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Introduction
ab

Ever since its composition in the seventh Islamic century, 
by the poet, scholar and spiritual master Muhammad 

b. Sa¢Ïd al-B‰|ÏrÏ, al-Kaw¥kib al-durriyya fÏ mad^ Khayr 
al-Bariyya (The Celestial Lights in Praise of the Best of 
Creation), more commonly known as the Burda, has been a 
mainstay of the Muslim choral tradition from East to West. 
It is the quintessence of devotional praise and expression 
of passionate love for the Prophet (Allah bless him and 
give peace), for both the expert and layman. It adorns 
architecture throughout the Muslim lands and also found a 
place on the walls of the Prophet’s Mosque in Medina.

The tradition of panegyrics on the Prophet (Allah bless 
him and give him peace) has its roots in the Prophetic era; 
hence, to understand the power and beauty of the Burda of 
al-Busiri, one must look to its predecessor, the Burda ode 
of the Companion Ka¢b b. Zuhayr (Allah be pleased with 
him), also called B¥nat Su¢¥d (Su¢¥d has gone).

Ka¢b’s father, Zuhayr b. AbÏ Sulm¥, was a revered poet 
of the Age of Ignorance (J¥hiliyya), whose poetry was 
included amongst the famous Mu¢allaq¥t (Suspended Odes) 
hung upon the walls of the Ka¢ba in Mecca. Zuhayr passed 
away before the Prophet Mu^ammad (Allah bless him and 
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give him peace) was tasked with the divine message, but 
he left behind two sons, Bujayr and Zuhayr.

Bujayr embraced Islam and supported the Prophet 
(Allah bless him and give him peace), but Ka¢b remained a 
disbeliever. Having inherited much of his father’s lyrical skill, 
Ka¢b began to lampoon the Prophet (Allah bless him and 
give him peace) and use his poetry to instigate people to rise 
against him. Ka¢b’s brother Bujayr accompanied the Prophet 
(Allah bless him and give him peace) during the conquest of 
Mecca and the subsequent siege of Ta’if, and observed that 
he did not give a guarantee of safety to other poets who had 
lampooned him, slandered his wives and used their poetry 
to incite war against the nascent Muslim community. Bujayr 
wrote a letter to Ka¢b informing him of the situation and 
advised him to come to the Prophet (Allah bless him and 
give him peace) and express remorse for his invective poetry.

With the seed of faith in his heart, Ka¢b made his way to 
Medina to present himself before the Prophet (Allah bless 
him and give him peace) and seek forgiveness. He arrived 
shortly before dawn, as the Prophet (Allah bless him and 
give him peace) was about to lead the Fajr prayer, and so 
he offered his very first prayer behind him. After the prayer, 
Ka¢b approached the Prophet (Allah bless him and give 
him peace), sat down in front of him, placed his hands in 
the Prophet’s hands and spoke about himself in the third 
person: ‘Ka¢b b. Zuhayr has come as a Muslim and to repent 
and seek a guarantee of protection. Will you accept that 
from him if he comes to you?’ The Prophet (Allah bless 
him and give him peace), ever ready to forgive those who 
transgressed against him, said, ‘Yes.’ Elated, Ka¢b said, ‘I am 
Ka¢b b. Zuhayr!’
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On the way to Medina, Ka¢b had composed an eloquent 
panegyric to read before the Prophet (Allah bless him and 
give him peace) as an expression of remorse over his past 
calumnies. So he stood and recited his poem, in the presence 
of the Prophet (Allah bless him and give him peace). Here is 
a translation of its opening lines:

Su¢¥d has departed, and as a result 
my heart has grown sickly and weak today;
enslaved to her in her wake, and shackled  

(as though in chains), with no (means of) escape.

Following traditional Arab poetic tradition, Ka¢b began 
his poem by soliloquising amid the traces of his beloved’s 
camp and recalling her beauty. Later in his panegyric, 
speaking of his repentance for his past slanders, he said:

I was told that Allah’s Emissary had threatened me,
Though when in his presence one hopes for pardon.

As a conclusion to the poem he said:

Verily the Emissary of Allah is a light from whom 
illumination is sought,

An unsheathed Indian sabre, one of the swords of Allah.

Al-¤¥fiz Ibn ¢Abd al-Barr says in al-Isti¢¥b that when 
Ka¢b read the couplet above, the Prophet (Allah bless him 
and give him peace) signalled to his Companions to listen 
carefully to what Ka¢b had recited. Other narrations say that 
the Prophet (Allah bless him and give him peace) tossed him 
his Burda—his cloak. Later on, Mu¢¥wiya offered Ka¢b ten 
thousand dirhams for it, but Ka¢b replied, ‘I shall not prefer 
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anyone over the Emissary of Allah (Allah bless him and 
give him peace)!’ When Ka¢b died, Mu¢¥wiya sent twenty 
thousand dirhams to Ka¢b’s heirs and acquired the blessed 
Burda from them.

Some 650 years later, al-B‰|ÏrÏ too had the Prophet’s 
blessed Burda wrapped around him, though in a miraculous 
dream. Many commentators on the Burda have mentioned 
that al-B‰sÏrÏ was stricken with a debilitating sickness 
that paralysed one side of his body. One day some of his 
colleagues paid him a visit, and after he had complained 
of his incapacitating illness, one of them said, ‘You are a 
scholar of Arabic and poetry. Why not compose an ode in 
praise of the Emissary of Allah (Allah bless him and give 
him peace) as a means of intercession through his exalted 
person?’ Al-B‰|ÏrÏ asked his colleague, ‘Do you think it will 
help cure my illness?’ He replied, ‘No one who draws near 
the exalted Prophet and beloved intercessor (Allah bless him 
and give him peace) is ever disappointed; and no one seeks 
his intercession without attaining what he seeks!’

That very night al-B‰|ÏrÏ composed his Burda ode, 
and after he went to sleep he saw in a dream the Proph-
et Mu^ammad (Allah bless him and give him peace), who 
covered him in his mantle (burda); and he was immediately 
cured of his ailment.

tabt

The earliest English translation of the Burda appears to 
be the one published in India in 1893 by Shaykh Faizullah-
Bhái, entitled The Poem of the Scarf. More recent and notable 
translations include Shaykh Hamza Yusuf’s The Burda of al-
Busiri: The Poem of the Cloak (Hayward, CA, Al-Hambra 
Productions, 2002) and Shaykh Abdal Hakim Murad’s The 
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Mantle Adorned: Imam B‰|ÏrÏ’s Burda (London: Quilliam 
Press, 2009). 

Dozens of commentaries and glosses on the poem have 
been written in Arabic by such luminaries as Ibn ¤ajar al-
HaytamÏ, ¢AlÏ al-Q¥rÏ, al-B¥j‰rÏ and Shaykh-Z¥dah. This 
indicates its widespread acceptance within the mainstream 
Muslim scholarly tradition and unquestionably dispels the 
doubts that some have raised about the poem’s content.

The first complete commentary of the Burda in the 
English language, a translation of Shaykh Ibn ¢AjÏba’s al-
¢Umda fi sharh al-Burda (The Mainstay: A Commentary on 
the Qa|Ïda al-Burda), was published by Abu Zahra Press in 
December 2015. To attain a deeper understanding of the 
poem, the reader should consult this unique work which 
comprehensively explains the meanings of each couplet 
and gleans beneficial spiritual lessons from it. For every 
reference in the Burda to events in the Prophet’s life, Shaykh 
Ibn ¢AjÏba cites the primary texts that mention them and 
offers valuable details and enlightening clarifications of areas 
of possible confusion. It further offers the reader beautiful 
imagery and aesthetic refinement that perfectly complement 
al-B‰|ÏrÏ’s ode.

The translation of the Burda that you have in your 
hands has been taken from ‘The Mainstay’ and compiled 
in a convenient handbook format with beautiful, yet easily 
readable, Arabic text to be used in gatherings of praise of 
the Prophet (Allah bless him and give him peace) as well 
as serve as a useful travel companion.  Shaykh Ibn ¢AjÏba 
relied on the western transmission of the Burda for his 
commentary that includes a number of extra lines which do 
not appear in the eastern version: these have been marked 
with a red § in the margin. There are also a few variations 
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in vowelling of certain words that have been highlighted 
in the endnotes. I have also included the concluding lines 
which are traditionally sung but are not from the original 
text of the Burda. 

Finally, I would like to offer my deep appreciation to 
the Board of Abu Zahra Foundation for giving me the op-
portunity to work on this tremendous and edifying text. I 
am also indebted to the editor, who has asked for anonym-
ity, for his outstanding editing and improvement upon the 
ode’s translation. It is said that poetry is what gets lost in 
translation, but thanks to his careful eye and aesthetic taste, 
it was found. Thanks are also due to Mohammed Majid 
for proofreading the English text and to Sulayman Moham-
med Shahnawaz for providing research on the variants of 
the poem;  Shaykh Muhammad ibn Yahya al-Ninowy for 
providing the biography of Imam al-B‰|ÏrÏ; and Abdallateef 
Whiteman and Naiem Qaddoura for their creative expertise 
in producing an elegantly designed book.  

Abdal Aziz Suraqah
RabÏ¢ al-Th¥nÏ 1438 [January 2018]
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نينَ ِ َا eلذَّ P َيd^أَيهُّ يِّ َن عنَليَ eنلهَّبيِ لُّو نَُه/ ُيَ مَليdَ^ئِكيَ َ وَ إِنَّ eللهَّ
ِلًما56#  cيَس اْ ت َسلُِّمو cِه وَ اْ عنَليَ اْ َصلُّو ُو ءَامنَ

God and his angels bless the Prophet– so,  
you who believe, bless him too and  

give him greetings of peace.
(Qur’an 33: 56)

tabt

ْم َداِئًمـا َأَبـًدا َمـْوَلَي َصلِّ َوَســلِّ
ِهِم َعَلٰ َحـبِيبَِك َخـْيِ اْلـَخْلِق ُكلِّ

My Master! Bestow blessings and peace,  
constantly and eternally,

Upon Your Beloved, the Best of  
Creation entirely



اَْلَفْصــُل اْلَوَُّل 

ِف اْلَغَزِل َو َشْكَوىٰ اْلَغَراِم
Nostalgic Rhapsody and Love Complaint

َسَلٍم1  بِـِذي  ِجـَياٍن  ـِر  َتَذكُّ َأِمْن 
َمَزْجَت َدْمًعـا َجـَرٰى ِمْن ُمْقَلـٍة بِـَدِم

Is it from remembering neighbours at Dh‰ Salam
That you shed tears admixed with blood from your eyes?

يُح ِمْن تِْلَقـاِء َكاظَِمــٍة َأْم َهبَِّت الرِّ
ْلَمـاِء ِمْن إَِضِم ُق ِف الظَّ َوَأْوَمَض اْلَبْ
Or because wind has blown from the direction of K¥zima

And lightning has flashed in the dark of I\am?

َفَمـا لَِعْينَْيَك إِْن ُقْلَت اْكُفَفـا َهـَمَتـا
َوَمـا لَِقْلبِـَك إِْن ُقْلـَت اْسـَتِفْق َيِــِم

So what ails your eyes that when you tell them ‘stop’,  
they continue to weep still more?

And what ails your heart that when you bid it awake,  
it wanders further in distraction?

1



2

بُّ َأنَّ اْلـُحبَّ ُمنَْكتِـٌم َأَيِْسُب2 الصَّ
َمـا َبْيَ ُمنَْسـِجـٍم ِمـنْـُه َوُمْضـَطــِرِم

Does the lovelorn man think that love can be hidden
Behind a torrent from his [eyes], or a  

heart’s raging fire?

َلْوَل اْلََوٰى َلْ ُتِرْق َدْمًعـا َعـَلٰ َطـَلٍل
َوَل َأِرْقـَت لِِذْكــِر اْلَبـاِن َواْلَعـَلــِم

But for passion, you would not shed tears at an 
abandoned camp,

 Or lie awake at night recalling the fragrant willow or 
the mountain;

ٍة َوَضـنًى َوَل َأَعـاَرْتَك َثْوَبْ َعـْبَ       §
َياِم َوِذْكَرٰى َساِكِن اْلـِخَيِم ِذْكَرى اْلِ

Nor would you be clad in the twin garments of tears 
and gauntness

At the mere memory of the tents and those  
who dwelt in them.

َفَكْيَف ُتنِْكُر ُحبًّا َبْعـَد َما َشـِهـَدْت
َقـِم ْمــِع َوالسَّ بِـِه َعَلْيَك ُعـُدوُل الدَّ
So how can you deny this love when tears and sickness,

truthful witnesses, have testified to it against you?


