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PREFACE

This book concentrates on the moment of anxiety and tension in Arabic
poetry that occurs whenever poetic identity is in crisis, and whenever poets
feel the urgency and need to engage their strong precursors. In this moment,
both the spatial and the temporal coalesce, especially in a literary tradition as
rich as Arabic. This intersectional space manifests the personal in its cultural
richness. As the personal blends with other voices, it loses its individuality
and gets objectified, especially when poetic voices dramatize modern con-
sciousness. In other words, my argument follows up poets’ personal intima-
tions while tracing the reasons behind their emergence in relation to other
issues of regional, national, and global nature. The poetic and the spatial
often converge, and the selected text may well testify to the old saying of the
Prophet’s companion Ibn ‘Abbas (d. 687), made popular by Ibn Rashiq
(d. 456 h/1065), that “poetry is the register of the Arabs.”' Whereas modern
Arabic poetry may fall short of such claims, its range of exchange with other
texts, ancient and modern, Arabic, Asian, and European paradoxically impli-
cates it in both hybridism and specificity. Simply, it belongs to the present as
much as it is indebted to the past. This is the source of its strength and
strangeness, too, as it becomes a locus of a cultural dynamic. In Yuri Lotman’s
words, “the goal of poetry coincides with the goal of culture as a whole. But
poetry realizes this goal specifically, and an understanding of its specific
character is impossible if one ignores its mechanism, its internal structure.”

To enable readers to trace and discern poetic manifestations and revisionist
poetics, I have quoted poems and extracts as examples to elucidate the argu-
ment. The overall design of the book is thematic in the sense that its first few
chapters engage with issues and concepts of tradition in modern poetics, and
the responses of poets as participants in identity and cultural formation. Their
address to ancient rituals and classical forebears evolves into poetic strategies,
ranging between identifications and engagements, to dedications and dialogic
negotiations, not only with strong precursors, but also with the reader as
another participant in the making of meaning. The argument gathers momen-
tum as the nexus between modernity and tradition invites a resolution, which
has so much ambivalence that it resists clear-cut categorizations. The outcome
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PREFACE

materializes, however, into textual homelands and exilic evocations that
constitute a large portion of modern poetry, and deserve, therefore, to be stud-
ied closely in this reading of tradition and modernity trajectories. Stepping
outside immediacy in time and place, the poet as exile re-inscribes into the
present, a store of remembrance from the ancient past and the classical period,
but not necessarily with the ideological and mythical superimpositions of
the 1950s in the Arab world, as a period of great awareness of the mythical
principle as made popular by T. S. Eliot.

Each chapter argues its case in relation to the whole. Chapter 1 is a criti-
cal introduction to familiarize readers with issues and controversies that
receive further study and attention in the rest of the book. It introduces con-
cepts and movements as they pertain to Arabic poetry and poetics. Theory
and poetry work together toward a deconstructive stance. The hegemonic cir-
culation of dry language, stagnant referentiality, and application of the dor-
mant and the backward to enforce and sustain power relations becomes the
target of a revisionist poetics. Poetic lineage and succession become an issue,
and the new poets trace their intellectual and textual lineage to classical or
ancient texts and figures to debate and bypass neoclassical imitativeness.

Chapter 2, “The tradition—modernity nexus in Arabic poetics,” targets the
encounter with modernity and tradition among the literati since the Nahdah
or the first Arab renaissance in the last part of the nineteenth century. This
encounter was not an easy one, and poetry reveals a great deal about the nature
of the challenge, and the creative response and participation in its making.
Concentrating on specific landmarks, texts and occasions, this chapter revisits
the scene to focus on the 1950s as the second renaissance in the history of Arab
thought and the formation of the post-independence state. Putting the
Romantic yearnings of the earlier generation aside, the emerging poetics was
after a new vision that made use of the mythical, the legendary, the folk epic,
and the street song to accommodate the new temper of the times.

In Chapter 3, I advance a number of modern poetic strategies that relate to
forebears and that have been common among poets since the 1950s. In this and
the following three chapters, such strategies are pursued in sequence. In this
chapter, there is a discussion of “Poetic strategies: thresholds for conformity and
dissent”: The facts behind innovation are variegated, and the effort in this chap-
ter is toward looking at these closely in their interconnectedness. The change
in form no longer deserves discussion as a pure formalist matter, for organic
manifestations are indivisible, and the assumption behind a unitary poetics no
longer holds. In this chapter, there is a mention of the resilience of traditional
forms, and the recurrence of influence from the past, but tradition becomes
more usable and approachable, not as a sacred entity, but as an amalgam of the
credited and the discredited.

Chapter 4, “Poetic dialogization: ancestors in the text,” carries further the
thematic pattern of discussion as set in the preceding chapter. It discusses the
meaning of the dialogic principle in poetry. Drawing attention to the use of
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the conversational poem, the epistolary form, the song, and the embedded
text, the argument in this chapter draws attention to the transgeneric
dimension in the modernist movement, and shows the power of the text in
enlisting the reader’s response. It invites a better understanding of poetry in
its intersectional stance between ancient and modern poetics.

Chapter 5, “Dedications as poetic intersections,” focuses on another poetic
strategy, dedicatory and prefatory matter, which is unduly neglected in
criticism of poetry. It looks upon paratextual devices, dedicatory pre-texts,
prologues and the like as functional poetics with great density and power.
They are rich with exchange, and their recurrence in modern poetics demon-
strates how the new poet looks upon ancestors and contemporaries in terms
of a textual lineage that invigorates the new poem and makes it an active
space that gathers into focus the old and the new. The emergent textual space
is one of synthetic engagement and dialogue.

Chapter 6, “Envisioning exile,” draws attention to an accumulating exilic
poetics as embodying the exile, the outcast, the vagrant, and the rover, or “the
sufferer of modernity,” to use Hugo Friedrich.? This theorization carries great
weight in this discussion of modernity and tradition not only because of the
underlying Islamic or ancient subtext, but also because this is the usual
invigorating poetics of modernity and its reliance on remembrance to dispel
the encroaching sense of loss. “Exile is places and times which transform their
victims,” writes Mahmid Darwish in his Dhakirah lil-nisyan,* and the mod-
ernist spirit draws on remembrance to resist oblivion and annihilation. The
chapter consists of two parts: the first, “Exilic evocations,” surveys and stud-
ies poetic negotiations with strangers, exiles, and aliens from the past, along
with modern exiles like Nazim Hikmet, Lorca, and Alberti. It provides more
ground work to study exile in Arabic and other traditions. The emerging
text, argues this chapter, is one of anxiety that gathers poetic momentum
whenever the poet draws on an ancient legacy to fathom a present moment of
rupture. It should not be surprising that this concordance of remembrance
turns into an inventory of traces to counterbalance the material loss of home-
lands. Many examples manifest this tension, and poems by Mahmiid Darwish
and the Iraqi Muzaffar al-Nawwab (b. 1934), the Iraqi Sa‘di Yusuf (b. 1934),
and many others demonstrate as much. This part proposes an exilic poetics in
preparation for other examples.

The second part of Chapter 6, “Exilic trajectories: textual homelands,”
cites for discussion on selected poems from among a large number of poets,
covering most of the Arab scene. There is more on the idea of textual home-
lands, the evolution of the poem as a displacing topos. The poem as home is
a willful construct that exerts remembrance to build an imaginary relocation.
Although many poets fall within this category, I find the Iraqi poet ‘Abd
al-Wahhab al-Bayati (d. 1999) the most representative, not only in providing
an intricate, well-developed poetics of exile, but also in investing ancient rit-
uals, classical figures, and symbols with new meanings that alleviate the stark
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scenes of modernity. While I have been putting a lot of emphasis on Adunis as
a theorist for the poetic scene, on the Iraqi Badr Shakir al-Sayyab (d. 1964) as
the unrivaled lyricist, and on Darwish as a subtle farer between tradition and
modernity, and exile as identity, I have devoted more analysis to ‘Abd
al-Wahhab al-Bayatt’s poetry for a number of reasons. His use of Arab tradi-
tion and his raids on other cultures are wide ranging and very stimulating.
His experimentation with form has no limits, enabling us therefore to see the
rest of the scene succinctly.

Chapter 7, “The edge of recognition and rejection: why T. S. Eliot?,” looks
at the other side of textual relocation in modern Arabic poetry among poets
of great presence, such as Eliot. Their appeal to a poet like al-Bayati is ana-
lyzed in terms of exile, dislocation, disenchantment, and commitment, too.
This Iraqi poet is selected to balance the premise that the Iraqi al-Sayyab is
the modern Arab poet most affected by Eliot’s far-reaching impact. My analy-
sis works in textual and contextual terms to demonstrate the dynamics of this
impact. The Iraqi poet is not imitative, nor is he complacent. There is a poet-
ics of selection and rejection that draws attention to the use and misuse of the
poetry and career of the European—American precursor within the dialectic of
modernity and tradition to which Eliot made recognizable contributions.

These lead to a culminating review of the outcome of this encounter
between ancients and moderns, Arabs, Europeans, Latin Americans, and
Asians. The concluding Chapter 8, “Deviational and reversal poetics,”
attempts to read these in terms of the rise and fall of poetics, modes, and gen-
res. In Arab tradition, a “poetics of allegiance” was the most conspicuous in
classical poetry, as Suzanne Stetkevych argues in a number of books and arti-
cles. Presently, we witness not only a questioning of this poetics, but also an
ironic reading of its means and methods. There is also a mediatory poetics
that lives side by side with a consistent effort to revoke the poetics of alle-
giance. The effort is in pace with dissent and innovation and deserves to be
seen in context, too.

Hence, the rationale behind this book is many-sided. Primarily it plans to
meet the demands of the field for a comprehensive reading of modern Arabic
poetry in its cultural context, and its configurational sites and trajectories of
modernity and tradition, whereby convergence, friction, and difference gener-
ate acute tensions. These sites are of great significance to any study of Arabic
culture, as poets revisit tradition and the past in a manner that recalls and
debates the classical alternative use of such spatial images as maqsad, maslak,
and sabil, or destination, track, and path, along with verbs and nouns of
achievement like yajtam’ and majma’, which are also indicative of intentions,
emulations, assemblies, methods, and ways of argumentation and writing, and
geographic routes.” No wonder the focus of trajectories in this book is the
gasidah, the traditional Arabic Ode, which signifies destination and intention,
too, as its triliteral root, and dominant tripartite division indicate. This study
follows up these images, their traces in the modernist spatial poetics, with its
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thresholds, dedications, exilic tropes, and their specific engagements with
articles of faith, language, ancient poetics, Islamic culture and rule, and pre-
Islamic times, rites, and customs. The book is not concerned therefore with the
history of movements and trends; nor does it focus on regional poetic scenes
and figures. If it makes any territorial claims it does so whenever there is a
crossroad, a threshold, or a meeting ground among texts and voices that
navigate between tradition and modernity. It cares for the poetic in its cultural
complexity as pertaining to issues of selthood, individuality, community,
religion, ideology, nation, class, and gender. Studied in context, too, are issues
that have been cursorily noticed or neglected, like ShiT poetics, Sufism,
women’s poetry, and expressions of exilic consciousness.

On the other hand, this book brings to this discussion of tradition and
modernity a comparative poetic that makes use of English, Spanish, and
French criticism and poetry as they overtly or covertly proliferate into mod-
ern Arabic poetry. Baudelaire, Lorca, and Eliot, for example, left their marks
on modern poetics in matters of theory and poetic practice. They permeated
texts along with Muslim and Arab Sufis and renowned Arab poets from pre-
Islamic and Islamic times. The religious and the secular find here a meeting
ground, and prophets and martyrs offer historical poignancy and buttress a
revolutionary register that brings poetry closer to popular culture after a
seeming disengagement in the early practices of the Free Verse Movement in
the 1950s. These modernist and postmodernist poetics are decidedly different
from the rhetoric of the “neoclassical” poets.

In sum, the book looks on these trajectories as textual itineraries that
gather enough momentum to enable us to see modern poetry at large in the
context of Arab life and culture. Poetry is no longer a genre that calls only for
formalist investigation, since the present reading looks upon the whole poetic
scene as central to Arabic culture, with its deep rootedness in the past, and
its complex engagement with issues of change, progress, nationhood, exile,
class, gender, race, and language. It is certainly a site where the meeting with
and the revolt against specific markers of other cultures take place. The dia-
logue with Western life and cultures becomes, here, one of the dynamics of
the modern poetic impulse and its subsequent manifestations and fluctua-
tions. Since the late 1940s, Arabic poetry has spoken for an Arab conscience,
as much as it has debated positions and ideologies, nationally and worldwide.
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POETIC TRAJECTORIES

Critical introduction

Land, like language, is inherited.
(Mahmud Darwish, “The Tragedy of Narcissus
The Comedy of Silver,” 2004, p. 174)

Arabic poetry in context

Although poetry is no longer the “Arab diwan,” the record and archive of Arab
life stories, aspirations, feats, and wars, as it was of ancient times,' it remains
formatively present in Arab life and thought. It is still acclaimed by some as
central to a so-called Arab frame of mind. Some Arab critics go so far as to claim
that the pre-Islamic and early Islamic celebration of fubiilah poetry is behind
egocentric poetics in modern Arabic writing,? and is responsible for the emer-
gence of patriarchs and dictators.” Although attesting to the cultural power of
poetry and its rhetorical impact, this claim lacks cultural nuance, for hierarchic
tradition at large uses masculine terms and measures to enforce its presence. The
claim resonates, however, with recognition of poetry and poets as effectively
present in Arab life and culture. It also draws attention to the limitation of such
a frame of reference, for it has obviously the pre-Islamic Ode or gasidah in mind
in the first place. Whereas remaining central to cultural and pure literary
discussions even after the disintegration of the Arab/Islamic center (i.e. 1258,
the fall of Baghdad), the sole focus on the gasidah can be very limiting to any
rigorous reading of Arab culture, its many trajectories, issues, and complex
composition. Yet, in terms of literary discussions, it is so pivotal for literary
coteries and controversies that it warrants a brief note on its formal structure.
The poetic form, the Ode or the gasidah, accommodates a variety of themes
that also decide meters and formulas, however. As the great Arab prosodist al-
Khalil Ibn Ahmad (d. 786) demonstrates in his pioneering reading of ancient
Arabic poetry, his codification of meters on the basis of feet and root, there are
sixteen meters of Arabic verse acceptably practiced. Meters vary in line length;
but the line, as a number of musically patterned syllables or feet, is divided
into two balanced hemistichs that hold the poem together. The rhyme scheme
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enforces the unity of the poem to some extent, while its resonance plays at
times on the verbal expectations of the learned audiences. Meters usually suit
the purpose and the intended musical pace of each theme. Hence the names
given to those meters indicate movement, length, time, and, also, intention.
Like any long-time practice, the gasidah has grown into a binding form, not
only in its meters, but also in its dominant structural patterns of the erotic
prelude, the journey, and the panegyric in its varieties.* The structure gave way
to many innovations between the eighth and eleventh centuries that betrayed
dissatisfaction not only with the erotic prelude and its obsolete recollections of
desert life, but mainly with ongoing tendencies to imitate the ancients and
to apply worn out imagery to a different life and culture. Bashshar Ibn Burd
(d. 783), Abi Nuwas (d. 815), Muslim Ibn al-Walid (d. 823), Abi Tammam
(d. 845), al-Mutanabbi1 (d. 965), and Abit al-Ala’ al-Ma‘arr1 (d. 1057) were,
respectively, among the pioneers in this innovative enterprise, whereas
pre-Islamic poets like Imru’ al-Qays have become the strong precursors and
forebears in terms of eloquence, spontaneity of experience, and daring involve-
ment in life. Their names recur among the modernists as household words, and
their poetry and life are drawn upon in assemblies and speeches. With such
names in the back of their minds, modernists can hardly forfeit a sense of
cultural or even genealogical succession.

Duly posited as such even in the latest debates on the role of poetry in
Arabic culture, the gasidah remains central to discussions for reasons that
relate to its historicity and place in Arabic culture. The growing critical
corpus that focuses on its history and cultural role assumes great significance
in view of the changing consciousness, for ancient poetics still operates on
this consciousness and formation of temperaments. No matter how hard the
modernist and postmodernist critique attempts to sunder its bonds from
early criticism and poetry, its inner search for a unified vision against banal-
ity, disintegration, and fragmentation implicates it in the interwoven work-
ings of historicity whereby memory operates in a very intricate manner.
In Walter Benjamin’s articulate deviations from Marxism, “Memory forges
the chain of tradition that passes events on from generation to generation.”
The workings of poetic consciousness reclaim images and details from the
past to endow life with mystery, argues Hugo Friedrich. This amounts to no
less than the “...attempt of the modern soul, trapped in a technologized,
imperialistic, commercial era, to preserve its own freedom.”® This contention
applies with equal force to Arabic poetics. To operate on the past entails
redefining the present as well, for the modernist poet has to create a new
poetic selthood beyond traditional categorizations of periods and people.

We may cite, as an example, the Moroccan poet Muhammad Bennis’
(b. 1948) self-styled “lineage to the pre-Islamic poet Imru’ al-Qays.”

He is the ‘Arabiyyah, Arabic language, in a canticle state, face to face
with absence-death, as he halts to weep over a deserted campsite,
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alone in the desert which I cherish inside my study room. From this
canticle, I derive my filiations as an Arab, and to it I listen whenever
I detect a gaszdab or its opposite.”’

The specific mention of Imru’ al-Qays’ nas7b (erotic prelude) toponymy is of
significance, too, as it, in Jaroslav Stetkevych’s words, “does not confer
geographical location but serves rather to situate the privileged space, the
poet’s sigt al-liwd, in the memory and in the imagination.” The privileged
place as a reminder of loss intensifies the speaker’s sense of alienation, and its
specific presence in Muhammad Bennis’ poetic sketch identifies the speaker,
as the successor, with the precursor in an ancestry of creativity and dis-
location. While echoing the Syrian-Lebanese poet Adanis’ (‘Alf Ahmad Sa‘id,
b. 1930), pronouncements on the meeting ground between the ancients and
the moderns that constituted his poetic taste,” Muhammad Bennis writes
down a personal poetic lineage, a genetic succession that includes the poetry
of Gabriel Garcia Lorca, Eliot, Walt Whitman, Ezra Pound, Pablo Niruda,
Malarme, and Baudelaire, among others, who

cut across.. .. [his] Arab lineage, from Imru’ al-Qays to al-Mutanabbi,
or from Tarafah Ibn al-‘Abd to Ibn Khafajah, and from Jamil
Buthaynah (Ibn Mu‘mar al-‘Udhri) to al-Hallaj and Aba Hayyan
al-Tawhidi. Arabic d7wans and writings debate and address a poetic
and writing experience, of a universal stamp, through which I have
become acquainted with the poetic time, which is what concerns me
in writing.'°

While deliberately leading the argument to fit into his tendency to universalize
experience, the Moroccan poet locates his career among a number of strong
precursors who also substantiate a claim for a poetic role.

Oracular poetics

As late as the 1960s poets looked upon their utterances as oracular,
though falling on deaf ears whenever warnings related to pressing national
issues. The stand was not random, as it related to urgency and need, for the
whole situation after the emergence of the nation-state and the overwhelming
Israeli and global challenge propelled soul searching and drove intellectuals
to review the cultural terrain and its endemic problems. The Egyptian poet
Amal Dunqul’s (d. 1983) famous poem “Crying before Zarqa’ al-Yamamah,”
situates poetry in an oracular position where national heedlessness or negli-
gence of governments will lead to havoc. The popularity of the poem embar-
rassed many Arab governments that survived through rhetorical victories
although lapsing into stagnation and corruption. Using the pre-Islamic
Zarqa' al-Yamamah'’s discernment and vision when she noticed the enemy
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from a distance, camouflaging its movement behind tree branches, the poet
still thinks in terms of vocational commitment and role enhanced by excep-
tional prophetic powers. While calling on her to speak up and break silence,
the poet understands his position as a brigand who is marginalized for a pur-
pose. “I, who never ate mutton, / Never had power, / was of no consequence,”
he says, “Banished from the councils of the elders, / Now invited to die/
though not to parley with the men!”!" Years later, some major poets still
speak of an active role to be played, an engagement even larger than poetry
writing and recitation, to critique a whole life and culture. The Palestinian
poet Mahmiid Darwish (b. 1942), for one, argues after the siege of Beirut,
August 1982, “...if it becomes necessary for intellectuals to turn into
snipers, then let them snipe at their old concepts, their old questions, and
their old ethics.”'? The call to involve intellectual life in active discussion and
change addresses poetry, too, and criticizes positions and ways of writing.
Mahmud Darwish’s underlying critique targets an essentialist and absolutist
rhetoric that is usually invoked or debated in the discussions of modernity
and tradition.

Continuities and discontinuities

It is pertinent to explain my use of tradition and modernity in terms coherent
to readers at large. Also, it is worthwhile to look at this issue in terms of
modernist theories worldwide, as Arab poets at the present time are no less
open to other cultures than their predecessors between the ninth and twelfth
centuries. In Arabic, the past still holds significance, not only because it
survives as language, and in accounts, symbols and values, but also because it
acts through these on the present. Its registers may be recalled, invested,
manipulated, and validated according to the rising occasion or need.
“Tradition,” argues Anthony Giddens, “is not wholly static, because it has
to be reinvested by each new generation as it takes over its cultural inheri-
tance from those preceding it.”'®> In matters of survival, he adds, “Tradition
does not so much resist change as pertain to a context in which there are a
few separated temporal and spatial markers of which change can have any
meaningful form.”'

The configurational nature of the new, and its confluence of trends, tends
to supplant petrified forms. Yet, this modernist tendency to manipulate
stylistic potentialities in hybrid genres including letters, memoirs, songs,
reportage, and their like, can elude both progressive and regressive demarca-
tions. Art forms meet needs and demands, but they are not strictly in keep-
ing with material or social growth. R. Jakobson argues, “Nothing is more
erroneous than the widely held opinion that the relation between modern
poetry and medieval poetry is the same as between the machine-gun and the
bow.”"> By debating such assumptions, Jakobson does not negate the aging
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of genres and practices. Victor Uklovskij argues on the other hand for change
as an inevitable process.

Each art form travels down the inevitable road from birth to death;
from seeing and sensory perception, when the detail in the object is
savored and relished, to mere recognition, when the object or form
becomes a dull epigone which our senses register mechanically, a
piece of merchandise not visible even to the buyer.

(Ibid. 252)

This emphasis on relevance and contemporaneity does not necessarily
preclude the perceptibility of specific forms or devices that are able to attract
attention, or participate in the formation of a cultural consciousness. Both art
forms and socio-cultural change interact in creating a consciousness. While
the individual genius is not “simply the geometrical point of intersection
operative outside him,” as Victor Uklovskij stipulates in his definition of the
artist as an “agent of impersonal forces” (Ibid. 253), there is enough evidence
to support Ejxenbaum’s paraphrase of Engels’ emphasis on the voice of his-
tory. He argues: “...creation is an act of historical self-awareness, of locating
oneself in the stream of history” (Ibid. 254). Genres get established and
approved within a horizon of expectations, for as Mary Louise Pratt argues in
view of reader-response and discourse theories, poetry, and literature at large
are “context dependent,” and literary production “depends enormously on
unspoken, culturally-shared knowledge of the rules, conventions, and expec-
tations that are in play when language is used in that context.”'® Genres and
their subdivisions are “systems of appropriateness conditions,” or sets of
generic rules, conditions, and expectations that may involve conformity and
deviance, and coding and decoding, she adds in view of Elizabeth Traugott’s
discussion of generative semantics (Ibid.). This accountability sums up socio-
cultural aesthetics as genres operating on expectations while they are the
byproduct of cultural necessity. In broad terms, Anne Cranny-Francis defines
genre as a “sociohistorical as well as a formal entity. Transformations in genre
must be considered in relation to social changes.”'” In Arabic cultural
dialogue, genres undergo change, deviation, and challenge like any other
communicative activity. Issues of tradition and modernity, and their further
growths or setbacks, assume complexity due to appropriateness of conditions,
which also inform the intellectual consciousness as they get informed by
intellectual debate and production processes and imperatives. Their trajecto-
ries are neither uniform nor smooth, and postmodern poets in the line of
Adanis (‘AlT Ahmad Sa‘1d), like the Moroccan Muhammad Bennis, may come
up with a vision that downplays the early Nahdah mediations between the
binding strictures of the ancients and the adaptability to the spirit of the age.
With both Derrida and Foucault in mind,'® Muhammad Bennfs titles an early
commentary on his grounding in tradition and modernity Kitzbat al-Mahw
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(Erasure writing). While establishing his identity and lineage (Kitzbat
al-Mabw, 12) and asserting a list of readings that connect him to poets,
classical, postclassical, and modern, the author also denies succession on the
grounds that “writing erases the myth of origin,” for his writing is an “orphan
writing” (Ibid. 13). This writing even glosses over the heated debate about
the Free Verse Movement of the late 1940s,'? for he looks upon poetry in
terms of a living tradition in constant debate with the Zeizgeist, as primarily
experienced by the poetic self, beyond any servile subordination to exterior-
ity. The self operates on the real as much as it responds to and challenges its
rules and conditions. As such, recognizable deviations and divergences from
conventions and norms are not neat formalities or pronouncements against
norms, and Foucault’s total set of relations may gather more potency within
his concept of the episteme before being displaced as well in a “constantly
moving set of articulations, shifts, and coincidences that are established only
to give rise to others.”?® Both the conventional and the dynamic vie for ascen-
dancy, and the constant of today may be the fugitive of tomorrow. Yet, even
this mounting consciousness does not preclude due recognition of the
classical, because ancient poetics of the gasidab strongly operates as a frame of
reference, regardless of positions and terms of understanding.

The revivalists

Chronologically, thematic concerns take shape in a historical context of
encounters with Arabs’ Others. This is not to say that the Arab site was
empty of innovation or progression, but it was not concerned with the West
before its encroachments, its invasions, occupations, and challenge to ways of
life and belief. First came the revivalist movement that included many names
from all over the Arab world such as Mahmiid Sami al-Baradi (d. 1904),
Hafiz Ibrahim (d. 1932), and Ahmad Shawqt (d. 1932) in Egypt; Ma'raf al-
Rusafi (d. 1945), Jamil Sidqt al-Zahawi (d. 1936), ‘Abd al-Muhsin al-Kazim1
(d. 1935) and Muhammad Rida al-Shabibi (d. 1966) in Iraqg; and in Lebanon
Badawt al-Jabal (the pen name of Muhammad Sulayman al-Ahmad, 1907-?),
and Shakib Arsalan (1870-1946). This movement of the late nineteenth
century challenged the colonialist onslaught on Islamic and Arab identity, by
laying emphasis on Arabic classical language and political independence. The
whole group fits into a neoclassical movement that found perfection in
ancient poetry and aesthetics.

For the revivalists of the 1890s, rehabilitating Islam in a modern world did
not mean proposing a coherent reformist plan, but rather the regeneration of
a pristine model, pure and simple. This model is ready to accommodate
changes and appropriate science without losing sight of its Arab—Islamic
identity. Whereas poets were inclined toward European achievements in
education, science, and even statecraft, the collision with the colonizer
intensified a libratory discourse that derived its legitimacy from a glorious
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and powerful past. The model was not concerned with historical dynamism,
for it built on an essence that was also central to the overpowering discourse
of Jamal al-Din al-Afghani (1839-1897) and his disciple Muhammad
‘Abduh (d. 1905), the MuftT of Egypt, that gave impetus to moderate Islamic
movements.?! Very much in correspondence with the religious thought in
Iraq, where al-Afghani spent some time in Najaf, the emerging religio-politic
of al-Afghant and Muhammad ‘Abduh, along with other Shaykhs of identical
concerns, was conciliatory in the sense that it accepted change and civiliza-
tional vicissitudes as historical processes. ‘Abduh read Guizot’s History of
Civilization. He was also very well-acquainted with Ibn Khaldin’s (d. 1406)
reading of history and his emphasis on decline and rebirth cycles in keeping
with the dearth or presence of an empowering sense of solidarity or innova-
tion. Thus, while emphasizing the role of Islam as powerfully informing
social polity, ‘Abduh was unequivocally allied to Western science and tech-
nology, as there is no reason for European “progress to wealth and power
except the advancement of education and science,” he stipulates.”? No won-
der ‘Abduh was actively engaged in the politics of the period and that some
of his disciples like Qasim Amin were among the pioneering liberal intellec-
tuals. Qasim Amin defended in two of his books the rights and freedom of
women (1899, 1900). ‘Abduh bridged the way to liberalism and became,
along with the Iraqi religious Shaykhs of the 1920 popular uprising against
the British, an influential force in the modernity trend. He and many other
Shaykhs were in tune with the liberals in their emphasis on a harmonious
navigation between tradition and modernity, a faith in science and progress,
in a manner that made use of Rifa‘ah al-TahtawT’s (1801-1873) significant
contribution to the modernity—tradition nexus, his emphasis on reason, and
the endorsement of a “renaissance” project.?’ Their project looked upon Islam
in terms of its glorious past, specifically the first ‘Abbasid period, 750-945,
for TahtawT saw it both as a model in openness to other cultures, and, conse-
quently, as capable of subsuming and applying the achievements of the
human mind. Liberal intellectuals thereafter were more attuned to material
reality, and, for that matter, were involved in the formation of the nation-state
as an anticolonial necessity and a possible stage in an Islamic or pan-Arab
entity. Whether we are speaking of public intellectuals like Taha Husayn
(d. 1973) or Ahmad Lutft al-Sayyid (d. 1963) in Egypt, for instance, or of
Gibran K. Gibran (d. 1931) and Mikha'll Nu‘aymah (1889-1988) in
Lebanon, or Mahmud Ahmad al-Sayyid (d. 1937) and Fahmi al-Mudarris
(d. 1944) in Iraq, these intellectuals accepted Western culture and education
as essential to state formation. Poets like Ahmad Shawqi (d. 1932) and Hafiz
Ibrahim (d. 1932) in Egypt and Ma‘raf al-Rusafi (d. 1945), Jamil Sidqt al-
Zahawi (d. 1936), and Muhammad MahdT al-Basir (d. 1974) in Iraq took the
Western model for state building seriously, while opting for the redirection
of tradition away from narrow traditionalism and essentialist revivalism.
Muhammad Mahdi al-Basir was actively involved in party politics, and had
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been keen on creating an independent Iraqi state since 1919 when he
established Haras al-Istiqglal (Guardians of independence) as a society in
Hillah (Babylon).24 There were many like him all over the Arab world, as any
survey of political and literary trends indicates.?’

The common denominator among liberal poets and some belated revivalists
throughout the first half of the twentieth century is pointedly anticolonialist,
and recalls a glorious past to indict the present. When he was a Lieutenant
under the command of the British Lord Kitchner in Sudan, the Egyptian poet
Hafiz Ibrahim (d. 1932) wrote a poetic address to his people in 1872 that
recalls the classical poet Abii Tammam (d. 846). To consolidate an anticolo-
nialist poetic among those “Who swore a mighty oath ye would not rest / until
this land holds not a soul oppressed,” a lineage should be established between
the addresser and the forebear: “What boots the Muse of melody and song, /
What the sweet minstrel, noblest of his throng / Than whom Abt Tammam
piped not more clear...?”%° The reclamation of poetic ancestors is always
present in his poetry for a purpose, for “O Nile! The time of sleep is past and
done. / While Egypt slumbers; within Egypt’s shores / Stirs an awakening.”?’
The poet, whom his contemporaries described as one who “portrays an entire
age in the life of the Egyptian people,”* recalls the past as one of glory that
cannot be revived without a struggle for freedom:

Ask of Baghdad, ‘Didst thou a rival own

When men’s religion was Islam alone?’

Virtue had not through ease to softness grown,
And knowledge crowned a claimed supremacy.?

With its combination of pride in a past of great struggle and achievement and
disappointment at a present, this rhetoric is neither confined to the revival-
ists nor is its reclamation of the past restricted to literary tradition. The
romanticists of the Apollo poetic school in Egypt in the early 1930s went
even further, to the ancient Egyptian history, where “Ramses sits on his high
throne,”® albeit with a sumptuous Keatsian imagery and detail, as the case
was with Ahmad Zaki Aba Shadi (d. 1955), the influential member of the
Apollo school. Yet, while the early revivalists urge change and revolt through
rhetoric and the reclamation of a literary ancestry, the Apollo group roman-
ticizes the call through an appeal to heroes of change and revolt, as one
of Khalil Mutran’s (d. 1949) poems shows, “Ye are a folk whose chronicles
abound / With noble deeds, since valor was renowned,” including “Great
generals, and dauntless soldiery,” wise “governors” and “scholars profound,
who shed true learning’s light / On human hearts, to guide mankind aright.”
Such cataloguing might not have been the domain of poetry had it not
been for his intervening poetic of fear and danger that builds up in the
poem through a Shelleyan aesthetic of powerful natural imagery and human
aspiration, “ ‘Now is the hour of peril come,’ I said, / “That shall awake them!
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O my soul, be glad! Danger is the thing to stir a frozen soul, / A people’s
screwed-up virtue to unroll!” "' Such a trajectory is not a lonely one, and the
postwar period enlists new strategies and visions that, for their mixture and
complexity, cannot be easily couched in such categorizations as romanticism
or modernism. The recent multiple critique of the 1970s onwards, which
targets the “referential authority” of the past model,*? appeared also in corre-
sponding poetry and readings of literary heritage, but with more focus on
rebels and dissidents.

Modernism and secular ideology

Revivalist movements as well as national occasions at large operate as
catalysts to recollect and enforce the rhetoric of the past as corrective to the
present. Secular ideology, especially its pan-Arab articulations, makes use of
the rhetoric, too, but its main thrust is focused on its representations of the
real. These are bound to be concerned with present sites of fragmentation and
disillusionment, especially since the defeat of the nation-state in 1967. Their
comparable poetic manifestations unfold in strophic forms, free verse experi-
mentation, and historical reconstructions. Like the modern Arabic novel,
secular poetic concerns deconstruct hegemonic representations and their
structural patterns of hierarchy and deference. Sufi poetic reclamations or
experimental initiations in esoteric lore become part of a larger effort to ques-
tion beliefs and appearances. In the Arab world of today, there is also the reap-
pearance of traditional war poetry that goes hand in hand not only with
fundamentalist pronouncements, but also with regional wars, shows of resist-
ance to hegemonic discourse, and the application of force in global politics.
The neo-revivalist movement of the 1990s onward reminds us, for instance,
of the late nineteenth-century revivalism, not only against a stagnant
Islamism, as represented by the Ottomans, but also more pointedly against
colonialism and its cultural incursions. The vacuum created by dictatorial
systems in the Arab world and their deliberate persecution and mass killing
of the secular left, along with the massive use of war machinery and force not
only against the Palestinians but also in Iraq, left the door open for religious
revival.

Yet, modernity properly began with the emergence of coteries, groups, and
schools that came into contact with Russia and Europe, and developed a new
consciousness of individualism and democracy, like the Diwan school in
Egypt (1912), with a publication under this name in 1921, and the following
one Apollo (with a journal under this name, too, 1932-1934). Soon after the
Second World War, another radical change under the rubric of the Free Verse
Movement took over the poetic scene, bringing into Arabic culture a new
consciousness of great complexity that appropriated both radical politics and
poetics, and approached tradition and history anew, questioning almost every
issue and generating since then further renewals and innovations. In a succinct
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note, M. M. Badawi explains these movements in their relation to the
classical past with its many schools and attitudes. He argues:

[T]he poets’ attitude to their past poetic heritage could be regarded
as a reliable indicator of their degree of modernism. As is to be
expected, different stages in the development of modern Arabic
poetry were accompanied by related changes in the attitude to the
past indigenous tradition.”

As an example he cites how “the forerunner of neoclassicism, al-Bartdi,
compiled a huge and influential anthology of Arabic poetry of the past, which
was largely confined to the poetry of the Abbasid era, the very poetry the neo-
classicists regarded as their model.”** Then he compares this taste with “the
pre-Romantics of the Diwan School” who “favored those Abbasid poets noted
for their individuality or emotionalism, such as Ibn al-Rami, ‘Abbas Ibn
al-Ahnaf, and al-Ma‘arri.” He finds the Romantics of the Apollo school in the
1930s and 1940s much attuned to poetry “which celebrated the world of the
senses and intense emotion such as the poetry of love, wine, and mysticism.
Unlike the Tunisian Abt al-Qasim al-Shabbt (d. 1934), who was obviously
an extreme case in criticizing tradition in general, they searched the tradition
for precisely those qualities which they wished to realize in their own poetry.”
As for the modernists, who were centered around the Free Verse Movement
and experimented freely with the prose poem since the 1950s,?> he thinks of
Adunis as “the most celebrated example of reappraisal of the past heritage,”
for not only did he compile an “idiosyncratic anthology of Arabic poetry of
the past,” but he was also the author of “a massive, searching, and provocative
historical study of classical Islamic culture. .. The Constant and the Changing,
published in 1974.” In this study, adds Badawi, Adiinis emphasizes “the value
of the intellectual rebel or dissident, the prototype of the twentieth-century
Arabic modernist.”*°

A word of caution is pertinent at this stage. Under the pressing need for
innovation and the imperatives of an appeasing critique that claims mod-
ernism as a constant in Arabic literary tradition, Adtnis collapses innovation
in artistry with radical politics of transformation at times. He is right in
drawing attention to innovation as a practice among the mubhdathiin, or the
“moderns” of the classical tradition, and as advocates of change from the pre-
Islamic poem, but this should not be confused with dissent. The innovative
stance in poetry, usually associated with Muslim Ibn al-Walid (d. 208 H/
823 AD) and Abd Tammam (d. 231/845), has a number of facets and cannot
be cited wholesale as a transformational landmark. On the political level, Aba
Tammam was never sympathetic to marginalized communities aspiring for
change and justice. Nor was al-Buhturi (d. 284 1H/897 AD) for that matter.>’
On the other hand, their taste for artifice is also a double-bind, for it
emanates from the recognition of competitiveness in a commodity age
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whereby the poem as an intellectualized product has its artificial stimuli.?®
The renowned prose writer of Basrah and Baghdad, ‘Amri Ibn ‘Uthman al-
Jahiz (d. 255 H/868 AD), was straightforward in associating poems addressed
to kings, leaders, and notables for profit and repayment with rigorous embel-
lishment and improvization and craft.’” To apply Lukécs’ terms, we may say
that the Caliphal period witnessed the transposition of art from ritual and
spontaneity to an established status of technical artificiality held in suspense
between business and “convulsive retreat,” in respect to artists.’” Apart from
the commodity transaction and the innovative stance in the poetry of the
moderns, al-mubdathiin, their extensive use of figurative language*' has to
be looked at also as a sign of transgression, a progressive move forward, for
the artist-poet exerts enough energy and thinking to come up with an artistic
creation in which he/she “...lives...activity as a technician,” writes Jameson
in a lucid paraphrase of Walter Benjamin.*?

The modernist critical effort was neither systematic, then, nor was it
necessarily coherent. It had the passion and zeal of opposition and revolt. The
female pioneer of the Free Verse Movement, Nazik al-Mala’ikah, edited the
influential “Minbar al-naqd” (critical platform) in A/-Adab journal in 1953,
where heated discussions of modernist poetics took place. Throughout the
1950s and 1960s A/-Adiab was the most influential literary platform with
a readership that reached every corner in the Arab world. While there was
enough recognition of the Free Verse Movement, the focus in Nazik al-
Mala’ikah’s critical platform was on the technical shift in poetry writing,
a shift for which Nazik al-Mala’ikah spent time and effort to pattern, contain,
and redraw as an innovative stance within a classical poetic tradition.*> She
was opposed to those, especially Jabra I. Jabra, who began to speak of the
Movement as a discontinuity, and who were also carried away by their attach-
ment to English and French experimentation.*® Both sides of the Movement,
the radical and the conciliatory, deserve attention, as they would soon con-
solidate the modernist and the postmodernist drives in Arabic poetry. To
accommodate and appropriate the new genre, writers were also preoccupied
with relations to tradition, the classical ode, Western poetry, and the emer-
gence of the prose poem as a technical innovation. There was even a contro-
versy in respect to who was the initiator of the Free Verse Movement.
Important as these issues were to a burgeoning endeavor, they detracted
attention from the cultural dynamic of change. The effort hindered itself at
this stage from further delving not only into continuity as a cultural fact, but
also into poetic genealogies, issues of prosification, use of Qur’anic styles and
other poetic discourse. These issues were as real then in the poetic practice
itself as they were in Arab life and culture. The modernist drive in the late 1940s
to implicate the poetic into common life beyond the nineteenth-century
revivalist rhetorical grandeur was part of a broad social and political
consciousness, but critics and poets were so prompted and overwhelmed by
immediacy that they abandoned the need for a thorough critique to account

11
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for post-Second World War consciousness and its manifestations in poetry,
narrative, drama, and the plastic arts. The emerging recognition of the
marginalized individual that informed painting and writing in the late 1940s
went hand in hand with a total change of vision. Language was no longer the
rhetorician’s monopoly, and the emerging consciousness opened up tradition
and modernity for extensive dialogues of far-reaching consequences.
Fragmented as the first outcome in criticism tended to be, it nevertheless set
the stage for further investigations of continuity and divergence that were
carried out by poets in the first place.

An exceptional discussion by the well-known Iraqi sociologist ‘Alf al-Ward1
(d. 1995) came out, however, in 1955-1956, on the association between
classical poetics as hegemonic discourse and authoritarianism. In a number
of articles, brought together later in book form, ‘Alf al-Wardt argued the case
against classicism as poetic elitism, a mode that caters for the interests of
feudalism and exploiters of every kind. His articles provoked many responses
which he included in a book titled Ustizrat al-Adab al-Raf' (The Myth of Elite
or Highbrow Literature). In the introduction to the book, he says:

There is a story behind these articles. A few months ago, I began
publishing some articles in the Hurriyyah daily in which I blamed
writers for their tenacity in upholding ancient literary traditions
regardless of the enormous social and intellectual transformation
that was taking place. Many a writer was against me, criticizing and
slandering me and writing at random in a battlefield, which they
own. I am obliged to respond.*’

‘Alf al-Wardt's Ustizrat al-Adab al-Rafi‘ is of some significance because of
the equation which the author develops between elitism, aristocracy, and
prosperous classes. He castigates the critics who think of him as someone who
is cheapening literature by lowering its standards of grandeur. Singling out
one of these critics, he argues:

Such a man and his like from among sultans’ littérateurs surprise me.
They glorify the poetry that caters for the affluent and lives on the
remains of their banquets; but nonetheless, they speak of such poets
as the lamps of knowledge and art. As for the poet who is close to
the public and its concerns, they look upon him as no more than a
useless salesman.

(Ibid. 9)

In this argument, the writer associates elitism and neoclassicism with oppor-
tunism. Targeting panegyrics, ‘AlT al-Wardi thinks of the strain as no more
than a parasitic endeavor which runs counter to the spirit of the age. Making
use of theories of elitism, he argues that the elite class “strives to use
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appearances and rites that distinguish them from lower classes. They purport
to appear in the most lavish and sophisticated appearances so nobody can
compete with them.” “Language itself,” he adds, “is deliberately complicated
to fit into their system” (Ibid. 193). A counter approach is to decode this
language and to replace it with one that uncovers and dissolves the mystique
of elitism. Hence comes his call for a counter consciousness:

Oppression by itself does not raise opposition unless there is an
accompanying consciousness of discontent. Here lies the role of
intellectuals as they call the spade a spade and tell the oppressed that
they are so, reiterating this until subdued sentiments explode and
history moves forward.

(Ibid. 296)

These views did not pass without detailed refutations from other scholars in
the field like ‘Abd al-Razzaq Muhyt al-Din. The latter argued back, specify-
ing that contemporary poetry has a different story to tell, for “poets, in com-
parison to any educated class, are the least prone to condone corruption, and
exploitation (Ibid. 7).” While AlT al-Ward1 made use of his training in soci-
ology to discuss neoclassical imitativeness as part of a hegemonic discourse,
his paradigms of elitism, exploitation, and grand literary works also partake
of the broad cultural consciousness of the 1950s that justified the Zan;j (Black
slaves) revolt and dissent in general.

The significance of this eatly critique for the modernist endeavor emanates
from its use of other disciplines to probe literary tradition. It has also the
tendency to question rather than offer absolute answers to pending issues.
It prepares the way for further efforts to go ahead in a re-thinking of literary
history. The critical endeavor worked in the hands of Adunis and others as a
deconstructionist effort.* In this sense, “historicity means the use of knowledge
about the past as a means of breaking with it—or, at any rate, only sustaining
what can be justified in a principled manner,” argues Giddens. He further
argues, “Historicity in fact orients us primarily towards the future.”¥” At a later
stage, especially since the 1960s, poets have developed a retrospective mind
that makes use of introspection to come to terms with both their grounding
in the classical tradition and the emerging consciousness, as Adanis’ experi-
ence demonstrates. The connection between Gibran’s daring experimentation
in language and poetics prepared the way for the Adanisian critique which is
still popular with the young generations all over the Arab world.

Gibran’s innovation

The early romantics of the Diwan School were not as rebellious as the
Adunisian prototype of the early 1950s. In their times, there was a new
sensibility, receptive to change and innovation.*® The same is true of the
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Mahjar poets in North and Latin America, those who had access to other
cultures, and brought into poetry a new sense of poetic usage and imagery,
like Mikha'1l Nu‘aymah (1988), Gibran Khalil Gibran (d. 1931), Tliyya Abi
Madi (1890-1957), and Nasib ‘Aridah (1887—-1946). Significantly, Gibran
Khalil Gibran influenced poetic language profoundly, for instance, and has
been an impact beyond historical and cultural limits. He may be the right
bridge to understand the modern impulse in Arabic poetry, not only because
of his exposure to American transcendentalism and European Romanticism,
but also because of his deep engagement with the ethics, values, and canons
that make up a large portion of Arab cultural tradition. Living across cultures
and traditions, he has liberated language from artificiality and let words
speak with no metrical restrictions. This is a basic achievement, not only for
its immediacy, but also for its recovery of Arabic from the grandiosity and
superfluity that accompany dying aristocracies. In other words, in Gibran
Khalil Gibran’s writing as well as in the emerging postclassical and romantic
impulse, there is a recovery, not a revival, along with a dialogue with tradi-
tion and interaction with the Western and Afro-Asian cultures. Recovery in
this instance means confrontation with the real in its present manifestations,
including cultural decadence and servile imitation. As a position or an attitude,
it debates a tradition which we usually dump as neoclassical.

A major question that may face students of Arabic poetry relates perhaps
to the transformation and change within a single poetic sensibility. For how
does a person leave one’s grounding behind and develop a new modernist
temperament? Like grounding in the Latin tradition, initiation into the
ancient Arabic tradition and its later accommodation in the nineteenth
century may well empower one’s poetic language when the poet is receptive
to changes in taste, and is open to experience. Otherwise, poetry may end up
as servile imitation of a bygone model.

The Tammiizi movement and the modernity—tradition issue

In Arabic poetics, tradition is even more inclusive, as modern consciousness
stretches it beyond the Islamic period to embrace the legacies of the
Sumerians, Babylonians, Phoenicians, and ancient Egyptians. To use current
criticism, modern consciousness counterbalances its negative categories of
ennui and alienation by a “conciliatory gleam” as derived from antiquity and
the mythical past.”” In modern Arabic poetry, the passage of this past into the
present is not a smooth one, as evidenced by the 1964 collapse and disinte-
gration of the Tammuzi movement of the 1950s. This movement took its
name from the Babylonian deity Tammauz, “...the youthful spouse or lover
of Ishtar, the great mother goddess, the embodiment of the reproductive
energies of nature,” as James Frazer explains in The Golden Bough, a book that
was adopted then by a significant number of Arab poets.’® The similarity
between the Arab scene since the late 1940s and the European one of the
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First World War has been noticed by many readers and critics, but the
complexity of Tammiz as a symbol relates not only to cycles of life and death,
but also to the attending Babylonian rituals, Jerusalem hymns, and Greek
vegetation practices. “Under the names of Osiris, Tammuz, Adonis, and
Attis, the peoples of Egypt and Western Asia represented the yearly decay
and revival of vegetable life, which they personified as a god who annually
died and rose again from the dead,” writes Frazer.’! One member of the
Tammuzi movement, the Syrian ‘AlT Ahmad Sa‘id (b. 1930), was already pen
named AdunTs in an act of ideological initiation and apprenticeship in the
Syrian National Party.’? Yet, neither the group nor Adiints could sustain the
mythical Tammauzi pattern for long, for, as myth “is consciousness investing
the world and the self with meaning” by categories of unity and contiguity,”
material realities remain too complex to be poetically shaped as such.

The stark scenes of the wasteland, the “landscape of ruins,” as poetic
images of dismembered reality, coincided with encroaching geopolitical chal-
lenges to perpetuate modernity-consciousness beyond the reach of the newly
emerging states, compelling poets and intellectuals alike to feel an urgent
sense of responsibility toward their art and their community. The poetic out-
come is one of diversity and loaded manipulation of the historical, the myth-
ical, and the literary. The dialogue with other cultures, especially with Lorca,
Neruda, T. S. Eliot, Pound, and Baudelaire, among others, helped poets,
nationalists, and outcasts to create substitutive textual homelands. No mat-
ter how mitigated by remembrance and recollection, these dialogues and
negotiations speak of the modern predicament, whereby the poet, as Hugo
Friedrich puts it, “...writes out of himself only insofar as he considers him-
self a sufferer of modernity.””> The emerging speaker in a large number of
poems under consideration is a wanderer, a rover, an alien, an exile, and a
rebel. Hence the exilic in this confluence of modernity and tradition assumes
significance. To cope with a reality of greater complexity than, perhaps, the
one in European cultures, Arabic poetry has to be more innovative, ransacking
other traditions in the face of the pressures of modernity, while investigating
and mapping its own.

“Modernity” may be more difficult to gauge, not only because of the
typical reference to Enlightenment markers and the demarcation of world
civilizations in terms of Greco-Hellenic referentiality, but also because of the
innate ambivalence of the term, for “[I]n the heart of the world of hard
science, modernity floats free” (Ibid. 39). However, in Arabic usage since the
last decades of the nineteenth century, the term modernity indicates change
as propelled and perpetuated by Western scientific and cultural achieve-
ments. This understanding involves “consciousness of the discontinuity of
time: a break with tradition, a feeling of novelty, of vertigo in the face of the
passing moment,” writes Foucault of the general concept.’® For the Arabs, it
lies more with tensions at crossroads whereby every moment demands an
answer, not only in respect to a complex past, but also to a present as acted
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on by the desires and interests of Others. To overcome banality, loss, absence,
disintegration, and other negative categories of modernity, Arabic poetry may
not be different from others, as it too invests the scene with enough imagi-
nation to objectify the personal in a dramatized effort to cope with the real.
Still, it relies on rich resources of history, heritage, and myth, not only to
objectify experience in the manner of T. S. Eliot, but also to invest it with
enough life and energy from the Arab past. The result is not an accommoda-
tion of tradition and modernity in a poetic settlement, for, in the best poems
under discussion, negotiation is the generator of creative anxiety in its many
poetic manifestations. Navigational efforts between tradition and new poet-
ics are not smooth, however, and we need to look at some autobiographical
accounts to make sense of their complexity.

Fadwa Tigan’s autobiographical itinerary from
tradition to modernism

One way of answering the question, and summing up these configurational
sites, or ensembles of voices and trends, is to read through autobiogra-
phical records, like the Palestinian woman poet Fadwa Tagan’s (d. 2003)
A Mountainous Journey: A Poer’s Autobiography. This is a significant documen-
tary record of her poetic maturation in time and place that provides a syn-
thesized review of trends and movements in relation to the past tradition.”’
In this autobiography, there is first a context, which is the socio-political
scene. Second, there is an emerging sensibility that vies for freedom in the
context of an awareness of social and religious limits. Third, there is her
literary grounding, first in literary tradition (mostly the classical and the pre-
Islamic), an attachment to women poets, and faith in strong male scriptoria.
Fourth, there is a further mediation between past tradition and the encroach-
ing modernity through a romantic lens that was represented, to some extent,
by Fadwa Tugqgan’s brother, the poet Ibrahim Tuqan (d. 1941). This autobi-
ography may well be a Bildungsroman, a novel of apprenticeship and growth,
as other writers of the same age could have undergone the same change
and offered a similar poetic experience, albeit with a personal tint and an
individual poetic.

In so far as material reality, including power politics, affected her, Fadwa
Tuqan found in Emile Touma’s The Roots of the Palestinian Question, enough
material to account for her changing sensibility. The British authorities in
Palestine arrested her father in 1917, “...banishing him to Egypt along with
others aware of the dangers of western imperialism,” she writes.”® This personal
detail fits into the larger context of colonization, for, as she quotes Emile Touma:

Egypt, Libya and North Africa were distributed amongst the

colonizing states: Britain, Italy, France and the Ottoman Arab
States became targets of French and English greed. With the growth
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of the National Movement, the Arabs had formed groups and secret
societies in various provinces of the Ottoman Arab States, in a strug-
gle to attain their rights. In the first Arab Congress held in Paris in
June 1913, the agenda had stated, very clearly, that the Arab
National Movement saw that its path lay within the framework of
the Ottoman Empire, not outside it. The leaders of the movement
were convinced that this declaration would deter the European
imperialists away from the Ottoman Arab States.”

Political issues in the anti-colonial struggle were not as straightforward,
however, and intellectuals found themselves at crossroads, as even a cursory
study of the period shows. Forebears and parents were so involved in the anti-
colonial struggle that they secured the affection and solidarity of the young
literati who were otherwise resistant to patriarchy. The young Fadwa Tuqan,
for instance, both feared and recoiled from her father’s response to her early
poetic endeavor:

[H]e doesn’t believe I am good for anything, I said to myself. He has
no feelings for me except indifference, as though I'm nothing, as
though I'm a nonentity, a vacuum, as if there is absolutely no need
for me to exist.

(Ibid. 59)

Yet, the father’s attitude was one of indifference, not oppression, despite her
subsequent emphasis on the increasing “rift” between the two (Ibid.). Once
she expected him to react angrily at her publication of a poem in a news-
paper, but “to my astonishment,” she wrote, “the roof didn’t fall. Father
didn’t allude to it and I heaved a sign of relief” (Ibid. 69). Between the under-
lying familial and social values and ethics and the desire for freedom and
release from traditional shackles, there is this intermediate space that becomes
the site for a poetic anxiety. Attachment to her brother, the poet Ibrahim, is
no less controversial, for she “...clung to...[him] with the tenacity of a
drowning person to a lifeboat” (Ibid. 53). Due to his care and attention, she
received this amount of love, “He alone became the air I breathed, the air of
health and personal happiness. His love and special concern for me gave me a
feeling of contentment as a human being” (Ibid.). If he had been as withdrawn
as his father, her response to him might have been different. In other words,
in the familial and social context of a traditional upbringing, there is a con-
frontation between the desire for individual freedom and the terms by which
the society moves and reacts. Yet, this is only part of the story for our reading
of cultural interaction. The brother cherished the same common faith in
literary tradition because without a good literary grounding in the classical
tradition there is no chance for a talent to grow, “he came to me holding
al-Hamasa, the famous anthology of Abu Tammam [d. 846]” (Ibid. 57).
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She realized the significance of this grounding, not only to benefit from
Arabic prosody, rhetoric, and the art of poetry, but also to establish the right
relationship with tradition, “...studying and memorizing thousands of lines of
ancient Arabic poetry cleansed my soul from the torment of mulling over my
feelings of self-pity and injustice” (Ibid. 63). This objectifying process compli-
cates matters as much as it seemingly solves them. It counteracts a romantic
recoil, but it also brings about a Keatsian negative capability, or in the words
of Geoffrey H. Hartman, a “...way out of the morass of inwardness.”® To
escape the present, she found life in the past, “The pre-Islamic, the Umayyad
and the Abbasid poets lived with me. They ate, drank, did household chores
and bathed with me. They talked to me and I talked to them” (Ibid.). She adds,
“I would fall in love with one poet at a time, until I exhausted his works,”
reaching thereafter her “last love amongst the ancient poets,” namely Aba Firas
al-Hamdani (d. 968). Tradition as such works its way in the ephebe’s sensibil-
ity through love, but it is a substitutive love that proves conducive to creativ-
ity, “My absorption in my new world taught me the taste of happiness. I was
immersed in the act of creating myself, building myself anew, in an eager
search for the potentialities and abilities that constituted my life’s capital”
(Ibid.). Although this immersion becomes “an internalization” for “therapeu-
tic purposes,” in a reversal that may not meet Harold Bloom’s quest-romance
theory,®! there is still a possibility of combining this personal rebirth with
freedom from “acute preoccupation with self.”®> Her brother was the first to
warn her against a narrowed consciousness as concomitant with self-preoccu-
pation, “Sister, people aren’t interested in our personal feelings. Don’t forget
this fact” (Mountainous_Journey, 70). Her brother’s remark came as a comment
on her elegiac verse to express her sorrows at his illness. This remark did not
come as a surprise, for her “...attempts at poetry,” she writes in retrospect,
“have revolved mainly around my personal feelings and sufferings” (Ibid.).
Her feelings were ones of a “melancholy, introverted nature,” which, she
writes, “always made me withdraw completely within myself” (Ibid.). Yet, to
see the difference between the brother and the sister in clear-cut terms
may not lead us further. He warns against introspection, introversion, and
self-preoccupation, and he strongly believes in literary revivalism, for he

belonged to a generation that had grown up aware of a widespread
movement to revive this heritage through resurrecting its artistic
values; its terseness of phraseology, its clarity of expression and its
beauty of style, beginning with al-Barudi, at the dawn of the revival-
ist movement, on through Shawqi and his contemporary Egyptian,
Iraqi, Lebanese and Syrian poets.

(Ibid. 72)

At that stage, she seemingly accepted his objections to the Apollo school
of the 1930s as “. .. colorless and weak in style” (Ibid.), for she concurred with
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his call for a strong grounding in classical style. At a later stage she withdrew
from the maslak, or track, of modeling herself upon ancient poets as the
practice distracted her from the expressive in poetry, “deflected from genuine
experience to a concern for phrasing and selecting words with a ring and
reverberation to them” (Ibid. 73). Writing under the pen name Dananir, the
‘Abbasid Yahya al-BarmakT’s slave girl (d. 825), she tried to give vent to her
chaste feelings of love (Ibid.). The choice is not random, not only because the
slave girl was faithful to her master, and was well educated in poetry and
music, but also because she provided Fadwa Tuqan with a persona, enabling
her to go beyond her self-absorption toward freedom of the imagination, a
condition that Bloom articulates as anti-self-consciousness, or resistance to
self-absorption.®® The slave girl was equal to the best musician and singer of
the day, Ibrahim al-Masilt, who said to her master, “if you were ever deprived
of me and Dananeer is around, then you have not lost me.” In other words,
the choice of the persona cuts across a career and survives in the woman poet’s
experimentation. Fadwa Tuqan followed tradition and made use of male
scriptoria, but she built up a female lineage, too, with its anxieties, gains, and
failures. She tried to learn the best in tradition while creating an independ-
ent individual talent. In retrospect, she was displeased with herself for
writing “...forceful poetry with a strong linguistic construction,” modeled
on the ‘Abbasid tradition, but her amateurish pen name also reveals a taste
for the song, the lyric, and music at large. On the other hand, the persona is
important, not only as outlet, but also as an objectifying strategy that leads
to her rite of passage toward a self-sufficient poetic. The association with the
past gave birth to a linguistic repertoire, but her subsequent independence
and the culminating estrangement from the influential forebears integrated
her into the emerging romantic movement of the Apollo group, before a final
affiliation in the poetic sisterhood led by the woman poet and pioneer of the
Free Verse Movement, the Iraqi Nazik al-Mala’ikah (b. 1923).

In preparation for that estrangement, Fadwa Tuqan notes that the use of
“...classical style, and this preoccupation with a choice of words that were
resonant but contrived, was an obstacle to the flow and movement, the spon-
taneity and truth in the process of creativity” (Ibid. 74). In both phrasing and
direction, she joined a tendency that had been evolving since the Diwan
group. This awareness led her to poetry of experience, enhanced and furthered
by her readings of the Mahjar poets, that is, the Syrian and Lebanese poets in
Latin and North America, along with the Apollo romantics of the 1930s in
Egypt, Tunis, and the Levant. “From that time, I turned my back on the
Abbasid style, my main ambition being to write poetry deriving its beauty
from simplicity, flexibility, truthfulness, and poetic expression free of affecta-
tion” (Ibid.). Such proclamations imply a break with an early apprenticeship,
for the brother’s rejection of the Apollo group apparently fell on deaf ears, and
her evolution took a romantic road, which was to find further impetus under
the impact of her fellow woman-poet Nazik al-Mala’ikah.
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Her association with the latter was also another rite of passage, as the
movement from tradition to modernity, from classical prosody to free verse
and from imitation to experience, is not one for all poets and participants in
modernism. “No innovative movement can succeed and spread rapidly unless
the voice raised on its behalf is distinctive, and can arouse a strong response
in others. Nazik, truly, had such a voice,” she says (Ibid. 75). The association
with her fellow woman poet also means an acceptance of the latter’s position
in respect to the need for music in poetry and the ultimate deep grounding
in Arabic prosody and rhetoric. She strives for freedom from “. .. the bonds of
ancient prosody,” but she is not for the “...abandonment of meter and rhyme
altogether” (Ibid.). She believes in a rift between the old and the new, for “the
struggle is inevitable for renewal,” and change and mutability have to
counter rigidity and permanence (Ibid. 76).

Trajectories of tradition and modernity make headway through this struggle,
to be sure, but there is also a careful navigation between the old and the
new in order to create a recognizable presence based on shared codes and an
innovative contribution. The young woman poet made her distinct achieve-
ment while affiliating herself with strong poets. Fadwa Tiqan’s antecedent
authority begins and ends not only with her women ancestors like Dananir
or women contemporaries like the Iraqi dentist and poet Rabab al-Kazimi
(Ibid. 60, 62) and Nazik al-Mala’ikah, but also with ancient male prose
writers and poets like Ibn al-RamT (d. 896) and the rest (Ibid. 53, 63, 66).
This autobiographical sketch is not unique, as almost every recognized talent
among modern poets followed more or less the same pattern.®!

Mubammad Bennis’ antecedent authority

Another autobiographical itinerary from among the male tradition and from
the next generation may prove worthwhile, too. The Moroccan poet
Muhammad Bennis’ articulations tend to validate his poetics in the first
place, to encapsulate the overlapping and contestation of genres in a dialectic
that takes into account power politics whose tropes are spatial. As a discur-
sive threshold between Arab East and the Moroccan West, tradition and
modernity, and also a site of contestation and configuration, Muhammad
Bennis’ self-justifications may reveal another poetic predilection, too. In
mapping out his own poetic career, Bennis subscribes to a tendency among
poets since the late 1960s to justify a career and characterize it.” Speaking of
his own grounding and career, as well of his fellow poets, he traces an
antecedent authority, even an ancestry and lineage that can be traced to a
family of poets and Sufis. Isn’t he repeating the career of such ancestors as
Ibn ‘Arabi and Imru’ al-Qays? They also “. .. tested the sufferings of the road.
In alienation, they continued their travel, searching for the pure meaning of
words.”®® Their wanderings in time and place testify to a restless soul in search
for the right word. With Ibn ‘Arabi, there is also the “lineage of place” (Ibid.).

20



POETIC TRAJECTORIES: CRITICAL INTRODUCTION

Both come from the Muslim West. Both have a daring experience, that Ibn
‘Arabi pours out his life in the qasidah, “daringly, and without remorse”
(Ibid.). The implications of this personal presence are of great significance to
the disciple, the belated poet, as the precursor sets the tone for a unique expe-
rience, free from servility to norms. This uniqueness as divergence and
freedom takes place, in Pratt’s words, whether the persona “breaks any of
the rules to which his utterance is subject.”®” The personal in Ibn ‘ArabT’s
poetry, for instance, defied expectations and raised objections to his seeming
infatuations.

Like Adinis before him, Muhammad Bennis finds Abi Tammam no less
effective than Charles Baudelaire, Stephane Malarmé, and Arthur Rimbaud,
in drawing his attention to the need to dig deep into the meaning of words.
That was during the formative years 1965-1968 (Ibid. 16). While specifying
affiliations, the poet is keen on establishing a poetic lineage whose markers
negate the historical to move towards constants that are spatial and poetical.

Although Bennis is not different in the emphasis on the personal from
other poets since the 1950s, his retention of this spirit is specifically couched
in terms of freedom from shackles and strictures, “...the personal which is
free from any conditionality” (Ibid. 10). The poets whom he read voluntarily
bridge time and space to include from the twentieth century the Tunisian
al-Shabbi (d. 1934), Gibran Khalil Gibran and the modernists, and from the
classical al-Mutanabbi, and Abii al-Ala’ al-Ma‘“arrT.

In these drwans 1 found the blessing which I had missed. It was an
individual dialogue between these poets and me. What I read there
was the personal, whether real or imaginary, the personal which nobody
can see: a solitary world, one of pain, doubt and beauty, without
heaven or hell, with no certainty or obligation.

(Ibid. 11)

The meeting ground subsumes time and historicity, for what the dialogue
imparts is the recognition of “... the language, the image, the suggestiveness,
the structure, the interaction, and the symmetry.” Through this engagement,
“...there runs in me the stunning ringing of a human language, to the extent
that the poetic manifests itself par excellence in the language” (Ibid.). While
the personal specifies the individuality of experience, the retention of the
perennial universalizes its poetic.

This perspective entails a vertical view of time, for it resists “any linear
historicity” (Ibid. 10), and it also entails a re-reading of history that may, in
the case of his poem “Akhir Mudhakkirart al-Mu‘tamid Ibn ‘Abbad” (The Last
Memoirs of al-Mu‘tamid Ibn ‘Abbad) challenge “the Moroccan national cultural
discourse that [for instance] sympathizes with [Almoravid] Yasuf Ibn
Tashfin while opposing and criticizing the poet al-Mu‘tamid Ibn ‘Abbad.”®
In this case, the contemporary poet establishes a poetic of affiliation that
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builds on the dethroned emir’s poetry while “dissolving the bond between the
poetic and the national (the religious) in respect to al-Mu‘tamid Ibn ‘Abbad,”
developing “a multi-voiced poem that belongs to music as it belongs to the
modern poem, ridding myself of the conventional tendency to attain the
poetic” (Ibid. 14).

More significantly, Muhammad Bennis tries his hand at a poetic that
makes use of the Qur'anic verse. He recollects, “I began to ask myself irrita-
bly why poetic modernity (the contemporary poem) did not take its lead from
the Qur’anic structure instead of choosing that of the European poem.” The
poems that he wrote in this vein are “Bab al-Marathi” (The Elegies Chapter)
and “Al-laylah al-wahidah ba‘da al-alfayn” (The First Night after Two
Thousand), which were published in 1970 (Ibid. 17). In these poems, the poet
“eludes the demarcation between poetry and prose” and devotes attention to
“the appeal of place” (Ibid.).

In sum, Muhammad Bennis has been in the line of the emerging
consciousness since the 1960s with its transgeneric markers, spatial tropes,
and dynamic engagement with both tradition and modernity. Seen in context
and in relation to achievements in theatre, fiction, narrative writing, archae-
ological excavations, and painting, along with the expansion of education in
the fields of technology and science, this consciousness manifests a set of rela-
tions like the ones constituting the Foucauldian episteme.®” With extensive
grounding in Arabic and a good grasp of the poetics of modernity, this
emerging totality of relations and discursive practices differs from the earlier
Nahdah or awakening of the early twentieth century. It is more in dialogue
with the late classical discussions than with the neoclassicism of the late nine-
teenth century. It is more cognizant of the modernist interplay of genres that
has been displacing the centrality of classical Arabic poetics of the gasidah.

The modernist impulse and its aftermath

Literature in its broad cultural domains was so dynamically effective that
many ideological formations in the interwar period came from literary figures.
It is known, for instance, that the Egyptian leader Jamal ‘Abd al-Nasir
(d. 1970) modeled himself partly on Tawfiq al-Hakim’s (d. 1987) protagonist
in ‘Awdat al-rith (The Return of the Soul, 1933).7° On the other hand, other
literati developed their ideological visions in view of the dangers of doctrinal
schisms and the break-up into ethnic and sectarian entities. The Syrian
Christian Michel ‘Aflaq (d. 1989), who established the Ba‘th Party in 1947,
sought to introduce a view of nationalism as an impassioned message like that
of Islam. That message, he argued,”’ gave the Arabs a sense of identity and
purpose beyond tribal solidarity or division. Building on many writings,
including those of ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Kawakibi (d. 1903) in Egypt, the
Lebanese Najib ‘Aztri (d. 1916), and also Western thought, advocates of
nationalism were no less influential than liberal or socialist intellectuals,
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including the advocates of populist thought in Iraq, the so-called Ahalt
Group, which was formed in 1931.7? The Arab nationalist group had such
names as the Syrian Zaki al-Arstzi, the Syrian-Lebanese Qustantin Zurayq
(d. 2001), the Lebanese Antiin Sa‘adah (d. 1949), and the resident of Iraq Sati
al-Husri (d. 1968).7> Liberal and leftist writers on the other hand were
common names among readers throughout the 1940s and until some time in
the 1970s. The leftist groups had a strong presence throughout the first half
of the century, as their programs partook of Marxist ideology at large while
targeting local and regional issues and problems. Poetry was no less involved
in these issues, especially at a time when the West was confused with both
colonialism and Zionism. School texts all over the Arab world, and under the
supervision of Abd Khald@in Sati® al-HusrT,”* accelerated national conscious-
ness through anticolonial poetic selections. From Shawqi, there is the renowned
verse “red freedom,” and from the Tunisian Ab al-Qasim al-Shabbi (d. 1934),
there is the famous celebration of the people’s will to survive, whereas from
the Iraqi poet Ma'rif al-Rusaft there is the satirical verse against mandated
rule, “with a flag, a constitution, and a parliament; intentionally distorted.””’
Poets contributed to every political and cultural platform, and, in times of
great political rivalry and competition, they were enthusiastically sought
after to appease the anger and expectations of both the elite and the masses.

Questioning the nationalist rhetoric

A many-faceted poetics has been growing steadily since 1967, the Israeli
conquest of the surrounding Arab regimes and occupation of more lands.
This growth in a modernist poetics was in pace with the innate search for
a role and a meaning for poetry and in keeping with the internal and exter-
nal pressures, war and cultural and economic encroachments. Poetry since the
late 1940s has been a scene of confession, criticism, intellectual vigor, ideol-
ogy, and experimentation. Yet, the search throughout has borne the mark of
negotiation between tradition and traditionalism, modernity and subservience.
Since the 1960s poets have to speak for a political unconsciousness as well as
for the desperate sense of betrayal among the masses that have already placed
their faith and trust in national discourses of struggle, freedom, independ-
ence, and Arab nationhood.”® Poets come up with a disturbing and destabi-
lizing aesthetic, one that questions ideology and grand narratives without
conciliatory or utopian recipes. It is not ambivalence that distinguishes this
poetics, but rather the shock that leaves the door open for the listener to make
choices. Writing on the Palestinian predicament, their siege in Beirut by
Israelis and Phalangists in 1982, the Palestinian poet Mahmtd Darwish
(b. 1942) wrote a memoir in prose, Dhakirah lil-nisyan (1995, Memory for
Forgetfulness), to account for the rupture and the wound that never heals.
Palestinian identity is held suspect, as if it were a “contagious diseases.” Yet,
Arab governments still use Palestine as an ideological referent “to uplift
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Arab-nationalist spirit.””’ In the same memoir, the poet searched for a
meaning to this predicament, finding its source in the idealist rhetoric
lavishly stressed by its advocates and believers, especially by the leader Jamal
‘Abd al-Nasir (d. 1970), whose national commitment and vigorous political
presence made him bypass social and national heterogeneity, class and ethnic
issues, and search for sweeping solutions to internal and external problems.
Mahmid Darwish’s belated critique pursues and culminates many poetic
pronouncements of disenchantment, especially after June 1967. Poets like
the Iraqi ‘Abd al-Wahhab al-Bayati (d. 1999), the Syrian Nizar Qabbani
(d. 1997), and the Syrian-Lebanese Adtnis (b. 1930), wrote biting poetic
pieces that draw on the need for serious revisionist reading of language and
history.”® Mahmiid Darwish also argued in Dhakirah lil-nisyan that nationalist
rhetoric addressed a collective identity, not the real facts of fragmentation,
ethnic and tribal interests, and petty alliances.

Nasser . .. spoke to their acute sense of loss, naming the banks of the
river in such a way as to disguise the mud there—sects and dregs of
the Crusaders coming back to life in the darkness, under the ringing
speeches. But when the nationalist thesis collapsed, these sects put
forth their own almost-shared language.

(Ibid. 46-47)

There are other critiques directed also against other discourses of the second
awakening, that is, after the 1952 revolution in Egypt. Taken together, they
make up a poetics of great political and intellectual vigor. This poetics
contains much revisionism, misreading, and recapitulation that guide poetry
on to new horizons.

This book, therefore, concentrates on these communicational paths and
markers, and follows up their manifestations in readings of heritage and the
misreading of ancient and Islamic poems. It investigates the underlying
secular mode in revisionism, whose questioning of representational ethics and
codes culminates in a view of identity as “less an inheritance than a creation,”
as “man creates . . . identity by creating his life and his thought,” says Adiints.””

Identity

The road to this conclusive remark is not that smooth. Between inheritance
and creation of identity the road is rife with problems and troubles that shape
and mark every aspect of life. Each writer’s biography reveals as much. Let us
take as an example the Palestinian poet Mahmad Darwish, whose poetic
career problematizes respectively the terms of identity and its formation as
in the following itinerary. (1) rhetorical poetics of shock and resistance;
(2) dialogical poetics of multiple layering and voicing to account for the
complexity of the ongoing loss; (3) a poetic of transcendence that valorizes
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the word in a cultural context; and (4) a poetic of absence to speak of exile
and the human condition. Identity grows first as an affirmation against
occupation and challenge, as his early poems demonstrate. In early poems
like “Al-Huzn wa al-ghadab” (“The Sadness and the Anger”) and “Bitaqat
huwiyyah” (“The Identity Card”) (1964) language is imbibed with a national
spirit to rhetorically enforce an ultimate rebirth against heavy odds, “We have
been carrying sadness for years, but no dawn ever shows / And sadness is a fire
that its flame can be put out in delays / yet the wind can inflame it more /
and you have the wind, why do you have to bind it? And you have no other
weapon .../ other than meeting the wind and the fire.../ in a confiscated
homeland.”® The outcome of the 1948 debacle turns into a site of destruc-
tion where inhumanity reigns under deceitful slogans that target people,
Jews as well as Arab Palestinians. Subsequent regressions intensify a sense of
loss that builds on actual details of identity erosion. In his poem “On a
Canaanite Stone at the Dead Sea” the poet speaks in his own voice where there
is confession, and revolt at what is taking place. There is also bitter recogni-
tion of the speaker’s little acquaintance with his national landscape and life,
“I've been a stranger to the desert palm / from the moment I was born / into
this crowded mass,”®! for identity as culture and land was taken for granted
before the shock at its destruction and the systematic erosion of the landscape.
The poem asks the stranger-occupier to act like colonialists and steal what-
ever from this land, but “let me plant my wheat in Canaan’s sacred soil” and
“Leave Jericho under her palm tree” and “don’t steal my dream, don’t steal /
the milk of my woman’s breast / or the ant food dropped in the cracks in the
marble!”®? Land and landscape assume greater significance as objects of mem-
ory and recollection. In a moment of shock and recognition the speaker takes
cognizance of an ongoing inhuman confiscation and attrition, as both land
and people undergo this erosion. In this global context, affirmative rhetoric
gives way to a dialogic poetics that allows a number of voices and, hence,
comparisons as in “Speech of the Red Indian.”®® The tragedies of the Native
American and the Palestinian reflect on each other, as they both undergo sys-
tematic erosion. “Time is a river/ blurred by the tears we gaze through,” says
the poet’s persona.®! A history of “tidings of innocence and daisies” becomes
the target of steel and arrogance where there is no place for primal affection,
“Weren’t you born of a woman? Didn’t you suckle the milk of longing / from
your mother as we did,” asks the American Indian.?> On the other hand, the
stranger speaks in terms of the colonizer, as the giver of civilization, electric-
ity, and the carrier of the White Man’s burden. The dialogic principle releases
poetry from lyrical monophony and enables it to retrieve complexity without
detracting from its poetic flow. The engagement of the poetic with politics of
native tradition and colonial onslaughts defines poetry as part of this tradi-
tion, for, as usual with the poet, any departure from the song as a traditional
poetic signifier means not only dryness and loss on a national level, but also
cruelty and bigotry on a wider cultural one. No wonder the native speaker in
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the poem asks the invader: “But don’t you ever / memorize a few lines of
poetry, perhaps, / to restrain yourself from massacre?”%® Between this under-
standing of the poetic as primal innocence and love and the valorization of the
poetic word there is certainly ground for more discussion, but the poet is
unconcerned with the old racist theories of proneness to one expression or
another. The word has a power, and its effectiveness materializes in durability
and popular memory. Recollection of this poetry does not entail heterogene-
ity in response, for as the poet’s voice in “Psalm Ten” says, the word becomes
part of a collective memory in times of distress, “Interminable agony / has
brought me back to a street of my childhood / Taken me into houses, hearts,
and stalks of wheat,” only to be turned “...into a controversy / Bestowed
upon me an identity / and a legacy of chain.”® Poetry becomes a resort for
sufferers and, paradoxically, for leaders. Yet, this creation that belies passive
succession entails an interaction and a role in identity formation. The poem
becomes a process rather than an end, and even martyrdom evolves as a
dynamic challenge to occupation and invasion of lands and identities. In this
as in the “Speech of the Red Indian,” Mahmud Darwish draws a comparison
between what is taking place against the Palestinians and the Native
Americans. In both cases, there is indigenous culture that re-inscribes identity
as a detailed landscape and life against the deliberate physical erosion of home
and culture.

These poems lead to a poetic of absence, not only in terms of exile and
dislocation whereby memory re-inscribes the text with landscape markers,
past experience, and poignant intimations as in most Beirut poems and the
ones on the way to Tunisia (1982), but also as a subtext of richness. Anat, the
Palestinian moon goddess, the Canaanite queen of heaven and earth, becomes
in his poetry the archetypal Palestine with her will to rebirth. A symbol for
motherhood and matrimony, she is his catalyst against the onslaught of an
aggressive masculine and racist colonial discourse. In the “Phases of Anat,”®®
her stay in the underworld leaves all in a void. The questioning note that asks
for her coming to put an end to emptiness does not duplicate the urge of
cyclical death and rebirth of the Tammizi movement, as the context is in
keeping with the poet’s consistent equation between the mother and Palestine.

The idea does not negate ancestry or specific landscape mapping,® but
signifies an underlying theme that imposes a vision on his latest poetry.
Motherhood and nationality coalesce into a song that becomes the epitomic
poetics for Mahmtd Darwish. The present betrays enormous disparity between
Palestine and discourses of aggression, and between motherly love and invad-
ing white masculinity. The poetic of the song, the gypsy celebration of life
and love, becomes his only language to enjoy life and to speak of agony.
Emotive disintegration under the impact of exile and departure from the
fountains of inspiration render poetry divided between two languages: an
artificial one that is dry and repetitive and a popular one of songs. “Exile has
established two separate languages for us: / Slang for doves to understand and
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keep memory fresh, / and classical so I can interpret / shadows to their
shadows.””® These problematizations require some re-thinking of tradition in
poetry, its terms, and meanings. Mahmad Darwish’s call for the need to
connect to a native tradition, albeit in an ongoing process of recreation,
makes use of the following motifs or dominants: (1) Anat as myth and as
symbol of motherliness; (2) the carefree gypsy lore of the guitar player;
and (3) Lorca, as a reminder of the power of the song and the role of the poet
as a public intellectual.

The negotiated poetic space

Mahmud Darwish’s use of Anat is in line with the ongoing retention of
Sumerian and Babylonian lore as cultural continuity. His reading and poetic
recreations are in line with this understanding which looks upon culture
contextually. The roads taken by poets and intellectuals alike have many
things in common. The sense of urban growth and the emergence of educated
classes may have brought a poetics of some sophistication, whereby the image
eludes clear-cut representations and analogies while language frees its regis-
ters from classical rhetoric. In a consistent occupation with everyday speech,
it comes alive with the concerns and meditations of the Arab individual now.
Indeed, on many occasions early in the 1950s poets even exaggerated this
common life language and concern, as ‘Abd al-Wahhab al-Bayati’s “Suq
al-qaryah” (“The Village Market”) shows.”' This use tries to go beyond
Wordsworthian intersubjectivity toward an objectification that allows com-
mon language to argue the common person’s plight. This language speaks up
for the repressed and the muted against a dominating orthodoxy that has
hijacked the sacred to justify continued exploitation. The meek are not made
to inherit the earth in the hegemonic discourse, but are asked to submit.
A dialogic poetic uncovers, for instance, the one-sided reading of the Qur’an
as perpetuated by the dominating class. In “Death-in-Between” by the
Egyptian Salah ‘Abd al-Sabtr (d. 1981), “the humble voice” of the common
person offsets the statements advanced by the “Grand Voice” in the text, yet
the underlying purpose is to debate hegemonic manipulation of the sacred.”
On the other hand, the same consciousness draws poetry to the urban site,
involving modern poetics in new concerns and preoccupations that are neces-
sarily far from the early romantic interests that colored the poetry of the
immediate forebears like the Egyptian ‘Ali Mahmud Taha (d. 1949), the
Sudanese Yusuf Bashir al-Tijant (d. 1937), and the Egyptian Ibrahim Najt
(d. 1953). In modernist and postmodernist paths, there is no Wordsworthian
celebration of nature and its offerings, but a problematic relationship exists
whereby the speaker oscillates between love and hate, imprisonment and
belonging, and denial and recognition of the habitat. The concern with
urban life entails larger concerns, too, that go beyond the national and
the regional, for urban consciousness is broad enough to engage the human

27



POETIC TRAJECTORIES: CRITICAL INTRODUCTION

condition at large. It should not be surprising therefore that the same poets
of the second awakening, that is, the Nahdah after the 1952 revolution in
Egypt, have combined their poetics with a politics of engagement that
accommodates contemporary national and international heroes, heroines,
renowned world poets, and issues of struggle in the three continents. The
poetic record is no longer restricted to a local or national specificity, as there
is a configurational site that brings together many locales and poetics,
ranging from Ezra Pound, Federico Garcia Lorca, and Jalal al-Din Rami, to
T. S. Eliot; and from Granada, Samarkand, London, Shiraz, and Rome to
New York. In modern Arabic poetry, discursive space claims and maps out its
registers, markers, and identifications through configurational trajectories.

Non-conformist poetics

Poetic production since the 1940s is of great pertinence to the cultural scene
now, not only because it sheds light on the tensions and concerns that plague
Arab life and culture, but also because it directs attention to the role of poets
and intellectuals in the Arab world. As the competition for the allegiance of
renowned names to this or that regime and platform intensifies among non-
democracies, poets navigate with caution, but find themselves allured at
times by promises of a good and pleasant life that would end the binding con-
tract with a reading public. This contract has a dynamic of its own, based on
attachments to public issues and devotion to the poetic art, but not to cere-
monials of allegiance as perpetuated by court politics. Thriving in difference,
disenchantment, and a search for justice, poetry grows in dissent, and it gains
more popularity and vogue for being so. In Arab modernism, conformity is
not a poetic track.

While tracing and inscribing sites of recollection, engagement, and
dialogue, modern Arabic poetry resurrects Arabic poetics from generaliza-
tions and platitudes. Each intersectional site brings anew a figure or a notion
through a reading that debates other interpretations. The revisionist poetics
appears as dynamically invigorating, for hegemonic poetics, including poet-
ics of allegiance, is not the only poetics worth reading or using as a measure-
ment and the dominating form cannot become the only representational
yardstick to assess a literary scene. The use of modified epistolary mono-
logues, free verse, polyphonic conversational pieces, folk poetry, fanciful and
imaginary sites, and Sufi revelations are among the many facets of modern
Arabic poetry that call for a further reading of the scene, its tradition, and
modernity. Poets in the modernist tradition follow a revisionist approach that
enable them to see through competing discourses, and to look for markers of
revolt, innovation, and change that defy any compartmentalization and cate-
gorical explanation.” In theory and practice, the emerging literary scene has
a broad cultural nuance, for poets are no longer concerned with the technical
side of poetry, the one which drew substantial attention in the late 1940s, and
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focus more on a poetics of engagement, not only in its political overtones, but
also mainly as an effort to envision a role in an uncongenial circumstance.
Tradition itself is no longer one piece, and poets develop a revisionist poetics
that questions the dominating discourse, and at times neoclassical language,
as the one with a vested interest in the status quo.
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THE TRADITION-MODERNITY
NEXUS IN ARABIC POETICS

The essence of the matter,
Summed up in a phrase:
We have donned the husk of civilization,
Yet, our soul remains “in the age of ignorance.”
(Nizar Qabban, “Bread, Hashish
and Moonlight,” 1954, p. 183)

Although seemingly perpetuating an epistemological break with the
ancients, modern Arabic poetry since the 1940s has manifested an intricate
and deep engagement with Arab—Islamic tradition. Writers, critics, and
poets alike wrote on this issue, not only to preempt counter-criticism against
their ostensible deviation from tradition at large, but also to subscribe
positively to a dynamic engagement with tradition. What Vicente Cantarino
generally applies to modern Arab intellectuals as a decisive, though unac-
knowledged,' break with tradition invites serious qualifications in view of
the intricate, albeit complex, engagement with literary heritage. To be sure,
methodologies and readings in other cultures enhanced this complexity
and prompted some self-discovery through a tripartite process of rejection,
indecision, and a culminating reinitiation into the tradition. The latter
appears finally as an ensemble of competing discourses rather than a unitary,
authoritarian one.

A dynamic tradition

The view of a dynamic tradition has gained steadily, perhaps since the
publication of T. S. Eliot’s views on tradition, and the belated awareness of
Ezra Pound’s “loose-leaf system” which downplays the archival privilege.?
Along with these there are other insights into the Arabic literary corpus that
come from sociologists and critics.” It is of great significance that T. S. Eliot’s
“Tradition and the Individual Talent” appeared in a number of translations by
scholars from different positions, including, from Egypt, Rashad Rushdi (1951),
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Muhammad Mustafa Badawi (May 1956, June 1956), and Latifah al-Zayyat
(1964).* From Lebanon, there was Munah Khiairt (January 1955). Eliot’s other
essay, “The Function of Criticism,” was no less appealing at a time when
young intellectuals were involved in writing on and researching the role of
literature in the formation of political and cultural consciousness.” As I shall
explain shortly, these writings in prose, along with translations and adapta-
tions or appropriations were meant to serve as a poetics of challenge and
innovation, which poets staunchly claim as their task to advance and explain.
Journals of repute were the platforms for that dissemination of knowledge,
and poets engaged throughout the 1950s and the 1960s in a fight with great
social, cultural, and political ramifications. As noticed by a number of
scholars,® poets found themselves fully involved in the politics of the period.
The case was so for a number of reasons that operated on cultural conscious-
ness, especially in the aftermath of the partition of Palestine, the Cold War,
and the increasing interest in the natural resources and strategic situation of
the area. Along with these factors, there were other occurrences, like the
emergence of new powers in the Middle East, the immediate political and fac-
tional implications of divisions between nationalist and Marxist ideologies,
and the clandestine Zionist strategy to collaborate with corrupt systems in
the region to evacuate local Jewish populations.

Masks

Poets of the early 1950s were on the lookout for a vision, a worldview, to
bring life to an otherwise dying land. Significantly, the literature of the
period was prone to heroic patterning, utopias, and epical or mythical regen-
erative structures to grasp and tackle aspirations. There was then a search for
the mythical god, or the savior and the redeemer, whether Christ, al-Hallaj
(executed and crucified in 922), or al-Husayn (massacred in 680), to bring
about change and fertility.” The vision itself invites and invokes a new poet-
ics, in tandem with or in separation from classical tradition, with special
emphasis on theories of persona, mask, and dramatic monologue, along with
images, symbols, fertility myths, and historical constructs. In keeping with
the magic ritual, the existence of “masks” as possessing those who take them
on, the practice is a way to an integrated vision that is otherwise difficult to
attain. Released from subjectivity, the poet objectifies experience through
this persona or second self. In this instance the persona is an extension of the
mask ritual, as it opts for a full artistic vision. The mask for William Butler
Yeats becomes an objectifying practice. To reach wider audiences, this poetics
takes common language as a given. To use William Butler Yeats’ theory of lan-
guage and the mask, “We should write out our thoughts in as nearly as possi-
ble the language we thought them in, as though in a letter to an intimate
friend.”® The notion remained with him even in subsequent objectifications of
experience in a manner that was popular with Arab poets since the late 1940s.
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The mask works effectively in such a language. The mask for him is one way
of multiple voicing, as it allows the poet to develop both a self and an
anti-self, an image of a character that has something of the poet, but which
chiefly stands for the qualities the poet lacks.

The idea of the mask came mainly from Ezra Pound, however. His recapit-
ulations in respect to the use of the mask and the persona deserve attention, as
they were so popular as to drive the Lebanese poet Yasuf al-Khal (d. 1987),
the founder of the Beirut journal $/ir (Poetry 1957), to dedicate his A/-Bi'r
al-mahjirah to him, as will be explained in due course. “In the ‘search for
oneself,” in the search for ‘sincere self-expression,” one gropes, one finds some
seeming verity. One says, ‘I am’ this, or the other, and with the words scarcely
uttered one ceases to be that thing.”® The mask as such perpetuates life by
annihilating the power of time; it enables the poet to speak while it eludes
identification. He writes in the same place, “I began this search for the real in
a book called Personae, casting off, as it were, complete masks of the self in each
poem.” Whereas the mask may turn into one image of a character, the persona,
in Pound’s later experiments, may evolve from an imagined character distinct
from the poet, to another identified with him, before the narrating I dis-
tances himself/herself from the imaged character as in Pound’s Hugh Selwyn
Mauberley.'® Yet, the mask poem is distinguished by a combinatory voicing,
for as the Egyptian critic Jabir ‘Usfur rightly notices, “... the mask is a char-
acter that the poet borrows from history or myth to speak through it, but the
mask is simultaneously not the poet’s voice,” for the emerging voice “...is
made of an interactional voicing between the poet’s voice and that of the
character.”!! The mask then distances the poet from the romantic “I” which
was dominantly present in early romantic groups such as the Diwan and
Apollo. The Palestinian Mahmud Darwish (b. 1942) offers a pertinent notion
of the mask in a poem titled “Qina‘ li-Majniin Layla” (A Mask for Layla’s Mad
Lover), “I found a mask, and I got interested to be my Other.”'? The self and
the anti-self release their tensions in this poetic space, enabling the poem to
capture the sense of bewilderment, urgency, and search for meaning.

The use of the persona entails the use of an I, which may well alternate
with masks and images, achieving even greater multiple voicing. Eliot’s
mythical method offered a way out for a short while as signified by the
Tammizi Movement before its demise. There was no separation, then,
between this epistemological stance and poets’ engagement in the struggle
against exploitation inside and the fight against the threat from outside. The
Palestinian poet Mahmid Darwish looks with suspicion on the separation
between the techniques of modernist poetry and the need for a populist
address. In “Of Poetry,” 1964, he directs a populist poetics against both
rhetorical obsessions and obscurism and ambiguity.

Our poems are without color,
Voiceless and tasteless.
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If poetry does not carry a lantern from house to house
If the poor do not know what it ‘means’
We had better discard it!"?

Other intellectuals felt the need for an avant-garde to lead the masses,
but this need has not lent itself to experimentation with techniques of an
innovative nature. While building on the role of the poet in Arab poetic
tradition, poets worked also within a modernist tendency to create a
process of perpetual rebirth from the ruins of that tradition which others
were bent on destroying. Like many fore-guards elsewhere, Arab poets in
the 1950s, also believed “...that to revolutionize art was the same as to
revolutionize life,” turning in the end “...against the stylistic expecta-
tions of the general public, whom the political revolutionists were trying
to win over through the use of the most platitudinous revolutionary prop-
aganda.”'® The overall product and effort has a negotiatory stamp, as a
configuration of ancient, Islamic, populist, and modernist poetics emerges
out of the moment of tension in poetry where the poet attempts to cope
with the situation at hand. Indeed, al-Bayati’s “Elegy to Khalil Hawi,”
may suggest as much, because his Ishtar (the goddess Astarte) sums up this
poetic engagement of many histories, dimensions, and prospects. As the
persona articulates,

She became the Nile and the Euphrates
Vows of the poor

Over the Atlas Mountains

A lyric in the poetry of Abu Tammam.
She became Beirut and Jaffa

An Arab wound in the cities of creativity
Vowed for love

Possessed by fire

She became Ishtar®

In these textual interventions, the modern poet is desperate to bring
together a number of concerns, more dense than Eliot’s scattered quotes,
the fragments shored against the psychic ruins, and to secure the poetic self
from an overwhelming consciousness of a dying civilization. The Arab poet,
and al-BayatT is an example, collapses both the modernity impulse to
dissociate from the past and the postmodernist urge to court and voice the
marginalized and the parodic against the circumscribed and timeless givens
of some prevalent traditional thought. The Iraqi poet sojourns at a cross-
roads, where, as Matei Calinescu argues in respect to modernity, the
“...modern artist . .. [is] torn between his urge to cut himself off from the
past...and his dream to found a new tradition, recognizable as such by
the future.”!¢
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The surviving past

The effort to found a new tradition is not an easy task, however, for the effort
takes place within the poet’s self that has its grounding in a cultural milieu.
Torn between the new sensibility and the formidable grounding in the clas-
sical tradition, along with the resilient ways of life and customs, the Arab
poet is even more divided and driven to soul searching, and experimentation
in technique. The woman poet Nazik al-Mala’ikah (b. 1923) says as much in

e —

Indama qataltu hubbi” (When I killed My Love). As if anticipating her pro-
nounced discontents later on in her career, she wrote this poem in 1952. She
was disillusioned with the classical Arabic tradition, its poetry and language,
augmented perhaps by personal anxieties. In this poem she speaks of a delib-
erate rejection of her love, killing it, and eroding everything that relates to
it. The first movement in the poem evokes a personal sense of relief and even
elation, like a “new poem,” that achieves rejuvenation through total rejection
of the past. The poem has a pictorial quality that shows her old love as a com-
bination of images, rhythms, and forms, which she has cherished for so long
that they have become obstacles and shackles. To murder this love is to put
an end to a past that impedes a joyful birth.

I despised your name,

Its shadows and echoes,

I loathed its color and tune, rhythm and form
and the rough memories

Which fell, were consumed

and dwelt in eternity all in a moment:

and I was resurrected as a new poem

which says that the past is only a word?

Enjoying a moment of triumph, and planning to bury the corpse of the
murdered past, the speaker intimates with surprise and further awareness that
this act is no more than murdering herself.

The night was a mirror where I beheld my hatred
and my dead past, but not the center of my being.
I knew then,

having killed you in my cup and night

and borne my murdered slowly to the grave—
knew, by the lugubrious hue of my face

that I had only killed myself."’

The poem appeared later in her collection of 1957 Qararat al-mawjah (The
Trough of the Wave). The implications here are many in view of the poet’s
known pioneering advocacy of the Free Verse Movement, her writings on
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innovation, her lectures on the place and position of women, and her
amateurish critique of Arabic language.'® Paradoxically, the poem also offers
a foretaste for her consequent reaction against the radical poetics of transfor-
mation and total rejection of traditional prosody. In this poetic intersection,
the past, the self, and biological and acquired identity coalesce in a moment
of further creativity that supersedes the first offspring or the first poem,
exploding the idea of biological succession and involving the moment in
a density of psychological potency that shatters linearity and progression.
As Edward Said argues, “the past is not a set of such births, and time does not
move like a clock, in discrete moments.”!” The poet in this context is not
separate from his or her poetry, and the self undergoes a sense of battling as
many poems indicate. Indeed, it is this sense of division and the search for
rapprochement that gives poignancy to modern Arabic poetry.

There is no absolute faith in tradition behind the search, and the emerging
consciousness of the late 1950s was a mixture of Baudelairean defiance and
hesitation at the threshold of modernity. Two short poems by the Syrian-
Lebanese ‘Ali Ahmad Sa‘id, pen named Adiinis (b. 1930),° tell as much.
In “Lughat al-khatT'ah” (“The Language of Sin,” 1961),?' there is a rejection of
a duplicated tradition as an imitation of the ancients. The speaker challenges
counter-accusations of transgression as he comes up with a redemptive poetic
of virginal space. Burning operates in eschatological and semiotic terms and
prepares for the white page, a disconnected stance waiting for inscription.

I burn my inheritance, I say that my land

is virginal, that there are no graves in my youth.
I am above God and Satan;

my ways are deeper than theirs.

In my book I walk

in the procession of the blazing thunderbolt,

in the procession of the green thunderbolt.

I shout: there is no Paradise, no Fall after me,
and I erase the language of sin.*

In another poem, he impersonates the new Noah, as the speaker insists on
redefining Biblical and Qur’anic traditions, finding a selthood only in the
company of fellow rebels, “I will come in my ark with a poet and a free
rebel; / we shall travel together careless of God’s words.”** The presence of
English and French Romanticism is not hard to trace. Both strains built on
a Miltonic free space as in Paradise Lost, whereby Satan is given enough
voice to justify rebellion. The prototype may be al-Hallaj’s Tawasin, how-
ever, for Satan is given much larger space as the great lover who rejects any
medium that stands in the way of his love for God. Transgression in this
text is an act of love, and disobedience is an assertion of total submersion
in love. Adiinis revolutionizes the moment, however, and broadens the
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space to accommodate populism with a tinge of Antin Sa‘adah’s (d. 1949)
ideology of regeneration.>*

We will open our hearts to the flood,
dive in the mud and strip pebbles
and clay from the eyes of the floating;
we will whisper in their veins that we
have made the ascent,

emerged from the cave,

and changed the course of time.

(Ibid. 160-61)

This redefining stance is not smooth, and the mythical patterns underlying
his early Tammiizi poems of cyclic regeneration gives way in the 1960s to
a poetic aesthetic of Sufi and Surrealist dimensions. Another of his poems,
“Al-Tariq” (“The Road,” 1965),” stands for the nascent effort to free the
poetic impulse from new idols, but it may stand as well for the new
consciousness, the second awakening of the early 1950s with its aspirations,
hesitations, unfinished aims, and amateurish politics. The composite nature
of the poem, its accommodation of the religious and the pagan, and the escha-
tological and the ideological, is worth noticing, as it reveals a mind poised at
crossroads between the old and the new.

O road, which refuses to begin:
We were a face upturned
to the day, and loved the living presence—
In our land, there was a God,
forgotten as soon as he drew apart,
and we burnt behind him the waxen Temple and all our oblations.
Now in the absence we have formed
an idol of dust,
and pelted it with sanctities
on the road which was about to begin.
O Road, you do not know where to begin.
(Ibid.)

These modernist recapitulations take issue with signs of dormancy and
stagnation, and raise the level of discontent to a questioning note which looks
upon the new poetics as a rediscovery of language and culture at large. In an
article on “Poetry and Apoetical Culture,” Adunis looks upon the whole
moment of anxiety as one of revelation, for “Language has become a raw
material to be transformed. The poet has become a manufacturer who trans-
forms words into a product: the poem.”?® The implications of this notion
are far-reaching, as the innovatory stance means freedom from hegemonic
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strictures. “Opening doors onto the unsayable, it insists on the absence of any
correspondence between things and words, which entails a questioning of the
truth of any discourse whatsoever, be it human or divine” (Ibid. 106). Antiin
Sa‘adah’s views on culture and religion are not absent here, and they are never
absent from the modernist stance and its recapitulations. Innovation “...is a
result and not a cause,” he argues, and questioning should become therefore
central to the method and outlook that leads to change.?’” Language becomes
both the refuge and the means to question and subvert. In a collection enti-
tled Nabr bayna janazatayn (A River between Two Funerals), the Moroccan
poet Muhammad Benns (b. 1948) looks upon the two sides of the Arab world,
the eastern and western flanks, as funerals, where language carves its road in-
between. Language figures as a lively promising river, whose richness is one of
fertility and renewal.?® In another collection by the same poet, Nabidh (Wine),
there is interfusion between language and wine as both release the mind and
offer unlimited prospects for further experimentation.?” It is not surprising
that a verse from Aba Nuwas (d. 813) serves as paratext for a poem titled
“Lughatun” (Language). Inverting the logical and the seemingly rational, wine
as much as the referential paratext informs the poem with freedom rather than
with limitation. The verse from AbtG Nuwas reads as follows: “O tongue before
whom all tongues bow down / an enraptured lover has woven you and made
you impenetrable.”* In one part, the speaker in the poem lets the verse to
speak in its own terms, beyond the representational, for language becomes,
in Foucault’s explanation, “without words or discourse, of resemblance.”?!

Certain nudity

Masked by a vine tree

of a land, unlike another, that would seem to flee
The lapidation of its descendants

And I give my body to the overflowing waters
Your fire has not set in my members

Yet, I plant specters

I almost saw them as secrets

Lingering behind my blood.

When looking for them

The desert glittering

Becomes my land

A throbbing overcomes me, and mysterious birds
Those forests of the night divide among them.*

Recollections of tradition suggest a rich encounter, not only with the
shadows of the past, but also with the self in its new and innovative form.
While playing this sense of change and transformation against the old rhetor-
ical devices, themes, and clichés, the poet finds the past also intriguingly
consolidating the present with moral responsibility and commitment.
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Recollections

One way of dealing with the modernity—tradition nexus is to set recollections
of ancient poetry and poets against or in line with contemporary and modern
poets who provide innovation and dissent. It is my argument that the act of
recollecting classical Arab poets falls within this epistemological trajectory,
to uncover and expose the effete and the corrupt while buttressing the dynam-
ics of growth through stratagems of deviation, difference, and transgression at
large. The dynamics of commemoration is not necessarily confined to the need
“...to recover, in the name of a collectivity, some being or event either ante-
rior in time or outside of time in order to fecundate, animate, or make mean-
ingful a moment in the present,” as Eugene Vance suggests.’” It may stand for
an individual choice, a moment of rupture, divested of other ramifications, and
offered anew as a resurrected instance to intensify a sense of uniqueness. The
effort was neither homogeneous, nor was it smooth, as the poets had their own
visions, backgrounds, readings, and affiliations. Significantly, each poet’s
career underwent transformation to cope with the rhythm of time and the
encroaching pressures. If poets like “Abd al-Wahhab al-Bayati (1926—-1999) in
“The Village Market,” for instance, employed daily speech to account for the
material and the real and to engage poetically the life of the poor classes, later
efforts were more keen on indirection and depersonalization, using personae
and masks to that purpose. The whole effort recalls the classical Arabic empha-
sis on poetic erudition, or knowledge of antecedent authority to facilitate affil-
iation. Whether through masks, voices in Eliot’s terms, or personae, the
endeavor involves knowledge of classical and modern literatures as basic to
further initiation into the poetics of modernity, whereby recollection operates
strongly on its resources to gather the past into a focused moment of relevance.
Density means the encapsulation of a selected past, not only to measure up to
a present literary effort, but also to enhance consciousness of life as it stands at
the crossroads of modernity and tradition. This effort then evolved into more
intricate engagements in textual paradigms of either affiliation or opposition,
which gave way in turn to further experimentation with forms and stratagems
from which emanated poems of great textual resonance.

Analysis in the present chapter dwells on recollection in its intertextual
function as an act of alliance, engagement with, and different from, the past,
heritage, and forebears. Whereas the use of “engagement” or “commitment”
(iltizam) since the late 1940s smacks of the political discourse of the
postwar period, better manifested in the Lebanese Suhayl Idris’ first issue of
Al-Adab (January 1953),>* the most influential journal of the 1950s and
1960s, its use here also refers to and signifies textual appropriation and
referentiality. Hence, there was the poets’ need to fluctuate between more
than one register, be they existentialist, Marxist, or nationalist.

To escape accusations of ideological catering at the expense of literariness,
writers, and poets first, strove to demonstrate their engagements in a register of
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broad affiliations that subsumed Neruda, Lorca, and Alberti, along with Arab
classicists. Ideological registers are carefully kept in the background through
masks and multiple voicing. Certainly, accusations against the direct politiciza-
tion of poetry were many, but the sharpest ones usually targeted the issue as a
sign of poetic failure. The association between mechanical response to issues and
occasions and the rhetoric of commemoration, celebration, or lamentation, may
be a sign of impoverished vision and poetic failure, argues Adiinis.>> Shows of
poetic recollection are different from this rhetoric. Recollection of poetic texts
and figures through expressive devices is an active engagement, whereby mem-
ory plays intentionally on this material, to measure up to its moment of cultural
affiliation beyond the limicts of filiative origination. As Edward Said argues, “The
filiative scheme belongs to the realms of nature and ‘life,” whereas affiliation
belongs exclusively to culture and society.”*® Societal and cultural realities
involve the process in adaptation, change, resistance, and repression, too.

Why precursors?

To focus the discussion, 1 propose to concentrate first on Arab poets’
recollections of, and engagements with, their predecessors, before tracing the
latter’s lurking presence in modern engagements with other cultures, mate-
rial realities, and current poetics. I will limit the discussion here, and for
a good reason, to such precursors as Abii al-Tayyib al-Mutanabbt (915-965
CE) and Abu al-‘Ala’ al-Ma‘arr (973—1057 cE), within the context of the
challenge of the modern and the symbiosis of tradition and modernity. Other
recollections of self-elegy, like the Palestinian Mahmid Darwish’s (b. 1942)
intertextualization of Aba Firas al-Hamdant’s (d. 968) Byzantine odes, will
be considered in the section on dialogization. The choice of the two ancestors as
masks or voices is not random. They provide the modernists with defiant and
rebellious personas. Al-Ma‘arrT looked upon his precursor, al-Mutanabbi, as
unique in talent and mastery of language, setting the terms thereby for
further recognition of the great forebear. Both brought into poetry and
poetics artistic freedom, rebellion against gravitational centers of authority,
creativity versus fixed norms, interrogational strategies, distrust of subordi-
nation, and glorification of the human and the personal. There is no separa-
tion between the poet and his poem, and in al-Mutanabbi’s poetry, writes
Aduns, there is “...a whole nature of words, up to his own aspirations, for
they challenge, progress, sweep away, attack, conquer, and transcend. . .as if
they were the inward answer of his inner self, its very extension and supple-
mentation.”’ Al-Ma‘artT is even more appealing for being subversive, not
only in matters of thought and belief and in his incessant questioning of
beliefs and the cosmic order, but also for his innovative techniques, especially
his Luzumiyyat, or Luzam ma la yalzam (The necessity of what is not neces-
sary, or observing rules that are not prescribed; Obligations), which he
applied to his adoption of a second, third, or fourth invariable consonant

39



THE TRADITION/MODERNITY NEXUS

preceding the rhyme consonant. The deviation from the invariable rhyme
consonant means greater variety and freedom, but its application to prosody at
large indicates a daring experimentation. These operate especially in the devel-
opment of the long serial poem, with its aperiodic form, resistance to linear-
ity, closure, and formalist totalization. Its emphasis on difference, discord, and
dissent differentiates it from the periodic form, with its concords and harmo-
nious pairing of meter, rhyme, and imagery.’® These are also present in his
polysemous accentuations, the neoclassical gasidazh combinational matrix
whereby every component relates to the whole, but without the tight conven-
tions of the gasidah as a classic artifact.’® His A/-Fusitl wa-al-ghayat f7 tahmid
Allah wa- al-mawa'iz (Chapters and Endings about the Glorification of God
and Admonition) was deliberately written in rhymed prose to give the poet
the freedom to develop strophes with a specific ending, so as to belong to each
other while standing independently. Each distinctive rhyme contributes to the
wholeness of the chapters, which bewildered many of his contemporaries.

Both ancestors offer positions and poetics, attitudes and inviting applications
of means and visions. Both had their own understanding and selfhood against
conventions and worn-out beliefs. For Adunis, al-Mutanabbi “.. . distinguishes
himself, and presents his person as a whole universe of certainty, assurance, and
sublimity, in the face of others and against them.”** To al-Bayati, these others
are the ones al-Mutanabbi knew and challenged as faces of a corrupt system,
bent on discrediting poetry, relegating it to shows of subordination and pane-
gyrics. In his poem, “Mawt Al-Mutanabbi,” there are a number of voices,
along with historical records. The poet’s voice navigates among these in an
effort to make a case for his independence and integrity. The poem appeared
in 1963, as part of his collection A/-Nar wa al-kalimat (Fire and Words). It is
divided into ten sections under the following titles: the first curse, the first
voice, the second voice, the third voice, the first voice, the fourth voice, the
second voice, the elegy, the second curse, and the poet after one thousand
years.*! The fourth voice stands for the dominating discourse.*?

I cut the poet’s forehead with the inkstand

Spit in his eyes

Stole from them light and life

Pierced my sword into his verses

Corrupted his followers, and misled narrators

Made him a laughing stock for the court, the knights and their like®

Whenever properly contextualized, both ancestors offer the following
positions and stratagems, including raids on other cultures and texts that
deviate from hegemonic poetics and vie for a larger space of their own:

1 An instant of modernity, an understanding of life and time as an ongoing
struggle, as rupture and crisis, to use Stephen Spender,™ against fixity and
theocentricity, or (/zhiitiyah) in Adanis’ terminology.®
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2 No matter how indebted both were to other Arabic texts due to their
prodigious memory, their borrowing is an act of creation, not imitation, as
they were engaged with the real, for as Adanis argues, “heritage cannot be
imitated; only created.”#¢

3 Related to their response to time, poetry, even in its most mannerist
manifestations in al-Ma‘artTs Sagt al-Zand (The Spark of the Fire Stick), is a
register of the imprint of time on their thoughts and feelings. The time chal-
lenge is summed up in his verse; “Days destroy us as a glass, with the differ-
ence that we cannot be put together again.” Or “Let none vaunt himself who
soon returns to an element / Of clay which the potter takes and cunningly
moulds for use.”” For both, the present is the challenge, with its immediacy
and transitoriness opposing frozen and fossilized traditions. Their very chal-
lenge to systems of thought and politics entails their paradoxical dialogue
with heritage in a deeper way that distinguished both as among the most
prominent in Arabic culture.

4 Their opposition to any pre-constituted models and systematic hierar-
chies places both outside any gravitational and containing center. Al-Ma‘arT’s
resistance to hierarchy emanates from an innate rejection of hereditary
succession. Fathering was objectionable for al-Ma‘arrT, as he deemed life an
act of aggression against him. This acute sense of injustice was exacerbated
because the poet never committed this deed against others. “It is my father,
who did this wrong to me, / But I did not commit one against any other,”
a couplet that he requested his friends to engrave on his tombstone.*® There
is no consolation in his view of life. He says, “Life seems the vision of
one sleeping / which contraries interpret after: / *Tis joy whenever thou art
weeping, / Thy smiles are tears, and sobs thy laughter; / And Man, exulting
in his breath, / A prisoner kept in chains for death.” Death itself is there to
receive immortals. “To drown in a sea of death where wave ever mounts on
wave.”* More of a skeptic and a cynic, the poet is able to touch on the real
as it is, for time and space are as limiting as any fetters, no matter how human
beings devise means of temporary joy. “Encompassed are we by Space, which
cannot remove from us, / And Time, which doth ever pass away with his
people” (Ibid. 106). No wonder, that his poetry, especially the Luzamiyyar
(Obligations), led him to conclude, “There’s no Imam but Reason / to point
the morning and the evening ways” (Ibid. 115). On the other hand, his pre-
cursor al-Mutanabbi sees himself as unique, “no one above, no one below.”
This is why he lauds his own poetry. “I am he whose accomplishments even
the blind can see, and whose words have made even the deaf to hear; / I sleep
in sublime unconcern for the words which wander abroad, / whilst other men
are sleepless on their account, contending mightily.”*° The implications of his
valorized verse are lauded as both unprecedented and inimitable, and every
other voice is “the echo.” Poetry as such demands full recognition, and its
owner competes with all, in knighthood, creativity and eloquence. “The
desert knows me well, the night, the mounted men, / the battle and the
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sword, the paper and the pen.”' Descendants are attracted to such engage-
ments with articles of traditional thought, and valorizations of reason and the
role of poetry, its changing vocation, and its innovative becoming. They find
in these two precursors a line of thought that deviates from the circumscribed
and the fixed, but also opens up the whole poetic domain for further reviewing.
From them revisionism emanates as a legitimized strategy.

There are traces of transgression and revolt in the forebears’ poetry, and the
successors have noticed these. To them, the poem is no longer a container,
a periodic conventional form, or a concord of harmonious applications, with
a superimposed order. It engages personal experience, and is free therefore
from imitative rhetoric. The very image of change that takes so many forms
and manifestations in the poetry of both fascinates their descendants. Al-Bayati,
for example, compares himself as a rover and exile to al-Mutanabbi who is
“restless as if riding the wind.””? To Mahmiid Darwish, the recollection of
al-Mutanabbrt’s flight from the court of Sayf al-Dawlah to his new patron
Kafur, from Aleppo to Egypt, speaks to a personal poetic desire for the good,
free, and independent life that allows a lyrical and energized flow of emotion.
In “Rihlat al-Mutanabbi ila Misr” (1984, Al-Mutanabbi’s journey to Egypt),
there is a celebration of poetry and the poet, for “my homeland is my new
poem” repeats the speaker. The exchange between the two is not easy, and he
asks if it is true that his homeland is his new poem. There is nowhere to go,
and Syria became his exile.’> The poet identifies with the precursor through
as process of recognition. “I gaze upon al-Mutanabbi / journeying from
Tiberias to Egypt / on a horse of song.””* Images act as in a “radiant vortex,”
in Pound’s terms, ceaselessly involved in the act of becoming, and in dynamic
acceleration of discord and difference.”® The ramifications assume great com-
plexity as modern Arab poets get more involved in their readings of heritage.
Both precursors were very well-versed in tradition, in its many manifesta-
tions. Both were known to have used allusions, borrowings, and quotations,
but there is no implication that they were after these strategies to attain the
completeness or the closure of the periodic form. No matter how many books
were written on al-Mutanabbt’s plagiarisms, for instance, other books argued
otherwise. His poetry defies allegations of subordination to precursors. Time
itself is no longer the actor or the agent of change, for it is relegated to the
role of the subservient, as it is “a rhapsody of my necklaces—whenever I com-
pose a poem, time becomes a reciter.”*® In another translation, “Time itself is
a reciter of my odes; / I compose a poem, then time recites it.”>” The speaker
decenters tradition, and magnifies the role of poetry as acting on time, a
position that the self-secluded al-Ma‘arsT never claims. “If the youth blames
life in his days, what has he to say if that youth passes?” However, he takes
issue with people who blame him for other things. “My inequities are
deemed many for some people, but I have no inequity other than grandeur
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and virtues.””® In other words, both were bent on de-centering tradition,
interrogating society, and ways of behavior and thought. Their ways only
ignite dissent and invoke further challenge. Tradition in this context is no
longer a sacred entity to be handed over to the new generation, as it is a
convergence and divergence of voices and attitudes. Using Pound’s “loose-
leaf system” to underplay the privileged textual presence of precursors, and
archival tradition at large, Riddel suggests the role of the present text as a
dynamic exchange, a different repetitive act, not an act of supplementation
to a sacred tradition.”® What AdiinTs articulates in this context may be
worth mentioning, for

as every age is simultaneously one and many, there is also a difference
in the meanings of past and pastness. We have our Arab past, but we
do not search for it in al-Ghazali (d. 1111), Ahmad Shawqt
(d. 1932), and their likes; but we look for it in Imru’ al-Qays
(d. 540), Aba Nuwas (d. 813), Aba Tammam (d. 846), al-Sharif
al-Radi (d. 1016), al-Mutanabbi (d. 965), Abu al-‘Ala’ (d. 1057),
al-Hallaj (d. 922), al-Razi (d. 923), Ibn al-Rawandi (d. 298 H.),
Shibli Shumayyil (d. 1917), Farah Antiin (d. 1922), and hundreds of
creative minds in our Arab heritage that had opposed and rebelled
against the familiar, the traditionalist, the ordinary, and the imitative,
and that were creative, innovative and resourceful.®

While debating many traditional articles of belief, modern Arab poets also
recognize the need to understand the limits of aspiration and achievement,
for after the passing of the early years of hope in the 1950s and the 1960s,
they found themselves eclipsed, and they began to write as rovers, vagabonds,
and exiles. Translation and exchange work dynamically in this intersection,
and the model of forebears, is not lost to modernist practitioners. But is the
moment of hesitation, perplexity, rejection, counter initiation, and search
uniquely modernist? Isn’t it there in the poetry of the precursors? The fore-
bears were no less involved in anxieties of influence that their contemporaries
wrote on these as creative tensions. Some critics were more pejorative, how-
ever, as they looked upon poems as sites of plagiarism. Al-Hatimi (d. 998),
for instance, wrote on al-Mutanabbt’s plagiarism from Greek and, especially,
Aristotelian philosophy and wisdom.®' Hence, present needs to widen hori-
zons received impetus from a creative past, as articulated in Adanis’ previous
note, the one that had resisted imitativeness, and worked out its creativity in
trajectories of appropriation and translation. Whereas poets like Adanis,
recognize this elemental revitalization against immobility and imitation, the
Moroccan Bennfs traces in it the meeting grounds between the present advent
of the repressed and the ancient negotiation for fertile and transgressive
registers.®? In this context, grounding in tradition and accessibility to current
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thought and poetics is more in concert with each other than what early
revivalists might have thought.

Translation as a modernist engagement

Although revealing a changing consciousness, and a commitment to
a dynamic role of the literati, translation is a deliberate critique of the
present. To use Ezra Pound’s resort to a “long series of translations,” as
defenses against imposed limitations upon the artist’s voice, these “...were
but more elaborate masks.”® Translation is also an assault whose goal is to
undermine beliefs and platitudes. It is certainly a deployment of other tech-
niques and views to create new spaces. In the end, it transplants methods and
attitudes, and brings alien voices into new configurations. It ultimately
enhances intertextual density, as its achievement resides in its power to reach
and digest the registers of the original text. Depending on how cultivated the
translator is and how poetically self-preoccupied, the emerging text may
carry the traces of both the translator’s milieu and person. The anonymous
editor for the second print of Qasi'id mukbtarah min al-shi‘r al-‘Glami
al-hadith (Selected Poems from Modern World Poetry), translated by the
Iraqi poet Badr Shakir al-Sayyab in 1955, noticed that the Iraqi poet made
“...the poems respond to his stylistic and linguistic capacities,” proving
“that he is unique, able to interact fully with world poetry through enough
acculturation.”® Yert, this is not the whole story, as the Iraqi poet made
a wide selection, covering Latin America, Italy, Spain, Germany, India, and
England. His selections include popular names like Neruda, Eliot, Pound,
Lorca, Rimbaud, Rilke, Stephen Spender, Edith Sitwell, and Nazim Hikmat.
The selections can be easily confused with the poet’s inventory, his images of
rain and color, his themes of love for his homeland, sentiments for women,
depictions of the poet as a rover, prison scenes and the gloom of death, and
urban life and longing. There are even the poet’s associations of tradition
and popular lore as exemplified in Walter de la Mare’s poem on Arabia, also
included in the collection.

While modern consciousness informs this kind of selection and guides the
poet’s choice of contemporaries and precursors from other cultures, it also
receives further impetus and perpetuation from this effort to reinvigorate the
Arab scene. Translation has a double role of invigoration and appropriation,
and could operate on the literary scene with great effectiveness. It offers
enough deviational poetics to elude censorship or open conflict. Its immedi-
ate contribution lies in its subtle undermining of classical canons of imita-
tion, with the form of the ancient gasidab as the model. In periods of literary
transformation, the conflict between the old and the new, the imitative and
the creative cannot be underestimated. Writing about the resilient ancient
qasidab form, the Palestinian-Iraqi critic and novelist Jabra I. Jabra (d. 1995)
explains, “The wordiness, the poetic diction, was a continuation of a tradition
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of scholasticism in which dictionary learning tended to be of superior urgency
to private visions.”® In contrast, modern poetics makes selective use of the
salient features of classical poetics, manipulating as method, among others,*
Eliot’s objectifications of experience, and his extensive and timely use of the
non-literary, the mythological, and the classical. Poetic texts are a space for
a dynamic dialogue, and the modern poem in the hands of its masterly
producers universalizes the moment through active engagement with the
local and the traditional. It may be an address to the educated and the elite,
but its negotiatory intertext gives it great potential to effect cultural change.

Although translation at large was taken very seriously throughout the
1950s and 1960s, poets were involved in the effort not only in response to
their strong precursors’ practice, but also because of textual pertinence.
Hence, translations from Eliot deserve attention, as their timely appearance
helped in directing poetry toward a non-romantic stance, an objectification
of experience that suited the pose of the poet as a public intellectual. Eliot
says in “Tradition and the Individual Talent,” “Poetry is not a turning loose
of emotion, but an escape from emotion; it is not the expression of personal-
ity, but an escape from personality.”®” The significance of this objectification
process lies in its challenge to the more popular romanticism. As employed
by William Butler Yeats, Ezra Pound, and T. S. Eliot, this depersonalization
brought into Arabic poetry new practices, which were subtle enough to elude
restrictions and strictures, and also to cultivate taste beyond romantic senti-
mentalism.°® Behind these, a distance is maintained and an oblique view is
developed. The past becomes an active moment of present implications.
Tradition for the modern Arab poet is no longer a static structure fossilized
and contained by the dominating group. In the same essay, which was popu-
lar in the early 1950s, Eliot insists on this grounding in heritage to develop
a dynamic and effective poetics. He addresses issues of originality and
uniqueness in terms of this grounding in tradition and knowledge of one’s
literature and culture. The more the poet knows of heritage, the better qual-
ified he or she is to be original and unique, “the most individual parts of [the
poet’s] work may be those in which the dead poets, his ancestors, assert their
immortality most vigorously.”® One’s poetry derives originality and signifi-
cance according to its place in one’s culture and tradition, among forebears
and ancestors, “[the poet’s] significance, his appreciation is the appreciation
of his relation to the dead poets and artists” (Ibid. 72). The view gains further
emphases in Eliot’s “The Function of Criticism,” for the literatures of a country
or a continent are “organic wholes” or “systems in relation to which, and only in
relation to which, individual works of individual artists, have their signifi-
cance.”’® No wonder many Arab poets launched a systematic reading of heritage,
with a view to find better affiliations and more intimate ancestry. Translated
early in the 1950s, both articles operated positively on the literary consciousness,
leading to an increasing interest in Middle Eastern mythology, classical poets,
and poetics. While inciting the anger of the “old-school gentlemen” who
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accused the new poets “of undermining tradition,””! poets of the modernist
temper followed Eliot in re-thinking tradition, which was kept alive for
Eliot, in Jabra’s words, “by the interaction between the new and the old
through individual talent, which acted as catalyst.””?

There are different ideological positions that relate to tradition and its
manifestations, and enforce their authority and power as truthful and oblig-
atory. Eliot as well as modern Arab poets oscillate between a counter-
identification that “...rejects the identity inscribed in the ruling ideological
practices,” though with continuing subordination to these, and a disidentifi-
cation that “...works against the prevailing ideological practices in order to
transform them.””? Even the use of voice, mask, and persona indicates this
oscillation, for depersonalization is mainly a defensive strategy as poets
identify wholly or partly with a selected number of ancestors. They derive
from tradition, however, something more than poetic products. They became
aware of the heated discussions of the theory of plagiarism in the classical
Arab age, with its recognition of the best poet as a good plagiarist of mean-
ings and an original creator of techniques and styles. Many have become
aware, too, though at a later stage, of Harold Bloom’s Freudian reading of the
struggle with the ghosts of one’s forebears. In both cases, the great poem may
become a “map of misreading” to use Harold Bloom’s discussion of the anxi-
ety of influence between the descendant and the ancestor.”* Many poems
in Arabic betray such anxieties. Nevertheless, their significance, if any, lies in
the depth and richness of the cultural subtext. This subtext has become the
focus in the discussion of the ancient and the new, and the constant and
the changeable in heritage and modernity. As the association between the
great poetic talent and the strong precursor has been taken for granted since
early Arabic theories of plagiarism, with their emphasis on the right of
the strong poet to raid every other poetic territory, the emergence of dense
poetic intertexts is not surprising. Whenever these fit well in poetic ensembles,
or harmonious configurational sites, poets may well get away with their booty.

Configurational sites: classical and modern

As ancestors demonstrated some lively engagement with other texts, the
moderns found further support for the practice in European theories of inter-
textuality, its inclusion of borrowing, incorporation, allusion, and stealing.
The practice is a show of allegiance as much as it is an act of aggression
against the engaged. Among strong poets, this takes place within an under-
standing which may well incorporate Ezra Pound’s definition of tradition as
the “...beauty which we preserve and not a set of fetters to bind us.””

In theory, discussions and recollections make up a discursive struggle with
an agenda and a commitment to undermine and challenge other competing
discourses. Especially in moments of crisis, in the late 1940s, Arab intellec-
tuals felt entitled and called upon to participate in change. Whether using
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confrontational or smooth literary discourses, there is, in the discursive effort,
urgency prompted by a sense of responsibility toward social justice, national
issues, and the human condition at large. Partaking of the Nahdah (renais-
sance) discourse with its public intellectualism, poetics since the late 1940s
has forged for itself a number of registers and strategies whose common
ground is dissent. Nevertheless, dissent is not merely a wayward discontent,
for the political and the social, as well as the literary and the cultural, take
issue with what has been burgeoning since the Nahdah without concluding
in a final settlement. Issues of modernity and tradition, renovation and
authenticity, Westernization and atavism were as real and urgent as they are
today, since the drive is toward an understanding of the self, its place in the
modern world, against a narrative of the past that has been undergoing some
deconstruction, but not a dissecting analysis. Although the 1950s were recep-
tive to these efforts, the hegemonic patriarchal, neo-patriarchal, and domi-
nating bourgeois discourses in different areas of the Arab world have been
staging a strong fight against innovation and open questioning of heritage.
However, discourses of convergence and opposition multiply in respect
to ideology, religion, and tradition in its pre-Islamic, ancient, and Islamic
manifestations, taking a number of tracks, which may be defined, in Michel
Pécheux’s terms,’ as follows:

1 Ideologically interpellated intellectuals, that is, those who identify with
“the discursive formation that dominates them,””’ may identify fully with
the ideology they subscribe to, as was the early Badr Shakir al-Sayyab
(1926-1964) in his communist affiliation and ‘Abd al-Wahhab al-Bayati
(1926-1999) of the 1950s. Poetry in this ideologically interpellated stance
tends to be anti-colonial, anti-patriarchal, and committed to class and
national struggle. Poetics collapses the lyrical and the polemical, while striv-
ing to objectify its utterance, to reach for its goal and target. Its dramatiza-
tions and attempts to distance the poet from the poem and allow multiple
voices find, in al-BayatTs “The Village Market,” a good example.”® The devi-
ational nature of this poetics manifests itself in speech-like language, daily
usage, and popular sentiments with no effort to court the classical language
of the gasidah.

2 This same outlook may give way to counter-identification, too, for,
to use Issa Boullata’s re-phrasing of Pécheux, it “rejects the identity
inscribed in the ruling ideological practices, thus remaining more or less
subordinate to what it opposes.”’? In responding to tradition or engaging
modernization, poetry here borrows from both. Contamination is the
imprint, which even paratextual devices such as dedications cannot dislodge.
Almost every modern poet betrays this double indebtedness. Even when
al-BayatT addresses, for example, a poem to the “reactionary poet T. S. Eliot,”
he cannot release his subtext from the presence of his forebear’s ghost.
T. S. Eliot’s influence on that generation “was eruptive and insistent,” writes
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Jabra 1. Jabra, especially as “. .. the people who read him most and translated
him and commented on his work were themselves the leading young writ-
ers and poets of the new generation.”®® He further adds that Eliot was to him
and his generation “an articulate and concise advocate of new incipient
thoughts.”®' With this impact, poets in their early maturation cannot resist
the attachment, especially as Eliot’s discontent and criticism of a dying
civilization, along with his readings of tradition, offer them a much-needed
preparation.

3 “Disidentification,” the penchant to displace and transform the domi-
nating ideology, culminates increasing consciousness against hegemonic dis-
course, not only against the latter’s neo-patriarchal assimilation of colonialist
legacy and its resilient practices to sustain power, but also its manipulation
of culture, religion, and history to increase its power and tighten hegemony.
Conversely, transformative and deviational poetics resorts to different regis-
ters to counter and undermine hegemony. It brings to the foreground histor-
ical figures, who stood against oppression and fought for social and political
justice. In this epistemological domain, modernist poetics forges its imprint,
for the Eliotesque allegiance to “something outside us,”®* and the use of
objective correlatives from history, mythology, and tradition drives many to
develop another line of engagement with indigenous faiths, mythologies,
symbols, and historical figures.

Undermining poetics

The “disidentification” process could take a number of positions, not only
against tradition at large, but also against practices, realities, and lifestyles
that are rife with contradiction, and that manifest a discord between tradi-
tional indigenous past and pressing needs. This disidentification may evolve
also as an act of negation in transformative poetics. Thus, AdanTs in an early
poem already cited, “The Language of Sin” (1961), expresses utter discontent
with heritage at large.

I burn my inheritance, I say that my land

is virginal, that there are no graves in my youth.

I am above God and Satan;

My ways are deeper than theirs.

In my book I walk

in the procession of the blazing thunderbolt, in the procession of the green
thunderbolt,

I shout—there is no Paradise, no fall after me,

and I erase the language of sin.®?

The poet’s register partakes of the tradition that he debates; yet his use of
the “green thunderbolt” shares the symbolism of Qur’anic rejuvenation.
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It also shares a Tammuzl register with other poets like al-Sayyab in his
“Death and the River.” If his 1957 poem “Rishat al-ghurab” (“The Crown’s
Feather”) despairs of endless waiting for a “ship that will circuit the
universe,” his perplexity and inability to bring himself to pray should not
delude us. In this poem, perplexity signals a spiritual crisis. “I want to kneel,
I want to pray / to the owl with the broken wing, / to the embers, to the
winds” (Pt. iii: 165).8* There is a divided spirit, a broken soul, but there is
nonetheless a desire to recreate a communal prayer that works, not only
within Sufi perplexity, but also within an ideology of national becoming as
postulated by the Syrian Social Nationalist Party. The pious and the secular
constitute this mixed register. Instead of a theologically ordained prayer, the
speaker’s performance indicates an innate Sufi departure from the secular
knowledge that he is simultaneously courting: “I want to pray to a perplexed
star in the sky, / to death and to disease— / and in my incense burn/ my white
days and my songs, / my notebook and the ink, and the inkwell” (Ibid.
165).%> Seemingly, there is a rejection of a career, too, yet the following lines
turn the poem into a celebration of a communal solidarity effectively endorsed
in his other poem, “The New Noah” (1958).% In the “Crown’s Feather,” the
speaker says, “I want to pray / to all beings ignorant of prayer” (Ibid.). In
“The New Noah” the speaker, Noah, offers a revisionist politic of defiance.
“If time rolls back to the beginning / and water immerses the face of life
again,” he says, “I will not heed His words” (Ibid. 160). Rejectionist poetics
in the 1950s was in keeping with a popular secular model that attracted a
number of poets who found in the primeval and the mythical a free zone that
allowed them to superimpose a cyclical design of birth and rebirth outside
the authority of religion. Rejection of the available finds no better image than
that of the woodcutter, as in his other poem “A Vision” (Ibid. 163—64).
“And rejection is a woodcutter who lives on / my face—who collects me for
burning.” Death and rebirth work in this design of phoenix-like burning.
This rejectionist poetics takes many voices. The Iraqi Buland al-Haydari
(1926-1996), for instance, applies it to monotheism at large as a dehumanizing
and oppressive force, with astounding justifications for exploitation. In
“Journey of the Yellow Letters” (1968), religion “yellowed letters” to the poor,

For a thousand years, children of my poor village

we have slept the long sleep of history

and worshipped our frightful shadows in your eyes.
(In When the Words Burn, 81-82)

The poet’s blame is leveled against institutions that have made use of
religious and historical narratives of subordination and submission to enforce
supremacy and control while driving the poor further into poverty. Its imme-
diate context is socio-political, for poets strive to uncover sham practices and
double standards, which they usually associate with fake mullahs (religious
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shaykhs or jurists). In this vein, they focus also on distorted lifestyles, mixed
agendas, and superficial amalgams of ancient and modern attitudes. In the lat-
ter mood, the Palestinian Murid al-Barghiaitht (b. 1944) writes “Al-Qaba’il”
(The Tribes 1978) that pictures tribalism as a state of mind. Using the
“tent” as a trope for a Bedouin frame of mind that makes use of the offers of
bourgeois life, the speaker says:

Our tribes regain their charm:

Tents and more tents

tents of tranquil stone, their pegs are tile and marble

inscriptions on the ceiling, velvet paper covering the walls

the family portraits and “La Giaconda”

facing a tablet with inscriptions

to repel the evil eye

beside the diploma of a son

framed in gold, coated with dust.

Tents, and a glass window

it is the trap for young girls, who look out from it and tremble for fear
their young sister or brother might tell the grown-ups.

Vapor rises from the tea, whiskey and soda

and “I do not like wine” and “excuse me”

“did you manage with the fourth wife?”

Tents and more tents

the chandeliers illuminate opulent furnishings

flies of speech dance through them

In and out of brass gates draped with chains

Our tribes retain their charm

now that the tribes are out of date!®’

Irony and juxtaposition hold the poem together in a secular terrain. The main
thrust of the poem lies thematically in its focus on a boutgeois temper of
contradictory beliefs and applications, tied to an old mentality and sham set
of ethics and moralities while clinging to Western icons in a pretentious
stance of modernity.

This crystallization of socio-political issues may confirm what Nizar
Qabbani cited as a paradoxical temper. Yet, the Palestinian Murid Barghutht
depicts a specific case: the mixed morality and outlook of the emerging bour-
geoisie. His subtle irony exposes a class that has become the main target of
social and literary criticism, and the butt of narrative satire. Poetry goes fur-
ther to question mixed agenda and expectations. The persona in the
Jordanian Amjad Nasir’s (b. 1955) poem “Manfa” (1982, “Exile”) would like
to think that the recreation of an indigenous lifestyle in a foreign land can
be quite accommodating and salutary.®® In “Exile,” which was written while
he was in Beirut, the persona comes to realize, however, that memory and
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recollected ways of speech and behavior operate so actively only because of the
need for self-deceit and wishful thinking as a defensive strategy against an
alienating reality abroad.

You see

We haven’t changed that much

Perhaps not at all

Our words are still

Strong, clear

the way we Bedouins talk

long embraces

asking after family and herds

laughing thunderously
the scent of old wood
stored in barns
still breathes from our clothes®

In a self-congratulatory gesture and appeasing discourse, the persona gathers
pieces of evidence to convince the listener, perhaps his divided self, that all
is well with his Bedouin identity, as if the latter were a jumble of gestures,
attitudes, habits, and ways of speech.

you see
we haven’t changed that much
perhaps not at all
we still squat on the earth
wash lines still block
the doors to our houses
our children covered with dust
while in the evenings over mint tea
we exchange gossip
that refreshes

(Ibid.)

The underlying irony takes issue with a number of practices that are tribal to
the core, but they remain resilient as ways of life, nevertheless, even when
people have been in touch with other cultures and societies. Irony under-
mines a traditional poetics of vengeance, and invites the reader as listener to
participate in the effort to expose a discourse of double standards.

we still avenge our honor
our blood

has not changed to water
we live
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as if still living in al-Mafraq
or Salt, Karak or Ramtha
as if we hadn’t crossed
northern borders
to big cities and coasts
where cruel war rages
and a great sea roars
where strangers clutch at each other’s shirt collars,
from balconies
Shoot bullets through wash lines
(Ibid.)

These intimations are ironic for another reason, however. The speaker is no
longer the same as his compatriots back home. With this self-critique, he
can no longer fit into a Bedouin community that lives also in reciprocal
relationship with the urban center. Homecoming sounds impossible, and
memory strives to establish another homeland free of tribalism. In poetry,
these recollections explode myths of good life in exile, and lead the reader
to the complexity of relocation. Memory becomes a trap, and assimilation
a myth.

This engagement with issues of traditional life, scenes of dislocation, and
conflicting models and mentalities, is no less fertilizing than sites of super-
imposed visions. The poetics here reaches to the deep concerns of narrative
and drama, and involves its encapsulations in greater tension. The effort
enhances the 1950s’ preoccupations with the worn out attitudes and inhuman
practices that linger in the background of change, as Nazik al-Mala’ikah does
in “Washing off Disgrace” and “My Silence”; but they are released in poetic
horizons of expectation and invitation of change and joy, as in Muna Sa‘adf’s
“So Drunk am I with the Night, the Air, and the Trees.”*°

In Muna Sa‘Gdi’s poem, the speaker probes another juxtaposed frame,
whereby commercial dealings and bourgeois life drive the addressee into
oblivion and neglect. The poem fits into a feminist critique that looks on the
speaker’s freedom in terms of deliberate release from old and new shackles, of
worn out customs and commercial spirit. The poem borrows from ancient
poetry the sense of freedom and challenge, but it takes from new poetics the
postmodernist self-awareness of marginalization. The speaker sees the self as
the one ignored and marginalized, not due to traditional ethics and misap-
plication of Islamic law, but because of a reigning commercial spirit. This sense
of self is augmented through a counter self-awareness of rapturous fusion into
the boundless and the vast. The sea and the waves become liberating horizons
that enable the soul to roam freely.

So drunk am I with the night, the air, and the trees
So drunk, I enfold the seas of forgetfulness.
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When the shore appears, I bend away with my mast
Towards the endlessness of the waters
Counting the waves: wave by wave

The empowering sense of freedom and release gives her a new voice, a voice
that shapes the newly emerging poem of little cares, personal occupations,
and details beyond the rhetoric of ideology that distinguishes the neoclassical
poem.

I yell at the sea:

More of your remoteness.

Fortitude is futile, frustration and conversations
go on and on around the fireplace.

The days have numbers, the faces have names
And the masks mime according to the time
recorded on the clock in the

piazza of the city.

This voice achieves a sense of freedom through a self-critique which is central
to this new consciousness. It is only through self-interrogation that the
speaker can understand the reasons behind the present estrangement from
tradition and community. Both are replaced by new commercialism, leaving
the speaker a solitary individual.

Selling is a god, Buying is a god. And you,

they have abandoned you. They let you fall

into oblivion, yes, you:

the distant traveling of the unknown in the
darkness: the drunkenness of the night and the air.
So drunk am I with the night, the air, and the trees
I have carried you, Sea, upon my forehead

You that carry no name, the journey to the unseen
through you and in you, the whole

universe is reduced to the circles of the water:

the tides of death and birth

And the silence of the migrating birds

Between the poles.

The poem works its navigation through topography of waters, waves, and
shores that are mapped by birds, the speaker’s correlatives for the free soul

beyond limits and borders.

You, migrating birds:
Go tell the shores you are reaching
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The sea is coming to wash the cities

To sweep the masks that are numbered
Accor