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Abstract

This paper explores Fadwa Taqan’s and Mahmud Darwish’s poetry written in the wake
of the 1967 June War, the Israeli siege of Beirut in 1982, and the Second Intifadah (upris-
ing) in 2002. Specifically, the article investigates how the poets mobilize the Arabic
elegiac (ritha’) genre, as well as pre-Islamic and early Islamic poetic traditions, in order
to contemplate the future and foster a mode of proleptic mourning. This paper asserts
that these two Palestinian poets utilize the longstanding elegiac form in Arabic literary
heritage to not only summon and lament past events and atrocities, but to conjec-
ture about the insecurity that they anticipate in the years to come. The poems render
both hopeful and pessimistic sentiments and premonitions, demonstrating how the
ongoing Israeli occupation and the Palestinians’ resultant losses over time have pre-
cipitated increasingly sobering and distressing speculations about the perpetuation of
Palestinians’ grief in the future.
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58 KRAVER
Introduction

By utilizing conventions from pre-Islamic and early Islamic poetry, Palestinian
verse enables a lens through which the Arabic elegiac tradition (ritha’) can be
theorized. This paper explores Mahmud Darwish’s and Fadwa Tagan’s poetry
in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, in order to investigate how the
Arabic ode can be read as a medium for forward-facing rumination. That is, by
spotlighting the abiding precarity of Palestinians’ lives, the modern Palestinian
qasidah does not solely memorialize and evoke past tragedies, but it addition-
ally allows us to imagine and conjecture—generating spaces and openings for
speculation and proleptic grief.! Notably, with this poetic framing in mind, and
by turning to Arabic conventions from the past to offer innovative explications
of contemporary works, I posit that, ironically, it is through the classical elegiac
utterance and means of remembrance, the ritha’, that Palestinian verse illumi-
nates a mode of futurist thought.

By reading the modern ritha’ as futuristic, I challenge established interpre-
tations of Arabic poetry that primarily focus on the elegiac genre’s nostalgic
summoning of past losses. While I contend that the Palestinian works treated
here offer more capacious representations than traditional Arabic forms and
features, they nevertheless still characterize melancholic attributes, recalling
the dead back to life and bestowing immortality.? In Darwish’s and Taqan’s
poems, it is not the life of a loved one being recollected and memorialized, but
rather, the Palestinians’ demolished dwellings, the destruction of places and
spaces, as well as time, that serve as the subject of their laments. Their grief is
poetically rendered to account for the ruins of Palestinian homes in the wake
of the 1967 War, experiences of abandonment during the 1982 siege of Beirut,
as well as feelings of instability in 2002 amid political stalemate after fifty years
of exile. The poets’ ritual act of conjuring what has been lost remains their
principal tether to the ritha’, as well as the focal point of this paper. In essence,
the Palestinian authors generate proleptic outlooks—or avenues and vistas for

1 I'want to be careful not to conflate the lamentation in the opening lines of the gasidah with
the ritha genre; while the subject matter of Darwish’s and Tuqgan’s verses is mainly elegiac,
the poets still utilize literary conventions from the classical Arabic tradition, more broadly,
such as the dhikr al-atlal, the memory of the abandoned encampment, and the nasib, the
elegiac prelude. For more on the connections between the ritha’ and the gasidah form in the
pre-Islamic and early Islamic periods, and specifically, on how this genre relates to women’s
poetry, see Dana al-Sajdi, “Trespassing the Male Domain: The Qasidah of Layla al-akhyaliyyah,”
Journal of Arabic Literature 31, no. 2 (2000): 121-125; and Marlé Hammond, Beyond Elegy:
Classical Arabic Women'’s Poetry in Context (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010).

2 Suzanne Stetkevych, The Mute Immortals Speak: Pre-Islamic Poetry and the Poetics of Ritual
(Cornell University Press, 1993), 171.
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future-oriented contemplation—in order to assert political agency and sorrow
in poetry.®

Darwish’s and Taqgan’s lyrical verses written between 1967 and 2002 main-
tain idealistic and pessimistic modes of meditation, typifying Palestinians’
hopes and apprehensions for the future. The dueling images that their verses
underscore can be contextualized with reference to James Montgomery’s
“Dichotomy in Jahili Poetry,” in which Montgomery delineates the competing
sentiments of muruwwah,* or honor, bravery, and virtue, as well as feelings
of despair that emerge from the pre-Islamic gasidah.> While Montgomery
describes muruwwah as “a way of life ... being both a practical method of living
and an ideali[zed] program of how an Arab should live ...”¢ he suggests that the
poet’s mind can also be engrossed in “pessimism and sadness which sow the
seeds of doubt concerning the validity and general relevance of living one’s life
according to the dictates of muruwwah.””

As demonstrated in their lyrical compositions, “Lan abki” (I Will Not Cry)
(1968), Madih al-zill al-‘ali (In Praise of High Shadow) (1983), and “Wahshah
mustalhamah min qanan al-jadhibiyyah” (“Longing Inspired by the Law of
Gravity”) (2002), Darwish and Taqan deploy Montgomery’s dichotomous tem-
plate, as well as features from classical Arabic poetry and, in particular, the ritha’
(elegiac) genre. Although, markedly, the poems do not solely memorialize and
enshrine past losses; they also enable us to envisage and anticipate, creating
opportunities for thought and reflection on the Palestinians’ ongoing tragedy.
As scholar Sophia Azeb purports, the fact that the “forever-catastrophe,” the
Nakbah, the ethnic cleansing of over 700,000 Palestinians from present-day
Israel in 1948, persists in the contemporary moment, has made enduring
disaster and dispossession routine aspects of everyday life.® While 1948 is
undoubtedly the critical referent and point of rupture for the Palestinian peo-
ple, I center upon how, in the post-1967 war period, their ongoing collective

3 While other studies have probed the ways in which loss is articulated in modern Arabic poetry,
I show how the Palestinian elegy can also be read as proleptic, or with a forward-facing gaze.
Other such works that explore expressions of loss in modern Arabic literature and poetry,
more generally, and which I reference later in this paper, include Jeffrey Sacks, Iterations
of Loss: Mutilation and Aesthetic Form, Al-Shidyaq to Darwish (Fordham University Press,
2015), and Nouri Gana, Signifying Loss: Towards a Poetics of Narrative Mourning (Bucknell
University Press, 2o11).

The term is colloquial; and classicists use mura'ah (broadly: humanism).

James Montgomery, “Dichotomy in Jahili Poetry,” Journal of Arabic Literature 17, n0.1 (1986 ): 2.
Ibid.

Ibid,, 9.

Sophia Azeb, “Who Will We Be When We Are Free? On Palestine and Futurity,” The
Funambulist, no. 24, (“Futurisms,” 2019): 22.

o~y OOl b
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60 KRAVER

defeat becomes poetically examined through speculation.® More precisely,
after the Naksah (setback) of 1967, or “al-Nakbah al-thaniyyah” (“the second
catastrophe”), the Palestinian poets reflect upon their experiences of crisis
and disaster as continuous, propelling them to not only summon the past and
mourn the present, but to contemplate the years to come.!® Thinking with cur-
rent scholarly trends that are exploring Palestinian and decolonial futures, this
paper evaluates the post-1967 Palestinian gasidah over time, and theorizes its
use of ritha’M By approaching their poems as elegies, the article exhibits how
Darwish and Tiiqan employ literary attributes from the pre-Islamic and early
Islamic eras to spotlight both liberatory and sorrowful ideas about the future.
During the pre-Islamic age, poetic verse, which was recited orally, existed as
the prevailing pronouncement of artistic articulation and register, and it was
through poetry that tribal identity was affirmed and valorized.!? The gasidah,
a metered poem in monorhyme, comprising different thematic units, usually
begins with the “lyric, nostalgic, or melancholic motif” of the poet conjuring a
deserted campsite, the atlal.!® After referencing “the relics and traces of habi-
tation,” the poet then “weep[s] and addresse[s] the desolate encampment,”
directing his companion to halt.1* The erotic prelude, or the nasib, often fol-
lows, through which the poet bemoans the torment of separation from his love

9 Relatedly, influential Arabicliterary history and criticism, which theorizes the Palestinians’
and Arabs’ ongoing defeat, emerges out of the post-1967 and post-1982 periods. See Ilyas
Khuiri, Zaman al-Ihtilal (Beirut: Muwa’ssasat al-Abhath al-‘Arabiyyah, 1985); Ilyas Khard,
“Al-hazimah wa al-Nakbah al-mustamirrah,” Majallat al-dirasat al-filastiniyyah, (2017);
and Faysal Darraj, “Harb haziran wa ta’sis al-hazimah al-mutawallidah,” (Muwa’ssasat
al-darasat al-filastiniyyah, 2017).

10  Reference to the Naksah as “al-Nakbah al-thaniyyah” can be found here, Ibrahim ‘Abd
al-Sattar, “Mahmud Darwish..qalb muhammalun bil-qawafi wa alam al-watan,” Mahmud
Darwish: ana [l ‘an a‘ad (Beirut: Dar al-‘Awdah, Beirut, 2008): 15. During the 1967 War, or
the Naksah, Israel took control of the West Bank from Jordan, the Gaza Strip and the Sinai
Peninsula from Egypt, and the Golan Heights from Syria. Israel still occupies the West
Bank and the Golan Heights and maintains a blockade on the Gaza Strip; the Sinai was
returned to Egypt as part of the 1979 Egypt-Israel peace treaty.

11 For more on futurist thought in Palestinian studies and related fields, see Gil Hochberg,
Becoming Palestine: Toward an Archival Imagination of the Future (Duke University Press,
2021). Marya Hannun, “Afro, Indigenous, and Palestinian Futurisms: Writing Across Space
and Time,” SyndiGate Media Inc. (2020): 2. Hoda El Shakry, “Palestine and the Aesthetics
of the Future Impossible,” Interventions 23, no. 5 (2021): 669—690. Azeb, “Who Will We Be
When We Are Free? On Palestine and Futurity.”

12 Robert Irwin, Night and Horses and the Desert: An Anthology of Classical Arabic Literature
(Overlook Press: Peter Mayer Publishers, Inc., 2016), 2.

13 Stetkevych, The Mute Immortals Speak, 3, 76.

14  Irwin, Night and Horses and the Desert, 4.

Downloaded from Brill.com 10/10/2024
JOURNAL OF ARABIC LITERATURE 55 (2024) 57287

https://creativecommons.org/lic

01:41:40AM
der the terms
(4.0 license

enses/by/4.0



https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

PALESTINE, FUTURITY, AND THE RITHA® 61

and the ardor of his desire.!’> Arabic literary scholar Michael Sells elaborates
specifically on the poet’s recollections in his early verses:

Remembrance takes a variety of forms: torrent beds paradoxically more
apparent the more they are worn down; the absent beloved’s night appa-
rition (tayf) before the sleepless poet; the recounting of her shifting
moods and affections (ahAwal); remembrance of her departure with the
women of her tribe in their richly embroidered camel litters or howdahs;
the recounting of stations (magamat) of her journey away from the poet;
the black wing of the crow or the sorrowful moaning of the dove; the
hoariness of a poet who looks back upon a lost youth. These and other
themes and subthemes recur from poem to poem, with a measured,
almost ritual solemnity.16

Sells’ elucidation provides a useful account of the gasidah’s opening lines.
While the abandoned encampment, the poet’s lament for his beloved, and the
evocation of tribal history are all indubitably a part of the early Arabic tradi-
tion, similar motifs have been adapted to epitomize moments of mourning and
loss experienced in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. As scholars Nouri
Gana, Rebecca Dyer, and Yaseen Noorani convey, modern Arabic poets in Iraq,
Palestine, and Egypt have mobilized and unsettled traditional elegiac forms
to grieve death and catastrophe.l” Even though it is common for mid-century
writers to activate features from their literary traditions to address contem-
porary concerns, in this paper, I show how Tagan and Darwish compose their
elegiac verses from the post-1967 war period to consider the future.!

More precisely, in her 1968 work, “Lan abki” (I Will Not Cry), Taqan limns
parallels between the nostalgic summoning of the pre-Islamic poet’s abode

15  Ibid.

16 Michael Sells, Desert Tracings: Six Classical Arabian Odes by Algama, Shanfara, Labid,
Antara, Al-A'sha, and Dhu al-Ramma (Wesleyan University Press, 1989), 4.

17 See Nouri Gana, “War, Poetry, Mourning: Darwish, Adonis, Iraq,” Public Culture 22,
no.1(2010): 484-85. Rebecca Dyer, “Poetry of Politics and Mourning: Mahmoud Darwish’s
Genre-Transforming Tribute to Edward W. Said,” PMLA 122, no. 5 (2007):1447-1462. Yaseen
Noorani, “A Nation Born in Mourning: The Neoclassical Funeral Elegy in Egypt,” Journal of
Arabic Literature 28, no. 1 (March 1997): 38-67.

18  For more on how modern poets in Arabic and other literary traditions redeploy forms
from the past to address present-day ruptures, more generally, see Robyn Creswell,
City of Beginnings: Poetic Modernism in Beirut (Princeton University Press, 2019). Huda
Fakhreddine, Metapoesis in the Arabic Tradition: From Modernists to Muhdathin
(Brill, 2015).
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62 KRAVER

and the material Autam (ruins) of the Palestinians’ homes in Yafa.!® Despite the
somber mood that her poem inspires, this work continues to instill hope and
promote Palestinian agency in determining a collective future. Based on the
uplifting tenor of “Lan abki’s” vision, Darwish’s poem written after the Sabra
and Shatila Massacre in Lebanon, as well as Taqan’s work from the Second
Intifadah (uprising), can both be read in a contrasting light. The latter poems
accent the fragility of Palestinians’ lives that are devoid of sovereignty and
state protection. In these more recent works, written in the years following the
Naksah (setback) of the 1967 War and during the “zaman al-ihtilal” (“the time
of occupation”), the poets illuminate how the condition of unabated calam-
ity inflects and permeates Palestinian writing and conceptualizations about
the future.20

While Taqgan’s earlier poem is animated by heartening sentiments and out-
looks, the works chronicling the 1982 siege of Beirut and the violence in the
West Bank in 2002 reveal the ways in which Palestinian experience is punctu-
ated by perpetual devastation. These lyrical compositions exemplify how the
poets’ pessimism has become more strongly intonated in their poetry over time.
In other words, while select verses from Darwish’s Madih al-zill al-‘ali do assert
an aspirational lens for an alternative reality, Taqan’s “Wahshah mustalhamah
min qanan al-jadhibiyyah” remains mired in mournful premonitions about
the Palestinians’ existence outside of space and time.?! Through an explora-
tion of their lasting lament and vulnerability in the post-1967 war moment,
Darwish and Tagan display intensifying expressions of bereavement, as well as
their community’s continued state of insecurity under Israeli occupation and
siege. However, even despite their doleful sentiments and predictions, all three
works are not resigned to a destiny of inevitable catastrophe and defeat. That
is, the two poets deploy their verses proleptically to speculate and represent
how, for Palestinians, there maintains an ineluctable link between everyday
life, elegy, and longing for political change.

Fadwa Tugan’s “Lan abki”
In “Lan abki” (I Will Not Cry), Tagan adopts the language and imagery from
pre-Islamic poets to situate and contextualize the Palestinians’ anguish within

19  Fadwa Taqan, “Lan abki Al-amal al-shiriyah al-kamilah (Amman: Al-Muassasah
Al-‘Arabiyah Lil-Dirasat Wa-Al-Nashr, 1993), 394.

20  Khari, Zaman al-Ihtilal, 1985. Khari describes the sentiments of “absolute despair”
(“al-ya’s al-mutlaq”) in Arabic discourse and debate following the Israeli siege of Beirut
and the Sabra and Shatila Massacre, 7.

21 Herein, I am considering Taqan’s focus on the Palestinians’ spatial and temporal loss,
which is also discussed in Elias Sanbar, “Out of Place, Out of Time,” Mediterranean
Historical Review 16, no. 1 (2001): 87-94.
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the Arabic literary canon.?2 While Taigan’s works prior to 1967 center upon the
death of her brother Ibrahim, and her expressions of romantic love, her poetry
following the Naksah concentrates on political concerns.?? In the wake of the
June War and the Israeli occupation of Arab territories, she became an outspo-
ken poet devoted to Palestinian resistance.?* Along with Taqan, Palestinian
poets Mahmuid Darwish, Samih al-Qasim, and Tawfiq Zayyad engaged in writ-
ing a poetry of resistance (mugawamah), and remained dedicated to defying
the occupation in their poetry. Palestinian resistance literature was first coined
in 1966 by the Palestinian writer and critic Ghassan Kanafani, who concep-
tualized literature “as an arena of struggle.”?> Thus, the call for continued
commitment in Tagan’s “Lan abki” can be discerned within this political and
literary spirit of the late 1960s.

Notably, Taqan’s refrain in her title, “Lan abki” (I Will Not Cry), is significant,
as she employs the diction associated with weeping utilized in the pre-Islamic
and early Islamic traditions. In particular, one characteristic feature of the
rith@ is the “release and containment of grief” in the poem’s opening lines.2%
Most famously, the early Islamic poetess al-Khansa’ (d. 24/644) is known for
composing emotive elegiac verses for her two brothers, Sakhr and Mu‘awiyah,
who were killed in tribal battle.?” Female poets from the early Islamic period,
such as al-Khansa’, are often associated with the act of dramatically weeping
to represent their longing. However, as scholar Michelle Hartman discusses,

22 In addition to the pre-Islamic tradition, Taqan also invokes the revered Arabic poet
al-MutanabbTs (d. 965) words in “Lan abki” She writes, “Ollily Ay do )\ I
(stranger in face, hand (writing) and tongue), Tiiqan, “Lan abki,” 395. While al-Mutanabbi
is describing the Arab’s experience as an outsider, or stranger, during his travels in the
tenth century, Tiqan is conversely referencing her feelings of alienation and estrange-
ment, as well as exile (lf), during her visit to Yafa after the 1967 War. Aba al-Tayyib
Ahmad ibn al-Husayn Al-Mutanabbi, Diwan al-Mutanabbi, ed. al-Baranawi, Yar ‘Ali
(Calcutta: 1845-1846), 827.

23  Fadwa Tuqan, A Mountainous Journey: An Autobiography. Ed. Salma Khadra Jayyusi. Tr.
Olive Kenny. Poetry translated by Naomi Shihab Nye. The Women'’s Press, 1990, xi.

24  Ibid, xii. Also see Salma Khadra Jayyusi, Anthology of Modern Palestinian Literature
(Columbia University Press, 1992), 20.

25  Barbara Harlow, Resistance Literature (New York: Methuen, 1987), 2—3. Also see Ghassan
Kanafani, Adab al-mugawamah fi Filastin al-muhtallah, 1948-1966 (Bayrut: Dar al-Adab,
1966).

26  Al-Sajdi, “Trespassing the Male Domain,” 129. While Taqan’s title suggests a contain-
ment of her tears, in the opening verses of her poem, she performs an expression of
grief. Coincidentally, Tagan’s first lesson in Arabic poetry from her brother Ibrahim was
on the ritha’. As Fedwa Malti-Douglas suggests, Tagan’s proclivity for elegiac verse was
rooted in a fascination for high poetic culture. Tuqan. A Mountainous Journey, Fedwa
Malti-Douglas, “Introduction: A Palestinian Female Voice Against Tradition,” 7.

27  Jan Geert Van Gelder, Classical Arabic Literature: A Library of Arabic Literature Anthology
(New York University Press, 2013), 12.
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64 KRAVER

we can contextualize their literary performances by recognizing how the ritha’
was the principal form available for women that would have ensured their
poetry’s circulation.?® Therefore, Taqan’s title, which verbalizes the withhold-
ing of her tears, both calls upon and offers a break from the ways in which
classical female poets have conventionally been read, understood, and allowed
to speak.

In contrast to al-Khansa’, who memorializes her two brothers, Taqan writes
“Lan abki” in honor of contemporaneous, living Palestinian poets, such as
Mahmud Darwish and Samih al-Qasim, in order to recollect and acknowl-
edge her community’s collective loss. She beseeches her fellow intellectuals
and her readers to maintain their sumid (steadfastness) amidst their ongoing
dispossessions. Although Tagan may have wept in the past, she incorporates
a proleptic viewpoint in her title, vowing that she will not cry again. Thus, as
Tagan contemplates the future, she upholds the sanctity of the Palestinians’
lives, and as a female poet, she augments ideas of muruwwah, or the tradi-
tionally masculinist notions of tribal honor and virility that were prevalent
in poems from the pre-Islamic age.2® Namely, Taqan reframes how the ritha’
would have customarily been read and deciphered, as she formulates her
poem for political and speculative aims, to not only claim a way of life for her
community, but to protect and defend Palestinian life itself.

While Taqan’s title refers to and reconfigures the elegiac poems of
al-Khans®@’, the title “Lan abki,” along with the poem’s opening verses, invoke
the first line, “gifa nabki” from celebrated pre-Islamic poet Imru’ al-Qays’
(d. 544) Mu‘allagah. Imru’ al-Qays famously begins his poem by turning to

his two companlons and requesting that they stop and weep ( (_gf; : dw L:.a

Jﬂu o> ):

Halt, two friends, and we will weep

for the memory of one beloved

And an abode at Siqt al-Liwa

Between al-Dakhul, then Hawmal,

Then Tadih, then al-Miqrat, whose trace
Was not effaced.3?

28  Michelle Hartman, “An Arab Woman Poet as a Crossover Artist? Reconsidering
the Ambivalent Legacy of al-Khansa’) Tulsa Studies in Women’s Literature 30, no. 1
(Spring 2011): 29.

29  Again, for more on women’s Arabic poetry from the pre-Islamic and early Islamic tradi-
tions, see al-Sajdi, “Trespassing the Male Doman,” and Hammond, Beyond Elegy.

30  Translation by Stetkevych, The Mute Immortals Speak, 249—250.
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Imru’ al-Qays’ dramatic and oft-recited opening is overtly referenced and recast
by Taqgan. As distinct from Imru’ al-Qays’ address to his fellow travelers, Taqan
dedicates her work to the Palestinian “poets of resistance in the occupied land
for the past twenty years,” and she bestows “Lan abki” as a gift for their meeting
in Haifa after the 1967 War.32 Her poem begins:

At the gates of Yafa, my beloveds

and in the chaos of the debris of the abodes
between the remains and the thorns

I stopped and said to the two eyes: Oh eyes
let us weep33

ST LBl Syl e
o plle~ 28 3
sty o)) o

e bl 5»5; :»49;
34% LQ;

In these verses, through Tigan’s use of Imru’ al-Qays’ language, we are invited
to read her poem about the destruction and desolation in Palestine in the same
manner as the pre-Islamic Arabian ode, as well as the ritha’.3% In comparison
to the pre-Islamic gasidah, Tuqan’s poem about bereavement and mourning is
produced with what Michael Sells recognizes as a “new realization of loss” rec-
ollected from “a common sensibility and a common cultural gestalt.”*¢ These
constitutional themes and elements demarcate the Palestinians’ collective and
national identity and their remembrance of the Palestinians’ first catastrophe,
or the Nakbah. In her lament, Tagan conjures the lost homeland and the

31 Imru’ Al-Qays, Sharh Mu‘allagat Imri’ al-Qays, Muhammad ibn Ahmad Ibn Kaysan; Nasrat

‘Abd al-Rahman (Amman: Dar al-Bashir; Bayrat: Mu’assasat al-Risalah, 1999), 8.
32 Tagan, “Lan abki,” 394.
33 Ibid. All translations are my own, unless otherwise noted.
34  Ibid.
35  While Taqan employs Imru’ al-Qays’ language, she does not use a consistent meter; Imru’

al-Qays’ poem uses the meter of tawil.
36 Sells, Desert Tracings, 4.
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66 KRAVER

Palestinians who departed.3” Like the pre-Islamic poet’s address to a couple of
theoretical traveling companions, Tiqan invokes two eyes. Significantly, along
with referencing Imru’ al-Qays’ Muallagah in her poem, Tiqan also summons
amarthiyyah (elegy) by al-Khansa’, which begins by similarly calling upon two
plaintive eyes. As al-Khansa’ grieves in her opening verse, “Be generous, my

eyes, with shedding copious tears and weep a stream of tears for Sakhr!” (o U

\).\A I P J>=..a.) §\; e s g &> 5r).38 Accordingly, while Taqan
may gesture to contalnlng her tears in “Lan abki’s” title, in an evident allusion
to al-Khansas elegy, the Palestinian poet soon implores her eyes to weep, thus
invoking sentiments of mourning in her first stanza.

While “Lan abki” activates and unearths doleful modes and moods, memo-
rializing how the “heart is contrite” (“al-qalbu munsahigan”) and is “suffocated
with sadness” (“wa ghassa al-qalb bi-l-ahzan”), Tuqan nevertheless composes
the poem with optimism about the power of perseverance and resilience.39
Despite the Palestinians’ deep sorrow and the “wound” (“aljurh”) that they
endure, in her final verses, she instructs her brothers, ya ikhwati,° to

Gather up and wipe away yesterday’s tears
like you, I plant my feet in my nation

in my land

like you, I plant my eyes

in the path of splendor and the sun*!
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As exemplified in these lines, Tiiqan enjoins her Arabic readers and the “shu‘ara’
al-mugawamah” (“the poets of resistance”) that “yesterday’s tears” (“dumii‘a

37  Tagan, “Lan abki,” 394.

38  Van Gelder, Classical Arabic Literature, 12. According to Van Gelder, Arabic will often use
a singular where a dual is intended, as with the word @ynu (eye) in this verse.

39  Tagan, “Lan abki,” 394-395.

40  Ibid,, 398.
41 Ibid.
42 Ibid.
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al-ams”) be removed from their eyes.*3 Tiiqan emphasizes how they will all stay
grounded in the land and committed to the Palestinian cause—maintaining
an auspicious vision for the future.** The poet writes with the supposition that
the Palestinians’ “darb” (“path”) will be paved with promise and that the gloom
and “darkness” (“al-duja”) that has overshadowed their everyday experiences
will ultimately be brightened by the sun, brilliant and radiant.*> In accordance
with the zeitgeist of the post-1967 war period, and the mobilization of resis-
tance poetry among Palestinian writers, Taqan elicits hopeful sentiments to
console her community’s “despair” (“al-y’as”).6

She invokes the past in order to remember the Palestinians’ displacement
from their land and uphold her people’s national fervor. As she espouses with
determination in an earlier stanza,

Over our foreheads, the hardship

We will not be satisfied, we will not be at rest
Until we expel the specters

The crows and the injustice*’

ol lalr G
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Herein, Tiqan aims to dispel “al-ashbah,” or the specters and apparitions from
the Palestinians’ previous calamities and wars. She employs an expression of
futurist thought that is both sanguine and still able to confront the Palestinians’
painful memories and bear witness to the traces of destroyed homes and vil-
lages. Through her references to Imru’ al-Qays and al-Khansa’, as well as the
crows (al-ghirban) and apparitions that serve as emblems of remembrance,*?
Taqgan invites her fellow Palestinian poets to contemplate the role of poetry,
as well as the act of deploying the Arabic gasidah and ritha’ for resistance in
Palestine. She uses a mélange of imagery, depicting the imbrication of darkness
and light, alerting her fellow poets to how the Palestinians’ grief from the past

43 Ibid., 394, 398.

44  Ibid,, 398.
45  Ibid.
46  Ibid,, 396.
47  Ibid, 397.
48 Ibid.

49 Sells, Desert Tracings, 4.
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can be transformed for tomorrow.5¢ Through these portrayals, she acknowl-
edges the ways in which losses that are still felt and mourned in the present,
can be called upon for encouraging sumud (steadfastness) in the future. Unlike
Hoda El Shakry’s discussion in “Palestine and the Aesthetics of the Future
Impossible,” in which she observes how contemporary Palestinian art can
“challenge the very viability of Palestinian futurity,’>! Taqan offers a mode of
imagining that may enact political change.>2 Thus, Tiqan remains hopeful and
writes elegiacally in “Lan abki,” enjoining her readers to think about the layers
of association and meaning embedded in the poem, as well as how poetry may
advance political opposition in the immediate aftermath of the Naksah.

Mahmud Darwish’s Madih al-zill al-‘ali

Like Tagan, Darwish writes Madih al-zill al-‘alt (In Praise of High Shadow) in
the post-1967 war period. He formulates his verses to preserve the 1982 War's
memory and document the Palestinians’ resultant insecurity. Composed dur-
ing Lebanon’s Civil War, after the Palestine Liberation Organization’s expulsion
from Beirut, and following the slaughter on Sabra Street and in Shatila camp,
Darwish’s poem somberly records the daily assaults waged by the Israeli army
in Lebanon’s besieged capital.53 The poet’s incisive imagery of the body (jasad)
and the skin (jild), as well as references to al-Andalus, convey how 1982 oper-
ates as a metaphor for both personal and collective trauma, written on the
body and on the land.

In a similar vein as Taqan, Darwish explicitly invokes a classical Arabic
genre in his title, in this case the tradition of Arabic panegyric poetry, or eulogy
(madih), and also like Taqgan, he inverts the classical features of the genre. By

50  Tagan, “Lan abki,” 398.

51 El Shakry, “Palestine and the Aesthetics of the Future Impossible,” 673.

52 See Gil Hochberg, Becoming Palestine, in which she writes, “Imagination must always pre-
cede political change,” 15.

53 Aftermonths of Israelibombardment, on August 21,1982, Palestine Liberation Organization
[pLO] forces departed from Lebanon as part of the Habib plan. The primary purpose of
this agreement “was the permanent evacuation of Palestinian fighters from Beirut, osten-
sibly carried out in the interests of their safety, under the supervision of the United States
and other Western nations.” The arrangement additionally promised “the protection of
civilian residents or refugees in the camps.” Instead, with the assistance of Israeli flares
that illuminated the camps, between sunset on Thursday, September 16 and midday on
Saturday, September 18, 1982, the Phalange militia brutally murdered women, children,
and elderly Palestinian and Lebanese residents; approximately 1,400 people were mas-
sacred in Sabra and Shatila. Bayan Nuwayhed Al-Hout, Sabra and Shatila: September 1982
(Pluto Press, 2004), 1, 13. For more on Beirut in 1982, see Fawwaz Traboulsi, A History of
Modern Lebanon (Pluto Press, 2012). Seth Anziska, Preventing Palestine: A Political History
from Camp David to Oslo (Princeton University Press, 2018). Rashid Khalidi, Under Siege:
PLO Decisionmaking During the 1982 War (Columbia University Press, 1986).
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offering his tribute to a shadow, rather than a king or notable figure, Darwish
elegizes the Palestinians’ abandonment in Beirut and the city’s devastation. As
James Montgomery suggests, “the topic of the disconsolate poet, common in
the dhikr al-atlal, the nasib and the ritha is a manifestation of an important
component of muruwwah—passionate feelings, whether of love or hate, grief
or joy."5* Darwish’s mourning for Beirut can be read with reference to earlier
iterations of poets expressing sorrow for the destruction of a city, or to ritha’
al mudun (city elegy), such as Abu al-Baqa’ al-Rundi’s 1267 “Ritha’ al-Andalus”
(“Lament for the Fall of Seville”).55 Hence, in a manner conforming with and
modifying al-Rundr’s melancholic poem, Darwish recalls catastrophes from
the past and present, while also thinking about the future.

Madih al-gill al-‘ali is a book-length poem, which has been read as both a
lyric-epic and a bombastic and dramatic piece about a lone hero who defiantly
resists Israel’s bombardment.%¢ In the poem, Darwish transfigures Beirut into
a “treacherous lover” who overtly betrays the poet and the Palestinian people.5”
While it is beyond the scope of this paper to address the work in its entirety,
it is worth noting that the poem was quickly read as a panegyric ode to Yasser
Arafat, even though Darwish denied such claims.® Unsatisfied with his liter-
ary production, Darwish critiques Madih al-zill al-ali in his 1986 prose poem,
Dhakirah lil-nisyan (Memory for Forgetfulness), describing his text from 1983
as a preliminary one, given that, according to the poet, it was impossible to
compose poetry in a warzone.>® Considering these myriad readings of Madih
al-zill al-ali, my interpretation will center upon the ways in which Darwish
spotlights the Palestinians’ vulnerability through the mobilization of language
and allusions to different demarcations of time. In addition to elegizing death
and desolation in his verses, like Tiigan, Darwish incorporates outpourings of

s 3
sorrow, instancing “the heart that howls” (¢ s O _J1) in his opening verses,

54  Montgomery, “Dichotomy in Jahili Poetry,” 5.

55  Abu al-Baqa’ al-Rundi was an Andalusian poet from Ronda. While al-Rundi mourns the
fall of Seville in his poem, the lament was written in 1267 after Nasrid ruler, Muhammad
ibn al-Ahmar, surrendered several cities to Alfonso X. Thus, the elegy was composed in the
hope of gaining military support from Muslims in North Africa to battle Christian armies.
Al-Rundi, “Lament for the Fall of Seville,” trans. James Monroe, Islamic Philosophy Online
Project, updated May 21, 2007, http://www.muslimphilosophy.com/ip/abubaqa.htm.
For other discussions of ritha’ al-mudun in the modern period, see Linda Istanbulli,
“Remembering Syria’s Traumatic Past: Gender, Poetics, and Loss in Manhal al-Sarraj’s As a
River Should,” Journal of Arabic Literature 52 (2021): 202—227.

56  Khaled Mattawa, Mahmoud Darwish: The Poet’s Art and His Nation (Syracuse University
Press, 2014), 86-88.

57  Ibid., 87-89.

58  Ibid., 89.

59  Mahmud Darwish, Dhakirah lil-nisyan (Dar al-nashir, Ramallah, 1997), 79—-8o.
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70 KRAVER

for example.5° Moreover, by representing atrocities as routine aspects of every-
day life, the poet displays the precarity of Palestinians’ lives which are devoid
of sovereignty and state protection, and the limitations of national symbols
and allegiances for a people living in exile.

In Memory for Forgetfulness (1986), which describes Israel’s 1982 invasion,
Darwish censures the apparent indifference of the Arab world, as he declares
in frustration that, aside from his own, there were no Arabic poems written to
“address the siege of Beirut and protest the massacre.”®! Palestinian women
writers in Lebanon, such as Layla al-S&’ih and Liyanah Badr, also published
their literary accounts during Israel’s air strikes in 1982.62 However, Darwish
focuses on the dearth of Arabic literary production during this period and
highlights the Palestinians’ experiences of isolation and precarity. As Darwish
forlornly expresses in Madih al-zill al-‘ali,

Alone, I defend a wall that is not my own

Alone, I defend air that is not my own

Alone, I stand on the city’s surface ...

Job is dead, and the Phoenix is dead, and the Companions have gone®?
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Darwish’s verses serve as a medium for mourning and political critique. They
wax elegiac, documenting the cumulative losses of homeland, security, and
his fellow Palestinians. The poet accents feelings of abandonment in 1982

60  Mahmud Darwish, Madih al-zill al-‘ali (Dar al-‘awdah, 1984), 6.

61 Darwish, Dhakirah lil-nisyan, 140. Mahmoud Darwish, Memory for Forgetfulness: August,
Beirut, 1982, trans. Ibrahim Muhawi (University of California Press, 2013), 110. Interestingly,
Darwish makes this declaration to point out that there were Israeli poets resisting Israel’s
invasion, and not Arab ones.

62  See Layla al-S&’ih, Taktubu ‘an al-judhur allatt la tarhal (Damascus: Dar al-Jalil, 1984).
Although not a poem, it is worth noting that Badr’s novel was also written about the
Israeli invasion in Lebanon during this period. Liyanah Badr, Shurfah ‘ala al-Fakihant:
gisas (Damascus: Munazzamat al-Tahrir al-Filastiniyah, Dairat al-11am wa-al-Thaqafah,

1983).
63  Darwish, Madih al-zill al-ali, 23.
64  Ibid.
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through his allusions to Islamic scripture and myth. He specifically references
the death of Job (patience) and the Phoenix (renewal), as well as the depar-
ture of his Companions (perhaps both the Companions of the Prophet and
the poet’s Arab brethren).6> In these lines, Darwish articulates his despair
amid the Palestinians’ ongoing dispossessions in Beirut and signals “al-Nakbah
al-mustamirrah” (“the continuous catastrophe”).66

In his opening verses, Darwish’s words are replete with double meaning,
invoking the prodigious legacies of the Arabic poetic tradition in order to
account for a loss “that will already have taken place.”6” He utilizes a nasib, the
ancient poetic practice of citing the poet’s lost beloved or abode in the open-
ing lines; Darwish writes in his first stanza, “We prepare for Beirut the entire

qasidah” (\@% /BA:.,AB\ & I \31::).68 As Jeffrey Sacks elucidates in Iterations
of Loss, the destruction that is summoned in both pre-Islamic and Darwish’s
poetry is one that spotlights “an event of repetition and citation in language.”69
The first five hemistiches begin with the repetition of the word bakhr, denoting
both the expansive sea and a meter of poetry. Accordingly, the word simultane-
ously conjures the vastness of the sea as well as the potentiality of the poem
through its cadence and rhythmic form.”®
In his nasib, Darwish states,

Meter of the new September. Our autumn approaches from the gates ...
Meter of the bitter hymn. We prepare for Beirut the entire gasidah.

65  These verses from Madih al-zill al-‘alr are also discussed and explicated in Jeries N. Khoury,
“The Figure of Job (“Ayyab”) in Modern Arabic Poetry,” Journal of Arabic Literature 38,
no. 2 (2007): 186.

66 Khuri, “Al-hazimah wa al-Nakbah al-mustamirrah,” o22.

67  Sacks, Iterations of Loss, 35.

68 Darwish, Madih al-zill al-ali, 5. As Stetkevych elucidates in The Mute Immortals Speak, the
qgasidah comprises three thematic units: “the nasib, consisting of the description of the
abandoned encampment ... the rahil, which describes the poet’s journey through the des-
ert and his mount, the she-camel ...” and lastly, fakhr, “the poet’s praise or boast of himself
and his tribe ...” or, as an alternative to fakhr—madih, a court panegyric—in which the
ruler is praised, 3—4.

69 Sacks, Iterations of Loss, 34.

70  Despite his repetition of bahr (meter) in these opening lines, Darwish’s poem can be read
as an example of qgasidat al-taf‘llah or free verse poetry. “The essential concept of this
system entails a reliance on free repetition of the [taf@ah,] the basic unit of the conven-
tional Arab prosody—i.e., the use of an irregular number of a single foot instead of a fixed
number of feet as was dictated by the classical meters,” Reuven Snir. “Other Barbarians
will Come’: Intertextuality, Meta-Poetry, and Meta-Myth in Mahmoud Darwish’s Poetry,”
in Mahmoud Darwish Exile’s Poet: Critical Essays. Ed. Hala Khamis Nassar and Najat
Rahman. Olive Branch Press, 2008, 138.
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Meter for the middle of the day.
Meter for the banner of the dove, our shelter, our individual weapon.
Meter, for borrowed (false) time.™

Ol o i U A i) AN 2
1K Bad) Sy Vs 01 w2 2
) sl 2

5 A1 LSl ) el o) 2
lall Olesll 2

L AR

For the poet, it is lyric verse that serves as a means of preservation amidst daily
devastation and spatial and temporal loss. Darwish is, however, likely refer-
encing more than the ruin of Beirut in his verses. When he states the “new
September” (“aylil al-jadid”) in the poem’s first line, Darwish alludes to a pre-
vious calamity in the month of aylil. That is, the bloody conflict in 1970 that
was waged in Jordan between King Hussein’s Jordanian Armed Forces and the
PLO, also known as Black September (aylil al-aswad), which precipitated the
Palestinian fighters’ relocation to Beirut in the early 1970s. Therefore, despite
his tribute to Beirut, the poet simultaneously summons an earlier loss in order
to emphasize the protracted nature of the Palestinians’ vulnerability and
dislocation.

Darwish’s reference to “borrowed [or false] time” (“li-l-zaman al-musta‘ar”)
in the final verse quoted above is additionally noteworthy, given the poet’s
focus on dispossession and temporality. Through this phrase, Darwish inti-
mates that time cannot be fully inhabited or possessed. While the deaths that
began in 1948 continue in 1982, the Palestinians’ bereavement extends into the
present; their mourning endures. As Sacks predicates, given that “a singular
event of loss is already its repetition in the poetic act that bears witness to it,”
we are invited, especially in the context of Darwish’s writing, to recount other
losses in relation to this present one, and consequently, to reflect upon the
interminable nature of the Palestinians’ grief, and the injustices that animate
the 1982 moment.” Thus, in addition to Darwish’s language, the very form
and conventions of the poem help to impart the contingency of time in the
Palestinians’ everyday experience, and the contours of their continued lament.

71 Darwish, Madih al-zill al-ali, 5.
72 Ibid.
73 Sacks, Iterations of Loss, 38.
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As with bahr's double meaning, al-musta‘ar denotes a metaphorical or
figurative expression, as well as something borrowed, and so, the word serves
as another instance of self-referential language. Herein, Madih al-zill al-‘alt
becomes a self-conscious rumination on both the act of poetic writing, and
on the ways that memories are lyrically chronicled and recited. In expos-
ing his people’s sustained sense of time-and-placelessness, Darwish uses the
poem to unveil how impermanence and uncertainty inform notions about
the Palestinians’ future. Time must be accounted for and recorded, but with
breaches and disruptions that upset the Palestinians’ lived reality.

The poet’s conception of his people’s lasting and evolving temporality is
highlighted in the verse that begins, “Beirut/Yesterday/Now/After tomorrow”

(s l,g\é@\\wi\@ ), in which Darwish reveals his community’s precari-

ousness as abiding outsiders in Beirut, and as a people plagued by ceaseless
exile.” The poet declares,

My country is a suitcase
And my suitcase is my country ...

There is no land under my feet, so I can die the way I wish ...
My country is a travel bag

Made of all my beloveds’ skin

And the nearby Andalus

My country is on my shoulder

Remnants of the land in the body of Arabism.”>
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74 Darwish, Madih al-zill al-<alt, 9o.
75  Ibid,, 9o—94.
76  Ibid.
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With these lines, Darwish austerely exhibits the itinerant nature of Palestinian
experience. Exile has become an inherent aspect of the Palestinian story since
1948, and this fate of migration, homelessness, and the lack of a predetermined
and sacred place for burial, or being able to “die the way [one] wish[es],” is only
perpetuated in Beirut.”” The “travel bag” (“haqiba”) that Darwish describes,
and which is made of “my beloveds’ skin” (“jildi ahbabi”), uncannily evokes
both his people’s mobility and the embodiment of their collective loss, or the
community’s continuous displacement. Darwish’s demarcation of time is sig-
nificant, as he stresses the uniformity of experience for Palestinians in the past,
present, and future, suggesting that the destruction of al-Andalus is related to
the Arabs’ current instability in Beirut.”® Though, in addition to “nostalgia for a
glorious past,” as William Granara avers, writing al-Andalus in modern Arabic
literature also “involves a dynamic of memory, sight, and expectation” for a
better life in the future.”

It is with reference to these previous losses—and to the longing for an
alternative political and material reality—that the poem for Beirut is crafted.
Yet, notably, despite the particularity of the Palestinians’ dispossession, and
their continued exile in the wake of Zionism, Darwish, strikingly, does not
underscore the pursuit of nationhood. The poet cites the body of “uribah”
(“Arabism”), illustrating how he is likely appealing to a larger Arab identity or
way of being; and thus, given the failures of sovereign states to protect and
provide a home for his people, Darwish identifies and embraces a transna-
tional or postnational vision.8? While one may simply read his verses as a
means of working through the Palestinians’ political defeat, or the communi-
ty’s inability to topple the Israeli state, Darwish draws on traces and memories

77  Ibid. A similar sentiment of insecurity with reference to burial is invoked in an earlier
stanza, in which Darwish inquires, “Who will bury us, if we die?” (¢l \SL L.e.\:m o)
60.

78 Sacks, Iterations of Loss, 32.

79  William Granara, “Nostalgia, Arab Nationalism, and The Andalusian Chronotope in the
Evolution of the Modern Arabic Novel,” Journal of Arabic Literature 36, no.1(2005): 57, 60.
For more on medieval and modern utilizations of al-Andalus for expressing “nostalgia,
mourning, and loss,” see Anna Celeste Cruz’s dissertation, “Modes of Loss: al-Andalus in
the Arabic Poetic Imagination,” 1.

80  Thesentiments of disenchantment that Darwish is advancing here were prevalent among
Arab intellectuals and writers following the devastating defeat of the 1967 War (Naksah).
Arab thinkers similarly reflected upon their disillusionment and the limitations of Arab
leaders and states to liberate their people. For more along this literary vein, see Stefan
Meyer, The Experimental Arabic Novel: Postcolonial Modernism in the Levant (Albany:
State University of New York Press, 2001) 39-54; and Joseph Farag, Politics and Palestinian
Literature in Exile: Gender Aesthetics and Resistance in the Short Story (London: I.B. Tauris,

2017), 75-136.
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to implement a clairvoyant outlook, recognizing the limitations of nations to
adequately safeguard their people. In this poem, he hints at a forward-facing
perspective, which relies upon his fellow Arabs rather than state actors and
institutions for securing human life. It is the “body of Arabism” that will hold,
carry, and therefore preserve remnants from the land in the years to come. Like
Tagan's “Lan abki,” Darwish’s poem emphasizes how sumid will help ensure
his people’s future.

In an earlier verse of Madih al-zill al-‘ali, Darwish details the ways in which
death and calamity penetrate daily life in besieged Beirut. Denoting the passage
of time, the poet enumerates, “Bgirut/dawn" (i } \ &y ) “Beirut/afternoon”
(i | b\ &) and “Beirut/night” (MW \ &4 ).8! In these lines, he fashions an
exacting lens, exemplifying the ways in which moments of violence are chron-
icled during a single day in Beirut, as opposed to his previous, more nebulous
demarcations of “Yesterday/Now/After tomorrow.” In his first stanza discussing
dawn in the city, Darwish narrates the early morning ritual of presenting his
“neighbor with the newspaper, so he can look for his relatives.”82 The precarity
during Israel’s military air raids begins infiltrating everyday routines, and thus,
Darwish expresses a conflation between commonplace and extraordinary
events. As the poet elegiacally asserts,

Kill me, kill me!

The flight enters my thoughts and bombards them

nineteen children are murdered

the bird stops singing ...

Ordinary our hours—ordinary ...

And death reaches us with every weapon by air, land, and sea.
Oh slow dawn of Beirut

quicken your pace a little

quicken your pace so I may truly know

if I am dead or alive.83

Lkl B,

81 Darwish, Madih al-zill al-‘alt, 8o.

82 Ibid., 54.

83  Ibid,, 55-57. The translation is my own, aside from the last few verses, which can be found
in al-Hout's Sabra and Shatila: September 1982.
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Darwish’s poem conjures the nineteen children who are killed in order to docu-
ment their loss and call upon their memory. In addition to summoning Beirut’s
victims, Darwish’s own proximity to death is recorded. His portrayal parallels
anthropologist Veena Das’ elaboration in Life and Words, in which she explains
the ways that fear and the anticipation of violence surrounding the partition
of India in 1947, are ensconced in daily reality.8> As death remains ever-present
for Darwish, reaching his community “with every weapon by air, land, and sea”

(;;fr.)\} Lj;j))\) ;g);\ d> Dl u&)’ we note what Das calls “the ecology of fear in

everyday life."86 Given the inexhaustible reach of violence in Darwish’s recol-
lection, “potentiality here does not have the sense of something that is waiting
at the door of reality ... but rather as that which is already present.”8” Thus, by
virtue of living through constant assaults in Beirut, Darwish mobilizes his lyric
poem to contemplate the continuous and expectant haunting of death.

In thinking through these quotidian, “ordinary” (“Gdiyyatun”) encounters,
Darwish spotlights a reality of acute trepidation from which there is no respite.
Like the planes hovering above Lebanon’s capital figured in the stanza above,
the poet depicts a form of loss that “remains steadfastly alive in the present.”88
He offers the dawn of Beirut as a reliable indicator of passing time, urging the
day’s break to move faster—in order to reveal whether he is still alive. “It is
not only violence experienced on one’s body,” Das writes, “but also the sense
that one’s access to context is lost that constitutes a sense of being violated.”s9
Darwish’s loss of context is exemplified through his inclination to pause in the

84  Darwish, Madih al-zill al-al, 55-57.

85  Veena Das, Life and Words: Violence and the Descent into the Ordinary (University of
California Press, 2007), 8-9.

86  Ibid.

87  Ibid.

88  David L. Eng and David Kazanjian, eds., Loss: The Politics of Mourning (University of
California Press, 2002), 4.

89 Das, Life and Words: Violence and the Descent into the Ordinary, 9.
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present through his poetic rendering—and gaze at the sunrise—interrogating
whether he is among the living or the dead. The reader is thus able to affectively
register how the poet’s “situation of survival” and his grief become proleptic.9°
It is only in the future that Darwish will discover whether he is alive or dead.
Darwish bemoans the ways in which the presence of death for himself, and
for his neighbor—who methodically searches for his missing relatives—has
become assumed and diurnal, an aspect of his morning regimen. However,
it is important to note that Darwish defiantly pictures this level of instabil-
ity as commonplace in order to pose a challenge to it. He ironically declares,
“ordinary our hours—ordinary” (“@diyyatun sa‘atuna— ‘adiyyatun”), precisely
to refute the banality of these volatile conditions. Therefore, in addition to
the everyday nature of the violence that Darwish underscores, his poem also
incorporates an interruption through his sardonic phrase about what may
be considered ordinary. The poet’s active rethinking of his place in the world
subverts the expectation, or the anticipated quality of the Palestinians’ unrest.
As Tobias Kelly purports, ordinary encounters with violence do not, in effect,
normalize them, but these confrontations are also “an aspiration, a desire for
a different kind of life.”®! Given the “normality” of relentless violence that
Darwish represents in these verses, his ability to bear this climate of upheaval
is not only linked to surviving conditions in the current moment, and forebod-
ing premonitions about the future, but like Tagan’s “Lan abki,” also uncovers
Palestinians’ political ambitions and prevailing hopes for a better tomorrow.
The poet’s longing for change is particularly poignant when deciphering the
verses of Madih al-zill al-‘ali, which, with harrowing imagery and the “trans-
mission of affect,” epitomize the slaughter at Sabra and Shatila.92 Darwish
personifies Sabra, identifying her as a “sleeping girl” (‘fatatun na’ma”), whom
“the fascist’s knife awakens” (pa 155»\.273\ ’ ps3).93 Thus, Darwish accents the

innocence of those living in Beirut’s Sabra camp, likening them to a young
girl dreaming.

90 Lauren Berlant, “Thinking about Feeling Historical,” Emotion, Space and Society 1, no. 1
(2008): 8.

91  Tobias Kelly, “The Attractions of Accountancy: Living an Ordinary Life During the Second
Palestinian Intifada,” Ethnography (2008): 365.

92  Herein, I'm referencing Teresa Brennan’s book The Transmission of Affect (Cornell
University Press, 2004), in which she discusses the ways in which “the emotions or affects
of one person, and the enhancing or depressing energies these affects entail, can enter
into another,” 3.

93  Darwish, Madih al-zill al-al, 82, 87.
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The fascist cuts her breasts—the night reduced—

He then dances around his knife and licks it.

Singing an ode to a victory of the cedars%4

And erases

Quietly ... Her flesh from her bones

and spreads her organs over the table

and the fascist continues dancing and laughs.

and goes crazy for joy, Sabra is no longer a body:

He molds her as his instincts suggest, and his will manifests.%
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The poet’s gruesome description of the fascist, or the Phalange fighter, surrep-
titiously violating and mutilating Sabra emphasizes the merciless violence of
the massacre. Darwish’s lines bring pathos to the women, children, and elderly
who were murdered after they were left defenseless in the camps. Although
Sabra was once a body, a sleeping girl, she is cut open, desecrated and disem-
boweled, her organs left on display.

As with Darwish’s use of a nasib in the opening lines of his poem, the con-
juring of a young woman’s rape for portraying war’s ruthlessness is a familiar
trope in Arabic’s literary heritage—as well as global literary culture.®” The

94  Inpronouncinga “victory of the cedars,” Darwish alludes to the important national symbol
of the Lebanese cedar tree, and thus, he suggests how this slaughter serves the Phalange
party’s mission of preserving the Lebanese nation, but with a Phoenician identity.

95  Darwish, Madih al-zill al-‘ali, 87-88. Translated by Saad El Kurdi at http://www.kadait-
cha.com/2012/09/19/sabra-and-shatila-by-mahmoud-Darwish/.

96  Darwish, Madih al-zill al-ali, 87-88.

97  The ruin of a city, as represented through the rape of a woman, is also found in the Book
of Lamentations in the Hebrew Bible, which is a collection of poetic laments for the
destruction of Jerusalem. In Chapter 5, the text states, “They have ravished the women in
Zion/Maidens in the towns of Judah.” Tanakh: The Holy Scriptures (The Jewish Publication
Society,1985), Lamentations,chap.5:11, https:/ [www.sefaria.org/Lamentations.5.11?lang=bi.
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Abbasid-era Arab poet Abi Tammam wrote in the ninth century of a virgin
being violently deflowered in order to praise, in 838 AD, the caliph’s conquest
of Amorium, a Byzantine town in central Anatolia.%8 Yet, unlike Aba Tammam,
Darwish employs this motif in order to typify ruin rather than victory. His
macabre recollection exhibits the desolation found in the camps immediately
following the massacre, and the depiction of Palestinians who were murdered
and then discarded—their bodies left mangled and deformed.®® In addition to
the butchery of the victims, Darwish characterizes the perpetrators as mania-
cal; the fascist breaks into a jovial dance, pronouncing this barbaric slaughter
and rape as a celebratory ritual or occasion.!00

Darwish’s portrait of the massacre as the rape of an innocent girl, vulnerable
to her predators’ assailment, may appear facile—a simplified and sexualized
rendering of the slaughter in the camps, which affirms the conception of the
Palestinian woman as a national symbol.'®! However, his illustration does,
nevertheless, attempt to capture the inconceivable brutality of this event,
reflecting the “enduring impulse to make sense of war and to discern.”°? In
Signifying Loss, Nouri Gana offers a perceptive critique on how the experience
of violence becomes the basis for literary expression through an “engagement
with the cruelties of memory and traumatic loss.”19% In applying Gana'’s treatise
on narratives of mourning, Darwish’s poem, “by virtue of being the product
of the conditions of which it speaks—bears witness to, protests against, and
ultimately helps us gain empathic access to the devastating effects of war."04

Receiving his early education in Israel, Darwish was well versed in Hebrew biblical
scripture.

98 Irwin, Night and Horses, 132.

99 Jean Genet, “Four Hours in Shatila,” Journal of Palestine Studies 12, no. 3 (1983).

100 Darwish’s description of the fascist in his poem is comparable to French novelist and
playwright Jean Genet’s account in Quatre heures a Chatila (“Four Hours in Shatila”). In
this work, Genet states, “The dead generally become very familiar, even friendly to me, but
when I saw those in the camps I perceived only the hatred and joy of those who had killed
them. A barbaric party had taken place there: rage, drunkenness, dances, songs, curses,
laments, moans ...” 19.

101 Darwish’s metaphoric conception of the violated woman in these lines also speaks to
the ways in which gender is understood in Palestinian nationalist discourse. The poet
uses the trope of the desecrated woman to encapsulate the Palestinians’ national trag-
edy. In scholar Joseph Massad’s “Conceiving the Masculine: Gender and Palestinian
Nationalism” (Middle East Journal, 1995), he describes how within the logic of Palestinian
nation-building, women are perceived as “the soil on which [glory, respect, and dignity],
along with manhood, grow. It is as soil that they are the ‘guardians’ of Palestinian lives and
survival,” 474.

102  Gana, Signifying Loss, 156.

103 Ibid,, 156.

104 Ibid, 158.
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80 KRAVER

Consequently, the poem unearths and performs sorrows associated with
trauma in an effort to represent the unrepresentable barbarity of this murder.

In the final stanza of his meditation on Sabra and Shatila, Darwish utilizes
repetition to indicate how slaughter has become commonplace in Palestinians’
lives and a source of anticipatory lament in the future. As he writes,

And it is—Sea

And it is—Land
And it is—Clouds
And it is—Blood
And it is—Night
And it is—Killing
And it is—Saturday
And she is—Sabra.

Sabra—the intersection of two streets on a body
Sabra—the descent of a spirit down a stone
And Sabra—is no one

Sabra—is the identity of our time, forever.105
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105 Darwish, Madih al-zill al-‘ali, 88—9o.

106 Ibid. Interestingly, this line may also exhibit a play on the Arabic word for “patience”
(_me), and thus, in this verse, Darwish can additionally be suggesting that endurance of
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By incorporating the repetition of the phrase “And it is” (“wa yakan”), the poet
focuses on what is, or what he may observe and take for granted as being a
part of his natural environment, such as the “Sea” (“bahru”), “Land” (“barru”),
and “Clouds” (“ghaymu”). However, along with the elements of his surround-
ings that would be expected, Darwish also lists “Blood” (“damm”) and “Killing”
(“gatlu”), suggesting that among the everyday components that encompass
Palestinian existence, death and mourning are other ordinary and predictable
elements.
This point is driven home and acquires speculative resonances in Darwish’s
final line about Sabra being “the identity of our time, forever” ( & U TR
. 2 Y\).197 His primordial statement illuminates the ways in which the Sabra
and Shatila Massacre is part of an extant narrative and archive of Palestinian
dispossession and loss. More precisely, Darwish enumerates the names of ear-
lier massacres in his poem, along with the present one, to represent how they
perpetuate “Sabra/Kafr Qasim/Dayr Yasin/Shatila!” (\¢cpwb 3\ ¢ a8 3 \¢l o
IMsL2).108 Hence, the gravity of September 1982 is realized as part of a contin-
uum. In Montgomery’s terms, this “enumeration of erstwhile dwellings” alerts
the reader to the poet’s despair.1%® Though, in addition to summoning past
losses and catastrophes within Palestinian history for elegiac lament, Darwish
expounds that this reality is also projected into the future. He not only exposes
how ethnic cleansing and massacres have become everlasting and routine
aspects of Palestinian experience, but Darwish also unveils an essential com-
ponent of trauma—that massacres, such as the one that took place in Beirut
in 1982—have “known beginnings but no endings.”' Related to this discus-
sion on the abiding effects of atrocity, in Palestinian art, Gil Hochberg detects

hardship is also an aspect of the Palestinians’ time, forever.

107 Darwish, Madih al-zill al-‘ali, 9o.

108 Darwish, Madih al-zill al-‘ali, 66. Darwish conjures past tragedies in order to contextual-
ize the severity of the Palestinians’ current moment. Such invocations of the past are
echoed in the Arabic press from September 1982. In Al-Ittihad, the oldest Arab media
outlet in Israel, which is also owned by the Maki Communist Party, one of the head-
lines from the September 21, 1982 paper reads, “Min Deir Yassin ila Bayrat atfal dhabha
fi ahdan ummahatihim” (“From Deir Yassin to Beirut, Children Slaughtered in their
Mother’s Arms”). Relatedly, the Arab daily newspaper, Al-Liwa, which is headquartered
in Amman, Jordan, draws a similar comparison between the 1948 massacre and the one
in 1982. In Al-Liwa’s September 22, 1982 issue, one headline reads: “Madhbahah Bayrait
amtidad limadhbahah Deir Yassin” (“Slaughter of Beirut Extends Slaughter of Deir
Yassin”). Al-Ittihad, September 21, 1982 (microfilm), National Library of Israel, Jerusalem,
Israel; Al-Liwa, September 22, 1982, Jordan (Print Catalog), Al-Liwa, 1972—1995, Arabic
Press Archives, The Moshe Dayan Center for Middle Eastern and African Studies, Tel-Aviv
University, Tel-Aviv, Israel.

109 Montgomery, “Dichotomy in Jahili Poetry,” 11.

110 Al-Hout, Sabra and Shatila: September 1982, 4.
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the “return of the repressed, a projection of the past into the future mediated
and weighed down by the impact of continual trauma.”! In becoming part of
Palestinians’ consciousness, Darwish exhibits how the memory of Sabra and
Shatila and “shabah al-ihtilal” (“the ghost of the occupation”) in Lebanon will
both live on through their haunting presence, and endure.!2

Fadwa Tagan’s “Wahshah mustalhamah min qanuan al-jadhibiyyah”
As with Darwish’s final disquieting verses in Madih al-gill al-‘alt, which fore-
ground the Palestinians’ speculative mourning after the massacre in 1982,
Tagan’s 2002 poem, “Wahshah mustalhamah min gantn al-jadhibiyyah”
(“Longing Inspired by the Law of Gravity”), revisits similar themes of loss
in a later period. If “Lan abki” exemplifies the height of Tiqan’s oeuvre as a
resistance poet, her 2002 poem epitomizes the culmination of her career. In
comparing these three compositions from 1968, 1983, and 2002, one can recog-
nize how iterations of grief become increasingly proleptic over time.
Following the failure of the Israeli-Palestinian peace process and the sum-
mit at Camp David in July 2000, Tiiqan’s disenchantment is palpable in her
later poem. That is, in “Wahshah mustalhamah min ganiin al-jadhibiyyah,”
which was written in Nablus during the ongoing violence and volatility of
the Second Intifadah, Tuqan further elucidates an expression of lament that
is anticipatory—and one that is specific to characterizing the Palestinians’
fragility in time and space. While other Palestinian poets, such as Darwish,
poetically document experiences of insecurity during the Second Intifadah,
Tagan’s short lyrical poem notably unsettles and discomforts her readers,
advancing elegiac sentiments of proleptic mourning amid destruction.!3
Taqan was galvanized as a resistance poet after the 1967 War, and she
continued to compose verses memorializing the lost homeland, as well as
detailing the heroism and sacrifices of fellow Palestinian women.!'* However,
in “Wahshah mustalhamah min qanin al-jadhibiyyah,” a work she completed
before her death, Tiqan writes plaintively about the Palestinians’ loss of per-
manence and stability. While in “Lan abki,” she summons the ruins of former
abodes, and in Madih al-zill al-‘ali, Darwish grieves Beirut's bombardment and
the death of innocent Palestinian and Lebanese victims, in this poem, Taqan

111 Hochberg, Becoming Palestine, 84.

112 Khari, Zaman al-Ihtilal, 1985.

113 See Darwish’s 2002 book-length poem, Halat hisar (State of Siege).

114 See Fadwa Tuqan, Al-Lahn al-Akhir (Amman, al-Urdun: Dar al-Shurtiq, 2000); Fadwa
Thqan, “Al-Nawras wa al-nafi al-nafi,” Al-Amal al-shiriyah al-kamilah (Amman:
Al-Mu’assasah Al-‘Arabiyah Lil-Dirasat Wa-Al-Nashr, 1993), 495-496. (“Al-Nawras wa
al-nafi al-nafi” was originally published in 1987).
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mourns time itself. The vulnerability that Tiqan represents during the second
Palestinian uprising is exemplified in her opening lines:

Time ran away and I am home alone with the shadow that I cast
Gone is the law of the universe, scattered by frivolous fate
Nothing to hold down my things

Nothing to weigh them to the floor

My possessions have flown, they belong to others

My chair, my cupboard, the revolving stool®
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In her first utterance, Taqan proclaims, “rakada al-waqt” (“time ran away”),
showing how time is elusive, dictated and determined by the Palestinians’
daily unrest. There is nothing to fasten her belongings. Without the assurance
of gravity, all is subject to being lost and suspended, “scattered by frivolous

fate” ( J\.\Ei}f\ 3,.:« ob./)g). In these verses, Tiqan reflects upon the ways in which
isolation and precarity animate banal, ordinary experience, and how the
Palestinians have remained “out of place” and “out of time."”17

As historian Elias Sanbar recounts, after their ethnic cleansing in 1948, the
Palestinians’

history and ... past were denied. Their aspirations and their future were
forbidden ... [T]hey found themselves trapped in an ephemeral dimen-
sion, and for half a century they would live in limbo, achieving a very
special relationship with the concept of duration.!'8

115 Taqan, “Wahshah mustalhamah min qanan al-jadhibiyyah” (al-Karmal, 72—73, 2002): 19.
I've offered minor revisions to Chris Millis’ and Tania Tamari Nasir’s English translation
published in “Words Without Borders,” November 2006, https://www.wordswithoutbor
ders.org/article/longing-inspired-by-the-law-of-gravity.

116 Taqan, “Wahshah mustalhamah,” 19.

117 Sanbar, “Out of Place, Out of Time.”

118 Ibid,, 90
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This sensation of spatial and temporal dispossession is directly explored in
Tagan’s poem, in which she illustrates how with the disappearance of gravity
and time—the very laws that the poet depends upon for physically and meta-
physically situating herself in space—she is left in a condition of upheaval.
Along with Israel’s military incursions and occupation of the West Bank in
2002, after fifty years of exile, the devastation of numerous catastrophes, set-
backs, and defeats saturate Tagan’s poem.

If in “Lan abki” Tagan can be reassured that her feet are planted in her

nation ( sby 3 Z;.\E .- ¢,3)) and in her land (f ardi), along with her fellow

poets and Palestinian people, her 2002 poem adopts an alternative schema.!¥
In this work, Tigan does not merely commemorate the past, but she regards
the Palestinians’ trauma that continues. As she avers, her experience is “noth-

ing but loneliness and affliction” ( r;d\ ly Ul (Ggm ‘6‘ Y), “and the rubble
of months, and years” (! )9\!\ y ﬂ‘}!\ (K 13)120 In essence, the Palestinians’

dislocation and statelessness do not only define their history and influence
the present, but this condition of anguish, loneliness, and longing (“wahshah”)
perseveres to inform the poet’s conceptions about the future.!?!

This melancholic tone and mode of speculative mourning is perilously
felt in Tagan’s culminating verses, in which she writes about her existential
apprehensions,

I'm afraid of tomorrow

I'm afraid of the unknowable resources of fate ...

I wait to arrive where the land is silent, I'm waiting for death
Long has been my journey O God

Make the path short and the journey end!?2

SRS
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119 Taqan, “Lan abki,” 398.

120 Toqan, “Wahshah mustalhamah,” 19.

121 For more on “wahshah” as an expression of loneliness, see Tarek El-Ariss, “Return of the
Beast: From Pre-Islamic Ode to Contemporary Novel,” Journal of Arabic Literature 47,
no. 1-2 (July 2016): 62—go.

122 Ibid,, 20. The translation of these verses is found at “Words Without Borders,” November
2006, https://www.wordswithoutborders.org/article/longing-inspired-by-the-law-of
-gravity.

123 Thqan, “Wahshah mustalhamah,” 20.
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Taqgan's despondent concluding lines portray her consternation. The inse-
curity of Palestinian experience since al-Nakbah in 1948 has left an indelible
mark—preparing the community for ongoing disaster and grief. As is custom-
ary in the ritha’ genre, the poet calls upon death in order to ritually perform the
pathos of lament. While one can read Taqan’s anxieties as a manner of individ-
ual rumination in the final years of her life, they also exhibit how Palestinian
experience, which has been defined by perpetual rupture, hasled to an endless
manifestation of loss, and sobering meditations about what is to come.
As Sophia Azeb articulates about Palestinian reality,

It is not only our bodies and communities thrust into placelessness. Our
thoughts and opinions have also been scattered and forced to wander. We
and our ways of knowing ourselves and the world after disaster wander
still, an entire diaspora unmoored, as diaspora is always an unmooring.!24

Hence, by 2002, following the disillusionment of the Oslo Accords and as
Taqgan is entrenched in the violence of the Second Intifadah in the occupied
West Bank, she offers solemn premonitions about the Palestinians’ future. In so
doing, she accents another iteration of devastation that becomes conjectured.
While “Lan abki,” Madih al-zill al-‘ali, and “Wahshah mustalhamah min gantn
al-jadhibiyyah” each allow for forward-facing contemplation, such a means of
imagining in the later poems exposes the ways in which the Palestinians’ catas-
trophe lives on. Taqan and Darwish write elegies that depart from the more
traditional pre-Islamic Arabic template. Particularly, in their works written on
the 1982 War and the Second Intifadah, they do not only ache for the losses that
have already taken place, and which persist in the present, but the poets also
lament for those that await—for the shadow (zill) that is cast, that continues
to lurk, and which they anticipate for tomorrow.

Conclusion

By incorporating features from the Arabic poetic tradition, and specifically,
the ritha’ genre from the pre-Islamic and early Islamic age, Fadwa Taqan
and Mahmud Darwish showcase innovative ways of lyrically chronicling
Palestinian loss and thinking about the future. While writing and documenting
their experiences between the 1967 June War and the Second Intifadah, they
demonstrate how the Palestinian gasidah becomes a medium for both prolep-
tic sumid and sorrow. Notwithstanding the destruction for her community,

124 Azeb, “Who Will We Be When We Are Free? On Palestine and Futurity,” 23.
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Taqgan’s “Lan abki” affirms hopeful images and resonances, encouraging her
fellow Palestinians to remain resilient. In comparison, Darwish’s Madih al-zill
al-‘alt is animated by feelings of abandonment in a besieged city in 1982, and
“Wahshah mustalhamah min ganan al-jadhibiyyah” conveys a doleful tone
about the loss of time and the experience of being unmoored in a post-Oslo
Palestine. These more recent works from 1983 and 2002 demonstrate the ways
in which the gasidah, as well as literature of remembrance and mourning, may
not only be deployed to commemorate the past, and reflect upon the present,
but also to predict and perform distressing sentiments about the future.

Although published decades before contemporary studies on Palestinian
futurity, Taqan’s and Darwish’s poems can be read in conversation with recent
developments in the field. Scholars such as Hoda El-Shakry, Gil Hochberg, and
Sophia Azeb have explored both the possibilities and impossibilities associated
with Palestinian literature and art that reenvisage “Palestine through specula-
tive modes of ideational, narrative, and material world-building.”?> While this
paper is exclusively focused on poetry and poetics, Tagan’s and Darwish’s liter-
ary interventions of speculation and temporal disruption, as well as their calls
for survival, relate to other futurist projects and decolonial struggles, such as
Afrofuturism in Black studies.'?6 As El Shakry observes, like Palestinian futur-
ism, which responds to experiences of dispossession, Afrofuturist works “shed
critical light on the historical legacies of enslavement, colonialism, and settler
occupation, as well as their present-day rearticulations.”2”

In addition to Montgomery’s dichotomous paradigm of muruwwah and
sadness, the Afrofuturism and Afropessimism binary in contemporary Black
studies elucidates uplifting and despondent imaginaries about the future. This
conceptual framing similarly conjures emotions of hope and despair, unveil-
ing what religious scholar William David Hart describes as a “black mood” of
“empowering joyful affects and disempowering sad affects.”'?8 In response to
the oppressive legacies and “afterlives of slavery,” as well as ongoing racial vio-
lence, Black authors have envisioned both heartening and devastating portents

125 El Shakry, “Palestine and the Aesthetics of the Future Impossible,” 681.

126 See Hannun, “Afro, Indigenous, and Palestinian Futurisms.” Also see David William
Hart, “Afterlives of Slavery: Afrofuturism and Afropessimism as Parallax Views,” Black
Theology 19, no. 3 (2021): 196—206.

127 El Shakry, “Palestine and the Aesthetics of the Future Impossible,” 688.

128 Hart, “Afterlives of Slavery: Afrofuturism and Afropessimism as Parallax Views,” 196.
For further discussion on Afropessimism, see Frank B. Wilderson 111, Afropessimism
(Liveright Publishing, 2020).
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for the future.!?® As scholar Alex Lubin suggests, there is an “overlapping his-
tory of dispossession in the face of modern nationalism” that Palestinian and
Black people share.13? By identifying connections between proleptic mourn-
ing in Palestinian poetics, and forward-facing contemplation in the fields of
Afrofuturism and Afropessimism, we may discern further avenues of inquiry
for how these strains of literary production and scholarship may be thought
productively together. Locating generative comparative openings between
Palestinian and Black literature invites additional investigations and contin-
ued reflection on how these interdisciplinary comparisons may yield political
and poetical imaginaries for both liberation and lament.

In our appraisal of Darwish’s and Tiqan’s verses, we can recognize how clas-
sical literary conventions are utilized in distinct contemporary moments for
political means. Given the apprehensions that accompany the Nakbah’s abid-
ing nature, the poets consider the disquietude that awaits. Responding to the
dire situation in Palestine, they look ahead with trepidation and spotlight their
fragility. Death and dehumanization in the past and present inform projec-
tions for tomorrow. Darwish and Tiigan do not accept the trauma that their
community endures as normal or expected, but they long for an alternative
way of being and for a better world. Despite the pessimism permeating their
verses, the poets mobilize the ritha’, and write elegiacally about the future,
in order to call for political change. Poignantly, they reveal that even though
much has already been lost for the Palestinian people—there remains much
at stake—as there is still much to lose.

129 Hart, “Afterlives of Slavery: Afrofuturism and Afropessimism as Parallax Views,” 196.
130 Alex Lubin, Geographies of Liberation: The Making of an Afro-Arab Political Imaginary
(The University of North Carolina Press/Chapel Hill, 2014), 174.
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