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Abstract

Hakim Omar Khayyam and Abu al-Ala al-Ma’arri, two eminent poet-philosophers of the Islamic world, despite their
profound intellectual commonalities in skepticism, rationalism, and critique of conventional beliefs, arrived at two entirely
contrasting worldviews. Khayyam inclined toward hedonism and the enjoyment of the moment, whereas al-Ma’arri chose
absolute pessimism and extreme asceticism. This contrast provides a unique framework for examining how philosophy
manifests in verbal art. The main objective of this study, beyond a superficial comparison, is to conduct a comparative and
structural analysis of the art of imagery through metaphor in the poetry of these two thinkers. The article seeks to answer
the question of how Khayyam’s hedonistic worldview and al-Ma’arri’s pessimistic worldview, respectively, led to the
creation of two distinct sets of artistic images and metaphors, and how these images became the principal tools of their
philosophical reflection. The research method is descriptive—analytical with a comparative approach. Accordingly, the
theoretical foundations related to imagery and metaphor are first defined. Then, through qualitative content analysis of
Khayyam’s Rubaiyat and al-Ma’arri’s Luzumiyyat, the central metaphors of each poet are identified and categorized. In
the final step, these metaphorical systems are examined separately and then comparatively to reveal their similarities and
differences in reflecting the poets’ philosophical thought. The findings indicate that the metaphorical imagery of each poet
serves as a direct reflection and a vehicle for the realization of his worldview. Khayyam employs sensory and tangible
metaphors (e.g., the jug, wine, grass) to emphasize the value of material life and the necessity of immediate joy. In
contrast, al-Ma’arri uses abstract and caustic metaphors (e.g., the body as a prison, the world as carrion) to logically affirm
the evil of existence and the necessity of abstaining from it. Ultimately, for both poets, imagery is not merely a literary
ornament but a philosophical act in confronting the enigma of existence.

Keywords: Comparative analysis, Khayyam, Abu al-Ala al-Ma arri, metaphor, worldview.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The comparative analysis of metaphorical
imagery in the poetry of Hakim Omar Khayyam
and Abu al-Ala al-Ma’arri explores how
philosophical thought takes shape within
artistic language. Both poet-philosophers,
separated by a few generations yet bound by
shared intellectual currents of skepticism and
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rationalism, employed the art of metaphor to
transform metaphysical doubt into aesthetic
experience. The study begins from the
premise that poetry, in its highest expression,
is not a mere ornament of language but a
vehicle for philosophical cognition, in which

imagery serves as a bridge between abstract

speculation and  sensory  perception.
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According to Shafiei Kadkani, metaphor and
image are not embellishments but instruments
of discovery, revealing aspects of reality that
logic alone cannot express (1). In this sense,
the imagination in Khayyam’s Rubaiyat and al-
constitutes an

Ma’arri’s Luzumiyyat

epistemological method, transforming
uncertainty into form. Whereas Khayyam’s
verses breathe in the warm colors of wine,
grass, and pottery—symbols of fleeting life—
al-Ma’arri’'s lines are chiseled in the cold
marble of intellect, where the body becomes a
prison and the world a carcass. The objective
of this research is to map the internal logic of
these metaphorical systems and to show how
the tension between sensory and abstract
imagery reflects two antithetical worldviews:
the hedonistic existentialism of Khayyam and
the ascetic pessimism of al-Ma’arri.

The theoretical framework draws from both
classical and cognitive poetics, defining
‘image” as the mental representation
recreated through language and “metaphor”
as the fusion of distinct semantic domains that
enables the human mind to conceptualize the
abstract through the concrete (5, 7). In this
interpretive paradigm, metaphor becomes the
central cognitive operation of poetic creation—
a process of reconceptualizing existence itself.
Scholars such as Homa'i emphasized that
traditional rhetoric viewed metaphor as
compressed simile (6), but modern theorists
like Lakoff and Johnson reframed it as a mode
of thought rather than of decoration. Within

Persian poetics, this evolution finds resonance

in Sojoodi’s insight that metaphor functions as
an “instrument of philosophical reflection” (8).
Accordingly, this study adopts a descriptive—
analytical and comparative approach,
employing qualitative content analysis to
identify and classify the metaphors that form
the backbone of each poet’s imaginative
system. The interpretive lens situates these
metaphors  within  their  philosophical
contexts—determinism and temporal nihilism
for Khayyam, ontological pessimism and
rational asceticism for al-Ma’arri—so that the
resulting comparison reveals not merely
stylistic differences but divergent modes of
reasoning embodied in art.

In Khayyam’s poetic universe, metaphors
perform the dual task of aestheticizing
existence and challenging metaphysical
dogma. His most emblematic image—the pot
and the potter—translates the theological
relation between creator and creature into a
tangible artisan metaphor. The clay vessel,
animated by human voice, questions its maker
and mourns its fate, thereby dramatizing the
tension between divine omnipotence and
human helplessness (10). In another layer, this
same metaphor encapsulates the
philosophical problem of determinism: the
vessel has no agency in its form, just as
humans have none in their destiny. Hedayat
interprets  this recurring image as a
manifestation of Khayyam’s conscious
philosophical rebellion against the absurdity of
existence (9). Alongside this central metaphor,

Khayyam deploys a coherent cluster of
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sensory symbols—the wine, the cupbearer,
and the tavern—that redefine morality through
pleasure and affirm life as the only tangible
truth. The wine becomes not a mere intoxicant
but a medium of liberation from existential
anxiety, while the tavern transforms into a
sanctuary from religious hypocrisy. The “green
grass” and “blooming tulip” further extend his
metaphorical vision by linking human
transience to the cycles of nature. Each image
thus operates as a philosophical statement:
the world’'s ephemerality necessitates the joy
of the moment. Khayyam’s art of imagery,
therefore, reflects a synthesis of sensual
perception and rational skepticism, converting
metaphysical despair into poetic affirmation
(11).

Abu al-Ala al-Ma’arri’s metaphorical language,
by contrast, is stripped of sensuous vitality and
steeped in ascetic rigor. Deprived of sight, the
Syrian philosopher turned inward, constructing
a symbolic universe governed by intellect
rather than sensation. The body, in his poetry,
is a “prison of the soul,” an image that
condenses his metaphysical rejection of life
itself. In one of his most cited lines—*This is
the crime my father committed against me,
though | have committed none against
others"—he translates birth into an act of
transgression (14). The metaphor of crime
recasts existence as an imposed punishment,
aligning with Zarrinkoub’s reading of Ma’arri’s
philosophy as an “eternal imprisonment of the
spirit” (11). His disdain for worldly attachments

is epitomized in the gruesome metaphor of the

world as carrion and humans as dogs fighting
over it, illustrating the degradation of moral
and spiritual values (12). In opposition to
Khayyam’s aesthetic hedonism, Ma’arri's
imagery negates the senses and dissolves the
physical into the logical. His metaphors of dust
as corpses and earth as graveyard transform
the landscape into a moral allegory of futility.
For him, death is not terror but deliverance—
the peaceful cessation of a meaningless
ordeal. Within this system, the metaphor of
reason as the sole imam stands as his boldest
declaration, replacing divine revelation with
human intellect (15). The transposition of
religious vocabulary into rational discourse, a
hallmark of Ma’arri’'s poetics, transforms
metaphor into a philosophical rebellion against
the sanctity of tradition.

The comparative dimension of this study
reveals that, despite their shared intellectual
roots, Khayyam and al-Ma’arri represent two
opposing aesthetic epistemologies. Both are
skeptical of dogma, both meditate on mortality,
and both challenge religious hypocrisy. Yet
their artistic solutions diverge fundamentally.
Khayyam’s metaphors appeal to the five
senses and transform physical experience into
philosophical insight, whereas al-Ma’arri’s
images are abstract, cerebral, and purged of
sensory pleasure. The contrast between
Khayyam’s caravan of life and Ma’arri’s
corpse-strewn earth encapsulates the polarity
between existential affirmation and
metaphysical negation. Where Khayyam

celebrates impermanence through the sensory
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metaphor of flowing wine, Ma’arri condemns
existence through the ethical metaphor of
decaying flesh. The former seeks consolation
in aesthetic beauty; the latter in intellectual
detachment. The “potter” and the “carrion”
thus emerge as twin symbols of the human
condition—one reconciled with the absurd
through joy, the other through renunciation.
This duality underscores what Shafiei Kadkani
described as the “creative deviation of
language,” through which poets expose
unseen dimensions of being (1). By re-reading
both poets through the lens of cognitive
metaphor theory, the study demonstrates how
artistic imagery functions as an architecture of
thought, translating philosophical paradigms
into perceptual experience.

Methodologically, the research advances a
layered comparative model consisting of three
analytical stages: the extraction of
metaphorical clusters through close reading,
the classification of metaphors into ontological
and epistemological categories, and the cross-
comparison of structural correspondences
between the two systems. The corpus includes
authenticated rubaiyat of Khayyam and
selected odes from Ma’arri's Luzumiyyat,
analyzed using qualitative content analysis
informed by cognitive linguistics. The findings
show that Khayyam’s dominant metaphors—
pot, wine, tavern, grass, and wheel of fate—
constitute an integrated symbolic network
grounded in sensual perception and cyclical
temporality. Ma’arri's metaphors—body as

prison, world as carrion, reason as imam, and

death as rest—form a contrasting network
grounded in logical abstraction and moral
negation. The comparative synthesis reveals
that both networks function as “philosophical
grammars,” encoding each poet’s worldview in
metaphorical syntax. Thus, metaphor is not a
subsidiary ornament of language but the
generative core through which these poets
construct meaning and communicate
ontological positions.

In conclusion, the extended comparative
inquiry into Khayyam’s and al-Ma’arri’s
metaphorical imagery confirms that the art of
poetic visualization serves as a mirror of
philosophical orientation. Khayyam transforms
doubt into celebration, using the language of
sensory pleasure to defy mortality, while al-
Ma’arri converts the same doubt into ascetic
withdrawal, using the language of intellect to
expose the futility of being. For Khayyam, the
image is a vessel of joy; for Ma’arri, a tool of
judgment. Each, in his own idiom,
demonstrates that metaphor is the deepest
expression of human confrontation with
existence—a creative act through which
philosophy becomes art and art becomes

philosophy.
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