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Gibran Khalil Gibran (1883-1931) 

Lebanese artist, painter, sculpture and poet. 

 

Geography 

Birthplace: Bsharri, Lebanon (Lebanon at the time was under Ottoman 
rule)   

Bsharri is known for two things: The birthplace of Gibran and 
the only remaining and preserved place for the original Cedars of 
God.  

 

Relationships 

Family 

o Father was very temperamental, was charged with 

embezzlement when he was young.  

o Mother, Kamileh Rahmeh, moves the family (4 children) to 

Boston, MA where they settled in the immigrant South End 

neighborhood. 

o Mother’s work ethic shaped his personality. His mother also the 

first person to encourage his art. 

o A seamstress, his sister Mariana financially supported him.  

o Gibran's full name in Arabic is Gibran Khalil Gibran, the middle 

name being his father's. It is a convention among the Arabs to 

use the father's name after one's first name. Gibran always signed 

his full name in his Arabic works; however, in his English 

writings, he dropped the first name and changed the correct 

spelling of "Khalil" into "Kahlil". 

Education  

o Receives his first formal schooling at the age of 13 at Boston.  

o Is trained by photographer and publisher Fred Holland Day, 

who nurtured Gibran's talents and introduced him to a wider 

artistic community. 

o At 15, he moved by a desire to complete his Arabic-language 

education, (or mother’s preoccupation with his eccentric circle of 

friends), Gibran returns to Lebanon and attends al-Hikmah high 

school in Beirut, where he pursues a reformist Arabic 

curriculum. He also studies religion and ethics. 

o He returned to Boston in 1901 shortly after the death of one of 

his sisters from tuberculosis; the following year, his brother and 

mother passed away as well. 

o At 25 years of age, Gibran begins his two-year stay in Paris, paid 

for by Mary Haskell, where he studies painting and is influenced 

by the reigning school of Symbolism. 

 

 

Timeline: 

 

             Jan 6, 1883 Born 

  

1895, Moves to US 

1898, Moves back 

to Lebanon 

1901-2, Returns to 

Boston. Loses 

Mother and two 

siblings to 

tuberculosis 

1904, Publishes his 

first poems and 

starts writing for 

Arabic newspaper 

al-Mohajer. 

1908, Attends 

Académie Julian in 

Paris 

1911, settles in 

NYC 

1918, Publishes 

The Madman, his 

first book written 

in English  

1920, Founds Al 

Rabitat al 

Qualamiya (The 

Pen-bond Society) 

with Arab-

American poets 

and authors. 
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Romantic relationships 

o Josephine Peabody, also known as “Posy,” was a poet and 

dramatist who established a deep intellectual friendship with 

Gibran. The title of the Gibran’s greatest work, The Prophet, may 

well be owed to the genius and profundity of Peabody, who was 

also an astute literary critic. When she saw an early manuscript 

in 1903, she said that it was in fact a prophetic text, and called 

Gibran “my young prophet.” Gibran dedicated The Prophet to 

her memory.  

o Mary Haskell, an American school headmistress and 

philanthropist and patron of the arts in Boston who supported 

promising young orphans. Gibran develops a lifelong friendship 

with her starting 1904.  

There would have been no Gibran as we know without Mary. 

She encouraged him to write in English and edited his work. 

Gibran was 21, Mary 31 when they met and Mary agreed to pay 

for his education in Paris. Their vast correspondence full of intensity and love is recorded in 

Beloved Prophet: The Love Letters of Kahlil Gibran and Mary Haskell, and Her Private Journal.  

o Barbara Young, was a literary critic active during the 1920s. Her admiration for the author 

of The Madman led her to make his acquaintance in New York City in 1926. She would 

become his secretary and companion until the end of his life. 

 

In 1904, he enjoyed an exhibition of his drawings at Day's studio, and he began 

writing a weekly column for the Arabic newspaper al-Mohajer. Gibran drew a 

following for his "prose poems," which were more accessible than traditional Arabic 

works and explored themes of loneliness and a loss of connection to nature. 

Timeline Cont.: 

1923, The Prophet, 

Gibran's seminal 

work is published.  

1928, Jesus, the Son 

of Man is 

published.  

April 10, 1931, 

Gibran dies from 

cirrhosis of the 

liver in New York 

at the age of 48.  

 “When I am unhappy, dear Mary, I 

read your letters. When the mist 

overwhelms the “I” in me, I take two 

or three letters out of the little box and 

reread them. They remind me of my 

true self. They make me overlook all 

that is not high and beautiful in life. 

Each and every one of us, dear Mary, 

must have a resting place somewhere. 

The resting place of my soul is a 

beautiful grove where my knowledge of 

you lives.”  
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Ideology/Beliefs 

o Born in a Maronite Christian family 

o Gibran was influenced also by Islam, and especially by the mysticism of the Sufis.  

o He met and was fascinated by the founder of the Baha’i faith, Abdu’l-Baha.  

o From young age he refused to perpetuate religious prejudice and bigotry and was 

excommunication by the Roman Catholic Church for his progressive ideas. 

On his excommunication: 

o His spirituality transcends organized religion and more towards a universal 

spirituality. He writes: “Humans are divided into different clans and tribes, and 

belong to countries and towns. But I find myself a stranger to all communities and 

belong to no settlement. The universe is my country and the human family is my 

tribe. . . Thou are my brother because you are human, and we both are sons of one 

Holy Spirit; we are equal and made of the same earth.” 

o Gibran kept his spiritual connection with Lebanon and was actively engaged in the 

socio-political events of his homeland. The famine in Lebanon in 1916 grew his 

feelings of nationalism and resentment of Ottoman rule grow. He was actively 

engaged in raising relief funds in the U.S. for the starving. 

Work 

Shakespeare, we are told, is the best-selling poet of all time. Second is Lao-tzu. Third is Kahlil Gibran. 

o Gibran’s most famous book is The Prophet. The book is made up of 26 prose 

poems, delivered as sermons by a wise man called Al Mustapha. He is about to set 

sail for his homeland after 12 years in exile on a fictional island when the people of 

“I am only worker in the field of thought, concerned only in planting 

wholesome seed, untainted by the disease of traditional myths, free from 

the curse of hypocrisy and greed, a seed which will grow mental and 

spiritual food for generations to garner – a food which will encourage them 

to take another step nearer the Supreme Being... I don’t wish to be a 

captive of one sect or one nationality... I am a member of all humanity, 

the creation of the Universal Wisdom which knows no bias, but dispenses 

justice, love, and peace for all... If pleading with the needy, weeping with 

the sorrowful, and repelling with the oppressed – and if condemning 

hypocrisy, and rejecting superstitions is considered to be heretical, then 

consider me to be among the multitude of other so-called heretics. I shall 

not bend the neck to the dictum of some wearers of the cloth, those who 

solemnly pledged themselves to abide by the laws of the Supreme Being, 

only to substitute for them the unjust laws of man. I am honored to be 

bearing the yoke of ‘rebel,’ and to have hypocrisy, arrogance, and 

superstitions as my antagonist.” 
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the island ask him to share his wisdom on the big questions of life: love, family, 

work and death. 

o Despite the immense popularity of his writing, or perhaps because of it, The 

Prophet was panned by many critics in the West who thought it simplistic, naive 

and lacking in substance. In the West, he was not added to the canon of English 

literature, even though his major works were in English after 1918, and though he is 

one of bestselling poets in American history, he was disdained by English 

professors.  

On the Prophet: 

 
Character Mood 

o Emotional and sensitive from young age. 

o Rejection of the father and all father figures like priests, governors, lawmakers, etc. 

o Has a deep reverence for Christ to the point of identifying with him 

o Constantly pulled between conflicting forces: his love for life and worldly pleasures 

vs his longing for a spiritual life, organized religion vs a universal spirituality, his 

platonic friendships with women vs a conventional marriage, life in diaspora vs 

return to motherland, writing in Arabic vs English, etc. 

o He was very ambitious, his many connections and parties he frequented speak to 

his desire to grow and branch out.   

 

Death 

o Gibran was a heavy drinker which contributed to liver damage and later to cirrhosis 

of the liver. 

o Before his death, Gibran revealed to Mary his plans of building a library in Bsharri. 

He was buried in Bsharri where there is a museum built at the monastery he used to 

draw when he was young. 

o After his death controversies regarding his will created lengthy legal battles between 

Mary, Young and Mariana. In his will he leaves all royalty from his work to his 

hometown but it also  reads, "Everything found in my studio after my death – 

pictures, books, objects of art, etcetera – goes to Mrs. Mary Haskell Minis, now 

living at 24 Gaston Street West, Savannah, Ga. But I would like to have Mrs. Minis 

send all, or any part of these things, to my hometown, should she see fit to do so. His 

heirs, unable to reach a consensus on how to distribute the money, the people of 

Bsharri engaged in a bitter dispute that stretched out for decades, before the Lebanese 

government stepped in to put the matter to rest. 

“My entire being is in The Prophet. Everything I have 

ever done before was only a prelude to this.” 
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Trivia 

o Gibran was a heavy drinker and loved the Lebanese Arak. At the height of alcohol 

prohibition his sister sent him boxes of Arak from Lebanon.  

o The Prophet became even more popular in the 60s when the hippie movement 

embraced its spiritual poetry.  

o The Prophet is the book most gifted to a lover, or for a birth, or death. 

 

 

Quotes 

o On suffering: 

▪ “Out of suffering have emerged the strongest souls; the most massive 

characters are seared with scars.” 

▪ “I have learned silence from the talkative, toleration from the intolerant, and 

kindness from the unkind; yet strange, I am ungrateful to these teachers.” 

o On life and death: 

▪ Your living is determined not so much by what life brings to you as by the 

attitude you bring to life; not so much by what happens to you as by the way 

your mind looks at what happens. 

▪ You would know the secret of death. But how shall you find it unless you 

seek it in the heath of life? The owl whose night-bound eyes are blind unto 

the day cannot unveil the mystery of light. If you would indeed behold the 

spirit of death, open your heart wide unto the body of life. For life and death 

are one, even as the river and sea are one. For what is it to die but to stand 

naked in the wind and to melt into the sun? 

▪ If you would behold the spirit of death, open your heart wide unto the body 

of life. For life and death are one, even as the river and sea are one. 

o On love (poem): 

Then said Almitra, Speak to us of Love. 
     And he raised his head and looked upon 
the people, and there fell a stillness upon 
them. And with a great voice he said: 
     When love beckons to you, follow him, 
     Though his ways are hard and steep. 
     And when his wings enfold you yield to 

him, 
     Though the sword hidden among his 
pinions may wound you. 
     And when he speaks to you believe in 
him, 
     Though his voice may shatter your dreams 
as the north wind lays waste the garden. 
  
     For even as love crowns you so shall he 
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crucify you. Even as he is for your growth 

so is he for your pruning. 
     Even as he ascends to your height and 
caresses your tenderest branches that quiver 
in the sun, 
     So shall he descend to your roots and 
shake them in their clinging to the earth. 
                                       • 
     Like sheaves of corn he gathers you unto 
himself. 
     He threshes you to make you naked. 
     He sifts you to free you from your husks. 
     He grinds you to whiteness. 
     He kneads you until you are pliant; 

     And then he assigns you to his sacred 
fire, that you may become sacred bread for 
God’s sacred feast. 
  
     All these things shall love do unto you 
that you may know the secrets of your 
heart, and in that knowledge become a 
fragment of Life’s heart. 
  
     But if in your fear you would seek only 
love’s peace and love’s pleasure, 
     Then it is better for you that you cover 
your nakedness and pass out of love’s 
threshing-floor, 

     Into the seasonless world where you 
shall laugh, but not all of your laughter, 
and weep, but not all of your tears. 
                                      • 
     Love gives naught but itself and takes 
naught but from itself. 
     Love possesses not nor would it be 
possessed; 
     For love is sufficient unto love. 
  
     When you love you should not say, 
“God is in my heart,” but rather, “I am 
in the heart of God.” 
     And think not you can direct the course 

of love, for love, if it finds you worthy, 
directs your course. 
  
     Love has no other desire but to fulfil 
itself. 
     But if you love and must needs have 
desires, let these be your desires: 
     To melt and be like a running brook 
that sings its melody to the night. 
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     To know the pain of too much tenderness. 

     To be wounded by your own under- 
standing of love; 
     And to bleed willingly and joyfully. 
     To wake at dawn with a winged heart 
and give thanks for another day of loving; 
     To rest at the noon hour and meditate 
love’s ecstasy; 
     To return home at eventide with gratitude; 
     And then to sleep with a prayer for the 
beloved in your heart and a song of praise 
upon your lips. 

 

Further Resources 

o http://www.gibrankhalilgibran.org 

o https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2008/01/07/prophet-motive 

o https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/kahlil-gibran 

o Podcast: 

o https://www.aljazeera.com/podcasts/hindsight/ Episode: Gibran Khalil Gibran: 

The Rebellious Soul 

http://www.gibrankhalilgibran.org/
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2008/01/07/prophet-motive
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/kahlil-gibran
https://www.aljazeera.com/podcasts/hindsight/

