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Creative Imagination in the Ghazals of Bidel Dehlavi
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Abstract

This study aims to examine and analyze the role of “creative imagination” in the ghazals of Bidel Dehlavi, based on mystical and
philosophical foundations, particularly the central ideas of Ibn Arabi. The present research is theoretical in nature and employs a
comparative—analytical approach. At the outset, the study explicates and analyzes the status and function of the concept of imagination in
the thoughts of sages, philosophers, and mystics. It then focuses on Ibn Arabi’s intellectual foundations and categorizes the key related
concepts. Through this framework, the study investigates and analyzes the position of creativity and poetic imagination in Bidel Dehlavi’s
ghazals by presenting and conceptually interpreting selected poetic examples. Data collection was conducted through library research, and
data analysis was carried out qualitatively. The analysis of Bidel’s ghazals reveals that Bidel employs “creative imagination” not merely
as an aesthetic tool but as an ontological and epistemological faculty for the manifestation of truth. Core mystical concepts such as

EENTS

“manifestation,” “being and the descent of being,” “creation,” “the Perfect Man,” and “the mirror” constitute the central nucleus of his
poetry within the framework of Ibn Arabi’s theory of creative imagination. These concepts assist the poet in expressing the deepest
mystical truths. Based on Ibn Arabi’s perspective, Bidel regards the human being as the center of creation and his poetry as a medium for
portraying the station of the “Perfect Man.” The intricate imagery and rich metaphors in his ghazals are not mere literary ornaments but

the eloquent language of mystical truths that can only be comprehended through creative imagination.

Keywords: Creative imagination, Ibn Arabi, Bidel Dehlavi, Ghazal, Indian Style.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The concept of creative imagination

represents one of the most profound and
dynamic faculties in human cognition and
spirituality, bridging the boundaries between
aesthetic expression and metaphysical
revelation. It has long been distinguished in
Islamic philosophy and mysticism as a
transcendent force that operates beyond mere
fantasy or mental imagery, functioning instead
as an ontological and epistemological faculty
capable of perceiving and manifesting divine
realities (1). This study, “Creative Imagination
in the Ghazals of Bidel Dehlavi,” explores the
interplay between imagination, creativity, and
metaphysical perception in Bidel's poetry,
emphasizing how he internalizes and

reinterprets |bn Arabi’s theory of al-khayal al-
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khalaq (creative imagination). Within this
framework, imagination is not confined to a
psychological or literary faculty but emerges
as a medium of divine self-disclosure—tajalli—
whereby hidden truth becomes manifest
through form and language (2). This faculty,
which serves as the bridge between intellect
and revelation, or between the sensory and
the intelligible, enables poets such as Bidel to
articulate mystical truths that transcend
rational discourse. Accordingly, this article
aims to identify the ontological and artistic
foundations of creative imagination in Bidel's
ghazals by analyzing his symbolic expressions
of tajalli (manifestation), tanazzul al-wujud
(descent of being), khilgah (creation), the
concept of the Perfect Man, and the mirror
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motif—each representing a distinct aspect of
his cosmological and anthropological vision
rooted in Ibn Arabi’'s metaphysical system (3).
From a theoretical standpoint, Ibn Arabi’s
vision of imagination revolutionized the way
Islamic thinkers understood the human
capacity for knowledge, creativity, and divine
encounter. In his mystical ontology,
imagination (khayal) is neither illusion nor
arbitrary mental construction, but an
intermediate realm of being—the barzakh—
that unites the visible and invisible worlds (4).
In this intermediary world, the divine essence
reveals itself in infinite forms, allowing the
human soul to perceive both the inner and
outer dimensions of reality. This concept of
creative imagination deeply influenced later
poets and philosophers, including Al-Ghazali,
who expanded the idea of poiesis as an act of
divine participation linking human artistic
creation with theological truth (5). Islamic
philosophers such as Al-Farabi, Avicenna, and
Suhrawardi conceptualized imagination as a
sacred faculty mediating between intellect and
sense, making revelation and prophecy
possible (6). Modern scholarship continues to
regard Ibn Arabi’'s khayal khallag as a
hermeneutical framework through which
literary creativity and mystical experience
intersect (7). This study situates Bidel's poetics
within this continuum, demonstrating how his
use of symbolic imagination transforms
metaphysical abstraction into vivid poetic
imagery, and how his art, while rooted in
Persian sabk-e Hendi (Indian style), manifests

a distinctively Sufi epistemology where
language itself becomes a vehicle of divine
manifestation.

In analyzing Bidel Dehlavi’s poetry, this article
reveals that his complex imagery, semantic
density, and conceptual daring cannot be
reduced to ornamentation or stylistic flourish.
Bornin 1642 CE in Patna, India, Bidel matured
within a vibrant Sufi milieu where debates on
wahdat al-wujud (unity of being), divine
manifestation, and spiritual perception shaped
his worldview (11). His Divan is unparalleled in
its imaginative range and metaphysical depth,
filled with elaborate metaphors and abstract
reflections that merge poetic creativity with
spiritual  philosophy (12). The creative
imagination in Bidel's ghazals thus functions
as a metaphysical instrument of perception—
a faculty through which the poet beholds divine
self-disclosure within the multiplicity of
phenomena. By integrating Ibn Arabi’s
metaphysics with poetic creativity, Bidel
transforms imagination into an act of
existential participation: each poetic image
becomes a site where divine presence
unfolds. Similar to Rumi and Shams Tabrizi,
whose writings exemplify the poetics of tajalli,
Bidel employs symbolic imagery to evoke the
unity of being, where the distinction between
creator and creation dissolves into reflective
consciousness (13, 14). His recurring motifs of
mirrors, light, and multiplicity echo Ibn Arabi’s
doctrine that the cosmos is a mirror reflecting

divine names and attributes—a truth
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accessible only through the purified faculty of
imagination.

The theoretical foundation of this study rests
on the interconnectedness between
imagination, knowledge, and creation in
Islamic philosophy. Philosophers such as Al-
Kindi, Al-Farabi, and Ibn Sina considered
imagination not merely a psychological
function but an ontological link between the
intellect and the sensory world (16). Mulla
Sadra, in his Asfar al-Arba‘a, developed the
most comprehensive metaphysical theory of
creativity, arguing that human imagination
participates in divine creation by actualizing
forms in being (19). His notion that creativity is
an intrinsic aspect of the human soul
resonates strongly with Bidel's poetic
thought

attributes creative potential to the human

sensibility. Likewise, Qur’anic
capacity for synthesis between ‘aql/ (reason),
dhikr (remembrance), and khayal
(imagination) (20). Ibn Arabi extended this
logic to assert that imagination constitutes the
ontological ground of existence itself: it is
through divine imagination that the cosmos
manifests, and through human imagination
that divine presence becomes consciously
apprehensible (21, 22). In this sense,
imagination is both the cause and effect of
creation—an idea that Bidel transposes into
his poetry by depicting existence as perpetual
tajalli. His verses exemplify this dynamic in
statements such as “the particles of the world
are springs of manifestation’s light” and “the
universe is nothing but the manifestation of the

Beloved.” Such expressions mirror |bn Arabi’s
axiom al-‘alam kulluhu khayal (“the entire
world is imagination”), embodying a
metaphysical poetics where language and
being converge.

A major section of this research interprets
Bidel's treatment of five interconnected
mystical symbols—tajalli  (manifestation),
wujud and tanazzul al-wujud (being and
descent of being), khalg (creation), insan al-
kamil (the Perfect Man), and ayina (the
mirror)—each corresponding to an aspect of
Ibn Arabi’s theory of imagination. The first,
tajalli, denotes divine self-disclosure. Bidel
envisions the cosmos as a radiant theatre of
manifestation where every entity reflects the
divine presence (33, 34). He conceives
existence as love made visible, echoing the
Prophetic Hadith “| was a hidden treasure and
desired to be known, so | created the world.”
The second, tanazzul al-wujud, concerns the
hierarchical descent of being from the absolute
to the phenomenal realm (26). Bidel's
imagery—where multiplicity unfolds from unity
and returns to it—renders visible the process
of divine descent. Third, in the concept of
creation, Bidel portrays humanity as the mirror
of divine self-knowledge, calling for purification
of the heart so that imagination may reflect
reality unclouded by ego or illusion (14, 22).
The fourth, insan al-kamil, represents the
epitome of divine manifestation—the human
who mirrors all divine attributes. Bidel's
ghazals repeatedly position man as the axis of

the cosmos, suspended between dunya
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(matter) and /adun (divine wisdom), thereby
embodying the creative imagination of God
Himself (21). Finally, the symbol of the mirror
unites all these concepts, serving as both the
heart of the mystic and the world as a whole; it
is within this reflective medium that the divine
essence reveals itself through infinite forms
(33)- In each of these motifs, imagination
functions simultaneously as a mode of
perception, creation, and revelation—an
insight central to both Ibn Arabi’'s metaphysics
and Bidel’s poetry.

The discussion also engages with modern
hermeneutical readings of imagination,
particularly  through phenomenological,
linguistic, and cognitive lenses. Scholars have
examined imagination as a linguistic force that
generates new meanings through
metaphorical transference (27), a cognitive
faculty structuring poetic creativity (28), and a
conceptual spectrum balancing imagery and
symbol (29). Corbin’s interpretation of Ibn
Arabi’s  mundus imaginalis  elucidates
imagination as an autonomous ontological
plane where divine forms and archetypes are
perceived (26, 31). These studies highlight
imagination as an active interface between
human consciousness and the sacred—a role
fully realized in Bidel’s work, where each poem
becomes a site of divine encounter mediated
by the poet’s creative vision. Within the
Persian context, scholars such as (13) and (32)
have underscored the role of imagination in
Persian mystic poetry as a means of spiritual

ascent and revelation, linking artistic creativity

to divine illumination. Bidel’s originality lies in
transforming this inherited tradition into a
multidimensional system of imagery, fusing
Indian  stylistic exuberance with  Sufi
metaphysics. His language of mirrors, light,
and multiplicity constructs an ontological
poetics that embodies the very process of
creation—turning poetry into an act of divine
imagination.

In conclusion, this study demonstrates that
Bidel Dehlavi’'s ghazals represent one of the
most sophisticated poetic actualizations of Ibn
Arabi’'s theory of creative imagination. For
Bidel, imagination is not an instrument of
artistic embellishment but the essence of
perception itself—a sacred faculty that mirrors
divine creation in human consciousness.
Through his intricate symbolism and
multilayered metaphors, Bidel reveals how the
imagination transforms aesthetic experience
into metaphysical realization, and how poetry
becomes the mirror through which the divine
contemplates its own beauty. The analysis
affirms that in Bidel’s universe, all phenomena
are reflections of the One Reality; the poet’s
creative act thus reenacts the cosmic process
of tajalli, bridging the infinite and the finite, the
unseen and the visible. Ultimately, Bidel's
poetics invite the reader to witness creation as
a living act of divine imagination—a
continuous unfolding of being where art, spirit,
and truth converge.
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