The parallel between “Rime of the Ancient Mariner” and the voyages of Sinbad the Sailor is striking. Coleridge uses the fifth voyage, in particular, as a model, chooses what he likes and discards what he does not like. 

By the time the poem is composed the model has drastically changed. 

Sinbad always leaves Baghdad for the port of Basra and from there to the world. He is a merchant, but also a man who desires to meet foreigners and be in foreign countries. He travels on a merchants’ ship. The historical period in which he lives is quite defined. It is the golden age of the Caliph Harun al-Rashid (786-809) when the Islamic empire stretched to India and China. Spain was already under the rule of the Umayyads. It is never clear to where exactly Sinbad sails. 23 But from the description of the fauna and flora at times one imagines that he has been to the tropics and to different parts of Africa and Asia. He encounters foreign people, and always appreciates their humanity and kindness. Only on two occasions he is put in a position where he is forced to see deviant human behavior and is horrified. During his fourth voyage, for instance, Sinbad is captured by naked people who are fire worshippers. One of their main traits is to force their captives to eat strange food that obviously affects one’s mental faculties. Once the prisoners become fat they would be grilled and devoured by the king. On the other hand, others on that island eat human flesh raw. Sinbad manages to flee to another country where he settles down for a while and even brings technological progress to his new society. Feeling happy about the stranger, the king asks Sinbad to marry a native woman and live and work in his kingdom. Sinbad accepts the offer out of gratitude, but eventually discovers that his fire worshipper hosts have one horrible custom. They bury a spouse alive with the dead. He tries to express his objection of this custom to the king, but to no avail. When he himself is eventually buried alive with his dead wife he has to fend for himself and face a real ethical challenge. 24

In Coleridge’s “Mariner,” on the other hand, no port is specified. One assumes that the ship sails around Cape Horn, and then up into the Pacific. The historical era too is not mentioned although we know from outside the poem, which was published in 1798, that Britain and France were at war for most of the 1790s, that the violence of the French Revolution of 1789 was still being felt all over Europe, and that the slavery market was quite rife. We have no idea what kind of a ship the Mariner boards. It is not specified whether it is a military or a commercial ship. 25

Also no encounter with other human societies is reported. It seems that the elements borrowed from Sinbad’s Voyages, then distorted have mainly concentrated on metaphors and symbols: A ghost ship steered by apes, a baby bird cruelly hunted by merchants, an old man of the sea carried as a burden around the neck, a lonely stranger living among the
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dead, friendly and venomous snakes, visible and invisible spirits aveng-ing a crime, and demonic powers everywhere. 

Coleridge’s albatross, (Spanish  alcatras) a word derived from Arabic al-qatras, or  al-ghattas, the diver, is depicted as a mythical bird whose large wings block the sun and bring fog and mist. It is a good omen for ships and sailors, for it makes “the breeze to blow.” It follows the ship and breaks the monotony of the silent seas. No one is supposed to kill it, or harm it in any way. But the Mariner shoots it and brings misfortune upon himself and his mates. In Sinbad’s Voyages another mythical bird, the roc, appears several times as a good omen. It also blocks the sun with its huge and long wings. In the second voyage while Sinbad is left alone on a desert island, the sun suddenly disappears, and the sky becomes dark. The weary traveler thinks a cloud has come over it. But once he raises his head he sees a huge bird with long and wide wings flying over the island. Then it descends slowly and broods over what appears to be a dome, but is in fact one of its eggs. The following morning the bird even flies away to a mountain with Sinbad tied to one of its feet. In this context, the roc is not only a good omen, but also a savior of man. When Sinbad unties himself, the bird takes an enormous serpent in its talons and carries it off toward the sea. Sinbad descends into the valley which abounds not only with diamonds, but also with venomous snakes. A vulture, this time, saves him and soars away with him to the summit of a mountain where he is eventually saved by other merchants. 26 In the fifth voyage, the cruel merchants amuse themselves with the strange sight of a great egg of a roc. Sinbad is not with them. They break the egg and kill the baby roc. But soon after the sun becomes dark, the roc appears like a great cloud. The merchants hurry back to their ship fearing the bird’s vengeance. When it finds its egg destroyed it utters a great cry which brings its mate. Now both gigantic birds follow the ship. They fly in circles making noises like thunder. Then they return to the island, and each seizing a huge rock in its talons, they pursue the ship, then throw the rocks on its stern. Unlike Coleridge’s “Mariner” where punishment for the crime is undertaken by fiendish spirits, here the family of the little bird avenges its murder. Sinbad’s old man of the sea, who rides on the traveler’s shoulders, twists his legs round Sinbad’s neck, beats him and refuses to descend, is transformed in Coleridge’s poem into the murdered albatross hung about the neck of the Mariner. Coleridge depicts the burden of the guilty man; whereas Sinbad describes the dilemma of the innocent and good who is forced to carry a huge burden on his shoulders for many years of his life. 

The stench of death is overpowering in both the tale of the Mariner and Sinbad the Sailor. Coleridge’s protagonist sees a skeleton of a ship from a distance. On board the specter-woman and her death-mate are playing a game. Then the Mariner’s shipmates drop down dead. Sinbad too is surrounded by skeletons, but not on a ship, rather in a dungeon. In
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his fourth voyage he is lowered into a pit where he is buried alive with the dead. Wild beasts also appear from time to time to devour the corpses. Sinbad remains in this dungeon at the bottom of a huge mountain for some time. Then he comes to the realization that he must kill other people who are lowered into the pit and buried alive in order to steal their food and drink. This is his only option for survival. During his sixth voyage he witnesses his companions die one after the other out of hunger, and he is left all alone with numerous corpses on a desert island. 27

Gruesome scenes are to be found elsewhere in the first few tales of the Nights  which Coleridge must have also read. After a shipwreck the first of the three ladies of Baghdad wanders in a city where all of its inhabitants are dead, except for a young man and the only son of the king. The people, including the king and the queen, have worshipped fire, and for this reason they have been punished. But the young man has heard about God from an old woman and has secretly become a Muslim. For a long time he has lived among the dead and suffered a great deal until he is discovered all alone in the dead city chanting the  Qur’an. He never marries the young woman who saves him. He is destined to drown. 28

The snakes that appear in different guises and have different func-tions in Sinbad’s tales also appear again in the tale of the first of the three ladies of Baghdad. But this time their function is closer to that of the sea creatures in Coleridge’s poem. The young woman who is all alone on a desert island takes pity on a snake threatened by a serpent and helps it to survive. The reward is immediate. Extending a pair of wings the snake carries the woman away to her city Baghdad. Although she is saved, the young woman will face loneliness and remorse for the rest of her life. Her lover is dead; her two jealous sisters are transformed into black bitches. 

All what she can hope for now is to tell and to retell her story to whoever is willing to listen. 

What fascinated Coleridge in the  Arabian Nights  was expressed in a way by an English cleric and scientist, Thomas Burnet (1635-1715), in a nutshell. Introducing “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner” Coleridge quotes Burnet:

I can easily believe that there are more invisible natures than visible ones among the entities in the universe. But who will explain for us the family of all these beings? And the ranks and relationships and distinguishing features and qualities of each? What they do? What places they inhabit? The human intellect has always tried to approach knowledge of these matters, but has never touched it. Meanwhile, I do not deny that it is sometimes better to represent in the spirit as on a tablet, the image of a greater and better world, lest the mind, used to the daily occurrences of life, contract itself and subside completely into petty thoughts. But at the same time we must be vigilant for the truth and
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keep due proportion, so that we may distinguish the certain from the uncertain, day from night. [Coleridge 27]

The paradox of life seen through the eyes of Burnet is concretely expressed in the tales of the  Arabian Nights. Story after story depicts the visible and the invisible in our surroundings and shows the limitations of human beings in understanding the universe. Yet there is this persistent endeavor on the part of humans who are endowed with reason to discover the truth. Mysteries and demonic powers do exist. But it is our task to sift through the rubble. 

In his lecture on  Don Quixote, Coleridge tells us that “Novels are to love as fairy tales to dreams. I never knew but two men of taste and feeling who could not understand why I was delighted with the Arabian Nights’ Tales, and they were likewise the only persons in my knowledge who scarcely remembered having ever dreamed.” 29 It is this thin line between dream and reality, the visible and the invisible that makes Coleridge’s “Rime” and many tales of the  Nights. Only a few minutes ago the Mariner’s ship, the albatross around the neck, the specter-woman, her death-mate and the dead sailors were real. Now they have vanished in thin air. There is a wedding feast: bells, and hymns. No more water everywhere. The Mariner stands on land. Everything seems confusing and confused. As a child too, Coleridge had confused imaginary books with reality. In one of his essays he described how he made a connection in his mind between the entrance of a mansion of an English baronet and the places he read about in  The Arabian Nights’ Entertainments. 

Among my earliest impressions I still distinctly remember that of my first entrance into the mansion of a neighbouring Baronet, awfully known to me by the name of the Great House, its exterior having been long connected in my childish imagination with the feelings and fancies stirred up in me by the perusal of the  Arabian Nights’ Entertainments. Beyond all other objects, I was most struck with the magnificent stair-case, relieved at well proportioned intervals by spacious landing places, this adorned with grand or shewy plants, the next looking out on an extensive prospect through the stately window with its side panes of rich blues and saturated amber or orange tints: while from the last and highest the eyes commanded the whole spiral ascent with the marbled pavement of the great hall from which it seemed to spring up as if it merely  used  the ground on which it rested. 30

E. V. 

In the midst of endless arguments about Coleridge’s “Rime” one finally may ask the question again and again: What is it all about? 31 Is it a mysterious ballad? A story of a man who kills a bird and is punished for his crime? Or is it “an allegory of imperial expansion and the slave
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trade?” 32 The poem does not refer to any historical event, nor does it deal with contemporary history. Is it a good haunting poem as Charles Lamb would say? Or is it a badly constructed poem, as William Wordsworth would claim? In The  Lyrical Ballads, 1800 edition, for instance, Wordsworth wrote:

“The principal person has no distinct character, either in his profession of Mariner, or as a human being who having been long under the control of supernatural impressions might be supposed himself to par-take of something supernatural: secondly, that he does not act, but is continually acted upon: thirdly, that the events having no necessary connection do not produce each other; and lastly, that the imagery is somewhat too laboriously accumulated. Yet the Poem contains many delicate touches of passion, and indeed the passion is every where true to nature. . . .” 33

But if we leaf through the modern “Rime” criticism we discover new discourses and realize that the poem is not about disconnected events, or accumulated imagery, or some helpless character. The Mariner, we are told, for instance, by Anne Williams, is linked “with the conventionally female in Western culture: The sea, irrationality, motherhood, and nature—’spontaneous’ energies that challenge and disrupt symbolic order.” 34 Yet for another critic, such as John Livingston Lowes, Coleridge’s Mariner is nothing but a pure imagination which appropriates dozens of sources, among them the  Arabian Nights’ Entertainments. On the other hand, Elisabeth Schneider attributes whatever is intelligible in Coleridge to his addiction to opium. 35 But what is the purpose in writing such a poem? Robert Penn Warren tells us that the poem has a moral. 36 But Mrs. 

Barbauld, a contemporary of Coleridge, bemoans the lack of it. 

The same questions can be asked about Sinbad and other Arabian tales. Are Sinbad’s Voyages sheer fantasies? What are they all about? 

Stories of an inquisitive, but also a greedy merchant who roams the globe with his greedy cruel friends? Little birds are killed for no reason, but amusement; butchered sheep are slaughtered for the sake of getting diamonds from a steep valley. Vultures and other birds are terrorized in the process in order to get some rare gems. Or are the stories light-hearted romances steeped in supernatural and fantastic events? How can one interpret them? As pure imagination, or as an allegory of imperial expansion? Are they instructive, or amusing? What is the purpose of writing a thousand and one tales? In the introduction to the edited version of the Nights  by Professor Muhsin Mahdi, the anonymous author states clearly that the book is meant not only to instruct, but also to entertain the reader/listener. But for many centuries Arab elite never considered the Nights  as a serious, or moral book. It was never included in their canon. 

Historically, Sinbad along with other characters had fascinated children
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and the uneducated Arab masses who preferred entertainment over truth. 37

There is no doubt that Coleridge borrowed his technical devices, themes, characters, symbols, and metaphors from the few tales he read in the  Arabian Nights’ Entertainments. But his Ancient Mariner emerged as something quite different from Sinbad the Sailor. 38 It seems likely that Coleridge has transformed past and present experiences into literature in his attempt to write the disguised self. Of course, the poet is not identical with the Mariner. But he certainly shares many of his qualities. In this sense, the “Rime” is unconscious autobiography in disguise and an expression of Coleridge’s fears and anxieties. The boundaries between dream and reality are blurred. 

Sinbad is a merchant; the Mariner is a lost soul. Both are condemned to a life of wandering. Both experience shipwreck and horrors. They deserve their misfortune, Sinbad because of his greed for more wealth and his excessively inquisitive nature about other people and their ways of life, and the Mariner not only for shooting a harmless bird but also for harboring some secret guilt. Providence plays a very important role in Sinbad’s and the Mariner’s life—almost every event seems to be predestined. But although both men lose many years of sinful life, they seem to gain an eternity of bliss at the end of their adventures. 

Strangely, both men never think of women; neither seem to have any sexual instinct. Sinbad is forced to marry during one of his voyages, but his wife gets sick and dies. Later on he marries at the end of his journeys, but we never know anything about his wife, not even her name. The Mariner does not get married and even stops the Wedding-Guest from attending the festivities. 

Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe shares many qualities of Sinbad and the Mariner. 39 In his miscellaneous criticism, Coleridge recognized the affin-ity between Crusoe and the  One Thousand and One Nights. Writing about the  Arabian Nights’ Entertainments  Coleridge argued that: In all these [tales and works of the same kind] there is the same activity of mind as in dreaming, that is—an exertion of the fancy in the combination and recombination of familiar objects so as to produce novel and wonderful imagery. To this must be added that these tales cause no deep feeling of a moral kind—whether of religion or love; but an impulse of motion is communicated to the mind without excitement, and this is the reason of their being so generally read and admired. . . . The charm of De Foe’s works, especially of Robinson Crusoe, is founded on the same principle. It always interests, never agitates. Crusoe himself is merely a representative of humanity in general; neither his intellectual nor his moral qualities set him above the middle degree of mankind; his only prominent characteristic is the spirit of enterprise and wandering; which is, nevertheless, a very common disposition. You will ob-
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serve that all that is wonderful in this tale is the result of external circumstances—of things which fortune brings to Crusoe’s hand. 40

Coleridge’s “Rime of the Ancient Mariner” is based on a horrific dream. 

Its successive images buried deep in the unconscious mind rise to the surface to cast a spell on the poet and his readers alike. It might not cause a “deep feeling of moral kind,” but it certainly haunts its listeners for a long time. Imagination is the key word for its texture. The Mariner might represent facets of Coleridge’s self, but he also embodies some of our irrational fears and desires. His wandering is part of our human history. 41 At times he acts; at other times he is acted upon. Many events in his life seem to be disconnected. But whether we call him the Mariner, Sinbad the Sailor, or Robinson Crusoe, he certainly enjoys the same make-up. What differentiates these characters is the passion which Wordsworth talks about, and there is no doubt that the Mariner hypnotizes his listeners, for his language is that of poetry not of prose. The narrator of Sinbad’s story uses powerful poetry too, but rather sparsely. The whole adventure is written mostly in prose. One is not sure whether Coleridge has read these poems. We know that Galland and other English translators of the  Nights  have not included the poetry in their translation. Yet Coleridge refers to Arabic poetry as something full of imagination42 and considers the passionate book of Job as “pure Arab poetry of the highest and most antique cast.” In this context it seems that the boundaries between prose and poetry are also blurred. The landscape of dreams invades the whole universe. Lowes might not be able to seek “the sun and the rain of vanished yesterdays in the limbs and foliage of the oak,” but the imprint of the  Arabian Nights  is there to be seen and discovered by those who take the quest quite seriously. 

F. KUBLA KHAN

In his book  The Road to Xanadu, John Livingston Lowes identifies several sources that may have inspired Coleridge when dreaming his poem “Kubla Khan.” The sources include  Purchas His Pilgrimage, in which the Khan commands a palace to be built and a stately garden, all enclosed with a wall, and the third volume of  Purchas His Pilgrimes  which gives a detailed description of the Assassins’ paradise, being an account of the story of the Old Man of the Mountain. Other sources, such as Bartram’s  The Isle of Palms, James Bruce’s  Travels to Discover the Source of the Nile, Milton’s Paradise Lost, Maurice’s  Memoir of a Map of Hindoostan  are also mentioned. 

Lowes laboriously attempts to dissect the poem and to show how Coleridge derives his throngs of visual images from various books he has read (Lowes 324-367). But somehow the critic forgets to mention the most important book that has shaped Coleridge’s imagination throughout his career, namely the  Arabian Nights. Although Lowes refers to this book on
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several occasions in  The Road to Xanadu, he seems to forget it when analyzing Coleridge’s “Kubla Khan.” It is my intention here to show how the Nights  has left its mark on the poem, and how its images have always lived with the poet even when he is an adult. 

The association of Kublai Khan (1216-1294), the Mongol emperor of China from 1259, with the Assassins’ paradise and the  Arabian Nights  is somewhat bewildering and sad. After all it is Hulagu, the brother of Kublai Khan who invaded Baghdad in 1258, killed the Caliph along with his court and sacked the city that was once the envy of the whole civilized world. Baghdad, the center of learning, was no more. Its libraries, universities, hospitals, palaces, and fantastic gardens were all put to flame. 43 The city in which many tales of the  Arabian Nights  were originated and flourished became a ghost town. Most of its inhabitants were dead. There were no more wine shops, or singing and dancing damsels from different parts of the Empire, or masquerading rulers walking at night to see for themselves whether justice prevailed among their people. 

Both the Tigris and the Euphrates Rivers were choked with corpses and burning palm trees. It is Hulagu, the brother of Kublai Khan who sacked northern Syria in 1260, captured Aleppo, killed its inhabitants, then went south to besiege Damascus and destroy the latest traces of civilization to the utmost delight of the remaining Crusaders in Palestine and the Syrian Coast. Only four years earlier he crushed the Assassin strongholds in Persia including the castle of Alamut north west of Qazwin and did not even spare babes in his killing spree. His raid was meant to avenge the killing of the second son of Jenghiz Khan by this sect. The two brothers, Hulagu and Kublai, were not at odds with each other. They were made of the same fabric. Their goal was always to instill fear in their surviving victims. So how could Coleridge have dreamt of a Khan who seems to create pleasure and dread, beauty and terror, at the same time? Gardens with incense-bearing trees, sinuous brooks, sunny spots of greenery, dancing rocks, a sunny pleasure-dome with caves of ice, a damsel with a dulcimer, an unforgettable song on the one hand and mighty river, deep romantic chasm, savage palace, waning moon, demon lover, ancestral voices prophesying war, and flashing eyes and floating hair on the other? 

Hell and paradise, war and peace, history and fantasy, dream and reality, all seem to be linked forever in Coleridge’s poem. 

Marco Polo, the Venetian traveler, visited the court of both brothers, stayed in Hulagu’s realm for three years, and expressed his utmost satisfaction at the destruction of Islam and the Muslim civilization at the hands of the Mongols. Then he traveled to China where he stayed at the court of Kublai Khan for twenty years. The Mongols’ conquest of Russia, China, part of southeast Asia, Persia, and Mesopotamia made it possible to travel from Kiev or Baghdad to Peking without once crossing a frontier. Whether Marco Polo’s description was true or false of whatever he saw during his journey is not my concern here. But what I would like to
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emphasize is that Polo’s detailed portrayal of the Assassins sect in Persia, for instance, is a rare source available to us concerning the tactics used by their grand master to encourage his followers to commit political assassination sacrificing themselves in the process. 44 In 1271 or 1272 when Marco Polo was passing through the lands controlled by the Assassins, he assured his readers that the master of Alamut fortress used to hypnotize his self-sacrificing followers with the use of  hashish, a narcotic and intoxi-cant made from Indian hemp. Stunned by the beauty of the magnificent gardens surrounding the palaces built by the grand master of Alamut, Marco Polo observes:

Now no man was allowed to enter the Garden save those whom he intended to be his ASHISHIN. There was a fortress at the entrance to the Garden, strong enough to resist the entire world, and there was no other way to get in. He kept at his Court a number of the youths of the country, from twelve to twenty years of age, such as had a taste for soldiering. . . . Then he would introduce them into his Garden, some four, or six, or ten at a time, having first made them drink a certain portion which cast them into a deep sleep, and then causing them to be lifted and carried in. So when they awoke they found themselves in the Garden. 

When therefore they awoke, and found themselves in a place so charming, they deemed that it was Paradise in very truth. And the ladies and damsels dallied with them to their hearts’ content. . . . 

So when the Old Man would have any Prince slain, he would say to such a youth: “Go thou and slay So and So; and when thou returnest my Angels shall bear thee into Paradise. And shouldst thou die, nathe-less even so will I send my Angels to carry thee back into Paradise.” 45

Although Coleridge fell asleep, as he tells us, in his chair at the moment he was reading a sentence in Purchas’s  Pilgrimage: “Here the Khan Kubla commanded a palace to be built, and a stately garden thereunto. And thus ten miles of fertile ground were inclosed with a wall,” 46 this does not necessarily mean that this book is the only one that inspired him in his dream to compose his lines. Indeed as John Livingston Lowes suggests that images and associations must have flashed back to the poet’s memory from different books. And I would like to add that these images and associations mingled together and became confused in the dream. 

The Old Man of the Mountain might have exchanged roles with Kublai Khan. His palaces and gardens became indistinguishable from those of the Mongol king. The landscape of Persia and China was delineated in terms of mountains, valleys, rivers, and caves. In a revealing passage from  Purchas His Pilgrimes  that Coleridge had also read, the seventeenth-century English author described the Old Man of the Mountain as follows:

His name was Aloadine, and was a Mahumetan. Hee had in a goodly Valley betwixt two Mountaynes very high, made  a goodly Garden,  fur-
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 nished with the best trees  and fruits he could find, adorned with divers Palaces and  houses of pleasure, beautified with gold Workes, Pictures, and Furnitures of silke (Quoted by Lowes 329). 

It is not only Purchas who furnished Coleridge with the images of the mountains, valleys, and gardens. These are stock images in the  Arabian Nights  that had left a visible imprint on the poet’s mind since childhood. 

Aladdin, the son of a poor tailor for instance, was led into some beautiful gardens with a fountain outside the city gates. He journeyed with a magician until they came to two mountains divided by a narrow valley. When the young boy was ordered to go alone beneath the earth he discovered large halls leading into a garden of fine fruit trees. At a later stage when he wished to build a palace for his bride, the Sultan’s daughter, he rubbed his ring and said to the genie who rose out of the earth: “Build me a palace of the finest marble, set with jasper, agate, and other precious stones. In the middle you shall build me a large hall with a dome, its four walls of massy gold and silver, each side having six windows, whose lattices, all except one, which is to be left unfinished, must be set with diamonds and rubies. . . . The palace was finished by next day.” 47 It is important to note that the landscape in Aladdin’s tale changes from Persia to China to Africa, then back to China. Purchas’s Aloadine, the Old Man of the Mountain, and the grand master of the Assassins, seem to have summoned up the image of Aladdin, the character in the  Arabian Nights, in the poet’s subconscious mental processes. 

 The Sixth Voyage of Sinbad the Sailor  might have also inspired Coleridge when composing his vision in a dream. There is a river that gushes out from the mountain, and instead of flowing into the sea it flows out of sight under a natural archway of rocks. There are caves covered with diamonds and rubies and masses of crystal. The river plunges out of sight in the depths of the caverns. But it must emerge again at some distant spot where it is impossible to observe by the naked eye. Darkness and light are also contrasted around the rapid river. Rare plants, such as cedar trees among others are mentioned. Sinbad’s mighty river is not only the source of life and death. It has a further significance. Along with its measureless caverns it represents the sources of the unconscious. Although it seems to gush out from the mountain but its final destination is unknowable and vague. 48

Coleridge’s woman who is wailing for her demon lover is borrowed from “The Story of the Young King of the Black Isles” in the  Arabian Nights. The king was briefly married to his cousin whom he thought she loved him as much as he loved her. But one day he discovered that she was having an affair with one of her black slaves and overheard a conversation between two of her maids that she was an enchantress. He mortal-ly wounded the slave-lover. As a result his wife built a savage palace in a garden where she kept her Ethiopian lover, who could not speak or move









 Samuel Taylor Coleridge and the  Arabian Nights 47

anymore, and spent her time bewailing him and her lost love. As for her husband, she turned him into a new creature: half man and half marble. 

Then she changed the flourishing city in which they lived into a lake and a wasteland. 49

The damsel with a dulcimer in Coleridge’s poem is a stock image in the  Arabian Nights. Perhaps the tale of “Noureddin and the Fair Persian” 

exemplifies this character. A cousin of the Caliph Haroun al-Rashid and the King of Balsora was once discussing the topic of female slaves with his courtiers. Some believed that it was enough for a woman to be beautiful, but others along with the king insisted that beauty alone was not enough. It must be accompanied by wit, wisdom, modesty, and if possible knowledge. As a result of this conversation, the king asked one of his viziers to find him a female slave who fulfills these requirements. The vizier sent for the dealers and eventually a woman dubbed as “The Fair Persian” was found. Her beauty was beyond anyone’s expectations. She played every musical instrument. She sang, danced, and composed poems. In short, she was fit to be the slave of a king. But the vizier’s son saw her first, and both fell in love with each other. They eloped to Baghdad. Wandering aimlessly along the banks of the Tigris River, they saw a garden enclosed by a high wall. In the middle there was a huge pavilion, whose superb saloon had eighty windows, each window having a luster, lit solely when the Caliph Haroun al-Rashid spent the evening there. The palace gate was shut. So the couple decided to sleep outside. Discovered by the doorkeeper after a while, he allowed them in, feeling sorry for them. What followed then was eating, drinking, and singing. The Fair Persian, a symbol of the female inspirer, and the creative energy itself, played the lute and sang a moving song that no one can ever forget. 50

In the retrieved dream—if the last stanza of the poem was indeed part of it, although one is never sure—the youth in the Assassins’ story seems to become identified with the narrator. This is a shocking finding. But there is nothing shocking in a dream, for everything becomes confused, and characters assume different roles. Coleridge composed the poem under the influence of opium, thus expressing that shadowy, murky world in a musical piece and releasing the buried creative energy within his soul. Both poet and Assassin are placed in an earthly paradise. Both inhale something addictive and are surrounded by a beautiful woman, or a muse that will eventually enable them to dare perform an extraordinary act: one to write a haunting and nightmarish poem, or to build a stately pleasure dome in the air, the other to kill for the sake of a supposed hidden justice! In short, the three characters: the warrior king Kubla Khan, the excited Assassin youth, and the half-crazed narrator enjoy this tremendous creative and destructive energy. They vie with each other in spite of the fact that they belong to different categories of men: the Khan as the most powerful king on earth, the deceived and used Assassin youth, and the sick narrator who is not able to break his opium habit, and
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happens to be living during a bloody time in European history. Beauty and violence, tranquility and nightmare, Paradise and Hell are part of their daily existence. It is no wonder then why Coleridge calls his poem

“a fragment” and “a psychological curiosity.” In his own account of the genesis of the poem first published in 1816 Coleridge wrote:

“The following fragment is here published at the request of a poet of great and deserved celebrity [Lord Byron], and, as far as the author’s own opinions are concerned, rather as a psychological curiosity, than on the ground of any supposed  poetic  merits.” 

In the summer of the year 1797, the Author, then in ill heath, had retired to a lonely farm-house between Porlock and Linton, on the Exmoor confines of Somerset and Devonshire. In consequence of a slight indisposition, an anodyne had been prescribed, from the effects of which he fell asleep in his chair at the moment he was reading the following sentence . . . in Purchas’s Pilgrimage: “Here the Khan Kubla commended a palace to be built, and a stately garden thereunto. And thus ten miles of fertile ground were inclosed with a wall.” The author continued for about three hours in a profound sleep, at least of the external senses, during which time he has the most vivid confidence, that he could not have composed less than from two to three hundred lines; if that indeed can be called composition in which all the images rose up before him as things, with a parallel production of the correspondent expressions, without any sensation or consciousness of effort. 

On awaking he appeared to himself to have a distinct recollection of the whole, and taking his pen, ink, and paper, instantly and eagerly wrote down the lines that are here preserved. At this moment he was unfortunately called out by a person on business from Porlock, and detained by him above an hour, and on his return to his room, found, to his no small surprise and mortification, that though he still retained some vague and dim recollection of the general purport of the vision, yet, with the exception of some eight or ten scattered lines and images, all the rest had passed away like the images on the surface of a stream into which a stone had been cast, but alas! Without the after restoration of the latter. (“Kubla Khan,” 295-296). 

Critics suggested that the year 1797 was wrong, that Coleridge was on a visit to the farm-house in the early summer of 1798. They questioned the validity of Coleridge’s confession concerning the genesis of his poem. 

Some stressed the fact that other books, beside Purchas’s  Pilgrimage,  had inspired “Kubla Khan.” Others thought that the poet was finding excuses for his inability to finish his poem. 

In  “Kubla Khan” and the Fall of Jerusalem:  The Mythological School in Biblical Criticism and Secular Literature, 1770-1880, E. S. Shaffer argues that Coleridge owned the first volume of the German book,  Commentary on the Apocalypse of John  by professor J. G. Eichhorn of Göttingen University, and that Eichhorn’s interpretation of the Book of Revelation illustrates Coleridge’s poetic plan of his dramatic poem. According to Shaffer, 
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Coleridge’s notes suggest that “Kubla Khan” is based on his epic plan, and that his “dream work” condensed the Three Acts of the Apocalypse into the climactic moment of the First Act, when the sixth seal is opened. It is no wonder he never set pen to paper to write the “last possible” epic; he himself had already gone beyond it and made it impossible. Nor is the Orientalism of the poem accidental or fictitious, it is intimately connected with the world in which an epic fall of Jerusalem could still be conceived, but no longer be executed as such. In

“Kubla Khan” we see before our eyes the translation of the two major classical genres, epic and drama, into their most romantic form. 51

For Shaffer, Coleridge’s poem, which is inspired by the Book of Revelation, and supplemented with some Islamic sources, heralds a new poetic age. 

It is worth mentioning that Professor Eichhorn, who seems to have exerted some influence on Coleridge, had translated  Hayy Ibn Yaqzan  into German and published his translation in Berlin in 1782. The Arabic philosophical novel, which has influenced a great number of European writers, such as the German Herder and Lessing, advocates the notion that prophets are ordinary people, that revealed religions are absolutely unnecessary, and that “holy” books, or scriptures are simply literary imaginative texts. Shaffer, who seems to be unaware of the existence of Ibn Tufayl, or of his influence on Eichhorn, the founder of “die hohen kritik,” 

or “the higher criticism” in Biblical studies, or on the dissenters in Britain, suggests that for Coleridge to construct a new defense of Christianity, he must try to be acquainted with the new interpretation of the sacred texts. 

Furthermore, Shaffer refers to Coleridge’s previous contacts with the Unitarian Dissenters during his brief stay at Cambridge, England, and concludes, “The recognition that orthodox Christian doctrine was mythological in character became the central position of the new mythology of the nineteenth century. Unitarianism, then, led Coleridge directly to the German higher criticism; the mythological school of German higher criticism enabled him to move away from the immediate reformist concerns of the radicals and towards a new apologetics that ultimately he would use to transform Anglicanism and make it viable for another century” 

(Shaffer 25-26). This argument leads Shaffer to conclude that Coleridge’s orientalism is not “an escape into the exotic,” that he simply “wished to write a universal religious epic, as Dante had written a Catholic epic and Milton a Protestant epic. But was any religious epic possible in 1795?” 

(Shaffer 37). Shaffer, then, refers to Coleridge’s extensive readings of Islamic sources and universal history, and comments on his positive attitude toward the prophet Mohammad as a revolutionary. The solution, as Shaffer sees it, is for Coleridge to poetize sacred books and treat prophets as bards and poets from ancient times, and not as imposters as many Enlightenment thinkers tend to believe. In this light, “Kubla Khan” represents the new views of the myth. It is derived from the Book of Revela-
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tion. The three sacred cities: Jerusalem, Babylon, and Rome are condensed into one. The River is the Euphrates, and the sea is the Red Sea. 

“Jerusalem wails for her imprisoned ‘demon’ leaders.” In short, “The primeval relation between creation and destruction is the main formal principle of Revelation, as well as of ‘Kubla’ . . . . ‘Fact’ and ‘fiction’ could be merged into a new form of truth [in the visionary Oriental landscape]” 

(Shaffer 103, 105). 

G. CHRISTABEL

 The Arabian Nights  have always stressed the presence of the demonic and the seductive vampire/witch in many of its tales. It is highly likely that Coleridge has read the story of the young prince who went hunting one day, but lost his way. On the side of the road, he met a beautiful woman crying bitterly. She desperately needed help, she said, and claimed she had tumbled of her horse while riding. The horse ran away. She also claimed she was the daughter of an Indian king. The prince had pity on her and offered to take her home. But it did not take him long before he discovered she was an ogress who lived in desolate places and attempted to devour passers-by. 52 Other elements in “Christabel,” such as the lesbian, or the spirit of a dead mother, or the large castle with secret passages, or the prophetic vision in a dream may have been borrowed from various tales in the  Nights.  The stock images that delineated the fantastic and the sinister, the realistic and the uncanny, seemed to have been engraved in Coleridge’s soul since he discovered the book of  The Arabian Nights  in his childhood. But it was Coleridge, the adult, who composed the poems that reflected the political as well as the social, cultural, and artistic revolution taking place not only in France, but also in England, his own country. 

“Christabel” consists of two parts. The first part was written in 1797, and the second in 1800. The poem circulated privately, but was not published until 1816. Initially, Coleridge wished to add three parts. However, he was not able to do so. In his preface, he stated that “as far as the present poem is concerned, the celebrated poets [Scott and Byron] whose writings I might be suspected of having imitated, either in particular passages, or in the tone and the spirit of the whole, would be among the first to vindicate me from the charge.” 53 It is true that “Christabel” is his own as he claims. But the tone, or the spirit of many of his poems is derived from the tales of  One Thousand and One Nights. It was Byron who urged him to publish “Christabel” and thought it to be the source of all material tales of Sir Walter Scott. 54

Like many tales of the  Nights, “the poem deals with the problem of evil and the ability of human beings to confront it.” Christabel, the only daughter of the rich Baron Sir Leoline, goes in the woods in the middle of









 Samuel Taylor Coleridge and the  Arabian Nights 51

the night to pray beneath a huge oak tree. It is springtime, but still chilly. 

The young woman has been dreaming about her betrothed lover in the previous night. Horror is evoked at the beginning of the poem preparing the reader/listener to the sorrow that will ensue toward the end. The castle clock is ringing, the owls are hooting, the awakened cock is drowsi-ly crewing, the Baron’s toothless mastiff bitch is howling, the invisible wind is moaning, and the moon is shining dim in the distance. Suddenly Christabel encounters a beautiful woman dressed in a white robe. Her name is Geraldine. Not suspecting that the richly clad female was a demon, Christabel pities the abandoned stranger, who claims she has been abducted from her home by five warriors, and offered to take her home to Sir Leoline’s castle for the night. Oblivious to the moaning of the sleepy toothless mastiff bitch outside her kennel, and the mysterious flame on the white ashes in the fireplace in the hall, Christabel steals her way with Geraldine from stair to stair until they reach the bedroom. She offers her weary guest some cordial wine that her dead mother had once made out of wild flowers, and tells the tragic story of the mother’s death the hour that she was born. Geraldine becomes anxious. Her voice alters, her eyes become unsettled. “Off, wandering mother! . . . This hour is mine—” she cries. Baffled at her guest’s behavior, Christabel undresses and goes to bed anxiously waiting for her guest to join her, and from the corner of her eyes she watches Geraldine undress and is taken by the beauty of her body. The demon guest, then lies down by Christabel’s side and takes her in her arms. 

Camille Paglia argues that

[the poem’s] blatant lesbian pornography has been studiously ignored or blandly argued away. “Christabel” demonstrates the narrowness of assumptions of modern humanistic scholarship, whose liberalism is full of self-censorship. The Christian interpretation of “Christabel” 

found ample justification in Coleridge’s remark to his friend Gillman that the theme of the completed poem would be “that the virtuous of this world save the wicked.” Little here can support what Coleridge declared to be his program. Piety is blasted by a daemonic night wind. 

Heaven is conquered by hell. . . . The Lesbian vampire . . . reawakened from its earthly grave. That this daemonic vision is the true heart of the poem is demonstrated by Shelley’s reaction at first hearing. When one day in Geneva . . . Byron recited passages memorized from “Christabel,” Shelley shrieked and rushed from the room. He was found trembling and bathed in sweat. At the description of Geraldine, he saw eyes in the nipples of Mary Godwin. . . . Shelley’s terrible vision of the archetypal phallic woman . . . show us that the amoral essence of the poem was instantaneously transmitted from one great poet to another (Paglia 217-218). 

Although Geraldine is depicted as a vampire and a seductress villain, it is Christabel, the innocent maid, who chooses to sin with open eyes and is
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unable to restrain her sexual desires. Her betrothed knight has simply been substituted by a beautiful woman in the guise of a demon. This partly explains Christabel’s smiling and weeping at the same time in the Conclusion of Part I of the poem. Her limbs are relaxed; her face is sad and soft. Sorrow, shame, and joy are all intermingled. 

In Part II Geraldine is introduced to Sir Leoline who discovers that the charming woman is the daughter of Lord Roland de Vaux of Tryermaine. 

Both men used to be good friends in their youth, but later quarreled and were unable to resolve their differences. But now Sir Leoline feels obliged to rescue Geraldine, punish the warriors who have wronged her, and begin a new friendship with her father. There are several warning signs that all is not well, but Sir Leoline does not consider them, and decides to take Geraldine home. His bard does not wish to make the journey. He has dreamt the previous night of a bright green snake strangling a gentle dove. His own daughter begs him to send Geraldine away after she comes out of a trance and realizes that she has sinned and that Geraldine is herself the snake. The father gets angry at his bard and child and leaves the castle with the wronged daughter of his friend, not suspecting for a moment that she is in fact a demonic lamia who weaves her spell on her victims. Here the unfinished poem ends. In the Conclusion of Part II the narrator comments on the fairy-like child who brings excessive happiness to her father, but also excessive rage and bitterness. 

Like many women in the  Arabian Nights, Christabel who projects herself as a virtuous maid is unable to check her sexual desires. The Box Woman in the frame-story of the  Nights  has been a virgin, and a bride. On her wedding day a demonic monster takes her away from her groom and imprisons her in a box. King Shahrayar and his brother, who have bitterly experienced the betrayal of their wives, become the victims of this beautiful woman. In the middle of nowhere and under a tree in a mead-ow near a spring of sweet water, the two kings come across a terrible danger: a monster emerges from the ocean carrying a box. But luckily he goes to sleep under the tree in which the brothers have just found time enough to hide. Out of the box emerges a young woman who is being kept prisoner by her demon. Readers are told that he had abducted her on her wedding day and that he keeps her locked in yet another box secured at the bottom of the sea, fearful that she may betray him. What happened next is told with explicit and frightening simplicity: the beautiful woman, upon noticing the brothers hidden in the crown of the tree, forces them to descend and to make love to her. She threatens to wake her monstrous companion if the men do not submit to her desire. The kings implore and plead in vain; the Box Woman answers their protest by quoting the authority of poets who have written about the vital force of woman’s sexuality that knows no bounds and that cannot be kept in check. The woman knows no shame, forcing the kings to satisfy her one after the other and right next to the demon, and afterward demanding
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their seal rings, adding them proudly to a string that already contains 570

rings: of all the men she had previously forced to be at her will. 55

It is not only the young beautiful bride who is not able to check her sexual desires in the  Nights, but also the old ugly woman, mother of the king of Constantinople who loves to stay at the court in order to seduce virgin female slaves. Those who accept to sleep with her will be treated well. But those who resist her offer will be punished and possibly killed. 56

Like the Box Woman in the frame-story of  One Thousand and One Nights  and some of the virgin slaves at the Byzantine court, Christabel chooses to sin in difficult circumstances. But unlike them she repents the following day and prays. However, she is unable to prevent a looming disaster, for she fails to convince her excited father that Geraldine is a serpent and a demon. Coleridge’s Mariner has also chosen to sin by killing a bird for his own amusement, but once he regrets his action and prays, the spell is lifted, and his ship sails again. Physically, he is saved, but mentally he will be tormented forever and has to tell his tragic story to everyone he encounters at the shore, whereas Christabel’s story is not finished. The reader is kept suspended. What will happen to the beautiful maid alone with the Bard and the toothless bitch in the castle? What will happen to her father in his journey with the demon? No one knows. 

Acting like Shahrazad, Coleridge stops telling the story at dawn. 

In his book  Coleridge’s Early Visions, Richard Holmes discusses the poet’s unhealthy obsession with  The Arabian Nights  without trying to trace its influence on Coleridge’s poetry. By the age of six, the critic argues, the poet’s “obsessive reading” has “reached unhealthy proportions.” 57 He refers to Coleridge’s letter to Thomas Poole in which the poet writes about the profound impact of a specific tale on him (i.e., the tale of King Shahrayar, who is compelled to seek for a pure virgin every night) and describes how the child eagerly and anxiously seizes the books whenever the sun lies upon them. Holmes comments that The childish mixture of fantasy and superstition is actually recalled: the beautiful virgin who is also a fearful spectre, the relentless moving finger of the sun which is also a kind of benevolent, protecting power. 

Again, these are themes that Coleridge would carry into his adult poetry of his late twenties, in “Christabel” and “The Ancient Mariner.” In his forties he was still recalling the impact of  The Arabian Nights  in his essays: “. . . I can never forget with what a strange mixture of obscure dread and intense desire I used to look at the volume and  watch  it, till the morning sunshine had reached and nearly covered it, when, and not before, I felt courage given me to seize the precious treasure. . . .” 

As Coleridge’s imagination closed in on itself, shuttered off like the hills, and opium took its hold, he began to have a recurrence of those terrible nightmares which had seized on him in childhood. . . . 
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Such dreams would become a specific and terrible affliction over the next three years, reaching their climax in the winter of 1803 when he actually feared the onset of sleep itself, a characteristic of opium addiction (Holmes 11, 292-293). 

On the other hand, Charles Tomlinson stresses the connection between Christabel and the Gothic tales, and fails to see the  Arabian Nights  as the main source for both of them. For him, “The genre was a European phe-nomenon. It expressed, or tried to express, a contemporary state of mind reacting to profound social changes and it did so, not by dealing with them directly, but by appearing to ignore these changes. Walpole said that he wrote  Otranto ‘glad to think of anything rather than politics.’” 58 It is important to remember that Horace Walpole was an avid reader of  The Arabian Nights  and other Oriental tales. In 1764 he wrote to Mary Berry, 

“Read Sinbad the Sailor’s voyage and you will be sick of Aeneas’s.” Indeed, Sinbad along with other tales, has supplied the Gothic and the Romantic writers with plenty of materials. 

For Charles Tomlinson, “Christabel” is a tale of terror. . . . [It] expresses with any real subtlety the basic pattern of the genre, the struggle between the instinct of death and Eros. This struggle centers on the relationship of Geraldine, the “fatal woman” . . . with Christabel herself, 

“the maid devoid of guile and sin.” Geraldine does not appear among Dr. Mario Praz’s fatal women in his  The Romantic Agony  and one feels that she provides a far more compelling example than many of those we find there. She clearly belongs under Dr. Praz’s heading of “La Belle Dame Sans Merci” (the genesis of Keats’s poem of this title Dr. Praz traces to Coleridge’s ballad “Love”), her characteristics being those of the fated and fatal men and women of Romantic literature, characteristics which are primarily the dramatization of an inner disturbance. . . . 

This condition, as Dr. Praz shows, finds expression either in the inflict-ing of, or the passive submission to pain. Both attitudes of mind are present in “Christabel” (Tomlinson 236). 

But Andrew M. Cooper refuses to consider “Christabel” as a tale of terror, or a chilling poem belonging to the Gothic genre. In his article

“Who’s Afraid of the Mastiff Bitch? Gothic Parody and Original Sin in

‘Christabel,’” Cooper sides with William Hazlitt, a contemporary critic of Coleridge, who once said “But—gentlemen, [the mastiff bitch] is toothless” and argues vehemently that in 1797 Coleridge complains in a letter to Thomas Bowles:

I am almost weary of the Terrible. . . . I have been lately reviewing  The Monk, the Italian, Hubert de Sevrac, & . . . in all of which dungeons, the old castles & solitary Houses by the Sea Side, & Caverns, & Woods, & extraordinary characters & all the tribe of Horror & Mystery, have crowded on me—even to surfeiting . . . . Only if we regard the supernaturalism of  Christabe l, Part I, as parody is the contradiction averted of
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Coleridge undertaking a major gothic narrative within months of declaring himself “surfeited” with such writing.” 59

For Cooper the poem is a Gothic parody that turns serious when the irrational will is tested. Geraldine only provides the opportunity for sinning, but she is not the embodiment of evil. 

Other critics refuse to see in “Christabel” a lesbian vampire and claim that Coleridge is depicting his complex relationship with Wordsworth in the poem, and that the name Christabel itself consists in reality of two Biblical names, Christ and Abel, both are figures of suffering and torment. In short, the poem is an autobiographical confession in spite of the gothic tale which is meant to divert attention from the hidden meaning. 

Christabel herself is Coleridge, the innocent victim of William Wordsworth. This is the reason why the poet has been unable to finish his poem. Like Christabel, Coleridge has suffered guilt and shame due to his submission to the eventual Poet Laureate of England, his supposed friend. 60 To back up this argument scholars who have analyzed the complex relationship between Coleridge and Wordsworth are cited, and conclusions are drawn in order to give “Christabel” a new interpretation. 

Camille Paglia, for instance, stresses the sadomasochistic marriage of the minds of both Coleridge and Wordsworth in her book  Sexual Personae, and Stephen M. Weissman describes how Coleridge has subjugated his professional identity to his idealized friend in his book  His Brother’s Keeper. 61 The suggestion is that Coleridge as a victim has been deprived of his rightful place in the English literary circle, and that Wordsworth has played the role of Geraldine, the vampire, preventing Coleridge from achieving his dreams. 

But regardless of what interpretation the reader adopts, the materials of the poem are borrowed from that book that haunted Coleridge since his childhood. The basic elements are scattered in different tales of the Arabian Nights. They seem to have come back to the poet’s mind when composing his poem: The beautiful damsel who is crying on the side of the road far away from her home, the moonlight in the open air, the maid who becomes a snake, the cock who crows at night, the sudden flame, the heap of ashes, the toothless king, the howling dogs, the prophetic visions, and the insatiable sexual desire of both men and women. 62 Coleridge has to weave all these materials into new images, and to re-create the beauty and the horror of that book that has enslaved him, but at the same time liberated him forever. 

In his  Notebooks  he writes, “A most frightful Dream of a Woman whose features were blended with darkness catching holding of my right eye & attempting to pull it out—I caught hold of her arm fast—a horrid feel—Wordsworth cried out aloud to me hearing my scream—heard his cry & thought it cruel he did not come: but did not wake till his cry was repeated a third time—. . . . When I awoke, my right eyelid swelled.” 63
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The numerous characters in the  Nights, but particularly in “The Story of the First Calender” who tear out the right eye of their enemies blur the poet’s vision, and as a result he is unable to distinguish between dream and reality. 

“Christabel,” just like “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner” and “Kubla Khan” is a mixture of sinister nightmares and real anxieties in a troubled, but swiftly changing world. Anya Taylor describes “Christabel” as something “that can drive readers ‘mad’ or make them feel ‘stupid.’ . . . How do we cope with this tumult of uncertainty?” (Taylor 707). She asks complaining about the various interpretations. But this is the point of the poem. There is no certainty, or uncertainty. It is the same as the enchanting and the violent world of  The Arabian Nights.  Nothing makes sense, and yet everything makes sense. Everything is beautiful, and yet everything is horrible. When William Hazlitt, a contemporary of Coleridge, was bewildered at the meaning of the poem, he was in a sense describing our bewilderment at the meaning of the  Nights. Frustrated like many readers, he wrote, 

In parts of “Christabel” there is a great deal of beauty, both of thought, imagery, and versification; but the effect of the general story is dim, obscure, and visionary. It is more like a dream than a reality. . . . There is something disgusting at the bottom of his subject, which is but ill glossed over by a veil of . . . fine writing—like moon-beams playing on a charnel-house, or flowers strewed on a dead body. 64

Many tales of  The Arabian Nights  too that the Arabs themselves have not considered as great literary products are disgusting, but their narrators have always highlighted the beauty of everything around them. Thus, ugliness and beauty, horror and tranquility, hate and love, evil and goodness, mystery and clarity, pornography and piety are all intermingled at the same time and in the same tale. Finally, one may ask: did  The Nights have an unhealthy effect on Coleridge as Richard Holmes claims? And was Coleridge’s father justified in burning the book? If one only looks at the list of critical books and essays on Coleridge in the eighteenth century and to this day, one is sure to answer that  The Arabian Nights  did certainly have a wonderful effect on his literary talent, and that his father did not have a clue as how this terrible book will affect the imagination of his talented son. In  His Brother’s Keeper: A Psychobiography of Samuel Taylor Coleridge,  Stephen M. Weissman argues that Coleridge sought consolation in reading and daydreaming hypnotizing himself with the  Arabian Nights  tale of Shahrayar and Scheherezade. Entering that world of make-believe, he sought refuge from his own, in which he felt so vulnerable and powerless. Dreamily basking in the sunlight pouring through the vicarage window, he licked his wounds in the privacy of his imagination. Curling up with that tale, sometimes he was entranced by sadistic Shahrayar, other times by seductive Schehere-
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zade-the powerful Tartar emperor who ruled by decree, and the beautiful, bewitching woman who could turn the King into Jelly when it suited her whim. But like the poet’s view of forbidden Xanadu, it had been an all too fleeting glimpse of paradise for six-year-old Sam. Discovering his son’s obsessive preoccupation with this erotic tale and its hypnotic power over him, John Coleridge burned the book in hope of bringing his boy back to earth (Weissman 110). 
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19. Consult “The Story of the Two Ministers Nur al-Din al-Masri and Badr al-Din Al-Basri” in Mahdi’s Arabic edition, pp. 226-279. Cf. the same story entitled “Tale of Nur al-Din Ali and His Son Badr al-Din Hasan” in Burton’s English translation, vol. 1, pp. 179-233. 

Note that although “The Story of Nur al-Din Ibn Bakkar and Shams al-Nahar” 

which follows the tale of “The Two Ministers” has no wedding scene it is very likely to have inspired Coleridge too. The festivities described before Harun al-Rashid’s appearance evoke lavish ceremonies where gardens, pools, roses, incense, candles, food, and wine are abundant. One constantly hears music and love poetry sung in fabulous halls and enchanted gardens. There are beautiful women and handsome men all wear-ing fantastic clothes. Red, blue, and gold shimmer in a palace overlooking the water. 
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Man and nature have created a paradise on earth. The breeze is cool. Birds are singing. 

Roses are not only gorgeous, but also full of fragrance. There is gold shining everywhere. Boats deck the river; its mariners are ready to transport people to the other shore. But the story ends tragically with the death of Shams al-Nahar (the sun) while the Caliph is drinking wine and a slave-girl is singing about love. Harun al-Rashid orders the musicians’ instruments to be broken and the dead woman to be carried to his room. He spends the night alone with her corpse. The following day, she is washed and buried in Baghdad. Only four days later, her lover, Nur al-Din (the light) is buried too in the city. See Mahdi’s Arabic edition, pp. 380-433. Cf. Edward Lane’s translation of the “Story of Ali the Son of Becar, and Shemsel-nihar” in  The Thousand and One Nights,  or The Arabian Nights’ Entertainment (Boston: De Wolfe, Fiske, and Co., n.d.), 267-285. Also consult Note 58.G.51 and 848 4.123 in  The Notebooks of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, ed. Kathleen Coburn, volume 1 1794-1804 Notes. There is a reference to Shams al-Nahar’s story. 

20. See the tale of “The Merchant and the Genie” in Mahdi’s Arabic edition, pp. 72-85. Cf.  The Thousand and One Nights,  trans. Edward William Lane, pp. 26-35. Cf. “Tale of the Trader and the Jinni” in Burton’s translation in  The Book of the Thousand Nights and a Night, vol. 1, pp. 22-33. 

Note that Allan Grant in his article “The Genie and the Albatross: Coleridge and the  Arabian Nights” focuses exclusively on the tale of “The Merchant and the Genie” 

because of Coleridge’s reference to the tale. Grant does not consider other tales. For this reason his conclusion is not convincing. He observes that “If this tale [The Merchant and the Genie] is an influence upon the conception of ‘The Ancient Mariner,’

why does Coleridge so construct the poem as to court the risk of its being read as Mrs. 

Barbauld read it, as an imperfect moral tale? Coleridge’s poem depends upon dramatic tensions more frequently found in Greek tragedy than in the  Nights. The poem is a sort of marchland between Arab, Greek and Christian frames of reference. George Whalley ( University of Toronto Quarterly, xvi, no. 4, 396) comments that ‘there is the sternness and inexorability of Greek tragedy.’ The mariner’s  act  moves closer to that of Oedipus, who kills an unknown man and brings upon himself a supernatural punishment from the Furies.” See Grant’s article in  The Arabian Nights in English Literature, ed. 

Peter L. Caracciolo (London: Macmillan, 1988), note 15, 125-126. 

21. See the tale of “The Third Royal Mendicant” in Mahdi’s Arabic edition, pp. 178-199. Cf. Lane’s translation, pp. 94-103. 

22. See Sinbad’s “Fifth Voyage” in Jourdan’s Arabic edition, pp. 105-126. Cf. Lane’s translation, pp. 456-462. 

23. See Richard Hole,  Remarks on the Arabian Nights’ Entertainments; in which the Origin of Sinbad’s Voyages, and Other Oriental Fictions is particularly considered (London: T. Cadell, Junior, and W. Davies, successors to Mr. Cadell in the Strand, 1797). Hole attempts to situate Sinbad’s voyages in specific geographical areas. 

In his book  Coleridge The Visionary (London: Chatto and Windus, 1959) J. B. Beer argues that “Richard Hole’s  Remarks on The Arabian Nights’ Entertainments” was first published in 1797, the year when “The Ancient Mariner” was begun. Hole himself was a member of the Society of Gentlemen at Exeter, for which Coleridge had helped prepare a paper in 1793, and was one of the people whom Coleridge had specifically mentioned as being a member. The likelihood that he and Wordsworth would have made special efforts to acquire the book is increased by the fact that both poets had been particularly fond of the  Arabian Nights’ Entertainments  in their childhood, and by Hole’s treatment of Romantic themes, which was in harmony with their own views” 

(pp. 145-146). The suggestion that Coleridge is familiar with Hole’s book is clear. 

However, Beer dwells briefly on the differences between the Mariner and Sinbad the Sailor, then goes on to discuss other matters. “Sinbad, like the Mariner,” he says “has the ‘melancholy satisfaction’ of surviving his companions; but differs from him in one very important respect: for he has no part in the killing of the bird and actively tries to dissuade his companions from it. This difference serves to throw into relief the peculiarity of Coleridge’s poem” (p. 148). 
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24. See Sinbad’s ”Fourth Voyage” in Jourdan’s Arabic edition, pp. 76-105. Cf. Lane’s translation, pp. 451-456. 
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32. “Biographical and Historical Contexts” in  Samuel Taylor Coleridge, ed. Paul H. 

Fry, 4. 

33.  Lyrical Ballads, 1800 edition. Cf. William Wordsworth,  Lyrical Ballads, and Other Poems  1797-1800, ed. James Butler and Karen Green (Ithaca; London: Cornell University Press, 1992), 791. 

34. Anne Williams, “An I for an Eye: ‘Spectral Persecution’ in ‘The Rime of the Ancient Mariner’” in  Samuel Taylor Coleridge, ed. Paul H. Fry, 241. 

35. Elizabeth Schneider,  Coleridge, Opium, and Kubla Khan (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1953). 

36. See Robert Penn Warren, “A Poem of Pure Imagination: An Experiment in Reading.”  New and Selected Essays (New York: Random House, 1989), 335-423. 

37. It is ironic that Richard Hole, like many other Westerners, thinks that  The Arabian Nights’ Entertainments  reflect Arabs’ nature. Hole observes: “The minds of European readers are commonly affected in a very different manner from those of the Arabian auditors. The sedate and philosophical turn from them with contempt: the gay and volatile laugh at their seeming absurdities: Those of an elegant and correct taste are disgusted with their grotesque figures and fantastic imagery; and however we may be occasionally amused by their wild and diversified incidents, they are seldom thoroughly relished but by children, or by men whose imagination is compli-mented at the expense of their judgment. 

How are we to reconcile those circumstances? Does human nature vary in different parts of the globe? Or are we to consider the Arabians, notwithstanding what we have heard of them, as children in intellect and ourselves arrived at the maturity of knowledge?” See  Remarks on the Arabian Nights’ Entertainments, p. 8. 

38. Harold Bloom argues that “poetic influence need not make poets less original: as often it makes them more original, though not therefore necessarily better. The profundities of poetic influence cannot be reduced to source study, to the history of ideas, to the patterning of images. Poetic influence, or as I shall more frequently term it, poetic misprision, is necessarily the study of the life-cycle of the poet-as-poet.” See The Anxiety of Influence: A Theory of Poetry, p. 7. It is obvious that Coleridge has been influenced by some tales of the  One Thousand and One Nights, but the final product of his poem, “The Ancient Mariner,” emerges as a new literary text. 
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39. See my article “Serving God or Mammon? Echoes from Hayy Ibn Yaqzan and Sinbad the Sailor in Robinson Crusoe” in  Robinson Crusoe: Myths and Metamorphoses, ed. Lieve Spaas and Brian Stimpson (London; New York: Macmillan Press and St. 

Martin’s Press, 1996), 78-97. Cf. my book,  The Vital Roots of European Enlightenment: Ibn Tufayl’s Influence On Modern Western Thought (Lanham: Lexington Books, 2007), 19-36. 

40. “Lecture XI,”  Coleridge’s Miscellaneous Criticism, ed. Thomas Middleton Raysor, 193-194. 

41. In the introduction to his book,  His Brother’s Keeper: A Psychobiography of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Stephen M. Weissman, a psychoanalyst and psychiatrist observes that

“every writer has a personal unconscious myth. Coleridge’s was Abel and Cain. Just as his  Ancient Mariner  was a symbolically disguised retelling of that harrowing tale, so his tormented friendship with William Wordsworth was an equally well masked reliving of that myth. Thus while Coleridge’s quest for brother-love was in part unconsciously homosexual in the broadest sense, it was not simply a sexual obsession in the narrower meaning of that term.” p. xv. On a different note Weissman uses the frame-story of  One Thousand and One Nights  as a center point in explaining Coleridge’s relationship with both his brother and mother. The theme of women’s fickleness and treachery in Shahrazad’s story mesmerizes the young boy. (See pp. 10-11 in particular). Weissman’s biography of Coleridge is markedly different from other traditional books. His thesis may consolidate mine and explain why Coleridge is fascinated with the likes of Sinbad the Sailor and Crusoe. However, Weissman errs when he refers to the virgin bride who was abducted by the genie on her wedding night as the genie’s

“cunning wife.” Retelling the frame-story, Weissman writes that “banding together after they [the two Persian kings] are betrayed by their wives, the disillusioned brothers travel, seeking one another’s consolation. Wandering along their way, they cross paths with an enormous, powerful genie whose  cunning wife  forces the brothers to cuckold the giant as he sleeps. Now, with final proof that all women are fickle and perfidious, and that even the most mature and powerful of men fall helpless victims to their wiles, the two brothers become confirmed misogynists.” (p. 10. The emphasis is mine). In reality, the genie’s “cunning wife”  is nothing but a raped virgin that the monster has abducted on her wedding night. The point of the story is that even an innocent raped virgin is a harlot who is willing to cuckold all men. 

42. Note that Coleridge always differentiates between imagination and fancy. See chapter 4 “On Fancy and Imagination” and chapter 13 “On the Imagination” in  Biographia Literaria Or Biographical Sketches of My Literary Life and Opinions, ed. James Engell and W. Jackson Bate. No. 7 of  The Collected Works of Samuel Taylor Coleridge (London; Princeton: Routledge and Kegan Paul; Princeton University Press, 1983), 82- 88; 295-306. Cf. also  Table Talk  in  Coleridge’s Miscellaneous Criticism, ed. Thomas Middleton Raysor, 404. 

As for reading Arabic poetry, and the reference in Coleridge’s  Notebooks  to Ja’far al-Barmaki and al-Rashid’s sister, Peter Caracciolo has suggested to Allan Grant that Coleridge must have been familiar with Joseph Dacre Carlyle’s book,  Specimens of Arabian Poetry (1796). In his note 16, Grant argues that “Carlyle had been a fellow at Cambridge while Coleridge was undergraduate and became Professor of Arabic in 1795. His book would have interested Coleridge in many other respects: e.g. discus-sions of the affective power of a mixture of prose and verse and of translations.” See Grant’s “The Genie and the Albatross,” p. 126-127. I have examined Carlyle’s  Specimens of Arabian Poetry, 2nd edition, 1810. Some of Grant’s observations did not make sense to me. For instance Grant assures us that “The idea of verses between Abassa [al-

‘Abbasa, or ‘Ulayya] and Jaafar was Coleridge’s own.” See the note to his article, no. 

16, p. 126. He might not have known that Harun’s sister, al‘Abbasa, was a famed Arab poet. Although her lover was a politician and not known as a poet, it was very normal to communicate in poetry during the golden age of the Islamic empire. The story of al-

‘Abbasa and Ja’far is mentioned in many classical Arabic books, but also known to the Arab masses throughout history. (See my reference to al-‘Abbasa, for instance, in a class discussion in my novel,  Lina: A Portrait of A Damascene Girl, pp. 47-50). On the
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other hand, the spelling of the name Ja’far in the second edition of Carlyle’s book does not coincide with Coleridge’s spelling in his  Notebooks  as Grant claims. My guess is that Coleridge had read Carlyle’s book but along with many others on Arabic poetry. 

One needs to investigate these unknown sources thoroughly. 

43. See Philip K. Hitti , History of the Arabs. 1937. Tenth edition, 486-488. Cf. Hans Eberhard Mayer,  The Crusades, trans. John Gillingham (London: Oxford University Press, 1972), 260-261. 
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45. Quoted by Hitti,  History of the Arabs, 447. Cf.  The Book of Ser Marco Polo the Venetian, trans. Henry Yule, second edition (London, 1875), vol. I, 146-9. 

46. “Kubla Khan” in  Coleridge Poetical Works, ed. Ernest Hartley Coleridge (London: Oxford University Press, 1912; reprinted 1967), 295. All subsequent references will be cited in the text in parentheses. 

47. “Aladdin and the Wonderful Lamp,” in  The Arabian Nights Entertainments, ed. 

Andrew Lang (New York: Dover Publications, 1969), 305-306. 

48. See “The Sixth Voyage of Sinbad the Sailor” in  The Thousand and One Nights, trans. N. J. Dawood (Penguin Books, 1961), 153-158. Cf.  Alf Layla wa-Layla, volume 3
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51. E. S. Shaffer,  “Kubla Khan” and the Fall of Jerusalem: The Mythological School in Biblical Criticism and Secular Literature 1770-1880 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1975), 18. If Shaffer focuses on the Book of Revelation in “Kubla Khan,” Humberto Gracia is interested in Coleridge’s change of attitude toward Islam and its prophet Muhammad after the failure of the French Revolution. In his book  Islam and the English Enlightenment (Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 2012), Gracia argues that “‘Kubla Khan’ registers profound anxieties about this act of supplementa-tion; the belief in the paradise of Islamic republicanism is another instance of the misplaced millennial hopes that the younger Coleridge expressed in his enthusiasm for the French Revolution. Mohammad’s prophetic vision, he fears, might be as decep-tive and despotic as Robspierre’s dark imagination” (p. 185). Gracia concludes that Coleridge’s “refusal to acknowledge  Thalaba  as the source of inspiration for his poem is an act of political self-effacement. . . . With the downfall of Robspierre, the failure of the Egyptian campaign, and the defeat of Napoleon at Waterloo, Coleridge and Southey lost hope in the myths of prophetic regeneration. They could no longer believe in a just Islamic republic that could redirect Western civilization toward the golden age” (pp. 187-188). 
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TWO

The Riots of Colors, Sights, and

Sounds: John Keats’s Melancholic

Lover and the East

I see a lily on thy brow

With anguish moist and fever dew, 

And on thy cheek a fading rose

Fast withereth too. 

—Keats (“La Belle Dame sans Merci,” iii, lines 9-12). 

In his article “The Negative Road,” Paul de Man observes, “The Victorians were never able to forgive Keats his plebeian birth and the unbridled erotic despair of the love letters to Fanny Brawne; Arnold has to strain a great deal to find in the life and letters traces of the moral high-seriousness that he cannot fail to detect in the greater poems. . . . . [His]

remarks about an element of vulgarity in Keats have cut so deep that recent biographers are still writing polemically in an effort to dispel their effect.” 1 One of the possible sources for Keats’s “erotic despair” and “vulgarity”—an issue that is hardly raised nowadays by critics—is the  Arabian Nights. Furthermore the poet’s devotion to the creation of beauty, and the elevation of the sensuous, imaginative, and fantastic in his work make him also a possible devotee of the Arabic book. Unlike Coleridge and Wordsworth who acknowledged reading the  Arabian Nights, Keats only referred to certain tales in his personal letters dated July 1818 and February and July 1819. But a close examination of his poetry shows that the  Arabian Nights  have influenced him to some degree. Unfortunately this influence is not sufficiently recognized. 

Recent criticism “examines Keats in the context of the commercial culture that fascinated him. . . [but his immersion in it] leads to an important critique of the type of object relations that turns people into things.” 2

65









66

 Chapter 2

Others argue that “spice and foreign luxury foods speak to the European fantasy of an Eastern world ripe with delicious objects, ready for the taking.” 3 Yet others highlight the poet’s “relation to the sensory—particularly the savory,” mention Yeats who “immortalized” Keats “as a schoolboy with his face and nose pressed to a sweet-shop window” and argue that “critics since Lionel Trilling have read him as ‘possibly unique among poets in the extensiveness of his reference to eating and drinking and to its pleasurable or distasteful sensations.’” Whether we believe, with Helen Vendler, that this preoccupation with gustatory taste represents a healthy relation to a world of vigorously taken pleasure, or, with Marjorie Levinson, that it signals a dysfunctional aesthetic attitude, the physical metaphor of taste informs both his poetry and poetic theory.” 4

But where and how did Keats come in contact with “commercial culture,” or with “spice and foreign luxury food”? How did he cultivate this craving for eating and drinking? The critics are not concerned with these questions. I suggest that although Keats does not always tell us about his sources, the  Arabian Nights  with its endless feasts and preoccupation with the principle of pleasure and commercial culture had helped him refine his senses and possibly made him the most sensuous English poet. 

A. THE EVE OF ST. AGNES (1819), PUBLISHED 1820

Although “The Eve of St. Agnes” deals with a medieval legend that a maiden will be awakened in a dream by her lover after practicing a certain ritual on the saint’s Eve, the vivid colors, sights, and sounds are perfect scenes akin to many tales in the  Nights.  Porphyro and Madeline are also similar to the numerous characters that Shahrazad recounts their stories. Love and religion, drunkenness and piety, sex and prayers, reality and dreams are all intermingled in the poem as well as in the tales of the  Nights. 

The poem opens with a holy Beadsman, “meager, barefoot, wan,” 

praying on St. Agnes Eve in the cold chapel of a medieval castle where even “The sculptur’d dead . . . seem to freeze” that night. 5 He chooses to sit among rough ashes and stay awake all night in order to reprieve his and others’ sins. Yet not far from him the sound of music is coming from the castle hall where revelry is taking place. But beautiful Madeline is hardly aware of her surroundings. She is haunted with the idea that if she does not participate in the festivity and goes hungry to bed she might meet her lover in a dream. Meanwhile, Porphyro, her young lover, is running across the moors, “with heart on fire,” imploring “all saints to give him sight of Madeline.” He enters the castle and hides behind a pillar, knowing full well that he will be killed if discovered, for his family is an enemy of Madeline’s house. Luckily, he meets Angela, the old nurse, who eventually helps him have a glimpse of his beloved, and
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hides him in a closet where a variety of delicious food from the feast is stored. Then she disappears. Now the music is in the distance, the moon is languid, and the maid’s lute is hanging in the room, the virgin Madeline appears carrying a candle, which blows out. She quietly kneels before her window and begins to pray. Upon seeing her beauty, the lover grows faint. Then she undresses, unclasps her jewels and lets her hair down. As she silently sleeps, he creeps from the closet gazing at her empty dress and listening to her breathing. Suddenly he hears some festive noise, then the sound fades away. In silence and by the bedside he sets a table covered with a crimson gold cloth and puts on it a variety of fruits and foods from the East: manna and dates from Fez, and other spiced dainties from silken Samarkand and cedared Lebanon. In order to wake up his beloved, the lover plays a soft melody on the lute, “In Provence called, ‘La belle dame sans merci.’” When Madeline opens her eyes she thinks that Porphyro is a vision of St. Agnes’ Eve. But then she realizes “This is no dream,” as he assures her. She weeps and begs him never to leave her, or she will die. As the moon goes down, the lovers flee into the storm. 

Keats’s lovers bring to mind a long list of young men and women who adorn the  Nights: The handsome man carried by the fairies from city to city to wed a beautiful woman in the evening, only to disappear in the morning; the merchant enchanted with the ravishing beauty and fragrance of a maid wishing to spend his whole life with her; the lover who sees paradise in his beloved’s face and smells it in her scent; the old nurse who facilitates the meeting between two lovers, the couple who fall in love in spite of the fact that they are enemies, the Persian prince who lands on the terraced roof of a huge palace in Bengal on the eve of a feast in his country, enters the chamber of a princess in the middle of the night, and flees with her on the back of an enchanted horse, the beautiful maid carried at night by a genii all the way from China and placed in the bed of a foreign prince in a distant land in order to compare their physical beauty, and to decide who is more pleasing to the eye. 6 It seems that beauty conquers everyone in the universe, and that dreams often mingle with reality. 

Food, drink, flowers, music, and songs must always accompany the beautiful. The woman who invites the porter to her house in the  Nights buys not only meat, vegetables, and sweets, but also apples, quince, plums, dates, jasmine, violet, red anemones, rose water, incense, and candles. Once they are at home, they drink wine, play music, sing songs, and recite poetry. In other tales, the fruits vary from figs to pomegran-ates, to grapes and various exotic species from every corner of the Islamic Empire. The lovers, who have previously taken a bath and perfumed their bodies, wear magnificent clothing and are bedecked with jewels. 

They recline on luxurious seats, which have domes made out of ivory. 

The room where they meet is also magnificent. It is lit with golden can-
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dlesticks. The floor is covered with marble. There is always a fountain, and plenty of roses and narcissus. Sometimes one may also find speaking parrots and colorful birds. In short, beauty does not only lie in humans, but also in nature and the arts. It must appeal to all five senses. 

Other lovers in the  Nights, don’t eat, or drink, or sleep at the beginning, for they must first be united with those whom they love. Like Keats’s protagonist they see their journey as “a quest” and themselves as

“famished pilgrims.” 7 But once they consummate their sexual desires their language changes and becomes more vulgar. Galland and other translators of the  Nights  have either failed to translate to their readers the obscene poems and innuendoes that fill the Arabic tales, or they deliber-ately omitted the vulgarity and left it for the imagination to figure out the complete erotic scene. Indeed, the actions of Keats’s “famished pilgrim” 

is minutely delineated in most of the tales in the Arabic version. Religion and rulers are made fun of in a very clever way. No one will ever suspect that those tales written in everyday speech embody revolutionary thoughts in an entertaining fashion, easy to comprehend by the illiterate masses. It is perhaps better that the English Romantic poets did not get the whole picture of this terrible book that questions morality, religion, government, and established authority, not in a direct manner, but in the most fantastic and unrealistic fashion. 

Henry William Weber (1783-1818), an English editor of plays and romances and literary assistant to Sir Walter Scott, who edited three volumes of  Tales of the East: Arabian Nights’ Entertainments from the French version of A. Galland  in 1812, was reported to be a hopeless lunatic and addicted to strong drinks. Weber was supposedly imbued with Jacobin principles. His version of the  Nights  was known to Keats and other English Romantic poets. 8 If compared, however, with the Arabic original, one does not find indecent, or vulgar scenes. Vulgarity and indecency are assumed, but not clearly stated. Still the essence is the same in both English and Arabic. Men and women are sexually craving for each other. 

Beauty of humans, supernatural creatures, nature, animals, birds, palaces, foods, drinks, clothing, music, and songs, is an essential ingredient of every tale. 

“The Eve of St. Agnes” might commemorate the saint’s feast, which is celebrated on January 21 and whose eve therefore is the 20th when no man must kiss or salute a virgin, but the essence and all the ingredients of the poem are similar to many tales in the  Arabian Nights. 

Awakening up, he took her hollow lute,—

Tumultuous,—and, in chords that tenderest be, 

He play’d an ancient ditty, long since mute, 

In Provence call’d,“La belle dame sans mercy”:

Close to her ear touching the melody;—

Wherewith disturb’d, she utter’d a soft moan:

He ceased—she panted quick—and suddenly
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Her blue affrayed eyes wide open shone:

Upon his knees he sank, pale as smooth-sculptured stone. (Stanza 33, lines 288-297)

Her eyes were open, but she still beheld, 

Now wide awake, the vision of her sleep:

There was a painful change, that night expelled The blisses of her dream so pure and deep:

At which fair Madeline began to weep, 

And moan forth witless words with many a sigh; 

While still her gaze on Porphyro would keep

Who knelt, with joined hands and piteous eye, 

Fearing to move or speak, she look’d so dreamingly. (Stanza 34, lines 298-306)

In his commentary on “The Eve of St Agnes” Jack Stillinger writes that Keats’s revision of the poem—in particular his rewriting of 314-322 to make the sexual consummation more explicit—shocked Woodhouse and drew a very strong reaction from Taylor. Woodhouse told Taylor about the changes in a letter of 19-20 September 1819: “This alteration is about three stanzas; and tho’ there are no improper expressions but all is left to inference, and tho’ profanely speaking, the Interest on the reader’s imagination is greatly heightened, yet I do apprehend it will render the poem unfit for ladies & indeed scarcely to be mentioned to them among the “things that are.”—He says he does not want ladies read his poetry: that he writes for men. . . .” [Letters, II, 162-163]. The revised text has an additional stanza at this point: “T was said her future lord would there appear/ Offering as sacrifice—all in the dream—/ Delicious food, even to her lips brought near,/ Viands, and wine, and fruit, and sugar’d cream,/ To touch her palate with the fine extreme/ Of relish: then soft music heard, and then/ More pleasures follow’d in a dizzy stream/ Palpable almost: then to wake again/ Warm in the virgin morn, no weeping Magdalen” (Stillinger 454-456). 

Keats did not wish ladies to read his poetry, yet it seems he borrowed his imagination from tales which were supposedly—according to their unknown authors—told by Shahrazad, a learned lady! 9 All the tales insist that sexual pleasure goes hand in hand with elaborate feasts. Good wine, delicious food, and haunting music are essential ingredients in enhancing one’s happiness and well-being. It is from the  Arabian Nights  that Keats learned how to be sensuous, and how to transmit sensations to his English readers. In this sense, he is quite unique among the Romantic poets. 

B. LAMIA (1819), PUBLISHED 1820

Charles Lamb applauds the rich imagery and painting in the story of

“Lamia.” He writes that the poem “is of as gorgeous stuff as ever ro-
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mance was composed of.” 10 The fairyland narrative seems to have struck his imagination. Keats himself gives the source of the poem as from Burton’s  Anatomy of Melancholy. He writes: Philostratus, in his fourth book  de Vita Appolonii, hath a memorable instance in this kind, which I may not omit, of one Menippus Lycius, a young man twenty-five years of age, that going betwixt Cenchreas and Corinth, met such a phantasm in the habit of a fair gentlewoman, which taking him by the hand, carried him home to her house, in the suburbs of Corinth, and told him she was a Phoenician by birth, and if he would tarry with her, he should hear her sing and play, and drink such wine as never any drank, and no man should molest him; but she, being fair and lovely, would live and die with him, that was fair and lovely to behold. The young man, a philosopher, otherwise staid and discreet, able to moderate his passions, though not this of love, tarried with her awhile to his great content, and at last married her, to whose wedding, amongst other guests, came Apollonius; who, by some probably conjectures, found her out to be a serpent, a lamia; and that all her furniture was, like Tantalus’ gold, described by Homer, no substance but mere illusions. When she saw herself descried, she wept, and desired Apollonius to be silent, but he would not be moved and therefore she, plate, house, and all that was in it, vanished in an instant: many thousands took notice of this fact, for it was done in the midst of Greece. 11

“Lamia” might have a Greek frame and Greek names, but the essence and imagery of the poem seem to be borrowed from a mixture of Arabic tales. The marriage between humans and nonhumans is quite common in the  Nights. Beauty of all creatures and things is always exalted. Mournful, or sweet voices are often highlighted. Virgins in particular are prized more than non-virgins. Swooning lovers are to be found in abundance, as well as songs describing happiness in beauty, life, and love. Luxurious feasts and weddings are minutely delineated, just as the “sweet sin” in majestic palaces where silver lamps are hung in every corner, and on every wall. Flowers, herbs, fresh carved cedar, palm trees, food that teems with odor, wine, and music, all fill the pages of the  Nights  and create a mini paradise on earth. 

In a letter to his brother in September 1819, Keats writes, “I have been reading over a part of a short poem I have composed lately, called  Lamia, and I am certain there is that sort of fire in it that must take hold of people some way; give them either pleasant or unpleasant sensation—what they want is a sensation of some sort.” 12 That sort of fire that Keats speaks about is derived from some of the Arabic tales which must have haunted him and kept his imagination burning. 

At the outset, the poem tells about the bargain made between the god Hermes, who is searching for his invisible nymph, and the serpent Lamia in the forest on the shores of Crete. The conditions are clear. If Hermes
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restores the serpent to her woman’s body, the snake will in return make the nymph visible to her lover. Hermes agrees. Lamia is transformed into a woman and chases her lover in Corinth, while the god finally meets his beloved nymph. 

Beauty of both snake and woman is highlighted. As a serpent with a mournful voice, Lamia is

a gordian shape of dazzling hue, 

Vermilion-spotted, golden, green, and blue; 

Striped like a zebra, freckled like a pard, 

Eyed like a peacock, and all crimson barr’d; 

And full of silver moons, that, as she breathed Dissolv’d, or brighter shone, or interwreathed

Their lusters with the gloomier tapestries—

So rainbow-sided, touch’d with miseries, 

She seem’d, at once, some penanced lady elf, 

Some demon’s mistress, or the demon’s self. 

Upon her crest she wore a wannish fire

Sprinkled with stars, like Ariadne’s tiar:

Her head was serpent, but ah, bitter-sweet! 

She had a woman’s mouth with all its pearls complete: And for her eyes: what could such eyes do there But weep, and weep, that they were born so fair? 

As Proserpine still weeps for her Sicillian air. 

Her throat was serpent, but the words she spake Came, as through bubbling honey, for Love’s sake (I, 47-65) As a woman, Lamia too is “a full-born beauty” with sweet voice. Her dazzling appearance makes reason fade. Lycius is now trapped forever. 

“Ah, Lycius bright,” she cries, “And will you leave me on the hills alone?” When he looks back he becomes mesmerized. 

For so delicious were the words she sung, 

It seem’d he had lov’d them a whole summer long: And soon his eyes had drunk her beauty up, 

Leaving no drop in the bewildering cup, 

And still the cup was full,—while he afraid

Lest she should vanish ere his lip had paid

Due adoration, thus began to adore; 

Her soft look growing coy, she saw his chain so sure:

“Leave thee alone! Look back! Ah, Goddess, see

Whether my eyes can ever turn from thee! 

For pity do not this sad heart belie—

Even as thou vanishes so I shall die. (I, 249-260) Lycius believes that such a beauty belongs only to the gods. Yet Lamia keeps assuring him that she is a woman. He becomes obsessed by her beauty, but at the same time fearful of her power over him. For some time they live together in a mansion avoiding others and totally absorbed in a
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passionate love affair. But once Lycius decides to marry his beloved, trouble begins. 

The glowing banquet hall is decorated by invisible fairies and supplied with food that teems with odor, stream of lamps that run from wall to wall, fresh carved cedars that meet from either side in honor of the bride, haunting music, pervading perfume and flowing wine is yet another scene from the  Arabian Nights. But the appearance of Apollonius, Lycius’ tutor, among the wedding guests, annoys the bride and turns the happy festivity into a tragedy. The music stops. The myrtle sickens. Apollonius gazes at the bride and screams, “A Serpent!” Lamia vanishes, and the bridegroom dies. The whole story seems to be nothing but a foul dream. The bald-head philosopher-tutor supposedly wishes to rescue his student from violent passion and to dismiss the illusory dreams. But the result is bleak, and the narrator asks bewildered, Do not all charms fly

At the mere touch of cold philosophy? 

There was an awful rainbow once in heaven:

We know her woof, her texture; she is given

In the dull catalogue of common things. 

Philosophy will clip an angel’s wings, 

Conquer all mysteries by rule and line, 

Empty the haunted air, and gnomed mine—

Unweave a rainbow, as it erewhile made

The tender-person’d Lamia melt into a shade. (II, 229-238) Reason as represented by Apollonius and imagination as symbolized by Lamia seem hard to coexist together. Cold reality and ephemeral dreams are antithesis. Is it possible to say that Keats favors the transitory dream and re-creates Arabian tales in his poetry—tales that glorify violent passion and exuberant beauty? 

Lamia is a female Arabic name. Although it has nothing to do with serpents its meaning is very suggestive and sensuous. A woman who has a black-red lip is called Lamia. It is a connotation of a voluptuous and seductive female. She might not be called by this name, but her counter-parts, whether humans, or supernatural creatures are numerous in the Nights. Like Keats’s Lamia, The Fairy Paribanou, for instance, has seen her lover before she has actually met him personally and talked to him. 

Although she lives in a different part of the world she travels around and watches what humans are doing. One day she learns that the Sultan will marry one of his sons to the beautiful princess Nour al-Nahar, but only after a fierce competition. The three young men must shoot an arrow, and the one who shoots the farthest will win the hand of the princess. The invisible fairy falls in love with the youngest son and makes him shoot his arrow all the way to her country, so no one will be able to find his arrow. As a result, she figures, the prince will be disqualified from the
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competition. But in his despair, he will travel far searching for it, and will end up with her alone. For the fairy, the young prince seems to be worthy of more happy fate than that of possessing the princess Nour al-Nahar. 

Once the prince discovers his arrow in this distant land, the fairy appears to him as a gorgeous woman, and he instantly falls in love with her. 13

Lamia too has seen a Corinthian youth when she is a serpent. She falls in love with him and becomes determined more than ever to have the body of a woman in order to have him as her lover. In both cases, the supernatural female chases the human male and succeeds in seducing him and providing him with carnal pleasure in a “purple-lined palace of sweet sin.” 

The tale of ‘Ali Ibn Bakkar and Shams al-Nahar, which Coleridge refers to in his  Notebook, has also its imprint on Keats’s “Lamia.” The feast, the songs, the light and shade, the noise and silence, the guests, the tragic end of the lovers, all recall bits and pieces of part 2. Love is love, regardless whether it is between humans, such as in this case, or between humans and supernatural creatures. There is no room for reason. 14 Love can only flourish in the realm of dreams and imagination. 

On the other hand, the ogress in the shape of a beautiful woman in

“The Story of the Vizir Who Was Punished” has a mournful voice like Lamia, the serpent. She too meets a young prince on the side of the road and cries, “will you leave me on the hills alone?” In other tales there are snakes with women faces and human voices, such as “The Tale of Hasib Kareem al-Din.” They are as white as diamonds and interact with humans and keep them for many years on their islands. They drink wine, eat fruits, and celebrate feasts. 15

Friendship is questioned in many tales of the  Night s. The so-called friends seem to enjoy the festivity, but in reality they are jealous of their friend’s good fortune. And once he is broke, or having some trouble in his life, they vanish, and he remains alone. 16 Although Lamia is a serpent but she seems to know more about human nature than her lover Lycius. 

She is against the wedding and the guests. She rather lives with Lycius without having to do anything with other humans. She tells him she has no one to invite to the wedding. She has no friend, or relative. He is everything to her. But Lycius is more interested in inviting his friends to look with admiration at his palace, his banquet room, his beautiful bride, and as a result he pays the price for his stupidity. No one has invited Apollonius. The bride is against it. But the uninvited guest forces himself in the banquet hall, and helps destroy the dream altogether. 

C. LA BELLE DAME SANS MERCI (1819), PUBLISHED 1820

The femme fatale appears again in this beautiful and short ballad. She has no name, but one can already figure out what kind of woman she is from
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the title. She has no pity. She lures her victim on the side of the road, takes him to her abode, gives him pleasure, then disappears. Now he is haunted with awful dreams, and seems to be destined to travel the same road in search for a lost apparition in a place where the sedge has withered, and the birds are nowhere to be seen or heard. 

The last dream of the “haggard” knight is frightful. It tells the story of tortured lovers:

X

I saw pale kings, and princes too, 

Pale warriors, death-pale were they all; 

They cried—‘La Belle Dame sans Merci

Hath thee in thrall!’

XI

I saw their starved lips in the gloom, 

With horrid warning gaped wide

And I awoke and found me here, 

On the cold hill-side. 

Beautiful women with wild eyes who sing fairy songs, speak in strange language, and stop kings and princes on the hillside of a desolate road are common stocks in the  Nights.  They represent a variety of the femme fatale. But chief among them is the maid who throws her white scented handkerchief from the window to a youth resting in the street on a very hot day. When he looks up he suddenly beholds the most beautiful face on earth and immediately falls violently in love. This is paradise, he thinks to himself. But the maid does not invite him in, nor speak to him. 

She only makes mysterious signs. In short, she lures him, and then hides from him. As a result, melancholy overwhelms him. He walks aimlessly in the streets holding the scented handkerchief and reading the love poems written on the small piece of paper which lies within. His visit to the street becomes regular. And every time he beholds his beloved’s face she makes different signs which he is incapable of understanding. But his cousin who loves him dearly has been explaining these signs to him and telling him that the “maid without mercy, or pity” is testing his love. It is only when he stops eating and drinking and sleeping that the maid will actually appear to him. Finally the dream comes true, and the melancholic man becomes happy for more than a year. But once he is forced, or freely chooses to betray the maid—depending on one’s interpretation of the story—he is severely punished like many other men before him. 17

D. ENDYMION (1817), PUBLISHED 1818

A thing of beauty is a joy forever:

Its loveliness increases; it will never

Pass into nothingness; but still will keep
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A bower quiet for us, and a sleep

Full of sweet dreams, and health, and quiet breathing. (“Endymion,” 1-5)

In spite of the fact that Keats is writing about Endymion, a young handsome Greek shepherd, who falls in love with Cynthia, the Moon, and goes in search for her in the underworld, many images in the long poem are probably lifted out from the  Arabian Nights.  Even the story is somehow similar to that of Aziz who does everything possible to seek out his ideal love, but once he encounters another woman he easily forgets his first affection. 18

Keats writes about solitude, dreams, bed of flowers, men turn into stone, faint damask mouth, love-sick queen, death, sweet life, blue heaven, breezy clouds, a thousand fountains, delicate lattices, weeping trees, a vaulted dome like heaven, diamond path, jasmine bower, dazed eyes, lutes, desert shores, pine and cedar gloom, appealing groans, lovely moon, golden gate and boundless emerald. This is the genesis of the Nights.  The frame might be Greek, but the essence is certainly the lush, exuberant, and luxurious life within  The One Thousand and One Nights.  A thing of beauty is to be seen, touched, smelled, heard, and tasted. That is precisely why it is a joy forever. If Alfred Tennyson had considered Keats the greatest poet of his time, it is simply because Tennyson himself was haunted by the  Nights  and reproduced many of its scenes in his poetry. It is the riot of sounds, colors, and perfumes in Keats’s poetry that fascinated Tennyson along with many others. 19

“Endymion” is divided into four books. Book I describes the lover’s dreams and experiences. Book II delineates his journey to the underworld and his encounter with Adonis and Venus. Book III shows the lover’s enduring passion and never-ending torment by the immortal beloved, the Moon. It also gives an account of the freeing of Glaucus from Circe’s imprisonment after a thousand years. Book IV describes Endymion’s new love to an Indian maiden and how both ride winged black steeds to Mount Olympus where the mortal lover chooses his mortal beloved over the goddess Cynthia, or the Moon. Once they return to earth, the Indian maid rejects the lover revealing that she is in fact Cynthia. Yet she confesses that she is unable to forget him, for he is the only one she has ever loved. 20

The poem was savagely attacked in  The Quarterly Review  in April 1818

and by John Gibson Lockhart in  Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine  in August of the same year. 21 Although the criticism might have been politically motivated for Keats’s association with the radical Leigh Hunt and for belonging to the lower classes in British society, one cannot consider

“Endymion” as a perfect poem. 22 After all, the young Keats was still perfecting his trade and his main theme “love.” His sources were many, but confusing at the same time. It is only when he settled on certain tales
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from the East that he actually managed to fly high and communicate to his reader the beauty that lay in the senses and the nostalgia for a love that was often impossible to capture, or to enjoy forever. His beloved gave him a glimpse of paradise, but also a feeling of being forlorn as in

“La Belle Dame sans Merci,” and other poems. Illusion mingled with reality. However, the tantalized lover was more at peace with himself in the world of sweat dreams. 

In short, what the reader remembers from “Endymion” is a handful of images and lines:

A thing of beauty is a joy forever:/ Its loveliness increases; it will never/

Pass into nothingness; but still will keep/ A bower quiet for us, and a sleep/ Full of sweet dreams, and health, and quiet breathing . . . / the mid forest brake,/ Rich with a sprinkling of fair musk-rose blooms (Book I, 1-5, 18-19) . . . / Methought I fainted at the charmed touch (Book I, 637) . . . / A scent of violets, and blossoming limes,/ Loiter’d around us; then of honey cells,/ Made delicate from all white-flower bells (Book I, 669) . . . / Now indeed/ His senses had swoon’d off: he did not heed/ The sudden silence, or the whispers low/ Or the old eyes dissolving at his woe,/ Or anxious calls, or close of trembling palms,/

Or maiden’s sigh, that grief itself embalms:/ But in the self-same fixed trance he kept,/ Like one who on the earth had never stept./ Aye, even as dead-still as a marble man,/ Frozen in that old tale Arabian (Book I, 397-406) . . . / I, who, for very sport of heart would race/ With my own steed from Araby,; pluck down/ A vulture from his towery perching (Book I, 534-35) . . . / With such a paradise of lips and eyes/ Blush-tinted cheeks, half smiles, and faintest sighs,/ That, when I think thereon, my spirit clings/ And plays about its fancy, till the stings of human neigh-bourhood envenom all (618-622). 

Yet it is only his short odes that highlight not only his poetry, but also the hidden philosophy of the  Arabian Nights. Art might be eternal, but nothing else. Everything is fleeting including happiness, humans, and human love. Keats’s “Ode on a Grecian Urn” (written 1819, published 1820) illustrates my point. The actual survival of the urn is in itself inexplicable. 

There are countless urns and monuments that never survive, and we have no way of knowing anything about them. But this urn, just like the Nights  that is lucky to survive, illustrates various pastoral scenes of love and beauty, and as a result makes both eternal. Keats’s lines: V

“Beauty is truth, truth beauty,”—that is all

Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know

sum up what Keats has learned from the East. 

“Ode to a Nightingale,” written 1819, published 1820, celebrates the immortal beauty of a bird’s song. 


VII
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The voice I hear this passing night was heard

In ancient days by emperor and clown:

Perhaps the self-same song that found a path

Through the sad heart of Ruth, when sick for home, She stood in tears amid the alien corn; 

The same that oft-times hath

Charmed magic casements, opening on the foam

Of perilous seas, in faery lands forlorn. 

The poet desires to be immortal too, or at least his poetry. But he is full of doubts, and ridden with sorrows. At the end of his poem, he cries, VIII

Was it a vision, or a waking dream? 

Fled is that music:—Do I wake or sleep? 

It is the same cry that many lovers in the  Nights  utter at the end of an exhilarating encounter with immortal beauty. 

If we consider Keats’s life as a young man, a son of a livery stable keeper, who lost his father when he was only eight years old, his mother when he was fourteen, and his brother Tom when he was twenty-three, and he himself died before he reached twenty-six in a foreign country without being able to consummate his love with Fanny Brawne, we might think of him as a character in  One Thousand and One Nights. 23 His life consisted of a series of disasters. When he attempted to publish his early poems he was savagely attacked by reviewers. Whether the attacks were politically motivated or not they seemed to have caused him lots of pain. Yet he wrote to his brother George that in spite of the reviews he thought he would be among the English poets after his death. 24 Indeed Keats had become immortal just like the Greek urn and the various tales of the  Nights  that celebrate life, death, and beauty. The man who was insulted as belonging to the members of the Cockney school for his low birth had survived25 along with  One Thousand and One Nights  that the Arabs had always shunned for centuries for being the cockney literature of the Arab world, oblivious to its philosophy that no one really knows who will be immortal and who will disappear forever. 
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ed from the French by Galland, London, 1785 (and 1789), and  The Arabian Nights Entertainments, carefully revised and occasionally corrected from the Arabic, with Introduction and notes by Jonathan Scott; 6 vols. London, 1811” Ridley argues “There can be hardly a doubt that this stanza [‘T was said her future lord would there appear/
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comes direct from a source more distant and more romantic, namely  The Arabian Nights,” p. 117. Furthermore, Ridley refers to the connection between “The Eve of St. 
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met another, chatted too long, and Cornelli was  hanged outright before she returned. Such like is the trash they praise, and such will be the end of the ** poesy of this miserable Self-polluter of the human Mind.” See  The Letters of George Gordon Sixth Lord Byron, selected by R. G. Howarth with introduction by André Maurois (London: J. M. Dent and Sons Limited; New York: E. P. Dutton and Co., 1933), 324. But on April 26, 1821 in a letter to Shelley, Byron wrote, “Had I known that Keats was dead—or that he was alive and so sensitive—I should have omitted some remarks upon his poetry, to which I was provoked by his  attack  upon Pope, and my disapprobation of  his own  style of writing.” 348. 

11.  Anatomy of Melancholy, Part 3, Section 2. Memb.1. Subs. 1. In  John Keats Complete Poems, ed. Jack Stillinger (Cambridge: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1982), 474. 

12. “Letter 156 To George and Georgiana Keats September 1819,” in  The Letters of John Keats, ed. Maurice Buxton Forman, third edition, second impression (London: Oxford University Press, 1948), 402. Cf.  The Letters of John Keats 1814-1821, ed. Hyder Edwards Rollins, volume II (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1958), 189. Note that Richard Woodhouse in a letter to John Taylor, September 19, 20, 1819 writes about his reaction to “Lamia” after hearing it from Keats. “He [Keats] . . . read to me Lamia. . . . I was much pleased with it. . . . The story is to this effect—Hermes is hunting for a Nymph, when from a wood he hears his name & a song relating to his loss—

Mercury finds out that it comes from a serpent, who promises to shew him his Nymph
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if he will turn the serpent into a Woman; this he agrees to: upon which the serpent breathes on his eyes when he sees his Nymph who had been beside them listening invisibly—the serpent had seen a young Man of Corinth with whom she had fallen desperately in Love—She is metamorphosed into a beautiful Woman, the Change is quite Ovidian, but better,—She then finds the Youth & they live tog[e]ther in a palace in the Middle of Corinth. . . the entrance of which no one can see (like the Cavern Prince Ahmed (was in) found in the Arabian Nights, when searching for his lost arrow)—Here they live & love, ‘the world forgetting; of the world forgot.’ He wishes to marry her & introduce her to his friends as his Wife, But this would be a forfeiture of her immortality & she refuses but at length (for-says K—‘Women love to be forced to do a thing, by a fine fellow— such as this—. . . she consents. The palace door becomes visible—to the ‘astonishment of the Natives’—the friends are invited to the wedding feast. . . . The lover had seen his tutor Appollonius that morning, while in a car with his Lamia; he had a scowl on his brow, which makes the hearts of the lovers sink: & she asks him, who that frowning old fellow was, as soon as A. passed.- He appears at the feast: damps the joy of the two by his presence—sits over against the woman: He is a Magician—He looks earnestly at the woman: so intently & to such effect that she reads in his eyes that she is discovered: . . . vanishes away, shrieking.—The Lover is told she was a ‘Lamia’ & goes mad for the loss of her, & dies—” See  The Letters of John Keats, ed. Hyder Edward Rollins, volume ii, page 164. 

13. See “The Story of Prince Ahmed and The Fairy Paribanou” in Andrew Lang’s Fairy Books. http://www.mythfolklore.net/andrewlang/292.htm 14. See “Hikayat ‘Ali Ibn Bakkar ma’ Shams al-Nahar” in  Alf Layla Wa Layla, volume 2. 41- 64. 

15. See “The Story of Hasib Kareem al-Din” in  Alf Laya Wa Layla, volume 3. 18-80. 

16. See “Hikayat al-Wazeerayn al-lati feeha zikr Anees al-Jalees” in  Alf Layla Wa Layla, volume 1, 125-146. When Nur al-Deen spent all his fortune he had no friend around him anymore. Cf. “Nourddin and the Fair Persian” in  The Arabian Nights,  ed. 

Andrew Lang, 267-294. 

17. See “The Story of Aziz” in  Alf Layla Wa Layla, volume 1, 267-287. Note that in letter 138 to Fanny Brawne (July 15, 1819), Keats wrote, “I have been reading lately an oriental tale of a very beautiful color—It is of a city of melancholy men, all made so by this circumstance. Through a series of adventures each one of them by turns reach [es]

some gardens of Paradise where they meet with a most enchanting Lady; and just as they are going to embrace her, she bids them shut their eyes—they shut them—and on opening their eyes again find themselves descending to the earth in a magic basket. 

The remembrance of this Lady and their delights lost beyond all recovery render them melancholy ever after. How I applied this to you, my dear.” See  The Letters of John Keats, ed. Maurice Buxton Forman, third edition (London: Oxford University Press, 1948), 359-360. The editor mentions in a footnote that “The story in question is one of the many derivatives from the Third Calender’s Story in  The Thousand and One Nights, and the somewhat similar tale of ‘The Man who laughed not,’ included in the notes to Lane’s  Arabian Nights  and the text of John Payne’s translation of the complete work” 

359-360. But Hyder Edward Rollins in his Edited  Letters of John Keats 1814-1821, vol. ii (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1958) argues that Keats “followed the version in Henry Weber’s  Tales of the East (Edinburgh, 1812), II, 666-674.” See page 130. 

18. Consult the story of “the young man who tells Taj al-Muluk about the kerchief thrown from the window, and the maid who threw it” in  Alf Layla Wa Layla, volume 1, 269- 288. 

19. See Alfred Lord Tennyson’s poem “Recollections of the Arabian Nights.” The narrator calls himself a “true” Muslim, who was born “By Bagdat’s [Baghdad’s]
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20. See  “Endymion”: A Poetic Romance in The Poems of John Keats, ed. Miriam Allott, 116-284. Note that critics had attacked “Endymion” during Keats’s life. In a Letter to J. 
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A. Hessey, dated October 8, 1818, Keats wrote: “My own domestic criticism—has given me pain without comparison beyond what Blackwood or the (Edinburgh) Quarterly could possibly inflict, and also when I feel I am right, no external praise can give me such a glow as my own solitary reperception and ratification of what is fine. J. S. is perfectly right in regard to the slipshod Endymion. That it is so is no fault of mine.—

No!—though it may sound a little paradoxical. It is as good as I had power to make it—by myself—Had I been nervous about it being a perfect piece & with that view asked advice, & trembled over every page, it would not have been written, for it is not in my nature to fumble—I will write independently.—I haven written independently without Judgment—I may write independently & with judgment hereafter.—The Genius of Poetry must work out its own salvation in a man: It cannot be matured by law & precept, but by sensation & watchfulness in itself—That which is creative must create itself—In Endymion, I leaped headlong into the Sea, and thereby have become better acquainted with the Soundings, the quicksands & the rocks, than if I had (stayed) stayed upon the green-shore, and piped a silly pipe, and took tea & comfortable advice.—I was never afraid of failure; for I would sooner fail than not be among the greatest—But I am nigh getting into a rant.”  The Letters of John Keats, ed. Hyder Edward Rollins, vol. 1, 374. 

21. See  The Oxford Companion to English Literature, ed. Margaret Drabble, 323;  The Penguin Companion to Literature: British and Commonwealth Literature, ed. David Daiches, 290 and http://englishhistory.net/keats/criticism-lockhart.html 22. John Gibson Lockhart (1794-1854), who attacked Leigh Hunt, Keats, and Hazlitt for being lower class, had described “Endymion” as “one of ‘calm, settled, imperturb-able driveling idiocy.’” See  The Oxford Companion to English Literature, 322. 

23. For more information on Keats as a poet and a person see Walter Jackson Bate’s book  John Keats (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1964) and Robert Gittings,  John Keats (London: Heinemann, 1968). 

24. See the poet’s letter to George and Georgiana Keats, no. 94 (Wednesday 14-Saturday 31) October 1818. “I think I shall be among the English poets after my death.” 

 The Letters of John Keats, ed. Maurice Buxton Forman, 232. Cf.  The Letters of John Keats 1814-1821, ed. Hyder Edward Rollins, volume 1, 393-394. 

25. The term, Cockney School was first used in  Blackwood’s Magazine  in October 1817. The radical Leigh Hunt was the chief target at the beginning, then Hazlitt and Keats were attacked. See  The Oxford Companion to English Literature,  ed. Margaret Drabble, 211. 

















THREE

The Natural Goodness of Man:

William Wordsworth’s Journey from

the Sensuous to the Sublime

I had a precious treasure at that time, 

A little yellow canvass-covered book, 

A slender abstract of the  Arabian Tales; And when I learned, as now I first did learn

From my companions in this new abode, 

That this dear prize of mine was but a block

Hewn from a mighty quarry—in a word, 

That there were four large volumes, laden all

With kindred matter—‘twas in truth to me

A promise scarcely earthly. Instantly

I made a league, a covenant with a friend

Of my age, that we should lay aside

The monies we possessed, and hoard up more, 

Till our joint savings had amassed enough

To make this book our own. Through several months Religiously did we preserve that vow, 

And spite of all temptation hoarded up

And hoarded up; but firmness failed at length, 

No were we ever masters of our wish

—Wordsworth ( The Prelude, 1805 Book Fifth). 

Unlike John Keats, William Wordsworth (1770-1850) did not depict Goethe’s melancholic lover, nor did he transmit various sensations to his reader in his poetry, although he too was an admirer of  The Arabian Nights  since his childhood. He simply saw different things in the tales. 

But also he seemed to have espoused some ideas from Ibn Tufayl’s  Hayy Ibn Yaqzan, the book that fired the imagination of all writers supporting 83
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the French Revolution. Whether he read the book or not it is not clear, but he certainly read Rousseau, who is deeply indebted to the twelfth-century Andalusian philosopher, particularly in his  Émile (1762), in which Rousseau lays down the principles for a new scheme of education for a child. 1 Wordsworth did not seem to like the supernatural creatures or events in the  Nights, as much as his friend Coleridge did, but he certainly liked other features, such as the simple, direct diction of the tales, and the luxurious description of nature, particularly the orchards of the East. 

In his book  Wordsworth’s Reading 1770-1799,  Duncan Wu lists a number of books that Wordsworth read. Among them are the following:  The Arabian Nights, Voltaire’s  Candide, Rousseau’s  Emile,  Lessing’s  Nathan der Weise, Locke’s  An Essay Concerning Human Understanding  and Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe. In  Wordsworth’s Reading 1800-1815, Wu mentions books on Quakerism, African slave trade, William Beckford, Francis Bacon, William Blake, Godwin, Hartley, Voltaire, Volney, Boccaccio, Byron, Dante, Descartes, Alexander Pope, Sir Walter Scott, Rousseau, and Kant among others. There is no mention of Ibn Tufayl’s book in the extensive list that Wu published. Yet we know for sure that many of the authors that Wordsworth was familiar with had not only owned the philosophical book  Hayy Ibn Yaqzan, but also expressed their admiration for it and endeavored to disseminate its ideas all over Europe in their own publication. 2

A thorough examination of Wordsworth’s poetry indicate that the poet had borrowed his basic themes that dealt with the natural goodness of childhood, the moral value of the simple life, and the inspiring and healing powers of nature either directly from Ibn Tufayl’s book, or indirectly from the various sources that were influenced by the Andalusian philosopher. Through Ibn Tufayl too Wordsworth discovered the self as subject, and thus helped the evolution of modern English poetry. After all the translation of  Hayy Ibn Yaqzan  was available to him, and the book was a favorite among many English and European thinkers during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Furthermore, in his youth Wordsworth was an ardent disciple of William Godwin (1756-1836), who must have read  Hayy  thoroughly. Anyone who is familiar with Godwin’s  Political Justice (published in 1793 and revised in 1797), will see how the English philosopher and novelist had espoused the belief in the inner light of reason, Ibn Tufayl’s doctrine that the European Enlightenment had eventually adopted. Wordsworth was very enthusiastic about Godwin’s book and particularly admired the notion of the perfectibility of human nature and the importance of reason in one’s life. Social justice, according to Hayy and to Godwin can be achieved through the use of reason without relying on conventional religious, political, or social institutions. But Hayy did not dramatize the dichotomy between reason and intuition. For him, it was not possible to see the Mover of the Universe without the help of imagination. Godwin, on the other hand, highlighted the rule of reason
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above all things. By 1798 Wordsworth seemed to have adopted Hayy’s position and called for both emotion and reason to be wedded together. 3

 Daffodils (1804), Published 1807

It is true that Wordsworth as a child roamed the English countryside and came close to the life of country people that enabled him to write about nature and the humble folks. But it is also his early reading of Arabic sources that helped him see the importance of nature and the beauty of its flowers and plants, and pushed him to express himself in a simple direct diction, which was totally new then to English poetry. 

When he had an actual encounter with daffodils on the shores of Ullswa-ter as recorded in the journals of his sister Dorothy he was likely to have recalled all the imaginary daffodils he read about as a child in the  Arabian Nights. 

I wandered lonely as a cloud

That floats on high o’er vales and hills, 

When all at once I saw a crowd, 

A host, of golden daffodils; 

Beside the lake, beneath the trees, 

Fluttering and dancing in the breeze4

The scene makes the poet happy and content with life. If he ever recalls it to his mind when he is in pensive mood, his heart fills with pleasure and dances with the daffodils. 

Daffodils and other flowers are stock images in every banquet in the Nights. For happiness cannot be complete without them. But if the Arabic tales also include food, wine, music, songs, beautiful lovers, moon, stars, singing birds, luxurious clothing and setting, Wordsworth prefers one tiny item at a time. In this poem, it is the daffodils, but in other poems it is the song of a solitary reaper, or the rainbow, or a woman who is a phantom of delight, or a beauteous evening, or the city seen from the bridge. 

One simple scene can make the poet calm and happy. There is no need for the riotous combination of sounds, colors and perfumes of Keats’s poetry, or the elaborate imagery of the  Nights. 

The solitary Highland lass enchants the poet, just as the beautiful maid thrills the prince when he hears her murmuring on a desert road in one of the Arabic tales. 

Wordsworth cries, 

Behold her, single in the field, 

. . . 

Alone she cuts and binds the grain, 

And sings a melancholy strain; 

O listen! For the Vale profound

Is overflowing with the sound. 
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No nightingale did ever chaunt

More welcome notes to weary bands

Of travellers in some shady haunt, 

Among Arabian sands. 

The tune is comforting although the words of the songs are not clear. 

I listened, motionless and still; 

And, as I mounted up the hill, 

The music in my heart I bore, 

Long after it was heard no more. 5

Wordsworth’s beautiful maid is a phantom, a spirit, yet a perfect woman, just like many maids in the  Nights.  But she is sparsely described. Her eyes are as stars, her hair is dusky. Her motion is light and free. Unlike the numerous seductive women in the Arabic tales, Wordsworth’s maid is a bright spirit “with something of angelic light.” Beauty in all its forms, being a song hummed by a solitary reaper, an angelic face of a woman, a host of golden daffodils, a silent glittering city, a gliding river, creates joy and everlasting happiness. 

This City now doth, like a garment, wear

The beauty of the morning: silent, bare, 

Ships, towers, domes, theatres, and temples lie Open unto the fields, and to the sky; 

All bright and glittering in the smokeless air. 

Never did sun more beautifully steep

In his first splendor, valley, rock, or hill; 

Ne’er saw I, never felt, a calm so deep! 6

Although his early life as an orphan is similar to that of Keats, Wordsworth developed as a very different poet. His mother died in 1778 and his father in 1783. Born in Cumberland, he went to Hawkshead Grammar School, where he was allowed to roam the countryside and become acquainted with the life of country people. But unlike Keats he was the son of an attorney and managed to attend St. John’s College, Cambridge. 

However, he disliked the academic life. In 1790, the year after the fall of the Bastille, he went on a walking tour through France, Italy, and the Alps and returned to France the following year where he fell in love with a French woman and had a child. 7 The ideas of the French Revolution had left a lasting imprint on his mind. But his revolutionary ardor dissi-pated with the time as a result of the Reign of Terror, the war between France and England, and the failure of the revolution to establish democracy and justice. With his sister Dorothy who was only one year older than himself he settled in Dorset, and during this time he began his long association with Coleridge. In 1798 they published  Lyrical Ballads,  which included Wordsworth’s “Tintern Abbey,” a poem that describes Wordsworth’s evolving relationship with nature: from the “coarser pleasures” 
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of boyhood, through the “aching joys” and “dizzy raptures” of early manhood, to the moral and reflective pleasures of maturity. 

Five years have past; five summers, with the length Of five long winters! And again I hear

These waters, rolling from their mountain-springs With a soft inland murmur. 

. . . 

. . . For nature then

(The coarser pleasures of my boyish days, 

And their glad animal movements all gone by)

To me was all in all.—I cannot paint

What then I was. The sounding cataract

Haunted me like a passion: the tall rock, 

The mountains, and the deep and gloomy wood, 

Their colours and their forms, were then to me

An appetite; a feeling and a love, 

That had no need of a remorter charm, 

By thought supplied, nor any interest

Unborrowed from the eye.—That time is past, 

And all its aching joys are now no more, 

And all its dizzy raptures . . . 

. . . 

. . . For I have learned

To look on nature, not as in the hour

Of thoughtless youth; but hearing oftentimes

The still, sad music of humanity, 

Nor harsh nor grating, though of ample power

To chasten and subdue. And I have felt

A presence that disturbs me with the joy

Of elevated thoughts; a sense sublime

Of something far more deeply interfused, 

Whose dwelling is the light of setting suns, 

And the round ocean and the living air, 

And the blue sky, and in the mind of man; 

A motion and a spirit, that impels

All thinking things, all objects of all thought, And rolls through all things. 8

Wordsworth has finally made the journey from the sensuous to the sublime. The dazzled youth is now transformed into a “moral being.” The journey in itself parallels the move from the earthly  Arabian Nights  to the heavenly life of the hermit as seen in the natural and moral man Hayy Ibn Yaqzan. 

The relationship between man and nature is further developed in Wordsworth’s ode “Intimations of Immortality from Recollections of Early Childhood,” composed between 1802 and 1806, and published in 1807. 

The focus is on the child and childhood experience of the natural world. 
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For Wordsworth, this experience seems to exist before coming into being. 

He tells us “The things which I have seen I now can see no more.” As a child the trees told him tales, but now those tales have vanished and faded “into the light of common day.” Yet he still enjoys “Those shadowy recollections,/ Which, be they what they may,/ Are yet the fountain light of all our day,/ Are yet a master light of all our seeing./ Man will not grieve anymore, but will find strength in what remains behind.” Eventually “In the soothing thoughts that spring/ Out of human suffering;/ In the faith that looks through death,/ In years that bring the philosophic mind.” The poem ends with the celebration not only of the philosophic mind but also of the tender human heart. The smallest creature stirs thoughts and compassion in the eye of the beholder. “To me the meanest flower that blows can give/ Thoughts that do often lie too deep for tears.” 9 Indeed Wordsworth assures us, just like Hayy Ibn Yaqzan had done centuries before him, that reason alone is not enough if it is not combined with pity and intuition. 

Ibn Tufayl describes the intensity of childhood experience in his philosophic novel  Hayy Ibn Yaqzan. His infant boy was born out of the earth on a desert island. He has no parents, no language, no religion, and no history. Yet he learns not only how to survive, but also how to invent his tools. He becomes very interested in his island and in preserving its natural resources. Once he solves his daily practical problems, Hayy eventually occupies himself with philosophical and spiritual matters. He begins to turn his gaze toward heaven. The shift from the earthly to the heavenly conception in his mind is due not only to solitude and the special traits that he has, such as perseverance and strength of character, but above all to the inner light which shines on him and helps him see what others may not be able to see in similar circumstances. He comes to recognize the existence of one true being without the help of prophets or religious institutions and succeeds in having glimpses of the divine world. This child who grows to be a moral and compassionate man, a champion of equality, freedom, and toleration, is the prototype of all the children that Rousseau, Blake, and Wordsworth have dreamt about. In his beautiful poem “The Rainbow” Wordsworth cries, My heart leaps up when I behold

A rainbow in the sky

So was it when my life began; 

So is it now I am a man; 

So be it when I shall grow old, 

Or let me die! 

The Child is father of the Man; 

And I could wish my days to be

Bound each to each by natural piety. 10
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If  Hayy Ibn Yaqzan  is considered an early example of  Bildungsroman, whose primary aim is to demonstrate the upbringing, initiation and development of a child and his education, Wordsworth’s long poem,  The Prelude, written from 1799 to 1805, published 1850, is a new genre in English poetry that celebrates the spiritual autobiography of a poet, and the forces that shaped his imagination. 11 Consisting of fourteen books, The Prelude  describes the poet’s childhood, school days, Cambridge, the books he read, his walking tour through the Alps, his life among the crowds and industries of London, his adventure in France during the early stages of the French Revolution, and his strong attachment to its principles. His devotion to nature is now combined with his thirst for freedom and liberty for mankind. But the brutal and bloody consequences of the French Revolution disillusion the young man. He returns to England desperate to find a meaning to his life. 

 The Prelude  was intended as an introduction to  The Recluse,  a philosophical poem that was never finished. It was published shortly after Wordsworth’s death in 1850. His widow Mary gave it its title. Originally, Wordsworth called it the “Poem to Coleridge,” and in his letters to his sister Dorothy referred to it as “the poem on the growth of my mind.” 

Coleridge was very anxious to see his friend write a philosophical poem in which he describes his views of man, nature, and society. In September 1799 he wrote to Wordsworth:

I am anxiously eager to have you steadily employed on “The Recluse.” . . . I wish you would write a poem, in blank verse, addressed to those who, in consequence of the complete failure of the French Revolution, have thrown up all hopes of amelioration of mankind, and are sinking into an almost Epicurean selfishness, disguising the same under the soft titles of domestic attachment and contempt for visionary philosophies. It would do great good, and might for a Part of “The Recluse.” 12

But of the projected three parts of “The Recluse,” Wordsworth completed only the second, “The Excursion” (1814) and published it. Its major characters are the poet as narrator, the wanderer who loves to pace the public roads, the solitary who is plagued by the death of his wife and children, as well as by his disenchantment with the French Revolution, and the pastor. In the fourth book, which is entitled “Despondency Corrected Argument,” faith is highlighted as a counterbalance to depression and loneliness. 

. . . and faith become

A passionate intuition; whence the Soul, 

Though bound to earth by ties of pity and love, From all injurious servitude was free. 13

However, in his introductory poem that was called  The Prelude  after his death, Wordsworth seemed to have gratified his friend’s wishes through
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his contemplation of the consequences of the bloody French Revolution, his affirmation of visionary philosophy and the importance of faith in one’s life. In short,  The Prelude  traces the development of the poet’s feelings and convictions. In Book Thirteenth, which is entitled “Imagination and Taste, How Impaired And Restored (concluded),” Wordsworth exclaims, 

Long time in search of knowledge did I range

The field of human life, in heart and mind

Benighted; but, the dawn beginning now

To re-appear, ‘twas proved that not in vain

I had been taught to reverence a Power

That is the visible quality and shape

And image of right reason; that matures

Her processes by steadfast laws; gives birth

To no impatient or fallacious hopes, 

No heat of passion or excessive zeal, 

No vain conceits; provokes to no quick turns

Of self-applauding intellect; but trains

To meekness, and exalts by humble faith. 14

Like Hayy Ibn Yaqzan, Wordsworth tells of the influence of nature on his solitary childhood and speaks of his youthful love of freedom and liberty. 

Neither society nor school seems to have fettered him. His diction too is akin to that of Hayy. It is a combination of the daily speech and the abstract, speculative language of philosophy through which the mystery of the soul with its hidden meaning radiates from every corner. But he is unlike Hayy who glorifies reason and insists that all true knowledge must be empirically verified. The natural boy does not only describe nature, but learns how to survive in nature, and how to triumph over it. 15

The solitary youth learns how to gather food, how to become hunter, fisherman, farmer, architect, and tailor. When the dear who has fed him as in infant dies, he dissects her in order to find the cause for her death. 

During the third stage of his life he frees himself from the domination of his immediate perception and learns how to reflect on nature and manages to develop his scientific thought. In the fourth stage of his life his thoughts take a new direction. He seriously examines all objects subject to creation and decay and concludes that all of them have some qualities in common and some qualities that are specific. The lengthy examination leads him by necessity to become a zoologist, a botanist, a physicist, a chemist, and a geologist. His speculations and experiments force him to believe that “every action must be produced by a cause.” He comes to the conclusion that “a Cause exists which has no physical body.” In the world of creation and decay he observes that every physical object exists only through form and image that they arise from the action of the Creator, the Permanent Being. During the fifth stage of his development, Hayy turns his attention to the heavenly bodies. He reflects on the size of
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the heaven, doubts it is infinite, and borrows his argument from geometry. He observes the sun, the moon, and the stars and examines their movement. Gradually, he discovers the science of astronomy and becomes an astronomer himself. Eventually, he develops the conception of God, the Mover of this universe, whose power is infinite and concludes that one can reach happiness if one succeeds in contemplating this Perfect and Eternal Being. But the Creator cannot be perceived through the senses. Here reason is not sufficient. To acquire metaphysical knowledge of what cannot be seen or tested by the senses, one needs imagination and intuition. But this intuition is always tied to causes and sources. It is only at the end of the seventh stage, when he has reached his fifties, that Hayy is able to travel easily between the world of the senses and that elevated state. 

On the other hand Wordsworth speculates on the differences between reason and passion. His experience at Cambridge makes him equate reason with the scholars. He himself did not care to become a scholar. But passion, or emotion he equates with his own fondness of nature and the sense of awe and pleasure that he derives from it. 

But all the meditations of mankind, 

Yea, all the adamantine holds of truth

By reason built, or passion, which itself

Is highest reason in a soul sublime ( The Prelude, Book Fifth 38-41. p. 

154). 

The Arab often seems to play an important role in bringing this distinction to his mind: reason versus imagination, science versus poetry. He is always present in his dreams. 

While I was seated in a rocky cave

By the sea-side, perusing, so it chanced, 

The famous history of the errant knight

Recorded by Cervantes, these same thoughts

Beset me, and to height unusual rose, 

. . . and having closed

The book, had turned my eyes toward the wide sea. 

On poetry and geometric truth, 

And their high privilege, of lasting life, 

From all internal injury exempt, 

I mused; upon these chiefly: and at length, 

My senses yielding to the sultry air, 

Sleep seized me, and I passed into a dream. 

I saw before me stretched a boundless plain

Of sandy wilderness, all black and void, 

And as I looked around, distress and fear

Came creeping over me, when at my side, 

Close at my side, an uncouth shape appeared

Upon a dromedary, mounted high. 
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He seemed an Arab of the Bedouin tribes:

A lance he bore, and underneath one arm

A stone, and in the opposite hand a shell

Of a surpassing brightness. At the sight

Much I rejoiced, not doubting but a guide

Was present, one who with unerring skill

Would through the desert lead me; and while yet I looked, self-questioned what this freight

Which the new-comer carried through the waste

Could mean, the Arab told me that the stone

(To give it in the language of the dream)

Was “Euclid’s Elements,” and “This,” said he, 

“Is something of more worth;” and at the word

Stretched forth the shell, so beautiful in shape, In colour so resplendent, with command

That I should hold it to my ear. I did so, 

And heard that instant in an unknown tongue, 

Which yet I understood, articulate sounds, 

A loud prophetic blast of harmony; 

An Ode, in passion uttered, which foretold

Destruction to the children of the earth

By deluge, now at hand. No sooner ceased

The song, than the Arab with calm look declared That all would come to pass of which the voice

Had given forewarning, and that he himself

Was going then to bury those two books:

The one that held acquaintance with the stars. 

And wedded man to man by purest bond

Of nature, undisturbed by space or time; 

Th’ Other that was a god, yea many gods, 

Had voices more than all the winds, and was

A joy, a consolation, and a hope! ( The Prelude, Book Fifth 57-109. pp. 

155-157)

But was the dream genuine, or borrowed from another European thinker who was influenced too by Ibn Tufayl and other Muslim philosophers? 

Indeed, the editors of  The Prelude  suggest that “The dream of the Arab and his two ‘books,’ ascribed to a friend in 1805 and to Wordsworth himself in 1850, is in fact a brilliantly imaginative transformation of a dream experienced by the philosopher Descartes in 1619. It had presum-ably been related to Wordsworth by Coleridge.” 16 But it is immaterial who had the dream, whether Wordsworth himself, his friend, or the Jes-uit educated French philosopher Descartes. In all cases, the dreamer was searching for a solid foundation for knowledge. At first, he found it only in geometry and science in general. Yet he felt there was still something missing. Science that required reason was insufficient to provide total certitude. He needed fantasy and imagination as well in order to find what he was looking for. It seems to me that the dreamer was dreaming
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of Hayy Ibn Yaqzan who introduced rationalism to Europe, but then also spoke about the significance of that mystic vision which was akin to “the sparks of fire in flints.” However, neither Descartes, nor Wordsworth had acknowledged their debt to the twelfth-century Arab philosopher. 

Ibn Tufayl’s natural man, who has no ethnicity, or religion, has advocated the importance of reason and empiricism in everyday life during the twelfth century. But he also assures his readers that only intuition and imagination are the tools necessary for a spiritual journey in which the seeker/wanderer will be able to see the light of God. The first part of his existence is portrayed through science and scientific experiments, while the second part is portrayed through poetical diction and illuminating language. Is it possible that the uncouth stranger in Wordsworth’s poem, who is on a mission to bury his “twofold treasure,” a stone and a shell that represent geometry and god, or science and imagination before “the fleet waters of the drowning world” destroy them, is no one but Hayy Ibn Yaqzan? 

Like Wordsworth too, Hayy left his island to meet other human beings. But his encounter with them was quite depressing. At the beginning, he was quite enthused to see them and talk to them. To his amaze-ment, he discovered that they neglected to use their reason, that they were more interested in amassing wealth, and did not really care for finding the pure truth. Since he abhorred violence and did not wish to impose his views on them he returned to his island in order to live there in peace and to celebrate the beauty and mystery of the universe. Wordsworth on the other hand was enthusiastic about the French Revolution and was committed to the struggle against the monarchy. He saw injustice in the political system and was determined to support those who were going to topple the regime and change the social life of the ordinary citizen for the better. But once his comrades were guillotined and France was drenched in blood, he went back to England desperate to find not only solace in nature, but also a sense of law and order. His goal in life became very clear. As a poet, he had to write and express his inner feelings. The restraint of faith and spirit took over his praise of emotion and unchecked freedom. 

In his article, “The Design of  The Prelude: Wordsworth’s Long Journey Home,” M. H. Abrams argues that Wordsworth’s

recovery from the crisis of despair after his commitment to the French Revolution comprises the insight that his destiny is not one of engage-ment with what is blazoned “with the/ Pompous names/ Of power and action” in “the stir/ And tumult of the world,” but one of the withdrawal from the world of action so that he may meditate in solitude: his role in life requires not involvement, but detachment. And that role is to be one of the “Poets, even as Prophets,” each of whom is endowed with the power “to perceive/ Something unseen before,” and so to write a new kind of poetry in a new poetic style. “Of these, said I, shall be my
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Song; of these . . . / Will I record the praises”: the ordinary world of lowly, suffering men and of common place or trivial things transformed into “a new world . . . fit/ To be transmitted,” of dignity, love, and heroic grandeur. Wordsworth’s crisis, then, involved what we now call a crisis of identity, which was resolved in the discovery of “my office upon earth.” 17

But did  Hayy Ibn Yaqzan  and  The Arabian Nights  help Wordsworth discover his office upon earth? Hayy in his withdrawal from the world of action and insistence on the importance of solitude and contemplation, and  The Arabian Nights  in describing the ordinary world of suffering men and sensuous things in a new simple diction? 

Even the choice of an island as a basic setting is very significant. 

Hayy’s deserted island serves as the perfect background for spiritual contemplation. Defoe borrowed it in his  Robinson Crusoe, followed by Rousseau in his  Confession.  Wordsworth had two examples to emulate, Hayy Ibn Yaqzan  and  Sinbad The Sailor. The island, the boat, the woods, the rocky caves, the breeze, the waves, the mountain, the valley, the stream, all of these elements stir a sense of awe and pleasure in the beholder. He enjoys the beauty of nature, and its healing power, but is always aware of the existence of other hidden beings and creatures. For him there are two different worlds: the seen and the unseen. It is his task, he believes, not only to contemplate nature, but also to seek its creator and ultimately truth itself. In his article “Images of Interaction in  The Prelude,” Herbert Lindenberger posits that “It is difficult to distinguish between the literal and metaphorical level in Wordsworth, for the literal becomes figurative and then literal again. . . . One might think of the imagery of  The Prelude as a kind of  donnée, something concretely observed by the poet, and something he must constantly return to as he narrates the events of his life; yet it is also something he thinks through, a mode of language which continually leads him away from itself to encompass larger areas of human experience.” 18 Indeed, Wordsworth’s two different Arabic models have merged into one composite figure in his poem. The real child-poet has mingled with the adult traveller/drifter, and the solitary scientist-prophet. For this reason the literal and the figurative are always fused together. It is impossible to disentangle them. But it is Wordsworth’s wish to make the higher transcendental reality visible to all of us, just as Hayy, the visionary child-man, did centuries ago on a desert island. 19

But Wordsworth’s hatred of Napoleon and the aftermath of the French Revolution made him the target of criticism, mainly for abandoning the ideals of the Revolution. In his poem “To Wordsworth” Shelley too who hated Napoleon, but nevertheless felt optimistic about the future, wrote wistfully, 

Poet of Nature, thou hast wept to know

That things depart which never may return. 
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Childhood and youth, friendship, and love’s first glow, Have fled like sweet dreams, leaving thee to mourn. 

These common woes I feel. One loss is mine, 

Which thou too feel’st; yet I alone deplore. 

Thou wert as a lone star, whose light did shine On some frail bark in winter’s midnight roar:

Thou hast like to a rock-built refuge stood

Above the blind and battling multitude:

In honoured poverty thy voice did weave

Songs consecrate to truth and liberty,—

Deserting these, thou leavest me to grieve, 

Thus having been, that thou shouldst cease to be. 20

The matter is debatable. Wordsworth ceased to exist for some people who cherished the ideals of the French Revolution in spite of the bloodshed and terror that followed. Others recommended his retreat into nature and spoke highly of his mystical experience. The same might apply to Hayy Ibn Yaqzan who was desperate to engage with the human race once he discovered other humans on the planet. He traveled with a civilized hermit to an inhabited island. But to his dismay he realized that although people were endowed with the same reason and the desire to do good, all were not capable of applying these natural gifts to the right uses. He knew that he failed in his mission to make other people use their reason. They were avoiding him and seemed to be diverted from thinking of God—although they claimed they were religious—by “their Merc-handize and Trading.” He did not wish to cause any harm, and hoped that people would come to their senses on their own without being constantly reminded of their good nature. He hated violence and discord in society. For this reason he opted to return to his desert island, not alone, but with a different man who used his reason at all times, just like he himself did. 

NOTES

1. See my book  The Vital Roots of European Enlightenment: Ibn Tufayl’s Influence On Modern Western Thought (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2010). 

2. Consult Duncan Wu,  Wordsworth’s Reading 1770-1799. Vol. I (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993) and  Wordsworth’s Reading 1800-1815  Vol. II (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995). 

3. The editors of the  Lyrical Ballads  argue in their introduction, “Godwin disapproved of revolution as a political instrument; for him social justice would be achieved by the exercise of reason unfettered by emotion or by political, religious, or social conventions and institutions. To one, like Wordsworth, who was disillusioned with the Revolution but still retained political idealism, this formula was at first attractive. 

But he soon began to realize its shortcomings. . . .” “By 1798, Wordsworth had rejected Godwin’s dichotomy of reason and emotion.” See  Lyrical Ballads, edited with introduction, notes and appendices by R. L. Brett and A. R. Jones (London: Methuen and Co., Ltd, 1963), xxx-xxxi. The editors then highlight the influence of David Hartley (1705-1757) on the poet. They observe that “Tintern Abbey looks back upon the moral and
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intellectual quest of the previous five years and celebrates the new found conviction which has flooded Wordsworth’s mind with light. He is now. . . ‘well pleased to recognize/ In nature and the language of the sense,/ The anchor of my purest thoughts, the nurse,/ The guide, the guardian of my heart, and soul/ Of all my moral being.’ It is not the reason which gives the deepest insight but ‘that serene and blessed mood,/ In which the affections gently lead us on’; it is not by the intellect but ‘the deep power of joy,/ We see into the life of things.’” It was Hartley rather than Godwin who was able to give Wordsworth a satisfactory explanation of what had happened to him . . . where Godwin put the emphasis on the reason, Hartley put it on environment,” xxxii-xxxiii. 

See also chapter 4 on Wordsworth in Tim Fulford’s,  Landscape, Liberty and Authority: Poetry, Criticism and Politics from Thomson to Wordsworth (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996). Fulford argues that “The  Lyrical Ballads  attempted to effect a politicization of feeling in opposition both to commercialist economics and to gentlemanly paternalism. They were not, as some critics have suggested, an evasion of politics via an escape into nature nor were they Burkeian idealization of organic tradition” (161). Furthermore, he observes that “[Nigel] Leask understands Coleridge’s nature poetry, and the  Lyrical Ballads  too, as a development of this radical form of dissenting ideal. He sees it as a poetry of an agrarian commonwealth (or ‘visionary mountain republic’ as Wordsworth put it), designed as a model of social equality and independence” (163). “It has been argued that critics such as McGann and Marjorie Levinson have understood history and politics in too limited a sense and have wrong-ly assumed that Wordsworth’s involvement in nature is a flight from political and social issues. It has been suggested instead that, then and especially now, the relation of men and women to the ‘green earth’ is a vital, perhaps the most vital, political issue” (195). Later on Fulford discusses what he calls Wordsworth’s “ambivalent involvement with the landowning classes and his changing attitude to their aesthetic values” (192). Also he suggests that Blake, Wordsworth, and Coleridge were interested in the lectures of Oxford professor Lowth on the sacred poetry of the Hebrews. 

The lectures were delivered in 1741, published in Latin in 1753, and translated into English in 1787. Bishop Lowth’s “arguments showed this poetry to have emanated from the simple agricultural life of the Hebrews, who enjoyed ‘an equality of lineage and rank’ and ‘equal liberty’ as separate nation of ‘husbandmen and shepherds.” 

(223). Fulford refers to Stephen Prickett’s book,  Words and the Word:  Language Poetics and Biblical Interpretation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 105-122. Unfortunately, the translation of  Hayy Ibn Yaqzan  that was available at the time to all Romantic poets in English is never mentioned. Coleridge’s German theology professor at Gottingen University had re-translated the Arabic book that glorified not only the simple agricultural life, but also equality, freedom and toleration. The new German translation appeared in 1782. It seems that theology scholars in particular felt the need to translate and re-translate this Arabic book into their languages. 

4. See  The Poetical Works of William Wordsworth, ed. E. De Selincourt, vol. II, second edition (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1952), 216. Cf.  The Mentor Book of Major British Poets, ed. Oscar Williams (New York: A Mentor Book from New American Library, 1963), 53. 

Cf.  Immortal Poems of the English Language, ed. Oscar Williams (New York: Washington Square Press, 1966), 250. Note that in “The Story of the Third Calender, Son of A King,” the protagonist is alone in a strange castle. Curious to find out about his surroundings, every day he opened a door. “Sometimes it was an orchard, whose fruit far exceeded in bigness any that grew in [his] father’s garden. Sometimes it was a court planted with roses, Jessamine, daffodils, hyacinths and anemones, and a thousand other flowers of which [he] did not know the names. Or again, it would be an aviary, fitted with all kinds of singing birds, or a treasury heaped up with precious stones; but whatever [he] might see, all was perfect of its own sort.” He felt happy and content for thirty-nine days. See  The Arabian Nights Entertainments, ed. Andrew Lang, 117. 

5. “The Solitary Reaper” composed November 5, 1805, published 1807. See  The Poetical Works of William Wordsworth, ed. E. De Selincourt and Helen Darbishire, vol. 
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III, second edition (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1954, reprinted 1963), 77. Cf.  Major British Poets, 60-61; in  Immortal Poems, 253. 

6. “Composed Upon Westminster Bridge” written 1802, published 1807. See  The Poetical Works of William Wordsworth, ed. E. De Selincourt and Helen Darbishire, vol. 

III, second edition. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1954, reprinted 1963), 38. Cf.  The Mentor Book of Major British Poets, 68-69;  Immortal Poems of the English Language, 252. 

7. See Hunter Davies,  William Wordsworth: A Biography (New York: Atheneum, 1980); Mary Trevelyan Moorman,  William Wordsworth: A Biography (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1957-1965), and Kenneth R. Johnston,  The Hidden Wordsworth, Poet, Lover, Rebel, Spy (New York: W.W. Norton, 1998). 

8. “Tintern Abbey” composed July 13, 1798, published 1798. See  The Poetical Works of William Wordsworth, ed. E. De Selincourt, vol. II, 259, 261, 262. 

9. “Intimations of Immortality from Recollections of Early Childhood” in  The Mentor Book of Major British Poets, 69-74. Cf . Wordsworth Poetical Works with Introductions and Notes, ed. Thomas Hutchinson, a new edition, revised by Ernest De Selincourt (London: Oxford University Press, 1969), 460-462. 

10. “The Rainbow” composed March 26, 1802, published 1807.  The Poetical Works of William Wordsworth, ed. E. De Selincourt, vol. I (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1940, reprinted 1952), 226. Wordsworth’s child is father of the man because as the poet tells us in  Intimations of Immortality From Recollections of Early Childhood “Heaven lies about us in our infancy.” Note that the thirteenth-century Andalusian mystic Ibn ‘Arabi had written about the significance of the child and his closeness to heaven in his book Fusus al-Hikma.  Cf. “The Story of Ali Gogia, Merchant of Bagdad” in  The Arabian Nights’ Entertainments, edited by Andrew Lang. The Caliph Harun al-Rashid is astonished at the wisdom of the child. He orders the judge to be summoned in order “to learn his duty from the mouth of a child.” 355. 

11. William Wordsworth,  The Prelude 1799, 1805, 1850, eds. Jonathan Wordsworth, M. H. Abrams, and Stephen Gill (New York, London: W.W. Norton, 1979). 

12. See letter No. 290 in  Collected Letters of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, ed. Earl Leslie Griggs, vol. 1 1785-1800 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1956), 527. 

13.  The Poetical Works of William Wordsworth. The Excursion. The Recluse Part 1 Book 1, ed. E. De Selincourt and Helen Darbishire. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1959. 

14.  The Prelude 1799, 1805, 1850, eds. J. Wordsworth et al., 439. 

15. See chapter 3 of my book  The Vital Roots of European Enlightenment, 37-61. Note that I have used Riad Kocache’s translation of  Hayy  here.  Ibn Tufail, The Journey of the Soul: The Story of Hai bin Yaqzan (London: The Octagon Press, 1982). All subsequent references to  Hayy  are from this translation. Page numbers will be cited in the text in parenthesis. 

16.  The Prelude, eds. Jonathan Wordsworth et al., 158. The editors also refer to an article by Jane Worthington Smyser, “Wordsworth Dream of Poetry and Science,” 

 PMLA, LXXI (1956), 269-275. For the influence of Ibn Tufayl on Descartes see my article “Suppressed or Falsified History? The Untold Story of Arab-Islamic Rationalist Philosophy,” in  The Role of the Arab-Islamic World in the Rise of the West,  ed. N. R. F. al-Rodhan (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 116-143. Unaware of Ibn Tufayl’s influence on Descartes, Peter Chojnowski expresses his surprise at “the father of Rationalism [Descartes]” who “ascribes the ‘marvel’ of the wisdom of the poets to the divine nature of inspiration and to the might of phantasy which ‘strikes out’ the seeds of wisdom (existing in the minds of all men like the sparks of fire in flints) far more easily and directly than does reason in the philosophers.” See “Descartes’ Dream: From Method to Madness,” lifeissues.net/writers/cho/cho_14 descartesdream.html. 

17. See M. H. Abrams, “The Design of  The Prelude” in  Wordsworth The Prelude 1799, 1805, 1850, 589-590. 

18. See Herbert Lindenberger,“Images of Interaction in  The Prelude,” in  Wordsworth Prelude, 643. Cf. also Lindenberger’s book  On Wordsworth’s Prelude (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1963). 
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19. For various interpretations of Wordsworth and his poetry see for instance Raymond Dexter Havens,  The Mind of a Poet: A Study of Wordsworth’s Thought, 2 vols. 

(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Univeristy Press, 1941); F. M. Todd,  Politics and the Poet: A Study of Wordsworth (London: Methuen and Co., 1957);  William Wordsworth and the Age of English Romanticism, eds. Jonathan Wordsworth et al. (New Brunswick and London: Rutgers University Press; co-published with the Wordsworth Trust, Dove Cottage, Grasmere, England, 1987) and Paul H. Fry,  Wordsworth and the Poetry of What We Are (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2008). 

20. Shelley, “To Wordsworth, printed with Alastor, Or The Spirit of Solitude, And Other Poems in 1816.” See  The Complete Works of Percy Bysshe Shelley, ed. Roger Ingpen and Walter E. Peck, vol. 1 (London: Ernest Benn Limited; New York: Gordian Press, 1965), 206. Note that Bertrand Russell described Wordsworth along with Southey as

“reactionaries.” See  History of Western Philosophy (London: Routledge, 1946. Republished in New York, 1996), 655. 









FOUR

Poetic Intuition and Mystic Vision:

William Blake’s Quest for Equality

and Freedom

Mock on, mock on, Voltaire, Rousseau; 

Mock on, mock on: ’tis all in vain! 

You throw the sand against the wind, 

And the wind blows it back again. 

And every sand becomes a Gem

Reflected in the beams divine; 

Blown back they blind the mocking eye, 

But still in Israel’s paths they shine

The Atoms of Democritus

And Newton’s Particles of light

Are sands upon the Red Sea shore, 

Where Israel’s tents do shine so bright. 1

If Wordsworth wished to wed reason and emotion together in his  Prelude, William Blake mocked reason and glorified passion and imagination in his poetry. But eventually, he wished to wed the contraries, such as heaven and hell, innocence and experience, body and soul, tiger and lamb, together through his poetic intuition and mystic vision. Born in London in 1757, the son of a shopkeeper, he was mainly self-educated and always poor. Yet he seemed to have enjoyed a happy life. As a young man, Blake was apprenticed to an engraver, and earned his living through illustrat-ing books. It seems strange that he appears to oppose some Enlightenment values and to mock the very men who were venerated during his time. Yet in other poems, he defends other values, such as the equality of all human beings, their free will, and the significance of the child as the father of man. Like Hayy Ibn Yaqzan, Blake recognized the limitations of reason. But if Hayy never considered conventional religions, or prophets 99
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as necessary in any society, Blake invoked religion and prophets and bitterly attacked the deistic worldview and all Deists as a true Christian. 

Hayy never believed in a Muslim, or Christian, or Jewish God. He rejected all supernatural revelations. His Creator was simply the Mover of the Universe. He was able to prove His existence on the evidence of reason and nature. But in order to see Him face-to-face, and to travel between the seen and the unseen world, he allowed himself to use intuition and mystic insight. 

Blake must have been informed about this continuous debate regarding reason versus intuition, intellect versus emotion through his reading and his circle of friends. In 1780 he befriended Henry Fuseli (1741-1825), a Swiss artist who studied in Rome, and then settled in London. Fuseli was haunted by nightmarish fantasy, and Gothic horror. His drawings reflected the Romantic conception of Satan as a hero. Another friend was John Flaxman (1755-1826), who was a follower of Emanuel Swedenborg (1688-1772), a Swedish philosopher, scientist and mystic. Swedenborg was greatly influenced by Henry More, John Locke and Isaac Newton, who in their turn were influenced by Ibn Tufayl’s  Hayy Ibn Yaqzan. Just like Hayy, Swedenborg sought a scientific explanation of the universe, and in his later years he began to experience visions in his waking life. 

Blake was greatly influenced by the Swedish philosopher who died in London, and even belonged for a while to his New Church. 2 In 1779, three years after the death of David Hume, the Scottish philosopher and historian, his book,  Philosophy of Religion: The Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion  was published. The book which is a dialogue between a skeptic, a deist, and an orthodox Christian concerning the existence of God is inspired by Ibn Tufayl’s  Hayy Ibn Yaqzan. Many orthodox Christians were outraged to hear the argument that attempted to totally destroy their faith. Blake must have read Hume’s book, or at least heard about it. 

Furthermore, Ibn Tufayl’s book was known to many English Dissenters. 

The Quakers, for instance, were influenced by certain ideas of Hayy’s story, particularly those that exalt personal experience above dogmatic, external teaching, emphasize the significance of the Inner Light given as a gift by God to each one of us, Christians, Jews, Muslim, or heathens, and stress the principle of toleration and the futility of hatred and violence. 

Blake was twenty-two years old when the reference to  Hayy Ibn Yaqzan was omitted from Robert Barclay’s book  An Apology for the True Christian Divinity. 3 It is highly likely that he read  Hayy, or heard about him from his dissenters’ circle. His mother’s paternal grandparents were associated with the Moravian sect, and his friend Thomas Paine was the son of a Quaker. 

 Lyrics from Poetical Sketches, which appeared in 1783, was financed by Blake’s friend Flaxman and his intellectual circle. In it, Blake sings of the eastern hills, perfumed garments, valleys, winds, pearls, golden crown, golden tent, flames, shades, rivers, streams, silk draperies, dance, songs, 
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maidens, fruits, flowers, trees, sun, storms, monsters, groaning rocks, cliffs, mariners and caves. He sees dewy locks, fair-haired angels, wolves, lions, fleeces of flocks, virgins, golden gates, heaven and earth, sun and stars, lilies and roses. He feels love and despair, joy and melancholy, happiness and pain. In one song, he speaks of true love as transitory and attempts to use a new poetic diction that is very different from the neo-classicism of the eighteenth century. 

My silks and fine array, 

My smiles and languished air, 

By love are driv’n away, 

And mournful lean Despair

Brings me yew to deck my grave; 

Such end true lovers have. 

His face is fair as heav’n

When springing buds unfold; 

Oh why to him was’t giv’n, 

Whose heart is wintry cold? 

His breast is love’s all worshipped tomb

Where all love’s pilgrims come

Bring me an axe and spade; 

Bring me a winding sheet. 

When I my grave have made, 

Let winds and tempests beat; 

Then down I’ll lie, as cold as clay

True love doth pass away! 4

But in  Lyrics of 1784, “Obtuse Angel’s Song,” Blake expresses his anxiety vis-à-vis the men of reason, or the unique individuals, such as Locke and Newton and two other Anglican men of the late seventeenth century: Robert South, a sarcastic preacher who attacked Dissenters in particular, and William Sherlock, author of  A Practical Discourse concerning Death. 

To be or not to be

Of great capacity, 

Like Sir Isaac Newton, 

Or Locke, or Doctor South, 

Or Sherlock upon death. 

I’d rather be Sutton. 

For he did build a house

For aged men and youth, 

With walls of brick and stone, 

He furnished it within

With whatever he could win, 

And all his own. 

He drew out of the stocks

His money in a box, 

And sent his servant

To Green the bricklayer, 









102

 Chapter 4

And to the carpenter. 

He was so fervent

The chimneys were three score, 

The windows many more; 

And for convenience

He sinks and gutters made

And all the way he paved

To hinder pestilence. 

Was not this a good man, 

Whose life was but a span, 

Whose name was Sutton, 

As Locke, or Doctor South, 

Or Sherlock upon Death, 

Or Sir Isaac Newton? 5 (Blake,  The Oxford Poetry Library, 31). 

It is this ordinary average man Sutton who built a house for the aged and the youth that fascinated Blake. In him he saw divinity and salvation. 

This makes him very close to Hayy who recognized the importance of each individual regardless of his social status when he visited the inhabited island and met people who were very different from him. The Enlightenment philosophers might have glorified the unique individual although they also stress the equality of all men, Blake, however, prefers to honor the average human being and to equate not only mankind, but also religions. 

Around the year 1788, Blake confirms, “All Religions Are One.” The notion of tolerance has certainly come from Hayy, although he himself does not find any religion necessary, for man has reason and can distinguish between good and evil without the help of revealed religions, prophets, or institutions. Blake, on the other hand, insists that the moral man learns his morality through education. Hayy highlights experiments and evidence as an essential method of knowledge of the physical world, while Blake emphasizes the Poetic Genius as the true Man, but then comes to the same conclusion like Hayy that all men are alike, though infinitely various. 

The religions of all nations are derived from each nation’s different reception of the Poetic Genius, which is everywhere called the Spirit of Prophecy. 

The Jewish and Christian testaments are an original derivation from the

Poetic Genius. This is necessary from the confined nature of bodily sensation

As all men are alike (though infinitely various) so all religions—and, as all similar, have one source. 6 (Blake,  The Oxford Poetry Library, 34) In “There is No Natural Religion,” Blake assures his reader that Man has no notion of moral fitness but from education. Naturally he is only a natural organ subject to sense. 
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Man cannot naturally perceive but through his natural or bodily organs. 

Man by his reasoning power can only compare and judge of what he has

already perceived. 

. . . 

He who sees the infinite in all things sees God. He who sees the ratio only sees himself only. 

Conclusion

If it were not for the poetic or prophetic character the philosophic and experimental would soon be at the ration all things, and stand still, unable to do other than repeat the same dull round over again. 7

( Blake, The Oxford Poetry Library, 35-36) In his glorification of the Poetic Genius, Blake minimizes the significance of reason, but still he does not deny its proper role no matter how mundane or mechanical it is. The limits to Enlightenment rationality troubles him a great deal, but he still supports many basic tenets of the movement that has changed the face of Europe during the eighteenth century. 

With the publication of  Songs of Innocence  in 1789 Blake introduces both poetry and pictorial design. The child, who is nurtured by animals as Hayy Ibn Yaqzan, appears as the focal point in the book. Unlike Hayy who is surrounded by deer and tame animals on a desert island, Blake’s little girl is surrounded by lion, leopards and tigers, while the virgin looks at her. Then the wild beasts take the sleeping lost child to the caves. 

Her parents look for her for seven days. Finally they find her among the wild tigers. And there they dwell to this day never afraid of the “wolvish howl” or “the lion’s growl.” 8

In the Arabic story, the infant, whose name means the living son of the wakeful, is born on an Indian island “where Men come into the world, spontaneously without the help of Father and Mother” (S. Okley’s translation,  The Improvement of Human Reason, 1708). The narrator tells us that this is possible because the island enjoys the most perfect temperature on earth and receives its light from the highest possible point in heaven. For skeptical readers, the narrator presents another version of Hayy’s birth. A princess who lives on another island marries a kinsman against the will of the king, her brother, and gives birth to a baby boy. Fearing her brother’s revenge she puts the baby in a sealed ark and casts him at nightfall into the sea. The current carries the box to another island and places it in a thick grove full of trees, sheltered from rain and sun. Meanwhile, the nails and timbers of the ark have become loose. The hungry baby starts to cry. A doe who has lost her fawn hears the sound and comes up to the ark. She manages to save the baby and becomes his nurse and mother. 

This is the account of Hayy’s origin: a boy who grows up all alone on a desert island. On the other hand Blake’s little girl wanders by herself and gets lost in a wild desert. Beasts of prey care for her until she is joined by
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her parents. The poem ends with both wild animals and human beings living together in peace. 

XXI

In the southern clime, 

Where the summer’s prime

Never fades away, 

Lovely Lyca lay. 

Seven summers old

Lovely Lyca told; 

She had wander’d long

Hearing wild birds’ song. 

“Sweet sleep, come to me

Underneath this tree. 

Do father, mother weep, 

Where can Lyca sleep? 

“Lost in desart wild

Is your little child

. . . 

Sleeping Lyca lay

While the beasts of prey, 

Come from caverns deep, 

View’d the maid asleep

The kingly lion stood

And the virgin view’d, 

Then he gamboll’d round

O’er the hollow’d ground

Leopards, tygers, play

Round her as she lay

While the lion old

Bow’d his mane of gold

And her bosom lick

And upon her neck

From his eyes of flame

Ruby tears there came; 

While the lioness

Loos’d her slender dress, 

And naked they convey’d

To caves the sleeping maid. 9

Some of the short poems that follow seem to be drenched with Hayy’s philosophy. Take for instance, “The Divine Image” as an example. Mercy, Pity, Peace, Love, and Toleration are highlighted as important principles. 

The proximity of man and God is emphasized in such a way that one feels that it is possible to be one with the Divine. 
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XX

For Mercy, Pity, Peace, and Love

Is God, our father dear, 

And Mercy, Pity, Peace, and Love

Is Man, his child and care. 

For Mercy has a human heart, 

Pity, a human face, 

And Love, the human form divine, 

And Peace, the human dress. 

Then every man, of every clime, 

That prays in his distress, 

Prays to the human form divine, 

Love, Mercy, Pity, Peace. 

And all must love the human form, 

In heathen, Turk, or Jew; 

Where Mercy, Love, and Pity dwell, 

There God is dwelling too. 10

Perhaps Blake is more akin here to the Persian Sufi al-Hallaj who once declared, “I am the Truth” and consequently was decapitated and burned in Baghdad in 922. In a famous poem al-Hallaj expounds his pantheistic views:

I am He whom I love, and He whom I love is I. 

We are two souls dwelling in one body. 

When thou seest me, thou seests Him:

And when thou seests Him, thou seests us both. 11

Blake’s characters might not have reached this point of annihilation with God, but they seem forever striving for the divine within themselves. 

In 1790 Blake confirms in  The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, a prose work, that “Man has no Body distinct from his Soul,” that “Energy is the only life and is from the Body and Reason is the bound or outward circumference of Energy.” His conclusion is that “Energy is Eternal Delight.” For Blake “Without Contraries is no progression. Attraction and Repulsion, Reason and Energy, Love and Hate, are necessary to Human existence.” Furthermore, he explains that “From these contraries spring what the religious call Good & Evil. Good is the passive that obey Reason. Evil is the active springing from Energy. Good is Heaven. Evil is Hell.” Blake praises Milton, the author of  Paradise Lost, as a true poet and of the “devils party without knowing it.” and claims that Milton’s Messiah is no one but Satan. He attacks those who restrain their craving, and even suggests to “murder an infant in its cradle than nurse unacted desires.” He assures his readers that “Prisons are built with stones of Law, Brothels with bricks of Religion,” and that priests lay their “curse on the
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fairest joys.” Swedenborg, the man whom he once admired and joined his church, is now dismissed as someone’s “writings are a recapitulation of all superficial, opinions, and an analysis of the more sublime, but no further,” or even worse, “Swedenborg boasts that what he writes is new; tho’ it is only the Contents or Index of already publish’d books,” or “he shews the folly of churches & exposes hypocrites, till he imagines that all are religious, & himself the single one on earth that ever broke a net.” 

Blake accuses the Swedish philosopher/scientist of not having conversed with the devils, preferring to converse only with the angels, and concludes his work with an evocation of an “Angel, who is now become a Devil” and his particular friend, for they “often read the Bible together in its infernal or diabolical sense.” 12 This all sounds very baffling. Whatever happened to Blake’s narrators who were striving for the divine within themselves, but now seem to have become diabolical? One is tempted to believe that  The Marriage of Heaven and Hell  which consists of several paradoxical sequences and meanders from “The Argument” to “The Voice of the Devil,” to “A Memorable Fancy,” to “Proverbs of Hell,” to

“A Memorable Fancy again,” to “A Song of Liberty,” and then concludes with the “Chorus,” is nothing but a rambling of a madman. Yet one is able to discern a few ideas beside the doctrine of contraries that was popularized by Jacob Boehme (1575-1624), a German mystic, and at a later stage by the Englishman William Law (1686-1761), the tutor of the historian Edward Gibbon’s son. 

Imagination is exalted above reason. The Proverbs of Hell tell us that

“What is now proved was once, only imagin’d,” or “The tygers of wrath are wiser than the horses of instruction.” Consequently, poets are superior to philosophers and priests. Human perception is glorified. The improvement of sensual enjoyment is encouraged. The idea is “If the doors of perception were cleansed everything would appear to man as it is, infinite/ For man has closed himself up, till he sees all things thro’ narrow chinks of his cavern.” God is not separate from man. It seems that “men forgot All deities reside in the human breast.” But perhaps Blake’s political and religious concerns are more ardent in different sequences. In his

“Song of Liberty,” for instance, he speaks about France’s dungeons and cries “Empire is no more! And now the lion & wolf shall cease.” 13 In the final sequence entitled “Chorus” he sings, “Let the Priests of the Raven of dawn, no longer in deadly black, with hoarse note curse the sons of joy. 

Nor his accepted brethren, whom tyrant, he calls free: lay the bound or build the roof. Nor pale religious lechery call that virginity,/ That wishes but acts not!/ For everything that lives is Holy.” The vehement attack on Empire, priests, and dogmatic religion highlights political, social, moral, and religious questions that plagued not only Blake, but his contemporaries as well. There is no doubt that a wild natural man, such as Hayy Ibn Yaqzan has helped in stirring this debate among philosophers, religious men and writers in eighteenth-century Europe, for he rejected con-
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ventional religions, questioned their rituals and superstitions, stressed doubt as a principal method in philosophy, promoted experiments, demanded evidence, condemned violence, injustice and inequality, and glorified man. Although he emphasized the importance of reason, he knew its limitations in metaphysical matters. For this reason, he spoke highly of imagination and its role in seeing the infinite, the unconscious, and the sublime. Through intuition he finally saw the Mover of the Universe face-to-face, and was able to move easily between the human and the divine sphere, the seen and the unseen world. Swedenborg who was influenced by Descartes and Leibniz—in their turn influenced by Ibn Tufayl—seems to have left a lasting imprint on Blake in spite of the fact that the rebellious poet attacks him in  The Marriage of Heaven and Hell. Blake simply picked up bits and pieces from the various philosophers he read and blended them together at different points in his life. If he indeed read Hayy Ibn Yaqzan, he would not have liked the man of reason, the scientist who demanded evidence and encouraged experimentations, but he would have fallen for the visionary man who managed to see God—

although the exact word is never used—and thus eliminated the gap between heaven and earth. He would have also admired the man who advocated equality, freedom, and toleration, condemned violence, and injustice in all its forms, and despised wealth. Like other English Dissenters, he would have embraced the man who rejected authorities in all its forms, whether religious, political, or social on his desert island, but pleaded for the erection of a just democratic system in societies where conventional religions and material goods still meant so much to many people. For Hayy, man is born free. He has reason and can use it wisely if he wishes. For this reason there is no need for a teacher, a preacher, a policeman, or a king in the state of nature. Unfortunately he discovered that in society there are many men who neglect to use their reason. But this did not mean that they must be fettered and chained. A just, humble king can be chosen along with other just people to peacefully remind the negligent masses of their rights and responsibilities. Thus he heralded a new era of democratic enlightenment. Blake, to be sure, did not glorify reason, but he did embrace the ideals of the French and American Revolutions, and seemed to be an admirer of Thomas Paine’s  Rights of Man which appeared in 1791-1792 and called for reform throughout the Western world. It is important to remember that Thomas Paine’s father was a Quaker who must have intimately known the Arabic book,  Hayy Ibn Yaqzan. 

In “America, a Prophecy,” which appeared in 1793, Blake celebrates the fall of the Empire and the liberation of the slave. 

Let the slave grinding at the mill run out into the field; Let him look up into the heavens and laugh in the bright air; Let the enchained soul shut up in darkness and in sighing, 









108

 Chapter 4

Whose face has never seen a smile in thirty weary years, Rise and look out—his chains are loose, his dungeon doors are open. 

And let his wife and children return from the oppressor’s scourge; They look behind at every step and believe it is a dream, Singing: “The sun has left his blackness, and has found a fresher morning. 

And the fair moon rejoices in the clear and cloudless night. 

For empire is no more, and now the lion and wolf shall cease. 14

(Blake,  The Oxford Poetry Library, 97)

 Songs of Experience, which consists of twenty-seven short lyrics, appeared in 1794. They describe the shattering influence of man and society on the child and nature, and how the human spirit withers during the battle for conformity, restriction, and rules. 15 The contrast between the state of purity and the state of corruption is stark and gloomy. In his lyric “The Sick Rose,” Blake deplores the illness of the beautiful flower. 

XIII

O. Rose, thou art sick! 

The invisible worm

That flies in the night

In the howling storm, 

Has found out thy bed

Of crimson joy:

And his dark secret love

Does thy life destroy. 

It is not only the rose that is sick, but also the city of London along with its shackled and suppressed inhabitants. 

VIII

I wander thro’ each chartered street, 

Near where the chartered Thames does flow, 

And mark in every face I meet

Marks of weakness, marks of woe. 

In every cry of every Man, 

In every Infant’s cry of fear, 

In every voice, in every ban, 

The mind-forged manacles I hear. 

How the chimney-sweeper’s cry

Every black’ning church appals; 

And the hapless soldier’s sigh

Runs in blood down palace walls. 

But most thro’ midnight streets I hear

How the youthful Harlot’s curse

Blasts the new born infant’s tear, 

And blights with plagues the Marriage hearse. 

“The Chimney Sweeper” cries that his parents think they have done him no injury, “And are gone to praise God and His priest and King,/ Who
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made up a heaven of our misery.” The infant who leaps into the dangerous world is “Helpless, piping loud,/ Like a fiend hid in a cloud/ Struggling in [his] father’s hands,/ Striving against [his] swaddling bands.” 

The “Little Boy Lost” complains of the priest who burns “him in iron chain” in a holy place! And in “The Garden of Love,” the narrator describes how priests are walking rounds in black gowns and binding his joys and desires with briars. There are restrictions and chains everywhere. Yet man is born free. This is what Hayy tells us in the distant past, and what Rousseau and Blake, among others, have repeated after him only in the eighteenth century. The innocent Lamb becomes a Tiger in the Songs of Experience. His tender voice becomes a roar; his gentle eyes turn into burning fire. But he emerges as a symbol of both beauty and terror. 

XI

Tiger! Tiger! Burning bright

In the forests of the night, 

What immortal hand or eye, 

Could frame thy fearful symmetry? 

In what distant deeps or skies

Burnt the fire of thine eyes? 

On what wings dare he aspire? 

What the hand dare seize the fire? 

And what shoulder, and what art, 

Could twist the sinews of thy heart? 

And when thy heart began to beat, 

What dread hand? And what dread feet? 

What the hammer? What the chain? 

In what furnace was thy brain? 

What the anvil? What dread grasp

Dare its deadly terrors clasp? 

When the stars threw down their spears, 

And watered heaven with their tears, 

Did he smile his work to see? 

Did he who made the Lamb make thee? 

It is true that the French Revolution was followed by the Reign of Terror and resulted in dictatorship and tyranny, but the ideals that inspired a generation of poets, philosophers, and activists remained alive in the hearts of the oppressed. Although Thomas Paine had narrowly escaped the guillotine, he was imprisoned for nearly a year by Robespierre in revolutionary France before he fled to the newly independent United States of America in 1802 and was received by President Jefferson in the White House. But his views on religion, and his opposition to President Washington, made him unpopular in America at a later stage. Sick and neglected at the end of his life, he wished to be buried in a Quakers’

cemetery, for his father was a Quaker, and he himself thought highly of
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this dissident group. Eventually he was buried at his farm in New Ro-chelle. The terror that resulted from the French Revolution did not disillusion him or turn him into a conservative writer as was the case of many of his contemporaries. On the contrary, the terrible events confirmed his belief that something good will eventually spring out of evil. 16 Similarly, Blake, was a witness to the horrible events that took place in France after the revolution and was disillusioned with the system of government in his country England, yet he never lost hope in the revolutionary ideals that will eventually regenerate a new world and bring happiness to all of the inhabitants on earth. For this reason, perhaps, he saw the tiger as the combination of terror and energy that will bring spiritual rebirth in the future. 

Between 1804 and 1818 Blake’s “Jerusalem” appeared. Chapter III is a devastating attack against Deism and its advocates. 17 Deism is normally defined as “the belief in the existence of a God on the evidence of reason and nature, with rejection of supernatural revelation” ( Random House Webster’s Dictionary). The poem exposes Blake’s confused ideas about Deism and Deists. For him Locke and his followers leave man at the mercy of material and mechanical forces. He accuses the Deists of causing wars and submitting to the tyrannical kings of Europe. As a result of the disappearance of an active immanent God, Blake argues, that Satan will replace Him and play a prominent role in our lives. Once man’s inherent divinity is negated, he is automatically reduced to a natural object. This explains Blake’s statement that “All the Destruction . . . in Christian Europe has arisen from Deism which is Natural Religion.” According to him, Christianity as it is symbolized by “Forgiveness” becomes the key to solving all problems of mankind. The irony is that Thomas Paine who was a Deist is not attacked simply because of his recognition of divine presence in the world. His book,  The Age of Reason (1793) is an attack on Christianity and the Bible from a Deist point of view. It is important to remember, however, that Blake had alerted Paine of an impending arrest in 1792. Consequently the radical writer fled to France where he was elected to the French National Assembly as representative for Calais, but was sentenced to death in England, his original homeland! His books were burned there! Still, Blake attacked Deists and Deism excluding his friend Thomas Paine. 

Babel mocks, saying there is no God nor Son of God, That thou, O human imagination, O divine body, art all A delusion. But I know thee, O Lord, when thou arises upon My weary eyes, even in this dungeon and this iron mill. 

. . . 

The key-bones and the chest dividing in pain, 

Disclose a hideous orifice, thence issuing, the giant-brood Arise as the smoke of the furnace, shaking the rocks from sea to sea, 
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And there they combine into three forms, named Bacon and Newton and

Locke, 

In the oak groves of Albion which overspread all the earth. 

Doubt, experiments, and natural religion are totally rejected. Bacon, Newton, Locke, Voltaire, and Rousseau are mocked. Empirical and ana-lytical methods are useless if one wishes to test the existence of God and be closer to the infinite. Only imagination is capable of perceiving the world beyond the five senses. 

Pity wrath

This World

Desire

But the Spectre like a hoar frost & Mildew rose over Albion Saying, I am God O Sons of Men! I am your Rational Power! 

Am I not Bacon & Newton & Locke who teach Humility to Man! 

Who teach Doubt & Experiment & my two Wings Voltaire: Rousseau. 

Where is that Friend of Sinners! That Rebel against my Laws! 

Who teaches Belief to the Nations & an unknown Eternal Life Come hither into the Desart & turn these stones to bread. 

Foolish man! Wilt thou believe without Experiment? 

And build a World of Phantasy upon my Great Abyss! 

A World of Shapes in craving lust & devouring appetite

. . . 

The Building is Natural Religion & its Altars Natural Morality A building of eternal death: whose proportions are eternal despair

. . . 

Her Two Covering Cherubs afterwards named Voltaire & Rousseau: Two frowning Rocks: on each side of the Cove & Stone of Torture: Frozen Sons of the feminine Tabernacle of Bacon, Newton & Locke. 

(“Jerusalem,” Chapter III)

Some critics tend to emphasize Blake’s objections to orthodox Christianity on the basis that it suppresses man’s natural desires and earthly joy. 

They highlight his views on marriage as slavery, his attack on the traditional Christian notions of chastity as a virtue, and the societal demand for marital fidelity. For them, Blake’s “marriage Hearse,” or “frozen marriage-bed,” is a clear protest against the law which does not recognize love, and an invitation for multiple partners. They also cite Blake’s wishes to bring a second wife into his house, being influenced by Swedenborg, who advocated the notion of concubines in his church. There are references to Blake along with Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin (1759-1797), who was a member of a radical group which included her husband the philosopher, novelist, William Godwin (1756-1836), Thomas Paine (1737-1809), the political writer, Joseph Priestley (1733-1804), the Presby-terian minister, and Henry Fuseli (1741-1825), the Swiss painter, as the forerunner of the free love movement. They usually cite lines from
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“Daughters of Albion” and claim that the narrator is a strong advocate of free love. 18

Till she who burns with youth, and knows no fixed lot, is bound In spells of law to one she loathes? And must she drag the chain Of life in weary lust! (5.21-3, E49). 

But we must remember that Blake is also a mystic who understood love to mean striving for the divine within oneself, and a personal apocalypse as part of the human experience. He hoped to free humanity from the chains of conventional religion and tradition through intuition and imagination in an age that glorified reason, scientific skepticism, and material-ism. His mystical tone is intensified by using secret language only understood by fellow mystics. The incorporation of physical love scenes could be interpreted as a metaphor of God’s love for his creation. In short, Blake’s poetry can be easily understood in a Sufi context where the erotic is blended with the divine. One only has to look at the poetry of the Persian Muslim poet Jalal al-Din al-Rumi, who flourished in the thirteenth century and whose poems are still translated into English to this very day, in order to understand what Sufism is all about. 19

Blake had illustrated Mary Wollstonecraft’s book,  Original Stories from Real Life, and supposedly admired the woman who worked as a translator and a reader for Joseph Johnson, the London publisher who employed him too as an engraver. Mary was an independent woman, who unlike many of her contemporaries chose her lovers, attacked contemporary society, and called for the education of women in England. 20 She was the opposite of Blake’s wife, Catherine Boucher who was illiterate. 

Blake, the self-educated man who left school before he reached puberty, taught his wife how to read and write and even how to engrave. She became an invaluable aid to her husband during his whole life. In short, she lived for him, but never tried to fulfill her own potential as a human being. Obviously she was jealous of every woman who came close to William, particularly that the couple was not able to have a child, and of the constant talks about the necessity of concubines and/or other wives in Swedenborg’s church. Yet, Blake remained with her until the end of his life. But then he expressed his hidden desires in his poetry and prose, and wrote about the antagonism between law and love, sexual equality, the marital institution, and the Christian notion of enforced chastity. He praised natural love, which is not bound by jealousy, and confirmed that man is not a sinner, but a weary wanderer looking for spiritual emanation. 

Western scholars always refer to certain literary and sociopolitical factors that have shaped Blake as a poet and a painter. They list the Bible, the dissident religious ideas, Milton’s  Paradise Lost,  Dante’s  The Divine Comedy, the Industrial Revolution, the cruel marriage laws, the corrupt Anglican Church, the French and American Revolutions, as something
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that triggered Blake’s poetic genius. Unfortunately, they tend to neglect the non-Western influence on troubled England in the eighteenth century. After all theologians who were involved in interpreting the Bible and attempting to come up with new ideas concerning Christianity and Christ had often looked outside of Europe. Some of them chose Ibn Tufayl’s book,  Hayy Ibn Yaqzan, as a guide. The Quakers, in particular, had adopted certain views from Hayy. They emphasized the significance of the Inner Light given to us as a gift from God, and stressed the principle of toleration, and the futility of hatred and violence. Samuel Coleridge’s German professor at the University of Göttingen, Johann Gottfried Eichhorn, did a new translation of  Hayy  and published it in Berlin in 1782. It is important to remember that the Arabic book has been translated and retranslated into Hebrew, Latin, and several European languages including English since the fourteenth century. It is a book that influenced not only theologians, but also scientists, philosophers, and revolutionary writers, such as Spinoza, Descartes, Bacon, Newton, Locke, Leibniz, Voltaire, Rousseau, and Kant among others. 21

 Hayy  was not the only book that fascinated many people in England. 

There was another book that was quite different, a book that stressed the significance of sensual pleasure, imagination, fancy, and the role that educated women can play in society. This book is  The One Thousand and One Night s that introduced the Box Woman to Europe, with her insatiable appetite for sex, her total rejection of marriage laws, and the restrictions on women’s lives. On the opposite pole, however, there was Shahrazad, the most accomplished woman on earth, the most learned, who was determined to annihilate tyranny and reform the kingdom through her self-sacrifice and forgiveness. The king did not seek to marry her. She sought to marry him knowing quite well that he intended to kill her as he killed many innocent virgins before her, in revenge for the betrayal of his queen. Shahrazad told the king, among other stories, the most obscene tales about human beings who seek pleasure, for one thousand and one nights. Surely, she could not have loved this tyrant. But she continued to let him sleep with her and impregnate her for many years. Her goal was to save the kingdom along with its female population. Her offspring, she hoped would be just like her, and would rid the empire from insane dictators. One might not agree with her method in getting rid of tyrants. 

But this woman has fascinated Europe, decades before Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin appeared on the scene to demand that English women be educated. Shahrazad used her narrative skill and “poetic genius,” to borrow Blake’s terminology, in order to save humanity. “A tyrant is the worst disease, and the cause of all others,” Blake once wrote. It was Shahrazad, a highly learned woman, who performed the job of a doctor and was able not only to heal the sick king, but also to restore harmony and justice to the state. In this sense art seems to resolve the complexities of human existence. 22
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In addition to  Hayy Ibn Yaqzan  and  The Arabian Nights, there were numerous translations into English during the eighteenth century, chiefly among them is a collection of Arabic and Persian poetry that dealt with the theme of love, or the quest of Muslim mystics. English orientalists produced books on Islam, the  Qur’an, the life of the Prophet Muhammad, and on the history of the Islamic Empire. The British conquest of India facilitated the thriving market for oriental lore. 

In his article “Blake After Two Centuries” Northrop Frye argues that

“Blake, who was brought up on the Bible and on Milton, is unusually close to this simple and naïve Biblism even for an English poet. . . . [His painting along with his poetry] is the work of a man whose Bible was his text book.” 23 One wonders to what extent is this statement true, particularly if one considers Blake’s support for the religious dissidents in his time and the availability and popularity of oriental poetry and philosophy on the market? Is it possible to consider other foreign texts to have influenced Blake’s visions? Was the poetry of the Egyptian mystic Ibn al-Farid (1181-1235), or the Persian al-Hallaj (beheaded in 922), or al-Suhrawardi (put to death in 1191), or Sa’di (d. 1292), or Farid al-Din al-Attar (d. 1221 at the hands of Mongol invaders), or Jalal al-Din al-Rumi (d. 

1273), or the fourteenth century Hafiz, known to him, or to his circle of friends? Did he ever read Muslim philosophers, such as Ibn Tufayl, or al-Ghazali (d. 1111)—Alghazel of the western Middle Ages—or Ibn ‘Arabi (d. 1273)? Unfortunately there are no definite answers to these questions at this stage. 

Commenting on Blake’s visions, William Wordsworth once observed, 

“There was no doubt that this poor man was mad, but there is something in the madness of this man which interests me more than the sanity of Lord Byron and Walter Scott.” 24 If many scholars share Wordsworth’s opinion of Blake, a recent study by Saree Makdisi asserts that this madman can be understood if one reconsiders the history of the 1790s. 25

NOTES

1. William Blake,  The Poetical Works of William Blake, edited with an introduction by John Sampson (London: Oxford University Press, 1913. Reprinted 1952), 133. Cf.  The Complete Writings of William Blake, ed. Geoffrey Keynes (London: Oxford University Press, 1966), 418. See “From Poems and Fragments from the Note-Book Written about 1800-1803, plate 7. Cf. “Notebook drafts, c. 1804, VI” in  Blake: The Complete Poems, 3rd ed., edited W. H. Stevenson (Harlow, England, London: Pearson Longman, 2007), 497-498. Cf.  The Mentor Book of Major British Poets, ed. Oscar Williams, with an introduction by Julian Symons. (New York: New American Library, 1963), 16. 
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lent parental instruction, the model proposed by Mary Wollstonecraft. This involved a commitment to an ethic of care . . . an ethic that takes as its highest value the insuring that, in any conflict, no one should be hurt.” See  Romanticism and Gender (New York; London: Routledge, 1993), 1, 209. 
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FIVE

The Interrogation of Political and

Social Systems: Percy Bysshe Shelley’s

Call for Drastic Societal Change

The loathsome mask has fallen, the Man remains,—

Sceptreless, free, uncircumscribed,—but man:

Equal, unclassed, tribeless and nationless, 

Exempt from awe, worship, degree, the King

Over himself. 

—Shelley ( Prometheus Unbound  III, iv, 193-197) Percy Bysshe Shelley (1792-1822), a Romantic English poet, who drowned with a friend in a foreign country, wished to reform the world. He dreamt of freedom and equality, and made Rousseau his guide in his journey for an ideal love. When his body was discovered on the shore, two books, one by Sophocles, the other by Keats, were found in his pocket. Although his life was cut short, he managed to question every con-ceivable authority during his time. Unlike William Blake, he belonged to an elite landowning family and was educated at Oxford. But his pamphlet on  The Necessity of Atheism (1811) forced the university to expel him. 

Shelley did not only question Christian theology, but he also interrogated the political and social system and defied parental authority and marriage laws in his country. He was nineteen years old when he married Harriet Westbrook, only to desert her within a few years and run away with the fifteen-year-old Mary Godwin, daughter of the feminist writer Mary Wollstonecraft and the philosopher William Godwin. His first wife, a daughter of a coffeehouse owner, and mother of two young children, committed suicide. It is not easy to separate Shelley’s poetry from his life. 1 The same thing applies to Jean Jacques Rousseau, his guide to the ideal love. Both men called for the reformation of society, expressed their 119
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love of freedom and asserted their belief in the perfectibility of mankind. 

Yet both of them were not only far from perfect, but they succeeded in hurting others throughout their lives. 

As a twenty-one-year-old and still living in England, Shelley wrote Queen Mab, an ideological poem that he published privately in 1813. He was still married to Harriet Westbrook. The poem, which is dedicated to her, and claims that through her eyes the poet has “loved mankind the more,” is an attack on the monarchy, war, religion, and commerce. It consists of nine cantos, plus the dedication to young Harriet, who supposedly represents the “the purer mind” of the poet, and who is the

“inspiration of [his] song.” It was reprinted fourteen times until 1840, and was very popular among the English radicals. Today Marxists circulate it on the Internet. 

The Fairy Queen awakens the soul of the slumbering maiden Ianthe, flies with the spirit in a magic chariot, and acts as a guide and a mentor. 

Lessons of the past and the present are delivered. Secrets of the future are explained. Addressing the soul of the maiden, Queen Mab cries, II

‘Behold,’ . . . 

‘Palmyra’s ruined palaces! 

Behold where grandeur frowned! 

Behold where pleasure smiled! 

What now remains? The memory

Of senselessness and shame. 

What is immortal there? 

Nothing—it stands to tell

A melancholy tale, to give

An awful warning; soon

Oblivion will steal silently

The remnant of its fame. 

Monarchs and conquerors there

Proud o’er prostrate millions trod—

The earthquakes of the human race, 

Like them, forgotten when the ruin

That marks their shock is past. 2

The Fairy’s tone sounds very familiar to Arab ears. Numerous Arabic poems, particularly after the fall of Muslim Spain in the hands of the Christians at the end of the fifteenth century, bemoan the loss of all civilizations. Nothing remains at the end. Shelley’s choice of the Syrian Palmyra, the Egyptian Pyramids, the wandering Arab’s tent, the Temple at Jerusalem evokes man’s sorrow and confronts him with his haughty van-ity. For not a stone will remain, nor the builder’s name will be remembered. Furthermore, the pre-Islamic odes that were published by Sir William Jones in 1782 and were available to the English readers always
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addressed the ruins in the desert right at the outset and at great length. 

The fragility of human abodes is always emphasized and mourned. 

In other parts of the poem “War” is described as “the statesman’s game, the priest’s delight,/ The lawyer’s jest, the hired assassin’s trade” 

(IV, 168-169). It is “From kings and priests and statesmen war arose” (IV, 80). Wealth, on the other hand, is delineated as “the curse of man” (II). It destroys everything good in him, his virtue and wisdom; it obliterates truth and liberty. Commerce is condemned as the thing that “has set the mark of selfishness.” (V, 53). Monarchs are dismissed as unnatural beings. Nature rejects them, for they make slaves of men. They are associated with parasites. The Fairy warns of the terrible consequences of power and corruption in the state. 

III

. . . . Stranger yet, 

To those who know not Nature, nor deduce

The future from the present, it may seem, 

That not one slave, who suffers from the crimes Of this unnatural being, not one wretch, 

Whose children famish and whose nuptial bed

Is earth’s unpitying bosom, rears an arm

To dash him from his throne! 

Those gilded flies

That, basking in the sunshine of a court, 

Flatten on its corruption! What are they?—

The drones of the community; they feed

On the mechanic’s labour, the starved hind

The virtuous man who is totally free is glorified. He does not accept authority of any kind. 

. . . The man

Of virtuous soul commands not, nor obeys. 

Power, like a desolating pestilence, 

Pollutes what e’er it touches; and obedience, 

Bane of all genius, virtue, freedom, truth, 

Makes slaves of men, and the human frame

A mechanized automaton. (III, 100-110; 175-179) But if the monarchs and their courts are corrupt, if the priests and the statesmen are warmongers, if the masses are oppressed and chained, what is then the role of religion in all this mess? Is there a God? And how will the world be revived again? In Canto VII, The Spirit recalls as an infant the burning of an atheist in town. 

I was an infant when my mother went

To see an atheist burned. She took me there

. . . 

His death-pang rent my heart! The insensate mob
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Uttered a cry of triumph, and I wept. 

“Weep not, child!” cried my mother, for that man Has said, there is no God.” 

Fairy

‘There is no God! 

Nature confirms the faith his death-groan sealed. 

. . . 

Himself the creature of his worshippers, 

Whose names and attributes and passions change, Seeva, Buddh, Foh, Johovah, God, or Lord, 

Even with the human dupes who build his shrines, Still serving o’er the war-polluted world

For desolation’s watchword; 

. . . 

Earth groans beneath religion’s iron age, 

And priests dare dabble of a God of peace, 

Even whilst their hands are red with guiltless blood, Murdering the while, uprooting every germ

Of truth, exterminating, spoiling all, 

Making the earth a slaughter-house! (VII, 1-2; 10-14; 28-33; 43-48) Forget about God and religion, the Fairy says. In Canto 8 and 9 she talks about the secrets of the future. Yes, there will be a glorious renovation, and rebirth. It is true that the past and the present are desolate. Kings have “leagued against the rights of man”; priests have “traded with the name of God” (VII, 185-186); inequality and slavery have been the norm, but all this will pass away, for time is the real king of the earth. The Fairy urges the Spirit to rejoice, and to be hopeful of brighter days to come. 

VIII

‘Tear thou that gloomy shroud.—Spirit, behold

Thy glorious destiny!’

. . . 

Joy to the Spirit came,—

Such joy—as—when a lover sees

The chosen of his soul in happiness, 

And witnesses her peace

Whose woe to him were bitterer than death. (VIII, 9-10; 31-35) The Fairy speaks about the transformation of deserts into woods, of tigers into lambs, of bitterness into happiness, of war into peace, and proclaims the end of the contest between reason and passion. She anticipates a new relationship between man and woman, based on love and trust, the disappearance of kings, church, and tyrannical laws, and hails the dawn of science, equality, and freedom. The poem ends with the soul being united with the body, just as Dante believes will happen to the dead in his Paradise. 

Shelley shares with Hayy Ibn Yaqzan this optimistic view of the future, where tigers will eventually become lambs. But whereas Hayy al-
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ways harps on man’s responsibility for bringing such a change, first within himself, then in society at large, Shelley is more enraged about the real world, the dictatorship of the Kings and the Church. In the state of nature, Hayy does not see any relevance to the existence of kings, prophets, priests, teachers, or policemen, for the natural man is always aware of his rights and duties and is able to use his reason for the common good. But on the contrary, in the political state where men tend to be involved in commerce, follow traditional religions, and have kings rule over them, they seem to be too busy to question themselves, or their social and political system. For Hayy, the future will be bright if each citizen does not forget to use his reason, and is adamant at establishing a just rule in his country. After all, all people are born good and free. 

But perhaps  Alastor, or, The Spirit of Solitude, magnifies even more the haunting effect of Arabs and Arabic culture on the youthful poet. 3 Its sources are similar to those of “Endymion” by Keats. Written in Windsor Great Park in 1815 and published the following year, the poem tells the story of the lonely journey of a man pursued by an evil spirit to his death. 

It describes how the Poet fled from his “alienated home,” abandoned an

“Arab maiden,” and relentlessly sought an ideal love “through Arabie/

And Persia, and the wild Carmanian waste/ And o’er the aerial mountains which pour down/Indus and Oxus from their icy caves.” He dreamt of a veiled maid, a poet, and a learned female, not unlike the Fair Persian in  The Arabian Nights,  but the vision soon disappeared, and he died alone. 

It was a futile pilgrimage, for the Poet failed to fulfill himself, or find his ideal love. One wonders how much the poem is a prophecy of what happened and will happen to Shelley in the course of his very short life. 

At the beginning of the quest, the narrator tells us: There was a Poet whose untimely tomb

No human hands with pious reverence reared, 

But the charmed eddies of autumnal winds

Built o’er his mouldering bones a pyramid

Of mouldering leaves in the waste wilderness. 

As a young man, he used to linger long “In lonesome vales, making the wild his home” contemplating the universe, and searching for an impossible dream. He visits the ruins of Babylon, Athens, Tyre, Balabec, Jerusalem, and the Egyptian pyramids. An Arab maid brings his food. She is in love with him. But he does not notice her. 

Enamoured, yet not daring for deep awe

To speak of her love;—and watched his nightly sleep, Sleepless herself, to gaze upon his lips

Parted in slumber whence the regular breath

Of innocent dreams arose: then, when red morn

Made paler the pale moon, to her cold home

Wildered, and wan, and panting, she returned. 
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He continues his journey unabated. Tired and depressed his spirit is suddenly lifted when he dreams of a veiled maid Sate near him, talking in low solemn tones

Her voice was like the voice of his own soul

Heard in the calm of thought; its music long, 

Like woven sounds of streams and breezes, held

His inmost sense suspended in its web

Of many-coloured woof and shifting hues. 

Knowledge and truth and virtues were her theme, And lofty hopes of divine liberty, 

Thoughts the most dear to him and poesy, 

Herself a poet. Soon the solemn mood

Of her pure mind kindled through all her frame

A permeating fire: wild numbers then

She raised with voice stifled in tremulous sobs Subdued by its own pathos: her fair hands

Were bare alone, sweeping from some strange harp Strange symphony, and in their branching veins

The eloquent blood told an ineffable tale. 

The tantalizing encounter with the veiled maid, so close, yet so distant, symbolizes the tragedy of the seeker, who has always chosen to be alone. 

Her voice, her knowledge, her hopes seem now to reflect his very own thoughts and longing. He observes her intensely waiting for the moment of ecstasy. And as she rises, he turns and watches Her glowing limbs beneath the sinuous veil

Of woven wind, her outspread arms now bare, 

Her dark locks floating in the breath of night, Her beamy bending eyes, her parted lips

Outstretched, and pale, and quivering eagerly. 

His strong heart sunk and sickened with excess

Of love. He reared his shuddering limbs and quelled His gasping breath, and spread his arms to meet Her panting bosom . . . she drew back a while, 

Then yielding to the irresistible joy, 

With frantic gesture and short breathless cry

Folded his frame in her dissolving arms. 

Now blackness veiled his dizzy eyes, and night

Involved and swallowed up the vision; sleep

Like a dark flood suspended in its course, 

Rolled back its impulse on his vacant brain. 

Roused by the shock he started from his trance—

The cold white light of morning, the blue moon

Low in the west, the clear and garish hills, 

The distinct valley and the vacant woods, 

Spread round him where he stood. 
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The veiled maid is a combination not only of the earthly Fair Persian in the tale of Nour al-Din, and the maid who threw her white kerchief to Aziz, a total stranger, from her window in the tale of Taj al-Muluk, but also of the numerous spiritual tales in Arabic literature and allegorical and philosophical treatises on the soul’s journey into the Other World. 4

Indeed, Shelley developed his vision of the soul within his soul in his later poems  Epipsychion (1821) and  The Triumph of Life (1822) possibly using  Hayy Ibn Yaqzan  and Dante’s  La Vita Nuova,  and the  Divine Comedy in which Arabic sources could easily be traced. Hayy and Dante chose to forsake their earthly abode in search for the Divine Light. The journey toward the Prime Mover of the Universe meant above all the journeying away from all sins. At every stage where they halted, they traversed a station on the way to the Light. Hayy violated the mystic code when he decided to go alone without a guide, while Dante adhered to the rites of the journey. Shelley’s Poet in  Alastor  imitated Hayy, the supreme individual who believes that the divine light shines within each one of us. He went alone on his pilgrimage and did not need a guide. But in  Hayy Ibn Yaqzan  there is no Beatrice, or veiled maid. Women are not there to be seen. However, there are plenty of other Arabic sources that depict earthly and spiritual women, beside the  Arabian Nights. Idolized women, such as, ‘Abla, Buthayna, Rabi’a al-‘Adawiya, and many others evoke the memory of all revered females in Arab history. Their stories have not only produced fantastic poetry, but also they were considered as various visions of the Divine. These heroines were images of love, nobility, and even the redeemed life. 5

Ibn Hazm (994-1064), who was born in Cordova, Spain, into a family that recently converted from Christianity to Islam, and led a life of exile not very different from that of Dante, or Shelley, had written a treatise on love and lovers in which he included his own love poetry. 6 His beloved was not an ordinary human being, but the light that helped him reach the ultimate light, just like Harriet in  Queen Mab, who helped Shelley love mankind more and inspired him to write his songs, or the veiled maid in Alastor,  who made him understand his own failing and the possible danger of solitude. 

In his essay “On Love,” Shelley observes, 

We dimly see within our intellectual nature a miniature as it were of our entire self, yet deprived of all that we condemn or despise, the ideal prototype of everything excellent or lovely that we are capable of conceiving as belonging to the nature of man. Not only the portrait of our external being, but an assemblage of the minutest particles of which our nature is composed; a mirror whose surface reflects only the forms of purity and brightness; a soul within our soul that describes a circle round its proper paradise, which pain, and sorrow and evil dare not overleap. To this we eagerly refer all sensations, thirsting that they should resemble or correspond with it. The discovery of its antitype; 
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the meeting with an understanding capable of clearly estimating our own; an imagination which should enter into and seize upon the subtle and delicate peculiarities which we have delighted to cherish and unfold in secret; with a frame whose nerves, like the chords of two exquisite lyres, strung to the accompaniment of one delightful voice, vibrate with the vibrations of our own; and of a combination of all these in such proportion as the type within demands; this is the invisible and unattainable point to which Loves tends; and to attain which, it urges forth the powers of man to arrest the faintest shadow of that, without the possession of which there is no rest nor respite to the heart over which it rules. 7

The lover’s mirror for the soul within his soul, or the second self, is a stock image in Arabic and Muslim mystic literature. Hayy Ibn Yaqzan, who did not seek the love of a woman, but a perfect, beautiful, omniscient and omnipotent Being, realized that reason alone was not enough to make him see the object of his love, for it must be supplemented with intuition. It is only when he experienced total annihilation that he saw the highest sphere that had no physical body. “It could be compared to the image of the sun as seen in a polished mirror. It is neither the sun nor the mirror nor is it anything other than them. He saw signs of such perfection, glory, and beauty in the essence of that non-material sphere so great as to be beyond description. . . . In a state of ultimate pleasure, happiness . . . and joy, his vision showed him the essence of Truth.” 8

The most illustrious mystic poet, Ibn ‘Arabi of Spain (1165-1240), who is believed to have influenced Dante among others, had emphasized in his love poems the connection between human beauty and divine reality. 

He was able to perceive the beautiful woman, his muse, and the divinity at the same time. His “Perfect Man” is the mirror, which reflects the perfection of God. 9

In his  Mathnavi, Jalal al-Din al Rumi, a thirteenth-century Persian poet once said, “No man was ever yet a great poet without being at the same time a profound philosopher.” 10 Shelley, an idealistic young poet, attempted to probe the meaning of beauty, love, truth, and the divine during his tender years. In his search for answer he translated from Greek, Latin, Spanish, German, Italian, and even some Arabic fragments. He endeavored to learn Arabic. After all his age was an Oriental one as Goethe and Hugo would testify. Symbols, such as, caves, caverns, shadows, veils, fountains, mirrors, and lutes, were not only borrowed from Plato, or the Neo-Platonists. Sinbad’s caves, veiled maidens in the  Arabian Nights, mystic fountains engraved with secret language were available in abundance to the English poet in Oriental sources. 

 The Revolt of Islam, a political-love poem, which consists of twelve cantos, was published in 1818. Originally entitled,  Laon and Cythna: or The Revolution in the Golden City, A Vision of the Nineteenth Century, the epic was written by Shelley in the previous year, and meant to glorify the
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French Revolution. But the publishers Charles and James Ollier were fearful to print a poem that dealt with the themes of incest and religion and urged the poet to revise his work. Shelley made the revisions, and eventually his poem was republished. 11 Using an oriental setting, the poet describes the success of the revolt’s organizers, a brother and a sister in the original version, and celebrates their victory in an incestuous love-making scene. But the euphoria does not last. The tyrant manages to crush the revolt with the aid of reactionary forces from the kingdoms of Europe, and burn the young revolutionaries at the stake. However, death is not meant to be their tragic end. The lovers sail with an illegitimate child to a visionary island. 

In a letter to William Godwin dated December 11, 1817, Shelley describes  The Revolt of Islam  as “a genuine picture” of his own mind. 12 It is the story of the failed French Revolution and the exhausted young poet who grows weary to behold “The selfish and the strong still tyrannise/

Without reproach or check.” Like the revolutionary in the poem, Shelley has found his soul-mate and is “No more alone through the world’s wilderness.” 13 Mary Godwin is his companion now. Both are optimistic about the future in spite of all the hardship and the rotten sociopolitical conditions which they both endure. Their struggle for a just society will not be in vain. An everlasting spring will eventually come even though they themselves might be dead. 

In her comment on this semi-autobiographical poem, which is dedicated to her, Mary Godwin observes, 

He [Shelley] chose for his hero a youth nourished in dreams of liberty, some of whose actions are in direct opposition to the opinions of the world, but who is animated throughout by an ardent love of virtue, and a resolution to confer the boons of political and intellectual freedom on his fellow creatures. He created for his youth a woman such as he delighted to imagine—full of enthusiasm for the same objects; and they both, with will unvanquished and the deepest sense of the justice of their cause, met adversity and death. There exists in this poem a memorial of a friend of his youth. The character of the old man who liberates Laon from his tower prison, and tends on him in sickness, is founded on that of Doctor Lind, who, when Shelley was at Eton, had often stood by to befriend and support him, and whose name he never mentioned without love and veneration. 14

In his play  Mahomet the Prophet, or Fanaticism: a Tragedy in Five Acts (1741), Voltaire is mainly satirizing fanatic Europe during his lifetime, in spite of the fact that he is using an oriental setting and Arab characters. The purpose of his play is not only to ridicule the Muslim prophet, but primarily to use Muhammad as a stick to beat other Christian bodies. Similarly, Shelley uses an oriental setting, gives the tyrant an Arabic name, and entitles his poem  The Revolt of Islam, not only to support the Greeks against the Ottoman rule, but mainly to criticize the sociopolitical condi-
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tions in his own country. In a letter to a publisher dated on October 13, 1817, Shelley writes

I have attempted in the progress of my work to speak to the common elementary emotions of the human heart, so that, though it is the story of violence and revolution, it is relieved by milder pictures of friendship and love and natural affections. The scene is supposed to be laid in Constantinople and modern Greece, but without much attempt at minute delineation of Mahometan manners. It is, in fact, a tale illustrative of such a Revolution as might be supposed to take place in an European nation, acted upon by the opinions of what has been called (erro-neously, as I think) the modern philosophy, and contending with ancient notions and the supposed advantage derived from them to those who support them. It is a revolution of this kind that is the  beau idéal, as it were, of the French Revolution, but produced by the influence of individual genius and not out of general knowledge. 15

But certainly there is more than that. Arabic history might have inspired Shelley who “lived among a little group of philosophers who wanted

‘equality’ and ‘rights for women, and was disinherited by his rich father for refusing to ‘behave like an English gentleman.’” 16 Take for instance the name of the tyrant Othman, or ‘Uthman in the poem. It is not only the name of the founder of the Ottoman dynasty, (1299-1326), then his successors Uthman II (1618), and Uthman III (1754), but also the name of the third Caliph in Islam, ‘Uthman Ibn ‘affan (644-56). With the conquest of Constantinople in 1453, the Ottomans expanded in Europe. Thirty-six Sultans, all descendants from Uthman I, had ruled continuously from 1300 to 1922 a vast empire stretching from Budapest on the Danube to Baghdad on the Tigris and from the Crimea to the Nile. But since the state, like any other empire, is primarily organized for “warfare rather than for the welfare of its people” it had already the seeds of destruction from within. 17

On the other hand, the story of the Arab ‘Uthman is quite intriguing. 

The Caliph did not inherit his position. He was elected by his people and was not a despot by any means. However, he had greedy kinsfolk, who used his position to prosper. ‘Uthman was very weak to stop them, or to prevent corruption in his empire. ‘Aisha, the youngest wife of the prophet Muhammad joined the rebels against ‘Uthman’s rule. The goal of the revolution was to fight for the real principles of Islam, and to establish the ideal state. In 655 the war took place in Iraq, far away from the seat of the empire. After a year it moved to Madina in Arabia. ‘Uthman tried to calm the rebels. He promised to look into their demands. But in the meantime, he sent a letter to his deputy in Egypt asking him to kill all the rebels there. Once his scheme was discovered, his house in Madina was surrounded by angry protesters who demanded his resignation. Only few people from his relatives and slaves were with him. One of them threw a stone at an Egyptian rebel and killed him instantly. The rebels
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demanded justice for the murdered man, but ‘Uthman refused. Consequently they attacked him and killed him while he was reading the Qur’an. ‘Aisha, the young woman rebel, who played a pivotal role in the revolution did not only revolt against ‘Uthman, but also against ‘Ali, the fourth caliph in Islam, who was eventually killed in 661. No one harmed her, but she witnessed the failure of her revolution and the atrocities that were committed in the name of a happier condition of moral and political society. 18

Was historical ‘Aisha perhaps Shelley’s model for beautiful Cythna, and the Arab ‘Uthman for the tyrant Ottoman Othman in  The Revolt of Islam? We know for sure that Shelley had read  The History of the Saracens (1708-1718) by Simon Ockley, the professor of Arabic at Cambridge University, and Edward Gibbon’s  Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire (volume i, 1776, volumes ii and iii, 1781). Ockley deals in his book with the lives of Mohammad and his successors. He mentions Othman, Ali, and the female rebel ‘Aisha who revolts against both rulers and is finally defeated. Furthermore he refers to Muhammad’s night journey to heaven. It is important to remember that Ockley has also translated  Hayy Ibn Yaqzan  into English. It is highly likely that Shelley along with other Romantic poets have read this translation, or other translations available in England at the time. ‘Aisha was a militant rebel, whereas Cythna was a pacifist, more akin to Hayy, who abhorred violence, and recommended the use of reason and compassion. The prophet’s “virgin bride”—a child who got married at the age of ten—had turned into one of the fiercest militant rebels in her adulthood. She never considered a bloodless regime change according to some accounts. She went to battle twice, once against

“Uthman and the second time against ‘Ali who once accused her during her marital life of infidelity to her husband. But Cythna, like Hayy, never considered violence as a means to overturn tyrants. Yet, there are other sources that portray ‘Aisha as a rebel and a leader who preferred negotia-tions and peaceful means to violence and bloodshed. She opposed the killing of ‘Uthman and Ali, and mourned their death. It is likely that Shelley has chosen this sympathetic portrait of the most independent Arab woman, a feminist orator, a poetry lover, a learned religious scholar with vast knowledge of medicine, a defender of the poor and the oppressed to be the model for his Cythna. On the other hand, ‘Uthman’s deceit is akin to that of Shelley’s despot. The Arab ruler promised to look into the demands of the rebels, but later changed his mind. Furthermore, if one feels sorry for the fasting Arab ‘Uthman to be killed while he was reading the  Qur’an, all alone deserted by his supporters, one also sympathizes with the fallen despot in Shelley’s Revolt where only a child “led a graceful dance” in front of a ruler whose blood is demanded by the rebels. 

Scholars have often puzzled about the title,  The Revolt of Islam, which to them has nothing to do with Islam in particular, although the issue of
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religion in general has been discussed. Shelley had been reading history books that dealt with the orient, but also Beckford’s,  Vathek, One Thousand and One Nights, and other oriental tales and poems. It seems to me that he mixed Arabic and Ottoman characters and events, and did not have to fantasize much. Whenever he needed imagery to paint a cruel tyrant, or a magical boat, or a fight between an eagle and a serpent, or an incestuous liaison, or an undersea cave, or a strange dungeon, he had only to evoke the memory of the  Arabian Nights. Sinbad’s high mountains populated with eagles, snakes, and other creatures, his gloomy pit in the icy cavern, his miraculous escape with the help of passing mariners must have haunted Shelley during the composition of his poem. The Tale of the Queen of the Serpents, and the search of the Jewish Bluqiya for the ideal Muhammad—the Perfect Man—all over the seven seas might have also been the basis for Shelley’s philosophical poem. In this tale one finds all the essential ingredients that could help a young poet: The search for social and political justice, the expected rebirth of a messiah in the distant future, the turbulent, or calm seas, the magic boats that appear from nowhere, the desert islands, or the inhabited ones, the learned man who is knowledgeable about science and religion and seeks power over humans, Jinn, animals, birds, and all creatures, the lonely man who is desperate to see the messiah face to face and walks over water without wetting his feet, the queen of serpents who does not harm humans, but helps them in their endeavor, the high mountain Qaf, the seven circles of hell, the various birds and animals, the mermaids with gems, bright as lamps, the halls with diamonds’ roof, the sapphire throne, the paradise, the lights emanating from every creature, and the closeness of heaven to earth. 19

Beside the  Arabian Nights, Shelley was familiar with the Shi’ites’ doctrine of the hidden Mahdi, a messianic figure, who will return “to restore true Islam” and “usher in a short millennium before the end of all things.” 20 During the late summer of 1814, he began writing a romance, along with his wife Mary, entitled  The Assassins.  Historically, this group of people was known for its assassination of high officials to further their political ends. We know about them from the sources of their enemies, for their own records were totally destroyed. Perhaps for this reason Shelley’s portrayal of those Muslim radicals varied a great deal from the various reports we have about them from orthodox Muslim sources, and from Marco Polo. The common ground between the sources, however, is that the Assassins had developed an agnosticism which stressed the significance of liberating human beings from the restraint of dogma and highlighted equality as a basis for better life. During the last years of the eleventh century the Assassins lived in a fortress in Misyaf in modern Syria. Their ruler Rashid al-Din Sinan, known as The Old Man of the Mountain, had terrorized the Crusaders, the enemies of all Muslims. But the destruction of the Assassins came at the hand of The Mongols and
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later the Mamluk Sultan Baibars in the second half of the thirteenth century. Since then they were scattered throughout modern Syria, Lebanon, Iran, Oman, Zanzibar, and India. 21 What fascinated Shelley about the gnostic Assassins was that they questioned the validity of the scriptures, and disseminated a dualistic creed in which only the Holy Spirit, or the Hidden Imam, glowing in a world of light, will be able to liberate the soul from an evil material world of darkness. It is worth mentioning that Shelley was writing basically about Christian gnostic groups, which flourished under the Roman Empire in his unfinished romance, but was using the Muslim Assassins as a guise for his endeavor. In short, utilizing these various sources (i.e.,  The Arabian Nights,  Hayy Ibn Yaqzan,  The History of the Saracens) and several materials on the Assassins, Shelley composed his poem,  The Revolt of Islam, which deals not only with the East, Islam and its rulers, but mainly with Europe, Christianity, and the monarchs in the West in general. 

In the first canto of  The Revolt of Islam, the poet/narrator climbs a mountain where he watches a fierce battle between an eagle and a serpent. A mysterious woman appears and takes the poet along with the injured snake in her magic boat to a place where representatives of mankind are recounting their life stories before the throne of the Spirit of Good. The poet is left there for a while to hear the account of a man and a woman from a fictional oriental state by the name of Argolis. Using per-suasive arguments and emphasizing the power of human love, Laon and Cythna have succeeded in quelling the tyranny of the house of Othman for a short time. But foreign invasion destroys their peaceful efforts and drenches their country in bloodshed. Both are burned alive at the stake. 

Yet they believe that their own life, or death, has not been meaningless, for the people who will follow them will be able to overcome the evils of a tyrannical state and continue to struggle for a better and just social system. 22

The rest of the cantos gives a detailed account of the basic plot, that is, how the troops of Othman separate Laon and Cythna: she is taken to the despot’s harem, while he is imprisoned. Eventually, the Romantic stock figure, the compassionate hermit, appears, frees Laon from his chains, and helps him escape to a lonely island. The released prisoner stays there for seven years cared for by the elderly wise man. Once he is recovered he hears that his countrymen have continued to struggle for the foundation of a golden city, modeled on Constantinople, and becomes eager to return to his homeland. The old man supports Laon’s revolutionary ideas, but cannot consider himself a possible leader, simply because of his age. He promises to help the cause, and encourages the youth to depart with him for the city. Upon their arrival they meet a great number of people who are sick and tired of political and social slavery and are gathered outside the walls. Their veiled leader is no one but the young woman who was once compelled to join the despot’s harem, and later
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exiled to an undersea cavern where she was daily fed by an eagle, and gave birth to a child that was snatched from her. An earthquake enabled her to escape to the shore. And with the help of some passing mariners she managed to return to the city just in time to lead the revolution. Now both Laon and Cythna meet again and join forces in combatting tyranny. 

The multitude led by the young lovers surround Othman’s palace. Upon entering it Laon finds the monarch alone deserted by his followers, except for a child. Othman is quietly removed from his residence, and the masses celebrate their victory. But the following day a foreign army arrives and the masses run away fearing violence and revenge. Many are slaughtered in cold blood, and once the revolutionary lovers are discovered they are burned at the stake while the tyrant, the priests, the guards, and the slaves are watching. A “shape of light,” a most beautiful child, appears sitting by Laon’s side. Then Cythna cries, XXII

‘Ay, this is Paradise

And not a dream, and we are all united! 

Lo, that is mine own child, who in the guise

Of madness came, like day to one benighted

In lonesome woods, my heart is now too well requited! 

XXIII

And then she wept aloud, and in her arms

Clasped that bright Shape. (Canto 12, parts 22 and 23). 

Eventually, the miraculous transformation of the lovers takes place. Both return to their spiritual abode in the Temple of the Spirit of the Good. 

Their failed revolution was not in vain. They have unmasked the tyranny and falseness in society and prophesied the fall of the thrones of all oppressors and world religions. It will not take long before new revolutionaries arrive on the scene and restore justice, liberty, and love to the world. 

XIII

. . . Hope is strong, 

Justice and Truth their winged child have found—

Awake! Arise! until the mighty sound

Of your career shall scatter in its gust

The thrones of the oppressor, and the ground

Hide the last altar’s unregarded dust, 

Whose Idol has so long betrayed your impious trust! (Canto II, 13, 111-117)

‘Aisha was the second self of the prophet Muhammad, just as Cythna was to Laon. Both women were controversial feminists who refused to be passive creatures in society. Perhaps Cythna, the child of twelve years old who turned to become a revolutionary as an adult, sums up the story of both women in Shelley’s poem  The Revolt of Islam. 
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VII

‘For, with strong speech I tore the veil that hid Nature, and Truth, and Liberty, and Love,—

. . . 

‘Some said I was a maniac wild and lost; 

Some, that I was scarce had risen from the grave, The Prophet’s virgin bride, a heavenly ghost:—

Some said, I was a fiend from my weird cave

Who had stolen human shape, and o’er the wave, 

The Forest, and the mountain, came;—some said

I was the child of God sent down to save

Woman from bonds and death, and on my head

The burden of their sins would frightfully be laid (Canto Ninth, VII, 55-56; VIII, 64-87)

IX

‘But soon my human words found sympathy

In human hearts: the purest and the best, 

. . . 

X

But chiefly women, who my voice did waken

From their cold, careless, willing slavery, 

Sought me: one truth their dreary

prison has shaken,—

They looked around, and lo! They became free! 

Their many tyrants sitting desolately

In slave-deserted halls, could none restrain; (Canto Ninth, 64-87) The revolution will not fail at the end, neither in the East nor in the West. 

“Yes, in the desert there is built a home for Freedom” (Canto XI, 24, line 208). Hope will conquer despair. Peace, love, and friendship will ultimately prevail. Women will be the game changers in the world in the near future. 

In his article, “Shelley’s Arab Spring,” David Womersley asks “Why did Shelley translate recent European history into the form of the oriental romance?” He suggests that the English poet has read Volney’s  The Ruins of Empires, “in which the natural history of political despotism had been expressed as an oriental dream vision.” 23 Furthermore, the critic posits that Shelley’s sonnet “Ozymandias” written about the same time as  The Revolt of Islam, is a proof of the deep impression that Volney has exerted on the young English poet. However, one must remember that both Volney and Shelley have drawn many of their themes and imagery from Arabic literature, history, and philosophy. The rise and fall of empires has always been a favorite theme among Arab poets throughout history. 

Abu al-‘Ala’ al-Ma’arri (973-1057) who is buried in the town of Ma’arrat al-Nu’man in Syria, not far away from Hums and Palmyra where Volney traveled, mourned in his philosophical poems the state of political and moral anarchy that was prevalent in his time. He became blind at four
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years old, adopted a vegetarian diet, and led a secluded life. His fame is due not only to his pessimistic poems concerning the dead and the living, but also to his  Risalat al-Ghufran ( A Treatise on Forgiveness), in which he journeys to Hell and Heaven guided by Reason. 24 Another example is Abu Bakr al-Dani, the eleventh-century Andalusian poet who mourned in his beautiful poetry the fall of the poet-king al-Mu’tamid (1068-91), and reflected on the glorious past, the horrid present, and the unknown future of the state. The poet-king whose court was full of poets and artists was banished from Arab Spain to Morocco along with his beloved wife and daughters where he died in prison in 1095. But those Berbers who deposed him and conquered his kingdom did not last for long. Their rapid fall in 1147 tells the tragic story of continuous bloody wars, corruption, and injustice. 25

As an Arabist, Volney is probably familiar with Ibn Khaldun’s history of the Arabs, Persians, and Berbers, in which the general causes of the rise and fall of empires are discussed. A Tunisian of Spanish Arab origin, Ibn Khaldun (1332-1406) led a turbulent life in different countries and died in Cairo. He developed the philosophy of history, and laid the foundation of sociology in his masterpiece, the  Muqaddima,  or introduction to history, which he began writing in 1375 in the castle of ibn Salama in Algeria. As a theorist on history, Ibn Khaldun identified economic, social, political, psychological, and environmental factors as key in the rise and fall of all states. He analyzed the dynamics of group relationships and demonstrated how social cohesion fortified by a religious ideology can help a group ascend to power. History is seen as a science that examines the social phenomena of human life. It seeks causes and effects and probes the complexities of human nature. Ibn Khaldun showed that by applying scientific principles it is possible to formulate general laws and to predict trends in the future. 26

Shelley’s mournful sonnet “Ozymandias” is reminiscent of many lyrics written by Arab poets, who either witnessed the destruction and fall of specific states, or reflected on the actual ruins of past empires that cluttered the Islamic world. The title of the poem is the Greek name for Ramses II (1304-1237 B.C.), the pharaoh of Egypt. Nothing remained of his mighty kingdom, but dust and a pedestal that recorded his name. 27

I met a traveller from an antique land

Who said: “Two vast and trunkless legs of stone Stand in the desert. Near them, on the sand, 

Half sunk, a shattered visage lies, whose frown, And wrinkled lip, and sneer of cold command, 

Tell that its sculptor well those passions read Which yet survive, stamped on these lifeless things, The hand that mocked them and the heart that fed. 

And on the pedestal these words appear—

‘My name is Ozymandias, king of kings:
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Look on my works, ye Mighty, and despair!’

Nothing beside remains. Round the decay

Of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare

The lone and level sands stretch far away.” 

Volney, the Arabist, is also likely to be familiar with  Hayy Ibn Yaqzan. 

After all, Voltaire, Rousseau, and the Encyclopedists have read, or heard about the twelfth-century Arabic book, and even satirized it, or imitated it. Possibly influenced by Hayy, Volney stressed the natural law of change, promoted deism, advocated tolerance, glorified the rights of men and self-government, and encouraged the use of reason over superstition. 

Shelley too followed suit. In “The Mask of Anarchy” (composed in September 1819 and published 1832), the young poet proclaimed that only

“Science, Poetry, and Thought” can liberate human beings from their chains. He rejected violence and bloodshed, and condemned the oppressive regime in England. He was in Italy that year when he heard about the Peterloo massacre in the city of Manchester on August 16, 1819. Demonstrators against famine, unemployment, and oppression were brutally attacked by government forces. Many of them died or injured. 28

Enraged, Shelley describes a voice awakening the narrator in Italy urging him to return to England in order to witness the brutality of the regime there. The rulers are symbolized by Murder, Fraud, Hypocrisy, Destructions, and Anarchy, whose aim is to terrorize the civilian population. Castlereagh (1769-1822), the British Tory politician is mentioned by name. He was the chief secretary for Ireland (1797-1801), and was responsible for suppressing the rebellion of 1798. As a foreign minister (1812-1822), he coordinated European opposition to Napoleon. 29 Obviously, the narrator despises him and makes “seven blood-hounds” follow him at the beginning of the poem. 

II

I met Murder on the way

He had a mask like Castlereagh

Very smooth he looked, yet grim. 

Seven blood-hounds followed him. 

Other men by the name of Eldon and Sidmouth are also accused by the narrator. Eldon “is John Scott, or Baron Eldon, the lord chancellor responsible for refusing to give Shelley custody of his children after their mother, Harriet Westbrook committed suicide.” 30 Sidmouth is Henry Addington, Viscount Sidmouth, Britain’s Home Secretary (1812-1822), a Tory politician, who “was responsible for much reprieve legislation, including the notorious Six Acts” which meant to “curtail political radicalism in the aftermath of the Peterloo massacre and during a period of agitation for reform.” 31

Anarchy, the leader of the gang, 
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VIII

. . . rode

On a white horse, splashed with blood; 

He was pale even to the lips, 

Like Death in the Apocalypse. 

IX

And he wore a kingly crown; 

And in his grasp a scepter shone; 

On his brow this mark I saw—

‘I Am GOD, AND KING, AND LAW!” 

Deceived by the masked tyrant, the crowd continues to worship the king. 

X

With a pace stately and fast, 

Over English land he passed, 

Trampling to a mire of blood

The adorning multitude. 

Anarchy along with his murderous companions rode through England XIII

O’er fields and towns, from sea to sea

Passed the pageant swift and free, 

Tearing up, and trampling down; 

Till they came to London town

But the mood of the masses began to change. Their hearts filled with terror

XIV

Hearing the tempestuous cry

Of the triumph of Anarchy. 

Not all of them though were cautious, or fearful. Some murderers did sing: “Thou art God, and Law, and King” and continued to support the very same institutions that oppressed them, and trampled their rights. 

Only “a maniac maid,” whose name was Hope, dared to challenge Anarchy and cry “Misery, oh Misery!” She lay in his path expecting to follow her dead siblings, for she had lost all hope in a better life. But a miracle took place. “A mist, a light, an image rose,/ Small at first, and weak, and frail/ Like the vapour of a vale.” The masses slowly began to rise from their deep sleep. The maid was walking again quietly, but surely. 

XXXIII

And Anarchy, the ghastly birth, 

Lay dead earth upon the earth; 

The Horse of Death tameless as wind

Fled, and with his hoofs did grind
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To dust the murderers thronged behind. 

Then the scene totally changes from darkness into light. There is a sense of rebirth and awakening. Freedom is close at hand. People are not slaves anymore. They have free will, and can create their own destiny if they wish. Tyrants should not be feared, for they are the losers at the end. 

XXXVIII

Rise like Lions after slumber

In unvanquishable number, 

Shake your chains to earth like dew

Which in sleep had fallen on you—

Ye are many—they are few. 

But the call for rebirth and liberty is combined with the call for justice and wisdom. This is a rebuke to the excessive massacres that took place after the French Revolution. Shelley highlights in this poem the significance of reason, tolerance, and compassion at difficult times in a nation’s history. 

Revenge is not applauded. On the contrary it is abhorred. He urges for a peaceful revolution and reminds the masses that “Science, Poetry, and Thought” are their genuine lamps. In this sense, he comes close to Hayy Ibn Yaqzan, who abhors violence, and always reminds others to use their reason wisely. 

Shelley’s “Ode to the West Wind” written in October 1819, and published 1820 evokes again the spirit of hope and rebirth. The west wind, a destroyer and a preserver at the same time, a symbol of both death and life, sleep and awakening, is passionately evoked to scatter the speaker’s thoughts among mankind. 32

My spirit! Be thou me, impetuous one! 

Drive my dead thoughts over the universe

Like withered leaves to quicken a new birth! 

And, by the incantation of this verse, 

Scatter, as from an unextinguished hearth

Ashes and sparks, my words among mankind! 

Be through my lips to unawakened earth

The trumpet of a prophecy! O Wind, 

If Winter comes, can Spring be far behind? 

Shelley continues to harp on this theme of rebirth and rejuvenation in Prometheus Unbound: A Lyrical Drama in Four Acts, with Other Poems, first published in August 1820, and included “Ode to the West Wind.” Combining the Greek myth of Prometheus, the fire-bringer, who is chained to a rock by a jealous Jupiter, and Satan, the hero, who is fighting against a tyrant God, Shelley presents a new figure committed to the cause of freedom of mankind. 33 To be liberated from slavery, whether physically, or psychologically, one must be defiant and steadfast in his/her opposition. Resistance to torments is the key to success. The battle against tyranny, and the wretched conditions in the human world is not an impossible
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dream. Tyrants can be defeated; regimes can be overthrown. But one should always remember that universal love is the only path to solve mankind’s faults and problems. Evil can never be master for a long time, only eternal love will rule the universe. A real transformation will take place. Thrones will be empty, and each man will become king over himself, free from guilt, or pain. Happiness is within reach at last. Even the moon feels the warmth of love from the earth as snow melts on its lunar mountains. Earth celebrates the disappearance of hate, fear, and pain. 

And man is finally master of his own destiny, and of all the secrets of the earth. Love reigns supreme. The Moon cries in exhilaration, The snow upon my lifeless mountains

Is loosened into living fountains, 

My solid oceans flow, and sing, and shine:

A spirit from my heart bursts forth, 

It clothes with unexpected birth)

My cold bare bosom: Oh! it must be thine

O mine, o mine! 

Gazing on thee I feel, I know, 

Green stalks burst forth, and bright flowers grow, And living shapes upon my bosom move:

Music is in the sea and air, 

Wingéd clouds soar here and there, 

Dark with the rain new buds are dreaming of:

‘Tis love, all love! (Act IV, ll. 356-369)

But the final word is left for Demogorgon, the ultimate source of power, who dragged Jupiter down into the abyss of chaos, and made it possible for Prometheus and his beloved Asia to unite after a long separation and to promote the arts amidst a hymn of celebration. Their child, the Spirit of the Hour, prophesies the liberation of mankind. Addressing the spirits of all creatures, Demogorgon, this volcanic force dwelling in the underworld, describes the necessity of revolution against tyranny, and the ultimate benefits of freedom. 

This is the day, which down the void abysm

At the Earth-born’s spell yawns for Heaven’s despotism And Conquest is dragged captive through the deep; Love, from its awful throne of patient power

In the wise heart, from the last giddy hour

Of dread endurance, from the slippery, steep, 

And narrow verge of crag-like agony, springs


And folds over the world its healing wings. (Act IV, ll. 554-561) Prometheus, who is described by Shelley in his preface to the poem as

“the type of the highest perfection of moral and intellectual nature, im-pelled by the purest and the truest motives to the best and noblest ends” 

symbolizes the rebel poet who revolts against oppression, and is deter-
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mined to bring a beneficial social and political change. He elaborates this thesis in his essay “Defense of Poetry” written in 1821, but published only in 1840 after his death. 34 According to him, it is the duty of the poet to engage in a national struggle for civil and religious liberty in order to awaken the masses, and help them improve themselves and their society. 

“What are poets?” He asks. His answer is simple, but differs from other romantic poets. For him, poets are comparable to an Aeolian harp. They synthesize two main mental faculties: conscious thoughts, produced by reason, and imagination, and consequently create a harmonious melody. 

Poets not only write about the beautiful nature in a musical language, but also about laws and institutions. Their ultimate goal is the common good for humanity. But unfortunately they remain “the unacknowledged legislators of the world.” 

Once again, Shelley stresses the nonviolent nature of the revolution that he advocates, in his essay “A Philosophical View of Reform,” written in 1819-1820, but first published in 1920 by Oxford University Press. 35 In this essay he refers to the Peterloo Massacre, and describes the wretched political and social conditions in England. He proposes specific reforms, advocates gradual change through nonviolence, and highlights the significance of the improvement of both individual and institution. 

In his article, “Philosophy, Religion, and Ethics,” Kenneth Neill Cameron argues that

The earliest influence on Shelley’s philosophy came from Locke, Hume, Godwin, and Holbach. At Oxford he had accepted the proposition from Locke that the mind is a blank tablet at birth and all ideas come from the senses. He also accepted Locke’s dualistic concept of an external world of matter clothed by the mind with color and sound. From the first of these propositions he derived the argument, put forward in The Necessity of Atheism, that the idea of God cannot be a divine implan-tation but must come from the senses. Hence the existence of God is a matter for reasoned argument, not merely acceptance as an article of

“faith” . . . his political and social views were essentially positive. . . . 

The source of political oppression lay in the ruling classes, with their

“standing army,” their “legion of spies,” and their control of the press and pulpit. He was confident that this “tyranny” would be eliminated by “reform” or “revolution.” He was convinced that humanity was advancing to an egalitarian society. He dedicated his life and writing to the battle against social evils. 36

On the other hand, Peter H. Butter suggests in his book  Shelley’s Idols of the Cave  that d’Holbach’s  Systeme de la Nature (1770), Berkeley, and the English empiricists, Platonism, Neo-Platonism, and German Romanticism have all played the most influential role in shaping Shelley’s mind as a philosopher. 37

Both Cameron and Butter seem to be unaware of the fact that Locke, Hume, Godwin, d’Holbach, Voltaire, Rousseau, and the rest of the eight-
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eenth-century philosophes were very familiar with Ibn Tufayl’s  Hayy Ibn Yaqzan. Each one of them borrowed certain ideas from the twelfth-century Arab philosopher. We know that Voltaire had read him. Others like Pope and Leibniz had acknowledged him, but still others kept silent about him. Locke, for instance, was the friend of the Pocockes at Christ Church, Oxford, when Edward Pococke, the son, was translating the Arabic text into Latin. The father, Dr. Pococke, who was the first Laudian Professor of Arabic at Oxford in 1636 had supervised the translation of his son, and made sure that not only his friends in England knew about it, but also prominent European intellectuals. Yet Locke did not refer to Ibn Tufayl as a source for his  Letter Concerning Toleration, or his  Essay Concerning Human Understanding. 38

Shelley did not really need to know about the ideas posited in  Hayy Ibn Yaqzan  from Locke, or other prominent writers of eighteenth-century Europe. We know for sure that he had read Simon Ockley’s  History of the Saracens. It is very likely that he also read Ockley’s English translation of Hayy, which appeared in 1708 and reprinted several times after that in England. From Hayy, Shelley would have learned how to interrogate Christian theology, the social and political system prevailing during his time in England, how to glorify reason, experiment and science, but at the same time see the limits of reason and the great benefits of imagination. 

Truth is to be discovered by scientific investigation. But imagination, or intuition too, if linked to cause and effect, can possibly lead to truth as well. He who uses his reason and intuition can see through the veil and possibly even lift it. The wild boy, with no parents, no history, no language, no religion, would have also taught youthful Shelley how to be optimistic and an advocator of nonviolence in bringing reform to his sick homeland. Hayy, along with other Muslim mystics would have taught Shelley too that  love  alone is the ultimate solution to all human ills. 39

But in the summer of 1822, in the bay of Lerici in Italy, shortly before his drowning, Shelley began writing his long poem  The Triumph of Life, which he was not able to finish, along with a few short lyrics. Was he sensing his own death? The tone of despair is evident, particularly in the lyric “When the Lamp is Shattered.” 40  Love  that was hailed before as the ultimate solution of all human ills is nothing but a tyrant, a conqueror, and a fool. It chooses the weak hearts for its cradle, home, and bier. The poem’s sound effect is reminiscent of Arabic poetry at large. The imagery of the shattered lamp, the broken lute, the vanishing love, the transformation of a song into a dirge, the cold wind, the wild passion, and the haunting shadow of death, evoke a melancholic scene in a specific tale in The Arabian Nights, where Harun al-Rashid spends the whole evening next to the corpse of his beloved. The powerful king of an empire is now a broken man. 
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I

When the lamp is shattered, 

The light in the dust lies dead; 

When the cloud is scattered, 

The rainbow’s glory is shed; 

When the lute is broken, 

Sweet tones are remembered not; 

When the lips have spoken, 

Love accents are soon forgot. 

II

As music and splendour

Survive not the lamp and the lute, 

The heart’s echoes render

No song when the spirit is mute:—

No song but sad dirges, 

Like the wind through a ruined cell, 

Or the mournful surges

That ring the dead seaman’s knell. 

III

When hearts have once mingled, 

Love first leaves the well-built nest; 

The weak one is singled

To endure what it once possessed. 

O, Love! Who bewailest

The frailty of all things here, 

Why choose you the frailest

For your cradle, your home, and your bier? 

IV

Its passions will rock thee, 

As the storms rock the ravens on high; 

Bright reason will mock thee, 

Like the sun from a wintry sky. 

From thy nest every rafter

Will rot, and thine eagle home

Leave thee naked to laughter, 

When leaves fall and cold winds come. 

The idea that Love is nothing but a tyrant and a conqueror appears again in the unfinished poem  The Triumph of Life. Influenced by Petrarch’s  Trionfi— who in his turn is influenced by Arabic poetry and the troubadours—Shelley, the narrator, sees a vision while asleep in a solitary place by the sea. 41 A stream of hopeless people appears from nowhere. They are numerous as flies. “All hastening onward, yet none seemed to know/

Whither he went, or whence he came, or why/ He made one of the multitude.” They seem to be oblivious of nature around them. They neither
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hear the fountains, nor they feel the breeze. An icy glaring light shines in the horizon, then suddenly a chariot appears “on the silent storm/ Of its own rushing splendour” led by “A Janus-visaged Shadow.” The scene is reminiscent here of a Roman triumphal procession. The dancing is wild; the music is savage. But soon each dancer falls on the ground, and the chariot passes over them, leaving behind old men and women “foully disarrayed/ Shake their grey hair in the insulting wind,/ Limp in the dance & strain, with limbs decay/ Seeking to reach the light which leaves them still/ Farther behind & deeper in the shade.” Every time they attempt to rise they sink deeper, and “corruption veils them as they lie.” 

Bewildered, by this “sad pageantry,” the narrator who is unable to iden-tify the figure in the car, is told by a strange voice: it is Life. From this point onward, Rousseau—described as “an old root which grew/ To strange distortion out of the hill side” and “one of that deluded crew”—

plays the role of the guide, similar to that of Virgil in Dante’s  Inferno, and the Florentine acquaintance in Petrarch’s  Trionfi.  We gather that Life is a tyrant determined to destroy the hopes and ideals of mankind. Corruption is everywhere. Even Rousseau had failed to avoid it. He often broke moral codes. Yet he was able to reach some truth and inspire a whole generation. Was Shelley reflecting on his own life perhaps, when he made Rousseau, the vagabond and strolling musician, as his guide? 

Searching for the ideal love that elevates human beings to images of the divine perfection is a central notion in Arabic and Islamic poetry and philosophy. This notion seems to have haunted Dante in his  Divine Comedy, and  La Vita nuova  in the fourteenth century, Rousseau in his novel, Julie, or the New Heloise, first published in Amsterdam in 1761, and later Shelley in his poems  Alastor  and  Epipsychion  in particular. Although  The Triumph of Life  depicts the hellish vision of our existence, and shows the triumphal chariot dragging behind rulers, philosophers, and the captive multitude, nevertheless, it still alludes to Paradise and asserts that “all things are transfigured, except Love.” Yet it is difficult to surmise how the poet would have finished his poem. The imagery is reminiscent of Muslim mystic songs. The sun, the birds, the flowers, the ocean breeze, the veil of light, the fountains, the moon, the music, the dance, the mirrors, the shadows and the phantoms, are all there, perhaps leading to some kind of truth, or illumination. 

In his short poem “Love’s Philosophy,” Shelley sums up this notion of universal love, or what Hayy Ibn Yaqzan has termed as the one and the many, diversity and unity during his solitude in a desert island. 42 Not unlike a  sufi, Shelley cries in ecstasy, The fountains mingle with the river

And the rivers with the Ocean, 

The Winds of Heaven mix for ever

With a sweet emotion; 
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Nothing in the world is single; 

All things by a law divine

In one spirit meet and mingle. 

Why not I with thine?—

See the mountains kiss high Heaven

And the waves clasp one another; 

No sister-flower would be forgiven

If it disdained its brother; 

And the sunlight clasps the earth

And the moonbeams kiss the sea:

What is all this sweet work worth

If thou kiss not me? 
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edited by Dom Denis Chavis and Jacques Cazotte (Edinburgh, 1792), or  New Arabian Nights  in  Tales of the East, edited by Henry Weber (1812). As for the thirteenth-century mystic Ibn al-Farid I am not sure whether his poetry was available to Shelley in English translation. 
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those days of persecution of the Press, the perusal of the book inspired Mr. Ollier, induced him to solicit the alteration of many passages which he had marked. Shelley was for some time inflexible, but Mr. Ollier’s refusal to publish the poem as it was, backed by the advice of all his friends, induced him to submit to the required changes. 
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Note that Charles Issawi argues, “One might have expected The Revolt of Islam, written in 1817, to deal with the Near East; but although it is located in Greece and the overthrown tyrant is named Othman,  there is no suggestion of any local color or background. [Emphasis mine]. The title was apparently suggested by Shelley’s friends in England to remove suspicions that he was attacking Christianity. However the out-break of the Greek War of Independence in 1821 immediately focused his attention on that country.” See  Cross-Cultural Encounters and Conflicts (Oxford, New York: Oxford University Press, 1998), 48. Unfortunately, Issawi does not discover the Arab background and color in the poem. On the other hand, Arthur Bradley thinks that Cythna’s prediction that “the revolution she leads will spread from the eastern plains of Islam to ‘the green lands cradled in the roar/ Of western waves’(v. 2263-2264)” most likely refers to “Britain and Ireland.” He argues that Romantic Orientalism has historically been written and read from a European perspective. Shelley himself famously described the poem in an 1817 letter as an orientalised displacement of a European uprising. . . . Marilyn Butler, in a recent essay on Romantic Orientalism and narrative, interprets the genre as a political allegory for the turbulent situation in Britain in particular. Despite, or perhaps because of, Anglocentric readings like these, though, it is surprising that the Irish context of Shelley’s Orientalism has, until recently, remained relatively unexplored.” See Bradley’s article “Shelley, Ireland and Romantic Orientalism” in  English Romanticism and the Celtic World,  eds. Gerard Carruthers and Alan Rawes (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 117. For the study of  The Revolt of Islam  along with other poems, such as  Queen Mab, Alastor, Prometheus  and  The Triumph of Life  see Stuart M. Sperry,  Shelley’s Major Verse: The Narrative and Dramatic Poetry (Cambridge, Ma.: Harvard University Press, 1988). 

12. See Shelley’s  The Complete Works. Vol. IX  Letters 1812 to 1818, 265-267. The poet wrote on December 11, 1817 to William Godwin in London in which he referred to his poem  Laon and Cythna: “I felt that it was in many respects a genuine picture of my own mind. I felt that the sentiments were true, not assumed. And in this have I long believed that my power consists in sympathy and that part of imagination which relates to sentiment and contemplation. I am formed, if for anything not in common with the herd of mankind, to apprehend minute and remote distinctions of feeling, whether relative to external nature, or the living beings which surround us, and to communicate the conceptions which result from considering either the moral or the material universe as a whole,” 266. Note that Desmond King-Hele writes about the effect of Godwin’s ideas as presented in  Political Justice  on Shelley in his book  Shelley: His Thought and Work, 3rd ed. (Rutherford: Fairleigh Dickinson University Press, 1984), 27-29. Unfortunately, the critic is not aware of the influence of Ibn Tufayl’s ideas on both Godwin and Shelley. 

13. See Shelley’s “Dedication to Mary:” IV and VIII.  Laon and Cythna, or  The Revolt of Islam  in  The Complete Works, vol. 1. 

14. “Note On The Revolt of Islam [Laon and Cythna] by Mrs Shelley” in  The Complete Works, vol. 1, 409. 

15. “Cccxl To A Publisher: October 13, 1817,” in  The Complete Works, vol. ix  Letters 1812-1818, 251. 

16. Amabel Williams-Ellis and F. J. Fisher,  A History of English Life, third ed., 1953

(London: Methuen and Co., 1936), volume iv, 1789-1948, 46. 

17. See Philip Hitti’s chapter on “The Arab Lands As Turkish Provinces,” in  History of the Arabs, 716. 

18. For the story of ‘Aisha see Hitti,  The History of the Arabs, 179-80. For various and contradictory stories about ‘Aisha see  A’lam al-Nisa’ Fi ‘Alamay al-‘Arab wa al-Islam
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( Important Women in Arab and Islamic History), fourth edition, by “Umar Rida Kahhala, volume 3 (Beirut: Mu’assasat al-Risala, 1982), 9-131. Also consult Asma Afsaruddin, The First Muslims: History and Memory (Oxford: Oneworld, 2008), 66-70. Note that the figure of the emancipated Arab female was in vogue at the time among the Romantic poets. When Mary Godwin Shelley wrote her novel  Frankenstein (1818) she too created an emancipated character, Safie, whose father was a Turk, but her mother was a Christian Arab. Although a minor player in the novel and an outsider, Safie characterizes the spirit of independence and liberty among ancient Arab women, whether Christians, or Muslims. 

19. See “The story of Hasib Kareem al-Deen with the queen of the serpents” in  Alf Layla Wa Layla, vol. 3, 20-78. See also  “Hikayat al-Sindibad al-Bahri”  in vol. 3, 81-116. Cf. 

“The Seven Voyages of Sinbad the Sailor” in Andrew Lang’s  The Arabian Nights Entertainments, 122-186. 

20. Philip K. Hitti,  History of the Arabs, tenth edition, 441. Note that in order to be able to rule Egypt, Napoleon Bonaparte proclaimed that he was the hidden Mahdi who was resurrected to save Egypt and the Egyptians and promised to establish political and social justice on earth! 

21. For a brief historical account of the Assassin movement see Hitti,  History of the Arabs, 446-8.  Cf. Farhard Daftary,  A Short History of the Ismailis (Princeton: Markus Wiener Publishers, 1998). Daftary refutes Marco Polo’s account of the Nizari Ismailis, who became known as the Assassins. He argues that “medieval westerners themselves were responsible for fabricating and disseminating in the Latin Orient as well as in Europe a number of legends about the secret practices of the Nizari Ismailis. . . . These so-called Assassin legends consisted of a number of separate but interrelated tales, including the ‘training legend,’ the ‘paradise legend,’ the ‘hashish legend,’ and the

‘death-leap legend.’ The legends developed in stages and finally culminated in a synthesized version popularized by Marco Polo (1254-1324). The Venetian traveller also added his own original contribution in the form of a ‘secret garden of paradise’ where bodily pleasure were supposedly procured for the  fida’is  as part of their training.” 13-14. Note that Shelley wrote “The Assassins A Fragment of A Romance” in four chapters. It is included in  The Complete Works, vol. VI, 153-171. 

22. For the text of  Laon and Cythna, see  The Complete Works, vol. 1, 239-409. 

23. David Womersley, “Shelly’s Arab Spring”  Standpoint (May 2011), http://

standpointmag.co.uk/critique-may-11-shelley’s arab-spring-david-womersley-revolt-of-islam-percy-shelley

24. Abu al-‘Ala’ Al-Ma’arri (973-1057) is a very important poet-philosopher from North Syria who expressed the anxiety of a whole generation and depicted the political anarchy prevailing the Islamic Empire during his lifetime. At four years old he became blind. In 1009 he traveled to Baghdad where he familiarized himself with the latest intellectual trends from around the world. After a year and seven months he decided to return to his home-town Ma’arrat al-Nu’man, where he led a secluded life and became a vegetarian. Reason was his guide in his famous journey to hell and heaven, which Dante was probably familiar with when he wrote his  Divine Comedy. 

Al-Ma’arri adopted pessimistic skepticism for his philosophy. He was against violence and called for the end of political, social and religious injustice. His town, which is situated south of Aleppo, was savagely attacked by the Crusaders in 1098. And recently it was almost destroyed by the Syrians themselves in their never-ending civil war that began in March 2011 and continued to rage in April 2013. See for instance the following poems that are not very different from what Shelley says all along in his poetry. 

A church, a temple, or a Kaba Stone, 

Koran or Bible or a martyr’s bone—

All these and more my heart can tolerate

Since my religion now is Love alone. 

(Al-Ma’arri, translated by Ameen Rihani and quoted by James Kritzeck in  Anthology
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 of Islamic Literature [New York: Mentor Book, 1964], 123). 

They all err—Moslems, Jews, 

Christians and Zoroastrians:

Humanity follows two world-wide sects:

One, man intelligent without religion, 

The second, religious without intellect. 

. . . 

Not to be led by reason, al-Ma’arri insisted, was to give in to tyranny and injustice. 

You’ve had your way a long, long time, 

Your kings and tyrants, 

And still you work injustice hour by hour. 

. . . . There’s none to lead but reason

To point the morning and the evening ways. 

And religious rites were a means of enslaving the masses O fools, awake! The rites you sacred hold

Are but a cheat contrived by men of old, 

Who lusted after wealth and gained their lust

And died in baseness—and their law is dust. 

(See Reynold Alleyne Nicholson,  Studies in Islamic Poetry [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1921])
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cant political innovations—its depiction of female resistance and power—drew sub-stantially on a tradition of political caricature whose cultural authority peaked in the Peterloo years. From this perspective, the poem might truly be described as a ‘popular song wholly political’ which mercilessly targets the excesses of power in an allegorical language which would have been familiar to that socially diverse range of readers which constituted ‘the people’ in contemporary political discourse.” See  Romanticism and Popular Culture in Britain and Ireland, eds. Philip Connell and Nigel Leask (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 148; 169. 
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SIX

The Infatuation with Personal, 

Political, and Poetic Freedom: George

Gordon Byron and His Byronic Hero

Oh, could I feel as I have felt, or be what I have been, Or weep as I could once have wept, o’er many a vanished scene; As springs in deserts found seem sweet, all brackish though they be, So, midst the withered waste of life, those tears would flow to me Stanzas for Music, There’s Not a joy the world can give1

George Gordon Byron (1788-1824) was another Romantic rebel who was infatuated with Arabic lore. He died quite young while training Greek troops to fight for Greece independence from the Ottoman Empire. Like other Romantic poets, he sought social and political justice, but had to leave his homeland, England, in 1816 never to return. The deans of both Westminster and St. Paul’s had rejected even his corpse. Eventually, he was buried in his family vault near Newstead. 2 Condemned in England on moral grounds, Byron himself may be considered as one of the rebellious characters of the  Arabian Nights.  Some accused him of being bisexual. With so much evidence for this accusation, however, there seems little doubt that Byron was sexually responsive to both sexes. He had numerous love affairs with married, or single women, and was rumored to be infatuated with his half-sister Augusta, even having a daughter from her—not unlike the tale of the young son of King ‘Umar al-Nu’man, or the nameless figure in the story of the first tramp in “The Three Ladies of Baghdad.” Born with a clubfoot, a defect that had influenced every aspect of his life, Byron grew up with his Scottish mother whom he described as

“diabolical.” His father Captain John Byron, known as “Mad Jack” had died when the boy was still a toddler. His great-uncle the “wicked Lord” 

had killed a man in a duel before his birth. In short, the poet’s family on 149
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both sides was violent and lawless. But destiny that makes kings fall, and beggars rise to fame suddenly knocked at his door when his great-uncle died. In 1798 he inherited the title “baron” and a seat in the House of Lords, and found himself a Lord and owner of Newstead over night while he was still going to school in Aberdeen. Byron began writing poetry at the age of ten. At some point he discovered that his English ancestors were involved in the Crusades in Palestine, just like the ancestors of the Italian poet Dante. In an early poem entitled “On Leaving Newstead Abbey,” he expresses his admiration for his warlike ancestors, and concludes the poem with the following lines: “Like you will he live, or like you will he perish;/ When decay’d, may he mingle his dust with your own!” 3

In 1805 Byron attended Cambridge University. His first collection, Hours of Idleness, was published in 1807, but was savagely attacked in the Edinburgh Review. Although Byron suffered from a physical defect, nevertheless he enjoyed good looks and was known to have an erratic behavior. In 1809 he took his seat in the House of Lords. Burdened with debts and sexual scandals, Byron wandered throughout Europe and the Middle East. Between 1809 and 1811, he visited several countries, among them Portugal, Spain, Malta, Greece, and greater Syria. However, with the publication of the first two cantos of  Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage  in 1812 his reputation began to grow in the literary circle in London, and he seemed to even challenge Sir Walter Scott (1771-1832), as the foremost Romantic poet. 

The  Arabian Nights, which he read before he was ten years old as he confessed in Thomas Moore’s  Life of Byron (1830) must have helped him appreciate freedom in all its aspects: personal, political, and poetic. He grew up to be against oppression of any kind. But his fight for liberty as a right of all human beings is drastically different from that of Hayy Ibn Yaqzan. Although Hayy too believes that all men are born free, nevertheless, he thinks that all of them use their reason wisely, and always endeavor to remain ethical. On the contrary, many of the characters in the Nights  postulate that freedom has no boundary, that they are entitled to do whatever they wish, and that reason has very little role to play in their lives. It is this sort of freedom that Byron chose to espouse, both in his life and his work. There were no taboos to be avoided, no ethical codes to be followed. Man is free to love his sister, or a child, or a married woman. 

There is no harm to impregnate females and leave them with orphan children! The most important thing is the moment, not the future, or the consequences of one’s action. This is what most of the tales of the  Nights teaches its readers. Happiness lies in satisfying one’s desire and passion. 

Byron had wholeheartedly subscribed to this philosophy. Foolish women pursued him, some wished to reform him as his first wife Annabel Milbanke in 1812 (or 1815), 4 but he left her after one year; others described him as “Mad, bad and dangerous to know” as Lady Caroline Lamb who
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depicted him savagely in her  Glenarvon (1816). Only his relationship with his half-sister Augusta seemed to be lasting. She gave birth to a daughter in 1814 and was thought to be his daughter. Yet there were many more women in his life. Similarly, the son of King ‘Umar al-Nu’man in  The Nights  had married his half-sister, supposedly without knowing who she was, and had a daughter from her. Once he discovered that she was his own sister he found her a husband, but remained close to her. There were other women too in his life. Like Byron, the fictitious Arab prince, Sharkan, was a lover and a warrior. Both wished to help the Greeks in their fight against their enemies, albeit at different historical times and circumstances: Byron against the Ottomans in the nineteenth century and Sharkan against some petty rebellious Byzantine king in the seventh century. 5

It is very likely that Byron had also read Sir William Jones’s translation of the seven Arabic odes written by heathen Arabs in the sixth century that were supposedly inscribed in golden letters, and hung on the walls of the Ka’bah before Islam. 6 He would have liked Imru’ al-Qays in particular: a Don Juan who loved all women, and boasted about his adventures. He would have sympathized with Zuhair Ibn Abi Sulma who attacked all wars, and ‘Amr Ibn Kulthum who rejected tyranny of any kind, and glorified men as free beings. ‘Antara too would have appealed to him as a black poet, lover, knight, and warrior, the son of a black slave who had a profound sense of justice, and took action to improve the world. From all these poets Byron would have learned how to meditate over the ruins, how to invoke his personal muse, how to speak frankly about his character, how to write about his ardent journey through foreign lands, how to depict his intimate relationship with nature, and how to digress from topic to topic only to express his deepest sense of alienation from the world around him at the end of his poems. It is also likely that Byron had heard about the two pagan Arab poets and outlaws, such as al-Shanfara and Ta’abbat Sharran (he who has put evil under his armpit). Both men can be considered the prototype of the Byronic Hero. 

Their poems reveal the wildness of Bedouin life with its ideals of bravery, revenge, and hospitality. Al-Shanfara’s epic  Lamiyyat al ‘Arab  celebrates the outlaw’s friendship with the desert’s wolves, snakes, and hyenas. It depicts the image of a wanderer who is physically and spiritually isolated from the human race. Yet he is a superman, someone halfway between gods and mortals. 7 Was Byron’s  Manfred  inspired in part by this Arabic epic? The English poet seems to be familiar with things associated with the desert. Not many Arab speakers nowadays know about  al-samum, the hot wind, but Byron did centuries ago, and even mentioned it in his poetic drama. 

. . . I disdained to mingle with

A herd, though to be leader—and of wolves, 

The lion is alone and so am I
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. . . 

. . . . Like the Wind, 

The red-hot breath of the most lone Simoom, 

Which dwells but in the desert, and sweeps o’er The barren sands which bear no shrubs to blast. 8

It seems to me that al-Shanfara, and Imru’ al-Qays in particular had left their imprint on Byron’s mind. But if he did not explicitly mention their names, it does not mean that he was not inspired by them to some degree, or influenced by their conduct. 

 Childe Harold’s  Pilgrimage  is a case in point. In 1809 Byron began writing the poem, the first two cantos were published in 1812, Canto III in 1816, and Canto IV in 1818. Assuring the reader that Childe Harold has nothing to do with him, and that the poem should not be understood as autobiographical, Byron goes on to defend his hero who does not seem to be chivalrous enough though is considered a candidate for knighthood. 9

Imru’ al-Qays too did not have much of the qualities expected of a knight despite his attempt to avenge the murder of his father and inherit his kingdom. It has been suggested that Childe Harold, a moody young man, defiant of moral codes, and tormented homeless figure is the prototype of a new Byronic hero, who appears again and again in poems such as  The Corsair,  Lara,  or  Manfred, and later imitated in European literature. But is it possible perhaps to consider Imru’ al-Qays, the celebrated Arab poet who died around 500 AD, both as a man and a poet, to be a better representative of this type of character? He was the youngest son of the last king of Kindah in south Arabia. He began writing poetry while he was still a child. Eventually his father expelled him from the court for writing erotic poems and leading a vagabond life. But once the king was killed, the young poet felt that it was his duty to avenge the murder of his father. It was not an easy task. Nevertheless he tried to pursue the accused tribe and to seek help from others. Unsatisfied with his endeavor, he traveled all the way to Byzantium to plead with the Byzantine emperor Justinian in order to help him regain his kingdom. The life of Imru’ al-Qays was an unhappy one, despite his many amorous adventures. On his return to Arabia legends speak of his tragic death in the modern city of Ankara in Turkey today. The Byzantine emperor, who promised to send troops in support of the wandering prince, had supposedly given him a poisoned cloak as a gift after discovering that the poet had an affair with the emperor’s own daughter during the visit to Constantinople. 10

Like Byron, Imru’ al-Qays, was often considered to be the hero of his own poems: a proud and an arrogant man. The long ode that Sir William Jones had translated into English and published in 1783, describes not only the poet’s past erotic life with various women, even pregnant ones, but also his unrequited love with a certain female, the difficult journey through the desert, the ruins left behind in once inhabited places, the
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hunt of wild animals, the frightening flood, and the anxiety of the lonely man in an alien world. His cosmic despair is crystalized in a few lines: O long night, how much I wish you vanish soon

I am longing for the morning light. But alas, I know the day will not be better than the night! 11

Is Childe Harold the product of imagination as Byron claims in his preface to the poem? “It has been stated,” Byron argued, that besides the anachronism, he [Childe] is very  unknightly, as the times of the Knights were times of love, honour, and so forth. Now it so happens that the good old times when “L’amour du bon vieux tems, l’amour antique” flourished, were the most profligate of all possible centuries. . . . The vows of chivalry were no better kept than any other vows whatsoever, and the songs of the Troubadours were not more decent, and certainly were much less refined, than those of Ovid. . . . 

Childe Harold . . . was so far perfectly knightly in his attributes. . . . It had been easy to varnish over his faults, to make him do more and express less, but he never was intended as an example, further than to show that early perversion of mind and morals leads to satiety of past pleasures and disappointment in new ones, and that even the beauties of nature, and the stimulus of travel (except ambition, the most powerful of all excitements) are lost on a soul so constituted, or rather misdi-rected. 12

There is no doubt that Childe Harold’s life and travel correspond to a certain extent not only to Byron’s own—despite his denial—but also to the lives and journeys of pre-Islamic poets, particularly Imru’ al-Qays who seems to share with Byron many qualities. Even the muse of the youthful British poet resembles an Arab maiden, although she has a foreign name. Her eyes are wild as the gazelle’s; her fairy fingers are near the lyre. Some of the countries that the wanderer visits, such as Portugal and Spain, have been under Islamic rule for centuries. But now the Moors are gone, although they have left their traces everywhere. The ruins of the landscape are depicted, and the tone of melancholy at the loss of past glory is intensified. The real danger now comes from France and Napoleon’s troops. England is criticized for not doing enough to aid both countries in their struggle against the French. Although the poet still sees beauty in the desolation, Spanish men with passion for revenge, and courageous women defying the enemy, he feels hopeless, and quite alienated from the world around him. Greece distracts him for a while and makes him careless about the tragic fate of Spain. Yet in the final analysis, he seems to be unable to shake the memory of the Spaniards from his imagination, or to be oblivious to their bloody fight for liberty. It is the Spanish resistance to Napoleon’s troops that will eventually lead him to side with the Greeks in their fight against Ottoman’s tyranny. 
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In Canto III during his journey through Belgium, the Rhine, the Alps, and the Jura, Byron reflects more on nature. He refers to Napoleon and evokes the memory of Rousseau as the author of the novel  Julie, ou la Nouvelle Heloise (1761), and the autobiographical works,  Les Confessions (1781-1788) and  Les Reveries du promeneur solitaire (1782). For him, the Swiss writer, who is possibly an alter ego, is described as “wild,” and full of rage, yet whatever he did was meant to defeat tyranny, and rouse the sleeping masses to advance the cause of justice. 

77

Here the self-torturing sophist, wild Rousseau, The apostle of affliction, he who threw

Enchantment over passion, and from woe

Wrung overwhelming eloquence, first dew

The breath which made him wretched; yet he knew How to make madness beautiful, and cast

O’er erring deeds and thoughts a heavenly hue

Of words, like sunbeams, dazzling as they past

The eyes, which o’er them shed tears feelingly and fast. 

78

His love was passion’s essence—as a tree

On fire by lightning; with ethereal flame

Kindled he was, and blasted: for to be

Thus, and enamoured, were in him the same. 

But his was not the love of living dame, 

Nor of the dead who rise upon our dreams, 

But of ideal beauty, which became

In him existence, and o’erflowing teems

Along his burning page, distempered though it seems. 13

In Canto IV, the alienated pilgrim disappears, and the poet takes his place in addressing directly the readers. He meditates on history, time, Petrarch, Boccaccio, Florence, and Rome among others, but ends the poem with a depiction of the sea as an eternal symbol. 

 The Bride of Abydos,  The Corsair, and  The Giaour, all appeared in 1813, followed by  Lara  the following year. The poems deal with the agony of hopeless love affairs. In the original unpublished manuscript of  The Bride of Abydos, for instance, the love between the half-brother and sister—a topic which is not strange to the  Arabian Nights— is depicted .  But in the published version ,  the lovers Zuleika and Selim appear as cousins. The end of the poem is tragic as expected, for Selim is killed and the beautiful beloved, who rejects to marry an elderly rich man chosen by her cruel father the Pasha Giaffir, dies out of grief. These terrible events take place in the land of the beautiful virgins, where cypress and myrtle grow, where cedar and vine are in abundance, and where flowers always blossom. It is the land of the sun, the citrus, the olive and the nightingale, where the tale of  Majnun Layla, and the love songs of the Persian poet
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Sa’di continue to beguile the listeners. 14  The Corsair,  on the other hand, tells the story of Conrad, a pirate who rescues Gulnare, the chief slave in the Pasha’s harem, but refuses to kill the tyrant in his sleep as she urges him to do so. As a result she kills the Pasha with a dagger and escapes with the pirate to his island. Once Conrad discovers that his wife Medora has died out of grief thinking he is killed, he disappears leaving beautiful Gulnare alone. 15 The third poem,  The Giaour  is the story of a female slave called Leila, who is stuffed in a bag and thrown into the sea by her Turkish master, Hassan, for falling in love with the Byronic hero, Giaour. 

But the lover avenges the killing of his beloved. He kills Hassan and exiles himself to a monastery. Conrad the pirate returns to his home in Spain in the fourth Oriental poem  Lara (1814) accompanied by his servant Kaled, who is in reality beautiful Gulnare in disguise, but is killed at the end in a feud. His faithful servant/beloved remains with him. 16

If Majnun Layla of Arabia has indeed inspired Byron to write these poems, one certainly does not see the soaring poetry of the mad Arab lover in Byron’s texts. Although Layla was in love with Qays, who became known later on as  majnun (i.e., mad) she had to marry another man to please her father. As a result, the lonely lover spent the rest of his life wandering half naked in the desert singing the beauty of his beloved. He was found dead in the wilderness. This seventh-century legend traveled throughout the Islamic Empire, and the madman’s poetry was immortalized. Persians, Turks, Indians, and eventually European poets reinvented the endless versions of these poems. Furthermore, the fame of other lovers in classical Arabic literature, such as Qays and Lubna, Kuthayyer

‘Azza, ‘Antara, and ‘Abla among others, had traveled widely throughout the ancient world. 17

Loving someone who looks physically like you, a thesis—which is common in many tales of the  Arabian Nights—seems to constitute the ideal love, and excite pity in the reader. There is the young boy who was infatuated with his sister from childhood. No one was able to stop him from sleeping with her even when he became an adult. She too loved him dearly and encouraged him to live with her underground after their father discovered their incestuous relationship. Both have a tragic end. 

When the father came back once from a hunting trip he found his children burned. They were no more humans, but black coals! Lovers don’t have to be sisters and brothers. They can also be strangers, but still look alike, as if they have the same genes. This is what the nurse’s son Marza-van—an astrologer and the foster brother of Princess Budur of China—

who journeyed from city to city, had discovered in the story of Qamar alZaman and the Princess Budur. Upon seeing the ill prince in the hope of curing him, he exclaimed, “Heavens! What a striking likeness!” Indeed the two lovers who lived in different countries and had met only once at night through supernatural spirits resembled each other. Their beauty was magnificent. But at the end, they encountered many troubles during
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their journey. Qamar al-Zaman, a name that means the “peerless moon,” 

ends up being a king in a foreign land and married to two queens, one of them is his supposed soulmate, Princess Budur of China! Did he destroy her, or as the tale suggests that both women “lived in true sisterly harmony together”? 18 Similarly, Manfred, one of the Byronic heroes, in the dramatic poem of the same name (1817) is in love with a woman who is hardly distinguishable from him. He reveals to the Witch of the Alps his incestuous love to his sister Astarte. 

She was like me in lineaments;—her eyes, 

Her hair, her features, all, to the very tone

Even of her voice, they said were like to mine; But soften’d all, and temper’d into beauty; 

She had the same lone thoughts and wanderings, 

The quest of hidden knowledge, and a mind

To comprehend the universe; nor these

Alone, but with them gentler powers than mine, 

Pity, and smiles, and tears—which I had not; 

And tenderness—but that I had for her; 

Humility—and that I never had. 

Her faults were mine-her virtues were her own—

I loved her and destroy’d her! 19

Byron too loved his own sister, who must have resembled him to a certain degree, nevertheless he had many sexual relationships with numerous women. The story of Qamar al-Zaman that justifies polygamy must have fascinated him much more than that of the mad Arab who loved only one woman although he was never able to be with her during his life. 20

The Arab peerless moon, or the handsome young Spaniard, appears again in Byron’s  Don Juan, an unfinished satirical verse which was published between 1819 and 1824. 21 Instead of being a seducer, the hero is often depicted as seduced, but is unable to resist temptation. At the age of sixteen his mother had to banish him from Seville, hoping to mend his morals. A twenty-three-year-old Donna Julia, who was married to a man of fifty, seduced him, and gave herself to him. 22 Her husband discovered the affair and tried to kill the young man. But Don Juan fled to his mother who desperately sent him away on a long journey. She was always a righteous widow who tried in the past to rear him in a moral manner, but to no avail. Once banished from his native land, his Sinbad-like adventures begin. Don Juan’s ship is wrecked, and the traveler endures lots of hardship. On a Greek island he is taken care of by Haidée, the beautiful daughter of a pirate, who falls in love with him and hides him in a cave. 

He is the first lover she has ever known. But once the father discovers the couple he puts Don Juan in chains and sends him on a pirate’s ship to be sold as a slave. The handsome man ends up with the Sultana in Constantinople, who falls in love with him. But he manages to escape to Russia
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and become a favorite of Empress Catherine, who sends him in her turn to England on a political mission. Here Don Juan satirizes the English social life and describes his never-ending love affairs. Did he surpass the pre-Islamic poet, Imru’ al-Qays, who tried to have a sexual relation even with pregnant women and mothers holding babies on their breasts? Both men had affairs with women in power, but also with ordinary single, or married maids. Both denounced society, chastity, and morals. Both were expelled from their home and native land at an early age, and both led the life of a vagabond. The difference, however, is that Christian Don Juan refuses to become the Muslim Sultana’s lover, while pagan Imru’ al-Qays accepts willingly to be the lover of the Byzantine emperor’s daughter. It is true that both men are libertine. But whereas religion and race still play their role in restricting Don Juan from having a sexual relation with an infidel, both factors seem to be irrelevant to the pagan Arab poet. 

Imru’ al-Qays was poisoned by the Byzantine emperor and died alone in a foreign land. He never recovered his kingdom. On the other hand, Don Juan could not expect a better end. Byron died before he finished his satirical poem. But if one recalls the Spanish legend about Don Juan’s fate, one learns that the peerless moon has been dragged off to Hell! 

Byron’s heroes also recall Eblis, or the Muslim Satan as depicted in William Beckford’s  Vathek,  an Arabian Tale, written in French in 1782

when the English author was only twenty-one years old. The novel gives a fictitious account of the life of al-Wathiq, the Abbasid Caliph in the first half of the ninth-century Baghdad. In his search for absolute knowledge, the sensual and cruel Caliph rejected Islam, and was determined to gain supernatural powers. But at the end of the novel he failed, and was doomed to wander aimlessly in hell, the abode of Eblis, the prince of darkness. 23 In short, Byron’s alter egos may be numerous: al-Shanfara and Imru’ al-Qays from pre-Islam, Qamar al-Zaman from the  Arabian Nights, Eblis, or Satan, from William Beckford’s  Vathek , and many more. 

In his book  History of Western Philosophy, Bertrand Russell argues that

“Byron was not obliged to confine himself to the Levant and the Middle Ages in his search for heroes, since it was not difficult to invest Napoleon with a romantic mantle. The influence of Napoleon on the imagination of nineteenth-century Europe was very profound. . . . His ghost stalks through the age, the only force which is strong enough to stand up against industrialism and commerce, pouring scorn on pacifism and shop-keeping.” 24 However, Russell criticizes Byron for not standing against the French general as a dictator except on one occasion in 1814

when Napoleon preferred to abdicate rather than commit suicide. Indeed, Byron’s views of Napoleon Bonaparte are somehow ambiguous. 

Like many of his contemporaries, Byron admired the French General as a figure of heroic aspiration, and even identified with him when he referred to himself in  Don Juan  as “The grand Napoleon of the realms of rhyme.” 25 The “Dark Corsican,” whose native island was once occupied
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by the Arabs in the ninth century, came from a humble Italian background. But like Byron, destiny had another design for him. He was in his late twenties when he served as a general in the Revolutionary Wars. 

Egypt was conquered in 1798. In the following year he overthrew the ruling Directory in France and appointed himself as a dictator. From 1804

to 1814 he became the Emperor of the French. During his reign he conquered most of Europe, but was forced to abdicate in 1814 and was exiled to the island of Elba. When he managed to return to power in March 1815

the allies under the command of the British Duke of Wellington defeated his army in the battle of Waterloo on June 18 of the same year. He was exiled this time to the island of St. Helena where he remained captive until he died in 1821. It was obvious that Napoleon was viewed with admiration and horror at the same time by his contemporaries: admiration for his reforms in France, and horror for the bloodshed he caused in many parts of the world. He was a savior for some, a destroyer for others, but a fascinating figure nevertheless for all. Byron viewed Napoleon as his own hero, a deliverer of man of some sort. Yet he had difficulties at times with the Emperor’s excessive passion, or his acceptance to be captive instead of being dead. “Ode To Napoleon Buonaparte”—misspelled on purpose—delineates this ambiguity. The poem is more of an elegy in the manner of the great classical Arabic elegies, mourning the loss of a last hope. Written in 1814 when Napoleon was forced to abdicate and accepted to be a captive instead of killing himself. Yet the mourning is mixed not only with satire, but also with painful praise. 

‘Tis done—but yesterday a King! 

And armed with Kings to strive. . . 

And now thou art a nameless thing:

So abject—yet alive! 

. . . 

The Desolator desolate! 

The Victor overthrown! 

The Arbiter of other’s fate

A Suppliant for his own! 

Is it some yet imperial hope

That with such change can calmly cope? 

Or dread of death alone? 

To die a prince—or live a slave—

Thy choice is most ignobly brave! 

. . . 

Thine evil deeds are writ in gore, 

Nor written thus in vain —

Thy triumphs tell of fame no more, 

Or deepen every stain:

If thou hadst died as Honor dies. 

Some new Napoleon might arise, 

To shame the world again. . . 
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But who would soar the solar height, 

To set in such a starless night? 26

The comparison between Napoleon and Timur Lang, however, adds to the ambiguity of the poet’s attitude toward the fallen emperor of France. 

“Thou Timour!” Byron calls him. For the Arabs, the Mongolian conqueror was a figure of destruction and repulsion, the king of Hell himself. At the end of the fourteenth and the beginning of the fifteenth century, he destroyed all traces of civilization in many Arab cities, including Aleppo and Damascus, and left behind him mountains of skulls out of which hundreds of towers and pyramids were built. It was reported that in the city of Damascus, he spared only the life of scholars, skilled workers, and artisans whom he took with him to distant Samarqand in order to im-plant science and art in his capital. 27

In contrast many Europeans viewed Timur as a fascinating and horrific conqueror. He was praised, precisely because he was able to take the Ottoman Sultan Bayazid I as a prisoner at Ankara in July 21, 1402, and was often considered an ally by European rulers. In his poem, Byron seems to highlight the imprisonment of this Ottoman Sultan in a cage without naming him. It was reported that the Mongolian conqueror kept his captive in chains at night, but during the day he put him in a cage carried by two horses in order to accompany the Mongolian troops. Is Byron then making fun of Napoleon who projects himself as Timur the conqueror, but in fact he is more like his captive the Ottoman Sultan? 

Thou Timour! In his captive’s cage

What thoughts will there be thine, 

While brooding in thy prisoned rage? 28

Unlike Napoleon, Timur was never captured. Yet both conquerors are honored even to this day in their respective countries, Uzbekistan, and France. Both born of humble origin, yet they rose quickly through the ranks, and became heroes in the eyes of some people who believed that Napoleon and Timur along with a host of other names were fighting for freedom and a better unified world! On the other hand, William Wordsworth saw already in 1809 the French General as an oppressive tyrant, not very different from Satan himself. In his sonnet on Napoleon, Wordsworth exclaims:

Look now on that Adventurer who hath paid

His vows to Fortune; who, in cruel slight

Of virtuous hope, of liberty, and right, 

Hath followed wheresoe’er a way was made

By the blind Goddess;—ruthless, undismayed; 

And so hath gained at length a prosperous Height, Round which the Elements of worldly might

Beneath his haughty feet, like clouds, are laid. 29
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Similarly William Beckford (1760-1844) saw Napoleon not as a genius, or a liberator, but a tyrant and a murderer:

Upon these snows the Despot trod, 

The less than man, the would-be God! 

Enough; let scornful history tell

Or how he rose, or how he fell. 30

Shelley too who advocated peace did not see in Napoleon the savior, but the destroyer. “I hated thee,” he wrote, 31 “fallen tyrant! I did groan To think that a most unambitious slave, 

Like thou, shouldst dance and revel on the grave Of Liberty. Thou mightst have built thy throne

When it had stood even now: thou didst prefer

A frail and bloody pomp, which time has swept

In fragments towards oblivion. Massacre, 

For this I prayed, would on thy sleep have crept, Treason and slavery, Rapine, Fear, and Lust, 

And stifled thee, their minister. I know

Too late, since thou and France are in the dust, That virtue owns a more eternal foe

Than force or fraud: old Custo, legal Crime, 

And bloody Faith, the foulest birth of time. 

In a letter to George and Georgiana in October 1818, Keats also expresses his misgivings vis-à-vis Napoleon. “I cannot but think he [Napoleon] has done more harm to the life of Liberty than anyone else could have done,” 

he wrote. 32

History meant a great deal to the Romantic poets. In 1817 Byron completed his poem “A Very Mournful Ballad on the Siege and Conquest of Alhama, Which, in the Arabic Language, is to the following Purport.” 

The ballad is reminiscent of the countless tragic lament written in Arabic throughout history about the fall of certain kings and kingdoms, but particularly the fall of Granada and other Andalusian states. In 1482 the Spanish Christians captured Alhama de Granada, thus precipitating the fall of the most beautiful and cultured kingdom in Europe. Aided by Abu-‘Abdullah, misspelled in Spanish as Boabdil, one of the sons of a previous Sultan, Ferdinand and Isabella succeeded in fueling a destructive civil war among the Moors, while the Castilian army was advancing and conquering one town after the other. Eventually, the man who was instrumental in the destruction of his own kingdom had to surrender to his enemy on January 2, 1492. It was reported that his evil mother who urged him in the first place to rebel against his own father, then uncle, had told him at the moment of his defeat: “It is well that you cry now like a woman for what you could not defend like a man.” The rocky spot where Boabdil stood and looked back at Alhambra Palace on his way to exile is still known by the name “the last sigh of the Moor.” 33
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Byron expressed his sympathy for the defeated Moors in the following lines:

22

And men and infants there in weep

Their loss, so heavy and so deep, 

Granada’s ladies, all she rears

Within her walls, burst into tears

Woe is me, Alhama! 

23

And from the windows o’er the walls

The sable web of morning falls; 

The King weeps as a woman o’er

His loss, for it is much and sore. 

Woe is me, Alhama! ( The Complete Poetical Works, vol. IV, p. 108) In his article “Exoticism: Granada’s Alhambra in European Romanticism,” Gerhart Hoffmeister argues, “it appears that Alhambraism (with its extension into the Alhama and Alpujarras region) presents one of the finest examples of romantic exoticism—. While the last Moor became a legendary figure, the Alhambra could symbolize different aspects of romantic preoccupations. . . . The Moorish palace could turn into a symbol of paradise lost and the mobility of earthly things.” 34 This sense of loss and anguish for a lost civilization is also evident in Shelley’s “Ozymandias” which was published on January 11, 1818. But whatever has vanished has something to do with the East, whether it is Moorish Granada, or Ancient Egypt. 

In a letter to Thomas Moore dated August 28, 1813, Byron wrote, 

“Stick to the East;—the oracle, Stael told me it was the only poetical policy. The North, South, and West have all been exhausted; but from the East, we have nothing but S. . . s’ [Southey’s] unsaleables,—and these he has contrived to spoil, by adopting only their most outrageous fic-tions.” 35 Byron himself adhered to his own advice to Thomas Moore. He stuck to the East but unlike Southey he often concealed his borrowings, exactly as many writers had done before him. From the pre-Islamic poets Byron had probably learned how to meditate over the decaying monuments of human civilization, how to minutely describe the landscape, how to rebel against all traditions, and how to boast of himself. Like them, he digressed from topic to topic in his long poems, something that T. S. Eliot admired about him. His Childe Harold echoes in Canto III the outlaw poets, Al-Shanfara and Ta’abbata Sharran, when he howled like a wolf, “I have not loved the world, nor the world me.” But perhaps it was the  Arabian Nights  that taught Byron more than anything else the meaning of total freedom, whether it was personal, political, or poetic. At times, he wished the desert were his dwelling place, where he would forget the human race for a while. Ironically the Prophet Muhammad
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was for him a sexual liberator, and the Muslim paradise full of black-eyed women became his ultimate desire. 36
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17. Male Arab poets have sung the praises of Lubna, ‘Azza, ‘Abla, Layla, and many other females throughout history. Kuthayyer made his ‘Azza an ever-burning star. 

Qays transformed his Layla into a Goddess. On the other hand female Arab poets mourned the death of their male lovers, or depicted the agony of separation from their loved ones. Layla al-Akhyaliyya, the famous poetess in the seventh century continued to mourn her lover Tawba for many years after he was murdered. The names of these lovers became household names in the Arab world up to this day. The tenth-century book  Al-Aghani, by Abu al-Faraj al-Isbahani, (or Isfahani) tells their stories in details. 

For a modern source on famous Arab and Muslim women check  A’lam al-Nisa’ Fi

 ‘Alamay al-‘Arab wa- al-Islam, compiled and edited by ‘Umar Rida Kahhala, 4th edition. 

5 volumes. (Beirut: Mu’assasat al-Hayat, 1982). See also Jean-Pierre Guinhut’s article

“The Man Who Loved Too Much: The Legend of Leyli and Majnun” in  Azerbaijan International (Autumn 1998), 6.3. Guinhut, an Orientalist and an ex-French Ambassa-dor to Azerbaijan, writes about the poet Nizami (1141-1209), whose statue stands today in the city of Ganja and his famous Persian ode on love. He argues that the Majnun legend has anticipated the appearance of  Tristan und Isolde,  Aucassin et Nico-lette  and  Romeo and Juliet  in Europe. Check www.library.cornell.edu/colldev/mideast/

majnun.htm. See also As’ad E. Khairallah’s article on the Majnun’s legend in  Studying Transcultural Literary History, ed. Gunilla Lindberg-Wada (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter GmbH and Co, 2006). 

18. See the story of “The Adventures of Prince Camaralzaman and the Princess Badoura” in  The Arabian Nights Entertainments, ed. Andrew Lang, 216-266. 

19. See  Manfred  in  The Complete Poetical Works, volume IV, 51-102. Act II, Scene II, 74. 

20. Note that Claire Clairmont (1798-1879) who was the daughter of Mary Clairmont, William Godwin’s second wife, fell in love with Byron in 1816, and had a daughter from him in 1817. Byron promised to acknowledge the child and educate her, but in 1821 he placed her “in a convent near Ravenna, where she died of a fever in 1822.” See “Clairmont, Claire” in  The Oxford Companion to English Literature, ed. Margaret Drabble, 203. Also see the tale “Camarzaman and Badoura” in  The Arabian Nights Entertainments, edited by Andrew Lang, 216-266. Note that the  Arabian Nights  has various love stories. For a Platonic type, see  Alf Layla wa- Layla, “Hikayat Jamil ibn Ma’ma r  to the Caliph Harun al-Rashid,” in volume 3, 206-212. 

21. See  Don Juan  in  The Complete Poetical Works, volume V (Oxford, 1986). Note that Byron states in Canto I that Don Juan’s father was “of Moor or Hebrew blood/ His mother was a learned lady, famed for every branch of every science known—/ In every Christian language ever named,/ She liked the English and the Hebrew tongue.” 

22. In Canto I Don Juan mentions that Donna Julia who gave herself to him was of an Arab origin. “The darkness of her oriental eye/ Accorded with her Moorish origin;/

(Her blood was not all Spanish by the bye;/ In Spain, you know, this is a sort of sin.)/

When proud Grenada fell, and, forced to fly,/ Boabdil wept, of Donna Julia’s kin/

Some went to Africa, some staid in Spain,/ Her great great grandmamma chose to remain.” See volume V of  The Complete Poetical Works, 26-27. In a following stanza, Don Juan, just like Arab poets, glorifies his beloved’s eyes. “Her eye” he says,“(I’m very fond of handsome eyes)/ Was large and dark, suppressing half its fire.” 

23. William Beckford,  Vathek  was translated from the French with the author’s assistance into English by Samuel Henley in 1786. Byron’s Satan might have been also borrowed from certain Muslim Sufis. In his article on “Satan” Gordon D. Newby argues, “In Islamic thought, the Satan  Iblis  represents the power of evil and is an enemy of God and humanity.  Iblis’s disobedience comes from pride, his belief that he was superior to Adam and the other angels.” But “within the Sufi tradition, Satan or Iblis  is presented as a complex figure whose initial sin of rebellion against God was not simply evil or pride.  Iblis,  according to the mystic al-Husayn ibn Mansur al-Hallaj, refused to worship Adam because of his absolute commitment to monotheism . . . 

Some Sufis contend that  Iblis  will be ultimately forgiven by God at the day of judgment because of his staunch Unitarian position.” See  The Oxford Encyclopedia of the Modern Islamic World, ed. John L. Esposito, vol. 4, 1-2. 
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24. Bertrand Russell,  History of Western Philosophy,  719. See the chapter on Byron: pp. 716-721. 

25. See  Byron’s Complete Poetical Works, Vol. V. In  Don Juan, Canto II, XI, 55, 5-8, Byron exclaims, 

I—albeit I’m sure I did not know it, 

Nor sought of foolscap subjects to be king.—

Was reckon’d, a considerable time, 

The grand Napoleon of the realms of rhyme. 

26. See Byron’s  Complete Poetical Works, volume III, 259-260, 261-262, 263. 

27. See Hitti,  History of the Arabs, 701-702. Timur kept the Ottoman Sultan Bayazid I
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32. See  The Letters of John Keats, ed. Maurice Buxton Forman, 234. Cf.  The Letters of Keats, ed. Rollins, vol. 1, 397. Coleridge had a similar position to Wordsworth. At the beginning, he was fascinated by Napoleon, but later on the genius, the man of science, the philosopher, the poet, the peacemaker turned into an imaginary figure. Simon Bainbridge observes that “In his writing on Napoleon for the  Morning Post  in 1800
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36. In a letter to John Murray written from Venice in rime on January 8, 1818, Byron wrote that he had just finished his paper. Beside him was lying a whore. Her presence made it easy for him to find the right rime. Then he said: “It was Mahomet’s notion/

That comical motion/ Increased his ‘devotion in prayer’—/ If that tenet holds good/ In a Prophet, it should/ In a poet be equally fair—” See “The flesh is frail”: Byron’s Letters and Journals, vol. 6 (1818-1819), ed. Leslie A. Marchand (London: John Murray, 1976), 5. 

On the right hand side of the page one reads “See his [Muhammad’s] life in Gibbon’s abstract.” Cf. also “Epistle To Mr. Murray” in  The Complete Poetical Works, ed. Jerome J. 

McGann, vol. iv, 163-164. On the other hand, Byron, who is fascinated with the Muslim paradise, prefers to see his beloved in the desert if possible. In a letter to Countess Teresa Guiccioli on the May 3, 1819, he wrote from Venice, “I neither seek nor want diversions—introductions—Society—all very tedious things. It would suit me better to be with you in a desert, rather than without you in Mahomet’s paradise, which is considerably more agreeable than ours.” See Byron’s translation of the letter in “The flesh is frail”: Byron’s Letters and Journals, vol. 6, 121-122. Note that the Muslim Paradise is sometimes mentioned in Byron’s poems. See for instance  Childe Harold, Canto I in Byron’s Complete Poetical Works, vol. II. “Match me those Houries, whom ye scarce allow/ To taste the gale lest Love should ride the wind,/ With Spain’s dark-glancing daughters-deign to know,/ There your wise Prophet’s paradise we find,/ His black-eyed maids of Heaven, angelically kind” (lines 607-611), 31. Note that Sir William Jones had already written on the subject in 1774 in his article “On the Poetry of the Eastern Nations on the Arts commonly called Imitative.” He argued, “Mahomet  was so well acquainted with the maxim of his countrymen, that he described the pleasures of heaven to them, under the allegory of  cool fountains,  green bowers,  and black-eyed girls, as the word  Houri  literary signifies in  Arabick;  and in the chapter of the  Morning, toward the end of his  alcoran,  he mentions a garden, called Irem, which is no less celebrated by the  Asiatick  poets than that of the  Hesperides  by the Greeks.” See Sir William Jones. 

 Poems Consisting Chiefly of Translations from the Asiatick Languages (Altenburgh: Gottlob Emanuel Richter, 1774), 131. http://books.google.com.au/books?id=gOo9AAAAcAA& pg=pp5&source=gbs-selected_p. On the other hand, Peter Cochran in his introduction to his edited book  Byron and Orientalism (Newcastle: Cambridge Scholars Press, 2006) does not seem to be aware of Byron’s possible borrowings from the pre-Islamic poet Imru’ al-Qays, or Shelley’s borrowings from early Islamic history. He refers to Robert Southey as “Byron’s most hated enemy” and observes that “Byron . . . borrowed. . . 

from  Vathek (it was his favourite book), with greater success either than Southey, or Shelley, whose  The Revolt of Islam  appeared in 1817. Although Shelley, understating, admits that he does not make ‘much attempt at minute delineation of Mahometan manners’ Southey, Byron and Shelley all wrote in the pseudo-orientalist tradition which Beckford had developed from an earlier eighteenth-century one.” 6. But Byron and Shelley had more sources than  Vathek.  See my interpretation of  The Revolt of Islam in chapter five on Shelley. Furthermore, Cochran argues that“ Shelley who loathed Christianity could not be expected to admire Islam, Byron, who respected Christianity as long as it was divorced from English cant, was much more friendly to its fellow-monotheism,” 6. But Shelley who read the  History of the Saracens  by Simon Ockley, a professor of Arabic at Cambridge University is also likely to have seen Ockley’s translation of  Hayy Ibn Yaqzan  by Ibn Tufayl, a twelfth-century Andalusian philosopher. 

Hayy, the natural man, does not understand the relevance of religion, any conventional religion in our lives, since he believes that we are all endowed with reason and free will. Ibn Tufayl, who uttered these views was a Muslim and a physician at the court of a powerful ruler of Morocco and Spain. 









Conclusion

 How Valid Is Kipling’s Phrase That East and West Can Never Meet? 

In his book  History of Western Philosophy, Bertrand Russell (1872-1970), a British philosopher and a Nobel Prize-winner, observes that The first  good  romantic work in England—apart from Blake, who was a solitary Swedenborgian and hardly part of any “movement”—was Coleridge’s  Ancient Mariner, published in 1799. In the following year . . . he went to Göttingen and became engulfed in Kant, which did not improve his verse. After Coleridge, Wordsworth, and Southey had become reactionaries, hatred of Revolution and Napoleon put a temporary brake on English romanticism. But it was soon revived by Byron, Shelley, and Keats, and in some degree dominated the whole Victorian epoch. 1

Russell’s praise of Coleridge’s “Rime of the Ancient Mariner,” his dismissal of the poet’s work in general for being influenced by Kant, his attack on Wordsworth and Southey as being reactionaries, and his ambiguous feeling toward Byron, Shelley, and Keats for reviving English romanticism show only his limited appreciation of poetry. In his chapter on “The Romantic Movement,” Russell argues that from the end of the eighteenth century to this day, literature, art, philosophy, and politics have been influenced by a specific Romantic outlook. For him, Rousseau is the first writer to connect politics with literature and to introduce the man of sensibility who is prone to emotion and sympathy. “From [Rousseau] the romantics learnt a contempt for the trammels of convention—first in dress and manners, in the minuet and the heroic couplet, then in art and love, and at last over the whole sphere of traditional morals. . . . The romantic movement, in spite of owing its origin to Rousseau, was at first mainly German” (Russell, 652, 654). Russell condemns what he calls the Romantics’

standard of values. They admire strong passions of no matter what kind, and whatever may be their social consequences. Romantic love, especially when unfortunate, is strong enough to win their approval, but most of the strongest passions are destructive—hate and resent-ment and jealousy, remorse and despair, outraged pride and the fury of the unjustly oppressed, martial ardour and contempt for slaves and 167
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cowards. Hence the type of man encouraged by romanticism, especially of the Byronic variety, is violent and anti-social, an anarchic rebel or a conquering tyrant. . . . Revolt of solitary instincts against social bonds is the key to the philosophy, the politics, and the sentiments, not only of what is commonly called the romantic movement, but of its progeny down to the present day. Philosophy, under the influence of German idealism, became solipsistic, and self-development was proclaimed as the fundamental principle of ethics (Russell 656, 657). 

This negative appraisal of the Romantic poets and the accusation of Rousseau, Kant, and the German idealism in general as the main culprits either in promoting the man of sensibility and pseudo-democratic dictatorship, or distinguishing between reason and understanding, or mind and matter, and consequently influencing the product of English poetry, is sharply contrasted with the positive views of many other critics in literary and cultural studies vis-à-vis romantic poetry. Bertrand Russell is unable to appreciate English Romantic poetry. For him the bad influence on the British poets comes from other European countries, such as France and Germany. 2 Disregarding the historical era in which the English romantic poets lived, or the type of materials they read in their childhood, or adult life is considered a grave gap in the thinking of a philosopher. 

One only has to look at his chapter “Mohammedan Culture and Philosophy” to realize how poorly he knows about this foreign part of the world, or about its interaction with Europe. The twelfth-century Andalusian philosopher Ibn Tufayl, who influenced Hobbes, Spinoza, Descartes, Locke, Rousseau, Voltaire, Hume, and Kant among others, is not even mentioned in his book. Of course, this is not Russell’s fault, for he is not an Orientalist. He is forced to rely on the judgments of others who claim to read Arabic and are specialists in the field. On the other hand,  The Arabian Nights, which was read at least in part by all Romantic poets and played an important role in their development as adults, is mentioned in passing by Russell as something exclusively eastern in his chapter on Islamic culture and philosophy. He writes about the splendor of Harun al-Rashid’s court in Baghdad and mentions that everyone in Europe has heard about the Arab King—who died in 809, and was contemporary of Charlemagne and the Empress Irene. After all, the most popular book, The Thousand and One Nights,  has described al-Rashid as an important character in many tales. His reign was the ultimate golden age. Science, poetry, and commerce had flourished beyond all expectations. Justice was supposedly carried out on the spot through a single nod from the Caliph who was always accompanied by his executioner in the streets of Baghdad. However, this vibrant and vast Islamic empire did not last forever. Al-Rashid’s successor exclusively recruited Turks for his army. 

Consequently the newcomers took over and made the ultimate decision as to who should remain in power, and who should be killed. But in 1256, the Mongols invaded the lands of Islam, massacred the whole population
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of Baghdad and killed the last Abbasid king. One wonders if everyone knew Harun al-Rashid through the  Arabian Nights  as Russell says, why does he not then make any connection between this idea and Coleridge, or the other Romantic poets when he discusses them at a later stage? Are the  Nights  void of philosophy? Should one only talk about the Romantic poets and their relationship with Rousseau, Kant, and the German Idealism? 

This insistence on dividing East and West in all intellectual endeavors seems normal in the West. But to my mind, the global village has always existed throughout history. The helpless lover who populates the  Nights and most likely other ancient literatures is credited for instance to the German poet Goethe. J. G. Robertson argues that with Goethe’s publication of  Die Leiden des Junger n  Werthers  in 1774 a new tragic figure is created

the helpless victim of his own personality and circumstances, the sensitive spirit who seeks the absolute and is crushed by the impossibility of his own desires and the very real limitations of the life of his time. . . . . 

The appearance of  Werther  occasioned an outburst of sentimental literature which was by no means restricted to the German language: all Europe was infected by the “Werther fever.” 3

On the contrary, a contemporary English critic hails the pivotal influence of  One Thousand and One Nights  on the development of Romantic writers in general, and on Coleridge in particular. In his article “Coleridge and the Oriental Tale,” Tim Fulford argues that the  Nights  did not only play an important role in the childhood of Romantic poets, but it also “provided a model to which Coleridge and other Romantic writers turned again and again, not just for exotic stories and local colour but for the very form of their narratives.” 4 For him, The  Nights “were at least partly responsible for altering the course of English poetry” (Fulford 214). In his attempt to explain the nature of this influence, Fulford quotes a letter by Charles Lamb to Coleridge in which Lamb asserts that the Oriental tales reaffirmed the value of fiction in an age that increasingly disregarded it. “Science,” he told Coleridge, “has succeeded to Poetry no less in the little walks of Children than with Men. Is there no possibility of averting this sore of evil? Think what you would have been now if instead of being fed with Tales and old wives fables in childhood, you had been crammed with Geography and Natural History.” Coleridge agreed with his correspondent, and credited “My early reading of Faery Tales, and Genii & c &c” with shaping his inner nature: “my mind had been habituated to the Vast—and I never regarded my senses in any way as the criteria of my belief.” . . . By his own account, then, the  Nights (and other Oriental collections including the Tales of the Genii) left the young Coleridge in a state of “fearful eagerness, haunted by spectres,” prepared to believe things for which he had no sensible evidence (Fulford 214). 
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Similarly, A. S. Byatt argues that

In British Romantic poetry the  Arabian Nights  stood for the wonderful against the mundane, the imaginative against the prosaically and re-ductive rational. . . . During the bombardment of Sarajevo in 1994 a group of theater workers in Amsterdam commissioned tales, from different European writers to be read aloud, simultaneously, in theaters in Sarajevo itself and all over Europe, every Friday until the fighting ended. This project pitted storytelling against destruction, imaginative life against real death. It may not have saved lives but it was a form of living energy. It looked back to the  One Thousand and One Nights  and forward to the millennium. It was called Scheherazzade 2001. 5

Byatt’s “form of living energy” is described differently by Robert L. 

Mack, who edited the original English translation of Galland’s  Arabian Nights Entertainments  for Oxford University Press World’s Classics series in 1996. For Mack, the connection between The  Nights  and the traditions of modern Western philosophy is very strong. “One might . . . argue,” he says, “along the lines of Nietzsche’s early  The Birth of Tragedy  that the Nights  is one of those works of art that vividly brings to mind the ‘terrible destructiveness of so-called world history and the cruelty of nature’—

that it facilitates that Dionysian consciousness that sanctifies life, while realizing that; life will always be unjust to the individual, whose only hope lies in mitigating communion with the process of life itself as a whole.’” 6

Many critics read the English Romantic poets without being interested in their sources. For them the poems are sufficient on their own, or perhaps they might add some information about the biography of a poet. In his introduction to his book on William Wordsworth, for instance, the Irish poet Seamus Heaney highlights some facets of Wordsworth’s mental processes, namely the significance of the child as the father of man, along with the indispensable role of nature and imagination in the making of one’s sensibility. To him, Wordsworth’s achievement is the largest and most securely founded in the canon of native English poetry . . . [and Wordsworth himself is the most important] figure in the evolution of modern writing, a finder and keeper of the self-as-subject, a theorist and apologist whose Preface to  Lyrical Ballads (1802) remains definitive. . . . Indeed, it is not until Yeats that we encounter another poet in whom emotional susceptibility, intellectual force, psychological acuteness, political awareness, artistic self-knowledge, and bardic representativeness are so truly and resolutely combined. 7

Of course, Heaney, like many other critics, is not concerned about the origin of Wordsworth’s ideas on the child, nature, imagination, or the self. Yet he argues that Wordsworth’s upbringing in a rural society has made him an egalitarian in spirit and open to the ideals of the French Revolution. But one wonders how valid this thesis is. Do all people who
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grow up in rural settings espouse the idea of the natural goodness of man and consequently envision the possibility of “the removal of repressive forms of government and the establishment of unmediated relations between nature and human nature” (Heaney, x), or is it perhaps that Wordsworth, who grew up in the country, had read Ibn Tufayl’s book and came to appreciate the natural man and his efforts to revive other men in the political state and help them in their spiritual rebirth? If Wordsworth did not read Ibn Tufayl’s philosophical novel, he certainly read Rousseau and admired him. Although Rousseau never acknowledged his debt to the twelfth-century Andalusian philosopher, there is no doubt that he was familiar with his ideas of equality, freedom, and toleration, but above all with his concept on the education of the child. Furthermore, Wordsworth had also read the Dutch philosopher Spinoza who was rumored to have translated Ibn Tufayl’s novel into Dutch, or asked a friend to translate it. He read Lessing and even helped his sister Dorothy in translating the German writer’s  Fables  in 1802. It is important to mention that Lessing knew Ibn Tufayl’s book  Hayy Ibn Yaqzan  thoroughly, and as a result was inspired to write his own play  Nathan the Wise (1779), which is considered to be a plea for religious tolerance. 

Similarly the editors of Wordsworth’s  The Prelude 1799, 1805, 1850

turn a blind eye to the possibility of connection between the English poem and oriental sources. For them  The Prelude “stands comparison with  Paradise Lost. Wordsworth adapted Milton’s Christian epic to the spiritual autobiography of a poet. The result is the first example of what has since become a major genre: the account of the growth of an individual mind to artistic maturity, and of the sources of its creative powers.” 8

The editors refer to the complicated history of the poem, how Wordsworth worked on it for more than forty years, and how it was published only after his death. His widow suggested the title. But what sources did inspire Wordsworth during all these years when he was writing and rewriting his epic? He certainly did not record all of them, or not a frac-tion of them. The editors included several articles on  The Prelude  at the end of their book. No one referred to the  Arabian Nights  although it was mentioned by Wordsworth as one of his sources. Many referred to Milton, Shakespeare, Rousseau, or Yeats; others discussed the epic as a philosophical work, or a study of the self. 9

A recent book by Tim Blanning,  The Romantic Revolution: A History, glorifies Rousseau as the prophet of the movement. For Blanning, Rousseau’s  La Nouvelle Héloise  and  The Confessions  represent a radical depar-ture “from a mimetic aesthetic centered on the work to an expressive aesthetic that put the creator at the center.” He quotes Rousseau as saying, “The true object of my confessions is to reveal my inner thought exactly in all the situations of my life. It is the history of my soul that I have promised to recount, and to write it faithfully I have need of no other memories; it is enough if I enter again into my inner self, as I have
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done till now.” Blanning concludes that “This was the essence of the romantic revolution: from now on artistic creativity was to be  from the inside out.” 10 But putting the creator in the center of a literary work, or revealing the inner thought of one’s soul, or speaking of a lamp that shines from within was never new to the Arab East, and perhaps to other people elsewhere on the planet. Rousseau might have been the first in Europe to start this trend, but he certainly borrowed his ideas from outside his borders. After all Ibn Tufayl’s letter to an unnamed friend in the first and last part of his epistolary novel  Hayy Ibn Yaqzan  suggests that he may be writing his own autobiography and telling bits and pieces about the difficulties faced by philosophers and scientists during his own life. 

The secrets that he refers to at the end of his letter, which is mainly narrated in the first person singular, cannot be concealed, but at the same time cannot be revealed. He presents the mystery in the form of a veil. He who uses his reason and intuition can see through it and possibly even lift it. But he who does not will be plunged into darkness, and the veil will appear to him very thick and prohibiting. Those secrets are not only meant to be understood in the realm of the personal sphere, but also in the public one as well. Religious intolerance was rife among certain groups during his time. Philosophers needed the protection of enlightened kings. 11 But if autobiography is defined as “ a continuous narrative of the major events (and sometimes the minutiae of . . . [the author’s]

past” 12 it could be argued that Ibn Tufayl’s autobiography is also concealed behind a veil. On the other hand, Shahrazad gives a detailed account of the inner life of thousands of men and women in the  Nights,  who narrate at times their own history concealing nothing and revealing not only their deeds, but also their most inner thoughts and desires. 

Other critics see the influence of Spinoza on Shelley in particular, for they consider the Dutch philosopher as the  first  pantheist. In their views, other Romantics—whether Germans or English—got Spinoza wrong. 13

In  The Columbia History of Western Philosophy, Richard H. Popkin describes Spinoza’s  Tractatus,  first published in 1670, as the most revolutionary philosophical work. For him, the most extraordinary thing is that “Spinoza questioned whether the prophets possessed special religious knowledge that was different from ordinary knowledge. He insisted the prophets knew no special facts or special scientific information . . . he wrote, 

‘that we must by no means go to the prophets for knowledge, either of natural or of spiritual phenomena.’” What amazes Popkin still more is that Spinoza rejects religious ceremonial laws and confirms, “There can be neither revealed prophetic nor revealed miraculous knowledge, only natural knowledge gained by reason and science.” 14 Similarly Will Durant speaks highly of Spinoza and his influence not only on Lessing, Novalis, Goethe, Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel, but also on Shelley, Coleridge, and Wordsworth and suggests that the latter has “caught something of the philosopher’s thought” in his famous lines about
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. . . Something

Whose dwelling is the light of setting suns, 

And the round ocean, and the living air, 

And the blue sky, and in the mind of man;—

A motion and a spirit, which impels

All thinking things, all objects of all thought, And rolls through all things. (Wordsworth’s “Tintern Abbey”)15

But Abu Bakr Ibn Tufayl (Latinized as Abubacer), the twelfth-century Arab philosopher from Muslim Spain, had already expressed Spinoza’s

“revolutionary” ideas in his book,  Hayy Ibn Yaqzan  centuries ago. In 1672

a Dutch version of  Hayy  appeared in Amsterdam. It was based on Edward Pococke’s Latin text. The name of its translator was withheld. It was rumored that Spinoza himself was the translator, or perhaps he ordered someone else to translate the dangerous Arabic book. Unfortunately no Western scholar does see all philosophy, or some of the Romantic poetry permeated with Ibn Tufayl’s thought! 

It is not only pantheism, or rebellion against all traditional conventions, or the desperate assertion of the self, or the glorification of nature and imagination that occupied the mind of the English Romantic poets. 

There were numerous themes that haunted them, but chiefly among them is the theme of love. Many critics emphasize the Greek origin of the romantic concept of this human passion. They refer to Plato who considers it a desire for beauty that transcends the physical and ultimately culminates in the love of wisdom, or to Aristotle’s friendship. Others highlight Ovid’s celebration of sex, or Rousseau’s chase, or Petrarch’s phantom lover. But they all seem to forget Arabic and Persian poetry that was in vogue at the time when the Romantic poets were composing their verses, or the knowledge of oriental literary sources both in Spain and Italy in previous centuries. Ironically, Petrarch (1304-1374) who attacked the style of Arabic poetry seemed to have benefited a great deal from it. 

He drew not only on the traditions of the troubadours, but also on other sources that were available to him. Take for instance the story of the mad one, or  majnun, that had already traveled from Arabia to Persia, to Spain, to southern Italy, and other parts of the ancient world decades ago. The Bedouin  Layla  changed names and nationalities with the time. 16 The twelfth-century Persian poet Nizami had already claimed her in his long narrative poem  Layla and Majnun.  Later Petrarch called her Laura, and Dante called her Beatrice. The eleventh-century Persian poet al-Firdausi had a different epic on two other lovers:  Yusuf and Zulaikha, while Petrarch’s contemporary, the Persian Hafiz, glorified love in all of its varieties. Indeed Goethe’s  West-oestlicher Diwan  was inspired by the love lyrics of Hafiz. Furthermore, the tales of the  Arabian Nights  had furnished the Romantic poets with various interpretations of love that either incite to lust, or elevate to heavens. There are men subordinating women, but there are also women subordinating men. Their love is a desperate search
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for power and possession. Other types of human beings are also to be found in the tales: mystics, Sufis, and homosexuals. 

In his book  A Short History of Italian Literature, J. H. Whitfield argues, when the poetry of Provence overflows into northern Italy at the beginning of the thirteenth century it finds no competition in themes or language. The feudal society of Provence had evolved a poetry of chivalrous love, with the troubadour as vassal to his lady, owing homage, and receiving only disdain and cruelty. Is she not, as  chatelaine,  out of reach? From her comes all worth, to her goes all praise; the rest is faithful suffering. In this exaltation there lies ready the promise of the ethereal poetry of Dante and his circle. . . . In north Italy this poetry . . . 

is imitated by Italians without change of theme or tongue . . . but in the South these themes can operate without the language from which they came. Frederick II married in 1208 Costanza, sister of the Count of Provence, and before she died in 1222 she had brought to the Magna Curia the graces of Provencal poetry. And in the south another strand from France was interwoven. Had not the Normans also conquered Sicily? The poetry of northern France is echoed in the Sicilian School. 17

There is no suggestion that this “chivalrous love” that flourished in Italy has any connection with their neighbors the Moors, only with France and the Normans. On the contrary, a recent book by Karla Mallette,  European Modernity and the Arab Mediterranean: Toward a New Philology and a Counter-Orientalism  discusses Petrarch and Arabic poetry, and argues that the Italian poet must have read about the poetry of  Majnun Layla  in at least Averroes’s citation in the  Poetics  translated into Latin. 18 But Mallette remains a rarity among scholars, just like Miguel Asin Palacios who wrote his seminal book on  Islam and The Divine Comedy, but did not seem to interest critics in comparative literature in general, for the majority of them still think that East is East and West is West, and the twain can never meet! However, Marina Warner, the British novelist and scholar, might ignite this interest in the neglected, or forgotten East in spite of the fact that she does not seem to be aware of the influence of the rationalist philosopher Ibn Tufayl not only on Godwin and the European Enlightenment in general, but also on the Romantic poets who exalted the faculties of imagination in order to make “the leap” using her terminology, “beyond the known into the unknown.” Ibn Tufayl’s natural man Hayy Ibn Yaqzan spoke highly of reason and rational thought. But he also highlighted the significance of one’s imaginative faculties that stimulate in-quiry and speculation. Reviewing her book  Stranger Magic and the Arabian Nights  that was published by Harvard University Press in 2012, Harold Bloom, Sterling professor of the humanities and English at Yale University, and specialist on the British Romantic poets, praises Warner as “an adept mythographer of the vast global traditions of magic, metaphor and myth.” Bloom refers to the  Arabian Nights’ “enormous vogue in Europe, from the eighteenth century on” and how the Europeans “naturalized









 Conclusion

175

them in Voltaire’s ‘Zadig,’ Samuel Johnson’s ‘Rasselas’ and Goethe’s

‘West-Eastern Divan.’ This cavalcade” he observes, “continues in our time from Borges to A. S. Byatt and Salman Rushdie.” For him, Warner’s book is “part of that procession of influence. . . . “ He concludes his review by saying that “Warner takes an honored place in the sequence of those who have studied what Isaiah Berlin and others have called the Counter-Enlightenment, the speculations that renewed Neoplatonic and Gnostic heterodox versions of ancient wisdom. Her choice of  The Arabian Nights, as a vital strand in the Counter-Enlightenment, is refreshing, since she shows some of the ways in which storytelling is essential to. . . [another way] of knowledge.” 19

To understand the English Romantic poets one must know their biographies, the historical era in which they lived, and the books that were in vogue during their time. A poet is always shaped not only by his own personal genius, but also by other sociopolitical factors. 20 One cannot only be concerned with the internal politics of England, or the French and the American Revolutions, or the wars between England and France, but one must also be concerned with the Ottoman Empire as a multiracial, multilingual, and multi-confessional state. Western Europe did not exist in a vacuum. It had non-European neighbors with highly advanced civilization. Christianity was not the only religion in the world. During the time of the Romantic poets theologians and laymen had the opportunity to study other religions, particularly Islam, and to form different opinions on various dogmas and prophets. The contact with the Ottomans and the expansion of the British Empire, particularly in the East, facilitated the spread of non-Western literature and culture not only in England, but also in Europe in general. It was normal then to read the  Qur’an, books on the life of the prophet Muhammad, or the history of the Arabs and Muslims, The  Arabian Nights,  Hayy Ibn Yaqzan, the ode of the pre-Islamic poet Imru’ al-Qays, or the love poetry of many Arab and Persian poets. It was an age of discovery and curiosity. Coleridge was fascinated with the  Nights. Issues such as the free will, or predestination haunted him. It was difficult for him to distinguish between reality and dream. 

Wordsworth and Blake had probably discovered the child as the father of man in  Hayy Ibn Yaqzan. Keats was likely to have found his melancholic lover in the Arabic tales. Byron and Shelley seemed to understand the meaning of personal and political freedom through their reading of Arab history, poetry, and the  Arabian Nights. But it was Shahrazad, the storyteller of the  Nights, that taught all of them the art of narration, the simple, direct diction, and the significance of imagination. Through her the English Romantic poets found poetic freedom. There were no more taboo themes to be avoided, whether sex, religion, or politics. From  Hayy Ibn Yaqzan—an overlooked source, but a genuine possibility as an Enlightenment model, they would have learned directly, or indirectly, the significance of liberty, equality, and toleration and come to value reason and
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intuition. The self became a subject in their poetry. Solitary contemplation in nature led them to search for their own spiritual happiness. Commerce represented a great danger in their views. While most of them abhorred violence as a means to liberate human beings, some of them like Byron insisted on the armed struggle in order to achieve liberation. The Persian poets taught them the meaning of beauty, the ecstasy of divine or human love, and the long continuous narratives. The pre-Islamic bards helped them mourn the fragility of human abodes and discover the outcast and the outlaw. 

Yet in spite of their infatuation with Islam and Arabic-Islamic sources, the British Romantic poets continued to have an ambiguous feeling toward the East. For Coleridge, the prophet Muhammad was a rebel, a Prometheus type, but also as someone “who scattered abroad both Evil and Blessings”; the Agnostic Assassins were attractive, but also repulsive. For Byron, the poetical passages in the  Qur’an  far surpassed European poetry, and Muhammad was another admirable Napoleon. Yet Byron was very proud of his own ancestors as Crusaders in Palestine, and his Christian Don Juan refused to become the Muslim Sultana’s lover. 

Shelley is likely to have used Muhammad’s youngest wife ‘Aisha in his poem  The Revolt of Islam  but never disclosed this secret. He gave her the name of Cythna. In  Alastor, or, The Spirit of Solitude  the poet who fled from his alienated home, abandoned an Arab maid, but still kept searching for ideal love through Arabia and Persia. On the other hand Keats evoked the memories of many lovers in the  Arabian Nights, and made beauty the cornerstone of all his poems. Sexual pleasure went hand in hand with elaborate feasts. Good wine, delicious food, and haunting music were essential ingredients in enhancing his protagonist’s happiness and well-being. But he did not give his heroes Arab names. Women were named Cynthia, or La Belle Dame sans Merci. Men were called Porphyro, or Endymion. Wordsworth slowly made his journey from the sensuous to the sublime. As a child and later as a young man he was infatuated with the earthly  Arabian Nights, its gardens, caves, mountains, and rivers. He acknowledged that in his  Prelude. But the failure of the French Revolution and its bloody aftermath transformed him slowly into a moral being and forced him to think more seriously about solitude, hermits, and wanderers. If he read  Hayy Ibn Yaqzan  he certainly did not refer to him clearly in the  Prelude  which was originally meant to be a poem to Coleridge dealing with the growth of one’s mind. Although Blake mocked reason and all the thinkers who were influenced by  Hayy  from Voltaire, to Rousseau, to Newton at the beginning of his life, but eventually he came to recognize the significance of reason and wished to wed the contraries through his poetic intuition and mystic vision. His poem “All Religions Are One” 

reaches Hayy’s conclusion that all men are alike, though infinitely various. Yet Blake does not acknowledge any debt to Ibn Tufayl, or to any Muslim mystic. 
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In order to understand the British Romantic poets it is imperative to reassess their familiarity with the numerous translations of Arabic and Persian literature into English during the seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries, and the various books and articles published at the time on Islam, the  Qur’an, the life of the prophet Muhammad, and the history of the Islamic Empire in general. Studies that deal only with the influence of Ovid, Petrarch, Dante, Milton, Rousseau, and other Western writers on the British Romantic movement will be always insufficient. To my mind, if Richard Wagner, the German musician who thrived fifty years after Goethe’s death, was still celebrating the balsam of Arabia in his opera  Parsifal  as something that was able to ease the pain of the wounded ruler Amfortas, but not cure him, the previous generations of British and European Romantic poets did find the ultimate cure for their troubled souls in  The Arabian Nights, in Ibn Tufayl’s  Hayy Ibn Yaqzan, in the poetry of Arabia and Persia, and in the numerous oriental tales that were available to them in translation. Through these foreign sources the Romantic poets managed to discover their inner voices, their selves as subject matter, their themes, characters, images, and metaphors. And in their turn they handed down to Wagner the character of the wanderer, a fool and youthful youth who is always seeking the path of enlightenment. 

NOTES

1. Bertrand Russell,  History of Western Philosophy (London: Routledge, 1946. Republished in New York: 1996), 655. 

2. Note that Russell considers Rousseau responsible for the appearance of Hitler at a later stage. In his chapter on Rousseau, Russell observes that Rousseau “is the father of the romantic movement, the initiator of systems of thought which infer non-human facts from human emotions, and the inventor of the political philosophy of pseudo-democratic dictatorships as opposed to traditional absolute monarchies. Ever since his time, those who considered themselves reformers have been divided into two groups, those who followed him and those who followed Locke. Sometimes they co-operated, and many individuals saw no incompatibility. But gradually the incompatibility has become increasingly evident. At the present time, Hitler is the outcome of Rousseau; Roosevelt and Churchill, of Locke.” 660. It is remarkable that Russell makes this distinction between the outcome of Rousseau and Locke! Unfortunately he does not clarify this very contested point of view. After all, Locke excluded Catholics and Muslims on political ground although he was and still is venerated as a tolerant thinker in the West. Furthermore, he justified slavery in his position as the administra-tor of slave-owning colonies in America, and supported the appropriation of foreign land without consent. Churchill on the other hand epitomizes the ugly colonial attitude toward the Other. As a British politician he is responsible along with others for determining the future status of the Jewish National Home on Palestinian soil. For a good analysis of the relationship between German, English, and French romanticism see Frederick C. Beiser,  Enlightenment, Revolution, and Romanticism: The Genesis of Modern German Political Thought 1790-1800 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1992). Note that Richard Eldridge defends the Romantic poets in his book  The Persistence of Romanticism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001). He argues that
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“This criticism of Romanticism as a form of subjectivism has taken different but related forms. . . . In the earlier part of the twentieth century and continuing up until at least the mid-1960s, Romanticism was criticized for sentimentalism, or wallowing in the personal at the expense of a due respect for social convention, social order, and the classic. This line of criticism was most prominently furthered by T. S. Eliot, . . . in

‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’ (1919). . . . The charge against Romanticism of the evasion of social reality has been worked out most fully. . . by Jerome J. McGann in  The Romantic Ideology,” 5-8. 

3. J. G. Robertson,  A History of German Literature. Sixth edition by Dorothy Reich (Edinburgh and London: William Blackwood, 1970), 288. Note that Manfred Frank argues that “It is important . . . to keep in mind that the early German Romantics were, in fact, the first generation of Kant readers. Within this first generation of Kant readers, we find, naturally, important challenges to the universal claims of reason and a move towards incorporating history and political issues into philosophy.” See Frank’s book  The Philosophical Foundations of Early German Romanticism, trans. from the German by Elizabeth Millan-Zaibert (Albany: State University of New York, 2004), 5. 

4. See Fulford’s article in  The Arabian Nights in Historical Contexts: Between East and West,  eds. Saree Makdisi and Felicity Nussbaum (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), 213-214. 

5. See A. S. Byatt, “Introduction.”  The Arabian Nights: Tales from A Thousand and One Nights. Translated with a Preface and Notes, by Sir Richard F. Burton (New York: Modern Library Paperback Edition, 2001), xvii, xx. Note that Byatt’s article was previously published in  The New York Times Magazine  under the title “Narrate or Die: Why Scheherazade Keeps on Talking” (April 18, 1999). 

6. See Robert L. Mack, “Cultivating the Garden: Antoine Galland’s  Arabian Nights in the Traditions of English Literature,” in  The Arabian Nights in Historical Contexts, eds. Makdisi and Nussbaum, 70. 

7. See the introduction to  William Wordsworth: Poems Selected By Seamus Heaney (New York: The Ecco Press, 1988; London: Faber and Faber, 2001 and 2005), vii 8. See the Preface to William Wordsworth,  The Prelude 1799, 1805, 1850, eds. Jonathan Wordsworth, M. H. Abrams, and Stephen Gill (New York, London: W. W. Norton,1979), ix. 

9. Herbert Lindenberger, for instance, discusses the most significant images that provide the setting for  The Prelude. He refers to “water, islands, mountains, breezes, and growing things” and of course does not neglect to mention Defoe’s  Robinson Crusoe,  or Rousseau. It is astonishing how the journeys of Sinbad the Sailor do not even occur to him. See Lindenberger’s article “Images of Interaction in  The Prelude” in The Prelude 1799, 1805, 1850, 642-663. Similarly when Western critics discuss Coleridge’s sources they often refer to the Bible, classical and European literature, Shakespeare, and other English influences. See for instance the chapter on “Sources” in  The Oxford Handbook of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, ed. Frederick Burwick (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009). The  Arabian Nights  which plays an important role in Coleridge’s poetry is mentioned briefly in another chapter on “Coleridge’s Early Years” as childhood reading! On the other hand, Gregory Jusdanis attempts to find the reason for neglecting the Other. In his article “World Literature: The Unbearable Lightness of Thinking Globally,” Jusdanis argues “To be sure, one of the reasons people today have become disenchanted with Comparative Literature is that it failed to live up to its own ideals. Unlike Goethe, who packed texts ranging from Serbian epics to Chinese novels into his notion of world literature, the practitioners of Comparative Literature confined themselves to Europe.” See  Diaspora,  volume 12, No.1 (2003): 103-130. 

10. Tim Blanning,  The Romantic Revolution: A History (New York: Modern Library, an imprint of the Random House Publishing Group, 2011), 15. 

11. See chapter 7 in my book  The Vital Roots of European Enlightenment, 113- 125. It is entitled “A Philosophical Letter, An Allegorical Voyage, Or An Autobiography?” 

12. See Karl Beckson and Arthur Ganz,  Literary Terms: A Dictionary, 2nd ed. (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1975), 20. 
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13. See for instance the review of Harold Bloom of Rebecca Goldstein’s  Betraying Spinoza: The Renegade Jew Who Gave Us Modernity  in  The New York Times Sunday Book Review (June 18, 2006). On the other hand, Richard Berkeley is dissatisfied with what he calls “the persistent failure to grasp the full significance of the pantheism contro-versy for Coleridge’s poetry and thought.” He argues, “Coleridge’s concern is less about Spinozism itself than about whether the problems of Spinozism are effectively announcing the failure of human rationality to deal with matters of religion.” See Coleridge and The Crisis of Reason (Houndmills: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), 1, 4. Recently Marjorie Levinson proposes in “A Motion and a Spirit: Romancing Spinoza” a source study. The source in question is the thought of Benedict de Spinoza, which I would characterize as submerged philosophical context in a number of nineteenth-century poetics.”  Studies in Romanticism. Vol. 46, No. 4 (Winter 2007): 367-395. Unfortunately Levinson is unaware of the link between Spinoza and Ibn Tufayl. 

14. Richard H. Popkin, “Baruch De Spinoza.” Subtitle “Spinoza’s Critique of Religion.” In Richard H. Popkin, ed,  The Columbia History of Western Philosophy. (New York: Columbia University Press, 1998), 375-376. 

15. See Will Durant,  The Story of Philosophy (New York: Washington Square Press, Pocket Book, 1953), 196-198. 

16. On a lighter note, a Hungarian woman called Lila once told me that her name evoked the love of a mad Hungarian male for a beautiful maid. I laughed and told her that this tale must have traveled to Hungary via the Ottomans from Arabia. She was not very happy after that with her name! Lila is a modification of Layla whose mad lover wrote her the most exquisite love lyrics in Arabic literature. Their love was chaste. Her father forced her to marry another man. 

17. See J. H. Whitfield,  A Short History of Italian Literature (Harmondsworth, England: Penguin, 1969), 17-18. Similarly Gerhart Hoffmeister assures us in his article

“The Petrarchan Mode in European Romanticism” that “Petrarch was inspired by Augustine, the Platonist, and therefore it is not surprising that the Florentine Neopla-tonists interpreted Petrarch’s  Canzoniere  as a prime example of the successful integration of Platonic ideas into a work of art. . . . Apparently Petrarch had provided the proper mixture of psychology and melancholy, of love motifs and their integration into nature of eroticism and Platonism; along with an adequate array of lyrical forms. 

This intriguing mixture inspired hundreds of minor and some major poets to dissect and imitate his  Canzoniere. ” See  European Romanticism,  ed. Gerhart Hoffmeister, 97. 

18. See Karla Mallette,  European Modernity and the Arab Mediterranean: Toward a New Philology and a Counter-Orientalism (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2010). Consult chapter 2 in particular on Petrarch and Arabic poetry. 

19. See Harold Bloom’s review “Gardens of Unearthly Delights: ‘Stranger Magic’ by Marina Warner.” http://www.nytimes.com/2012/03/25/books/review/stranger-magic-by-marina-warner.html

20. In  Plagiarism and Literary Property in the Romantic Period (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2007), Tilar J. Mazzeo argues that “writers of the British Romantic period were invested deeply in models of appropriation, assimilation, and narrative or lyric mastery over the text of another, despite their conventional critical association with the values of autogenous originality and with what Paul K. Saint-Amour calls, a typical formulation, ‘The Romantic cult of the individual genius,’” 182. 

The author challenges “the critical tradition surrounding Romantic-period plagiar-ism” and observes that this tradition “has been almost exclusively focused on the transgressions of a single poet, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, and one of the claims of this book is the contention that silent literary appropriations were far more widespread and common among writers of the period and were viewed according to historically distinct standards of intellectual property,” 17. In discussing Shelley’s  Alastor  for instance, Mazzeo posits that “The Poet’s adolescent voyages are narrated in language drawn from Constantin Volney’s  The Ruins of Empire (1787), while the visions of Cash-mire and the veiled maiden allude to a complex web of textual appropriations drawn from oriental accounts by Sir William Jones, Lady Morgan, and Southey,” 137. 
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Appendix A

THE ROMANTIC ENGLISH POETS AND THEIR ARABIC-ISLAMIC

SOURCES: A CHRONOLOGY

1704-1717 Jean-Antoine Galland translates  Thousand and One Nights into French. The book becomes a hit overnight among European writers and artists although it has never been considered as part of the literary canon of the Arabs. Written in simple and substandard Arabic,  The Nights  is a mixture of fact and fiction, an encyclopedia covering a vast terrain of human thought and action. Its themes range from erotic and sensuous love to fantastic adventures in foreign lands, from rulers’ tyranny and injustices to humans’ uniqueness as individuals, from supernatural horror and demon lovers to serene daydreaming in magical landscape and sensuous gardens. There are roses, jasmines, daffodils, hyacinths, and a thousand other flowers. The melodious warble of nightingales and other birds mingle with the sound of gushing fountains in enchanted palaces and the music issuing from open windows. But there are also desert islands with threatening caves and cliffs where lonely travelers are caught by terrible winds, or frightening rivers gushing out from high mountains. In some voyages, men are punished for killing young birds and as a result destined to damnation in the midst of stormy seas. Different landscapes together with its flora and fauna become a persistent subject. Images of brass domes, Ethiopian lovers, fairies, and other supernatural creatures, strange trees, empty palaces, bright moons, horrible phantoms, precious stones, ships and mariners, deserts and caravans, slaves and songs, cemeteries and dome-like tombs, luxurious baths, romantic feasts, delicious food, sparkling wine, and hundreds of candles lit in vast pavilions, all choke the narrative. At times objects are charged with significance beyond their outward qualities. But on the whole they are very concrete. There are tales that praise the child as the father of man and express admiration for his wisdom; others describe the successful quest of a female in spite of the great 197
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risks and hail her achievements as a woman. Physical, or spiritual beauty is always exalted. The magical narrative tends to be the spontaneous overflow of the narrator’s powerful feeling. Readers sympathize profoundly with the sorrows or joys of the countless protagonists. In short, The Nights  is a riot of sounds, colors, and perfume. It excites our senses, stirs our imagination, disturbs our feeling, but also engages our mind. It deals with the problem of evil, destiny, complexity of human nature, relationship between men and women, and all possible taboos, such as incest, homosexuality, and pedophilia. The characters are either princes, or lowly and eccentric ones, highly educated women, or voluptuous female vampires, mystics who seek the path to heaven, or merchants who worship Mammon, beautiful damsels playing on their dulcimers and singing about lost love, or shipwrecked mariners wailing their fate on a desert island. All project themselves onto the world and create it in their own image. Most of them privilege imagination and feeling, only a few prefer reason and abstraction. But we must always remember that all these tales, whether realistic, or fantastic, are narrated by a highly accomplished and emancipated woman who utilizes her education, wit, and clever strategies to reform a cruel king and a tyrant intent on killing virgins every single night after he marries them. Her name is Shahrazad, the best-known female figure in world literature, and the tireless defender of human liberty. 

1708

English translation of  Hayy Ibn Yazan  by Simon Ockley, a professor of Arabic at Cambridge. The book has been translated since 1349 into different languages, but became quite popular in England, particularly in the seventeenth and eighteenth century. Other English translations are done by George Keith, a Scotsman and a prominent Quaker in 1674, and the other by George Ashwell, the Catholic vicar of Banbury in 1686. Unlike  The Arabian Nights,  Hayy  is a serious philosophical novel which exalts reason and advocates freedom, equality, and tolerance. The significance of intuition, however, is not denied. It is the story of a young infant who is born without parents on a desert island, free of language, society, history, religion, or tradition. A doe becomes his nurse and mother for seven years. Observing the other animals around him, the young boy realizes he is different, but he learns immensely from them. When his foster-mother the deer dies, he dissects her body in search
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for the vital principle. Gradually he discovers fire and becomes a fisherman, hunter, and farmer. He clothes himself first with leaves and then with animal skin, uses hair and strings from various plants to sew his clothes and shoes, builds himself a storehouse and a pantry in order to store his food, makes himself a bed and fortifies his dwelling with a door made out of cane. He tames birds of prey to help him in his hunting and keeps fowls and chickens for their eggs. He chooses some wild horses and asses, trains them to be obedient, and succeeds in riding them after he makes saddles and bridles. Due to his lonely existence on a desert island, he is forced to depend on himself and on his reason. Consequently he learns not only how to survive in nature, but how to triumph over it. 

Having solved his daily practical problems he becomes more interested in his island and in preserving its natural resources. His respect of, and care for, plants, animals, and water is remarkable. He turns for consolation to nature and contemplates the depths of his own mind. Gradually he begins to turn his gaze toward heaven. The shift from the earthly to the heavenly conception in his mind is due not only to solitude and the special traits he has, such as perseverance and strength of character, but above all to the inner Light which shines on him and helps him see what others may not be able to see in similar circumstances. He recognizes the existence of one true being without the help of prophets or religious institutions and succeeds in having glimpses of the divine world. His discovery of the realm of the Mover of the Universe is finally achieved through intuition guided by reason. To acquire knowledge of what cannot be seen or tested by the senses, one needs intuition. 

But this intuition is always tied to causes and sources. It can eventually help the seeker of truth to come face-to-face with the Eternal Being, who is not subject to the universal laws of creation and decay, and grasp the meaning of the illuminating wisdom, the summit of human knowledge. 

Here happiness is identified with the individual apprehension of the invisible world. Once Hayy passes through the various stages of his development as a human being and reaches the age of fifty his solitude is terminated. 

Asal, a civilized hermit suddenly appears on the desert island and joins the natural man. He teaches him his own language and hopes to convert him to his own religion. But to his surprise he discovers that the natural man knows
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more about the divine world than he does and can easily play the role of his spiritual mentor. The two men go back to civilization, but eventually they return to the desert island after Hayy discovers that he cannot be an instrument of other people’s salvation. The king of the civilized island frowns on religious speculations. He and a select group of his people accept the external interpretation of religion. For them, Hayy is a man who is only interested in pure truth. 

The rest of the islanders seem to be diverted from thinking of God by their trading and commerce. It is only then that Hayy realizes that although people are endowed with the same reason and the desire to do good, all not capable of applying these natural gifts to the right uses. Finally, he opts for individual responsibility, and comes to the conclusion that there is no reason to speak anymore of pure truth. 

Fearing that he may cause more damage than good, Hayy goes back to the king, excuses himself and even implores him to adhere to his own religion. Then he returns with Asal, the civilized hermit, to the desert island. The centrality of the child as a unique and sovereign individual is the paramount thesis of the book. Human reason, the story stresses, may, by observation and experience, arrive at the knowledge of natural things, and from there progress to supernatural and divine matters. The book questions traditional doctrines and values, suggests innovations in religious and educational concepts and advocates religious tolerance, nonviolence, and peaceful coexistence among people regardless of their different beliefs. Once Hayy encounters other human beings on the inhabited island he instantly recognizes the potential hazard in commerce. For him, wealth is not only likely to create conflicts within society, but also masters and slaves. As a man of nature, he sees all men are equal. Commerce will only disrupt this notion of equality and subsequently destroy human freedom. He himself owns nothing on his desert island and has no desire to own anything. Nevertheless, he comes to understand the craving of some men for buying and selling when he lives among them. His conclusion is that commerce if not regulated by a just king will lead to greed and moral corruption. Conventional religions in this case, although he himself has no religion, can possibly check people’s desires. 

1708-1718 Simon Ockley publishes  History of the Saracens. 

1711

Ockley’s translation of  Hayy  is reprinted in London. 
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1715

The Grub Street English version of Galland’s translation of Thousand and One Nights  reaches its third edition. Among the first English readers are Swift, Addison, and Pope. 

1719

Daniel Defoe publishes  Robinson Crusoe,  which is modeled in part on  Hayy Ibn Yaqzan. 

1731

Ockley’s English translation of  Hayy  is reprinted. 

1734

George Sale publishes his English translation of  The Koran. 

1758

 The History of the Arabians, by Abbé Francois Augier de Marigny appears in four volumes. 

1759

Voltaire publishes  Candide  in which he ridicules Hayy’s optimism. 

1759

Samuel Johnson publishes  Rasselas. 

1762

Rousseau’s  Émile  is published. The discovery of the child and the centrality of experience in his life. 

1770

Abbé Raynal publishes  Philosophical History of the Two Indies. 

1771

Sir William Jones publishes his translation of “A Persian Song of Hafiz” and notes the similarities between the works of the fourteenth-century Persian poet, and the Italian humanist of the Renaissance, Francesco Petrarch. 

1772

Sir William Jones publishes his “Essay on the Poetry of the Eastern Nations.” 

1772-1773 Johann Wolfgang von Goethe publishes his poem

“Mahomets Gesang,” or “A Song to Mahomet.” 

1774

Goethe publishes his novel,  The Sorrows of Young Werther (Die Leiden des jungen Werthers). 

1774

Translations of the works of Shams al-Din Muhammad Hafiz (1320-1389), the Persian poet and philosopher, into English by J. Richardson. Hafiz wrote lyrics about love, flowers, nightingales, and wine. His odes are often given mystical and allegorical interpretations. 

1775

David Hartley’s  Observations on Man, 1749, is reprinted as Hartley’s Theory of the Human Mind, with Essays by J. Priestley. 

1776

Adam Smith’s  Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations  is published. 

1776

George Washington and Thomas Jefferson draw up the American Declaration of Independence. The Declaration sounds like what  Hayy Ibn Yaqzan  had advocated in Muslim Spain in the twelfth century. “All men are created equal; they have a right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of
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happiness. To secure these rights governments are instituted among men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed.” 

1776-1788 Edward Gibbon publishes his book,  Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire. 

1777-1799 Barthélemy d’Herbelot’s  Bibliothéque orientale  is reprinted in the Hague in four volumes quarto. The first edition was completed in 1697 after the death of d’Herbelot by Antoine Galland in Paris. 

1780

William Beckford invites his friends for Christmas and the New Year promising that his Arabic teacher who is born in Mecca, will narrate very hot tales from the  Thousand and One Nights. Edward Wortley Montagu’s manuscript, which is full of obscene stories, will be used. 

1781

Immanuel Kant publishes the first edition of the  Critique of Pure Reason. 

1782

Johann Gottfried Eichhorn translates  Hayy Ibn Yaqzan  into German. 

1782

Jean-Jacques Rousseau publishes his book  Confessions. 

1782

Sir William Jones publishes his translation of the seven ancient Arabic poems called  Mu’allaqat  into English. 

1783

The Quakers, who adopted parts of  Hayy Ibn Yaqza n’s thesis, form the first antislavery society in Britain. 

1784

Kant publishes his essay “An Answer to the Question: What Is Enlightenment” in the December 1784 issue of the Berlinische Monatsschrift. 

1786

William Beckford publishes  Vathek. His locale is Arabia. 

1787

Volney publishes his  Voyage en Syrie et en Egypte. 

1787

John Nott publishes  Selected Odes from the Persian Poet Hafiz in London. 

1788

Kant publishes  The Critique of Practical Reason. 

1788

Johann Gottfried Eichhorn, the translator of  Hayy Ibn Yaqzan, is appointed as a professor at Göttingen University. 

Samuel Taylor Coleridge attends Professor Eichhorn’s theology lectures during his study at Göttingen in 1799 and calls Eichhorn, the “founder and head of the daring school,” 

that is, the founder of modern Biblical criticism. On the other hand, the German poet Goethe thanks Professor Eichhorn in his  West-ostlicher Divan  for having introduced
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him to the works of the English Orientalist, Sir William Jones. 

1788

Sir William Jones publishes in Calcutta the romance of Majnun Layla  by the sixteenth-century Persian Hatefi, nephew of the famous poet Jami. The story of the mad lover has originated in seventh-century Arabia. 

1789

Horace Walpole, the author of the Gothic novel,  The Castle of Otranto, first published in 1764, writes to Mary Berry, “Read Sinbad the Sailor’s voyage and you will be sick of Aeneas’s.” 

1789

The French Revolution and the fall of the Bastille. 

1789

William Blake etches  Songs of Innocence. Five years later he etches  The Songs of Experience,  in which London appears as a city of oppression. The State, the Church, and Commerce appear to be the main culprits. The Empire is crushing its victims by enslaving women and children. 

1790

Edmund Burke publishes his book  Reflections on the Revolution in France

1791-1792 Thomas Paine, the son of a Quaker artisan-farmer, publishes his book  Rights of Man. 

1791

In July, Birmingham riots directed mainly against religious Dissenters, such as Joseph Priestley (1733-1804), for their support of the French Revolution, attack on Edmund Burke, and demand for full civil rights. Priestley’s house is destroyed. In 1794 Priestley immigrates to America where he dies. 

1792

Mary Wollstonecraft publishes her book  A Vindication of the Rights of Woman  advocating the same human rights for both females and males. 

1792

 Arabian Tales or A Continuation of the Arabian Nights Entertainments  appears in 4 volumes in Edinburgh, edited by the Syrian priest Dom Denis Chavis and the French author Jacques Cazotte, and translated from the French into English by the Scottish Robert Heron. 

1792

From November until March 1793, Thomas Paine, the author of  The Rights of Man, is burnt in effigy in a number of places throughout England. 

1793

The English translation of Galland’s  Thousand and One Nights  reaches its eighteenth edition. 

1793

William Godwin publishes his book  Political Justice. Like Hayy Ibn Yaqzan, Godwin believes that man is perfectible, 
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that benevolence could be universal, and human beings could live together happily and peacefully. For both men, the worship of wealth is the root of many injustices. 

1793

Kant publishes  Religion within the Boundaries of Mere Reason. 

1793

William Blake’s  The Marriage of Heaven and Hell  appears. In an age of rational philosophy and scientific skepticism, Blake defies reason and glorifies intuition and imagination. 

1793-1795 Thomas Paine, a deist and son of a Quaker, publishes  The Age of Reason, an attack on the Bible, and a plea for religious tolerance. The work is repeatedly attacked, burned, or censored. 

1794

Samuel Taylor Coleridge meets Robert Southey. Both are enthusiastic about the French Revolution. They plan to found a community in America, a utopia on the banks of the Susquehanna, to which Coleridge gives the name

“Pantisocracy” (all-equal rule), but the plan is later abandoned. 

1795-1798 Samuel Taylor Coleridge refers in his  Note Book  to the Caliph Harun al-Rashid and his beloved sister, the known poet

‘Ulayya and her lover Ja’far al-Barmaki. 

1795-1798 Constantin François de Chasseboeuf, comte de Volney—

who learned Arabic in Syria for two years, spent seven months in Egypt, and wrote  Les Ruines, ou méditations sur les révolutions des empire  in 1791—visits the United States and meets Thomas Jefferson, who agrees to translate Volney’s Ruins of Empires  into English. 

1796

Joseph Dacre Carlyle’s book,  Specimens of Arabian Poetry  is published (the book includes the eleventh-century Syrian philosopher poet Abu al-‘Ala’ al-Ma’arri along with al-Mu’tamid Ibn ‘Abbad, the eleventh-century tragic King-poet of Seville). Carlyle has been a fellow at Cambridge while Coleridge is undergraduate. In 1795 he becomes a professor of Arabic. 

1797

On October 9, one month before he completes the writing of two of his poems, “Kubla Khan” and “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner,” Coleridge writes a letter to Thomas Poole describing the effect of the  Arabian Nights’ Entertainment  on him as a child. 

1797

Isaac D’Israeli, son of a Venetian merchant, publishes Mejnun and Leila: The Arabian Petrarch and Laura. 
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1798

Wordsworth and Coleridge publish their first edition of  The Lyrical Ballads. The second edition appears in 1800 and the third in 1802. Wordsworth’s attack on Pope, Gray, Prior, and Dr. Johnson. Coleridge’s “The Rime of The Ancient Mariner” is first printed in  Lyrical Ballads. 

1798-1799 Coleridge lives in Germany and comes into contact with the thought of German transcendentalist philosophy. He attends Professor Eichhorn’s theology lectures and Professor Blumenbach in natural history during his study at Göttingen in 1799. 

1798

Walter Savage Landor publishes  Gebir: A Poem in Seven Books, revised 1803. Parts of the poem attract Southey and Shelley. 

1799

Wordsworth’s  The Two-Part Prelude  is written. In the 1805

and 1850 versions there is a clear reference to the  Arabian Nights  in Book 5. 

1799

Coleridge writes his poem “Mahomet,” in which he hails, but also criticizes the prophet of Islam as someone “who scatter’d abroad both Evil and Blessings,” but above all as someone who crushed “the blasphemous Rites of the Pagan/

And idolatrous Christians.—For veiling the Gospel of Jesus,/

They, the best corrupting, had made it worse than the vilest.” 

1799

Jonathan Scott translates from the Persian language  Bahar Danush, Garden of Knowledge; an Oriental Romance  by Inayat Allah, in three volumes. 

1798-1801 Napoleonic invasion of Egypt. In 1799, Napoleon overthrows the ruling Directory and makes himself a dictator. 

1800

In his speech on mythology, Friedrich Schlegel observes “In the East we have to look for the highest manifestations of romanticism.” 

1801

Robert Southey publishes  Thalaba the Destroyer  in two volumes. 

1805-1810 Sir Walter Scott, who is familiar with the  Arabian Nights since childhood, publishes narrative poems of adventure and action:  The Lay of the Last Minstrel, 1805,  Marmion, 1808, and  The Lady of the Lake, 1810. In 1814 he completes his novel Waverley. Commenting on Scott’s skills of storytelling, Robert Louis Stevenson observes, “With Scott, the Romantic
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Movement, the Movement of an extended curiosity, and an enfranchised imagination has begun.” 

1807

Sir William Jones publishes  The Sixth Discourse on the Persians. 

1810

J. D. Carlyle’s  Specimens of Arabian Poetry from the Earliest Time to the Extinction of the Khaliphat with Some Account of the Authors  appears in second edition in London by T. Cadell and W. Davies Strand. 

1811

Jonathan Scott publishes his edition of the  Arabian Nights  in 6 volumes. 

1811

François René de Chateaubriand publishes his  Itinéraire de Paris a Jérusalem. 

1812

Henry Weber publishes  Tales of the East. 

1812-1813 Hammer-Purgstall publishes a translation of the  Divan  of the Persian poet Hafiz. Goethe reads the book and attempts to imitate its lyrics. 

1812-1818 George Gordon Byron publishes  Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage. 

1813

At the age of twenty-one, Percy Bysshe Shelley publishes his poem  Queen Mab: A Philosophical Poem  in which he reveals the corruption of humanity by institutions and conventional morality. In 1814 he elopes with Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin, daughter of William Godwin and Mary

Wollstonecraft, to Switzerland leaving his first wife and two children behind in England. The Shelleys spend much time with Lord Byron. In 1815 they return to England. Shelley’s first wife drowns herself after one year. In 1822 Shelley ventures on a small vessel in Italy. His boat sinks, and he drowns at the age of twenty-nine. 

1813

On November 17, George Gordon Byron writes a letter to Lord Holland: “My head is full of oriental names and scenes. . . . The very  wild  Stanzas are more like Southey or King David—. . . than anything English—but that is thoroughly Eastern- & partly from the Koran.” 

1814

Napoleon Bonaparte is forced to abdicate and is banished to the island of Elba

1814-1821 In his letter number one hundred to his brother Tom, John Keats seems to even associate Scotland and its superb caves with certain tales in the  Arabian Nights. He writes about a trip he makes to an island there: “As we approached in the boat there was such a fine swell of the sea that the pillars
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appeared rising immediately out of the crystal—But it is impossible to describe it—Not Aladin magician/ Ever such a work began.” 

1815

Colonel Sir John Malcolm publishes  The History of Persia  in two volumes. 

1815

In March, Napoleon Bonaparte returns to power in France, but in June, he is defeated by the allies under the command of the British Duke of Wellington in the battle of Waterloo, and exiled to the island of St. Helena where he dies after six years. 

1816

Coleridge publishes “Christabel” (1797-1800). 

1816

Shelley produces his vision of the East in  Alastor, or The Spirit of Solitude. “Ozymandias” follows in 1818, “The Masque of Tyranny” in 1819, and “Ode To The West Wind,” 

 The Revolt of Islam, and  Prometheus Unbound  in 1820. 

1817

Coleridge’s  Biographia Literaria  is published. 

1818-1821 Byron’s  Don Juan, a picaresque novel in verse, appears. 

1819

In July, John Keats writes a letter to Fanny Brawne about a beautiful Oriental tale he has read. The tale tells the story of a city of melancholy men who descend to earth in a magic basket, never to see that enchanting woman that they have once met in a gardenlike paradise. 

1819

In September, Richard Woodhouse writes a letter to John Taylor in which he recounts Keats’s reading to him

“Lamia.” In parts, the poem, he says, reminds him of “The Story of Prince Ahmed and the Fairy Pari Banou” in the Arabian Nights. 

1819

Lt. James William Graham publishes  A Treatise on Sufism or Mahomedan Mysticism. 

1819

Goethe publishes his  West-ostlicher Divan, or  West-Eastern Divan, inspired by the Persian poet Hafiz. 

1820

John Keats publishes his poems “La Belle Dame sans Merci,” “The Eve of Saint Agnes,” “Ode to a Nightingale,” 

and “Lamia,” among others. 

1820

Shelley and his cousin Thomas Medwin start to study Arabic together while living in Pisa, Italy. Eventually, Shelley translates some fragments from Arabic into English. 

1822

Friedrich Rückert publishes  Ostliche Rosen. The fourteenth-century Persian poet Hafiz is his model. After four years he makes a German translation in verse and rhymed prose of
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the early twelfth-century  Maqamat al-Hriri, the adventures of an Arab rogue. 

1823

Heinrich Heine completes his tragedy  Almansor  in which he evokes the fall of the Moorish king of Granada, Boabdil. 

1829

Victor Hugo writes in his collected lyrics,  Les Orientales:

“Oriental Studies have never been so advanced. In the age of Louis XIV, one was a Hellenist; now one is an Orientalist.” 

1830

Alfred, Lord Tennyson publishes his poem  Recollections of the Arabian Nights. 

1832

Shelley’s “The Mask of Anarchy” is published, edited with Preface by Leigh Hunt. It is composed in the fall of 1819, shortly after the Peterloo riot at Manchester on August 16, 1819. 

1834

On October 22, Leigh Hunt, friend of Byron and Moore, supporter of Keats, Shelley, and the Romantic poets, writes in  London Journal, “To us The Arabian Nights are one of the most beautiful books in the world: not because there is nothing but pleasure in it, but because the pain has infinite chances of vicissitude, and because the pleasure is within the reach of all who have body and soul, and imagination.” 

1835

Thomas Macaulay argues, “a single shelf of a good European library is worth the whole native literature of India and Arabia” in  Minute on Indian Education. 

1836

Edward William Lane publishes  An Account of the Manners and Customs of the Modern Egyptians  in London. 

1839-1841 Edward William Lane publishes his translation of the Thousand and One Nights. 

1850

Washington Irving publishes his  Chronicle of the Conquest of Granada: From the MSS of Fray Antonio Agapida  in two volumes in London. 

1853

Matthew Arnold publishes a poem “Sohrab and Rustum,” 

inspired by a French translation of the Persian poet Firdausi’s  Shahnama. 

1859

Edward Fitzgerald translates  The Ruba’iyat of Omar Khayyam and Farid al-Din al-Attar’s  The Bird Parliament  into English. 

Both Khayyam (died c. 1123) and Attar (1145-1221) are famous Persian poets. Khayyam, a poet and a skeptical astronomer, writes about the opposing mental state of joy and regret, the contraries, such as temple and tavern, 
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worshipper and drunker, heavenly and earthly paradise, and proclaims his creed of happiness as follows: “A Book of Verses underneath the Bough,/ A Jug of Wine, a Loaf of Bread—and Thou/ Beside me singing in the Wilderness—/

Oh, Wilderness were Paradise enow!” On the contrary, Attar, a Chemist-Doctor, describes the mystic quest to heaven. He is an early example of a Muslim who considers the body as part of the soul, and both are a part of the Whole. 

1881

Publication of  Arabian Poetry for English Readers, edited with introduction and notes by W. A. Clouston (privately printed in Glasgow, Scotland). The book includes a long list of Arab and Persian poets, among them the pre-Islamic poets, the Syrian poet-philosopher Abu al-‘Ala’ al- Ma’arri (973-1057), and the Berber poet Sharaf-al-Din Muhammad al-Busiri (1213-ca. 1296) who wrote a famous ode entitled  al-Burdah, or  The Prophet’s Mantle. 

1882-1884 John Payne publishes his translation of the  Thousand and One Nights. 

1885-1888 Richard Burton publishes his translation of the  Thousand and One Nights  along with supplemental nights and anthropology. 

1887

E. H. Whinfield translates the works of the Persian Sufi, Jalal al-Din al-Rumi. 

1898

D. S. Margoliouth translates and edits the letters of the eleventh-century Syrian poet Abu al-‘Ala’ al-Ma’arri using a Leyden manuscript. 
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ARABIC QUOTATIONS THAT HIGHLIGHT THE ROMANTIC

ENGLISH POETS’ PREOCCUPATION WITH CERTAIN TOPICS

Resistance to tyranny

When a tyrant oppresses and insults a nation

We disdain to degrade ourselves by submitting to his will. 

(‘Amr Ibn Kulthum, a pre-Islamic poet who adopts the name of his mother Kulthum, rather than his father. Sir William Jones had translated these lines as part of a long ode in 1783). 

The horrors of war

You know what war is all about. 

You have experienced it. 

Once you wage it, it becomes voracious

And causes havoc everywhere. 

It will grind you as a millstone

That grinds grain. 

It will spread and bear you ill-omened offspring. 

The produce will be nothing but sheer devastation. 

(Zuhair Ibn Abi Sulma, a pre-Islamic poet. The translation is by Samar Attar). 

The outlaw poet: Alienation from the world

To me now, in your default, are comrades a wolf untired, A sleek Leopard, and a fell hyena with shaggy mane True comrades: they ne’er let out the secret in trust with them, Nor basely forsake their friend because that he brought them bane. 

(Al-Shanfara, a pre-Islamic poet. The translation is by R. A. Nicholson). 

Maysun al-Kalbiya, a poet and wife of a king in the 7th century, prefers the desert to the splendor of Damascus, the seat of the Islamic Empire The russet suit of camel’s hair

With spirits light and eye serene, 

Is dearer to my bosom far

Than all the trappings of a queen

The humble tent and murmuring breeze
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That whistles thro’ its fluttering walls, 

My unaspiring fancy please

Better than towers and splendid halls. (Translated by J. D. Carlyle, Specimen of Arabian Poetry. Second ed, 1810) A woman poet defies the king

The Caliph al-Malik ibn Marwan (685-705) sarcastically asked the female poet, Layla al-Akhyaliya, when she came once to his court in Damascus: “I wonder what did your lover see in you?” She promptly re-plied: “I wonder too what did the people see in you when they chose you to rule over them?” He laughed so hard that a black tooth he was always anxious to hide became visible to his audience. Layla was an old woman already. But in the past she was married to a man that she never loved. 

Her lover Tawba, an outlaw, sang her beauty, and she in return wrote exquisite poetry mourning his death (translated by Samar Attar). 

Importance of reason

You’ve had your way a long, long time, 

Your kings and tyrants, 

And still you work injustice hour by hour:

. . . There’s none to lead but reason

What is the relevance of religious rites? 

. . . religious rites were a means of enslaving the masses O fools, awake! 

Religious toleration

A church, a temple, or a Kåba Stone, 

Koran or Bible or a martyr’s bone—

All these and more my heart can tolerate

Since my religion now is Love alone. 

(Abu al-‘Ala’ al-Ma’arri (973-1057), is a Syrian poet. The first two pieces are translated by Reynold Alleyne Nicholson; the last piece on religious toleration is translated by the American Lebanese writer Ameen al-Rihani ). 

God is light

God is the light

Of the heavens and the earth. 

The Parable of His Light

Is as if there were a Niche

And within it a Lamp:

The Lamp enclosed in Glass:

The glass as it were

A brilliant star:
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Lit from a blessed Tree, 

An Olive, neither of the East

Nor of the West, 

Whose Oil is well-neigh

Luminous, 

Though fire scarce touched it ( The Holy Qu’ran. Sura XXIV Light, 35. 

Trans. A.Y. Ali). 

Heavenly paradise

[The righteous ones will be]

Amid gardens and water-springs, 

Attired in silk and silk embroidery, facing one another

. . . We shall wed them unto fair ones with wide lovely eyes. 

They call therein for every fruit in safety. 

They taste not death therein, save the first death. (Surah XLIV, “The Smoke,” 52-56). 

We shall make them enter Gardens underneath which rivers flow—to dwell therein for ever; there for them are pure companions- and We shall make them enter plenteous shade. (Surah IV “Women,” 57). 

( The Glorious Koran, translated by M. M. Pickthall. New York: The New American Library, 1958). 

Earthly Paradise

[I] found a mansion like Paradise, with a garden containing green trees . . . abounding with singing birds, and watered by copious streams. 

My heart was soothed—by the sight, and I wandered among the trees, scenting the fragrance of the flowers, and listening to the warbling of the birds as they sang the praises of the One, the Almighty. 

. . . 

I threw myself down upon the shore of the sea, and remained lying there a while, until my soul felt at ease, and my heart was tranquillized, when I walked along the island, and saw that it resembled one of the gardens of Paradise. Its trees bore ripe fruits, its rivers were flowing, and its birds were warbling the praises of Him to whom belongeth might and permanence. 

. . . 

Ten female slaves . . . resembling moons, dazzling the sight, and con-founding the imagination, they stood in ranks, looking like the black-eyed damsels of Paradise. Then after them came ten other female slaves, with lutes in their hands, and other instruments of diversion and mirth, and played upon the lutes, and sang verses. (Edward William Lane’s translation of  The Thousand and One Nights  in 1838-40). 
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Longing to see the veiled God

O God! If I worship Thee in fear

of Hell, burn me in Hell; and if I

worship Thee in hope of Paradise, 

exclude me from Paradise; but if I

worship Thee for Thine own sake, 

withhold not Thine everlasting beauty! 

(The Moslem Mystic Woman Rabi’a al-‘Adawiyya of the eighth century quoted in Margret Smith’s book  Rabi’a the Mystic and Her Fellow Saints in Islam). 

O God, whatever punishment thou mayst inflict upon me, do not punish me with the humiliation of being veiled from Thee (The Sufi Sari al-Saqati of the ninth century). 

The veiled maid

She showed Herself by veiling Herself. . . . and/ She was hidden by the objects in which She was manifested,/ Assuming tints of diverse hue in every appearance. (The thirteenth-century mystic Ibn al-Farid. Translated by Reynold A. Nicholson). 

The significance of imagination; reason alone is not enough

[The highest sphere that has no physical body] could be compared to the image of the sun as seen in a polished mirror. It is neither the sun nor the mirror nor is it anything other than them. He saw signs of such perfection, glory and beauty in the essence of that non-material sphere so great as to be beyond description. . . . In a state of ultimate pleasure, happiness. . . and joy, his vision showed him the essence of Truth . . . (The twelfth-century philosopher, Ibn Tufayl,  Hayy Ibn Yaqzan, trans. Riad Kocache). 

Questioning the prophet and his religion, and asserting the equality of all men

Why does [the Prophet] speak of rewards and punishment [Heaven and Hell]? Why does he allow people to own goods and be too greedy for food? . . . He [Hayy, the natural man] never understood the meaning of accumulating wealth. He always thought that no one ate more than what he needed to survive. . . . . All these detailed rules and regulations [in religion, what are they for?]. . . . He believed that all people were created equal. They had good nature, and were endowed with reason and free will. (The twelfth-century philosopher, Ibn Tufayl,  Hayy Ibn Yaqzan, trans. Samar Attar). 
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The child is the father of the man

The child affects the father’s disposition. . . . For the child was with God a short while ago . . . since he is newly come into the world, whereas the father is farther away; and one that is farther from God is subject to one that is nearer to Him. 

(The thirteenth-century Andalusian mystic Ibn ‘Arabi,  Fusus al-Hikma, translated by Reynold A. Nicholson). 

The Caliph Harun al-Rashid ordered the judge to learn how to deal out justice from the mouth of a child. (The Story of Ali Cogia,  The Arabian Nights). 

Beauty

Beauty itself is mad with passion for him

. . . . 

Hads ‘t thou his beauty seen. . . . 

That me enthralled, it surely had enthralled thee. 

(The thirteenth-century Egyptian mystic Ibn al-Farid, translated by Reynold A. Nicholson). 

“Look carefully at these two young sleepers and say which of them is the most beautiful!” For a long time [the oldest of all Jinns] looked out of his slit eyes and declared solemnly that this prince and princess were equal in beauty and together were the wonder of the world. 

( The Arabian Nights Stories, retold by Ambel Williams-Ellis). 

“I saw her photo in a bookstore in Cairo. I was stunned by her beauty. 

Bought the book and went home. But I was not able to eat, or drink anything. It was impossible to sleep at night too. Went back to the store to find out about the painter who drew this unforgettable face. I was told the painter was from Baghdad. The following day I left my country on a horse in search for this beautiful woman that I don’t even know what is her name. I was told that it would take me more than two months to reach Baghdad, and even then I might not find her there. But I was determined to follow my dream and search for this beautiful maid.” 

(“The Tale of Ibrahim Ibn al-Khaseeb” in  Alf Layla wa-Layla, trans. 

Samar Attar). 

A mad man or a saint? 

You didn’t live for fame. You had spoken out

About reform, but in a private way, reforming first Yourself, though no one knew what “private” meant. 

You called attention to the uses of the tax—

The private pockets into which it went, 

The immoral acts committed in the public name
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As if it were consensus. . . . 

One Jealous mystic called you mad at the trial

And one aroused conservative called you a saint; Both names were damning in official eyes. 

(The Persian Mystic al-Hallaj, decapitated in 922. Translation by Herbert Mason). 
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