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  Introduction


  No prophet, so the New Testament saying goes, is accepted in his own country. Kahlil Gibran proves, and subsequently disproves, the rule. He was born at Mount Lebanon (then in
  Syria) in 1883, was taken as a child to America, where he grew famous, and on his death in 1931 was returned home. He is commemorated in a beautiful museum at his birthplace, which attracts more
  than 50,000 visitors every year.


  Pilgrims might be a better description than visitors, because Gibrans writings continue to inspire devotion across the world, and look likely to do so for a long time to
  come. Among poets, so it is said, only William Shakespeare and Lao Tzu, the Chinese founder of Taoism in the sixth century BC, have been more widely read than the author of
  The Prophet.


  Gibrans masterpiece is a prose work, but poetical in its rhythms, reminiscent of the style of the King James Bible, with cadences quite clearly referenced to the Sermon on
  the Mount. The manner of the writing closely reflects its authors experiences. A Christian, he wrote it, in his late thirties, in English, while living in New York. He had been in the city,
  like Almustafa, the prophet of the title, in the city of Orphalese, for twelve years. This was his fourth book in English, continuing the process started in 1918 with his first English-language
  title, The Madman. Gibrans eight preceding books had all been written in his first language, Arabic.


  Arriving in America as a child of twelve in 1895, Kahlil knew no English, and can have had little idea of Western culture. His family came from the town of Bsharri about seventy
  miles north-east of Beirut in what is now the independent state of Lebanon, but then was a territory within Ottoman-administered Syria. Kahlils father, also Kahlil, was a sometime apothecary
  and the owner of a walnut plantation, but he was feckless, given to carousing and gambling, and failed to provide for the family until securing an unlikely position as a tax gatherer for the
  Ottoman authorities. But it ended unhappily when he was imprisoned for embezzlement. His property was confiscated, and his long-suffering wife Kamileh, made homeless, decided to emigrate to the
  United States, where her brother had already settled, taking her four children, Boutros, a son from a previous marriage, Kahlil junior and his two younger sisters Marianna and Sultana, with
  her.


  Kamileh was the daughter of a priest in the Maronite Church, an Eastern Roman Catholic church founded by an Aramaic-speaking monk, later canonised as St Maron, who died around 410.
  With a congregation in Lebanon of nearly a million today, the Maronites remain the principal Christian group in the country, and account for most of the Lebanese diaspora, two million or more,
  around the world.


  Young Kahlil received all of his childhood education in Bsharri from Maronite priests, thanks to his mothers connections. There was no money to pay for schools, and the
  boys two sisters had no education whatsoever, remaining illiterate all their lives. But Kahlil learned to read and write Arabic and Syriac (Christian Aramaic), probably through Bible
  instruction. He was an attentive student who impressed his clerical tutors with his faculty for languages and mathematics. Most of the boys time, however, was his own. He was introspective,
  a quiet loner, and given to wandering the serene wilderness of the Wadi Qadisha (Holy Valley) near his home, perhaps to escape the domestic disputes of the troubled household, but equally to find
  sanctuary in an ancient, abandoned monastery deep in the valley, where he could pursue his passion for drawing, with whatever materials he could find. Gibran was an able artist and in later life
  was recognised as much for his sketches and paintings as for his writings.


  He drew what he saw in the landscape around him, and, having no circle of school acquaintance, communed with nature rather than with other children. It pleased him (but worried his
  mother), during the rainstorms that very occasionally broke over the land, to tear off all his clothes and run madly about in the downpour, shouting ecstatically in a way he did on no other
  occasion.


  It was on one of his extended meanderings in the valley that the boy, aged ten, met with an accident and broke a shoulder. He was strapped into a crosslike contraption, making him
  appear like a crucified martyr, for a lengthy period in an ill-advised attempt to treat the fracture. This bizarre remedy undoubtedly scarred the boy emotionally as well as physically, and he did
  not make a complete recovery, suffering continual pain which probably persisted throughout his life.


  The great change came in 1895, when Kamileh gathered up the four children and sailed for America. Her husband had by now been released from prison, but he declined to travel with
  them. Kamileh never saw the father of her children again.


  They settled in Boston, Massachusetts, in an immigrant quarter known as the South End which has long since become the citys Chinatown. Kamileh established herself as a
  pack pedlar selling linen door to door. Now in her forties, she valiantly accumulated enough dollars within a year to take a lease on a shop retailing clothing and fabrics. Boutros
  was put in charge, and the two little girls worked as seamstresses.


  Kahlil, the one child for whom Kamileh seems to have seen any real prospects, was sent to school. On enrolment, his mother gave his correct name as Gibran Khalil Gibran, but he was
  mistakenly registered as a shortened and transposed Kahlil Gibran. From that day, he was known as such and he never sought to reestablish his correct full name. His transformation had begun. The
  boy learned English as a first priority in a special class for immigrants, and progressed strongly. Kamileh found the funds to pay for extramural art lessons, and Kahlil now came into contact, for
  the first time, with some of the wilder frontiers of American thinking.


  His art teacher, impressed with the young mans natural talent and perhaps also his good looks (he was small, growing only to five foot three, but was darkly handsome under a
  luxuriant mop of wavy hair), introduced him to a successful photographer and art publisher, Fred Holland Day, who took on Kahlil as a pupil, and occasional photographic model. Day belonged to a
  louche artistic circle who subscribed to fashionable beliefs of the day, such as Symbolism  the self-conscious heir to Romanticism  in art and literature, and the intuitive Eastern
  religious movement known as theosophy, made vogue-ish by the recently deceased (1890) American psychic Madame Blavatsky.


  The influences on the young Kahlil amounted to a cultural bombardment. Although new to the English language, he was soon steeped in decadent American and European literature,
  discovering seminal but ambiguous artists such as William Blake (an obvious later influence on his own style) and seeking the erotic in everything. Day was a homosexual, and his friends freely used
  narcotics. Knowing (or caring) little about the boys true origins, they treated him as a mysterious oriental, perhaps of noble birth. One biographer of Gibran reported that Day liked to
  imagine his pupil as a Middle Eastern princeling, and another member of the circle is said to have opined with ominous portent that he resembled a young prophet. It was
  enough to turn the lads head.


  His mother became alarmed. She will have realised that her sons new friends believed more in the spiritual than the liturgical, that his Catholic faith was being sorely
  tested. In 1898, while the family was still living hand-to-mouth in the ghetto of the South End, she took the extraordinary and costly step of uprooting the boy, still only fifteen, from this
  heretical milieu and sending him back to Lebanon to attend a Maronite school in Beirut. He prospered there, now turning his attention to writing as well as art, and even founding a student magazine
  devoted to literature.


  But in 1902, Kahlil returned to America. He might have been obeying a plea from his mother that there were troubles in Boston, or perhaps it was simply time to further his undoubted
  ambitions as a writer and artist. Family troubles there certainly were. Just a fortnight before Kahlil made it to Boston, his sister Sultana succumbed to tuberculosis. She was only fourteen. The
  next year, his half-brother Boutros also died from the disease, aged twenty-six, and his mother followed, from cancer, just weeks later.


  Kahlil remained with his sister Marianna, who revered him and supported him from her meagre earnings, and from the prosaic surroundings of the clothing-store home in the dreary
  ghetto he set about building his career. Helped by Fred Holland Day, he had some of his drawings accepted as book illustrations and put on exhibitions of his mystic, Symbolist figure sketches. And
  he drew too on his recent sojourn in Beirut to write, in Arabic, about the political and religious turmoil back in Lebanon, as the four-century Ottoman domination of the region was beginning to
  unravel. His style was whimsical, aphoristic and lyrical in a distinctive voice. Publications serving the large Arab community of Boston began to take him up.


  So too did a new woman in Kahlils life, Mary Haskell. She was the head teacher at a Boston girls school, a woman of modern, even libertarian, ideas, and in spite of
  being ten years his senior, she was infatuated with Kahlil Gibran. In 1908, she paid for him to go to art school in Paris. On his return in 1910, they announced their engagement, but according to
  Marys diary, the relationship was not consummated. He would not sleep with her, even though he acknowledged that he had slept with other women she knew. He preferred that they should share a
  kind of platonic love. Still unable to support himself, however, he did accept her money, and this strong-minded woman was grateful to him. His love, she confided to her journal, was the
  greatest honour I had and I wanted credit for it, wanted the fame of his loving me.


  Kahlil was clearly no seducer, but he was exploitative. Mary Haskell was of enormous service to him, encouraging his writing, extending his knowledge of literature and ultimately
  helping him make the leap into authorship in the English language. Even when he decided to broaden his horizons (and leave his devoted sister Marianna behind in the Boston ghetto) by removing to
  New York in 1911, Mary did not despair of him. She even paid his rent at the artists studio flat he took at Number 51 West Tenth Street in Manhattan.


  In this new metropolitan setting, Kahlil encountered the leading Lebanese-American writers of the day, including Mikhail Naimy, who was to become a close friend. Along with other
  Arabic writers, the two formed the New York Pen League, whose avowed purpose was, in the words of Naimys declaration, to lift Arabic literature from the quagmire of stagnation and
  imitation and to infuse a new life into its veins so as to make of it an active force in the building up of Arab nations.


  Nevertheless, Gibran was soon to begin the final phase of his creative life: writing in English. For this, he needed Marys help, and she became the editor of all his
  English-language work from the beginning. His first book, The Madman, was produced by the newly established New York publishing house Alfred A. Knopf in 1918. A slim volume of lyrical
  allegories and reflections, philosophical and religious, the book is founded on the paradoxical reasoning that is Gibrans hallmark. The narrator, the Madman of the title, declares at the
  outset that after a life of pretence his peace of mind, his sanity, is restored to him at the moment someone calls him a madman.


  And so to The Prophet. It was his fourth book in English, published in 1923, again by Knopf, and again edited at the manuscript stage by the faithful Mary Haskell, who
  visited Kahlil regularly during the preparation of all his books in English, and undoubtedly contributed materially to the finished text. She asked and received nothing in return, but Gibran was
  always appreciative, especially in his letters, assuring her of his love and tacitly, perhaps, of his gratitude for her literary input. In one letter of 1922, he wrote to her: That deepest
  thing, that recognition. That knowledge, that sense of kinship began the first time I saw you, and it is the same now  only a thousand times deeper and tenderer. I shall love you to
  eternity.


  Gibrans sincerity is every bit as effusively expressed in The Prophet. The book, a series of homilies addressed by the prophet-narrator Almustafa to the people of
  the city that has been his adopted home for twelve years, preambled with his reflections on his imminent departure and concluding with a poignant valediction, was illustrated with ethereal nude
  figures by the author, and amounted to what in more recent argot might be called a self-help guide.


  It was certainly a distillation of the beliefs and convictions of the authors own life and his voracious study of all religions, principally Christian perhaps, but with much
  diversion into Buddhism and the Islamic faith, including the Bahai movement, whose leader, Abdul Baha, Gibran had met in New York. But while The Prophet is a religious work, it dwells on
  the everyday rather than the loftily philosophical, here and there betraying the authors very particular viewpoint, for example on marriage:


  
    Give your hearts, but not into each others keeping.

  


  Perhaps the secret of the huge long-term success of this work
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