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The novels of the Moroccan novelist Abd elah Ben Arafa are distinguished by the
frequent symbolic use of letters, numbers and shapes. His novelistic experience is a
luminous study of understanding the relationships between words and shapes and
their corresponding numbers in the abjad system as Sufi philosophical symbols. In
all of this, he is influenced by Muhyiddin Ibn Arabi in his book Al-Futuhat Al-
Makkiyya according to his Sufi vision of the world. Among the twelve mystical
novels that ibn Arafa has produced since the beginning of the third millennium, his
trilogy, Jabal Qaf, Bahr Nun, and Bilad Sad, is distinguished by absorbing its
intellectual reference from the Sufi heritage and its figures, especially Ibn Arabi, in
the essence of human existence and the absolute divine self, and re-broadcasting it
in a new narrative position, as it is full of letters, numbers, and shapes with
mystical and Sufi connotations that come in continuous interaction with the
previous idea. This study, with its descriptive and analytical approach, seeks to
trace the symbolism of numbers, letters and shapes and decipher their codes
according to the views of the Sufis, especially the idea of Muhyiddin Ibn Arabi in
the unity of being, which is considered the first influence on the thinking of Abd
elah Ibn Arafa. The study concluded that the letters, shapes and numbers in Ibn
Arafa’s trilogy have transcended their lexical meanings and the novelist has given
them a spiritual glow that is consistent with the Sufi idea. Ibn Arafa quoted the
titles of his three novels about the separate letters of the Qur’an to demonstrate the
Sufi idea of letters as a divine secret that aims to know and witness God. In his
three novels, the novelist repeated some numbers such as seven, twelve, four, and
forty in more than one narrative situation to correspond with the Qur’anic verses
that speak about creation. He also repeated the shapes of the square and the circle
many times to symbolize the four directions and the circular conception of
existence from Ibn Arabi’s perspective.
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1. Introduction

The contemporary Arab novel has ventured into new realms since the beginning of the third
millennium. Drawing on the rich, millennia-old heritage of Arab Islamic civilization, Arab
novelists have begun incorporating mystical and Sufi themes into their works. The novelists of
the Arab Maghreb have been pioneers in this field, with Moroccan novelist Abd al-Ilah bin
Arafa creating significant works imbued with mystical elements, the foremost being his novel
Jabal Qaf. In much of his fiction, bin Arafa explores the biographies and mystical perspectives
of prominent Islamic mystics, such as Muhyiddin Ibn Arabi, deeply influenced by their thoughts
and philosophies. The titles of his novels, particularly Jabal Qaf, Bahr Noon, and Bilad Saad,
are structured around Quranic letters. Bin Arafa seeks to decode these letters, employing Ibn
Arabi's philosophy to elucidate them, allowing readers to sense the pervasive influence of Ibn
Arabi's spirit within his narratives. Jabal Qaf delves into the life of Muhyiddin Ibn Arabi, with
the title referring to one of the surahs in the Qur'an. Bin Arafa utilizes Ibn Arabi's philosophical
framework to contemplate the realms of existence and knowledge. Bahr Noon narrates the
voyages of Jonah through the sea of truths of the Atlantic island, exploring the concept of the
perfect human. The letter Noon in the title signifies a luminous character, deriving its
significance from the first verse of the surah Al-Qalam. Similarly, Bilad Sad recounts the life
and spiritual states of the great mystic Abu al-Hasan al-Shoshtri, drawing its title from a chapter
in the Holy Qur'an. Bin Arafa's literary works are replete with mystical and Sufi symbols, as
evident from their titles. Notably, the authors of Haser's essay highlight the prevalence of
numerical, alphabetical, and geometric symbols within his novels, which are characteristic of
mystic and Sufi thought. An essential aspect of bin Arafa's work is his reliance on Muhyiddin
Ibn Arabi's interpretations and methodologies for decoding these symbols.

2. Methodology

The present study aims to find answers to the following questions through a descriptive and
analytical reading of three works by Abd al-Ilah bin Arafa, namely Jabal Qaf, Bahr Noon, and
Bilad Sad, based on the thoughts and ideas of Muhyiddin Ibn Arabi:

- How did Abd al-Ilah bin Arafa use letters, numbers, and shapes as Sufi symbols in the
aforementioned three novels?

- To what extent has Abd al-Ilah bin Arafa’s use of letters, numbers, and shapes in the studied
novels been influenced by the thoughts and ideas of Muhyiddin Ibn Arabi?

3.Results

The study revealed that the symbolic employment in the three novels began with their titles. In
Jabal Qaf, the letter Qaf becomes a semiotic sign symbolizing Muhyiddin Ibn Arabi. Similarly,
in Bahr Noon, the letter Nun symbolizes the truth of the perfect human being and the continuity
of communication with the divine self. Bilad Sad symbolizes the land of the perfect human
being, realized through pure servitude, all in line with Ibn Arabi’s views on the unity of being.
The numbers six, seven, twelve, forty, and others are repeatedly referenced throughout the three
novels and are imbued with Sufi connotations related to the creation of the heavens and the
earth. The novelist deciphers these numbers based on Qur’anic verses from Ibn Arabi’s
perspective, employing the abjad calculation. The square and the circle are among the most
significant geometric shapes in Ibn Arafa’s trilogy. These shapes are used to symbolize the four
directions and the circular conception of existence from the viewpoint of Muhyiddin Ibn Arabi.
This symbolic use of letters, numbers, and shapes underscores the profound influence of Ibn
Arabi’s views on the unity of existence on the novelist's works.

4. Conclusion

This study examines the use of letters, numbers, and shapes in the trilogy of Abd al-Ilah bin
Arafa (Jabal Qaf, Bahr Noon, and Bilad Sad) and concludes that these elements have acquired a
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mystical character among Sufis. They have been transformed into mystical symbols and special
codes with existential cognitive connotations. The Sufis, moving away from the superficial
appearance of letters, numbers, and shapes, sought to uncover their hidden meanings through
interpretation. They believed that the science of letters was the easiest way to attain knowledge
of metaphysical truths. Abd al-llah bin Arafa utilized these elements symbolically, in
accordance with the beliefs of Muhyiddin Ibn Arabi, allowing the reader to feel as though they
are engaging with the works of Ibn Arabi.
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