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“Recalling You, My Lord”: ‘A’ishah al-Ba‘iniyah on Dhikr

In her mystical guidebook Al-Muntakhab fi Usul al-Rutab fi lim al-Tasawwuf, or
“The Principles of Sufism,” ‘A’ishah al-Ba‘iniyah (d. 923/1517) elucidates four fun-
damental principles of the Sufi path: tawbah (repentance), ikhlas (sincerity), dhikr
(recollection), and mahabbah (love). While all of these principles are essential to
mystical life, ‘A’ishah notes the pivotal character of the third principle, dhikr, the
recollection or remembrance of God. In the context of the classical Sufi tradi-
tion, ‘A’ishah regards dhikr as a means of purification in preparation for a unitive
mystical state with God. But ‘A’ishah also knew that recollection was an essential
poetic act to stimulate the creative imagination, and many of her poems reflect
her personal experiences of both poetic and mystical recollection.

I

‘A’ishah al-Ba‘tniyah was born in Damascus in the ninth/fifteenth century into a
respected scholarly family whose members served the Mamluk sultans in a vari-
ety of capacities. ‘A’ishah’s father, Yasuf (805-80/1402-75), was a scholar of Shafi‘i
law; he often presided as judge in various cities in Syria, eventually being named
the chief Shafi‘i qadi of Damascus. Yasuf supervised the education of ‘A’ishah and
her five brothers, all of whom studied religious subjects, including the Quran,
hadith, and jurisprudence, as well as poetry, which they presumably read with
their uncle Ibrahim (d. 870/1464), who was a celebrated poet of his day. ‘A’ishah
notes in her writings that she memorized the Quran by the age of eight, and that
as a young woman she went on pilgrimage, probably in 880/1475, when her father
took his family on the hajj.! During the pilgrimage, ‘A’ishah had an experience
that would significantly shape her life and poetic career:

God, may He be praised, granted me a vision of the Messenger when
I was residing in holy Mecca. An anxiety had overcome me by the
will of God most high, and so I wanted to go to the Holy Sanctu-
ary. It was Friday night, and I reclined on a couch on an enclosed
veranda overlooking the holy Ka’bah and the sacred precinct. It so
happened that one of the men there was reading a mawlid of God’s
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! For more details on ‘A’ishah’s life and family, see Th. Emil Homerin, “Living Love: The Mystical
Writings of ‘A’ishah al-Ba‘tiniyah,” Mamlik Studies Review 7 (2003): 210-24.
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Messenger, and voices arose with blessings upon the Prophet. Then,
I could not believe my eyes, for it was as if I was standing among
a group of women. Someone said: “Kiss the Prophet!” and a dread
came over me that made me swoon until the Prophet passed before
me. Then I sought his intercession and, with a stammering tongue,
I'said to God’s Messenger, “O my master, I ask you for intercession!”
Then I heard him say calmly and deliberately, “I am the intercessor
on the Judgment Day!” *

Back in Damascus, ‘A’ishah married Ahmad ibn Muhammad Ibn Naqib al-Ashraf
(d. 909/1503), the son of another prominent Damascene family, and together they
had at least two children, including a son, ‘Abd al-Wahhab (897-925/1489-1519),
and a daughter, Barakah (b. 899/1491).> Later in 919/1513, ‘A’ishah left Damascus
with her son, then in his early twenties, and moved to Cairo. ‘A’ishah’s husband
and brothers had died some years before, and so ‘Aishah may have travelled to
Cairo in order to find her son a job in the Mamluk administration. However,
along the way, their caravan was attacked by bandits, and, though they were
not harmed, ‘A’ishah and her son lost all of their possessions and so arrived in
Cairo destitute. Fortunately, they were taken in by a family friend, Mahmad ibn
Muhammad ibn Aja (854-925/1450-1519). Ibn Aja was the confidential secretary
and foreign minister of the sultan al-Ghawri, and he lodged ‘A’ishah in his harem
next to his wife and employed ‘A’ishah’s son as a secretary in the chancery.*

‘Nishah dedicated several elegant panegyrics to Ibn Aja, and she exchanged
witty poems with another religious scholar and litterateur of Cairo, ‘Abd al-
Rahman al-Abbasi (867-963/1463-1557).° Mingling with Cairo’s political and
intellectual elite, ‘A’ishah studied with a number of the finest scholars of the

2A’ishah al-Ba‘tiniyah, “Al-Mawrid al-Ahna fi al-Mawlid al-Asna,” Dar al-Kutub al-Misriyah MS
639 Shi‘r Taymdr, 104-5, and also quoted in Hasan Muhammad Rababi‘ah, A’ishah al-Ba‘uniyah:
al-Sha‘irah (Irbid, 1997), 53.

3A’ishah al-Ba‘Giniyah, “Al-Mawrid al-Ahn4,” 355-56; Rababi‘ah, A’ishah al-Ba‘uniyah: al-Sha‘irah,
46-47; and ‘Abd Allah Mukhlis, “A’ishah al-Ba‘tniyah,” Majallat al-Majma® al-Tlmi (Damascus)
16 (1941): 2:66-72, esp. 69.

*Ahmad ibn Muhammad Ibn Mulla al-Haskafi, Mut‘at al-Adhan Min al-Tamattu‘ bi-al-Iqran, ed.
Salah al-Din Khalil al-Shaybani al-Mawsili (Beirut, 1999), 1:483; 2:878; Majid al-Dhahabi and
Salah al-Khiyami, “Diwan ‘A’ishah al-Ba‘tiniyah,” Turath al-Arabi (Damascus) 4 (1981): 112; and
Muhammad ibn Ibrahim Ibn al-Hanbali al-Halabi, Durr al-Habab fi Tarikh A‘yan Halab, ed.
Mahmaud al-Fakhari and Yahya ‘Abbarah (Damascus, 1973), 1:2:1064.

’Ibn al-Hanbali al-Halabi, Durr al-Habab, 1:2:1064; 2:2:456-60; also see Muhammad Ibn Talan,
Mufakahat al-Khillan fi Hawadith al-Zaman, ed. Muhammad Mustafa (Cairo, 1962), 1:315;
Muhammad al-Ghazzi, Al-Kawakib al-Sa’irah bi-Ayan al-Mi’ah al-Ashirah, ed. Jibra’il Sulayman
Jabbar (Beirut, 1945), 1:101; and Rababi‘ah, A’ishah al-Ba‘uniyah: al-Sha‘irah, 50-52, 250-51. For
more on ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Abbasi, see Wolfhart P. Heinrichs, “Abd al-Rahman al-‘Abbasi,” in

©2013 by Th. Emil Homerin.
BY DOI: 10.6082/M1ZP4485. (https://doi.org/10.6082/M1ZP4485)

DOI of Vol. XVII: 10.6082/M18050P5. See https://doi.org/10.6082/5ZJ0-6548 to download the full volume or
individual articles. This work is made available under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International license
(CC-BY). See http://mamluk.uchicago.edu/msr.html for more information about copyright and open access.



132 TH. EMIL HOMERIN, ‘AISHAH AL-BAUNIYAH ON DHIKR

time, some of whom authorized her to teach and give her own legal opinions.®
No doubt ‘A’ishah’s scholarly and poetic reputation had preceded her to Cairo,
for by this time, she had composed nearly a dozen works in prose and poetry,
ranging in subjects from prayer, hadith, mysticism, and, her forte, praise of the
prophet Muhammad. While in Cairo, ‘Aishah compiled a diwan, which included
a takhmis on the Burdah by Muhammad al-Busiri (d. 694/1295), as well as her
most famous poem, the Fath al-Mubin fi Madh al-Amin (“The Clear Inspiration in
Praise of the Trusted Prophet”).” This is a badi‘tyah poem praising the Prophet,
which ‘A’ishah intentionally patterned on similar works by Safi al-Din al-Hilli
(d. 749/1349) and Abu Bakr Ibn Hijjah al-Hamawi (d. 838/1434). ‘A’ishah’s poem
consists of 130 verses, each containing an elegant example of a rhetorical device
(bad, e.g., paronomasia, antithesis, etc.) used to praise an attribute or action of
Muhammad. ‘A’ishah also wrote a commentary on each verse and, together with
the poem itself, this demonstrates her fine poetic skills and extraordinary com-
mand of Arabic language and literature.®

‘Aishah’s stay in Cairo lasted for three years until she left in 922/1516, as did
her son ‘Abd al-Wahhab. He was then an assistant to Ibn Aja, and together with
Ibn Aja he rode to Aleppo, where al-Ghawri was amassing his troops to face the
looming Ottoman threat. Perhaps ‘A’ishah accompanied her son as well, for at
that time she had an audience with the sultan in Aleppo, after which she returned
to Damascus, where she died the next year in 923/1517.°

II

Our sources do not tell us what ‘A’ishah and the sultan discussed during their
meeting, though al-Ghawri appreciated Arabic poetry.’ Certainly, ‘A’ishah’s rep-

Essays in Arabic Literary Biography, 1350-1850, ed. Joseph E. Lowry and Devin Stewart (Wies-
baden, 2009), 12-20.

¢Ibn al-Hanbali al-Halabi, Durr al-Habab, 1:2:1064-65; Ibn Mulla al-Haskafi, Mut‘at al-Adhan, 2:878,;
al-Ghazzi, al-Kawakib, 1:288-90; Faris Ahmad al-Alawi, A’ishah al-Ba‘uniyah al-Dimashqiyah
(Damascus, 1994), 37-42; and Rababi‘ah, A’ishah al-Ba‘uniyah: al-Sha‘irah, 167-72.

7 Al-Dhahabi and al-Khiyami, “Diwan ‘A’ishah al-Ba‘tiniyah,” 112-13, which contains a description
of this collection. For a list of ‘A’ishah’s writings see Th. Emil Homerin, “A’ishah al-Ba‘aniyah”
in Essays in Arabic Literary Biography, 1350-1850, ed. Lowry and Stewart, 21-27. For the takhmis,
see: ‘Aishah al-Ba‘aniyah, Al-Qawl al-Sahih fi Takhmis Burdat al-Madih, ed. Hasan Muhammad
Rababi‘ah (Amman, 2009).

8<A’ishah al-Ba‘tniyah, Fath al-Mubin fi Madh al-Amin, ed. Hasan Muhammad Rababi‘ah (Am-
man, 2008).

°Ibn al-Hanbali al-Halabi, Durr al-Habab, 1:2:1061; Ibn Mulla al-Haskafi, Mut‘at al-Adhan, 1:483;
and Ibn Tulan, Mufakahat al-Khillan, 2:74.

Muhammad ibn Ahmad Ibn Iyas, Bada’i‘ al-Zuhur fi Waqa’i al-Duhur, ed. Muhammad Mustafa,
3rd ed. (Cairo, 1984), 5:89, and see Carl F. Petry, Twilight of Majesty (Seattle, 1993), 119-22.
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utation among later generations rested largely on her poetic skills in her Fath
al-Mubin and her praise of the Prophet. Perhaps, too, al-Ghawri sought ‘A’ishah’s
spiritual advice and blessings for the dark days ahead, since ‘A’ishah was also re-
garded as a respected religious scholar and a Sufi master. ‘A’ishah’s affiliation to
Sufism followed in the long lineage of her father’s family. One of her great uncles
had been a Sufi ascetic, while her uncle Ibrahim had been director of a khanqah in
Damascus. Moreover, ‘A’ishah’s father and other members of the extended Ba‘ini
family were buried in a plot adjacent to the zawiyah of the ninth/fifteenth-cen-
tury Sufi master Aba Bakr ibn Dawad (d. 806/1403), who was affiliated with the
‘Urmawi branch of the Qadiriyah order."

In many of her writings, ‘A’ishah attests to her love and loyalty to the Qadiriyah
and the order’s progenitor, ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Jilani (470-561/1078-1166)."* She was
also influenced by another Qadiri mystic, ‘Abd Allah al-Ansari (396-481/1005-89),
and ‘A’ishah composed a verse rendition of his Sufi guide, the Manazil al-S@’irin
(“the Stages for the Wayfarers”)." Significantly, in the introductions to some of
her works and in her poems, ‘A’ishah lauds her spiritual master Jamal al-Din
Isma‘il al-Hawwari (d. 900/1495) and, later, his successor, Muhyi al-Din Yahy4 al-
‘Urmawi (fl. inth-tenth/fifteenth-sixteenth c.). ‘A’ishah once noted:

My education and development, my spiritual effacement and puri-
fication, occurred by the helping hand of the sultan of the saints
of his time, the crown of the pure friends of his age, the beauty
of truth and religion, the venerable master, father of the spiritual
axes, the axis of existence, Isma‘il al-Hawwari—may God sanctify
his heart and be satisfied with him—and, then, by the helping hand
of his successor in spiritual states and stations, and in spiritual
proximity and union, Muhyi al-Din Yahya al-Urmawi—may God

Th. Emil Homerin, “Writing Sufi Biography: The Case of A’ishah al-Ba’uniyyah (d. 922/1517),”
Muslim World 96:3 (July, 2006): 389-99.

Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Sakhawi, Al-Daw’ al-Lami‘ li-Ahl al-Qarn al-Tasi¢ (Cairo,
1934), 2:232, 308; 7:114; Muhammad Ibn Talan, Al-Qala’id al-Jawhariyah fi Tarikh al-Salihiyah,
ed. Muhammad Ahmad Duhman (Damascus, 1980), 1:274-78, 299-301, 489; 2:593; ‘Abd al-Qadir
al-Nu‘aymi, Al-Daris fi Tarikh al-Madaris, ed. Ja‘far al-Hasani (reprint, Cairo, 1988), 2:196, 202-3;
Eric Geoffroy, Le Soufisme en Egypte et en Syria (Damascus, 1995), 225-28, and W. A. S. Khalidi,
“al-Ba‘tini,” Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2nd ed., 1:1109-10.

3See W. Braune, “Abd al-Kadir al-Djilani,” EI2, 1:69-70, and D. S. Margoliouth, “Kadiriyya,” EI2,
4:380-83.

“Homerin, “Living Love,” 217, and also see S. De Beaurecueil, “al-Ansari al-Harawi,” EI2, 1:515-16.
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continue to spread his ever-growing spiritual blessings throughout
his lifetime, and join us every moment to his blessings and succor.

‘N’ishah’s husband was also a disciple of al-Hawwari, and after their shaykh’s
death in 900/1495, ‘A’ishah had a sarcophagus erected around his grave. Then her
husband built a house nearby for ‘A’ishah so that she could place a lamp on al-
HawwarT’s grave every Friday evening.'® ‘A’ishah’s mystical proclivities are also
clearly visible in her verse, particularly in her collection of poems entitled Fayd
al-Fadl wa-Jam® al-Shaml (“The Emanation of Grace and the Gathering Union”).
This collection is composed of nearly 375 poems collected over much of ‘A’ishah’s
mystical life, from her time as a young novice until after she became a Sufi master
in her own right. Further, she prefaces nearly every poem by the phrase: wa-min
fathi Allahi ‘alayha (“From God’s inspiration upon her”) or, more often, wa-min
fathihi ‘alayha (“From His inspiration upon her”), as with this poem:"

You effaced me in awe

until vanquished, I vanished,
And this brought Your beauty,

so You stabilized and restored me in grace.
If not for You, I would have no existence,

and my fate would be nothingness.
Yet, I am happy, my spirit refreshed,

for among the atoms, I won a drop of life.
In You is my hope and joy,5

so what despair is the void of avoidance!
You, most high, Who lifts and cheers me,

delight and preserve me, You, my obsession!
God, my Lord, kindly guided me,

so misfortunes cleared away,
And He sent His Prophet in whom

I have glory and grace, for he is my life!

Ibn al-Hanbali al-Halabi, Durr al-Habab, 1:2:1063-64; also see Ibn Mulla al-Haskafi, Mut‘at al-
Adhan, 2:878; al-Ghazzi, Al-Kawakib, 1:287-92; al-Alawi, A’ishah al-Ba‘uniyah, 18-19, 124-25, and
Rababi‘ah, A’ishah al-Ba‘uniyah: al-Sha‘irah, 162-67.

Tbn Tulan, Al-Qala’id, 2:531; Ibn Mulla al-Haskafi, Mut‘at al-Adhan, 1:292; and al-Ghazzi, Al-
Kawakib, 1:121. Also see Josef W. Meri, The Cult of the Saints among Muslims and Jews in Medieval
Syria (Oxford, 2002), 170.

7‘Aishah al-Ba‘iniyah, “Diwan ‘A’ishah al-Ba‘Gniyah (= Fayd al-Fadl),” Dar al-Kutub al-Misriyah
microfilm 29322 of MS 431 Shi‘r Taymaur, 127-28, and Diwan Fayd al-Fadl wa-Jam® al-Shaml, ed.
Mahdi As’ad ‘Arrar (Beirut, 2010), 224-25, whose edition should be used with caution. Transla-
tions of this and other poems by ‘A’ishah can also be found in Th. Emil Homerin, Emanations of
Grace: Mystical Poems by A’ishah al-Ba‘uniyah (d. 923/1517) (Louisville, KY, 2011).
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May he receive from his Lord,
prayers that will erase all my sins.

May God bless his family, companions, and helpers,10
the spiritual masters and their dependents,

As long as blossoms in the meadows smile in delight
when the early clouds break down and cry,

As long as the dawn of nearness arises
and nothing remains of the long night alone.

In this and many other poems, ‘A’ishah alludes to her mystical quest in love of
God and His prophet Muhammad. Following her spiritual discipline and mystical
practice, ‘A’ishah experienced moments of mystical union, ecstasy, and joy that
illumined her faith, as she notes in her comments preceding individual poems,
as in the following poem composed, ‘A’ishah says, “after [God’s] blessings had
wafted in™"®

When a breeze of acceptance wafts in,
a deep love reminds me of union’s covenant,
And when a flash of inspiration appears from my Lord,
my eyes cloud up and pour.
When the leader calls out His name
as the caravan departs, desire wants my heart to stay,
And when passion’s fire is kindled in my ribs,
then, my friend, I take a drink from recollection’s cups.
If critics belittle my claims to love,5
well, ancient is my tale of love for Him,
And when others slander me because of Him,
my every limb opposes them with passion.
If all the world abandons me, recollection of him
remains my heart’s close companion and friend.
When the One I love is pleased, He guides me
to the path of righteousness, the straight path,
And He brings me to the pastures of acceptance
and gives me a taste of inspiration’s fruitful knowledge.
He gives me a drink from the spring of love,10
and I attain what I seek and desire,
And He leads me to smell a scent on the breeze of nearness,
reviving me, though the hot winds blow.
He tears away the veils of pride and heedlessness
that cloud the skies of the heart,

13‘Aishah al-Ba“Gniyah, “Diwan (= Fayd al-Fadl),” 52, and Diwan Fayd al-Fadl, ed. ‘Arrar, 137-38.
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So I behold the truth of Truth in every atom,
and leave aside what passes and does not last.

O, Lord, confirm my view of You, for You are, indeed,
all-knowing of needs, most generous with grace!

This poem is a type of meditative verse which I have termed elsewhere the
poetry of recollection, as it is closely linked to the Sufi practice of dhikr (recollec-
tion/meditation). In such verse, through a process of memory, reflection, and un-
derstanding, the poet draws near to God, and in her imagination experiences His
love and grace.' Louis Martz has studied English meditative poetry extensively,
and regarding such verse in the seventeenth century, he writes:*

The nature of meditative poetry...may be defined by studying its
close relation to the practice of religious meditation in that era.
The relationship is shown by the poem’s own internal action, as
the mind engages in acts of interior dramatization. The speaker
accuses himself; he talks to God within the self; he approaches
the love of God through memory, understanding, and will; he sees,
hears, smells, tastes, touches by the imagination...Essentially, the
meditative action consists of an interior drama, in which a man
projects a self upon an inner stage, and there comes to know that
self in the light of the divine presence.

Martz found that Christian forms of meditation, especially the Spiritual Ex-
ercises of Ignatius of Loyola (d. 1556), had significantly influenced the form and
content of verse by several English poets including John Donne (d. 1572), George
Herbert (d. 1633), Thomas Traherne (d, 1674), and Henry Vaughan (d. 1695), all of
whom applied a process of “preparation, composition, discourse,...and colloquy”
to compose their meditations and poetry.* Nearly five centuries earlier, the Ayyu-
bid Egyptian poet Ibn al-Farid (576-632/1181-1235) had alluded to dhikr and sama“
practices in a number of his poems, though generally, he weaved these religious
strands subtly into his introspective qasidahs and ghazals.”* However, several of
Ibn al-Farid’s contemporaries, including Ibn al-Sa‘ti (553-604/1159-1209) and al-
Sharaf al-Ansari (586—-662/1190-1264), were more explicit as to the religious nature
of some of their poems, particularly those in praise of the prophet Muhammad.

Th. Emil Homerin, Passion Before Me, My Fate Behind: Ibn al-Farid and the Poetry of Recollection
(Albany, 2011), 249-52.

®Louis Martz, “Meditative Action and “The Metaphysick Style,” in his The Poem of the Mind (New
York, 1966), 33-53, quote from 33.

21Tbid., 43. Also see Louis Martz, The Poetry of Meditation, 2nd ed. (New Haven, 1962), his The Para-
dise Within (New Haven, 1964), and Arthur L. Clements, Poetry of Contemplation (Albany, 1990).

*Homerin, Passion Before Me.
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Similarly, in Baghdad, the poet and mystic Ya‘qub al-Sarsari (588-656/1192-1258)
dedicated scores of panegyrics to Muhammad, including one rhyming in “m” and
based on the same ode by Ibn al-Farid that would later be used by al-Busiri for the
opening to his famous Al-Burdah. Also inspired by Ibn al-Farid, and especially by
his Al-Khamriyah (“The Wine Ode”) and his long mystical poem the Al-Ta’iyah
al-Kubra (“The Ode in T-Major”), Sufi poets of the Mamluk period increasingly
composed poems that combined overtly religious themes with double enten-
dre and paradox. Such Sufi verse together with the panegyrics to Muhammad
lend a marked metaphysical quality to much Mamluk Arabic poetry.** Perhaps
culminating this religious trend was ‘A’ishah al-Ba‘iniyah, as we find religious
themes in nearly all of her lyrical verse, whether devotional hymns to the prophet
Muhammad, poems expressing a sense of awe and wonder with the divine, or
any number of mystical poems, including a long ta’iyah of her own.** Moreover,
the meditative process is vital to many of ‘A’ishah’s poems, where memory and
recollection are essential to the imagination as it unites thought and feeling for
spiritual insights into love and life, as in the poem cited above:

When a breeze of acceptance wafts in,
a deep love reminds me (yudhakkiruni) of union’s covenant...

This opening recollection echoes the earliest pre-Islamic Arabic verse, where
the poet conjures an image of his lost beloved to mourn their love-pact that she
has broken. Yet, for ‘A’ishah, “union’s covenant” remains intact, and so she is
filled with desire when the basmalah is recited to begin a journey; then, she is
intoxicated by the pure wine contained in cups of recollection (jifani dh-dhikr,
v.4). Nevertheless, she is tried by those who blame and ridicule her, but she holds
true to her covenant despite the attempts of others to dissuade her from her love.
Though abandoned by everyone, she takes solace from the memory (dhikr) of her
beloved within her heart (v. 7), which, in turn, leads her into the divine presence
and a new life in love. As the poem progresses and the beloved’s divine identity
becomes clearer, ‘A’ishah’s dhikr transforms the ancient poet’s reverie and nostal-
gia into an act of Sufi recollection to purify the heart of selfishness and lead the
way to a mystical epiphany where all things pass away in the “truth of Truth™

#Th. Emil Homerin, “Arabic Religious Poetry, 1200-1899,” in Arabic Literature in the Post-Classical
Period, ed. Roger Allen and D. S. Richards (Cambridge, 2006), 74-86. Also see ‘Umar Musa, Adab
al-Duwal al-Mutatabi‘ah (Damascus, 1967), 457-63; Muhammad Zaghlal Salam, Al-Adab fi al-Asr
al-Mamlaki (Cairo, 1970), 1:227-74; and, for numerous examples of panegyrics on the prophet
Muhammad, Yasuf al-Nabhani, Al-Majmiu‘ah al-Nabhaniyah fi al-Mada’ih al-Nabawiyah, 4 vols.
(reprint of Beirut, 1903).

2#A’igshah al-Ba‘tiniyah, “Diwan (= Fayd al-Fadl),” 139-51, and Diwan Fayd al-Fadl, ed. ‘Arrar, 237-
51. For a translation and analysis of her ta’iyah, see Homerin, Emanations, 95-139.
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So I behold the truth of Truth (hagqqa I-Haqqi) in every atom,
and leave aside what passes (ma yafna) and does not last.

Here, in the penultimate verse of this poem, ‘A’ishah alludes to Quran 55:26-27:
«All things on earth are passing away (fanin), while the majestic and beneficent
countenance of your Lord abides (yabga).» Then the poem ends with her prayer
that God deepen her spiritual life with further acts of grace.

III

The act of recollection, then, may evoke moments of spiritual transcendence, and
so have the power to redeem life, as ‘A’ishah underscores throughout her verse,
and in her Sufi compendium, Al-Muntakhab fi Usul al-Rutab fi ‘IIm al-Tasawwuf.
Loosely translated as “The Principles of Sufism,” this title can also be read as
“Selections on the Roots of Stations in the Science of Sufism.” The term “Selec-
tions” refers to the fact that ‘A’ishah consciously based her guidebook on exten-
sive quotations from a number of sources, including the Quran, hadith, and ear-
lier classical works on Sufism, particularly those by Muhammad al-Kalabadhi
(d. 385/995), Muhammad al-Sulami (d. 412/1021), and especially Aba al-Qasim al-
Qushayri (465/1072). As to “the Roots of Stations in the Science of Sufism,” ‘A’ishah
likens Sufism to a tree of many branches, yet having four essential roots or prin-
ciples: tawbah (repentance), ikhlas (sincerity), dhikr (recollection), and mahabbah
(love). She addresses each principle in a separate section, beginning with relevant
Quranic quotations and traditions of the prophet Muhammad, followed by apho-
risms from the early Muslim forefathers (salaf) and the teachings of later Sufi
masters. ‘A’ishah then concludes each section with her own observations and
inspired verses on the subject.?

‘N’ishah holds all four principles as essential to a mystical life, and they form
a natural progression toward love. Thus, the fundamental act of repentance must
be followed by heroic efforts to lead a sincere religious life free of selfishness
and hypocrisy. Using another horticultural metaphor, ‘A’ishah likens sincerity to
water helping the tiny seeds of good works to grow, while hypocrisy is a cyclone
that will sweep away the fields of one’s labor.? But to move beyond sincerity to a
higher, selfless, love demands a spiritual purification and transformation through
dhikr, or the recollection of God, followed by His grace. ‘A’ishah begins her discus-
sion of this third principle of dhikr by quoting God’s promise in the Quran (2:152):
«fa-dhkuruni, adhkurkum»; «So remember Me, and I will remember you.» This is

»Qishah al-Ba‘Gniyah, “Al-Muntakhab fi Usal al-Rutab,” Dar al-Kutub al-Misriyah microfilm
13123 of MS 318 Tasawwuf Taymar, 1074/1663, 1-5. I am currently editing and translating this
manuscript for publication.

*Ibid, 89-90.
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immediately followed by selections from al-Qushayri’s commentary on this verse,
where he notes that, for those who understand the Quran literally, this verse
means: ‘Remember Me at the appropriate times, and I will remember you with
acts of grace.” For the mystics, by contrast, the divine message is: “Remember Me
by leaving behind all thought of reward or punishment, and I will remember you
by establishing you in My truth (haqqi) after your passing away from yourselves.”?’
‘A’ishah elaborates on recollection’s reciprocal relationship between God and His
faithful worshippers in a series of mystical interpretations:

Remember Me with sincerity, and I will remember you among the
spiritual elect.

Remember Me in your striving, and I will remember you in con-
templation...

Remember Me in your passing away, and I will remember you in
your abiding...

Remember Me in your hearts, and I will remember you in near-
ness to Me...

Remember Me in your spirits, and I will remember you in mo-
ments of enlightenment;

“Remember Me in your inner hearts, and I will remember you in
illuminations!”*

Once again, ‘A’ishah follows the classical Sufi tradition in regarding dhikr as
both a process and a mystical state. As a process, recollection of God helps the
seeker to eliminate selfishness and hypocrisy, and to remain vigilant against
Satan. Though it is impossible to remember God constantly with one’s lips, the
seeker should strive to always recollect God within the heart. Further, similar
to repentance, recollection may differ in its effects depending on one’s spiritual
level, and in this context ‘A’ishah quotes another verse from the Quran (13:28):
«ala bi-dhikri llahi tatma’innu l-qulibu»; «Truly, with remembrance of God, hearts
find peace!» She follows this with her paraphrase of a commentary by al-Sulami:

There are four [types] of hearts. The hearts of the common people
are at peace in remembrance of God by glorifying Him, praising
Him, and lauding Him in consideration of grace and well-being.
The hearts of the religious scholars are at peace with the divine
attributes, names, and qualities. So they consider what appears to
them from those things all the time. The hearts of the spiritual elite

Tbid., 96-97. Also see Abu al-Qasim al-Qushayri, Lat@’if al-Isharat fi Tafsir al-Qur’an, ed. Ibrahim
Basytni (Cairo, 1981), 1:137-38.
%<Aishah al-Ba‘iniyah, “Al-Muntakhab,” 98-99.
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are at peace in remembrance of God with their sincerity, their total
dependence on Him, their thanks, and patience, and so they rest in
Him. As for the unitarians, this is a bane, for their hearts are not at
peace in any mystical state!?

‘N’ishah’s unitarians are those advanced mystics for whom even this state of a
tranquil heart is a veil between them and the oneness of God, for the ultimate goal
of their recollection is a paradoxical state of forgetting everything while abiding
in union with God.* ‘A’ishah cites a tradition from the prophet Muhammad that
the surest means to realize this unitive mystical state is to recollect the phrase: “la
ilaha illa llahu™; “There is no deity but God.” However, to be effective, this phrase
must be said with utter sincerity and free of selfish desires and any thought of
other than God alone. When this focused unity is achieved, ‘A’ishah says:

Then your recollection is by Him to Him such that you disappear
from your recollection into the One whom you recollect. Then [you
disappear] from the One whom you recollect into the void of an-
nihilation and passing away. This will lead you to the presence of
abiding in the One whom you recollect, with an eternal abiding in
Paradise with Him and in the grace of His nearness...*!

‘Aishah notes that Muhammad is reported to have also said: “One who loves
something, remembers it often,” and so ‘A’ishah numbers recollection of God
among the signs of love.* This is the final stage, where true lovers are effaced
completely in the divine Beloved, and ‘A’ishah underscores this point with the
famous divine sayings (al-hadith al-qudsi) on love known as “The Tradition of
Willing Devotions,” a standard Sufi ext in support of mystical union:

God said: “My servant draws near to Me by nothing more loved by
Me than the religious obligations that I have imposed upon him,
and My servant continues to draw near to Me by acts of willing
devotion such that I love him. Then, when I love him, I become his
ear, his eye, and his tongue, his heart and reason, his hand and
support.”®

Yet this transformation is possible due, in large part, to the practice of recollec-
tion. By annihilating one’s selfishness in God’s oneness, the seeker who recol-

#Ibid., 104, and cf. al-Sulami, Haqa’iq, 1:334.
30‘Aishah al-Ba‘Giniyah, “Al-Muntakhab,” 102-29.
$1Tbid., 130-39.

*1bid., 137.

33A’ishah al-Ba‘tiniyah, “Al-Muntakhab,” 148.
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lects God is lost in God’s recollection of him and so abides in the divine presence.
‘A’ishah sums up this process in verses near the end of her discussion of dhikr:*

I remembered you with a recollection
that began from You,

So I disappeared, immersed in You,
not in my memory of You.

For nothing remained of me
to speak save You

To speak for me
from within and without.

IV

‘A’ishah clearly intended her Principles of Sufism to be a collection of insightful
and inspirational passages to aid travelers on the mystic path.** Throughout the
work, A’ishah’s tone is consistently positive and often uplifting and, perhaps due
to her vision of the Prophet and her personal mystical experiences, she is confi-
dent that all will be well in the end for all lovers of God. She stresses repeatedly
that divine mercy and grace are all around if only we would remember God’s love
of us, and open our spiritual eyes and see; this is why dhikr, or recollection, was
of such importance to her. Moreover, in light of her discussion on dhikr in the
Al-Muntakhab, we can better understand and appreciate her references to recol-
lection in her verse. At times she cites pithy verses to serve as religious instruc-
tion, as we hear in a series of quatrains from her collection Emanation of Grace in
which she advises a disciple:*

You seeking all the rules for recollection of the Master,
take them from me:

fear, and hope in tears, shame, purity, fidelity,
and standing before His door with humility.

And again:?’

All the rules of recollection, I will tell you,

so listen up, act on them, and achieve success:
Permission, humility, hope, shame, and fear,

truthfulness, presence, purity, fidelity, and flowing tears.

34Ibid., 138.
*1bid., 3-4.
36‘Aishah al-Ba‘iniyah, “Diwan (= Fayd al-Fadl),” 51, and Diwan Fayd al-Fadl, ed. ‘Arrar, 136.
<A’ishah al-Ba‘tiniyah, “Diwan (= Fayd al-Fadl),” 52, and Diwan Fayd al-Fadl, ed. ‘Arrar, 137.
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The following couplet was inspired, says ‘A’ishah, as a munajah, or “private
prayer” to God:*®

In recalling you, my Lord, the spirit finds rest
and the soul is relieved of worry and stress.

One striving here below to remember You,
attains glad tidings and happiness.

Similar to verses cited on dhikr by al-Kalabadhi and al-Qushayri, ‘A’ishah also
composed other verse on the spiritual power of dhikr, including the following
short poem, which she said was “due to [God’s] inspiration upon her and her cer-
tainty of the nobility of recollection (dhikr):”*

When sin soils the hearts,
and their light grows dim and dark,

Then recollection of God is their polish
wiping the spots away.

In recollection of God, how many hearts
remove the rust, revealing the light within.

That ‘A’ishah practiced what she preached on recollection is also confirmed by
a number of her poems that recount the effects of mystical experiences, which,
she tells us, occurred to her during sessions of mystical audition or sama“*

My friend, please,
mention again the one I love.
Despite my devotion to come to him,
I can’t get enough as long as I live!
Tales of passion for him
have been told by me,
And in spreading them arose
a new life that will never end.
So I can’t forget him;95
I can’t wait or be without him;
I can’t be away from him.
No. I can’t cope.
My tears flow from passion;
my heart is grilled by love
For between my ribs is a fire

8A’ishah al-Ba‘Giniyah, “Diwan (= Fayd al-Fadl),” 34, and Diwan Fayd al-Fadl, ed. ‘Arrar, 114.
»‘Aishah al-Ba‘tiniyah, “Diwan (= Fayd al-Fadl),” 31, and Diwan Fayd al-Fadl, ed. ‘Arrar, 110.
0<Aishah al-Ba‘Gniyah, “Diwan (= Fayd al-Fadl),” 15-16, and Diwan Fayd al-Fadl, ed. ‘Arrar, 88-89.
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burning me within.
Critics blame my heart,
but, my friends, it won’t be turned
By their honeyed lies10
for they are masters of deceit.
Yet, when I complained of my state,
my love sickness, and tribulation,
My heart answered:
“This is not the way of one who loves.
“To complain about what one encountered
in love is a disgrace!
“To die for him is nothing;
misfortunes are adored for him!”
So, do you think I can win15
his nearness curing all my ills?
Being close to him is my highest goal
and furthest desire,
And I don’t mean by this, old loves
like Salma or ‘Alwa or Hind.
My only aim is Him
who knows the heart and love talk,
One everlasting God
Who shaped all creation.
From Him, I hope for an honored place20
in the safe Abode of Eternity.

Once again, ‘A’ishah sets the scene at the beginning of her poem as she calls
her companion to repeat the name of her beloved, which she has heard during the
sama‘ session (v. 1). In this poem, she focuses on her longing to be reunited with
her beloved (vv. 2-8), and there may be an allusion to the prophet Muhammad in
v. 3, where she states:

For him, tales of passion (ahadithu I-hawa)
have been related by me

As is standard in many of ‘A’ishah’s love poems, her critics blame and revile her
(vv. 9-10). But when she complains, she is chastised by her heart, which is not
only the site of love, but of spiritual inspiration as well, particularly during dhikr
and sama‘. Heeding the advice of her heart to eradicate her selfish life for love,
‘A’ishah prays that she may once again return to the presence of the beloved, who
is not a person of flesh and blood, but God Himself, as ‘A’ishah explicitly tells us:
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And I don’t mean by this, old loves
like Salma or ‘Alwa or Hind.
My only aim is Him
who knows the heart and love talk,
One everlasting God
Who shaped all creation.

‘A’ishah states that her lover is not “Salma or ‘Alw4, or Hind.” These are the
names of several beloveds of classical Arabic verse, and, as ‘A’ishah undoubtedly
knew, the celebrated Arab poet Aba Nuwas (d. ca. 200/815) had earlier cast aside
such legendary loves in his preference for wine.* In ‘A’ishah’s case, however,
these beloveds are dismissed to underscore the divine nature of her love, who
‘A’ishah declares to be: ilahun wahidun samadun (“One everlasting God;” v. 19), as
she paraphrases the first two verses of Quran 112: «qul huwa llahu ahdun * allahu
s-samadu»; «Say He is God, the one, God the everlasting.»

In another poem, which also came to ‘A’ishah during a sama“session, she says:*

Recollection of Him was sweet to taste
when He whispered to my heart,
And His herald proclaimed:
“Come quickly to me, obedient to Him!
“Arise, and enter Our presence
with sincerity as We have ordered;
“Kneel before Our might and submit,
and this will please Us.
“Give up everything5
until you see only Him,
“For one who comes before Our presence
with what you have, We have remembered him.
“We accept him, for after the break,
We mend it with happiness.
“Just so, after rejection,
We confer nearness.
“What is desired, We have attained;
what is hoped for, is given!”
My heart replied with obedience:10
“Your wish is my command!”
So He befriended my heart, then made it expand.

“See Abt Nuwas, Diwan, ed. Ewald Wagner (Wiesbaden, 1988), 3:106, and Philip F. Kennedy, Abu
Nuwas: A Genius of Poetry (Oxford, 2005).

2N’ishah al-Ba‘Giniyah, “Diwan (= Fayd al-Fadl),” 56, and Diwan Fayd al-Fadl, ed. ‘Arrar, 142-43.
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He summoned it, then whispered to it lovingly.
He astonished it, then gave it comfort;
annihilated it, then made it stay.
He drank with it, then exalted it;
He graced it, then pleased it.
He made my heart present, then led it away;
He gave it a drink and quenched it,
And He made it drunk, then baffled it;15
He revived it and gave it new life,
With a cup whose contents
was beyond the mind’s grasp.
For the cup held:
Allaha: la ilaha illa hu
“God! There is no deity but Him!”

This poem appears to be a visionary recital, as recollection of God leads to His
inspiration in the heart and then to a dramatic scene in the divine court (vv. 1-3).
There, a herald instructs her heart in selfless obedience (vv. 4-9), and when her
heart complies, it is remembered by God (dhakarnahu; v. 6). ‘A’ishah uses a number
of Sufi technical terms to describe the heart’s subsequent mystical states as God
exhilarated (absatahu) and annihilated it (afnahu), then caused it to abide (abqahu)
in His presence (vv. 10-16). Significantly, in the final verse, ‘A’ishah alludes to the
hadith that declares the profession of God’s oneness to be the most efficacious
dhikr for the seeker (v. 17), and so it seems certain that ‘A’ishah recited this phrase
herself in dhikr meditation and sessions of mystical audition (sama).

This, in turn, raises the question as to whether ‘A’ishah composed some of her
poems to be recited in such sessions. For centuries, poetry has been publicly recited
by Sufis as a means to induce trance and mystical experience, and though ‘A’ishah
does not mention that she composed verse specifically for this purpose, several of
her poems echo sama“ rituals. This is particularly the case for her muwashshahat
with their refrains. I would like to close with the following muwashshah whose
refrain repeats the terms hu (“him”) and Allah (“God”), which have often been used
in Sufi recitation practice. Further, in stanza six, ‘A’ishah says: “In His epiphany,
when He called out from His brilliant fire;” this is a reference to the story of Moses
and his encounter with the Burning Bush as recounted in Quran 27:7-11. Finally,
I have not translated the refrain but retained the Arabic to give an idea of the
rhythm and beat of this poem as it becomes a Sufi chant attesting to the vital role
of recollection in the thought and verse of ‘A’ishah al-Ba‘iniyah:*

#Aishah al-Ba‘tiniyah, “Diwan (= Fayd al-Fadl),” 294-96, and Diwan Fayd al-Fadl, ed. ‘Arrar,
411-14.
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You who annihilates mystically
those absorbed in love of You,
Give to me! Give to me!
Grant me a good life and immortality
with clear vision in union.
Ya Hu, ya Hu, ya Allahu, ya Hu, ya Hu, ya Allahu, ya Hu, ya Hu, ya Allahu
Ya Allahu, ya Hu, ya Allahu!
My love, my desire,
my goal, my being
Be mine! Be mine!
And mend my break and free me from poverty
with nearness and union.
Ya Hu, ya Hu, ya Allahu, ya Hu, ya Hu, ya Allahu, ya Hu, ya Hu, ya Allahu
Ya Allahu, ya Hu, ya Allahu!
Love of You enslaved Your lover:
I was dazed when I lost
my reason, my reason,
And love bewildered me and kept me up all night
as it led me on and wore me out.
Ya Hu, ya Hu, ya Allahu, ya Hu, ya Hu, ya Allahu, ya Hu, ya Hu, ya Allahu
Ya Allahu, ya Hu, ya Allahu!
Your beauty bound me tight,
and when the light appeared, gone was
my shadow, my shadow,
And it stripped me, and nothing remained with me,
as it annihilated me as was right.
Ya Hu, ya Hu, ya Allahu, ya Hu, ya Hu, ya Allahu, ya Hu, ya Hu, ya Allahu
Ya Allahu, ya Hu, ya Allahu!
Ileft yself and went away.
My veil was gone, and my nearness appeared:
My union! My union!
For, He had astonished, then revived me,
and He gave me new life in beauty.
Ya Hu, ya Hu, ya Allahu, ya Hu, ya Hu, ya Allahu, ya Hu, ya Hu, ya Allahu
Ya Allahu, ya Hu, ya Allahu!
In His epiphany, when He called out
from His brilliant fire,
He said to me, He said to me:
“Arise, drink, and enjoy
the goodness of My grace!”
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Ya Hu, ya Hu, ya Allahu, ya Hu, ya Hu, ya Allahu, ya Hu, ya Hu, ya Allahu
Ya Allahu, ya Hu, ya Allahu!
For He had set a radiant cup out for me
filled with truth’s pure wine.
He gave to me, He gave to me
this pure drink with relief
and hope and peace.
Ya Hu, ya Hu, ya Allahu, ya Hu, ya Hu, ya Allahu, ya Hu, ya Hu, ya Allahu
Ya Allahu, ya Ha, ya Allahu!
These wine jars are unveilings of beneficence
with gnosis to their tavern-mates,
my folk, my folk,
my masters, my loves,
my brothers in my mystical states.
Ya Hu, ya Hu, ya Allahu, ya Hu, ya Hu, ya Allahu, ya Hu, ya Hu, ya Allahu
Ya Allahu, ya Hu, ya Allahu!
I have an exalted axis among them
who appeared with his fidelity
to me, to me,
and he drew me and brought me near
and raised me up in nobility.
Ya Hu, ya Hu, ya Allahu, ya Hu, ya Hu, ya Allahu, ya Hu, ya Hu, ya Allahu
Ya Allahu, ya Hu, ya Allahu!
My Master, the greatest to come among us
is the most exalted Prophet.
Bless him! bless him!
and all the apostles, his family
and closest friends, You Most High!
Ya Hu, ya Hu, ya Allahu, ya Hu, ya Hu, ya Allahu, ya Hu, ya Hu, ya Allahu
Ya Allahu, ya Hu, ya Allahu!
As long as Your cup comes round to my heart
with Your wine in the tavern of nearness,
my drink, my drink,
given to me to drink, quenching me,
and reviving me in union!
Ya Hu, ya Hu, ya Allahu, ya Hu, ya Hu, ya Allahu, ya Hu, ya Hu, ya Allahu
Ya Allahu, ya Hu, ya Allahu!
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Appendix:

Arabic texts from ‘A’ishah al-Ba‘Gniyah, “Diwan ‘A’ishah al-Ba‘iniyah (= Fayd al-
Fadl),” Cairo: Dar al-Kutub al-Misriyah microfilm 29322 of MS 431 (Shi‘r Taymar):
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From: ‘A’ishah al-Ba‘tiniyah, “Al-Muntakhab fi Usil al-Rutab,” Dar al-Kutub al-
Misriyah microfilm 13123 of MS 318:
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