
T211: simp licity, patience, comri ssion. 
The final (poetic) word · left for 

Robinson JefTers, who speak , like 
Prospero, of our years labo ng under 
the sun, "E normous repo after, enor
mous repose before, the ash of ac
tivity." He hears in th silence that 
sur rounds our li\·es t "nothing" 
which is the source fall of our 

we've been seeki 
words: 

Stars bum, gra grows. men breathe: as a 
mm nding treasure says "Ah!" 
but c treasure's the essence: 

Before the an spoke it was there. and af
t he has spoken he gathers it, 
· 1cxhaus1ible treasure. 

- D011g Tl,orpe 

Do11g Jwrpe is tire a11thor of A New 
Ear , a study of the rrligio11s l,wg11agc of 
T Pearl, Herbert's The Temple, a11d 
B ake's Jerusalem, fortlrcoming from 

atltolic U11i11ersiry of America Press. 
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al-'Ar ab i's Met aph ysics of 
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Translated by William C. Cltittick. Al
bany, N . Y.: State University of New 
York Press, 1989. Pp. xxii + 478. 
$74. 95, cloth, 524. 95, paper. 

IN THE STUD Y of mysticism, 
one of the greatest needs is for 

reliable translations of auchoritacive 
works. Translations are \'aluable not 
only because they pro\'ide the basis for 
a thorough understanding of the sub
ject by the reading public, but also be~ 
cause knowledge of a subject as com
plex as a mystical tradition is fully 
tested only by the task of rendering its 
conclusions into another language. 
The Islamic m yscical tradit ion is re
markably extensive; only a fraction of 
the major literary works have made 
the transition from manuscript to 
printed book, and of these only a few 

arc available in good translations. We 
have all the more reason, then, to wel
come William C hittick's extensive an
thology of tran slations from the mag
num opus of classical Sufism, the 
F11t11ltar al-Makkiya of the Andalusian 
master Muhyi al-Din Jbn al-'Arabi 
(d. 1240). 

Th e present work is the latest in 
a series o f scholarly translations that 
Chittick has made from Arabic and 
Persian sources. His previous transla
tions include Tlte S11.fi Patlr of Lo11e, a 
selection from the poems of Rumi ar
ranged by subject (reviewed in P.-.
RABO LA IX :!) as well as :-\ S1,i'ite .\11-

1/iology. His translation work is metic
ulous and systematic and its thorough
ness reflects a long dedication to the 
subject. 

Tire .\feaa11 Openi11gs. as Chittick 
tran slates the t itle, is an enormous en
cyclopedia of mystical though t and 
practice belongin g to the mature pe
riod of lbn al-'Arabi's life; the an
notated edition of the text by Osman 
Yahia is expected 10 take up 17,000 
pages. Ha\; ng greater access to th is 
definitive work will permit readers ro 
correct the somewhat on~ sided por
trait o f fbn al-'Arabi that has resulted 
from the tendency to concentrate on 
his short work on prophecy. F11rns al
Hikam (translated by R. W.J. Austin as 
The Bezels of Wisdom, Paulist Press, 
1981). By presenting a more direct and 
comprehensiw picture of lbn al
'Arabi's practical spiritual teachings 
and his emph asis on knowledge of Is
lamic religious sciences, Chittick 
hopes to counterbalance both the 
overly systematic and philosophical in
terpretation of Toshihiko lzutsu and 
the gnostic theophanism of Henry 
Co rbin. Thu s, as the subtitle indi
cates, rhis anthology stresses both the 
metaphysica l aspect of Jbn al-'Arabi's 
thought and his presentation of the 
world of the "imaginal." 

The book is arranged themat-



ically, beginning with a brief overview 
by Chittick, followed by six chap ters 
on theology, ontology, epistemo logy, 
hermeneutics, soteriology, and con
summation. Although the book is 
quite large (printed in double columns 
on a large page), admirers of lbn al
'Arabi will doubtle ss be glad to learn 
that Chittick has prepared another ten 
chapters on cosmology, anthropology, 
and the cosmic role of the perfect man 
for a future publication. It is impo ssi
ble to summarize here all the subjects 
treated in the volume, but the reader's 
atte nti on should be drawn to the im
portan t sections on "Cosmic Imagina
tion," "Unde rstanding the Koran," 
and "Transcending the Gods of 
Belief." 

Chittick 's method of selection 
rests on his recognition of the intem:
lated character of lbn al-'Arabi's w rit
ing. Sections both brief and long from 
different parts of The .\Iman Openings 
arc placed in context and introduced 
by extensive comments. Th e annota
tion is full enough to satisfy specia l
ists, but its valuable comments on 
tran slated passages should not be over
looked by the general reader. The 
translation of Arabi c techni cal terms is 
a difficult task, in which one must 
often choose between inadequate exist
ing English terms and awkward and 
unfamiliar neologisms. While Chit
tick's cho ices of equivalents sometimes 
tend to the abstract and prolix, they 
will be carefully considered by schol
ars in the field. 

Chittick introduces this book by 
saying, "Somewhere along the line, 
the Western intelle ctual tradition took 
a wrong tum." His hope is that the 
work of lbn al-'Arabi can serve as a 
source for the ren ovation of the West
ern tradition, especially in terms of re
discovering the spiritual and cosm ic 
dimensions of the imagination. 
Through the work of Corbin, psychol
ogists such as Jame s Hillman have dis
covered the power of Jbn al-'Arabi's 
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work; philosophers and theologians 
may now with much greater confi
dence approach his metaphysics. 

Some readers new to the subjec t 
may find the lbn al-'Arabi phenome
non mystifying at first, and they may 
even feel that the admiration directed 
at him is excessive, granted the diffi
culty and allusiveness of his thought. 
Formidable though it is, it should be 
emphasized that his work exerts a 
subtle fascination upon those who are 
able to study it, and Chittick has now 
made thi s material considerably more 
accessible. This anthology will remain 
a standard resource and reference both 
for the srudy of Sufism in particular 
and for mystical thought in general. 

- Carl W Ernst 

Carl W Emst is the author of Words of 
Ecstasy in Sufism (SUNY Press, 1984). 
He is asSO(inte professor of religion at 
Pomona College in Claremont, California. 
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paper. 

B y SPE DING time v.rith 
memb rs of a people whose 

spiritual beliefs c trasted so pro-
foundly with his , James Cowan 
was led to a re-exa ination of the hu
man condition in g era! as well as of 
the specific fate that as befallen the 
religi ous life of Austr ian indigenous 
communities. In this rk, "The 
Dreaming"-the Austra ·an original 
mythic time, a tim e whe the Sky 
Heroes lived on the earth, sd a time 
when they left on the earth visible 
signs of that eternal momen of 
creation-is presen ted in its ~nifold 
expressions. Cowan devotes ch'apters 
to the "Ka radji," the bearers of trba l 




