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A Journey in the Company
of the Philosopher of Freike:

Ameen al-Rihani

By: George Nicolas El-Hage, Ph.D.

Professor of Arabic and Comparative Literature

Ameen al-Rihani was born in the town of Freike in
Mount Lebanon on November24, 1876 and died on
September 13, 1940 in Lebanon after an unfortunate
bicycling accident.

Thanks to the monumental efforts of his nephew, Professor Ameen Albert Rihani,
the philosopher’s original house in Freike was transformed into a first rate world
class museum that houses the treasures of al-Rihani’s life accomplishments: books,
notes, manuscripts, paintings, personal effects, and awards and gifts from renowned
artists, authors, politicians, presidents and kings.

Ameen al-Rihani is considered to be the founding father of Arab American
Literature. He was a modernizer, an innovator, and an accomplished and published
author in both English and Arabic and was also an acknowledged poet, essayist,
and short story writer in America long before any other member of the Pen-Bond
Association was accepted in the literary circles of New York at the turn of the twentieth
century. Moreover, it was al-Rihani’'s Book of Khalid with its profound prophetic
message that most likely inspired his close friend Kahlil Gibran to later on write his
masterpiece, The Prophet, and it also encouraged al-Rihani and Gibran’s friend,
Mikhail Naimy, to write his prophetic book, Mirdad.

Al-Rihani was a political and a literary activist who devoted a large part of his
effort to defending freedom and women'’s rights, and calling for social justice, equality,
and peace. His mission was to find a convincing formula that would bring the West
and the East together in a peaceful harmony for the advancement of humanity.
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Ameen is also considered to be one of the most influential travelers of modern
times. He traveled the West and the East and published marvelous accounts of
his journeys, discoveries, interviews, and investigations. He advocated for the
independence of the Arab nations and for Arab nationalism. Ameen became an
American citizen in 1901 and married an American artist and author, Bertha Case.

Al-Rihani is the third cornerstone of the mighty pyramid that founded the glorious
Arabic literature of al-Mahjar in North America. Along with Ameen al-Rihani was
Gibran Kahlil Gibran (1883 —1931) and Michael Naimy (1889 —1988). Of course,
there were others who participated in this endeavor, but the three pioneers from the

land of the Cedars who read and digested the then existing bulk of
Arabic literature and infused it with the spark of Western literature
are mainly responsible for the revolution that brought modernity
and innovation into the decayed body of Arabic literature at the
time. The importance of their genius and critical role is not
confined only to their new vision, innovative ideas, subject
matters and themes that they introduced to Arabic literature,
but most importantly to their ability and skill of empowering
the Arabic language, strengthening it, and allowing it to
absorb new vocabulary and new thoughts and ideas; thus,
endowing it with a new flexibility that it never had before.

Ameen al-Rihani, Gibran Kahlil Gibran, and Michael Naimy

along with other writers and poets like Eliya Abu Madi, started the

Pen- Bond Association in New York City and contributed to the
modernization of Arabic language and literature. Although they shared

some basic attributes and affinities, each one of these like-minded contemporaries
had his distinct personality, distinguished gifts, role to play and contributions to make.

Gibran was the “heart” of this group and its poet, artist and prophet. He was its
seer and the eye that penetrated into the parallel universe and transmitted some
of its sublime beauty and magical grandeur. He was the medium that channeled
spiritual energy and promised rebirth and reincarnation.

Michael Naimy was the “mind” and the reasoning power of this group. He was
the intellect imbued with all seriousness and corrective measures to control passions
and keep emotions in check. Naimy was the critic whose role was to correct, evaluate,
critique and prescribe.

Ameen al-Rihani was the “soul” and the spirit of humanity for this group. He was
the traveler, the wanderer, the communicator, and the peace maker. He was the
“Prometheus” who wanted to help mankind in the East and in the West benefit from
the qifts of both “spirit and science.” He was the “Atlas” of this group who carried
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on his shoulders the world and wanted to unite it in one harmonious globe. He was
the holy link that connected the West and the East and attempted to wed them in a
happy marriage and make them understand that they needed each other and that
the new superman would be their offspring endowed with the might of technology
and science coupled with the power of the spirit and imagination. He believed that
the “twain” should meet, and in their meeting lied the glorious future of humanity.

These three seers of our destiny believed in the unity of all religions. They
believed in God, in the world of spirits, in the afterlife, and in reincarnation. They
believed that the soul does not die and that the church is within you and that you are
your own priest. Organized religion never attracted them, nor did
money tempt them or political positions lure them. They had a
severe allergy towards the clergy and a deep disdain towards
politicians and the wealthy. Gibran and al-Rihani in particular,
were labeled as atheists, anti-church and anarchists.

As they shared the qift of literature, they also shared
a deep rooted belief that each one of them was a prophet
in his own right. The line of prophecy that started with al-
Rihani penetrated through Gibran and influenced Naimy.
The success of their individual prophetic message and the
way their followers reacted to it remain relative to the depth
of their personal belief, the popularity of their teachings and
their ability to appeal to the people and express their vision and their
revelation.

Al-Rihani heralded the way with his Book of Khalid followed by Gibran’s The
Prophet and ending with Naimy’'s The Book of Mirdad. Of the three, Gibran’s
protagonist, “Al-Mustafa,” remains the most popular.

Naimy felt that he delivered his message through “Mirdad.” In 1932, one year
after the death of Gibran, he returned permanently to Lebanon, devoted his life to
writing and lived a life of seclusion in the Shakhroub Cavern at the foot of Mount
Sannine near his house in his hometown of Baskinta in Mount Lebanon.

Al-Rihani was asked by many of his followers and close friends to bring forth a
sequel to “Khalid”, but he never felt the need and perhaps was too preoccupied and
rather satisfied by becoming the “Chief Intellectual of the Arabs,” the “Philosopher
of Freike,” the “Traveler of Arabia,” the “Champion of Women’s Rights,” and the
“‘Harmonizer of the East and West.” Al-Rihani is also considered the “Founding
Father of Arab-American Literature.” He is credited with introducing the “Free Verse
Movement” to Modern Arabic Literature. Above all, al-Rihani, who established close
friendships with many Western Orientalists, is responsible for advancing a new and
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“alternative perspective” to “Orientalism” in the twentieth century. His extensive
travels in Arabia and firsthand knowledge and interaction with the local Bedouins,
nomads, princes and kings, which were meticulously documented in his books
“written originally in Arabic and in English,” have offered the world “for the first time
an objective and analytical description of Arabia from an Arab point of view.”

Of the three seers, Gibran lived the shortest life of 48 years. Al-Rihani lived to
be 64 years old, while Naimy’s life extended to last almost a century. He lived to be
99 years of age."

Each one of them in his own way saw a glimpse of eternity according to his
intellectual gifts, the power of his imagination, and his spiritual

reach. Each tried to overcome the human weakness within, for

each one believed that the “Greater Self’ dwelled inside each

of us, but the road to its shrine was arduous and demanding.

Between al-Rihani and Naimy, Gibran remains the
common denominator, the link that brought them together
and later separated them. Both loved Gibran, admired him,
and in some ways envied him. The relationship between al-
Rihani and Naimy was always rocky, and at best intentionally

kept subdued, but publically courteous. Since the early 1900’s

around the turn of the century, their differences were pronounced

and visible. These three contemporary giants could not help

debate, discuss, critique and evaluate. They could not help compare

themselves and each other to Gibran. Naimy believed that al-Rihani

was better as a prose writer than a poet. Ultimately their relationship exploded into

pieces when they expressed their opinion and evaluation of Gibran’s life and works

after Naimy wrote his book on Gibran. They could never agree. Consequently, each

went his own way and left his own mark, trying not to allow their differences or their
relationships with Gibran define them.

Seven years Gibran’s senior, al-Rihani was Gibran’s closest friend and
companion in his early years in Boston, Paris, London and New York City. Gibran
was fascinated with Ameen. He looked up to him. He admired and respected al-
Rihani and sought his advice. During Gibran’s last years in Boston and early years
in New York City, his letters reveal that Ameen was his only close friend and trusted

(1) Of the three seers, none had any children and only al-Rihani got married. In 1916 Ameen married
Bertha Case, an American artist. Bertha visited Lebanon in 1953, thirteen years after the passing
of her husband and spent the summer in Freike with Ameen’s family. On July 29, 1970, Mrs. al
—Rihani passed away in New York City at the age of 91. At her request, her body was cremated
and her ashes were sent to Freike to be buried next to her husband in the family cemetery.
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companion. Gibran was constantly worried about Ameen’s health and well-being.
But like Gibran in his later years, Ameen never allowed ill-health to slow him down,
sap his energy or shake his faith. He never complained and went on writing until
the last day of his life. Gibran was actually charmed with Ameen’s personality to the
point that he even implied that Michelangelo may have been inspired by Ameen in
one of his sculptures, a statue at the Louvre. He would refer to Ameen as: “brother
and partner.” When in 1910 Gibran read and illustrated al-Rihani’'s The Book of
Khalid, he was undoubtedly influenced by Khalid’s prophetic voice and messianic
message. Even up to 1918 and a bit beyond, Gibran was still corresponding with
Ameen and burdening him with his personal problems and the most urgent and
pressing problems of the committee they had established in New

York for the relief of the Lebanese- Syrians who were suffering

and dying under the yoke of the Ottoman Empire.

On the other hand, by the time that Gibran had become
aware of Naimy’s existence and had invited him to join the
Pen-Bond Association in New York City, al-Rihani was
already traveling the oceans between New York and Beirut
on his Odysseus -like journeys that numbered around twenty
trips. Each trip, oftentimes over rough and angry waters,
lasted more than twenty days one way. As Gibran and Naimy
took permanent residence in New York City, Ameen remained
the ever passionate traveler who after absorbing the intellectual,
liberal, and scientific gifts that the West generously offered him, had
an unquenchable thirst and an overwhelming passion to understand
the East from the gulf to the ocean, from its remote deserts in Arabia and North Africa,
to the shores and mountain tops crowned with the Cedars of Lebanon. Although
very appreciative and fully cognizant of Western, particularly American ideas and
ideals, he was never dazzled by Western advancement to the point of adopting
it unequivocally and wholeheartedly. Like prominent American seers, Thoreau,
Emerson and his poetic mentor, Whitman, he warned and cautioned to be selective
because not everything new is a sign of progress until tried and experienced. He
found a lot of merit and goodness in his Eastern traditions and teachings but was
never steered by blind faith or zeal to adopt everything Eastern either. He aimed at
selecting the best of the East and the best of the West because both were needed
to form balance and harmony for a better life.

Gibran was destined to remain and die in New York City, but, at his request, his
body was brought back to Lebanon. He received full honors from the Lebanese
Government and the public and was buried in the Monastery of Mar Sarkees in his
hometown of Bishari.
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Al-Rihani was already in Lebanon at the time. He was living in his house in Freike
which became the shrine where the philosopher, the sage and the wise man lived,
corresponded, and wrote. He immortalized Freike and its Sacred Valley embraced
by Mount Sannine on one side and the Mediterranean on the other side. From
there, al-Rihani, the most celebrated traveler in modern Arabic history, launched his
expeditions, journeying to Yemen, to the heart of Arabia, and to the heart of Lebanon.

In spite of his widespread fame, al-Rihani remained a humble person who
seriously advocated his humanitarian principles but never took himself so seriously
to the point of becoming conceited or arrogant. He remained the ever modest son

of the Sacred Valley of Freike and of good parents who instilled in

him the gift of humility and the love of humanity. Sadly, Ameen al-

Rihani passed at 1: 00 P.M. on September 18, 1940 reportedly
due to a bicycle accident.

During his lifetime, Ameen was repeatedly celebrated,
respected and honored by countless friends, writers, literary
clubs, dignitaries, and Orientalists in both the East and the
West. An honorary degree of Doctor of Philosophy was
also awarded to him by the University of Illinois. In 1932
his name was included in “Who’s Who in America.” After

his death, he was decorated “with the Lebanese Gold Medal

and the lranian’s and Spanish Moroccan Orders of Merit for

Learning.” King Hussein | bestowed upon him the title of prince

and presented him with the royal dagger and a piece of the Holy

Moslem Kaaba cover. This may perhaps be the only such gift that has

been made to a Christian. It is on display in the Freike Museum along with the royal

gifts from King Abdul-Aziz Saoud, Imam Yahya Ben Hamid Uddin of Yemen, and
other gifts from Arab Rulers.”

What a better way to get to know any writer than to travel with him through his
private letters and books, observe closely how he thinks, what he writes about, how
he develops his characters, and how he selects them, and study the topics that
he deals with. So, let us accompany Ameen al-Rihani on an analytical excursion
throughout three of his relatively less familiar books and on an analysis of some of
his letters. While his Book of Khalid and his other travel books through the hearts of
Arabia and of Lebanon have been met with the acclaim and fame that they deserve,
so did many of his poetic, political, and spiritual books. Therefore, let us turn our
attention to the following writings:

1. The Register of Repentance: i s! Jov.

The Register of Repentance is comprised of four short stories and a
play. It vividly records the political, religious, and social tragedies that the people
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of the East endured at the beginning of the twentieth century. These tragedies,
regardless of their complexities and grave consequences, seem to always collide
with the wall of Destiny as they reach the point of no return where the protagonists
are forced to face the inevitable state of repentance that causes them to become
rebels and rejectionists refusing to submit to the status quo which they were unable
to accept or to change. Unfortunately, their regrets and repentance remain mute
and ineffective because they come rather late to make a difference in anyone’s life
including their own. Consequently, this book traces the various states of delayed
regrets and belated apologies and brilliantly portrays the lives of the characters that
lived in these situations and endured such tragedies.

In this book, as well as throughout his entire career as a free
thinker and philosopher, al-Rihani promotes the right of every
individual to live with dignity and freedom and assume full
responsibility for his feelings and deeds. He believed that
every individual should struggle to maintain his honor, pride,
and self-respect even under the most difficult circumstances
because submitting to evil is not an option for the “Greater
Man” that the author wanted each of us to become.

Viewed in its proper historical context, the book emerges
as an authentic document that achieves twofold advantages:
first, and in a broader sense, it depicts the struggle of every
individual in this world when he is confronted with a choice to
make between good and evil and focuses on events that oscillate
between historical, ancient, and others that were contemporary to the
author himself. Second, the book should be evaluated as a literary document that
heralded the birth of the short story, novel, and play in the course of modern Arabic
literature at the beginning of the twentieth century. Needless to state, al-Rihani was
a pioneer in this domain. Another value of this book is that it remains valid today
as an authentic document symbolically representing our current political and social
reality.

Sharif Effendi, Nebuchadnezzar, Abdel Hamid, Taoufik Zaidoun, and the
unnamed conqueror in the last story are all live prototypes, who suffered under
the ever-increasing worry and anxiety that modern man experienced starting in
the middle of the twentieth century, and who endured the existential dilemmas that
civilization brought to his world and imposed on his moral fiber and tortured soul.

2. Eastern and Western Figures i & &35 o 4>

Only a man of the caliber and the stature of Ameen al-Rihani, who commands
such international respect and fame and who feels comfortable and at home in the
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company of great men like himself, can write a book like this. He was a self-made
man, who walked in the company of geniuses, prophets, kings, and presidents, and
who dined in palaces while still being able to enjoy a piece of dry bread and some
olives with peasants and farmers. He climbed the Empire State Building, walked on
the hot sands of Arabia, and drank from the cold and natural water gushing from the
fountains near the majestic cedars of Lebanon. Only such a man can write a book
like this. Al-Rihani was greater than titles, larger than life, and superior to positions
and ranks.

In his own uniquely subtle way, whether commenting, eulogizing, elegizing, or
comparing, al-Rihani consciously injects his opinion and states his
world views on every possible occasion without pronouncing a
judgment, without discriminating, or insulting even his most
bitter critics or opponents.

Ameen is uniquely qualified to write such a book, simply
because he is up to this awesome task that required him
to live in the company of these unusually great men, who
charted the path for human knowledge, and changed the
course of history. Al-Rihani intimately knew them, either in
person or through his diligent and extensive research when

he spent countless days and hours unlocking the chests of the

past to find the hidden treasures that foretold the mysteries,

glorious deeds, and accomplishments of such individuals. Al-

Rihani did not tell us about the obvious and about what is commonly

known in the biographies of these amazing figures; instead, he delved

deeper into their records and unlocked their secrets and their mysteries which made

them great and immortal. Al-Rihani reached a conclusion and was happy to share it

with all of us in the East and in the West. He concluded that the secret of immortality

does not hide in the drops of a mysterious elixir, nor does it reside in the leaves of

the wild plant that Gilgamesh was seeking. Instead, it simply manifests itself in the

glorious and enduring human spirit endowed with the spark of genius and in the

individual's deeds dedicated to the service of humanity at large. This is the major

gift that al-Rihani bequeathed to us in a moment of spontaneity and clarity where

he speaks in one voice with William Blake and Kahlil Gibran saying that: “Nothing is
higher than the Human.”

As a man who is of the East in as much as he is of the West, when Ameen
al-Rihani speaks, his voice reverberates across the distance that separates the two
worlds even though they do not yet realize that their salvation, survival, and destiny lie
in their union and cooperation for the good of humanity. As long as these two giants
continue to disagree and fight, our planet will continue to disintegrate and diminish.
Here again, we can clearly hear the thundering voice of Khalid, al-Rihani’s prophet,
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delivering his most solemn and passionate sermons to awaken the dormant seeds of
humanity embedded in both the East and the West, enticing them to rise, to open their
buds and bear the fruits of peace, love, and prosperity for humanity at large. Here,
Ameen is at his best, not only as the voice of Khalid, but also as himself, wearing the
cloak of the prophet, the philosopher, the traveler, the historian, the actor, and the
author, who is dedicated to telling us the truth objectively, and clearly. He does not
compromise, nor does he throw blame where praise is due. This is Ameen’s Khalid at
his best. He is after the good, the genius, the honorable, and the accomplished in his
selection of unique characters and rare individuals, who stand out for their integrity,
contributions, genius, and above all, their humanity. The cast of such characters shows
the breadth and vastness of the author’s knowledge, his wealth of

reading, and his extremely well informed and authentic sources.

This also highlights the excellence of the group of individuals in

whose company Ameen walked.

Given all this, al-Rihani never loses his sense of humor
or removes the gown of humility and modesty. He never
allows himself to become the focus of any chapter in this
magnificent book. It is always the other, the protagonist of
the chapter who stands in the spotlight while Ameen explains
why this person is the subject of his inquiry and attention.

Furthermore, the author has a didactic message that he
tries to pass on to us. He tries to teach us a lesson as he
sheds light on the hidden aspects in the lives of those great men and
women, who through their unprecedented deeds have changed the
course of history and enriched humanity. May we learn and benefit.

In his attempt to explain to both the East and the West their need for each
other, pointing out their shortcomings and misunderstandings, he cannot help but
admonish and rebuke. Again, he speaks with the voice of Khalid and stands his
ground as a giant, like William Blake, who once stood before him as a “Man against
Empire.”

We have al-Rihani’s prophecy in place; however, the consequences of failing to
heed it are slowly, but surely, unfolding around us, as well as around the world.

3. You the Poets | )\ ol

This book, small in size but huge in value, is a jewel in the crown of al-Rihani’s
accomplishments as a writer/ philosopher, and in his immense contributions to Arabic
Literature and Criticism.

On the pages of this book al-Rihani emerges as a critic, social reformer,
scientist, national hero and above all as an Arab nationalist who wants desperately
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to awaken the zeal and passion in the hearts and minds of Arab poets who have
grown accustomed to what Ameen calls “The poetry of Tears” instead of resorting to
the poetry of revolt or at a minimum the poetry of commitment to a national cause
that calls for “Civil Disobedience” in the face of the Mandate powers who were
exploiting the meekness, dependency and submissiveness of the occupied Arab
nations and capitalizing on the Arabs’ tears and moans in order to spread their reign
and consolidate their influence. Al-Rihani as he always is, the realist, the serious
thinker with an objective insight pushing for higher goals to achieve, is absolutely
true to his ideals and sincere to his people and nation.

In this book, al-Rihani is, as we always knew him, honest, enthusiastic and
even strict when needed but always fair and free of bias in driving
his message to the intended audience so he can achieve the
biggest impact without alienating his opponents or those who
differ with his point of view.

Yet, this book is rather different and the author is keenly
aware that he stands in the face of along established tradition
of poetry that dates back to 500 A.D. He surely knows that
in order to win the hearts and minds of his contemporary
poets, and turn them away from what he calls “the poetry of

tears” that only serves the cause of the occupiers and instead

lead his colleagues into a new horizon where poetry excites,

angers and where the words metamorphosis into daggers and

become a loud call for action against the Mandate powers who are

usurping the Arab land and enslaving its meek people who cry and

moan instead of revolting and fighting for freedom and independence, he must be
stern and uncompromising even critical and harsh.

Here, the philosopher of Freike joins other prominent poets who throughout the
celebrated poetic Arabic tradition stood against the “poetry of tears” and wanted to
elevate poetry to the level of inspiration where it becomes an instrument of motivation,
encouragement, stimulation and insight. Al-Rihani resorts to a dialogue with the
Muse of poetry where he tries to be both supportive yet critical of his contemporary
poets who are of three classes according to the Muse:

From among my offspring, he who possesses double insight, one worldly
and one spiritual, | place him in my heart. He who possesses one, | allow
him in my temple. On the other hand, those who are partially gifted | leave
them behind to play in the courtyard of my temple.”

Clearly al-Rihani wants the poet to be well grounded in both the “worldly” and
the “spiritual”’. He does not wish for the poet to be soft and sentimental all the time,
but rather to have a comprehensive education that qualifies him to be a leader for
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his generation and a guide able to rise above the “pain” that degrades and moves
towards the “pain” that elevates, creates and constructs. He wants the poet to be
the true voice of his suffering nation not the moan of an egocentric person who is
wrapped in his own perceived fate of mortality, misery and torture.

The poetry of “tears” in the Arabic literary tradition started with Umru’l Qays
3! 5,4 in about 500 A.D. This notorious Pre-Islamic poet is usually
considered the father of the Arabic poetic tradition who came on the literary
scene after the group of “al-Sa ‘aleek” ¢lJl.2)l and who composed the
first of seven Golden Odes known as al-Mu ‘allagaat «lia.Jl in Pre-Islamic
poetry. These poems are also known as the “Suspended

Odes” that the Arabs valued and cherishes so much

so that they memorized them, recorded them in gold

water and suspended them from the walls of the Ka

‘ba in Mecca.

Itis important in this context to highlight that these Odes
will play a most important role in setting the tone, tradition
and themes not only for the next generation of Arab poets
but for the next fourteen hundred years of Arabic poetry that
still saw its own reflection mirrored against the stature of
these Odes: the opening lines, the subject matter, the structure
of the poem following a mono-rhyme and mono-meter, even
some of that old vocabulary, all remained the model to emulate and
the ideal to aspire for.

The first poet Umru’l Qays and the opening lines of the first poem that was
preserved to us canonized the heralding of “the poetry of tears” and became the model
to follow and the norm to emulate. This poem also set the tone for the permissive use
of exaggeration and hyperbole that al-Rihani warns against in addition to displaying
excessive emotions and lamentation in poetry.

Umru’l Qays starts his Ode by asking his two companions to halt their camels,
stand next to him and join him in crying over the memory of his beloved and over
the encampment ground where his beloved dwelled once and is now deserted and
desolate. The two companions seeing the poet in such a pathetic condition, fear for
his life and plead with him to be patient and show some restraint otherwise he will
fade away and die. All this while the poet continues to cry and pour a flood of tears
that overflow from his eyes over his cheeks, neck, and chest and reach his waist and
wet his belt and sword.

L/}““j"’ Jdl b Ul Ly &jf‘-“’}“j-:-&éj—?’u—‘él-*—’w
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This is what al-Rihani stood against and considered degrading for the spirit of
rising nations like the Middle Eastern nations in the 1930s that were in need of poetry
that builds the national pride and strengthens the collective psyche. For as much
as he appreciated and admired the writings of his friend Kahlil Gibran, at one point
he did not even hesitate to criticize him for some of his pieces by labeling them as
“‘Hawkish Sentimentalism” a phrase he allegedly said to Michael Naimy about some
of Gibran’s poetry. He simply had no tolerance for excessive emotionalism whether
in poetry orin art.

Standing against a whole tradition of poetic tears and crying, al-Rihani who also
admired Bashar bin Burd, the blind late Umayyad- early Abbasid poet, would have
considered the following lines by Bashar as hyperbole and excessive in portraying
the poet’s condition as utterly desolate because of love and his body as being so
fragile to the point of collapsing and falling apart if his beloved touched it or even
leaned on it:

%J)Hdu_né_x_)L_i%_._)\ g—"‘—l—p‘ﬁg—"—p;‘—*—’t—:‘.g—‘—n—}
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On the other hand, there are those poets who due to their pride, strong personality
and perhaps arrogance have resisted crying and detested moaning when visited
with calamities. One such poet is Jareer, the Umayyad bard who lost his beloved
wife to an early death but on account of his perseverance and resolve he refused to
shed tears lest he be embarrassed and humiliated. Consequently, he even refrained

from visiting her tomb although admitting that visiting the tomb of the beloved is
permissible and a noble gesture:
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Another poet-knight is the Abbasid Abu Firas al-Hamadaani who also controlled
his tears armed with patience and determination when asked whether or not love

has command and authority over his feelings. Of course, he replied, | am in agony,
but he who is like me does not expose his secret nor does he publicly complain:
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However, the ultimate poet-knight who is well known for his pride, arrogance
and overconfidence is the Abbasid poet al-Mutanabbi considered by many critics
the Medieval Arab poet par excellence. Al-Rihani described him by saying: “actually
he was the proudest man of his age and the most arrogant of them all.” After the
disconnect between al-Mutanabbi and his benefactor Sayf al-Dawla, the poet went
through a period of despair where he felt betrayed and believed that only death can
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relieve him from his deep state of dejection. Yet, he would not admit defeat nor would
he surrender to weakness and humility. Actually, he was willing to deny his own heart
and reject any emotions of sympathy that may remind him of Sayf al-Dawla even if
death became his only hope for relief, comfort and a permanent cure:
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Perhaps the one medieval poet who strongly and unequivocally rejected the

“poets of tears” and mocked their approach and tradition heralded by Umru’l Qays,
is the Abbasid poet abu-Nuwwas who favored the good life of buffoonery and wine
drinking in the taverns of Baghdad over the harsh desert life. Abu-Nuwwas also
mocked those figures that were traditionally considered the brides of Arabic poetry
and favored the ecstatic effect of wine over their company:
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Nevertheless, the most scathing attack and sarcastic assault come when abu-
Nuwwas directed his criticism directly at Umru’l Qays himself bashing the whole
tradition of standing at the deserted camp grounds and crying for the departed
beloved. Abu-Nuwwas asked mockingly whether it would have made any difference if
the lover shed his tears while “sitting down” instead of “standing”, implying that tears
will not bring the beloved back and it would have made no difference if the poet was

alone or with his two companions. Since crying is not going to bring the beloved back,
why not sit down and rest instead of standing up? However, you can still go on crying:
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The critical importance and revolutionary impact that Ameen’s book generated
become more valuable when the book is viewed within its historical context. The
1930" when this book was first published and the decade that followed were labeled
as the “Romantic Movement times” in the Arab world. As a critic, al-Rihani had no
problem with Romanticism but it is the fake, shallow and artificial romantic emotions
that he revolted against. That was the period that witnessed the rise of some major
romantic poets and writers in the Middle East like al-Mazini, al-Aqaad, Ibrahim Naji,
Abu Shadi and the Apollo Group in Egypt, Bishara al-Khoury in Lebanon, al-Shabbi in

Tunisia, and also coupled with the emergence of the émigré poets in North America
and the establishment of the “Pen Bond Association” £..J4l il JI in New York City
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headed by Kahlil Gibran and among its founding members were Michael Naimy and
Ameen al-Rihani himself who considered his role to be the bridge between the East
and the West trying to create a balanced relationship and a harmonious connection
between the two worlds.

Al-Rihani, being of both the East and the West, was uniquely qualified to
evaluate and critique the two trends of Romanticism looming on the horizon of the
Middle East and North America. What these two movements had in common was
their occupation with modernizing Arabic Language, Literature, and poetry, but
what distinguished them was the depth of vision, global concerns and the breadth

of education that each group possessed. The Eastern group, for

example, was preoccupied with the glorification of the past and

understood Romanticism to be an attack on Neoclassicism, thus

confining the romantic revolution to a few individual cases that

remained totally lacking in universality and hardly entertained

any relationship or connection to nationalism, freedom and

independence. The youth of the occupied Arab nations

at that time discovered the humiliating impotency in their

emotional life compared to their Western counterparts. In the

East at large there was a sort of suppressed emotionalism

that was in need of “catharsis through tragedy” and tears

and the deep rooted necessity to moan and lament in order

to release these decadent tendencies that were not possible

to discharge otherwise. This entrapment in the past was related to

a serious lack of sophistication, cultural awareness, wide education,

critical and literary background on the part of the poets who set up to herald the

Romantic Movement into the Middle East. Instead of rising from the personal to the

national and ultimately to the universal, they remained confines within the narrow
boundaries of shallow emotionalism and naive sentimentality.

By contrast, al-Rihani and the poets of the Pen-Bond Association showed a
healthy approach to Romanticism due to their wealth of education that reflected their
concerns with humanistic and collective issues thus elevating their writings to the
level of the public and the universal.

Of all the medieval poets, al-Rihani admired al-Maari the most. Considering that
al-Maari is one of the most difficult poets to translate, al-Rihani spent time translating
some of the blind poet’s Quatrains into English. He was fascinated with this man
whom he called: “the philosopher of poets and the poet of philosophers” who was
able to transcend his personal misery and rise to the level of the national and the
universal through the agency of “pain” that elevated his emotions and broadened his
vision.
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In criticizing his contemporary poets, al-Rihani compares himself to al-Maari:

‘It is one of the amazing coincidences that the poet-philosopher of
Maarra was then, like me now, angry at a group of poets in his days. He
bitterly criticized those poets who squandered their time in futile pursuit
and remained incapable of penetrating one veil of the ultimate “Truth” as
they went on wasting their rhyme on empty praising, shameful begging,
silly flirtation and useless elegy. Al-Maari also attacked the warlords who
employed such petty poets and rhymesters of his days in a way that can
easily be applied nowadays to similar situations.”

A word must be inserted here about the comparison that the
author made between men and women in their approach to tears
and crying implying that men resort to reason while women are
quicker to show emotion and feelings the rationale why they
cry while men are expected to show restraint and abstinence
from tears. Times have changed and needless to say that if
this statement was issued nowadays it would be considered
discrimination and prejudice although al-Rihani tries to
support it with examples and research.

In order to support his argument that real pain is not tears
nor it is moaning, that real pain purifies and elevates it does not
degrade, the author cites examples and elicits comparisons
with European poets who endured life’s most devastating tragedies
yet remained aloof, patient and optimistic.

Al-Rihani’s approach to the topic of the “poetry of tears” which he considered an
epidemic during his lifetime does take a didactic and a moral role when he discusses
the function of poetry and introduces the slave trader and the mandate powers
who like the people’s weakness and tears and expect more submission and blind
obedience.

Finally, when al-Rihani declares: “I preach to you strength and power” he is
certainly not recalling Nietzsche’s brutal and blind power but rather the spiritual and
intellectual power that unites, strengthens, nourishes and elevates:

‘| say unto you that those who seek an art without a country will end
homeless and with no art. | preach to you strength and power, Intellectual
power, scientific power, spiritual and non-sectarian power, materialistic,
worldly and economical power.

The day we achieve all these powers we shall become an independent and
free nation proud and mighty without the foreigner and outsiders, a nation
without moaning and without a mandate power.”
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4. Al-Rihani’s Letters sl Ji jsL.,

Where do you find Ameen al-Rihani? Not only in his books, published lectures,
museum and pictures, but rather most intimately and certainly here, in his own words
revealed in these private letters. Here is the complete picture of Ameen at his best:
poet, writer, philosopher, traveler, diplomat, Arab nationalist, politician, historian,
teacher, son, brother, lover, friend, spiritualist, social reformer, and patriot. He was
also a calligrapher, an amateur musician and an accomplished artist. Just imagine
the time it took Ameen to write over 3000 letters in English and Arabic, pouring his
heart and soul down on paper and devoting immense energy to reflect his most inner

thoughts and emotions. Here is Ameen in the company of monarchs

and commoners, the intellectual elites and the uneducated, always

himself, always honest, a man who lived by his principles and

refused to compromise. If birds of a feather flock together,

Ameen certainly flew in the company of eagles and hawks

as well as with doves and nightingales. He rejected a royal

titte bestowed upon him, not to undermine the authority

that granted it, but only to remain faithful to his ideals and
principles that he taught and preached.

According to Albert Rihani, Ameen’s brother, biographer

and editor, al-Rihani left us about 3000 letters in both English

and Arabic. Albert labored tirelessly to collect about 400

of those letters in the two volumes from which | selected and

translated eighty-one of them. We certainly owe a great debt of

gratitude to Albert for his dedication, patience and persistence in

pursuing the owners of these letters and attempting to obtain copies and permission
to publish them in a book and promising to return them afterwards. Albert started
this endeavor in 1942 and completed it about two decades later. The spontaneity,
naturalness, and lack of pretension that you find in these letters that were most
probably not considered for publication by their authors make them a unique and
true source of self-revelation that cannot be found in books and articles originally
prepared for publication which had been edited, corrected and proofread ahead of
time. His revolt against the Ottoman Empire and against political, social and religious
corruption was perpetual and loud. His artistic, literary, social, political and personal
views are documented in these letters and preserved authentically without editing,
modification or proof reading. Here we see Ameen at his best, wrapped in moments
of mortality and mere humanity, but as always honest, sincere and blunt even at the
risk of hurting someone’s feelings because he never wanted to compromise his goal
of always seeking the truth. These letters reveal his exact feelings of love and hate;
he was never indifferent. They reveal his strength and weakness, concern and pain,
joy and happiness, and struggle and contentment. Here we learn what he thought
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of others, and what others thought of him and of his work. Here we face firsthand
his style in his early career which was something of a blend of Dialect and Modern
Standard Arabic especially when he wrote to his parents. Here you get personal and
private with Ameen. You go with him to his home in Freike. You are introduced to his
parents, brothers and sisters, and his beloved Valley. Moreover, you meet one rare
aspect of Ameen’s literary personality where he adopts the art of fable writing and
stands between Ibn al-Mugafa ¢ in Kalila wa Dimna and Lafontaine. Here Ameen
excels in blending the humorous with the serious when he uses as his mouthpiece
some of his most favorable characters: his pipe, his dog Djuno, his cat Blues, and
his Arabian mare Noura.

As the pioneer of prose poetry in Modern Arabic Literature,
he had to suffer negative and unfavorable commentary at the
beginning of his career. His early pieces were rejected for
publication because the editors felt that their readers were
not yet familiar with this type of writing. He was asked to
re-write his poems in the format of Classical poems so they
could be published. Ameen certainly did not comply.

During his lifetime, he had disciples and followers
who adored him and believed that being with him or even
“touching” one of his manuscripts would inspire them and
will cause a power to emanate from them and endow them
with a spark of genius. In their own words: “Hosanna! Blessed
he who comes in the name of al-Rihani... the great Philosopher of
the Arabs... the Sage.... The beautiful attractive Basil...” However,
Ameen, the ever humble, modest and unassuming would say: “In simplicity | find
a majesty that transcends the glory of any throne and the grandeur of any temple.”

These letters are above all a documentary that depicts Ameen’s life in Freike, in
Lebanon, in the Middle East, in Europe, Mexico, Russia and the United States. They
shed a bright light, otherwise dim and faint, on the life of one man who touched the
lives of countless other human beings. He left a positive mark in every place where
he landed and a mystical chant of gratitude in the heart of every being with whom he
came in contact.

From 1896 to 1940 the world was busy corresponding with Ameen al-Rihani,
picking his brain, seeking his advice and counsel, requesting copies of his books,
praising his works and commenting on his lectures and talks. In return, Ameen was
patiently and with love, compassion and wisdom, responding to almost every letter,
fulfilling every request, soothing every broken heart, encouraging every depressed
soul and answering every question. Letters were being transmitted from and to
Ameen across cities and countries all over the world, but his hometown, Freike,
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remained the center of his world from which the spark of his genius emanated and
illuminated the countries that his letters reached to warm up the hearts and inspire
the minds of its recipients. Like Thoreau in “Walden,” he believed that wherever
he sits, there he may live and the landscape emanated from him accordingly. His
self-confidence, conviction, and faith in his mission and the honesty of his voice
allowed him to correspond with kings, princes and presidents, as well as with the
common person in a respectful manner void of egotism and submission. Always
polite, considerate and respectful, you never get the sense that he is either careless
when writing to an average seeker of his help or overwhelmed and tense when
he is writing to royalty, presidents and famous Orientalists. From his hermitage in
Freike, Ameen was in a strong position to write to the biggest
publishers in America who were competing to publish his works
and negotiating with them to meet certain terms that he wanted
them to agree on. From and to Freike, Sannine, Mount
Lebanon, Beirut, Damascus, Cairo, Alexandria, Sudan,
Yemen, Saudi Arabia, Iraq, Morocco, Kuwait, Palestine,
Jordan, Iran, Andalusia, Madrid, Paris, London, Geneva,
Russia, Brazil, Mexico, New York, Boston, Chicago, aboard
sailing ships and caravans, just to name but a few places
was the extent of his correspondence and the wealth of his

communication.

These letters are now a part of our literary heritage. They
are no longer personal and private correspondences. They are valid
historical documents that shed light on a critical bygone era of our
national history, Arab identity, and place on the stage of world affairs. These letters
highlight some of the major events that shaped the history and sealed the fate of
certain nations at the turn of the twentieth century. They are individual and historical
documents addressed from and to the philosopher, sage, and hermit of the small
village of Freike in Mount Lebanon. Among the authors of these documents are kings
from Saudi Arabia, Iraq, and Yemen. There are presidents, Sheiks, and Bishops and
government officials. There are world renowned Orientalists, professors, authors,
poets, writers, journalists, critics, and historians. There are letters from lovers,
admirers, students and followers. There are letters from family members, friends and
acquaintances. There are letters from those who knew Ameen intimately and those
who never met him except through his journalistic writings, lectures and books. They
are a live and enduring testimony to the distinguished relationship between Ameen
and an elite group of his contemporaries who held him in the highest esteem and
revered him as a “wise man” a “philosopher” and a “diplomat.”

Not only the leading intellectuals of his time who corresponded with him merit
our attention, but also those unknown and rather common people from all walks of
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life who never met him in person but who knew him and admired him by reading
his works or even simply hearing about him or attending one of his many public
lectures. It is rather amazing to read and feel the tremendous esteem that some of
those individuals showed for al-Rihani. They revered him and were proud to consider
themselves his “disciples” and “soldiers” in the many causes of freedom, equality,
women’s liberation, religious tolerance and the marriage of East and West that he
devoted his life to fight for.

Many of these letters reflect Ameen’s zeal, hard work and genuine belief in the
prosperous future of the Arab nations unified, strong, and independent from foreign
rule. They also reflect the credibility, trust and faith that the rulers of those young
Arab countries had in his judgment and advice. He was their
mouthpiece as well as the spokesman for the Palestinian Cause
in the Western Hemisphere. He wrote to them with such daring
frankness and honesty almost like an equal but never like an
employee or a servant. His letters were never lacking in the
utmost of respect, yet they reveal a closeness and friendship
that was rarely bestowed on a trustworthy confidant let alone
a Lebanese- Maronite- Christian like Ameen al-Rihani. His
belief that all religions are one was so genuine that he
wanted to bring down the barriers between Christianity and
Islam not only in the Opera House that he and Gibran wanted to
erect in Beirut but also by creating a Christo-Islamic generation
who would hold no distinction between the two religions and
who were given by their parents, names like “Mohammad” if they
were Christians and “Maroun” if they were Moslems until the religious
differences were totally obliterated.

These letters reveal his true relationship with Gibran, Naimy and May Zeyadeh,
a truth not found in other books and critical writings. Here, you read each one of
these magnificent authors in his (or her) own words, writing from the sanctity of
his own hermitage only to the eyes of the beholder to whom the letter is directed.
You discern that Ameen never was on good terms with Naimy. They never shared
the same taste or opinion regarding literature or art. This was evident as early as
1920 when Ameen brought forth his collection: Chant of Mystics. With Naimy, he
always agreed to disagree while with May Ziyadeh, for example, there was mutual
admiration, affinity and respect. May looked up to Ameen as a mentor and trusted
advisor. She was careful to express her immense gratitude for the critical role that
al-Rihani played in securing her release from the mental asylum in Lebanon and
relocating her to a private residence in Beirut and later on convincing her to spend
the summer months in a house in Freike across from his own family home, a move
which proved very beneficial for May’s physical and mental health. This special time
created a wealth of precious memories that May reminisced about and that she
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articulated in some of her letters to Ameen that sound more like a silent soliloquy or
a private confession and bitter-sweet longing for a momentous past that she knew
would never return.

As a biographical statement, these letters allow us to accompany Ameen al-
Rihani throughout the better part of his life journey and see the world as he saw
it in his own eyes and also see him and his world in the eyes of a multitude of
his contemporaries who influenced him and were influenced by him. Ameen also
emerges as the vulnerable human being suffering from bodily ailments and permanent
aches and pains that plagued him throughout his earthly life but never weakened his
determination nor shook his faith. He suffered from constant headaches, back pain,

stomach aches, heart issues and a permanently twisted bone from

a broken wrist in his right arm. He was the ever optimistic family

man and was supportive to his siblings, devoted to his family,

and ever-worried about the welfare of his mother, sister and

brothers. He was the good son to his parents and the son

who was present during the last moments of his mother’s

life as she breathed her last breath in the residence in

Freike with Ameen by her side. He was also the lover, the

orator, the politician, the social and religious reformer, and

the defender of women’s rights and equality. He was totally

informed and aware of world politics and international affairs

and deeply concerned about the fate of man in the then current

turmoil of political and military chaos. Ameen emerges as the

compassionate concerned compatriot deeply affected by the evils of

war in general and what it did to his own people in Lebanon and Syria.

He devoted a large portion of his time to aid his people financially and militarily during

the World War. In the name of humanity and brotherhood he appealed for donations

and supplies. He believed in America as the land of freedom and democracy and the

champion of human rights against all dictatorships. He urged the Lebanese-Syrian

youth to volunteer in the United States Army in order to go and liberate their country

yielding under the yoke of the Ottoman Empire. Along with Gibran in the National

Committee, he worked long and hard to help women get involved as a support group

for the Syrian and Lebanese soldiers who would either join the American Army or the
French and British Brigade on their way to liberate his homeland.

As he was torn between the duality of his two languages, Arabic and English, he
was also in a dilemma between the two sides of Ameen: the part of him that sought
solitude, isolation and aloneness, and the part that yearned for civilization, modernity
and crowded cities with all the uproar and commotion that accompany those places.
This could be one main reason as to why he spent the better part of his life journeying
and traveling to the East and West and always returning to his hermitage in Freike.
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Christine Abi Najm
; G

Thepigmentcellsin his hairbecame white,
Each shade of'it tells a lengthy story.
Between a moral or a risky fight,
Journeys are a wise man s territory.
Looking back with pleasure ordiscontent,
This moment will encapsulate his life.
Threading line by line,stages he had spent,
Was he just? Did he gratify his wife?

He s closetodeathbuthopes tobe distant,
Doubtinghisverveandhis merciless death.
Dear God is infinity existent?

He'll realize it after his last breath.

In this test of virtue, lose thrill to God

- You llwinmuchmorewiththeangels applaud.
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BORN WITH DEJECTION!

A little young boy born with dejection,
Hauled with grievance,beaten withnomercy.
Wherever he stepped, faced with rejection,
To peoples gazes he was unworthy.

He sees the love of his mom in his dreams,
He does not know the face of his father.

He subsists on his masters painfulscreams,

They march ruthlessly on his sold honor.

You wish you were God to end his despair,
To finish every childs pain and sorrow.
But you distinguish that life is unfair,

One day, we'll have a peaceful tomorrow.
They say hards hip raises the greatestsouls,
Its like someone filling a profound hole.

Humans turn to animals with firearm,
Instead of reassuring they oppress.

Instead of favoring others they harm,
Whentheyshouldbecomforting,theydistress.
Corruption stepped on wholesome innocence,
Those mortifying photographs of war.
Revulsion integrated violence,

Brutality raging at the front door.

Are borders more important than mercy?
What provokes mankind to slay each other?
They switch to murderers who fail to see,
Forleaders they slaughter their own brother.

Don tletyourcountry §doctrines blindyoureyes,

If your soul lives, your heart certainly dies.
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The moment of birth ig a fete of life,
Monthe of longing and full preparations.
Death ie human’s enemy, afterlife
e our promiges and expectatione?
A single pergon brought gin to the world,
0 Through “One” almighty we’ll have galvation.
M!ué@ @M@ @@@ﬁ%g We have the freedom to choose our own world,
Knowing we’ve a limited duration.
+ < [he wige conceale from ruthlegg migconduct,
R . " - Only the fooligh follows hig own heart.
‘ An orchestra needs ite watchful conduct,
Or it’e logt between ite harmonious part.

Life ie breathing, death ig deeply sleeping,
And the goul will be flying or weeping.

The newscagt of war worldwide never endg,
Brotherg glaughtering their human brothere.
Muddled devagtation found with each bend,
For juriediction, for crucial powers.

War! What a detestable expresgion,

And movieg of war are painful to watch.

. SWQ( ® Families on both gideg and depresgion

‘SQ'Q\ Of gaying good-bye, more bitter than scotch.
‘N They have chared the came past and memorie,
Narrationg that are dreadful to forget.
Keennegs of world peace, failed in higtories,
Ag long as humang are chiefg on pallete.
Cursed ig war and leaderg who’s cauging it,
People crave to senge peace and never gplit.

ChIriStine Abi NOJM
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