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  Foreword

  This book, The Hand of Poetry, offers entrance into a world of beauty and truth. Its method is two-fold. First it presents five important lectures on Persian poetry given by Pir-o-Murshid Inayat Khan, who brought Sufism to the West. Then it offers fresh translations by the poet Coleman Barks of some of the poetry Inayat Khan discusses, designed to provide readers with ready access to at least a sample of this wondrous literature, still not easy to find in English. Thus, The Hand of Poetry represents a brief, but reasonably comprehensive, introduction to one of the great literatures of the world, until recently ignored in the West.

  Persian literature of the 13th century, described by a leading authority, Professor Annemarie Schimmel, as the “zenith” of the vast Islamic literature (she asserts it would require a large team of scholars to master even one branch of it), is certainly still a hidden treasure, despite the efforts of many scholars during the last century. Very few people in the West have learned the language, Farsi, and the translations have often left much to be desired in terms of their poetic appeal. This situation is now being vigorously corrected by Coleman Barks, our present translator, whose wonderfully lively and poetically powerful translations of Jelaluddin Rumi fill more than half a dozen much admired volumes, and by other contemporary poets as well. Nevertheless, the vast majority of classical Persian poems exist only in manuscript, never having been printed even in the original language! Even the lives of most of these poets do not appear in standard encyclopedias, so the translator has helpfully added brief accounts of what little is known about them.

  Inayat Khan was reared in a highly artistic, mainly musical household in Baroda, Gujerat, India in the 1880s and ‘90s. One of the household languages was Urdu, an Indian adaptation of Farsi, and he took a special interest in poetry already in early youth. The poetry he discusses here was known to him for virtually his whole life, and it came as something of a shock when he came to the West in 1910 to discover that very few people had even heard of these great poets. When he spoke about them, he spoke (as always) entirely ex tempore, never using any notes as far as we know. His work in presenting these poets was, as in many other areas, pioneering work. Omar Khayyam was the only one of these poets well-known to Western audiences, largely because of Edward Fitzgerald’s translation of the Rubaiyat, considered today of dubious value as a translation.

  Now, seventy years later, this poetry has become much better known in the West, yet it is still possible to ask a literature professor if she has heard of Jelaluddin Rumi and receive a negative answer. Therefore, it is highly apropos to continue Inayat Khan’s pioneering effort by this new presentation of his teachings and the work of the poets themselves.

  This book also represents a significant step forward in the presentation of the texts of Inayat Khan. This is the first time his lectures have been presented in a book for the public in words as close as possible to the actual words he spoke. This has been made possible by the scholarly series, The Complete Works of Hazrat Pir-o-Murshid Inayat Khan (East-West, The Hague, 1988—). The second volume of that series (1923 I, published in 1989), includes these five lectures. The Complete Works provides a text of each lecture based on the earliest and best manuscript, most often a shorthand record. In the case of these lectures, however, no shorthand record has survived (Inayat Khan’s secretaries were not travelling with him), and our basic manuscript is typewritten. We do not know who took down the lecture or prepared the typescript, which is slightly edited; it may well have been Rabia Martin, the leader of the Sufi Center in San Francisco. Because The Complete Works is restricted in circulation, the present publication makes widely available for the first time Inayat Khan’s actual words.

  The lecture series represented here took place on Tuesday afternoons at 2:30 p.m. from April 3rd to May 8th, 1923, in the gallery of the Paul Elder Bookstore, the leading such institution in the San Francisco of that day. Inayat Khan was billed as “A Pilgrim of Music, Literature and Philosophy,” and he gave two other series, one on music and the other on spiritual philosophy, on Wednesday mornings and Thursday evenings respectively. Miss Hayat Stadlinger, still a resident of Oakland, California, vividly recalls attending these lectures as a young woman. She recalls that Inayat Khan sat in the vestibule and warmly greeted each person coming in, with a display of white calla lilies at his feet. She also recalls that the audience was quite large and enthusiastic. A payment of one dollar was required (not inexpensive in those days), and the Gallery, located at 239 Post Street, was proudly declared to be “air conditioned and vitalized by electro-ozone equipment” (perhaps this will give pause to those who imagine that the New Age movement began in the ‘sixties). Unfortunately, the text of one lecture, the second in the series, on Omar Khayyam, appears not to have been preserved. The beautifully prepared brochure gives an unmistakable flavor of the times, and so we reproduce below the page referring to the present series.

  I would like to end on a personal note. I am one of the editors (along with Munira van Voorst van Beest, now deceased) of The Complete Works, and after the publication of the volume 1923 I in 1989, I suggested to my dear friend and colleague, Abi’l-Khayr of Omega Publications, that we put out a volume of these lectures along with appropriate passages from the poets discussed. I only planted this seed; Abi’l-Khayr germinated it, cultivated it, and it grew into the garden into which you are about to step. I cannot possibly express the joy I feel at this undreamed-of outcome.

  Donald Graham

  Tucson, Arizona

  March 14, 1993

  

  SUFI POETS: A series of six Tuesday afternoon lectures, April 3rd to May 8th, inclusive

  Tuesday Afternoon, April 3rd, at 4:30 o’clock

  THE POET AND THE PROPHET.

  The various scriptures of the nations are interpreted by the Prophets and Spiritual Poets of every age, not as dogmas, but as appeals to the heart of man. They point the way to our spiritual freedom; with one stroke of the pen they emancipate us as souls, and with the other they have shown us to speak straight from the heart, and with all spontaneity, breaking the barriers of human limitation and spiritual bondages. To interpret Persian religious and philosophic poetry with full understanding of the sense intended by the writer, requires intimate acquaintance with Moslem thought, and in particular with theology and mysticism.

  Tuesday Afternoon, April 10th, at 240 o’clock

  OMAR KHAYYAM.

  All authorities, intellectual and spiritual (despite the fallacies of modern interpretations), describe this poet as one who drank deeply of wisdom, and this is revealed through his many famous works on astronomy, mathematics, metaphysics and philosophy. He was a master of the exact sciences.

  Tuesday Afternoon, April 17th, at 2:30 o’clock

  JALLAL-U-DIN-RUMI.

  The Masnavi has all the beauty of the Psalms, the music of the hills, the color and scent of roses; but it has more than that, it expresses in song the yearnings of the soul to be reunited with God.

  Tuesday Afternoon-April 24th, at 2:30 o’clock

  SHAIKH MUSLIH-UD-DIN SAADI..

  The Gulistan (Rose Garden) represents the consummation of a wide knowledge of life and men, and though Saadi’s own life was fraught with hardships and trials, he maintained serenity of spirit and a heart attuned to the great problems of humanity. In the simplicity of his heart he says tenderly of his own work:

  
    “We give advice in its proper place,

    Spending a lifetime in the task.

    If it should not touch any one’s ear of desire,

    The messenger told his tale;

    It is enough.”

  

  Tuesday Afternoon, May 1st, at 2:30 o’clock

  HAFIZ.

  Hafiz breathes originality in all his works; he has defects, but only his own; he has beauties, but only his own. He may be condemned, but cannot be compared. He is considered by some authorities to be the greatest poet of any age or country. The name Hafiz literally means “the man who remembers.” He spent his life remembering God and preserved these remembrances in verses which to this day are consulted as oracles.

  Tuesday Afternoon, May 8th, at 3:30 o’clock

  FARID-DU-DIN ATTAR.

  The Mantiqu’t Tayr is a description of the Mystical Quest of the Birds (Sufi Pilgrims) for the Simurgh (God).

  1st. Valley of Search.

  2nd. Valley of Love.

  3rd. Valley of Knowledge.

  4th. Valley of Non-attachment.

  5th. Valley of Unity.

  6th. Valley of Amazement.

  7th. Valley of Realization of God.

  Tickets: Single lecture, One Dollar

  Season Ticket, six lectures, Five Dollars


  Publisher’s Preface to the 2011 Revised Edition

  The new revised edition of The Hand of Poetry includes the entire original text with the addition of two new chapters by Hazrat Inayat Khan titled “The Mystic Poets of Persia,” parts I and II. The added material is taken from transcripts of lectures on Persian poets and poetry given by Hazrat Inayat Khan during his last speaking tour of the United States in 1926. The lectures were presented at Sather Gate Bookshop in Berkeley, California, on February 24, 1926, and to the Women’s Press Club at the California Hall, Palace Hotel in San Francisco, March 3, 1926. Since these talks were given separately, there is some repetition which has been preserved where the same basic thought leads in different directions.

  These additional teachings have been compiled from The Complete Works of Pir-o-Murshid Hazrat Inayat Khan 1926 I, prepared by the Nekbakht Foundation and published by Omega Publications in 2011.

  Omega Publications


  Translator’s Preface

  There’s a story of how wisdom was once collected in one place like a huge pond of mercury, then shattered into tiny bits, widely dispersed over the planet. But every so often some of the fragments roll together, not to reform the pond, but as clusters to remind us of what the wholeness once was.

  Such groupings occurred among the Hassids of Poland and Russia in the 17th and 18th centuries, in the Greece of the pre-Socratics, in the early 17th century in England, in Paris during the 1870’s, and for twenty years in the middle of the last century in the northeastern United States. These gorgeous rock-hollow pools do occur. One of the most brilliant was in the Middle East, among Persian-speakers of the 12th, 13th, and 14th centuries. Attar, Sanai, Rumi, Saadi, and Hafiz— an illustrious group that serves as the jeweled crown of world literature. Nothing quite like them has reappeared, anywhere.

  They were artists and also great soul-shepherds. They were dervish poets, that mysterious and yet profoundly simple heart-line that goes back before Abraham to ancient Egypt, and into the pre-dawn of consciousness. When I first saw one of those fourteen thousand year old “high-five” hand-drawings in a cave in southern France, I felt the Friendship at the deep core that Sufis, and poets, offer. They work with words, only one of their crafts, to let beauty come in, the admiration for which is at the center of any religious impulse. Here is what Hazrat Inayat Khan says about that:

  Whatever differences in principles of what is right and wrong the various religious faiths may show, no two individuals will ever differ in this one natural principle: that every soul seeks after beauty, and that every virtue, righteousness, good action, is nothing but a glimpse of beauty. When once he or she has made this moral one’s own, that person does not need to follow a particular belief or faith or restrict oneself to a particular path. He or she can follow the Hindu way, the Muslim way, the way of any church or faith, provided one treads this royal road: that the whole universe is but an immanence of beauty. We are born with the tendency to admire it in every form, and we should not blind ourselves by being dependent on one particular line of beauty.

  - from The Art of Being and Becoming,


  But why are these bits and pools of mercury so elusive and so seldom come upon? The intricate balance of verbal artistry and revelation is rare, it seems to me, because eloquence connects deeply with the shadow-side, with material desires, the nafs, and with the ego. What language does so spectacularly is lie, that silver-tongued projector of illusions. The combination of a master of language with a master of light makes for a dicey dance. Rumi keeps reminding us how words obscure and deceive. All they can say about God is something like, “He is not a weaver.” Not much direct truth there, and yet, “Those who love words must use them to get to God.” Words flirt. They tease and imitate and come close, but they are not the experience they point to. Silence, friendship, and perhaps music, live nearer the reality.


  Rumi again:

  
    Listen to presences inside poems.

    Let them take you where they will.

  

  Translation, when and if it ever happens, tries to get out of the way and let a taste of these great presences through. They’re called True Human Beings in the Sufi tradition. They have been, and are, here with us. This work hopes to be part of that community.

  
    Let the beauty we love be what we do.

    —Rumi

  

  Coleman Barks

  August 31, 1992


  
    THE MYSTIC POETS OF

    PERSIA

    Hazrat Inayat Khan

  


  The Poet and the Prophet

  Beloved ones of God,

  My subject for today is “The Poet and the Prophet.” In the English language there is a saying in which always the name of “prophet” is connected with that of “poet,” although “prophet” denotes much more than the meaning sometimes attributed to this word in the West. The reason is that very often the word “prophet” is used for someone who tells the future, who makes prophecy, but in point of fact the field of the prophet is much larger than making prophecies only. The word prophet includes master, saint, seer, mystic and teacher.

  The source of poetry and of the prophetic gift is no doubt one and the same: poetry receives its inspiration from the same source as prophecy only if the poet is a real poet. Nevertheless, a poet is not necessarily a prophet, but a prophet is certainly a poet.

  The reason for this you see illustrated in the mythology of the Hindus by Sarasvati, the Goddess of music and literature. Her ornaments, her sitting with the peacock, with the vina, holding in one hand the cards, in the other a lotus flower—all this means that a true knowledge of divine wisdom expresses itself in the realm of beauty, the beauty of tone and rhythm in music.

  And what is poetry? It is half music. It is the music of ideas. It has sharp and flat notes as in music. It has different modes. Its rhythm represents music. Divine inspiration always expresses itself in beautiful form; it is never without beauty. This explains to us that all that is beautiful is a divine expression; the more beautiful it is, the greater it is in divine essence.

  No doubt in receiving the inspiration of poetry, action is necessary from both sides—from the side of the poet, and from the divine spirit. A poet who brings his heart to a condition which allows him to, so to speak, swim in the ocean of divine wisdom will naturally move his arms in rhythm. It is not that he expresses poetry in rhythm, but he receives knowledge in rhythm. The rhythm he receives is the only rhythm; the music he hears in life, he expresses in words, according to the knowledge of language he possesses.

  There is a wonderful example of this in a Hindu poet of long ago. He was a man of very humble origin, the son of a cotton weaver; a man who in childhood received no education. All the education he had was from life, what life taught him; and his life became his rhythm, and was so harmonious that the Brahmans of that day, who never allowed the other castes to come near, invited him to a dinner party.

  A feast of the Brahmans has a peculiar way in which it is arranged. Everyone has his own board on which he sits, and the dinner is served on leaves. The poet was no doubt honored by their invitation, but his board was not placed in the same row with the Brahmans. He noticed this, but his rhythm was not changed; he accepted.

  And there comes a kind of entertainment during the dinner, when each one has a chance of expressing himself by reciting or singing. This shows what they like, what they fancy, what they are—to what key their soul is tuned. And when it came the turn of the poet to say something, he said a verse which he had made then and there. It is a beautiful verse, but its meaning is that, “thanks be to the Creator who has brought me into an insignificant family, that has made me greet all, high or low, whatever they may be. If I were born in a high caste, probably I would have been dead, as many proud ones have died, of conceit.”

  The Brahmans were embarrassed, and they saw the truth of the philosophy. It was beautiful, and no thoughtful person could deny the beauty that lies in recognizing the divine in man, regardless of his rank or birth. And it was said on the occasion when the feast was given, “The one who knows Brahma, he is Brahman.” In other words, the one who sees God, the one who recognizes God in all, is a Brahman.

  The wonderful book of verses that this Indian poet wrote was held for centuries as a scripture; it is still regarded as a scripture, and there is a great following of this particular creed or philosophy. And the language of this man is very ordinary; so you may wonder that his poetry would be accepted in a country rich in languages, as India is with its Sanskrit, Hindustani, and sixty different dialects. There must be some reason for it. The reason is that, inside, it was all literature. Within the outer cover was the true inner form. It was a living beauty.

  Writing poetry by making an effort is like doing any other labor. It is a mental labor. The true poet, or the poet who is linked with the prophet, does not make any effort. It comes to him like the falling of the rain. Yes, he must express it in words, but that also becomes easy for him. It is not true that words come from the divine source, for words do not belong there, words belong here. But the words come so easily, one cannot help but think that they come from the divine source.

  What in reality comes from the divine source is that light in which nothing is closed to the eyes of the mind. The mind begins to see. The mind of the inspired soul differs in this way from the ordinary mind. The ordinary mind is in a room where there is everything, but no light. He cannot find the things that are there; he cannot touch anything or see anything.

  The inspired mind is able to touch everything that is there. Therefore as ideas become revealed to the heart of the inspired, so words and verses come to him. The language stands out as if it were revealed, but it is only the light. When the light has fallen, all is clear and he has only to select for himself.

  So, for the inspired poet it is not at all difficult to express. It is all there. You may ask, “Where does the light fall? What becomes clear?” It is his own world. All that he has learned, all that he has heard and acquired—that is his world. And when that light has fallen, the dark room is light. All that he could not see before has become plain to him. It is wonderful.

  In the life of many inspired people we read that the door of their inspiration was opened from the moment that they loved someone in this world. Poetry began in their life from the time that love sprang out of the heart. What a beautiful and wonderful conception! But if there is any divine element, it is in the heart of man.

  And when the heart of man has opened, the divine element rises and manifests to the world. How true it is: the rhythm of life dies when love is done. It seems as if the rhythm of life is gone when the heart has become cold.

  There are other instances when a person has gone through a great deal of pain, that poetry springs up; but only if pain has melted the heart, not if the heart is frozen. If the heart is melted, then the nature responds. Poetry is the innate nature of man, and it comes out as the soul develops.

  You do not need to be a poet in order to express it, you can express it in all things; in painting or writing, in action, in the everyday life. One’s thoughtfulness, one’s consideration in dealing with others, one’s courtesy: it all comes as poetry in the form of manner. It is all poetry. When one remembers to say nothing that will make a dissonant chord; when one thinks to speak the word that will bring harmony and sweetness. You do not need to write, you can express your heart in a different way. The poetic spirit, the poetic gift, can be expressed in your life.

  The poet who cannot express his poetry in his life is not complete. He has not reached that stage where his poetry can be called a ripened poetry. It is not what we say, it is what we are. We each express our heart, soul and condition in all we do. But the tendency of receiving all the beauty we can receive, and giving it to others—that is the poetic tendency, and this grows into the prophetic tendency.

  The great soul must express himself. Why does he do it? He does it because it is a natural human inclination that all the beautiful
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