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Abstract 

In this study I investigate how a mystic relates to and uses silence in poetry, as silence is a 

very important part of mysticism overall. I have focused on the Eastern Orthodox Christian 

mystic branch, which, in this thesis, is represented by the poet Mīkhāʾīl Nuʿayma from 

Lebanon. In the Eastern Orthodox Christian mysticism, silent contemplation, inner visions 

and apophatic silence and theology is important. I study Nuʿayma’s poems ʾAghmiḍ Jufūnak 

Tubṣir, 1924, Yā Rafīqī, 1922, and ʾIlā Dūda, 1923, that are part of his poem collection Hams 

al-Jufūn that was originally published in 1945. I operationalize silence through several 

features: ellipsis, elliptic imagery and metaphors, punctuation, rhythm, gaps and breaths, 

repeating of words or concepts, tone and choice of words. I conduct this study partly through 

a deconstructive method and an extension of Shirley Näslund’s method in her article 

Skiljetecken som stilmedel – Om bruket av komma, tankstreck och tre punkter i tio dikter av 

Nils Ferlin. I show that Mīkhāʾīl Nuʿayma, by linguistic means, succeeds in mediating the 

content of his poems also in the language, grammar and text; that he skillfully focuses and 

accentuates certain messages by his rare and sometimes odd placements of punctuation marks 

and enjambments; that he has a comparably simple language, and uses ellipsis and metaphors 

a great deal; that he has special choices of words and constellations and uses contradictory 

reasonings and repeating of words and concepts; that he engages the reader by creating a 

reaching and lure in the text; that he has a special tone, rhythm and atmosphere that opposes 

the panegyric norm that has prevailed in Arabic poetry. The analysis is based on my 

translations and my interpretation.  
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1. Introduction 

 

“Dong…  

 

 

 

.  .  .” 

We have all heard a ringing bell, marking the start of a moment of silent contemplation. We 

have all retired from a long day and just enjoyed being alone in silence for a while. We all 

spend a great part of our speaking in silence, through pausing, but we might not think about it. 

In America this estimates to almost half of the time someone is speaking.1 In mysticism, 

silence is most often referred to as a virtue and, in fact, as the only way to reach whatever the 

mystic branch is seeking. I am sure it has escaped no one, the stereotypical image of a monk 

or ascetic seeking a silent place, preferably in the mountains, to pray and meditate. So, what 

meaning does silence have? 

 

1.1. Problem formulation  

 

 “…Because a vision softly creeping 

  Left its seeds while I was sleeping 

  And the vision that was planted in my brain 

  Still remains  

  Within the sound of silence” – Paul Simon  

I think that the above written words from Paul Simon, 1964, 2 covers the meaning of silence in 

mysticism pretty well. According to Encyclopædia Britannica, the word mysticism stems 

from the Greek verb myein, which means “to close”, especially the eyes or mouth, and 

 
1 Mazzei, 2007, p.58 
2 The Sound of Silence, Paul Simon  
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“signified a person who kept a secret”.3 Early Christian mystics used the terminology of the 

Hellenistic mystics (myein, etcetera), but disavowed it later.4 This meant for a transformation 

of what the word and concept of mystery means. The concept mystic in Christian usage later 

“referred to practitioners of doctrinally acceptable forms of religious ecstasy.”5 The author 

and mystic Carl McColman says that mysticism is the point where silence and mystery 

intersect.6 It is perhaps therefore not strange that silence is an important part of mysticism.  

In the ancient church, (silent) contemplation was the highest form of rationality. 

The idea was (is) that you should let go of your ideas in order to have new ones, meaning 

being silent and receive the word from God. This way, restfully listening, you are open. The 

Quakers argued in the same way and said: “Speak only when your words are an improvement 

on silence.” Also John of the Cross argued like this, saying that “The Father spoke one word, 

which was His Son and this Word he speaks always in eternal silence and in silence must it be 

heard by the soul.”7 

According to Christopher Braddock, Professor of Visual Arts, Søren 

Kierkegaard had the idea that silence is a phenomenon, rather than absence of sound, saying 

that; silence is “not a specific something, because it does not consist simply in the absence of 

speaking.”8 It is rather a powerful tool and ‘affective atmosphere similar to “the subdued 

lighting in a pleasant room, like the friendliness in a modest living room; it is not something 

one talks about, but it is there and exercises its beneficent power.”’9 Kierkegaard meant that 

silence can “generate spaces of faith.”10 In the same way, Clodagh Brook has argued that: 

“silence is not simply the absence or suspension of speech,… but is a multifaceted 

phenomenon with expressive power in its own right”.11 

 As I will discuss later, Mark S. Burrows, theologian and poet, refers to silence 

as “the lure of language”.12 In the same way, studies using MRI scans of how people react to 

music have shown that the highest activity while listening to music has been in the silent 

moments between the notes. It is in the pauses that the listener discerns the rhythm and “lay 

 
3 Merkur, 2021  
4 Merkur 2021 
5 Merkur, 2021 
6 Encountering Silence 
7 Encountering Silence  
8 Braddock, 2019, p.191 
9 Braddock, 2019, p.191 
10 Braddock, 2019, p.191 
11 Mazzei, 2007, p.58 
12 Burrows, 2004, p.184 
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out the melody”. The same goes for poetry.13 Therefore, silence is not a limit as many might 

think, but rather the horizon which we can, if we want to – but actually most often feel the 

desire to, go beyond.14 Burrows writes: 

“The Open,” as Rilke describes this posture of vulnerability, steers us beyond the known 

toward the depths we yearn for. […] It calls us to a defenselessness in the face of 

mystery, a longing that arises in the places of absence, in the consciousness of what is not 

and cannot be spoken—which de Certeau has called “this immense ‘remainder’ 

constituted by the part of human experience that has not been tamed and symbolized in 

language.”15 

John of the Cross, and others, thought that “the deepest spiritual posture is that 

of waiting in the desolations, silences, and absences of the heart.” This is because “these 

experiences form the depths of human consciousness, […], evoking the human longing for a 

presence that eludes us.”16 T.S. Eliot has said that poetry can lead us to a consciousness 

“beyond which words fail, though meanings still exist.”17  

According to Charlotte Björnström, theologian, poet and icon painter, silence 

can be seen as “the essence and entirety of all words in their most perfect form – 

accomplished and completed.” “As the white light contains all colours”, she argues, “silence 

can be considered to contain all words”. “Then, not just the Word and Spirit, but also the 

silence in between them say something very important about God.”18  As an example of how 

different silences can be, Burrows explains as follows: 

The silence that precedes a musical performance is decidedly different than what falls 

upon the audience as the last notes drift into the waiting stillness; the first is an absence 

shaped by anticipation, the other of an absence carrying a remembered plenitude. Both 

are forms of presence, if only in the margins of our imagining. Can song exist without 

both of these silences? Can theology risk turning from these margins of the inarticulate in 

its testimony to the word that is embodied and crucified even as it awaits resurrection 

from the dead?19 

 

 
13 Platteau, 2019 
14 Burrows, 2004 
15 Burrows, 2004, p.184 
16 Burrows, 2004, p.184 
17 Burrows, 2004, p.182 
18 Björnström, 2021 [My translation]  
19 Burrows, 2004, p.190 
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1.2. Aim and research question  

 

So, silence has an immense importance, whether it is about our everyday speech or mysticism 

– and not the least, when it comes to mysticism, because the word stems from the same root 

as ‘close’. What I want to do therefore is to investigate how silence is present also in the 

poetry of a writer that can be described as mystical. The reason why I have chosen to study 

poetry and not prose, is that Karl Rahner, german priest and theologian, argued that the 

perfect priest and the perfect poet are one and the same. This is due to the fact that the early 

theologians focused a lot on hymnology and liturgy. He refers to the relationship between 

priests and poets as a marriage.20   

I have chosen to focus on Eastern Orthodox Christian mysticism, where (as I 

will account for later) silent contemplation, inner visions and apophatic silence and theology 

are important. The poet I have chosen to study is Mīkhāʾīl Nuʿayma who was an Orthodox 

Christian mystic from Lebanon.  

So; in this thesis, I will investigate some mystical poems of Mīkhāʾīl Nuʿayma’s 

poem collection Hams al-Jufūn, my main focus being on how he relates to and uses silence. I 

will, however, also touch on and discuss other themes in the poetry that I find necessary to 

explain in my study to give context and perspective to the silence and to make some 

comments about Nuʿayma’s influences and beliefs. My question of study is explicitly this: 

 

- How does Mīkhāʾīl Nuʿayma relate to and use silence in some of his 

mystical poems?  

 

Important to note is that what I mean by silence in this study is not a political type 

of silence where certain parts are non-voluntarily silenced through censorship (!), etcetera. I 

will investigate how Nuʿayma uses and relates to silence, as an Orthodox Christian mystic. 

There are many types of silences, which is why I have dedicated much discussion in 

subsequent chapters to what silence is in this study. Important to mention here already, too, is 

that all the translations and transliterations of Nuʿayma’s poems in this analysis are my own. 

 

 
20 Rahner, 1956 
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1.3. Previous research and scholarly relevance  

 

Burrows (2004) discusses how certain things are too mystical and inner to be expressed in 

words. Also Björnström (2021) touches the subject. Mazzei (2007) uses poetic silence as a 

means of reaching and hearing what silence can mean in our everyday conversations, etcetera, 

that is; a method to investigate something else. Her points made about poetic silence, 

however, are not less important for my study. In fact, they are very useful.  

 Braddock (2019) compares Kierkegaard’s call to silence with Sufism with the 

help of Jacques Derrida’s reasonings. Kirabaev & Chistyakova (2020) compare Eastern 

Christian mysticism and Islamic mysticism. Lossky (1976) explains themes in the mystical 

theology of the Eastern Church. 

Further, Issa J. Boullata (1993), a Palestinian scholar, translator and writer, 

discusses the literary style and influences of Mīkhāʾīl Nuʿayma through a thorough study of 

his poems in the collection Hams al-Jufūn. Naturally, Boullata’s article has been of great 

importance for my study. Swanson (2017) focuses on Nuʿayma’s Russian literary influences. 

El-Enany, an Egyptian literary scholar, has made a study of the American influences of 

Mīkhāʾīl Nuʿayma. Bell (2001) accounts for the theosophical and romantic influences of 

Nuʿayma. Dabbagh (1968) argues that Nuʿayma even took influences from Buddhism, 

Hinduism and Islam. Ostle (1993) in Badawi (1993) accounts for Romanticism in modern 

Arabic literature. Kronholm (1995) has made an extensive work on the history of Arabic 

literature, in which he discusses Nuʿayma’s life and literary career. Meisami & Starkey (1998) 

have made an encyclopedia of Arabic literature in two volumes.  

As for technical studies of Nuʿayma’s prosody and metrics, there are two 

thorough studies – one by Nadeem Naimy (1967) (Mikhail Naimy – An Introduction) and one 

by Nijland (1975) (Mīkhāʾīl Nuʿaymah: Promoter of the Arabic Literary Revival). Awad 

(2015) has made a study of how punctuation was introduced to Arabic through European 

(mainly French) influences. Khafaji (2001) has made an account of today’s punctuation 

standards in Arabic. Jansson (2010) has made a prosodic analysis of modern Arabic poetry. 

Näslund (2007) has made a study of punctuation in the Swedish poet Nils Ferlin’s poems. Her 

method has, as I will discuss in the method section of this thesis, been a great source of 

inspiration for me.  

What I have used as further sources for my investigation talk about silence, 

silence and mysticism, Orthodox Christian Theology, Eastern Orthodox Christian Theology, 
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and deconstruction. Important to note is that not all of my sources concerning silence and 

mysticism are of Orthodox Christian origin, but may stem from other branches. However, I 

have made the assessment that these sources are very useful to explain and enhance my study, 

and of great value since it puts perspective to my study and also since Nuʿayma had many 

influences in his writing, as I will account for later.  

None of the sources I have used, though, investigate the use of silence as a tool 

in mystical poetry. This type of study is important since it can help broaden the knowledge in 

several fields. First of all, it would give us a hint about how silence is used by the mystics – or 

for that matter any religious writer. Secondly, it could possibly broaden the field of 

grammatical rhetoric – how one uses silence to bring forth a message or generate a certain 

state. Thirdly, it can help broaden our knowledge about mystics and their ways of life overall. 

As Lisa A. Mazzei, Professor of Education Studies, posits: “Listening to these silences and 

attending to the strategic moves will tell us much about those who inhabit our field sites and 

the context in which they live.”21 Further, it could be very useful in the study of any poetry, or 

any speech and language, and perhaps especially in the field of translation.   

 

1.4. Material - Mīkhāʾīl Nuʿayma 

1.4.1. The poet 

 

If Mīkhāʾīl Nuʿayma should be essentially considered a mystic or not has been much debated 

in the literary world. Some say he was, some say he wasn’t. What all can agree on, however, 

is that he had mystical elements all through his authorship and a more concentrated mystical 

period later on in his writing. It is therefore important to note here that his poems were written 

at a relatively young age. He abandoned writing poetry for writing narrative prose instead, in 

which he thought he could be more creative and express his messages better.22 He was an 

Eastern Orthodox Christian from Baskinta, Lebanon23 and lived between the years 1889-

1988.24 Together with Jibrān Khalīl Jibrān, Nuʿayma is most famous for being part of al-

Rābiṭa al-Qalamiyya, that is The Pen Club, or Pen Association, in New York that was 

founded in 1920. The writers who were part of this penclub were Arab-speaking emigrants 

 
21 Mazzei, 2007, p.28-29 
22 Nijland, 1975 
23 Kronholm, 1995, p.282 
24 Boullata, 1993, p.173 
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and they started a literary movement called Mahjar.25 The Mahjar poets were great 

romanticists and some of Nuʿayma’s poems are considered to be the best of Arabic Romantic 

poetry.26 

 

1.4.2. Influences  

 

Mīkhāʾīl Nuʿayma was not only strongly influenced by his religious background in his writing 

– as Boullata argues: “his spiritual make-up, abundantly nourished in a Christian home and 

schooling, had predisposed him to a mystical view of life.”27 – but did due to studies and 

residency abroad also have a lot of other influences. The most prominent, perhaps, are his 

Russian influences. In his young years he studied at a Russian school in Nazareth28, which 

was founded by the Russian Imperial Orthodox Society.29 When he turned seventeen, he 

obtained a scholarship for further studies in Russia.30 From 1906-1911, Nuʿayma studied at 

the Theological Seminary in Poltava, Ukraine.31 Growing inside of him was a strong anti-

clericalism which made him leave the seminary.32 (This can be related to the Christian 

Orthodox mystic side of him, where seeking God in silence by yourself is the ideal, which I 

will account for later.)  During this time he read the works of many Russian masters, such as 

Belinskiī33, Dostoevsky, Gordiev and Tolstoy34 in the original language35 and was most 

influenced by Tolstoy36 and Belinskiī.37  

 In 1911, Nuʿayma moved to America and started studying law in Washington. 

Here, he started publishing articles of literary criticism in various Arabic magazines.38 He also 

studied literature and read works by American and English transcendentalists and romantics, 

such as Keats, Emerson, Blake and Thoreau, perhaps the most influential being Emerson and 

 
25 Kronholm, 1995, p.236-244 
26 Ostle, 98-101 
27 Boullata, 1993, p.175 
28 Kronholm, 1995, p.244 
29 Swanson, 2017, p.49 
30 Kronholm, 1995, p.244 
31 Boullata, 1993, p.175 
32 Ostle, p.88-89 
33 Swanson, 2017, p.49 
34 Boullata, 1993, p.175 
35 Swanson, 2017, p.51 
36 Swanson, 2017, p.49 
37 Swanson, 2017, p.56 
38 Kronholm, 1995, p.244 
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Thoreau. As Rasheed El-Enany, Professor of Modern Arabic Literature, formulates: “[…] 

injecting into his writing a strong element of Emersonian Transcendentalism, and a kind of 

pantheistic mysticism.”39 He also started reading theosophical works here. Then, as written 

above, he moved to New York and became part of the Arabic Pen Club.40  

 Gregory J. Bell, Lecturer in Arabic language and literature, argues in his 

Theosophy, romanticism and love in the poetry of Mikhail Naimy that the unorthodox themes 

in Nuʿayma’s poetry are striking. Nuʿayma wrote sometimes, for example, about 

transmigration of souls – reincarnation – and emanation.41 He learned about these concepts 

through his Scottish friend who was part of the American Theosophical Society.42 Theosophy 

had, according to Bell, a huge impact on Nuʿayma’s writing and he argues that an 

understanding of this is essential to understanding Nuʿayma as a person and his poetry.43 

Nuʿayma also touched themes of Ṣūfīsm in his poetry.44 I will, however, focus mainly on the 

Eastern Orthodox Christian mysticism. 

 

1.4.3. Way of writing  

 

Nuʿayma is famous for putting the content of Arabic poetry before its form and he thought 

that a change of the attitudes, language and forms of it needed to take place. His idea was that 

in the center of poetry is the human soul and that there is no other literary art that is as close to 

the human being as poetry. When he got older, he started to emphasize the importance of 

expressing the secretive and mystical in poems. His poems express spiritual and personal 

experiences and have a meditative tone. They are not either bound to any poetical form or 

pattern and they are written with simple words and expressions. Tryggve Kronholm asserts in 

his Den arabiska litteraturens historia – Spegelbilder, that such a way of writing had hardly 

been used by any Arab poet before him. An overwhelming and complex language had been 

customary. Nuʿayma’s poems are authentic and real and honest. Common themes in his 

poems are the reality of the inner, the hidden, and deep Christian messages.45 

 
39 El-Enany, p.209 
40 Boullata, 1993, p.175 
41 Bell, 2001 
42 El-Enany, p.209 
43 Bell, 2001 
44 Kronholm, 1995, p.245 
45 Kronholm, 1995, p.244-245 
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 Boullata has, in his work Mikhail Naimy: Poet of Meditative Vision, in a detailed 

way described Nuʿayma’s influences and ways of writing. He argued that “one of [Nuʿayma’s 

poetry’s] most impressive features is its quiet tone that communicates ideas and emotions in 

an honest and simple manner suggestive of a heart-to-heart talk that one can trust.”46 Before, 

Arabic poetry was, as Kronholm also argued, characterized by “loud resonance” and by being 

oratorical and filled with rhetorical effects.47 As Dabbagh argues; Nuʿayma was not 

panegyric, making big speeches, which was otherwise a traditional theme in Arabic poetry.48 

This kind of pompous and pretentious poetry was, perhaps, even more prominent in the Neo-

classical period around Nuʿayma’s time, than in the Classical epoch.49 Boullata argues that 

this quiet tone can first of all be found in Nuʿayma’s “personal qualities of gentleness and 

pacific character.”50 Even more so, and this is important, this was connected to Nuʿayma’s 

idea of sincerity and poetry’s closeness to the human soul as well as the priority of content 

over form, etcetera. He thought that a person’s sincere life experiences and feelings could 

only be expressed in such a quiet and simple tone. Boullata continues:  

Naimy felt there was much hypocrisy in the prevailing Arabic poetry, that most of it 

consisted of artifice and false pretense, and that following literary conventions and 

imitating the tradition killed any ideas it tried to convey. […] He denounced imitation of 

past traditional models, emphasized the necessity of personal experience in expressing a 

vision of life, and highlighted the need for fresh, simple, and imaginative language free 

from what he considered to be the acrobatics of verbal embellishments.51 

Nuʿayma’s simple tone, even in a learned classical language, was achieved 

through using a language similar to common diction and imageries from everyday life. It was 

also achieved through being close to the reader, that is familiar and friendly, and avoiding 

worn-out images in the language, and words that were rarely used and “high-sounding 

locutions”.52 He also used rhyme schemes of variation, if he did not invent his own, that is, 

and light meters of Arabic Prosody. Boullata states:  

 
46 Boullata, 1993, p.173-174 
47 Boullata, 1993, p.174 
48 Dabbagh, 1968, p.247 
49 Boullata, 1993, p.174 
50 Boullata, 1993, p.174 
51 Boullata, 1993, p.174 
52 Boullata, 1993, p.174 
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Selecting the lighter meters of Arabic prosody to write his poems in, he shortened his 

lines by permissible reductions in the number of feet in each line, and brought the rhythm 

of his poems closer to that of conversational exchange.53 

The poetry of Mīkhāʾīl Nuʿayma has, by the Egyptian critic Muḥammad 

Mandūr, been called shiʿr mahmūs, that is “whispered poetry”, an approximation to the 

French “à mi-voix”. Indeed, Nuʿayma used a whispering voice in his poetry, bringing the 

reader close through an intimacy created by the avoidance of a loud tone.54 Nuʿayma did, in 

most of his poems, use scenes and images from nature as symbols to mediate his feelings and 

inner nature. 55 This was perhaps an influence from both romanticism and pantheism. As 

Boullata points out, Nuʿayma’s philosophy pointed towards pantheism already in his early 

writing stage.56 He believed in a cosmic order “which he understood mystically as a unit of 

being”.57 His way of writing manifests and shows his belief of the world being a balance 

between evil and good.58 His poems are also characterized by his inner struggles that are also 

characterized by two opposing sides – the heart and intellect – and a constant spiritual 

questioning and search, even though he seemed “at times, to have attained the knowledge of 

life’s mystery”.59 Nuʿayma’s heart is in his poetry the theater for many scenes and 

experiences, Boullata argues. He also considered life to be a path, “like many mystics”.60 

Boullata continues:  

[…] his pantheistic vision of the world, which lets him mystically see unity in the 

exhaustible variety of phenomenon in the world, of which man is only one 

phenomenon.61 

The main differences between mysticism and romanticism are that “the primary 

concern of the mystic is religious; that of the romantic is aesthetic”, as Abdel-Hai, writer and 

academic, argues. The mystic considers God’s terms in his/her interpretation and perception 

of reality, whereas the romanticist interprets reality in terms of his/her own poetic self.62 The 

 
53 Boullata, 1993, p.174 
54 Boullata, 1993, p.175 
55 Boullata, 1993, p.176 
56 Boullata, 1993, p.181 
57 Boullata, 1993, p.178 
58 Boullata, 1993, p.177 
59 Boullata, 1993, p.181 
60 Boullata, 1993, p.180 
61 Boullata, 1993, p.182 
62 Abdel-Hai, 1975, p.116 
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pantheist unites these both, believing that God is in everything and that everything in the 

universe combined is God.63 

 

1.4.4. The poems  

 

To collect meaningful information and be able to make a thorough study I have chosen to 

examine only a few poems: ʾAghmiḍ Jufūnak Tubṣir, 1924, Yā Rafīqī, 1922, and ʾIlā Dūda, 

1923. These poems are part of Nuʿayma’s poem collection Hams al-Jufūn. I have used an 

electronic edition from 2004 from Naufal Books, Beirut, Lebanon and compared it with the 

printed second edition from 1952 from Maktabat Ṣāwir, Beirut, Lebanon. However, the 

original collection was first published in 194564. This collection is the only collection of 

poems of his and is constituted by thirty poems written between 1917 and 1930 and originally 

published in America. Some of the poems were originally written in English but translated 

into Arabic.65 I have chosen these particular poems due to several reasons. First, with the 

exception of ʾAghmiḍ Jufūnak Tubṣir, these poems are very long, which perhaps makes it 

easier to assess the use of and relationship to silence. Secondly, they are spread over several 

years, which, if a relationship to silence show, will show if this was consistently used and give 

me a sounder basis for my reasonings. I have also chosen poems with theological themes, 

since that is what I am investigating. Therefore I have not, for example, chosen his political 

poem ʾAkhī. The reason for choosing his poem ʾAghmiḍ Jufūnak Tubṣir is that it is the first 

poem of the collection and Munaḥ Khūrī has stated that this poem “epitomizes, in its 

intellectual meditative dimensions, the visions and thoughts contained in the other poems of 

the collection.”66  

 

 

 

 
63 Reese, 2021 
64 Boullata, 1993, p.173 
65 Boullata, 1993, p.173 
66 Boullata, 1993, p.183 
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2. Background  

2.1. Mysticism  

 

Mysticism is, according to Encyclopædia Britannica, “the practice of religious ecstasies 

(religious experiences during alternate states of consciousness), together with whatever 

ideologies, ethics, rites, myths, legends, and magic may be related to them.”67 The concept of 

mysticism is indeed used in many spheres and has therefore many more detailed definitions 

appropriate for those spheres. Calvin Mercer, Professor of Religious Studies, argues that the 

religious understanding of mysticism “is distinct from paranormal or psychic experiences, 

e.g., extrasensory perception, clairvoyance.”68 Religious mysticism is also, in general, 

characterized by the search for unity with God or the divine.69 The broad definition from 

Encyclopædia Britannica, though, captures the essence of mysticism. In the subsequent part of 

this thesis, I will account for the mysticism relevant for my study – Eastern Orthodox 

Christian mysticism. 

 

2.2. Eastern Orthodox Christian Mysticism and Silence in Christianity  

 

Among the first Christian mystics were the Desert Fathers and Mothers. Their spiritual 

thoughts and teachings have been written down in a book called Philokalia, in which St. Basil 

the Great wrote:  

Silence is the beginning of purification of the soul… A mind undistracted by external 

things and not dispersed through the senses among worldly things, returns to itself… As 

the Lord dwells not in temples built by human hands, neither does He dwell in any 

imaginings or mental structures (fantasies) which present themselves (to the attention) 

and surround the corrupt soul like a wall, so that it is powerless to look at the truth direct 

but continues to cling on to mirrors and fortune-telling…70 

 In the purity of the prophets’ undistracted minds, St. Basil the Great wrote, the 

word and images of God were revealed. 
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According to Vladimir Lossky, the Eastern church has never made a sharp 

distinction between theology and mysticism. Philaret of Moscow said that: ”none of the 

mysteries of the most secret wisdom of God ought to appear alien or altogether transcendent 

to us, but in all humility we must apply our spirit to the contemplation of divine things.” The 

two are inseparable, according to Lossky, and mysticism can be thought of as “the perfecting 

and crown of all theology: as theology par excellence.”71 Lossky argues as follows: 

Unlike Gnosticism, in which knowledge for its own sake constitutes the aim of the 

gnostic, Christian theology is always in the last resort a means: a unity of knowledge 

subserving an end which transcends all knowledge. This ultimate end is union with God 

or deification, the theosis of the Greek Fathers. Thus, we are finally led to a conclusion 

which may seem paradoxical enough: that Christian theory should have an eminently 

practical significance; and that the more mystical it is, the more directly it aspires to the 

supreme end of union with God.72 

Christopher Braddock writes that when it comes to Christian mysticism, silence 

ought to often be practiced as spiritual training in order to keep being in the moment and 

prevent forgetfulness. According to Kierkegaard, there is no other place to fully reach this 

state of presence – except in silence.73 Through silence you can seek God’s kingdom, which is 

the biblical priority.74 Kierkegaard had an aspiration to enter “a constant iteration of 

Scripture”, which was only heard by God.75 Above all, though, is love and through love shall 

the human being ascend to unity with God. Love and knowledge are inseparable.76  

When it comes to Christian Orthodox theology, apophatic language, or 

“apophatic silence” is important. The apophatic theology is a way to the deepest mystery of 

God, “where Moses met God while the children of Israel had to stay at the cataphatic 

knowledge.”77 Apophatic theology is a negative theology and a mystical strategy for 

encountering the divine. McColman says that “anything we say about God ultimately fails – 

we are on safer ground talking about what God is not, than what he is.”78 Cataphatic theology, 

on the other hand, is a positive theology where a positive terminology is used, that is, saying 
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77 Kristi förklaring, Ortodox tro [my translation] 
78 Encountering Silence  



16 
 

what we believe God is. An expression like “God is Light” is a cataphatic way of expressing 

oneself. Jesus and his apostles used this way of speaking so that we could grasp and embrace 

God in our faith. This does not mean that a believer who expresses this thinks that God is 

equal to the created light – it is a metaphor. The orthodox, apophatic theology reinforces and 

amplifies the cataphatic theology of the belief in a single God in three hypostases.79 

 God is always bigger than our concepts and words, therefore the apophatic 

theology is important to the Christian Orthodox church. The name and essence and being of 

God is ambiguous and unintelligible, so “whatever qualities we give and attribute to God, we 

can never claim that the sum of these is the essence of God.”80 If we try to categorize and 

define God, the Orthodox church says, we will encounter logical problems and God stands 

above the logic. This is the idea of the apophatic theology. According to Georges Florovsky, a 

Christian Orthodox priest and theologian, however, God stands also above and beyond all 

negations that characterize the apophatic language. He is beyond concept and understanding. 

Therefore, the only way to get to know God is to rest in the unknowing peace which is a 

knowledge beyond what we call knowledge. This is called spectating (theorein), a sort of 

noetic knowledge that can be received by getting to know God through unification with Him 

in the Holy Spirit through Jesus Christ.81 

God is, according to the Christian Orthodox church, where all the human reason 

and knowledge peter out and words fall silent. Therefore, it is only in the silent prayer that the 

soul can meet God.82 “The maker and father of this universe it is a hard task to find, and 

having found him, it would be impossible to declare him to everyone. (Tim. 28C3-5)”, Plato 

wrote in his Timaeus.83 This is due to the fact that the secret of the essence of God is 

impossible to describe with words, in comparison with other teachings, according to Plato.84  

The Ṣūfī Ḥusayn al-Ḥallāj, who was part of the ‘intoxicated Ṣūfī’ branch, wrote 

a famous allegory of a moth who seeks the way to a burning flame, because he loves the light, 

which resembles this.85 (Keep in mind that this is a Ṣūfī  reasoning.) First, the moth gets a 

vision and returns to his friends to tell about it, but he is not satisfied. The moth returns again 
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to the flame and this time leaps completely into it, because he is not satisfied with less than 

that. He is completely consumed by the flame, without leaving any trace. “Then in what sense 

can he return to his fellows? And in what state now that he has obtained [Union]? He who had 

arrived at the vision became able to dispense with reports. He who arrives at the object of his 

vision is no longer concerned with the vision.”86 The mystic is like the moth, argues al-Ḥallāj. 

The mystic strives for unification with God, which will eventually consume the personality.87  

In the Bible it says that “[…] Moses approached the thick darkness where God 

was.” (Exodus 20:21). Also in the Slavic version this is referred to as “darkness”. In other 

languages this is referred to as a dark cloud. The meaning, though, is the same; God cannot be 

seen by human eyes nor be described with words. He can only be seen by the inner eyes.88 

Vladimir Lossky writes as follows in his book The Mystical Theology of the 

Eastern Church: 

The Bible is full of expressions relating to light […]. In the mystical theology of the 

Eastern Church, these expressions are not used as metaphors or as figures of speech, but 

as expressions for a real aspect of the Godhead. If God is called Light, it is because He 

cannot remain foreign to our experience. Gnosis, the highest stage of awareness of the 

divine, is an experience of uncreated light, the experience itself being light: ‘in Thy light, 

we shall see light’. It is both that which one perceives, and that by which one perceives in 

mystical experience.89 

This is also referred to as Tabor Light, because it was the kind of light that 

shone during the Transfiguration of Jesus on Mount Tabor, that is described in the Bible.90  

It was the presence of the uncreated light that made the apostles close their eyes, fall 

asleep, throw themselves down the mountain, yes, to want to settle there. It was in Moses’ 

darkness. The darkness of Sinai and light of Tabor are the same uncreated reality.91 

This is the uncreated, divine light that the Eastern Orthodox Christian theology 

beliefs is given in mystical experience.92 The uncreated light (which was a concept coined by 

St Symeon the New Theologian) transcends both the light of the intellect and the light of the 

 
86 Chapter nine: Imaginary Values – Mansur al-Hallaj  
87 Roald, 2012, p.174 
88 Kristi förklaring, Ortodox tro 
89 Lossky, 1976, p.218 
90 Lossky, 1976, p.222 
91 Kristi förklaring, Ortodox tro [My translation]  
92 Lossky, 1976, p.220 



18 
 

senses.93 St. Symeon the New Theologian also refers to this light as invisible fire.94 A 

mystical experience like this is unutterable, secret and hidden. St. Isaac the Syrian said that 

“The realities of the world to come […] have no proper and direct nomenclature. One can 

only have a certain simple knowledge, above all words, elements, images, colours, pictures, or 

names of whatever sort.”95 Lossky continues:  

Once again we can find ourselves in the apophatic realm, where we commenced our study 

of Eastern tradition. But instead of the divine darkness there is now light, instead of 

forgetfulness of self, the full flowering of personal consciousness in grace. What is here 

at issue is a perfection which has been acquired, a nature which has been transformed by 

union with grace, a nature which has itself become light. How can we make this 

experience comprehensible to those who have not had it? […]96 

 

2.3. Silence – importance, shape and form in poetry  

 

I believe it is necessary to dedicate a section here, to discuss silence and poetry. John of the 

Cross wrote in the prefaces of his poems Cántico Espiritual  and Llama de Amor Viva that it 

would be wrong to believe that mystic experiences easily could be translated to language on 

paper, since they are words of love and such devout, heartfelt, and spiritual happenings that 

we, in general, lack words to express and describe them. Therefore, he writes, he does not 

claim to explain them fully, but use metaphors and images and symbols to try and mediate 

some of the feelings and secrets he has felt from mystical experiences.97 Björnström’s opinion 

is that silence can be so condensed and bursting with words without sound that you have to 

remain speechless in worship.98 

Björnström also asks whether it is possible to express everything, and in that 

case – how?.99 She continues her reasoning, asking why existing things need to be labeled 

with words to be fully known and loved. She means that you can look at a flower and cherish 

it, without calling it “flower”. This is because this happens at an intuitive and wordless level. 
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This is true also when it comes to things we see with our inner eyes. Therefore, we don’t need 

to categorize and define everything. Words always point to and mediate something bigger 

than themselves, according to Björnström.100 

According to Mazzei, attention to the language of silence means hearing and 

listening to “the longing spoken in pause, the uncertainty spoken in hesitation, the fear spoken 

in reservation.”101 Jacques Derrida (1994) has referred to this “looking without being seen”- 

speech as the “visor effect”.102 According to Mazzei, Adrienne Rich, 1993, has written as 

follows:  

What poetry is made of is so old, so familiar, that it’s easy to forget that it’s not just the 

words, but polyrhythmic sounds, speech in its first endeavors (every poem breaks a 

silence that had to be overcome), prismatic meanings lit by each other’s light, stained by 

each other’s shadows. In the wash of poetry the old, beaten, worn stones of language take 

on colors that disappear when you sieve them up out of the streambed and try to sort them 

out.103 

 This is why it is so important to investigate further what meaning silence has. 

According to Mazzei, a lot of empirical material104 and “fat and rich information”105 can be 

found in the hidden and our knowledge can be improved by studying the silence “and its 

effective use in the realm of literature, especially that of poetry, where the page, the space, the 

arrangement of word, phrase, gap, breath, all serve to speak, to engage the reader/listener at 

all levels of expression present in the work.”106 Burrows argues that poets work at a margin of 

what is inarticulate. “Their work is visual at the edges of darkness”, he says, “auditory in the 

cradle of silence. In this raiding of what we cannot speak, their vocation embodies a longing 

for, a reaching toward, what we cannot manage with our minds alone, the endless working 

with words which “after speech, reach/ Into the silence” (Eliot).”107 

 Burrows goes further than Mazzei by claiming that poetry is a daring and a 

journey that cannot be tamed and restricted by “manageable language”.  He means that 

modern day poets gladly “accept banishment from such a republic” because they refuse to 
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concede. Instead, they use the apophatic “where truth still shimmers at the margins of the 

inarticulate”, that the mystical theologians of medieval and ancient cultures sited.108 “Such a 

poetry”, he argues, “moves in its raiding the inarticulate by the rhythms of play, with all its 

“sacred seriousness”—the phrase is Gadamer’s—by calling us beyond the manageable 

confines of what remains “languageable.””109 

There are three important ways that poetry “raids the inarticulate”, according to 

Burrows. First of all, “poetics affirms the eloquence of margins”. This means that poetry 

strongly asserts and confirms the open – there are no boundaries. The margins of language 

can be thought of as the horizon. Secondly, “poetics values the surfaces”. This means, 

according to Burrows, that the surfaces are not just limits to the meaning where truth hides, 

but host traces of the meaning and are places where things can both grow and change. 

Thirdly, “poetics arises among the fragments of life”. This means that in the separations and 

distances in the grammar and words, live desire and yearning and longing. He confirms: 

In distinctly non-religious ways each of these dimensions of poetics addresses the 

alienation of modern life by suggesting how late-modern societies are shaped by the 

experience of absence at the margins, isolation on the surfaces, and loneliness between 

the fragments.110  

According to Mazzei, a session called “Spoken Poems and Silent Readings” 

during The Dodge Poetry Festival 1996 is what spurred her in her research of silence. In the 

session, some poets spoke about how silent pauses in poetry are purposeful and essential to 

the poems’ rhythm and meaning.111 One of these poets was Robert Hass who argued that 

poets try to “tap into feelings and emotions in the silences”.112 Rumi, a Persian poet and 

mystic who lived during the thirteenth century, ended over a thousand of his poems referring 

to al-Shams (the sun), or al-Ṣamt (the silence) because he claimed that the soul lives in the 

“silent breath”. This was unusual for the time being; among the poets it was customary to 

refer to oneself. Rumi wrote in his poem “Only Breath”:  

            There is a way between voice and presence 

 where information flows. 
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 In disciplined silence it opens. 

 With wandering talk it closes.113 

Rumi illustrates here “the possibility of meaning that occurs in disciplined or 

purposeful silences [who] permit meaning, while the wandering talk of meaningless words do 

not.”114 So, why has silence often been neglected in studying texts? In Specters of Marx – The 

State of the Debt, the Work of Mourning and the New International, Derrida gives an answer 

to this:  

[…] scholars believe that looking is sufficient. Therefore, they are not always in the most 

competent position to do what is necessary: speak to the specter. […] There […] has 

never been a scholar capable of speaking of anything and everything while addressing 

himself to everyone and anyone, and especially to ghosts. There has never been a scholar 

who, as such, does not believe in the sharp distinction between the real and the unreal, the 

actual and the inactual, the living and the non-living, being and non-being (“to be or not 

to be”, in the conventional reading), in the opposition between what is present and what is 

not, for example in the form of objectivity.115 

As Björnström and Mazzei, Burrows argues that absence is important and 

meaningful and that incompleteness is a sort of tactics. Also, Aristotle spoke about the 

reaching this creates, which is the nature of knowledge. ”Without such margins,” Burrows 

writes, “and the necessary distances and absences they signify, the imagination would lose its 

power.”116 Winquist has referred to this as the “experiment of desire”, meaning that in a 

poetics where the use of silence is present because it is in fact the only way to bring forth 

certain messages, the language itself contains, in its practices, “the seeds of transcendence”. 

This is a mystical set of principles. Winquist wrote: ”The poet knows this in the attractions 

and resistances of metaphor, in the margins where in our reaching we discover the 

significations of language dancing beyond our grasp.”117 This can also be called “the lure of 

language”118, or bait if you will.  
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3. Method 

3.1. Operationalization of silence and apophatic language 

 

A listening to these silences takes effort. This has been stated by both Dauenhauer and 

Kierkegaard.119 We are not used to having to theorize silence, because, even though almost 

half of our speaking is silent and this phenomenon “speaking without speaking” is not new, 

we do not think about it. According to Mazzei, already the ancient Hebrews recognized “this 

in the silent speaking of Yahweh in the scriptures.”120 This listening might, according to 

Dauenhauer, “lead to a better understanding of the to-be-said and the ought-to-be-said, 

embedded in what-is-said dialogue […].”121 

Silence and apophatic language are rather abstract concepts that need to be 

specified. In this section I will define and make an operationalization of what I will search for 

and look at in the poems of Mīkhāʾīl Nuʿayma that relate to silence and apophatic language. It 

is important to stress and make clear that all the features, signs, marks, etcetera that I will 

investigate in my study do not mean or indicate silence in themselves. The analysis is all 

based on my interpretation of what these signs mean in a certain constellation and of the text 

as a whole – the rhythm and feeling, etcetera. So, this analysis is rather introspective.  

Concretely, what I will do in the study of the poems is to examine the existence 

and character of: 

- ellipsis 

- elliptic imagery and metaphors 

- punctuation 

- rhythm 

- gaps and breaths  

- repeating of words or concepts 

- tone and;  

- choice of words. 
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 Ellipsis is a “figure of speech characterized by the deliberate omission of a word 

or words that are, however, understood in light of the grammatical context.”122 In literature, 

an ellipsis can also be the omission of a time period.123 Ellipsis can also be the omission of a 

whole concept. Ellipsis is used in syntax, rhetoric and literature. An excellent example of 

ellipsis is found in W.H. Auden’s poem This Lunar Beauty: 

But this was never 

A ghost’s endeavor  

Nor finished this,  

Was ghost at ease; 

And till it pass 

Love shall not near 

The sweetness here 

Nor sorrow take  

His endless look.124 

In this poem, Auden addresses the moon, without ever calling it “moon”. It is 

understood by the context, what he says and how these words are put together. A writer may 

also choose to show explicitly that an ellipsis has been made and this is most commonly done 

by using three dots (“…”). Further, I will investigate whether Nuʿayma uses an elliptic 

imagery and metaphors. What I mean by this is that what is too great to be understood and 

“sayable” might perhaps be described with other words instead.   

Shirley Näslund argues, in her study of punctuation in the lyrics of the Swedish 

poet Nils Ferlin, that punctuation marks are the musical notation of language. This because 

they designate the pace and rhythm, emphasis, and notes of the poem, according to her. The 

punctuation marks build the drama and tension, suspension and thrill of a poem. Punctuation, 

as characterized by Alva Dahl, 2015, is a dynamic set of signs with related functions. These 

signs shape, emphasize and refine the meaning of a text and are empty spaces, non-numerical 

signs, non-alphabetic signs, and suprasegmental visual details. She argues that these 

suprasegmental signs can even be blanks and italics.125  

I will in my study not refer to gaps and spaces as punctuation marks, but instead 

consider these features as an independent theme of study. I do this because I put a lot of 
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weight on silent pauses in my study. When I say “punctuation marks”, I will refer to 

written/explicit punctuation marks, such as periods, commas, colons, etcetera. These 

gaps/pauses might happen through, for example, enjambment (a transition from one line to the 

next in a different place than that of a natural demarcation of sentences or clauses).

 A simple language and tone, like Nuʿayma seems to use, is also a kind of 

silence. By using simple words, Nuʿayma does not say too much and is not loud. 

Furthermore, the repeating of words or phrases can also be a form of silence, since this means 

that the poet does not say something new. The choice of words – or what Nuʿayma says in the 

poems – can also relate to silence or apophatic theology. It has been argued that apophatic 

theology is best explained by putting the prefixes un-/in-, not-/non- or super-/supra- before 

words, like intangible or supernatural. Another possibility is to use paradoxes, like for 

example divine light.126 By examining this I will look at the tension between what is said and 

what cannot be said. 

 

3.2. Approach 

 

This is partly done through a deconstructive methodology. A deconstructive methodology, 

however, constitutes in and of itself of a problem. Jacques Derrida, who practically invented 

the theory of deconstruction127, wrote in Letter to a Japanese Friend; “Deconstruction is not a 

method and cannot be transformed into one”128, because deconstruction cannot be presented a 

procedural set of rules. Here, I have to quote Lisa Mazzei: “With that admonition, might you 

think me a fool to proffer a deconstructive methodology […]”.129 However, a deconstructive 

methodology does not have to be a methodology as such, with a fixed set of rules, and it does 

not have to be impossible.130  

Derrida speaks of something he calls logocentrism. Logos means speech, 

thought, sense, law, etcetera. He argues that the most fundamental mistake inherent in the 

Western philosophy is the idea that the central principle of language is that which is spoken, 
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rational and sensible. Language is not regulated by the law and it is not rational. It is rather 

changeable and evasive and elusive.131  

 A deconstructive methodology is a strategy of destabilizing and self-

questioning and this should help me to be open to “what remains to be thought, with what 

cannot be thought within the present” (Royle, 2000, p. 7).”132 “Such a methodology”, Mazzei 

writes, “utilizes an endless quest for the absent presence lurking 

beneath/under/around/through/within the tangible artifacts that are named and analyzed by 

qualitative researchers.”133  

 In the case for my study, a deconstructive way of reading a text should be done 

through constantly exploring, investigating, and opening the silences and spaces inherent in 

the text. It is a way of turning the silence – the unarticulated absence – into an articulated 

presence that has as much meaning and content to it as the written words. That is, a way of 

disturbing and disrupting the self-evident and the normal order and notion of text. Mazzei 

argues:  

Perhaps then this pursuit of a deconstructive method is better phrased as the pursuit of a 

reading or analysis that seeks the excesses, the breaches, the ruptures, while keeping the 

analysis destabilized enough that something unexpected, something silent, something 

impossible, may emerge.134 

Like Mazzei, I seek in a deconstructive methodology the breach and crevice that 

can hold and contain data previously unheard of. In saying that, I must always keep an open 

mind about what to find – I cannot beforehand decide what is a meaningful silence. Nor can I 

ever know whether the silence is intended or not.  

 A deconstructive way of reading is an excessive way of reading a text. It is 

about looking beyond what is comprehensible and tangible and finding traces. “Writing is 

simply the paradigm while textuality is the sewing together of these traces.”, Mazzei 

argues.135 Silence is part of the excess and a crucial part of the whole phenomenon of text or 

speech.136 Therefore, the marginal text of silence should be considered as essential elements 

in text and speech and be “[pried] loose” in order to “dismantle the resident hierarchy” in 
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text.137 On top of the hierarchy in text are the written and intelligible and comprehensible 

words – and these are the elements in text that have been mostly considered “meaning full”.138  

“An excessive reading does not “disregard” the spoken intent”, Mazzei offers. It 

merely opens up to see if there are unintended meanings to find in a text. Part of my 

investigation is to see if silence is used as a tool in mystical poetry, which quite paradoxically 

indicates for it to be intended. Silence can, in fact, be used as a purposeful rhetorical strategy.  

It is important to point out, however, that my deconstructive investigation is itself something 

that can and should be critically investigated through a deconstructive perspective according 

to Derrida. Mazzei writes: “What I wish to do can’t be done, or at least can’t be finished. As 

Derrida […] himself has stated, if deconstruction stops, there is no more hope for the 

impossible.”139    

Deconstruction seeks to destabilize traditional values and truths and is the most 

philosophical of the modern literary theories, Paul Tenngart suggests in his Litteraturteori.140 

Deconstruction is not a method, as stated, nor is it a critique or analysis – since, all of these 

and the values they take are in themselves objects or themes of deconstruction.141 As 

McColman describes the apophatic theology - “anything we say about God ultimately fails”, 

Derrida describes deconstructivism. Deconstructivism is primarily a set of assumptions about 

literature’s philosophical conditions and implications and not the literature in itself.142 Nor 

does it seek to understand what the writer wants to tell us through the text, but rather what the 

text wants to do with us, by casting a critical eye to the manipulative features of 

communication.143 In Neocriticism, the idea that the author’s intention is far away from the 

focus of the analysis had already prevailed a long time.144 Now, this information is the reason 

for me saying that my study is only partly done through a deconstructive methodology. I have 

chosen to use certain elements and parts connected to Deconstructivism, but as I also focus on 

Eastern Orthodox Christian mysticism and Mīkhāʾīl Nuʿayma and his intentions, this stands 

in contradiction to Deconstructivism.  
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Therefore, my main inspiration for the method of my thesis is Shirley Näslund 

and her article Skiljetecken som stilmedel – Om bruket av komma, tankstreck och tre punkter i 

tio dikter av Nils Ferlin. In this article, she uses an introspective method, based on her own 

sense of language, in analyzing how stylistic effects are achieved by the use of punctuation 

marks. She analyzes how Ferlin has made odd constellations and unusual placings of 

punctuation marks to create dramatic, stylistic and rhythmical effects. She studies Ferlin’s 

deviations from the standard norm of punctuation during the time he wrote the poems by 

comparing them with writing manuals from that time. By doing this, she shows that 

punctuation marks have a potential that is far greater than that in the writing manuals. 

Throughout her article, she also rewrites parts of Ferlin’s poems to exemplify, show and 

extract the original function of his punctuation. In my study I will use the same principles and 

approach as Näslund, but extend this method to all the features listed in the operationalization 

and adapt it to the Arabic language.   

This is partly done by a prosodic analysis – how the words and elements 

intertwine and connect with each other to gain and produce power. The question to ask is 

“what in the prosody charges the poems with meaning, power, tone and creates the 

atmosphere of the same?”. Peter Cassirer says in his book Stilistiken that the style of a text 

can be defined when answering the question: “How is what produced with what effect?”145 

This is due to the fact that style, in a literary text, is the relationship between form, content 

and effect.146 I will do an observation of how the poems are composed; that is an analysis of 

how the text and message is put forward. In this I will look at the literary tension in the verses, 

punctuation, rhythm, pauses, sound, contrast, the arrangement of lines and gaps. Mazzei 

argues:  

Returning then to the idea of prosody, we analyze not the text in the form of the 

spoken/written text, but the text in the form of the meter, the rhythm, the break, the sigh, 

the words and meanings spoken in the unnamed and veiled silences. […] We listen to the 

heartbeat of the poetic voice and within its pulsating rhythm discover the “out of the way 

things” that breach the walls of the ordinary.147  

In saying that, though, I will not conduct a technical analysis of the metrics and 

rhymes, counting syllables and feet, in Nuʿayma’s poems. (For such a study, see Naimy 

 
145 Cassirer, 2015, p.16 [My translation] 
146 Cassirer, 2015 
147 Mazzei, 2007, p.61-62 
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(1967) and Nijland (1975)). The poems will be analyzed in the order they are presented in 

Nuʿayma’s poem collection. Important to clarify is also that all translations and transcriptions 

of the poems in the analysis are mine. I have chosen to transcribe the words as Nuʿayma has 

written them, so if there are ending vowels on the words, I have written these in the 

transcription and I have not written final vowels where he has not, unless I have to because 

the word is connected to a pronominal suffix. I have used Bo Isakssons literary transcription 

in this study. An important disclaimer is that Nuʿayma has mostly in his poems omitted the 

letter hamza, if this ends a word, and has especially done so if the word is connected to a 

following pronominal suffix. In my transcription of these words, therefore, I have also 

omitted hamza. Important to clarify is also that I give examples of what I see in the poems, I 

do not write and discuss everything that I see. Since this is a bachelor’s thesis, it is restricted, 

so there is no room to bring up every example in it. Another very important disclaimer is that 

I could not, due to copyright reasons, reproduce all the poems in their entirety in this thesis. 

Therefore, I have, throughout the analysis, written my translation of the poems and explained 

them and accompanied it with examples from the Arabic original poems.  

 

3.2.1. Punctuation in Arabic  

 

As part of my investigation involves studying the punctuation of the poems, it is good to 

know what the norms of punctuation looked like in Arabic during the time Nuʿayma wrote 

these poems. Dana Awad, professor, has accounted for this in her article The Evolution of 

Arabic Writing Due to European Influence: The case of punctuation. (For an account of 

today’s punctuation standards in Arabic, see Khafaji, 2001). Due to the oral and auditory 

tradition in Arabic148, it was not until al-Nahḍa  (The Arab Literary Renaissance) when 

the oral tradition declined and books became more normal, that the history of punctuation 

in Arabic started, according to Awad.149 It had not been considered important in the 

history of Arabic writing. ʾAḥmad Zakī Bāshā ʾIbrāhīm, Egyptian philologist, was the one 

who introduced punctuation marks in 1912 and, by then, thirty years had passed of the 

history of Arabic punctuation.150 When punctuation was injected into the Arabic language 

as a modern influence from the European colonial powers, it caused a lot of controversy in 

 
148 Awad, 2015, p.119 
149 Awad, 2015, p.118 
150 Awad, 2015, p.117-118 
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the Arabic world. How to preserve the sanctity of the language of the Qurʾān and at the 

same time modernize it?151 

 In Classical Arabic, punctuation was constituted by separators – fawāṣil – and 

these were rhymes marking the end of a verse in poetry, strokes over titles of sections, metric 

patterns and ʿalāmāt al-waqf – signs to indicate pause in recitation.152 Hence, before the 

introduction of punctuation marks, only those with enough grammatical knowledge could 

read.153 This al-waqf wa-l-ibtidāʾ – “science of making a pause” – was by ʾAḥmad Zakī 

Bāshā ʾIbrāhīm referred to as the forerunner of Arabic punctuation.154 In 1893, Zaynab 

Fawwāz, a Lebanese writer, published an article as the first Arab to discuss the importance of 

punctuation marks,155 suggesting the using of European punctuation in Arabic.156 In this 

article she argued that the reader “can easily understand the meaning of the French text for the 

French use of signs that add a hidden meaning incommunicable by words.”157 

Then she gives an explanation for five different European punctuation marks, 

that is; two points, exclamation mark, question mark, brackets and ellipsis.158 ʾAḥmad Zakī 

Bāshā ʾIbrāhīm was the one who made this real by introducing and explaining in detail the 

European punctuation marks and his names of the punctuation marks are the ones still used in 

Arabic today.159 Dana Awad writes: 

Zakī introduced ten punctuation marks: the comma, the semicolon, the period, the 

question mark, the exclamation mark, the colon, the ellipsis, the dash, quotation marks 

and parentheses. He divided those signs into two categories: pause signs (ʿalāmāt al-

waqf) and signs of intonation and purposes of speech (ʿalāmāt an-nabarāt aṣ-ṣawtiyya 

wa-tamyīz al-ʾagrāḍ al-kalāmiyya). As examples, he punctuates Qurʾānic verses as well 

as phrases from old Arabic books.160 

The period, comma and semicolon are signs of pause. The ellipsis (three dots), 

exclamation mark and question mark are signs of intonation. The colon, parentheses, dash and 

quotation mark are signs of purposes of speech.161  

 

 
151 Awad, 2015, p.117-118 
152 Awad, 2015, p.118-120 
153 Awad, 2015, p.125 
154 Awad, 2015, p.120 
155 Awad, 2015, p.121 
156 Awad, 2015, p.120 
157 Awad, 2015, p.121-122, [translation by Dana Awad] 
158 Awad, 2015, p.122 
159 Awad, 2015, p.124 
160 Awad, 2015, p.126 
161 Awad, 2015, p.126 
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4. Analysis  

4.1. ʾAghmiḍ Jufūnak Tubṣir 

 

As this poem is rather short, I can reproduce it in its entirety here. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

    Close Your Eyes (actually: eyelids) and See 

[I will translate it as “eyes” rather than “eyelids”, since this fits better in English.] 

If your day one day                                     is concealed by clouds 

close your eyes and see                               behind the clouds are stars 

And if ever the ground around you             is donned with snow 

close your eyes and see                               under the snow are grass-covered meadows 

And if you are afflicted with a disease        and (which is) asserted an incurable grave sickness    

close your eyes and see                               in the disease are all remedies  

And when death comes near                       and the tomb gapes wide 

close your eyes and see                               in the tomb is the cradle of life  

 

This poem was written in 1924 and is called ʾAghmiḍ Jufūnak Tubṣir, which 

means “close your eyes (actually: eyelids) and see”. Boullata argued that “[r]ather than being 

lost in the morass of appearances, Naimy preferred to look into what he considered to be the 

reality behind them.”162  In a brief glance at this poem one can notice that it is written in four 

 
162 Boullata, 1993, p.183 

غمض جفونك تبصرأ  

بالغيومتحّجبت                            إذا سماؤك يوما     

خلف الغيوم نجوم                 أغمض جفونك تبصر   

 

توّشحت بالثّلوج                     واألرض حولك إّما   

مروج تحت الثّلوج                أغمض جفونك تبصر   

 

اءوقيل داء عي                          وإن بُليَت بداء   

في الّداء كّل الدواء                أغمض جفونك تبصر   

 

واللّحد يفغر فاه                  وعندما الموت يدنو   

في اللّحد مهد الحياه                أغمض جفونك تبصر   
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stanzas, eight lines, that it rhymes and that it is written with simple words. Prominent is also 

the division in the middle of the text, shaping a vertical gap all through the text. This is a 

stylistic feature most common in Classical and Neo-classical Arabic poetry, but is frequent 

also in the Romantic poetry and is called hemistich, miṣrāʿ or shaṭr, and is a division of lines 

(abyāt) in poetry. The hemistiches can be more or less symmetrical (same amount of feet in 

both hemistiches).163 In this poem, the hemistich breaks are placed between the words, 

whereas in, for example, al-Ḥārith ibn Ḥilliza’s poems, the breaks can cut through words, 

placing one part of the word in the first hemistich and the rest of it in the second.164 In this 

poem, the hemistiches are also mostly symmetrical.  

Another thing one can see in a first glance at this poem, is that it contains no 

punctuation marks – there are only gaps and divisions. As Nuʿayma wrote this poem in a time 

when punctuation marks had only recently been introduced in the Arabic language, one could 

argue that perhaps the usage of these was not yet common, or had not yet been absorbed into 

the ways of writing. However, Nuʿayma used punctuation marks in many other poems, close 

in time to this one, in his collection. So, perhaps this omission of punctuation marks is a 

deviation from the punctuation marks introduced to the Arabic language by ʾAḥmad Zakī 

Bāshā ʾIbrāhīm, that are still used today. 

Reading the poem closer, one starts to sense the rhythm and tone in the verses 

and thinking about the pauses and choices of words. Through the pauses in the poem 

Nuʿayma builds moments of contemplation and hopeful anticipation. For example, in the 

pause after the first line in the poem (ʾidhā samāʾuk yawman    taḥajjabat bi-l-ghuyūm – if 

your day one day    is concealed by clouds), the text invites the reader to think: “yes, what 

then- ?”. “Well-”, Nuʿayma continues, ʾaghmiḍ jufūnaka tubṣir – close your eyes and see. The 

pause after this, plants perhaps a hopeful anticipation, after the worrying message that one’s 

day might at times get dark – “What will I see if I close my eyes?”. Then Nuʿayma continues 

with the hopeful ending tone of this stanza, saying khalf al-ghuyūm nujūm – behind the clouds 

are stars. However; he does not answer with a fa- explaining what will happen. He keeps 

silent and leaves for the reader to imagine what it means to see stars behind the clouds. To 

show the effect of these pauses I will now rewrite this stanza and leave out the pauses:  

 

 

 

 
163 Meisami & Starkey, 1998, p.619 
164 Hemistich Breaks in Typesetting  
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   If your day one day is concealed by clouds close your eyes and see behind  

   the clouds are stars 

 

This version gives no room for the reader to think about the meaning of these 

words, for in this version you get a sense that it must be read fast, in a constant flow. The 

original effect really is erased when you are not given a moment of contemplation. 

As mentioned, this poem does not have any punctuation marks (unless one 

considers gaps to be punctuation marks, which are, according to some sources, considered the 

oldest punctuation mark in all languages.165 Dahl (2015) also says that “empty gaps” are 

punctuation marks.) This also has a palpable effect. The poem keeps on going, almost as a 

sort of mantra and prayer – where the primal message also is repeated frequently. From this, 

one can interpret the message that this constant fluctuation between unease and hope in life 

does not stop – it has no period. However, as this poem tells us, one must not stop hoping and 

should live on. This message is brought through by silent pauses (spaces), instead of periods 

and commas. The message – close your eyes and see – is consistently given emphasis, not 

only by its giving the poem its name and its being repeated, but also by its placement. It is 

consistently through the poem enfolded in two pauses – one through enjambment and one 

through the division of lines into two hemistiches. Now I will give another alternative 

example, showing how a part of the text would look with punctuation marks.  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

If your day one day, is concealed by clouds, 

close your eyes and see, behind the clouds are stars. 

And if ever the ground around you, is donned with snow, 

close your eyes and see, under the snow are grass-covered meadows. 

 
165 Gassilwski, 2019 

خلف الغيوم نجوم أغمض جفونك تبصر تحّجبت بالغيوم يوما   إذا سماؤك   
 

 

، تحّجبت بالغيوم ،يوما   كسماؤإذا   
 . خلف الغيوم نجوم ،أغمض جفونك تبصر  

، توّشحت بالثّلوج ،واألرض حولك إّما  

. مروج تحت الثّلوج ،تبصرأغمض جفونك   
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This version of the text does not give it the rhythmic sense of a mantra as before. 

In this version you don’t either get a sense of the pleading voice of the poet. Also, the 

commas sort of tells you to not pause as long and think about the words as a big gap does. The 

fact that these words – ʾaghmiḍ jufūnak tubṣir – are repeated in the poem is also a form of 

silence, since by repeating one message, the poet does not say something new. There are more 

examples in this poem of the repeating of words, for example: in every stanza the “bad” word 

is repeated – ghuyūm – clouds, thulūj – snow/ice, dāʾ – disease, laḥd – tomb. This reveals the 

tension between what is said and what is unsayable and unlanguageable.  

This poem is clearly characterized by Nuʿayma’s Christian spiritual beliefs. 

This, however, he does not mention in the text – one can understand it anyway. It is 

understood through ellipsis. Also, the main message contains an ellipsis: ʾAghmiḍ jufūnak 

tubṣir – what is it that we will see/understand/realize/comprehend/grasp166 if we close our 

eyes? Although this is explained by examples in the text, what rings as an echo after reading 

is mainly this message, indicating for us as readers to apply this “method” in everything. 

Another ellipsis in this message can be found by asking the question: “who will make us see 

and who can turn this bad situation – “clouded sky”, for example – around?”.  It seems to be 

that Nuʿayma tells us to put our faith in God and be positive. The message in the poem is also 

contradictory – how can we see anything by closing our eyes? This reveals the mystic side of 

Nuʿayma; in silent (ʾAghmiḍ - close) contemplation we will obtain knowledge. This is 

reflected also in the choice of prepositions – khalf – behind, taḥt – under, fī – in(-side) – by 

looking inside one might reach God.  

 

4.2. Yā Rafīqī 

 

This poem is very long, so I will not reproduce it in its entirety here. It is called Yā Rafīqī, 

which means “Oh My Partner” and was written in 1922. Out of the poems that I analyze in 

this thesis, this poem is by far the hardest to interpret. This is due to a complex imagery and 

metaphors alluding and referring to both the Eastern Christian Orthodoxy, mysticism and, as I 

will account for in the analysis, Tolstoy’s ideas. In a brief reading of this poem, one might 

notice that it is very long, that it rhymes, that it has many commas and, most strikingly, that it 

 
166 Wehr, 1979, p.75, see  بصر 
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is written like a prayer and that every part except the last one ends with a separate line written 

in a smaller font.  

 In the first part, as in the title, Nuʿayma addresses his partner;  

 

 

 

 

 

Oh my partner  ,  partner of my body and my soul   , 

and my companion in my life of ease and my misfortune 

And my friend  ,  friend of my knowledge and my ignorance   , 

and my confidant in my strength and my weakness  

 Nuʿayma does not mention God in these first two stanzas but, from his way of 

addressing the partner, what can be understood is that he is addressing God or Christ. This is 

an example of ellipsis in the text and resembles the poem where Auden addresses the moon, 

without calling it “the moon”. These lines also seem to refer to the Christian message of God 

always being there for us, no matter what situation and stage we are in. God is the constant 

partner who follows us through life, no matter what happens around us. This also seems to be 

a cataphatic language, where Nuʿayma says who God is, but it is also apophatic since he does 

not mention God. This part also relates to the idea that one can reach unity with God through 

the love for God.   

In the first two stanzas, Nuʿayma makes use of four commas. These commas 

enfold the words rafīq jismī wa-rūḥī – partner of my body and my soul, and ṣadīq ʿilmī wa-

jahlī – friend of my knowledge and my ignorance. It might look as if he makes a parenthesis 

of these words, but since he enfolds only these words and not other words where commas 

would have been invited (in the clause fī naʿmatī wa-shaqāʾī – in my life of ease and my 

misfortune, for example), these words are on the contrary emphasized. By enfolding these 

words with explicit pauses, Nuʿayma invites us to contemplate what God is to him (and 

perhaps make us think so as well). 

وروحي جسمي رفيق  ،  رفيقي يا   ،    

وشقائي نعمتي في وشريكي  

وجهلي علمي صديق  ،  وصديقي   ،     

ورخائي شدتي في ونديمي  
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Nuʿayma continues by saying that if God in heaven invites us to reckon, we 

should watch out for hypocrisy. The words li-ḥisābin – to reckon, are enfolded by a pause 

through enjambment and a comma, which emphasize the importance of reckoning. The next 

line – beware of hypocrisy – is lead on by a pause through a comma and followed by a silent 

space, which makes one beware of these words. It is striking how Nuʿayma succeeds in 

delivering a message through doing in the grammar what he preaches.  

The most interesting feature in this poem, which is a feature that occurs in a few 

of his poems, is what happens in the line after this. He has written an independent line with a 

smaller font at the bottom of this part of the poem, that is almost like a whisper or an echo. 

This line says Yā rafīqī ʾamām rabb s-samāʾ - Oh my partner before the Lord of heaven. This 

line is interesting since Nuʿayma seems to mean that God bears witness that he is his 

companion. It is also interesting since Nuʿayma seems to emphasize that, before all else, God 

is to him a partner – indicating that he has experienced personal contact with God, probably 

through an inner vision.  

In the following part Nuʿayma starts by saying; “say we are ignorant/unknowing 

of sin in every matter and we follow in every day a path.” He continues: “For we leave to the 

soul what the soul loves and quench the burning thirst of our heart/mind (I write “heart/mind” 

since this is a word that corresponds to the two together). If we look to the existence with an 

eye, bring about for us the sky a token. We do not make or let choose in its selection, we do 

not participate not much in its making, not little. For we see the Creator when we see every 

thing of what is beheld great. And wonderful and pure and beautiful.” In this part of the poem 

there are two commas in the following stanza:  

 

 

 

 

 

We do not make or let choose in its selection  ,  we do not participate  

not much in its making  ,  not little 

 

The first words – lam nukhayyar fī nakhbhā – we do not make or let choose in 

her selection – reflects the idea that the existence is perfect and that we as human beings 

should not manipulate it. Hence, wa-shafaynā min-a-l-fuʾād al-ghalīlā – quench the burning 

thirst of our heart/mind. We are given a pause here, a clear and explicit pause, that is, through 

نُشاِرك   لم  ،  نخبها في نَخيَّر لم  

قليل   ال   ،  صنعها في كثيرا   ال   



36 
 

a comma, to contemplate these words. The same effect is made in the next line with the words 

lā kathīran fī ṣanʿihā  ,  lā qalīlan – not much in its making  ,  not little. Perhaps this reflects 

Nuʿayma’s view in life that God is in everything and therefore human is no more important 

than any other created thing. We are here and do not contribute to life much, nor little. By 

adding these commas, Nuʿayma is extra careful to make the reader pause here. I argue like 

this, since he does not use punctuation marks very often so when he does, I am observant.  

Striking in this part of the poem is the language and imagery. Yet written with 

simple words and simple rhythm and metre, there are a lot of concepts that have to be 

understood implicitly. For example: wa-salaknā fī kull yawmin sabīlan – we follow in every 

day a path. It is implicitly understood by the reasoning in this poem that this is the path of life 

(as Boullata argued: mystic’s believe life to be a path and so did Nuʿayma167). This is 

therefore an example of an ellipsis, because Nuʿayma has omitted the information of what 

kind of a path it is. Another example is wa-shafaynā min-a-l-fuʾād al-ghalīlā – we quench the 

burning thirst of our heart/mind. What is this ardent desire Nuʿayma talks about? Perhaps, this 

means that we should not desire knowledge about everything and not either sins, but instead 

surrender to God. 

The next part of the poem goes: “Say we come down to life (as) guests not 

governors governing its districts. Nor judges who judge in favor of it and against it, nor a 

military expedition that steal away from it its sweetness. For we sit at a neat table spread on 

top of it life’s riches. And we eat and do not feel filth and we drink and we do not contaminate 

its cure. And to my life no atrocity or blasphemy unless that we see in the harvest of life its 

trial. And its harvest spreads in us God/the divine.”  

In this part of the poem, too, the language and imagery is striking. In this part, 

yet through metaphors, etcetera, we get an explanation to why Nuʿayma wrote lam nukhayyar 

fī nakhbihā   , lam nushārik lā kathīran fī ṣanʿihā  , lā qalīlan: we are guests here. We are not 

judges, not governors, we are only guests. This means that we have been privileged to sit at a 

table where all the riches in life are spread in front of us. We can just stretch out our hands 

and eat. wa -ʾakalnā wa-lam numass bi-rijs – we eat and we don’t feel filth, wa-sharibnā wa-

lam nudannis shifāhā (in this last word, Nuʿayma has omitted the hamza, so I have not written 

it either) – we drink and we don’t contaminate its cure. By this, Nuʿayma seems to mean that 

if we accept that we are guests we will have a feast all our lives, whereas if we try to reach for 

more or destroy life and the existence we will not have as good a life as we could have.  

 
167Boullata, 1993, p.180 
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The last stanza and following independent line look as follows:  

 

 

 

 

 

And to my life no atrocity or blasphemy unless  

that we see in the harvest of life its trial  

And its harvest spreads in us God/the divine 

 

In the pause after the first line, certain emotions might grow. This pause is made 

through enjambment, which has a palpable effect. There is room for both fear and hope in this 

pause – wa lī ʿ umrī mā r-rijs wa-l-kufr ʾillā – in my life no atrocity and blasphemy unless – 

yes, unless what? Naturally, as with any poem, the interpretation depends completely on the 

reader and his/her beliefs. However, there are certain things in a poem that are meant to cause 

certain emotions or experiences in the reader. (ʾillā) ʾan narā fī jani al-ḥayāh balāhā – 

(unless) we see in the harvest of life its trial – if we are blaspheming or if we are acting 

shamefully, life is welcome to, or should, put us in trial. Nuʿayma seems to mean that we 

should pray to God that he leads us back to the right path if we ever blaspheme or act badly. 

The last line, which is written alone and with a smaller font, is like a whispering hopeful 

reminder to us of what this trial means. wa-janāhā yadhīʿu fīnā al-ʾilhā – and its harvest 

spreads in us God. This means that whenever we feel that we are on the right path and we do 

what is right, we are filled with God and blessed with life’s benefits and a feeling of content 

satisfaction.  

This part of the poem does not have any punctuation marks, which seems to 

enhance and visualize the praying voice in this poem. The inner experience and meeting with 

God that is part of Nuʿayma’s sincere and honest vision is therefore not only reflected in the 

language but also in the way that these words are written. If one prays within oneself, only to 

God, it is most likely done in a conversation-like way. This also reflects the main concept of 

this poem – that God is our partner and confidant that we can and should talk to, not hold 

overwhelming speeches to that are insincere and half-hearted.  

The next part of the poem goes: “Say we enter the castle of life naked and 

advance in life intoxicated. For we seek (medical advice) [in] its gasps and its gatherings and 

we love its darkness and day. And we suck from its breast what we crave and extract from its 

إاّل  والكفر الرجس ما ولعمري  

بلها الحياة جنى في نرى أن   

اإللها فينا  يذيع وجناها    
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two shoulders clothes. And we scoop from its handfuls treasures and we pluck from its two 

cheeks fruits. Except that when we are called we are set free and we leave, just as we find, the 

heavens/residences. And we leave from it naked and stunned.”  

This part has relatively difficult metaphors. For example, the first line; qull 

walajnā qaṣr al-ḥayāh ʿurātan – say we enter the castle of life naked. What is the castle of 

life and what does it mean to enter it naked? As Nuʿayma wrote, in the last part, of us being 

guests at a trim table filled with life’s riches, he seems to push even harder here that we 

should cherish life. It is a castle/palace. We shall enter it naked too, which might be 

paradoxical. Why enter a palace naked and not in a dress suit? Clearly this is taken from the 

Bible. As Job 1:21 says: “Naked I came from my mother’s womb, and naked shall I return. 

The Lord gave, and the Lord has taken away; blessed be the name of the Lord.”168 This also 

means that we shall come as we are, for we are perfectly made – since God has made us the 

way we are. Therefore, we shall accept and surrender, for God will provide us whatever we 

need. Hence: wa-nazaʿnā ʿan mankibīhā ʾal-ʾizārā – we extract from her shoulders clothes. In 

this case shoulders can be a metaphor for highlands. This refers to what Jesus says in Matthew 

6:28-30:  

“And why are you anxious about clothing? Consider the lilies of the field, how 

they grow: they neither toil nor spin, yet I tell you, even Solomon in all his glory was not 

arrayed like one of these. But if God so clothes the grass of the field, which is today alive and 

tomorrow is thrown into the oven, will he not much more clothe you, O you of little faith?”169 

In the next line, wa-iqtarabnā min-a-l-ḥayāh sakārā – we get near to, or 

advance in life intoxicated, refers to the mystic idea of being filled with the divine to the 

extent that the mystic reaches a stage of ecstatic intoxication. This idea is normal in many 

mystical branches in religions and has been discussed by Leuba (1917). However, Nuʿayma 

does not say so, which means that this is understood through ellipsis. The word sakārā is also 

an example of a sort of apophatic silence – it cannot be explained what it means to be filled 

with God, it is just called sakārā. Further metaphors can be found in the subsequent stanzas in 

the following words ẓalāmahā – its darkness, thadīhā – its breast, ḥafnatīhā – its two 

handfuls, kunūzan – treasures, wajnatīhā – its two cheeks and thimāran – fruits (its referring 

to life). Treasures and fruits, for example, are metaphors for all that is good and beautiful in 

life, which is too much and big to express. By choosing these words, Nuʿayma also indicates 

to us that we should cherish life.  

 
168 BibleGateway, English Standard Version 
169 BibleGateway, English Standard Version  
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The next part of the poem goes: “Say we obey in all that we do a [the] voice 

calling to existence [that] has called us. For we harvest from life but we bring back to life our 

harvests. And we eat from it but we eat and we drink our meat and our blood. And we pass, 

and no regrets in us, and we leave our cups to our equals/peers. For if there was in life a sin 

then unlawful who [is] like us to despise us. And unlawful who [is] like us to condemn us.” 

This part of the poem has the most deviant meaning. fa-janaynā min-a-l-ḥayāh 

wa-lākin qad ʾaʿadnā ʾilā l-ḥayāh janānā – for we harvest from life and bring back to life our 

harvests, wa-ʾakalnā minhā wa-lākin ʾakalnā wa-sharibnā luḥūminā wa-dimānā – and we eat 

from it but we eat and drink our flesh and blood. This is clearly referring to the communion, 

but not in a Christian way. In Christian communion, or Eucharist, the belief is that the 

congregation get a share of Christ’s flesh and blood. Here, however, Nuʿayma seems to mean 

that we should live like Christ. In this passage, consequently, Nuʿayma seems fairly inspired 

by Tolstoy who is connected to the idea of the imitation of Christ. Tolstoy was also, like 

himself, strongly anticlerical and tried to rethink the “human image of Jesus” and “worked out 

an idea of the all-mighty god as an all-mighty love using similar terminology”. Nuʿayma also 

denied the ritual side of religion, comparing church services to theater performances.170 These 

are also all ideas that reveal Nuʿayma’s mystical side that preaches an inner relationship with 

God.  

 In these two stanzas are also special pauses. These are pauses through 

enjambment, which leaves for the reader a space to consider the meaning inherent in these 

words. fa-janaynā min-a-l-ḥayāh – we harvest from life but – “beware” Nuʿayma seems to 

say in this pause – we [also] bring back to life. This pause is kind of repeating the message of 

us being guests here. And in the next stanza: wa-ʾakalnā minhā wa-lākin ʾakalnā – we eat 

from it but we eat – yes what? Is the blood and flesh in this case a symbol for our pains and 

trouble? Or is it enhancing the path that Nuʿayma spoke about in the beginning of the poem? 

Is it a parable or metaphor for the mystic who has already reached the divine light? The pause 

and omittance of explanation might leave the reader with these kinds of questions and 

reasoning. The next stanza shows even further what it means being a guest in this life. 

Nuʿayma writes “we pass , and no regrets in us , and we leave our cups, or goblets, to our 

equals/peers”. “We leave our cups to our peers” and “we bring back our harvests to life” – we 

are here for a while and should not destroy but leave for the next guests what we got. This 

also reflects what is written in Job 1:21. In this stanza the words wa-lā nadāmata fīnā – and 

 
170 Swanson, 2017, p.57 
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no regrets in us, are enfolded by two commas, which enlightens and accentuates this happy 

message.   

In the last part of this poem, Nuʿayma repeats a part of the beginning: “Oh my 

partner, partner of my body and my soul, and my companion in my life of ease and my 

misfortune”. This is obviously an emphasis, but also a form of silence, since he does not say 

anything new. What is new this time around, however, is the comma after the line fī naʿmatī                

wa-shaqāʾī   , – in my life of ease and my misfortune  , . This can be thought of as a colon, or 

as a marking that he speaks directly to God in the following stanzas or as an extra explicit 

pause for contemplating the message of a personal and sincere meeting with God.  

Nuʿayma continues: “Say we see purity and beauty no rottenness in the making 

of God in heaven. For we leave for the soul all its fates and we leave the unlawful for the 

jurisprudents.” There is no punctuation marks in these two stanzas, which kind of makes the 

message successively increase and rumble ahead. This makes it perhaps more powerful, yet 

still close to the reader due to the resemblance of a prayer in loneliness, etcetera. 

This whole poem is mighty interesting, because there is a huge imagery and 

references to different branches. What is even more interesting, is that it is written like a 

prayer. It might be because of this – because Nuʿayma is addressing God – that this poem is 

harder to interpret. In this poem he does not need to explain what he says, like he does when 

he is addressing the human reader, for example, for God knows anyway. It might also be 

because he is talking about such big and inexplicable things, that he has to use an imagery that 

is in itself insufficient. It resembles the idea of theorein and the noetic knowledge and the 

apophatic theology – Nuʿayma cannot describe what the existence or life, or riches of life 

means, so he chooses to use only one word such as kunūzan – treasures, and leaves for the 

reader to imagine and take in everything him-/herself. The pauses are kind of regular in this 

poem, but he has marked out certain pauses more explicitly through commas. There are also 

some words that are recurrent in this poem, such as: janānā – our harvests, ʾakalnā – we eat, 

raʾaynā – we see, and ṣanʿ – making, etcetera, which enhances the “unlanguageability” in 

what he talks about.  
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4.3. ʾIlā Dūda 

 

This poem is rather long, so I will not reproduce it in its entirety here. It is called ʾIlā Dūda, 

which means “to a worm” and was written in 1923. At a first glance of this poem, one can see 

that: it is quite long, it is divided into three parts, that every stanza is constituted by two lines, 

that it rhymes, that the imagery and language is more complicated than that in ʾAghmiḍ 

Jufūnak Tubṣir, yet not magniloquent, and that it is not divided in hemistiches like ʾAghmiḍ 

Jufūnak Tubṣir. One can also see some punctuation marks, especially in the third part.  

 In the first part of the poem, the reader is thrown into the poet’s mind and rather 

difficult imagery. The poet feels a creeping crawl entering his body, making him run fast 

behind his coffin and his shrouds (khalfa naʿshī wa-ʾakfānī). This feeling is caused by the fact 

that when he ran through his years quickly, he stumbled on the rubble of his hopes and the 

ghosts of his sorrows (ʾanqāḍ ʾāmālī wa-ʾashbāḥ ʾashjānī). He says that he builds castles of 

dust and complains if the palm of time manipulates his buildings – wa-ʾabnī quṣūran min 

habāʾ wa-ʾashtakī ʾiḏā ʿabithat kaff z-zamān bi-bunyānī. He continues by stating that on 

every day for him, is a new life and on every day the agony of death covers him. “And if not 

for the fogs of my doubt, oh rich worm”, he proceeds, “I would have received my faith in 

crawling”.  Then he leaves his thoughts that become widespread with delusions and his 

sorrows that shrouds him. He starts to crawl about in life – like the worm – ignorant of his 

reasons, earnestness and incentives of his psychic forces, and surrendering in every matter and 

case to the wisdom of God that provides us and not the human: 

 

 

 

 

  

I crawl about in life like you ignorant  

of my reasons and my earnestness and incentives of my psychic forces 

 

and surrendering in every matter and case  

جاهل   نظيرك عيشي في وأزحف  

وجداني  بواعث أو وجدي دواعيَ    

 

وحالة   أمر   كلّ  في ومستسلما     

إنسان ألحكام  ال ربّي لحكمة   
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to the wisdom of God that provides us and not the human 

 

In this first part of the poem (eight stanzas), Nuʿayma uses only pauses (spaces) 

and no punctuation marks. This visualizes the poet’s musing and pondering and drift of 

thinking. Albeit with pauses here and there, this is to be read sort of all at once. If there would 

have been periods scattered across the text, there would not have been the same flow that 

indicates for us and leads us through the way of the poet’s thinking. This effect would have 

been gone also if commas and other punctuation marks would have been scattered across the 

text in this part. Below is an example where I have rewritten the stanzas, that illuminates how 

this effect is dependent on the omission of punctuation marks. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I crawl about in life like you, ignorant,  

of my reasons, and my earnestness, and incentives of my psychic forces. 

 

and surrendering, in every matter and case,  

to the wisdom of God that provides us and not the human. 

 

“Reading” these pauses then, one might feel an unease after reading the first line 

of the first stanza. The pause here, helps this line to set the tone in the poem: there is some 

sort of a problem. The text brings about the question: “why do you feel this way?”. In the 

longer pause between the first and second stanza, the reader might wonder even more – “what 

do you mean by this?”. It is not until the fifth, sixth and seventh stanza that the reader receives 

the answer – a guessing waiting prevails before this. This is due to that Nuʿayma uses ellipsis 

in the first four stanzas. This silence induces a reasoning and musing in the reader, putting the 

، جاهل   ،يركنظ عيشي في وأزحف  

وجدان  بواعث أو ،وجدي ،دواعيَ  .   

 

 ، وحالة   أمر   كلّ  في ،ومستسلما    

 . إنسان  ألحكام ال ربّي لحكمة  
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reader in the same position as the poet. Only by reading the subsequent stanzas, the reader 

understands the unease in the poet and reasoning about building castles of dust: In the ever 

searching for answers and knowledge about the existence and frequently believing we get 

closer to the answer, we merely build castles of dust that can easily be blown down by the 

wave of time’s hand. We waste our time, trying to understand that of which we cannot. This 

resembles St. Basil’s reasoning that in the purity of the undistracted mind, the word and 

images of God can be revealed. Perhaps this is also a reference to the Tower of Babel. 

 In the pause between the first and second line in the third stanza there is an 

enjambment in which Nuʿayma builds what can be interpreted as irony. “I build castles of 

dust and I complain” – about what big matters do you complain, one thinks – “if time fools 

around with, or manipulates them”. In the pause after this there is a sense of seriousness, and 

Nuʿayma really succeeds in making one think about the grave error in the human being, for 

trying to search all the answers, instead of putting its faith in God and accept the existence as 

it is.  

 

 

  

And I build castles of dust and I complain 

if the palm of time fools around with/manipulates my buildings 

 After the first part of the poem, there is an asterism in the electronic version and 

an asterisk in the printed version from 1952, marking a bigger breach in the text. This 

asterism can be interpreted as leaving out a period of time, where the poet’s content turns into 

more questionings and doubt. It is also a way of letting the reader contemplate the first part. 

He says: fa-hā ʾanti ʿamyāʾ yaqūduki mubaṣṣir – for you are blind (which) leads you to 

see/understand – wa-ʾamshī baṣīran fī masālik ʿumyān – and I walk endowed with eyesight in 

your canals/systems blind. Again, Nuʿayma uses ellipsis and confuses us. This is also rather 

contradictory – to see with blindness and be blind with eyesight. What we see here is the same 

theme as in the first poem – close your eyes and see – which reveals the mystic idea of the 

inner vision in Nuʿayma. In the following stanzas he explains for the worm, that for her the 

earth is a cradle and the sky is a shelter, while for him in both of them are two prisons that 

distress his mind. “If they narrowed me, they did not narrow my need, but my ignorance and 

وأشتكي هباء من قصورا   وأبني  

ببنياني الزمان كفّ  عبثت إذا   



44 
 

claim of knowledge”, he continues. In these first three stanzas of the second part of the poem, 

Nuʿayma uses ellipsis, leaving out what these thoughts of his are really about.  

 It is interesting to see how Nuʿayma uses the language in his confused parts of 

the poem, contra his satisfied and content parts. In the parts where he is confused and weary, 

the language is hard to understand, leaving the reader in the same stage, whereas for in the 

parts where the poet is content and finds a way out of the musing, the reader does too, because 

the language in those parts is easier to understand. Turning now to the punctuation marks, 

there is only one in this second part of the poem: 

 

 

  

For in me are two opposites  :  one surrendering heart  

and a mind obstinate for questioning that tires me 

 

This colon indicates a pause and lays an emphasis on the words coming after it. 

It is first after this colon that Nuʿayma explicitly gives an answer to what is troubling him. “In 

me are two opposites  :  one surrendering heart and a mind obstinate for questioning that tires 

me.” Without this colon, the reader would perhaps have missed the point in what is the 

problem with the human being. In the following stanzas Nuʿayma explains that this mind, or 

intellect, of his instills a delusion that the existence is a secret and that it is conferred in the 

search (after it) and revealed by proof.  

ُمَسلِّم   قلب        :  ضّدان داخلي ففي  

أضناني بالتساؤل عنيد   فكر  و  
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instills a delusion that the existence is a secret and that it  

is conferred in the search (after it) and revealed by proof 

 

For it goes wandering the earth and the air and the sky 

Asking about that which is far away and seeking (for) that which is near 

 

And I was a poem before all of that  

For it tears down that which is in me of meaning and weight  

 

 In these stanzas Nuʿayma very skillfully uses pauses to embrace the message. 

For example; in the pause between the first two lines there is an enjambment. This makes the 

reader beware of and attentive to the following line. This second line in turn is accentuated by 

being enfolded in two pauses. A reader will hear the graveness and irony in Nuʿayma’s voice 

reading these lines, owing to the pauses. The same effect is achieved in the second stanza and 

shows further the foolishness inherent in mind to run around and search for answers that are, 

as we see in the last stanza of this part, already there (!). The poet was perfectly made – a 

poem – before he started questioning and destroying his perfect being. All that he is made of, 

meaning and weight, is torn down by this searching.  

وأنّه  سر   الكون أنّ  توهّمَ   

ببرهان يباح أو ببحث يُنال    

 

والسما والجوّ  األرض يجوب فراح  

دانِ  عن ويبحث قاص   عن يسائل   

  

كامل   ذلك قبل قصيدا   وكنت  

وأوزان  معان   من بي ما فضعضع   



46 
 

 The last part of this poem, which is also lead on to by an asterism, contains 

many punctuation marks and is the longest. Nuʿayma starts this part of the poem by 

addressing the worm, saying that “you who are deemed small of all the value, and reckoned 

one of the imperfect excesses”. This is obviously an example of enjambment – we know that 

this sentence will carry on in the next stanza –, but the pause is once again effective in 

inviting the reader to contemplate its own demerit. Nuʿayma continues:  

 

 

 

you crawl free in the bosom of life 

and no concern of the secrets of existence consumes you (with grief) 

 

tadibbīna fī ḥiḍn al-ḥayāh ṭalīqatan – you crawl free in the bosom of life. To 

exemplify further what the pauses mean in this poem I will now take a moment to consider 

the above written stanza. “What does it mean to be free?”- one might think, “what does 

Nuʿayma want to tell us?”.  wa-lā hamm yaḍnīki bi-ʾasrār ʾakwān – and no concern of the 

secrets of existence consumes you (with grief). Here we know why the worm is free, unlike 

us. I will now give an example of what this would have looked like without the pause: 

 

 

you crawl free in the bosom of life and no concern of the secrets of existence consumes you (with 

grief) 

 

In this version, we do not consider the word free and therefore a part of the point 

is lost. There is no emphasis on any word, making it a sentence we pass through quickly. We 

do not stop and think about it. Nuʿayma then continues the reasoning as to why the worm is 

free: it does not ask the earth who stretches out its length, nor the sun who fills it with brightly 

burning flames; and not the wind of the intention/aspiration of its blowing gales, nor the red 

rose of its blood-deep colour. In the eyes of life, Nuʿayma writes, the worm is not ugly and 

not considered less of value than eagles and vultures – for gold dust is not more expensive to 

طليقة   الحياة حضن في تدبّين  

أكوان بأسرار يضنيك همّ  وال   

أكوان بأسرار يضنيك همّ  وال طليقة   الحياة حضن في تدبّين  
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life than its soil nor are diamonds more shining than flintstone. hal istabdalat yawman 

ghurāban bi-bulbulin – has it (life) once exchanged crows for a nightingale – wa-hal ʾahmalat 

dūdan li-talhū bi-ghizlān – and has it (life) neglected a worm to relish gazelles? wa-hal 

ʾaṭlaʿat shamsan li-taḥriqu ʿawsajan – and has it (life) risen a sun to burn boxthorn – wa-

tamlaʾa saṭḥ l-ʾarḍ bi-l-ʾās wa-l-bān? – and fill the surface of earth with myrtle and moringa? 

Nuʿayma does not give an answer to these questions, but leaves the reader to answer them by 

him-/herself. This is a rhetorical instrument, with which Nuʿayma obtains more than 

implanting the answer “no”. In this silence of his, the whole reasoning is allowed to grow.  

 The following stanza looks like this: 

  

 

 

Upon/by your life  , oh sister  ,  there is not in our life  

 degrees of value, nor differences in prices  

 

 In this stanza, Nuʿayma has placed two commas, enfolding the words yā ʾukhtāh 

– oh sister. This might look like a parenthetical clause, but really is not. This is contrariwise 

an emphasis on these two words, making them stand out as the key element in the stanza. By 

adding commas, Nuʿayma is extra careful to show that we should pause here. This has a 

meaning to it – why would he use commas here and not anywhere else in the text otherwise? 

In tasting and considering the words oh sister, which is allowed and induced through the 

pauses, several important things might strike the reader: every creature and existing thing on 

earth is equal since they are all here – they all serve a purpose; every creature and existing 

thing on earth is equal since God created them; every creature and existing thing on earth is 

equal since God is in everything. In the following example I have moved the commas, 

showing how the accentuation and focus on the words oh sister would have moved if 

Nuʿayma put them elsewhere. Here the whole meaning is changed: 

 

 

 

حياتنا في ما  ،  أختاه يا  ،  لعمرك  

ر   مراتب أثمان تفاوت أو قَد   

مراتب ،حياتنا في ما أختاه يا لعمرك  

ر   أثمان تفاوت أو ،قَد   
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Upon/by your life oh sister there is not in our life, degrees 

 of value, nor differences in prices  

 

In the next lines and stanzas Nuʿayma explains that life’s external make-ups in 

the existence appear for an observer of many shapes and numerous colours. wa-ʾuqnūmuhā 

bāqin min-a-l-bidʾ wāḥidan – and its hypostasis/subsistent principle have remained from the 

beginning one – tajallat bi-shuhub ʾam tajallat bi-dīdān – whether manifested in shooting 

stars or worms. Then the last stanza gives the final explanation and elucidation for human’s 

wrong in searching for answers:  

 

 

 

And as for the seeker of its secrets  ,  and reveling them  ,  

is the same as a buyer of water burning of (with) thirst  

  

In this line, the commas have the same effect as when Nuʿayma enfolded the 

words yā ʾukhtāh. Overall, this poem is written in a way where the poet induces questions in 

the reader’s mind and answers them later on, not the other way around. Imagine how different 

the poem would have been if it would have been the other way around:  

 

 

 

 

For in me are two opposites  :  one surrendering heart  

and a mind obstinate for questioning that tires me 

and that is the reason for the creeping crawl in my body 

 

كشفها وهو  ،  أسرارها ناشد   وما  ،   

عطشان حرقة بالماء مشتر   سوى  

مسلِّم  قلب      :  ضّدان داخلي ففي  

أضناني بالتساؤل عنيد كروف   

جسمي  في الوهن دبّ  تدبّين سبب وهذا  
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 By this example it is clear that Nuʿayma uses ellipsis and metaphors, leaving out 

what he really means until later. This elliptic imagery is the most important ‘silence’ in the 

poem – planting a reasoning in the readers’ mind. This imagery and metaphors is more 

difficult than that in the first poem. It seems also that this poem has mostly regular pauses. It 

has therefore, in my opinion, been most important to illuminate the pauses who stand out by a 

clearer marking; through enjambment, commas, etcetera. However, all pauses are there for a 

reason and emphasize the words in whatever places they occur. Further, if Nuʿayma clarified 

his message in the first poem by repeating the headline, then in this poem he more explicitly 

explains what he has written bit by bit. For example, in this poem he explicitly says that he 

surrenders to the wisdom of God and does not omit these words for the reader to understand 

him-/herself. Perhaps he did this in fear of the poem being hard to interpret, or the wrong 

message coming through.  

 

5. Discussion 

 

What strikes me the most about Nuʿayma’s poetry is that it seems that he writes in a way that 

is close to how he feels and close to what he writes. When he is musing and pondering, he 

succeeds in making the reader do so too, through pauses, ellipsis, rhythm and tone. When he 

thinks he knows the answers and feels at ease, the language is easier to comprehend. He 

makes the most out of the linguistic means he has got, in a way, putting the reader in the same 

position and stage as he is. So, not only is this done by how he constellates the sentences and 

puts the message through; it is also done by physical features, like in Yā Rafīqī where he 

writes independent lines with smaller fonts at the bottom of the different parts in the poem, 

that work almost as a whisper or echo.  

 Since punctuation marks had just been introduced in the Arabic language when 

Nuʿayma wrote these poems, perhaps that is the reason for his rather scarce use of them. 

Alternatively, it is because Arabic poetry has other rules and norms for punctuation. When he 

uses punctuation, however, he places the marks in sometimes odd places that are not 

according to the rules or norm. What is elucidated due to this reasoning, therefore, is that 

Nuʿayma seems to use punctuation marks (and enjambment also) where he wants to enhance 

or emphasize something extra clearly. He places them in a manner that will focus and 

accentuate certain messages – as for example the words yā ʾukhtāh in ʾIlā Dūda. It seems, as I 
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argued before, that he is writing in a way that is very close to himself. He seems to listen to 

what is necessary and feels right to do in the poems, otherwise it is not sincere. So – if he 

really wants to emphasize a pause or a clause, he does so. 

 Although Nuʿayma does not use overly complex words, he uses ellipsis and 

metaphors, etcetera, a great deal. All through his poems he sets the reader in a questioning and 

reasoning and gives an answer later on. This has a striking and palpable effect and is 

something that I think represents and characterizes his way of writing. He engages the reader 

and lets the reader use his/her own brain and sense. This is also something that reflects his 

mystic side – you have to search in your inner being to meet God. This also creates a 

reaching, as Aristotle argued and an “experiment of desire”, as Winquist argued. The 

language itself contains, in its practices, “the seeds of transcendence”. As Winquist wrote: 

”The poet knows this in the attractions and resistances of metaphor, in the margins where in 

our reaching we discover the significations of language dancing beyond our grasp.”171  

 How hard versus easy it is to comprehend and interpret Nuʿayma’s poems seems 

to depend on whom he is addressing and in what way he is addressing this “whom”. His poem 

Yā Rafīqī is the hardest poem to interpret and this might be because he is addressing God and 

that it is written like a prayer. He uses a more elliptic and apophatic language in this poem, 

perhaps because God already knows everything – no explanation is needed. In ʾAghmiḍ 

Jufūnak Tubṣir, on the other hand, Nuʿayma addresses the reader, which makes this poem 

easier to understand. In ʾIlā Dūda he addresses a worm, but since the worm is not God and is 

therefore equal to us humans here on earth, he speaks in the same way as when he addresses 

the reader. In all his poems there is an intimacy that opposes the panegyric norm that has 

prevailed in Arabic poetry.  In Yā Rafīqī, this intimacy is one of a praying tone, a one-on-one 

with God. In ʾAghmiḍ Jufūnak Tubṣir it is done through a mantra-like rhythm that is urging 

and cheering the reader up and patting the reader’s shoulder. In ʾIlā Dūda, Nuʿayma achieves 

this by letting the reader into his mind and inner thoughts, creating a peer-like atmosphere 

which makes the reader a confidant of his.   

In Matthew 5:33-37, Jesus talks about not taking oaths – for we should not give 

any weight to words. “All you need to say is simply ‘Yes’ or ‘No’; anything beyond this 

comes from the evil one.”172  Paul talks in the Corinthians about using a language that all can 

 
171 Burrows, 2004, p.183 
172 BibleGateway, English Standard Version 
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understand. This might explain Mīkhāʾīl Nuʿayma’s comparably simple language. His poem 

Yā Rafīqī is harder to understand than the other poems, but his language is not overwhelming 

and overly complex. Björnström argues that theology loses its essence if we define everything 

in small detail, since then it becomes academical and not poetical. There is no room for 

silence to speak and no room for the immediate.173  

The shortest poem in this analysis, is in my opinion the one most rich in content 

and says the most. Perhaps it is due to these reasons. As Munaḥ Khūrī stated, this poem 

epitomizes Nuʿayma’s beliefs and the visions he mediates in the other poems. As this poem 

was written after the other two poems I have analyzed, it sort of encapsulates the gist, 

substance and essence of those poems. It is, however, rather fascinating how this poem says 

so much, because it is indeed filled with pauses and is in itself and as a whole an ellipsis. 

Therefore, it is contradictory that this poem can say so much. Yet the message of this poem 

rings as an echoing bell after having read it.  Nuʿayma succeeds really well in using silence as 

a sort of tool in this poem. As Paul Simon wrote: “…Because a vision softly creeping, Left its 

seeds while I was sleeping, And the vision that was planted in my brain, Still remains, Within 

the sound of silence”   

Nuʿayma’s spiritual beliefs shine through his poems, even though they were 

written at a relatively young age of his and he is said to have become more and more of a 

mystic the older he got. I chose to study the poetry (and not novels, for example) of Nuʿayma 

since Karl Rahner argued that the perfect priest and the perfect poet are one and the same. 

Nuʿayma never says explicitly that his reasonings are Christian, but we can understand that 

anyway. Even more so, he barely mentions God and the Trinity, but by his way of using 

metaphors and imagery and by his choices of words and how he puts them together we 

understand this. His mystic side is also often revealed, especially, but not only, by his 

sometimes contradictory reasonings and choice of prepositions, etcetera. He also often 

achieves this effect in the text itself. The striking message that is recurrent in his poems is that 

in blindness someone sees. Obviously, he does not mean for someone to go physically blind, 

it is a metaphor. The way he uses pauses and ellipsis creates this very same effect, as I argued 

earlier, which is what is most striking by his poems. Another recurrent message is that we 

should love and surrender to God and be humble in life, since we are here as guests among 

other guests that are equal in worth.  

 
173 Björnström, 2021 



52 
 

 One passage that stands out also, is the passage in ʾIlā Dūda, where he asks 

whether life has ever exchanged a crow for a nightingale and risen a sun to burn boxthorn and 

fill the earth with moringa and myrtle instead. Not only is it because the meaning is very 

powerful, but it is also because this is the only place in the poems that I have analyzed where 

Nuʿayma asks direct questions. Even more powerful is that these are rhetorical questions that 

he lets the reader answer by him-/herself and in that way achieves more than if he would have 

answered them. In this poem he also uses asterisks/asterisms to divide the different parts. 

These are bigger breaks where the reader is allowed to contemplate the last part and prepare 

for the upcoming one. They also signify a passage of time. 

 So, as in Eastern Orthodox Christian mysticism, silence and love for God 

constitute the way to the Divine Light, Nuʿayma’s poems are strongly characterized by these 

too. What I think further is that Nuʿayma is closer to the noetic realm and Georges 

Florovsky’s arguing that God is beyond concept and understanding, than the apophatic realm. 

Nuʿayma seems to urge us to accept and surrender to the unknowing peace, which according 

to Florovsky is a knowledge beyond what we call knowledge. As the Eastern Orthodox 

Christian church argues in general, God is where all the human reason and knowledge peter 

out and words fall silent. Therefore, it is only in the silent prayer that the soul can meet God. 

This is especially clear in ʾIlā Dūda and Yā Rafīqī, both in the themes and in the text. In Yā 

Rafīqī, for example, this is evident in Nuʿayma’s metaphors and repeating. 

Naturally, as I wrote before, the interpretation of any poem depends on the 

reader and his/her beliefs. So, despite the fact that there are certain things in a poem that are 

(objectively) meant to cause certain emotions or experiences in the reader, I have to press 

again on the message that this analysis and discussion of mine are in fact mine, and based on 

my translations, my interpretation and my sense of language. This is especially important to 

note, since I am analyzing such an abstract concept as silence.  

I have not either analyzed non-mystical poems to compare with the mystical 

poems in this thesis. Therefore, I cannot tell if the results I reach and the things I see in 

Nuʿayma’s poems are only present in mystical poetry. Especially since my operationalization 

of silence is listed in a number of features that are common, such as ellipsis and punctuation 

marks. I have however tried to see if Nuʿayma deviates from the norm, which it seems to me 

that he does. Even more so, I have only analyzed poetry from one mystical branch – Eastern 

Orthodox Christian mysticism – and only a few poems of one mystic in this branch. Even 

though two of them are rather long, this is far from enough. I have also only given examples 
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of what I have seen in the poems and not discussed everything, due to the restrictions of this 

type of thesis. Therefore, I can, really, say very little about how this applies to mystical and 

non-mystical poetry in general – I cannot claim that the findings of mine are true in more 

poetry than in that which I have investigated. My point is that; this is a qualitative 

investigation with few study objects, which means that I cannot generalize the results much, 

since they are primarily based on interpretations. I have, however, contributed to this field of 

research and what I have found is not less interesting and not less valid than a bigger 

investigation. I suggest future studies in this field of research. 

 The method I have used in this thesis is, I believe, suitable. It can however be 

quite messy to try and define silence and then make a method for it, hence why I chose to use 

elements from two methods. As Jansson (2010) states:  

Though the field of literary studies is wide and its tradition long one fixed established 

method of poetry analysis does not exist. This could well be because of the fluctuating 

nature of the poetic genre which entails reformulating the method with every individual 

poem analysed, as well as it requires fantasy and inventiveness on part of the analyser.174 

In light of Jansson’s argument, deconstructive elements seem necessary in any 

analysis of poetry. I have tried to open up and interpret the poems of Nuʿayma, using 

deconstructive elements, but as my study starts in and proceeds from the Eastern Orthodox 

Christian mysticism and Nuʿayma’s beliefs and intentions, it is far away from a “clean” 

deconstructive analysis. The main principle though – to deconstruct and open up – has been 

leading in my study. I have tried to turn the “unarticulated absence” into an “articulated 

presence”, as I wrote in my method. I took much inspiration from Shirley Näslund in how to 

do this analysis, but her study is confined and restricted to punctuation merely, and even more 

so to Swedish punctuation. Therefore, I have tried to extend this method and reading to 

Arabic and other themes and features than punctuation. I believe that my method has been 

fruitful.  

 

 

 

 
174 Jansson, 2010, p.7-8 
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6. Conclusion 
 

So, the purpose of my study has been to investigate how a mystic relates to and uses silence in 

poetry, as silence is a very important part of mysticism overall. (I have, however, also touched 

and discussed other themes in the poetry.) I have focused on the Eastern Orthodox Christian 

mystic branch which, in this thesis, has been represented by the poet Mīkhāʾīl Nuʿayma from 

Lebanon. In the Eastern Orthodox Christian mysticism, silent contemplation, inner visions 

and apophatic silence and theology is important. Therefore, my question was formulated as 

follows: How does Mīkhāʾīl Nuʿayma relate to and use silence in some of his mystical poems? 

I have studied his poems ʾAghmiḍ Jufūnak Tubṣir, 1924, Yā Rafīqī, 1922, and ʾIlā Dūda, 

1923, that are part of his poem collection Hams al-Jufūn.  

To conduct this study, I have dedicated much discussion to what silence means 

in Eastern Orthodox Christian mysticism, what silence means in poetry and what I mean by 

silence in this thesis since it is rather abstract. I have operationalized this in a number of 

features and investigated Mīkhāʾīl Nuʿayma’s use of them in his poems. These features are: 

ellipsis, elliptic imagery and metaphors, punctuation, rhythm, gaps and breaths, repeating of 

words or concepts, tone and choice of words. I have studied this by a combination of features 

from Deconstructivism and an extension of Shirley Näslund’s method in her article 

Skiljetecken som stilmedel – Om bruket av komma, tankstreck och tre punkter i tio dikter av 

Nils Ferlin. 

What I have seen is that Mīkhāʾīl Nuʿayma writes in a way that seems to be 

close to how he feels and close to what he writes. He makes the most out of the linguistic 

means he has got to mediate the content also through the language, grammar and text – he 

achieves the effect in the text itself. He is sincere in his writing and seems to listen to what is 

necessary and feels right to do in the poems. He uses punctuation marks (and enjambment 

also) only where he wants to enhance or emphasize something extra clearly. He skillfully 

focuses and accentuates certain messages by his rare and sometimes odd placements of 

punctuation marks and enjambments. He also has special choices of words and constellations 

and uses contradictory reasonings and repeating of words and concepts.   

 Nuʿayma uses a comparably simple language, that is, with no overly complex 

words, but he uses ellipsis and metaphors and an imagery, though, that can sometimes be a bit 

hard to interpret. What represents his way of writing is that he engages the reader by creating 

a reaching and lure in the text. How hard versus easy it is to comprehend and interpret his 
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poems seems to depend on whom he is addressing and in what way he is addressing this 

“whom”. In all his poems there is an intimacy created by a special tone, rhythm and 

atmosphere that opposes the panegyric norm that has prevailed in Arabic poetry. His spiritual 

beliefs shine through his poems and he seems, in a way, to be closer to the noetic realm than 

the apophatic realm. The shortest poem of his is the most rich in content. 

Through Nuʿayma’s poems it is apparent that silence is a phenomenon and not 

just the absence of speech, as Kierkegaard argued. In his silence, whether present in a pause, 

ellipsis, repeating of words, tone, choice of words, metaphors or imagery, the whole reasoning 

is allowed to grow. He also very skillfully enhances, emphasizes and mediates his poems, 

using silence, and leaves room for contemplation. 

The analysis is based on my translations and my interpretation. I cannot 

generalize my results to the whole genre of mystical poetry and I have not investigated 

whether there is a difference between non-mystical and mystical poetry. What I have seen in 

this study, however, is very interesting. I therefore suggest future studies in this field of 

research, to discover whether my findings apply more broadly.  
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