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Abstract

Mahwi is one of the most prominent mystical poets in Kurdish literature who, by drawing upon the teachings of Islamic
mysticism, succeeded in expressing his mystical worldview through symbolic and artistic forms. Using a descriptive-
analytical method, the present study aimed to examine ten fundamental mystical themes in Mahwi’s poetry: divine
manifestation and self-disclosure, bewilderment, estrangement and return to the origin, love as the essence of existence,
spiritual poverty and annihilation, rindT and the Malamati tradition, the Perfect Human, unity within multiplicity, the mystical
moment, and the language of spiritual states and silence. The research data were collected and analyzed through a close
reading of Mahwi’s Divan and relevant sources on mysticism and Sufi literature. The findings indicate that Mahwi employed
mystical symbols and concepts to articulate each of these themes in an artistically sophisticated manner. Although influenced
by Islamic mysticism and major literary and mystical figures such as Ibn ‘Arabi, Hafez, and Rumi, he successfully developed
a distinctive poetic style by integrating mystical elements with Kurdish language and culture. The extensive use of symbolic
language, innovative imagery, and binary oppositions constitutes some of the most significant characteristics of Mahwi’s
mystical poetry. Overall, Mahwi’s poetry reflects his lived mystical experience and represents a manifestation of the
profound interrelationship among literature, mysticism, and Kurdish culture.

Keywords: Mahwi, mysticism, mystical symbols, Kurdish poetry, symbolism, Sufism, mystical literature.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Mahwi, the poetic name of Mulla Muhammad

Balkhi, son of Mulla Uthman, is regarded as
one of the most prominent mystical poets in
Kurdish literature. Born in Sulaymaniyah in
1836, he received an extensive education in
religious sciences, Arabic and Persian
literature, Islamic philosophy, and Sufi
teachings and eventually attained a
distinguished scholarly and spiritual position
within the intellectual milieu of nineteenth-
century Kurdistan (1). His poetic corpus,
composed primarily in  Sorani Kurdish,
includes lyrical poems, odes, quatrains, and
shorter poetic compositions that address a
broad spectrum of mystical, romantic, ethical,
religious, and social concerns (2). One of the
most distinctive features of Mahwi’s poetry is
his ability to integrate Kurdish literary traditions
and indigenous cultural imagery with the
conceptual and symbolic heritage of Islamic
mysticism and Persian Sufi poetry (3). His
mystical worldview was shaped by the Qur’an,
prophetic traditions, classical Sufi terminology,
and the teachings of influential mystics such
as Ibn ‘Arabi and al-Hallaj (4). Nevertheless,

Mahwi did not merely reproduce established
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mystical concepts; rather, he reformulated
them through a poetic language characterized
by symbolic density, indigenous imagery,
semantic ambiguity, and emotional intensity.
The present study therefore seeks to provide
a systematic analysis of ten fundamental
mystical themes in Mahwi's poetry: divine
manifestation and self-disclosure, mystical
bewilderment, estrangement and return to the
origin, love as the essence of existence,
spiritual poverty and annihilation, libertinism
and the Malamati tradition, the Perfect Human,
unity within multiplicity, mystical time, and the
language of spiritual states and silence.

Previous scholarship has approached Mahwi’s
mystical poetry from several complementary
perspectives, although most studies have
concentrated on particular aspects of his
thought rather than offering an integrated
thematic analysis. Research on Mahwi’s
mystical language has demonstrated that
symbolism constitutes one of the principal
mechanisms through which he communicates
abstract spiritual meanings and transforms
theological and metaphysical concepts into

sensuous poetic images (5). Studies of

N\.N
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symbolism in Kurdish poetry likewise indicate
that Mahwi’s poetic vocabulary belongs to a
wider symbolic tradition in which images such
as wine, the tavern, fire, water, the Simurgh,
the phoenix, the cage, and the mirror function
as multilayered signs rather than literal objects
(12). Mela’s examination of Mahwi’s position
between exoteric religion and esoteric
spirituality emphasizes the poet’s treatment of
divine love, the beloved, unity, and inward
knowledge in relation to Quranic teachings
and |bn ‘Arabi’s mystical thought (6). Similarly,
Shekar’s analysis of the reflection of Hallaj’s
personality and worldview in Mahwi's poetry
demonstrates that concepts such as spiritual
journeying, divine love, self-annihilation, and
mystical monotheism  form  essential
components of his poetic consciousness (7).
Other studies have situated Mahwi within the
broader development of Kurdish Sufism and
mystical poetry, showing that his work
represents a significant point of convergence
between Persian literary mysticism and the
religious and cultural traditions of Kurdistan
(15). Despite the value of these contributions,
the existing scholarship remains fragmented.
The present research therefore adopts a
broader framework in which the major
symbolic, ontological, epistemological, and
ethical dimensions of Mahwi’'s mystical
thought are examined as interconnected
elements of a coherent poetic worldview.

The study employed a descriptive-analytical
method based on a close reading of Mahwi’s

Divan and an interpretive examination of

relevant sources on Islamic mysticism, Sufi
terminology, Kurdish literary history, and
mystical symbolism. Mahwi’s poems were first
reviewed to identify recurrent images,
concepts,  oppositions, and  narrative
structures related to mystical experience. The
selected passages were then classified
according to the ten principal themes and
interpreted in relation to established concepts
in Islamic Sufism. Definitions and conceptual
distinctions derived from dictionaries of
mystical terminology were used to clarify
notions such as manifestation, bewilderment,
annihilation, poverty, mystical time, and the
Perfect Human (10). Qashani’s account of Sufi
terminology also provided a theoretical basis
for distinguishing technical mystical meanings
from their ordinary lexical senses (16). The
study further considered Mahwi’s relationship
with Persian mystical poetry, particularly the
traditions associated with Rumi, Hafez,
Shabestari, and Hallaj. Shabestari’s
interpretation of divine self-disclosure and the
manifestation of divine attributes in the Perfect
Human was especially relevant to the analysis
of Mahwi’s religious odes and prophetic
imagery (9). The poems were not treated
simply as illustrations of pre-existing Sufi
doctrines; instead, attention was given to the
ways in which formal features, including
paradox, contrast, metaphor, repetition,
dramatic dialogue, and symbolic
condensation, create distinctive meanings.
This approach made it possible to examine

both the doctrinal foundations of Mahwi’s
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mysticism and the poetic innovations through
which those foundations are transformed into
an indigenous Kurdish aesthetic.

The findings concerning the first five themes
reveal that Mahwi's mystical poetry is
structured around a dynamic relationship
between divine disclosure, human
bewilderment, existential separation, love, and
self-annihilation. Divine manifestation in his
poetry refers not to incarnation or the physical
indwelling of God in created beings, but to the
perception of divine beauty and majesty
through the mirrors of creation, the purified
heart, and the spiritual reality of the Perfect
Human. In his poem praising the Prophet, the
miracle of water flowing from the Prophet’s
fingers is interpreted as a manifestation of
divine mercy: the same water becomes a
destructive flood for unbelief and a source of
freshness and spiritual fertility for faith (8). This
duality reflects the simultaneous disclosure of
divine beauty and majesty. Mahwi’'s
references to the Prophet’s ascension likewise
portray the Prophet as the highest locus of
divine  manifestation, an interpretation
consistent with mystical accounts of the
Perfect Human as the most complete mirror of
divine names and attributes (9). Mystical
bewilderment emerges when reason confronts
realities that transcend ordinary conceptual
understanding. For Mahwi, bewilderment is
not equivalent to philosophical scepticism;
rather, it arises from the simultaneous
experience of divine distance and intimacy,

beauty and pain, presence and absence. The

paradoxical conjunction of water and fire in his
poetry expresses the lover's astonishment
before the coexistence of beauty and burning
love (8). Estrangement and return to the origin
are similarly represented through images such
as the house of sorrow, the imprisoned soul,
tears, exile, and the longing for the primordial
homeland. These motifs situate human
existence within a spiritual journey from
separation to reunion (11). Love provides the
energy of this return. Mahwi rejects purely
verbal devotion when it lacks the inward
burning of love, thereby presenting love as the
essence of authentic remembrance and
spiritual  knowledge. His treatment of
metaphorical love also corresponds to the
Zagros Sufi tradition, in which earthly beauty
can become a preliminary path toward divine
love (14). Spiritual poverty and annihilation
complete this movement by requiring the
dissolution of ego, worldly attachment, and
self-sufficiency. Images of voluntary death,
burning, ruin, and the phoenix symbolize the
destruction of the lower self and its rebirth in a
higher mode of spiritual existence (13).

The remaining themes further demonstrate
that Mahwi’'s mystical worldview contains a
strong ethical, social, and linguistic dimension.
His treatment of libertinism and Malamati
practice is fundamentally directed against
hypocrisy, ostentatious piety, and religious
self-importance. Like the figure of the rind in
Persian mystical poetry, Mahwi's spiritual
libertine rejects superficial respectability in

order to preserve inward sincerity. The tavern
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becomes a symbolic space in which
conventional hierarchies collapse and the
seeker is liberated from pretension and self-
display (11). His criticism of those who claim
superiority recalls the Quranic portrayal of
Satanic pride and reinforces the Malamati
condemnation of spiritual arrogance (10). The
Perfect Human appears in Mahwi’'s poetry as
prophet, guide, spiritual master, and
transformative  authority. = The  master
possesses the metaphorical science of
alchemy, through which the commanding self
is transformed into the tranquil soul, and
functions like the hoopoe as a guide through
the difficult stages of the spiritual path (8).
Mahwi's references to Abu Turab, a title
associated with Imam Ali, likewise present the
spiritual guide as the embodiment of humility,
knowledge, and sacred authority (12). Unity
within multiplicity is expressed through the
reconciliation of apparently contradictory
realities, including poverty and kingship, water
and fire, wine and light, or lover and beloved.
These oppositions are not eliminated but
interpreted as diverse manifestations of a
single reality. Mahwi’s use of wine symbolism
thus represents the unifying force of divine
love that gathers multiplicity into spiritual unity
(10). The concept of mystical time emphasizes
presence, spiritual readiness, and the
recognition of each moment as an opportunity
for transformation. His criticism of attachment
to the world and heedlessness before death
reflects the Sufi maxim that the mystic is the

child of the present moment (11). Finally,

Mahwi’s language of spiritual states and
silence reveals his awareness of the
limitations of discursive speech. Symbols such
as the Simurgh, alchemy, the phoenix, Khidr,
the water of life, wine, and the tavern enable
him to communicate experiences that cannot
be adequately expressed through literal
language (5). Silence is therefore not the
absence of meaning but the highest form of
mystical expression, while symbolic language
mediates between ineffable experience and
poetic communication.

In conclusion, the analysis demonstrates that
mysticism constitutes the central organizing
principle of Mahwi’s poetic imagination rather
than an incidental or decorative element. The
ten themes examined in this study form an
interconnected structure through which the
poet interprets God, the universe, the human
being, spiritual practice, language, and artistic
creation. Divine manifestation produces
bewilderment; bewilderment deepens the
awareness of estrangement; estrangement
generates the longing for return; love initiates
the journey; and poverty and annihilation
remove the obstacles that separate the lover
from the beloved. Libertinism and Malamati
criticism protect the journey from hypocrisy,
while the Perfect Human provides guidance
and spiritual orientation. Unity  within
multiplicity  reveals the  metaphysical
foundation of existence, mystical time situates
the seeker within the immediacy of spiritual
experience, and silence marks the point at

which language reaches its limits. Mahwi’s
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originality lies in his ability to assimilate the
intellectual and symbolic heritage of Islamic
mysticism and Persian Sufi poetry without
losing his Kurdish linguistic and cultural
identity.  Through indigenous imagery,
emotionally charged diction, paradoxical
structures, and a highly developed symbolic
vocabulary, he created a distinctive form of
mystical poetry that is simultaneously local
and universal. His work can therefore be
regarded as a major achievement in Kurdish
mystical literature and as an important
example of the creative interaction among
Islamic spirituality, Persian literary tradition,

and Kurdish cultural expression.
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