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Introduction

Al-Ma‘arri was an exceptional genius who transcended his time, his location, and his
society. He reached a level so vast that it was unlimited in terms of thought, philosophy, and
literature. He faced discrimination and dogmatism, holding fast to that which he brought with
him from the town of Ma‘arra (near Aleppo) to Baghdad, which was a center of
enlightenment. Later he returned to his hometown, closing himself up in his house to write
poetry and literature, and to respond to many letters from various regions of the world until
he passed away.

He was lauded by prominent leaders of his time in Iraq, greater Syria, and other
regions for his outstanding brilliance and accomplishments in poetry, literature, culture, and
critical thought. He lived in a time of Arabic cultural fluorescence, and he made his mark on
history in numerous fields of his time. One could carry out full studies into politics, literature,
society, culture, economics, religion and other fields relying entirely on the work of al-
Ma‘arri. That is how prolific he was in scholarship, even though much of his writing has been
lost. In his lifetime, there was a sort of renaissance in the arts and sciences, represented by
many schools of thought, religions, and translations among multiple languages. Prominent
philosophers included Al-Farabi, Ibn Sina (Avicenna), Ibn Luqa, and the lkhwan al-Safa /
'‘Brethren of Purity'. Grammarians included Ibn Jinni, Ibn Khalawayh, and Abu Ali al-Farisi.
Litterateurs included Ibn ‘Abbad Al-Sabi' and Ibn Al-‘Amid. Poets included al-Mutanabbi
and al-Sharif al-Radi. There were also great scholars of geography, astronomy, history, and
other fields. Al-Ma‘arri was thus influenced by the great work of his time in the arts and

sciences, becoming a giant among giants.
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Elegy (Excerpt)
Opening line: Ghayru mujdin fi millati w-i tigadi...

There is so little difference to me between
Weeping and singing
The mourner's voice is very like
One overcome by happiness
Does the dove mourn
Or coo in its nest on the branch?
The Earth welcomes us:
Where did you think the graves were of all who came before us?
If you take interest in your forebears,
Step lightly on the earth
We think not of
Our many ancestors
Fly if you can
To avoid stepping on their remains
One corpse after another
The earth itself laughs at the variety
One on top of another
Age after age
Ask the stars of those who came before us: How many peoples have then seen
How many sunrises and sunsets?
Weariness is all life is

How astonishing that everyone wants more



