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Dedicated to Bechara and Rita Nammour
in admiration of the unique relationship
of love and loyalty for each other that shines
like a ray of light and inspires all those who are
entering the realm of sacred matrimony


*


No relationship between two people is genuine or true until each to the other speaks as ‘I’ instead of ‘you’.


From the Arabic







INTRODUCTION


THE PROFOUND universal experience of love is impossible to define; it can be known only by its manifestations, both secular and divine. Whatever may be the vicissitudes of love, Tennyson may be right when he categorically states:


I hold it true, whate’er befall,


I feel it, when I sorrow most,


’Tis better to have loved and lost


Than never to have loved at all.


The creative power of love reveals itself most eloquently in poetic form, for without poetry love is wordless, and without love poetry lacks an energy and dynamism that only love can generate. In the following selections of love poetry borrowed from the diverse cultural traditions of the world, complete poems and extracts from longer works are included. The poems selected are by recognized masters as well as lesser poets—all of whom have inspired successive generations of men and women everywhere.


* * *


In a famous passage [translated by Sir Richard Livingstone], the Greek playwright Sophocles equates love with Aphrodite, suggesting the complex and contradictory elements of what we call love:


But in her name lie many names concealed:


for she is Death, imperishable Force.


Desire unmixed, wild Frenzy, Lamentation:


in her are summed all impulses that drive


to Violence, Energy, Tranquillity.


Deep in each living breast the Goddess sinks,


and all become her prey; the tribes that swim,


the fourfoot tribes that pace upon the earth,


harbour her; and in birds her wing is sovereign.


In beasts, in mortal men, in gods above.


What god but wrestles with her and is thrown?


If I may tell—and truth is right to tell—


she rules the heart of Zeus without a spear,


without a sword. Truly the Cyprian


shatters all purposes of men and gods.


With obvious difficulty Sophocles is trying to define the indefinable, and in this passage both the negative and the positive aspects of love are mentioned. The attitudes, the vicissitudes, and the caprices of love have led many a philosopher, thinker, and poet to come up with as many definitions as there are lovers. For love is sometimes described as ‘madness’ and ‘the wildest woe’. At other times, it is ‘the salt of life’ and ‘the sweetest joy’. Whether it is this or that or a combination of both, no one who has truly loved can deny the healing power, the creative energy, the exhilaration, the glory, the majesty, and the awe-inspiring magnificence that love engenders in the heart. Some believe that love does not last; others hold fast to their faith in the enduring power of love. In Christian terms, ‘God is love’, while the Sufi poet cried out that only God ‘knows what manner of love is mine’. What remains true, however, is that unique experience which reaches its complete fulfilment in a love that is truly sublime:


It is that love which reaches out to you even when you do not ask for it.


It is bestowed upon you even when you do not deserve it.


It renews the spirit and uplifts the heart.


It teaches humility and reveals compassion.


It was there yesterday, it is here today, and it will most certainly be there tomorrow.


* * *


Notwithstanding the difficulties that face the editor of any selection of love poetry, the more acute problem here was to decide on the languages to be represented. In this respect, I sought the help of The New Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Prosody which divided love poetry into two main categories: the love poetry of the Western world and the love poetry of the Eastern world. The first category was general and did not specify any number of languages; the second, that of the Eastern world, the Encyclopedia divided into seven language groups: Ancient Egyptian, Arabic, Chinese, Hebrew, Indian, Japanese, and Persian.


In this collection, I have adopted this system as far as the Eastern world is concerned, but I added to the seven language groups that have been mentioned other poems from Africa and Australasia, as well as poems taken from the love poetry of the first people. I divided the Western world into eight language groups: Ancient Greek and Latin, English, French, German, Italian, Portuguese, Spanish, and Russian.


Any selection made leaves its editor with a sense of profound dissatisfaction with his work, for it is very easy to say: ‘If this were added, it would be better, while if this were omitted, it would redeem some weakness.’ No selection whatsoever can be perfect or complete.


Perhaps the following immortal lines from Shakespeare set a universal standard for what true love could be:


Let me not to the marriage of true minds


Admit impediments. Love is not love


Which alters when it alteration finds,


Or bends with the remover to remove:


O no! It is an ever-fixed mark


That looks on tempests and is never shaken;


It is the star to every wand’ring bark,


Whose worth’s unknown, although his height be taken.


Love’s not Time’s fool, though rosy lips and cheeks


Within his bending sickle’s compass come;


Love alters not with his brief hours and weeks,


But bears it out even to the edge of doom.


If this be error and upon me proved,


I never writ, nor no man ever loved.


Suheil Bushrui




ON LOVE ITSELF


Kathleen Raine


Amo Ergo Sum


Because I love


The sun pours out its rays of living gold


Pours out its gold and silver on the sea.


Because I love


The earth upon her astral spindle winds


Her ecstasy-producing dance.


Because I love


Clouds travel on the winds through wide skies,


Skies wide and beautiful, blue and deep.


Because I love


Wind blows white sails,


The wind blows over flowers, the sweet wind blows.


Because I love


The ferns grow green, and green the grass, and green


The transparent sunlit trees.


Because I love`


Larks rise up from the grass


And all the leaves are full of singing birds.


Because I love


The summer air quivers with a thousand wings,


Myriads of jewelled eyes burn in the light.


Because I love


The iridescent shells upon the sand


Takes forms as fine and intricate as thought.


Because I love


There is an invisible way across the sky,


Birds travel by that way, the sun and moon


And all the stars travel that path by night.


Because I love


There is a river flowing all night long.


Because I love


All night the river flows into my sleep,


Ten thousand living things are sleeping in my arms,


And sleeping wake, and flowing are at rest.


Strato


Love’s Immortality


Who may know if a loved one passes the prime, while ever with him and never left alone? Who may not satisfy to-day who satisfied yesterday? And if he satisfy, what should befall him not to satisfy to-morrow?


—translated from the Greek by John William Mackail


Percy Bysshe Shelley


from Epipsychidion


True Love in this differs from gold and clay,


That to divide is not to take away.


Love is like understanding, that grows bright,


Gazing on many truths; ’tis like thy light,


Imagination! which from earth and sky,


And from the depths of human phantasy,


As from a thousand prisms and mirrors, fills


The Universe with glorious beams, and kills


Error, the worm, with many a sun-like arrow


Of its reverberated lightning. Narrow


The heart that loves, the brain that contemplates,


The life that wears,


the spirit that creates


One object, and one form, and builds thereby


A sepulchre for its eternity.


Jámí


Layla and Majnun


When the Dawn of Eternity whispered of Love, Love cast the Fire of Longing into the Pen.


The Pen raised its head from the Tablet of Not-Being, and drew a hundred pictures of wondrous aspect.


The Heavens are the offspring of Love: the Elements fell to Earth through Love.


Without Love is no token of Good or Evil: that thing which is not of Love is indeed non-existent.


This lofty azure Roof which revolveth through the days and nights


Is the Lotus of the Garden of Love, and all the Ball [which lies] in the curve of Love’s Polo-stick.


That Magnetism which is inherent in the Stone, and which fastens its grasp so firmly on the Iron,


Is a Love precipitated in Iron Resolve which hath appeared from within the Stone.


Behold the Stone, how in this resting-place it becomes without weight through longing for its opponent:


Judge therefrom of those who suffer sorrow in the attraction of the love of those dear to the heart.


Although Love is painful, it is the consolation of pure bosoms.


Without the blessing of Love how shall a man escape from the sorrow of the inverted Wheel [of Heaven]?


—translated from the Persian by Edward G. Browne


e. e. cummings


love is a place


love is a place


& through this place of


love move


(with brightness of peace)


all places


yes is a world


& in this world of


yes live


(skilfully curled)


all worlds


Juan Ramón Jiménez


Were I Reborn


Were I reborn a stone,


even so I should love you, woman.


Were I reborn as wind,


even so I should love you, woman.


Were I reborn a wave,


even so I should love you, woman.


Were I reborn as fire,


even so I should love you, woman.


Were I reborn a man,


even so I should love you, woman.


—translated from the Spanish by Eleanor L. Turnbull


John Donne


A Lecture Upon the Shadow


Stand still, and I will read to thee


A lecture, Love, in Love’s philosophy.


These three hours that we have spent,


Walking here, two shadows went


Along with us, which we ourselves produced.


But, now the sun is just above our head,


We do those shadows tread,


And to brave clearness all things are reduced.


So whilst our infant loves did grow,


Disguises did, and shadows, flow


From us and our cares; but now ’tis not so.


That love hath not attain’d the highest degree,


Which is still diligent lest others see.


Except our loves at this noon stay,


We shall new shadows make the other way.


As the first were made to blind


Others, these which come behind


Will work upon ourselves, and blind our eyes.


If our loves faint, and westerwardly decline,


To me thou, falsely, thine


And I to thee mine actions shall disguise.


The morning shadows wear away,


But these grow longer all the day;


But O! love’s day is short, if love decay.


Love is a growing, or full constant light,


And his short minute, after noon, is night.


Anonymous


We only know the one we love


Not the one who loves us.


Love is of many kinds.


One love says: if you die let me die with you.


Another love says: if you buy the stew, I will buy the rice.


There is love of the eye,


There is love of the mouth.


The love of the wife is different,


The love of the husband is different,


The love of the father is different,


The love of the mother is greatest.


It is love that makes the goat share her husband’s beard.


‘I see the one I want to marry.’


The father says: ‘Don’t you know that his father is deaf?’


‘If the whip howls on my back, and thunder shouts in heaven,


If you tie me to the pillar and feed me with grass like a horse,


I will still know whom I love!’


—translated from the Yoruba by Robert Cameron Mitchell


Coventry Patmore


The Revelation


An idle poet, here and there,


Looks round him, but, for all the rest,


The world, unfathomably fair,


Is duller than a witling’s jest.


Love wakes men, once a lifetime each;


They lift their heavy lids, and look;


And, lo, what one sweet page can teach,


They read with joy, then shut the book.


And give some thanks, and some blaspheme,


And most forget, but, either way,


That and the child’s unheeded dream


Is all the light of all their day.


Li Bai


The Melody at a Spring Night


Hearing the sound of a flute, on a spring night in Luo Cheng,


[I wonder] from whose jade flute this melody is flying secretly in the dark?


Vibrating and scattering around, merging gently in the spring breeze,


it fills the air and the heaven of Luo Cheng;


On such a night, I hear in the middle of its singing music


the bending and dancing of the trembling willow.


Whose heart would not be moved by sentiments and love,


soaring with the thoughts of precious home?


—translated from the Chinese by Ninaz Shadman


Percy Bysshe Shelley


Love’s Philosophy


The Fountains mingle with the river


And the rivers with the ocean,


The winds of heaven mix for ever


With a sweet emotion;


Nothing in the world is single,


All things by a law devine


In one another’s being mingle—


Why not I with thine?


See the mountains kiss high heaven


And the waves clasp one another;


No sister-flower would be forgiven


If it disdain’d its brother:


And the sunlight clasps the earth,


And the moonbeams kiss the sea—


What are all these kissings worth,


If thou kiss not me?


William Blake


Injunction


The Angel that presided o’er my birth


Said, ‘Little creature, formed of joy and mirth


Go love, without the help of any thing on earth.’


Jalálu’ddín Rúmí


from The House of Love


This house wherein is continually the sound of the viol,


Ask of the Master, what house is this?


If it is the Ka’ba, what means this idol-form?


And if it is the Magian temple, what means this light of God?


In this house is a treasure which the universe is too small to hold;


This ‘house’ and this ‘Master’ is all acting and pretence.


Lay no hand on the house, for this house is a talisman;


Speak not with the Master, for he is drunken overnight.


The dust and rubbish of this house is all musk and perfume,


The roof and door of this house is all verse and melody.


In fine, whoever has found his way into this house


Is the sultan of the world and the Solomon of the time.


O Master, bend down thy head once from this roof,


For in thy fair face is a token of fortune.


Like a mirror, the Soul has received thy image in its heart;


The tip of thy curl has sunk into its heart like a comb.


This is the Lord of Heaven, who resembles Venus and the moon;


This is the House of Love, which hath no bound or end.


—translated from the Persian by Reynold A. Nicholson


Andrew Marvell


The Definition of Love


My Love is of a birth as rare


As ’tis, for object, strange and high;


It was begotten by Despair,


Upon Impossibility.


Magnanimous Despair alone


Could show me so divine a thing,


Where feeble hope could ne’er have flown,


But vainly flapped its tinsel wing.


And yet I quickly might arrive


Where my extended soul is fixed;


But Fate does iron wedges drive,
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