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Poet, philosopher and artist, Kahlil Gibran was born near Mount Lebanon. The millions of Arabic-speaking peoples familiar with his writings in that language consider him the genius of his age, but his fame and influence spread far beyond the Near East. His poetry has been translated into more than twenty languages and his drawings and paintings have been exhibited all over the world. His many works include The Garden of the Prophet; The Storm: Stories and Prose Poems; The Beloved: Reflections on the Path of the Heart; Jesus: The Son of Man; The Voice of Kahlil Gibran, an anthology of his writings; TheVision: Reflections on the Way of the Soul; and Spirit Brides. All of these are published in Penguin Arkana. He was for many years the leader of a Lebanese literary circle in New York, where he died in 1931.

Robin Waterfield was educated at the universities of Manchester and Cambridge. He has been a university lecturer, and both copy editor and commissioning editor for Penguin. He is now a self-employed writer and consultant editor, and his publications range from academic articles and translations of Greek philosophical texts to children’s fiction.













THE PROPHET

With an introduction by Robin Waterfield

Kahlil Gibran

[image: image]





PENGUIN BOOKS

Published by the Penguin Group

Penguin Books Ltd, 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England

Penguin Putnam Inc., 375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014, USA

Penguin Books Australia Ltd, 250 Camberwell Road, Camberwell, Victoria 3124, Australia

Penguin Books Canada Ltd, 10 Alcorn Avenue, Toronto, Ontario, Canada M4V 3B2

Penguin Books India (P) Ltd, 11 Community Centre, Panchsheel Park, New Delhi–110 017, India

Penguin Books (NZ) Ltd, Cnr Rosedale and Airborne Roads, Albany, Auckland, New Zealand

Penguin Books (South Africa) (Pty) Ltd, 24 Sturdee Avenue, Rosebank 2196, South Africa

Penguin Books Ltd, Registered Offices: 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England

www.penguin.com

First published 1923

Published in Penguin Arkana 1992

Published with a new introduction in Penguin Arkana 1998

Reprinted in Penguin Classics 2002

10

Copyright © 1923 by Kahlil Gibran

Introduction copyright © Robin Waterfield, 1998

All rights reserved

The illustrations in this volume are reproduced from original drawings by the author

The moral right of the translator and of the author of the introduction has been asserted

Except in the United States of America, this book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, re-sold, hired out, or otherwise circulated without the publisher’s prior consent in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser

9780141910871






INTRODUCTION

The Prophet, the best-known book by far of the Lebanese poet and philosopher Kahlil Gibran, was a long time in the making. Rather than sitting down and writing actively, forcing the words to come, Gibran took many years over the book, waiting always for particular moments of inspiration. In an interview after the publication of the book he was asked how he came to write it. ‘Did I write it?’ he replied. ‘It wrote me.’

Born in 1883 in the Maronite Christian mountain village of Bisharri, in north Lebanon, Gibran emigrated with most of his family to the States in 1895 and settled in Boston for a while, before returning for a few years to his native country to complete his education. Throughout his childhood he had been attracted equally to both the writer’s pen and the artist’s pencil, but it was initially as a promising artist that he came to the attention of members of Boston’s fn-de-siècle set (especially the professional eccentric and gentleman-photographer Fred Holland Day). However, by the time he came back to Boston after completing his education in 1902, he had already begun to experiment with writing. He continued to draw and paint: he attended the Academy Julian in Paris for a couple of years from 1908 to 1910, and always worked hard at his paintings (such as the ones which accompany this book), but from the time his first published work appeared (a short monograph on music, published in New York in Arabic in 1905), he attracted attention as a writer.

In May 1904, Gibran met the wealthy Boston schoolteacher Mary Haskell, who was some years his senior. Although their relationship was to follow many twists and turns, they remained on good terms for the rest of his life: he died in 193 1. For the first ten or so years they were often nearly lovers, and indeed were for a short time engaged to be married. It was Mary who supplemented Gibran’s meagre income and sent him to Paris to study at the Academy Julian. After Gibran moved to New York in 1912, their relationship cooled somewhat, but Mary remained his closest friend, his adviser and his editor. The finished form of The Prophet owes quite a bit to her invisible hand.

Through the pages of her remarkable journals, we can track something of the long gestation of the book. In the first place, it was not always called The Prophet. She refers to it variously as Counsels, The Commonwealth and Mustafa (though the latter is clearly only her own shorthand for the protagonist’s name, not a seriously intended title). Under one or another of these titles, fragments of the book begin to be reflected in her journal as early as 1912, although Gibran was later to claim that he first dreamt of the book when he was a child in Lebanon. Be that as it may, the book is mentioned from time to time in Mary’s journal entries, until by 1919 it had evolved into its present form. In 1920 work on the book slowed down, perhaps for no other reason than that Gibran was busy with other projects, though perhaps he was mulling it in the back of his mind. Later he was to say that he kept the finished manuscript for four years before delivering it to the publisher, because ‘I wanted to be very sure that every word of it was the very best I had to offer.’

At any rate, the book was certainly more or less finished by the end of 1921, although some editing and the choosing of illustrations was still going on in 1922. Alfred A. Knopf, who had already published three of Gibran’s other books (to no great success), accepted the book, and it was published in September 1923. No doubt Gibran wanted the book published in September, because, as we read on the first page, it is in the month of Ielool, or September, that the book is set.

In The Prophet, Almustafa the Prophet is about to embark on a journey by ship out of exile in the city of Orphalese and back at last to his native country. Before he leaves, the people of Orphalese gather around him to hear his last words of wisdom. In all he delivers twenty-six homilies on topics ranging from religion to eating and drinking. It has been said that Almustafa’s desire to return to his native land expresses Gibran’s own longing to return to Lebanon from New York, and that may be true, although there are also symbolic overtones to the idea of returning to one’s homeland from a place of limitations. In any case, it is undeniable (although Gibran used modestly to attempt to deny it) that Almustafa is Gibran’s alter ego – though perhaps in the sense of being something he aspired to rather than something he thought he had attained. From his earliest days in America, his friends had thought of him as ‘the prophet’, and it was a role he played to the hilt in high-society New York. Almustafa, by the way, means ‘the Chosen’.

Few people know that the book was originally intended as the first of a trilogy. Roughly speaking, if the first book covered the large topics of human life – birth, death, religion, marriage, love, children, work, and so on – broadly under the rubric of man’s relationship to man, the second book was to cover man’s relationship to nature, and the third, man’s relationship to the divine. After the publication of The Prophet, however, Gibran’s interest in completing the trilogy waned, and he turned to other books, such as Jesus, the Son of Man. But at the time of his death he was working on the second book, The Garden of the Prophet. After his death this was edited (to what extent is uncertain) by Barbara Young, and published posthumously. All that remains of the third book, The Death of the Prophet, is a fragment revealing the nature of Almustafa’s death: ‘And he shall return to the City of Orphalese, and they shall stone him in the market-place, even unto death; and he shall call every stone a blessed name.’

By any standards, The Prophet is a remarkable book. The statistics of its publishing history reflect something of this. Knopf can have had no high expectations when he accepted the book for publication, given the miserable sales of Gibran’s previous English-language books. But Gibran was convinced that the book would do well, and told Knopf so. He had already tried a number of sections of the book out on various audiences, at poetry societies and so on, and had met with a favourable response. Knopf printed 1,500 and these sold out in the first year; that was no big deal. The next year sales doubled; and the year after that they doubled again. News of the book was getting around by word of mouth. Since then, in North America alone, the book has sold at a phenomenal rate. In some years it was nearly Knopf’s bestseller, but it always did well. In 1957 it passed the million mark; by 1965 it had sold 2.5 million, and by now it has sold an astonishing nine million copies in North America alone. That is not counting the UK market, or the twenty foreign languages into which it has been translated. Now, of course, it is even available on the Internet, and there is talk of a major Hollywood film.

The Prophet has often been criticized as platitudinous, over-sentimental and trite. These are the arrogant criticisms of élitist and hard-hearted intellectuals. The sales figures alone show that the book continues to fulfil an urgent need in people. It strikes a chord, responds to something deep. In our present rather secular age, many people turn to The Prophet for succour and spiritual sustenance at times of crisis, or to supplement or stand in for the liturgy of marriage and funeral services. What is wrong with that? It is expressed in clear, simple words, rather than complexities. Where is the harm in that? Its language only enables it to cut through the superficial layers of the associative mind and penetrate to some deeper part of the mind.

Gibran wrote it this way on purpose. He was aware of the dangers. Even at the eleventh hour, late in 1922, he and Mary read it through to each other one last time, to make sure that it wasn’t too preachy’, as she expressed it in her journal. And as early in the book’s gestation as September 1914 he explained to Mary his policy as regards the style of writing: ‘I do not explain or discuss. It is just said – with authority. Analysis does not live and it is not delicious to us.’ He also deliberately made it short (as are all his books), believing that the best books – the ‘reallest’ books, as he put it – are short.

The form of the book is of course lifted from Nietzsche. In Thus Spake Zarathustra Nietzsche makes a prophet – Zarathustra – his mouthpiece, and it is clear that Zarathustra too is in exile from his homeland, which is also an island, just as in The Prophet. Zarathustra dispenses wisdom to the people in much the same way as Almustafa, and in the same pithy way addresses matters topic by topic.

But what about the content? What is the book about? What is it that is striking such a chord in so many people? Not long before the book’s publication Gibran said that its message was very simple: ‘You are far greater than you know, and all is well.’ Now, it must first be said that this is a far cry from a great deal of Gibran’s earlier work. Much of his early Arabic writing is infused with a deep pessimism about the unpleasantness of the world and the futility of people’s lives. We can in fact track something of the evolution of Gibran’s later, more positive, attitude through books such as The Madman (1918) and The Forerunner (1920), and culminating in The Prophet. But this is not the place to undertake such an analysis. Suffice it to say that its message is light and optimistic, and this is undoubtedly the first aspect of the book that appeals to people.

However, there are also profundities in the book; it obviously contains the fruit of years of thought on deep matters relevant to human life. Since by choice Gibran wrote down only the fruit, without any of the reasoning which led him to these conclusions, the ideas can strike with considerable force. But what is the background? What is the underlying philosophy?

I want to take a somewhat controversial line here, since there have been a number of attempts to define ‘Gibranism’. I want to say that the book can speak to any number of people. Gibran is trying to communicate something of ‘the mysterious’ (as the philosopher Wittgenstein called it), and that, by definition, is not directly accessible to verbal delineation. ‘If these be vague words,’ he says, ‘then seek not to clear them.’ Hence Gibran should be described as a poet as much as a philosopher – he certainly thought of himself as such – since it is the poet’s job to communicate ‘the mysterious’, by means of the feelings and emotions his or her words arouse in the reader. Good poets manage to do so without crossing the narrow dividing-line between the mysterious and the incoherent.

Nevertheless, we can say something about ‘the mysterious’ as Gibran perceived it. We human beings are bound in an utterly degrading fashion to the world by its man-made laws and so-called civilization, but we can free ourselves by allowing love into our hearts. The path of love is not easy, however, since it causes as much pain as joy – but pain is ‘the bitter potion by which the physician within you heals your sick self’, and ‘the deeper that sorrow carves into your being, the more joy you can contain’. Only through this path of love can a human being hope to fulfil his or her potential, which is nothing less than divinity. The freedom to live with perfect virtue in the actual realization that life is one and infinite are the gifts of the mysterious to the person who has attained self-realization. And, what is perhaps most important – and in a sense most revolutionary in
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