The Arab Poet
From the Spokesman of the Tri
of the Dispossess

Ferial J. Ghazoul (Cairo)

From carliest times and
charmer in the etymol
“rhythmic words whick
legends about the inspi

n all cultures, no ab culture, the poet was considered a
ical sense of WO omeone who charms, a wielder of
xerted magical powers”™.! In Arabian folklore there are many
ion of poets by supernatural beings, the jinns, who frequented
the valley of ‘Abqar and thus the word for @ genius in Arabic is ‘abgari, he who is from
‘Abqar. There had to be magic in any exceptional performanee; and in extempore verbal
cloquence the ancient Arabs saw_demonie or divine possession, certainly beyond the
capacity of ordinary mortals.
As the population of Arabia was mad
markets accompanied by festivities, as in
showed off its genius, that is its outstandi
coincide with such fairs or during the sez
poets, thus, were the most articulate and
kingdom. They were sought
their own Nobel La
Petty kingdon
other for cultura

p of different tribes, there were collective
iq ‘Ukaz and al-Marbid, ich each tribe
poet. Poetic tournaments were scheduled to
n of pilgrimage to pre-Islamic Mecca. The
: most visible cultural icons in a tribe or a
as nations now aspire to have

ast vied with each
h in Arabia and
. The ver-
t surprising

rove to please his aud
topoi, to literary motifs



2

agery of both, compare the poetic diction superior to the other and
why.

Venerating listeners
to learn from his extra
poems of their favored poet, usually thei
still oral, even though writing was kno
poems to memory and disseminate them
of rawis, those who knew by heart the poe elebrated poets.

The greatest of these poetic odes were itted to writing in gold threads and hung
on the sacred Kaaba of pre-Islamic Arabia. This was the equivalent of a prestigious an-
thology or our best-sellers which go into many printings. The famous collection of these
poetic masterpieces included seven then another were added, so all in all they
were ten, and that corresponds to what we call today iterary canon. Among these
masterful poets were Zuhayr whose poetry revolved around the praise of two chiefs.
Another tribesman, ed gyric to Hira’s\Arab king, and he be-
came something of a court poet.*
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ference on the Arab Novel, organized by the Higher Council of Culture under the aus-
pices of the Egyptian Ministry of Culture, In rejecting the prize, the writer explained he
could not take it from a Government that has done nothing to Culture except festivities,
a government that stands silent while the Palestinians are §laughtered and Iraq is in-
vaded and occupied.’

Here, the creative writer, unlike his pre=Islamic counterpart, has become a tribune of
the dispossessed rather than a spokesman for the tribe:and its rulers. I say a tribune and I
don’t say the tribune (using the indefinite article rather than the definite article), because
the Arab creative writer today is not the only spokesman as he used to be in ancient
Arabia. He is one of many who speak, for there are other modes of public articulation in
our modern communities besides the gifted writer of days of yore who was the public
speaker par excellence — and the only on¢ at that. There are now intellectuals and pro-
fessors writing in different fields of knowledge — sociologists, historians, political scien-
tists, etc. — and there are journalists and media pundits; there are official spokesmen,
including those in the ministriesiof Informationsand Culture. So there is no shortage of
channels for public speaking, one way or the other. The monopoly of the creative writer
on public discourse in past times is lost. Ancient Arabic poetry Was a repository of
knowledge as well as aesthetics. In contrast, in our age of specialization, there are so
many branches of knowledge and so many genres of literature that none is supreme.

Thus poetry, in its Aristotelian sense, that is creative composition, is no more the
only mode of recording a position or taking a stance. I believe, because there are so
many channels of expressionythe creative writer is not always listened to. His audience
is not necessarily the public at large, espeeially if he is writing against the grain. Often
his voice is submerged by the loud voice of the Establishment and its many spokesmen
acting very much like the African griot of West Africa, the professional spokesman of
authority and the human loudspeaker of the chief. It is in this light that we can under-
stand why a writer’s voice might be lost in the brouhaha of the Establishment. Thus we
can understand why Sun‘allah Ibrahim chose to deliver his iconoclastic message on
stage when the Minister of Culture himself was handing him the award, rather than qui-
etly/rejecting it before hand.

Nor is Sun‘allah Ibrahim the only spokesman for the dispossessed: there are thou-
sands like him who have written poetry or novels, plays or short stories, in which they
attacked, satirized, or laid baré the hopelessness of the status quo and said in nuanced
ways that ‘the king has no clothes’. The names are many and so are the kings though the
king of kings in our age of global empire is one and only. We can mention randomly a
long list of contemporary prominent Arab poets: Badr Shakir al-Sayyab and Sa‘di
Yiasuf, Nazik al-Mal3’ika and Amal al-Jubiiri, Muhammad Mahdi al-Jawahiri and
Muzaffar al-Nawwab,/Mahmiid Darwish and Adunis, Salah ‘Abd al-Sabbir and Amal
Dunqul, Muhammad ‘A fifi Matar and Hasab al-Shaykh Ja‘far, and so on and so forth. In
examining this long list, we find all of them oppositional poets whose poetry reveals

7  Ferial Ghazoul, “Sun‘allah Ibrahim wa=jaméliyyat al-irbak”,; in: #khbar al-Adab 539, Nov. 9, 2003,
35.
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of the gasida (ode) in ‘ ry in general. The exclusive aesthetic
model of the Arabian ode was unphcltly allenged in the divine discourse of the Ko-
ran. Also some post-Islamic poets such as Hasan ibn Thabit, dese e thematic con-
cerns dear to pre-Islamic poets and set out to write about the new Isla alues, some-
times in poems sounding like sermons.* This changed somehow the exclusive hegemony
of the gasida model, though it did not displace the structure of the gasida in poetry — be
it religious or secular in content. The fo aspects of the poem continued to be based
on the gasida.
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hégemony indirectly. Marginal-
ized poets, poets distant from the centers be it political power or religious
power — sublimated their frustration with al government and their opposition to
the ruling ideology. The Tunisian sociologi literature Tahar Labib, shows in his
study of ‘Udhri poetry how the unrequited love of such poets in the Ummayad period is
the aesthetic sublimation of their loss of standing a8 poets of marginalized tribes and
communities.'> Adunis has equally shown, in his Introduction to Arab Poetics, that Sufi
poetry is a mode of ambiguous discourse in which critical views of religious orthodoxy
can be aired."” In other words, the expression of dissent is camouflaged consciously or
unconsciously in a poeti openly challenge the social order.
When we move forward historically, another aspect of resistance to established
norms occurs. Andras Hamori in his book On the Art of Medieval Arabic Literature
points out an important example — the excesses of poets like Abl Nuwasiin the Abbasid
period. Not only did he sing of wine and the tavern, but he also asked to be publicly
served forbidden intoxicating drinks in hi§ poetry. His verse verges on blasphemy when
he enunciates:

My proud soul will ne
1 do not care wh 1y
fill of the jo
ing to the
evers face

b to distract me from the muezzin's call!'"®

Ibid., 55.




6
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self, was born the poet who is concerned with his own people and particularly those
who are dispossessed among his people and in the world at large. Many a poet who be-
came a tribune of the dispossessed was often a poet who went through a romantic phase,
but commitment to the community and solidarity with the have-nots led him or her to
move to collective congerns. Only in the light of this historical and cultural transforma-
tion, do we understand the unusual stance of a Sun‘allah Ibrahim who performs such a
dramatic act in order to draw attention to the plight of the many.

A radical poetic movement took place in the late 1940s in Iraq known as al-shi’r al-
hurr (vers libre) in which the classical prosody of Arabic poetry was transformed with-
out giving up on meter entirely. The verse lines however came to be less standardized in
terms of number of feet per line and dropped the rigid mono-rhyme. This not only revo-
lutionized poetry metrically, but also radicalized it in terms of themes and subject mat-
ter. One of the pioneers of this innovative poetry, the Iraqi poet Nazik al-Mala’ika (born
1923), was only 23 years old when she launched her new poetics. She argued that the
new themes required new prosody; that.is a.new poetic structure to accommodate new
poetic subject matter. This kind of poetry, sometimes known as “afila poetry” (foot
poetry), became very popular among poets in the Arab world. Part of the interest in it
was its potential for expressing a new vision of the world focusing on resistance to in-
justice.

Nazik al-Mal@’ika wrote critically of society’s treatment of women as well as poems
on the tragedy of Palestinian refugees and the Egyptians threatened by the Cholera epi-
demic. Her poem Washing Off Disgrace, exposes the double standards of patriarchal
society as it punishes the woman for the minutest suspicion about her chastity while
men go around proudly harassing women sexually. The poem opens. with the victim
calling on her mother, when a kinsman stabs her to death; "

“Mother!”
A last gasp through her teeth and tears.
The vociferous moan of the night.
Blood gushed.
Her body stabbed staggered.
The waves of her hair
swayed with crimson mud.
“Mother!”
Only heard by her man of blood.
At dawn
If her twenty years of forlorn hope should call
The meadows and the roseate buds shall echo:
She’s gone
Washing off disgrace!

Neighborhood women would gossip her story.
The date palms would pass it on to the breeze.

19 I quote the English translation in Kamal Boullata (ed:); Women of the Fertile Crescent, Washington,
D.C.: Three Continents Press 1978, 20f.



It would be heard in the squeaking of eve
weather-beaten door.

And the cobbled stones would whisper:

She’s gone

Washing off disgrace

Tomorrow
Wiping his dagger before his pals
The butcher bellows,
“Disgrace?
A mere stain on the forehead,
Now washed,”
At the tavern
Turning to the barman, he yells,
“More wine
And send me that lazy beauty of a nymp
you got, the one with the mouth of myrrh.”
One woman would
to a jubilant man
Another paid
Washing off disgrace!
Women of the neighborhood
Women of the village
We knead dough with our tears
that they may be well-fed
We loosen our braid

of

of a father




9

f society. These excerpts
Song):

ople, and the il
hudat al-matar

the sterility of the land
are from al-Sayyab’s

he hunger of the
-known poem

I can almost hear Iraq husbanding the thi

Storing lightning in the mountains and pl;
So that if the seal were broken by men
The winds would leaye in the valley not
I can almost hear the palmtrees drinking

ng and emigrants
ng the Gulf
der, singing

Hear the villages mo
With oar and sail figk
Winds of storm and t
“Rain...rain...

Drip, drop, the rain .

And there is hunger i
The harvest time scal
That crows and locus
Granaries and stong
Mills turn in the fields, with them men tu
Drip, drop, the rain . . .

raq,
s the grain in it,
ay gobble their

Drip. ..

Drop. ..

When came the night for leaving, how tears we shed,
We made the rain a pretext, not wishing to be blamed

Drip, drop, the rain . . .
Drip, drop, the rain
Since we had b
Would be

dren, the sky

nfant’s lips,
ow, bringer of life.

20 I quote ‘ ry, New York:

Columbia



10

Last but not least the national bard of the ) poet Mahmid Darwish,
has summed up the feelings and reflectio llions in his poems. His
poem Earth Scrapes s an example o ect and a cri de ceeur on
behalf of the dispossessed, trapped and nc

Earth scrapes us, pressing us into the last na

dismember ourselves to pass,

Earth squeezes us. we were its whe ¢ again. Wish
it were our mo

Our mother would be merciful to us. Wis images of stones
our dreams ca

Like mirrors. We have seen the faces of those who will be killed

to the last one of
y of their childre

defending the so
We wept for the birth

¢ have seen the faces of

those who will throw

Our children from the windows of this last space of ours. § that
our star will pa gethe:

Where shall we go, after the last frontier? Where will birds be fl
after the last sky?
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21 1Ibid., 20






