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Rumi Study Guide

Love, longing, the Masnavi and the path of the soul

Use this guide to: get the big picture fast, learn the key terms with everyday examples, choose what to read first, and
test yourself.

1. Rumi at a glance

Fact Detail

Full name Jala ad-Din Muhammad, known as Rumi ("of Rum", the Anatolian lands) and as Mawlana/ Mevlana
("our master")

Born / died 30 September 1207, traditionally at Balkh (in present-day Afghanistan) / 17 December 1273, Konya (in
present-day Turkey)

Background Son of the preacher and theologian Baha al-Din Walad; the family travelled west and settled in Konya, c.
1228

Role Jurist, preacher and teacher, later Sufi master, poet and spiritual guide

Main works Masnavi-ye Manavi (six books); Divan-i Shams-i Tabrizi (lyric poems); Fihi mafihi (discourses);

Majalis-i sab'a (seven sermons); letters

Best known for Love and longing as the path to God, the reed-flute image, the friendship with Shams, and the sema
(whirling) of the Mevlevi order

Start reading with Masnavi Book 1, beginning with the reed prologue (Nicholson or Mojaddedi translation), then selected
poems from the Divan (Chittick's The Sufi Path of Love)

2. Thebigideain 60 words

Rumi teaches that the human soul is like areed cut from its source, longing to return. Love, more than argument,
carries it home: love for God, awakened through teachers, friends and practices such as remembrance, poetry and
music, and deepened as the ego loosens its grip. Reason is useful, but the heart must go where logic stops.

3. IsRumi a philosopher?

Not in the sense of a systematic thinker. Rumi was a Muslim jurist, Sufi master and poet whose ideas arrive in stories,
images and lyrics rather than treatises. Scholars nonetheless find a worked-out philosophy in them: aview of love as
the engine of existence, of the self as something to be trained and transformed, and of knowledge as lived experience.
He drew on earlier Persian Sufi poets such as Sana'i and 'Attar and on the wider Sufi tradition, and he stayed rooted in
the Qur'an throughout.

4. Three phases of hislife and work
Scholars often divide his career like this. It is ahelpful simplification, not a strict rule.

Phase Core question Key events and works Key concepts

Scholar and teacher | How do | teach and guideasa | Family settlesin Konya; takes hisfather's | Law, sermons, discipline
(to 1244) jurist and preacher? teaching post in 1231; early Sufi training

Lover and poet (1244 | What happens when love takes | Meeting Shams; Divan-i Shams-i Tabrizi; | Ishq (love), ecstasy,

to c. 1258) over from knowledge? sama and music separation

Master of the How can stories lead others The Masnavi; discourses; Mevlevi circle | Ego, return to the source,
Masnavi (c. 1258 to aong the path? forms around him guidance

1273)
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5. Rumi and Shamsof Tabriz
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According to traditional accounts, Rumi met the wandering Sufi Shams-i Tabrizi in Konya on 30 November 1244,
when Rumi was a respected teacher of 37. The friendship turned Rumi's life toward poetry, music and the sama.
Shams vanished around 1247, and later tradition says he was killed, though the facts are unclear. Rumi's grief and
longing run through the Divan-i Shams, many of whose poems carry Shams's name as a pen signature. Rumi's own
reading is that the human friend becomes amirror in which divine beauty is seen.

Rumi

Teacher meets wanderer

Rumi and Shams of Tabriz: The Meeting That Changed a Poet

From respected Konya scholar to poet of longing and divine love (traditional date of the meeting: 30 November 1244)

Jalal ad-Din

Mirror and guide

Shams

of Tabriz

Before
e Born 1207; family settles in Konya c. 1228

e Takes over his late father's teaching post
in 1231

e Known as a jurist, preacher and teacher

After
e Turns to poetry, music and the sama dance

e Divan-i Shams: over 3,000 lyric poems, many
signed 'Shams'

e Later composes the six-book Masnavi

Shams
e Wandering Sufi from Tabriz, of unknown age

e Disappears c. 1247; circumstances unclear,
tradition says he was killed

e Rumi's grief becomes longing in his verse

1207 c. 1228

1231
-@ [ ] [ ] o

1244

c. 1247

c. 1258 1273

Born, traditionally
at Balkh

Family settles in
Konya

Succeeds his father
as teacher

Meets Shams

Shams disappears

Begins the Masnavi Dies in Konya, 17

Dec

Dates before 1244 and the details of Shams's end come from later tradition; scholars treat them with caution.

Figure 1. Rumi and Shams of Tabriz.

6. Six coreideas

Idea What Rumi means Everyday echo

L ove (ishq) Loveisthe force that moves the soul and the whole cosmos | A devotion that rearranges your priorities.
toward its source.

Separation and Like the reed torn from the reed bed, the soul feelshomesick | The ache of missing a place or purpose you

return and keeps searching. cannot name.

The ego (nafs) Thefase self isaveil. It must be trained and loosened before | Letting go of the need to win every

the heart can see.

argument.

Fana and baga

Egolessness (fana), then arenewed life lived in God (baga).

Losing yourself in work or care, then
coming back wiser.

Heart over
syllogism

Reason isatool, but knowing God needs taste and
experience, not only proof.

Reading about swimming versus
Sswimming.

Ascent of the soul

The Masnavi pictures existence rising through mineral,
plant, animal and human stages, and beyond. Thisis spiritual
growth, not Darwinian evolution.

Growth as a series of becoming.
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7. The Masnavi-ye M a'navi

Rumi's major poem has six books and about 25,000 rhyming couplets in Persian, begun around 1258 at the urging of
his disciple Husam al-Din Chalabi. It is not a plot but a chain of tales and digressions, each leading to alesson about
the soul. It opens with the reed's lament, and famous stories include the merchant and the parrot (Book 1), the lion and
the hare (Book 1), Moses and the shepherd (Book 2) and the elephant in the dark (Book 3). Admirers have long treated
it as a Persian commentary on the Qur'an's spirit, though it is a poem, not formal exegesis.

The Masnavi-ye Ma'navi: Rumi's Great Poem in Six Books

A long Persian poem of rhymed couplets that teaches the path of the soul through stories

Six books (daftars) How the Masnavi moves: story within story

Book 1

The reed - The parrot - The lion and the hare

1. A tale 2. A digression

A fable, anecdote or scene from One image sparks a side-thought, then
Book 2 everyday life. another.

Moses and the shepherd y

The elephant in the dark

A 4

™ e

Book 4

More tales, commentary and teaching

4. A lesson of the heart 3. Scripture and saints

The story is read as an allegory of Qur'anic verses, hadith and Sufi
Book 5 the soul. sayings are woven in.
L

l Book 3 ...and back to the tale

More tales, commentary and teaching

Book 6
More tales, commentary and teaching

About 25,000 couplets, composed over roughly
the last 15 years of his life (from c. 1258).

The prologue: the song of the reed (ney)
The first 18 couplets open with a reed flute cut from its reed bed. Its music is a lament of
separation, standing for the human soul longing to return to its source. Many readers take it as the

keynote of the whole poem.

Tales are listed by book as they are usually cited; the six-book structure is Rumi's own division of the poem.

Figure 2. The Masnavi: six books and how its stories move.

8. Key termswith everyday examples

Term Plain-English meaning Everyday example
M asnavi A poem of rhymed couplets; also the title of A long story-poem that keeps wandering into side
Rumi's six-book work stories.
Ghazal A lyric poem, the form of most Divan poems A song about longing.
Ishqg Intense love, in Sufism ultimately love of God A calling that consumes you.
Nafs The self-centred ego or lower self The inner voice that wants to be right.
Fana/ baga Passing away of self-importance / continuing in Self-forgetting in service.
God
Dhikr Remembrance of God through repeated phrasesor | A mantraor daily prayer.
practice
Sema The Mevlevi turning ceremony, aform of dhikr Moving meditation.
Mawlawiyya The Sufi order formed by Rumi's followers after A tradition passed down through a community.
(Mevlevi) his death, led by his son Sultan Walad
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9. The Sema, the Mevlevi practice

The semais aprayer ritual of the Mevlevi order. Dancers wear the tall sikke (tombstone of the ego) and white tennure
(shroud of the ego) and turn anticlockwise with the right hand raised to receive grace and the |eft lowered to pass it on.

The Sema: Turning as Prayer in the Mevlevi Tradition

The ceremony of the Mawlawi order, founded by Rumi's followers after his death in 1273

The semazen (the turning dervish) Top view of the sema hall

Sikke: tall felt Sheikh's red sheepskin

hat, the tombstone @

of the ego
Anticlockwise
turning

Each dervish turns on his own axis while moving
around the hall, like planets around a sun

Right hand up, palm:
open: receives
grace from heaven

Left hand down:
passes it on to
the earth

Tennure: white
skirt, the ego's
shroud

The black cloak (hirka) is shed before turning, a sign of leaving worldly ties.

Na't: praise of

‘ the Prophet improvisation three circuits the turning recitation

© Kxudum: the drum
beat

© Ney: reed ’ ‘o Procession: ] ‘ © Four selams: ’ ‘0 Qur'an ’ ‘ @ closing prayer

The sema is a form of dhikr (remembrance of God): a prayer ritual, not a performance. UNESCO inscribed it as intangible heritage in 2008.

Figure 3. The Sema ceremony.

10. Common misconceptions

e "Rumi wasjust alove poet." Thelove he writes about is mainly love of God, within a devout |slamic framework.

e "Every Rumi quoteonlineishis." Many popular lines are |oose adaptations or misattributions; check translations
against the Persian.

e "Rumi founded the whirling dervishes." The Mevlevi order took shape after his death under his son Sultan
Walad.

» "Rumi was against reason." He criticises reason that claims to be enough on its own, not reason itself.

11. Main criticisms

Some scholars argue that popular English versions strip Rumi of his Islamic context and turn him into a generic
spiritual figure. Others criticise the lack of systematic argument, and some Muslim scholars historically objected to
music and dance in worship. Defenders reply that his poetry is precisely how he does philosophy, and that the semais
understood by its practitioners as prayer.

12. Test your self

 Inyour own words, what does the reed's lament mean?

e How did meeting Shams change Rumi's work?

 Explain fana and baga with one example.

«  Why might reading Rumi only in popular translations be misleading?

Answer hints: 1. The soul separated from its source and longing to return. 2. He moved from teaching and law toward poetry, music

and the sema. 3. Losing self-importance, then living with renewed purpose. 4. They may drop the Islamic context and add words he did
not write.

Sour ces and further reading: Nicholson, R. A. The Mathnawi of Jalaluddin Rumi (1925-40). Mojaddedi, J. The Masnavi (Oxford
World's Classics). Chittick, W. The Sufi Path of Love (SUNY, 1983). Schimmel, A. The Triumphal Sun (1978). Lewis, F. D. Rumi:
Past and Present, East and West (Oneworld, 2000).

Citethisguide: The Great Library of Philosophy. "Rumi Study Guide." agnostickind.github.io/philosophy-website/. Updated October
4, 2026. Free for personal and classroom use with attribution. Educational summary; consult the primary texts for full arguments.




