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“His power came from some great reservoir of spiritual life else it could not have been so universal and so potent, but the majesty and beauty of the language with which he clothed it were all his own.”

—Claude Bragdon
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History of William Collins

In 1819, millworker William Collins from Glasgow, Scotland, set up a company for printing and publishing pamphlets, sermons, hymn books, and prayer books. That company was Collins and was to mark the birth of HarperCollins Publishers as we know it today. The long tradition of Collins dictionary publishing can be traced back to the ﬁrst dictionary William co-published in 1825, Greek and English Lexicon. Indeed, from 1840 onwards, he began to produce illustrated dictionaries and even obtained a licence to print and publish the Bible.

Soon after, William published the ﬁrst Collins novel; however, it was the time of the Long Depression, where harvests were poor, prices were high, potato crops had failed, and violence was erupting in Europe. As a result, many factories across the country were forced to close down and William chose to retire in 1846, partly due to the hardships he was facing. 

Aged 30, William’s son, William II, took over the business. A keen humanitarian with a warm heart and a generous spirit, William II was truly ‘Victorian’ in his outlook. He introduced new, up-to-date steam presses and published affordable editions of Shakespeare’s works and The Pilgrim’s Progress, making them available to the masses for the ﬁrst time. 

A new demand for educational books meant that success came with the publication of travel books, scientiﬁc books, encyclopedias, and dictionaries. This demand to be educated led to the later publication of atlases, and Collins also held the monopoly on scripture writing at the time. 

In the 1860s Collins began to expand and diversify and the idea of ‘books for the millions’ was developed, although the phrase wasn’t coined until 1907. Affordable editions of classical literature were published, and in 1903 Collins introduced 10 titles in their Collins Handy Illustrated Pocket Novels. These proved so popular that a few years later this had increased to an output of 50 volumes, selling nearly half a million in their year of publication. In the same year, The Everyman’s Library was also instituted, with the idea of publishing an affordable library of the most important classical works, biographies, religious and philosophical treatments, plays, poems, travel, and adventure. This series eclipsed all competition at the time, and the introduction of paperback books in the 1950s helped to open that market and marked a high point in the industry.

HarperCollins is and has always been a champion of the classics, and the current Collins Classics series follows in this tradition – publishing classical literature that is affordable and available to all. Beautifully packaged, highly collectible, and intended to be reread and enjoyed at every opportunity.




   
Life & Times

‘I love you when you bow in your mosque, kneel in your temple, pray in your church. For you and I are sons of one religion, and it is the spirit.’ Kahlil Gibran’s words from his seminal work, The Prophet, have as much relevance today as they did at their time of composition in the early 1920s. Gibran’s work was a bridge between cultures, across continents, across art forms. Its enduring popularity is a testament to its singularity. Gibran was a prolific artist, as well as a writer – initially in Arabic and then in English – despite being told several times throughout his life to give up work for the sake of his health. This single-minded purpose would drive him to an early death, but also allowed him to leave behind a unique legacy.

Early Years

Gibran was born in what is now Lebanon in 1883 to a Maronite Catholic family. His family was poor: his father, Kahlil, had gambling problems and eventually went to prison for embezzlement while working as a tax gatherer; his mother, Kamileh, was the daughter of a priest and had been married twice before – she had a son, Boutros, from her previous marriage, in addition to Kahlil and his two younger sisters. As their domestic situation worsened, Kamileh finally decided to follow her brother to the United States of America, and she left behind her husband to move to Boston with her children, where she found work as a seamstress. In South Boston there was a vibrant Lebanese community, and Gibran went to school there for the first time in his life. It was here that the original spelling of his name – either due to deliberate anglicising, or a clerical mistake – was changed to Kahlil, the name under which he is known to this day.

Despite having had no schooling in Lebanon, Gibran immediately excelled at his studies, and was noticed especially for his art by his teachers, and introduced to local artist Fred Holland Day. Day became an important early influence, introducing Gibran to artistic circles and movements. At this time, he also began to read widely, discovering writers who would have a lifelong influence on his writing, such as the American transcendentalists and the English writer William Blake. Gibran’s assimilation into his newly adopted culture was so successful that his mother began to worry he would lose the connection he had to his roots and his faith. This led to her decision to send him back to Lebanon at the age of fifteen to immerse himself once more in his home’s culture, and to learn Arabic. Although he spent a fruitful couple of years studying in Beirut, he returned to the USA in 1902, as his sister was dying of tuberculosis. Soon after, his half-brother, Boutros, also passed away due to tuberculosis and his mother died from cancer. The heartbroken young Gibran was left to build his life with his sister Marianna in Boston.

Becoming an Artist and a Writer

Gibran got back in touch with his old mentor, Fred Holland Day, who helped him create interest in his sketches and assisted in putting on his first exhibition in 1904. Meanwhile, he began to write, at this stage in Arabic, about politics and religion in Lebanon. There was much interest in his writing within the American-Arabic community, even as it stirred controversy in his home country. At this time, he also met Mary Haskell, a Boston intellectual and headmistress of a girls’ school, who became a close friend and patron for many years, helping expand his knowledge of art and literature and even funding his move to Paris and later, in 1911, to New York. Despite a deep and long-standing relationship, the two never married, although they were engaged for a short time. 

New York and the Mahjari Movement

In New York, Gibran continued to work on his writing, contributing to such Arabic periodicals as Al-Fancoon. He also became acquainted with the Lebanese-American writer Mikhail Naimy, with whom he founded the Pen League. This was the first Arabic-language literary society in North America, and the foundation of the so-called Mahjari Movement, which aimed to help elevate Arabic literature. As Gibran’s work gathered momentum, his health was beginning to decline, and he was continually warned by doctors to rest. However, Gibran’s ambition extended beyond his apparent success as a writer in Arabic, and he soon began to work in English to widen his audience. 

Success and Later Life

In 1917, Gibran completed The Madman, his first English-language book, with the help of Mary Haskell who edited the work. In 1918, it was published in the US by Alfred A. Knopf. This first work in English was a collection of philosophical and religious musings, beginning a format of writing parables through one central narrator that he would continue in his next English-language book, The Forerunner, as well as The Prophet. After the success of The Prophet, he continued to publish in both Arabic and English, however none of his later works achieved the same level of success. He died at age 48 due to cirrhosis of the liver. He was buried in Lebanon, and willed his royalties in perpetuity to his hometown, where he is celebrated as an important cultural figure. His entire collection of artistic works were left to Mary Haskell.

The Prophet

Gibran’s most famous work, The Prophet, was published, as his earlier works were, by Knopf in 1923. Gibran espoused his thoughts on family, religion, children, marriage and everything in between through his narrator – ‘the prophet’ – a man returning to his home after living in exile for 12 years. Comprising 26 prose poems, the book was also illustrated with Gibran’s own sketches. Initially, The Prophet was reviewed unfavourably, and has never been fully accepted into the Western canon of literature. However, its later sales became a phenomenon, picking up especially in the late 1960s as the American counterculture embraced it. It is understandable that the disillusioned youths of the 1960s found solace in Gibran’s words, for The Prophet promoted a pleasingly adaptable philosophy that drew on a wide variety of religions, yet was never dogmatic about any specific school of thought. Among its more famous fans were Elvis Presley, Johnny Cash, John Lennon, David Bowie and Indira Gandhi, and even today it is often used in wedding readings and vows, especially the famous line ‘Love one another but make not a bond of love, let it rather be a moving sea between the shores of your souls’. According to some sources, The Prophet is the second-best-selling book in America, after the Bible, and perhaps its biblical quality and tone contributed to the slow erosion of a distinct sense of authorship. Even as his words were disseminated throughout the world, few knew about Gibran himself, and little critical attention was turned to his wider work. Perhaps it is part of this compromise that allowed The Prophet to transcend its source and defy all odds, becoming one of the most beloved books of all time.






   
Almustafa, the chosen and the beloved, who was a dawn unto his own day, had waited twelve years in the city of Orphalese for his ship that was to return and bear him back to the isle of his birth.

And in the twelfth year, on the seventh day of Ielool, the month of reaping, he climbed the hill without the city walls and looked seaward; and he beheld his ship coming with the mist.

Then the gates of his heart were flung open, and his joy flew far over the sea. And he closed his eyes and prayed in the silences of his soul.

But as he descended the hill, a sadness came upon him, and he thought in his heart:

How shall I go in peace and without sorrow? Nay, not without a wound in the spirit shall I leave this city. 

Long were the days of pain I have spent within its walls, and long were the nights of aloneness; and who can depart from his pain and his aloneness without regret?

Too many fragments of the spirit have I scattered in these streets, and too many are the children of my longing that walk naked among these hills, and I cannot withdraw from them without a burden and an ache.

It is not a garment I cast off this day, but a skin that I tear with my own hands.

Nor is it a thought I leave behind me, but a heart made sweet with hunger and with thirst.

Yet I cannot tarry longer.

The sea that calls all things unto her calls me, and I must embark.

For to stay, though the hours burn in the night, is to freeze and crystallize and be bound in a mould.

Fain would I take with me all that is here. But how shall I?

A voice cannot carry the tongue and the lips that gave it wings. Alone must it seek the ether.

And alone and without his nest shall the eagle fly across the sun.

Now when he reached the foot of the hill, he turned again towards the sea, and he saw his ship approaching the harbour, and upon her prow the mariners, the men of his own land.

And his soul cried out to them, and he said:

Sons of my ancient mother, you riders of the tides,

How often have you sailed in my dreams. And now you come in my awakening, which is my deeper dream.

Ready am I to go, and my eagerness with sails full set awaits the wind.

Only another breath will I breathe in this still air, only another loving look cast backward,

And then I shall stand among you, a seafarer among seafarers. 

And you, vast sea, sleepless mother,

Who alone are peace and freedom to the river and the stream,

Only another winding will this stream make, only another murmur in this glade,

And then shall I come to you, a boundless drop to a boundless ocean.

And as he walked he saw from afar men and women leaving their fields and their vineyards and hastening towards the city gates.

And he heard their voices calling his name, and shouting from field to field telling one another of the coming of his ship.

And he said to himself:

Shall the day of parting be the day of gathering?

And shall it be said that my eve was in truth my dawn?

And what shall I give unto him who has left his plough in midfurrow, or to him who has stopped the wheel of his winepress? 

Shall my heart become a tree heavy-laden with fruit that I may gather and give unto them?

And shall my desires flow like a fountain that I may fill their cups?

Am I a harp that the hand of the mighty may touch me, or a flute that his breath may pass through me?

A seeker of silences am I, and what treasure have I found in silences that I may dispense with confidence?

If this is my day of harvest, in what fields have I sowed the seed, and in what unremembered seasons?

If this indeed be the hour in which I lift up my lantern, it is not my flame that shall burn therein.

Empty and dark shall I raise my lantern,

And the guardian of the night shall fill it with oil and he shall light it also.

These things he said in words. But much in
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