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ABSTRACT 

This thesis, the first serious study of Nizär Qabbäni in any 

language, has two main objectives. The first is to undertake a critical 

analysis of his political poetry, while the second is to offer a translation 

of the poetry which forms the basis of this study. 

The Introduction to Part One treats the critical approach used, reviews 

previous works on Nizär and discusses the sources for a study of the poet. 

Chapter One gives an account of Nizär's life and cultural formation, and is 

largely based on material not previously available, or scattered through a 

number of different sources. Chapter Two deals with Nizär's concept of 

poetry, covering his definition of poetry, his revolt against old poetical 

forms and his views on the relationship between the public and poetry. 

Chapter Three reviews the origins of Arabic political poetry and then goes on 

to discuss Nizär's view of the relationships between political power and the 

poet and between poetry and revolution, and goes on to discuss his attitude to 

"committed poetry". Chapter Four analyses Nizär's nationalist poetry, and 

deals with his criticisms of Arab society, his reactions to such events as the 

British, French and Israeli attack upon Egypt of 1956, the Algerian War of 

Liberation, the Palestine disaster of 1948 and Arab unity. Chapter Five 

concentrates on the results of the Arab defeat in the June War of 1967 and the 

rise of the Palestinian movement as these are reflected in Nizär's poetry. 

Chapter Six analyses the poems composed by Nizär on the October War in which 

he tried to forget the wounds of the 1967 defeat. Chapter Seven deals with 

his elegies upon the death of Nasser. Chapter Eight discusses the Civil War 

in Lebanon and the destruction of Beirut, which ushered in the final stage of 

Nizär's poetic development. These chapters are followed by a short 

conclusion and a full bibliography. 

Part Two of the thesis is a translation of the political poetry, accompanied 

by the original Arabic poetic texts. 
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NOTE ON TRANSLITERATION 

The system of transliteration adopted here is that followed by the 
Department of Islamic Studies in the University of Edinburgh. 

In the case of a number of politicians whose names are well known to the 
Western reader, we have generally followed the popular form, e. g. Nasser, 
Sadat, Jumblatt, Yasir Arafat etc. When these names occur in transliteration 
from an Arabic text or in a fully Arabised form we have retained the full use 
of diacritics, etc., e. g. Jamal 'Abd al-Näsir, Anwar al-Sädät, etc. 
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INTRODUCTION 

This introduction consists of four sections: aims of the thesis and 

reasons for the selection of the subject; the critical approach adopted for 

the analysis of the poetry; a review of previous studies together with an 

attempt to show their week and strong points; and a discussion of the primary 

and secondary sources upon which they are based. A detailed examination of 

each of these subjects follows. 

I 

AIMS OF THE THESIS AND REASONS FOR THE SELECTION OF THE SUBJECT 

1. Aims 

This thesis has two aims, which are to analyse the political poetry of 

Nizär Qabbäni in a critical and extensive manner which will reveal the ideas 

and questions explored there, and to offer an English translation of it which 

will give an opportunity to researchers in the West to become acquainted with 

the culture and thought of the Middle East in the second half of the twentieth 

century. 

2. Reasons for the selection of the political poetry of Nizär Qabbäni 

There are four principal reasons for this: 

(a) The newness and uniqueness of his political poetry 

Nizär Qabbäni's political poetry can be regarded as a completely new 

phenomenon in modern Arabic poetry. It is true that there are other poets as 
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well as Nizär who have composed political poetry in the Arab world, but Nizär 

was the only one able to create for himself an independent direction and an 

independent personality which distinguished him, from others. The newness, or 

uniqueness, of his poetry, lies in three points: 

(i) His striking ability to transform the political questions which concern 

the Arab citizen on the street into beautiful poetry which is recited in the 

majority of Arab countries. Perhaps Nizär was the first Arab poet to embark 

upon such an experiment with complete success. 

(ii) His rare courage in plunging into the world of Arab politics and saying 

what no-one else was able to say honestly, without ambiguity or hesitation, 

and without fearing any ruler or authority. Accordingly we feel in his poetry 

the spirit of the fighter or the spirit of bitter resistance to all forms of 

contemporary political violence. 

(iii) The span of time over which he has regularly composed political poetry, 

and the way in which he has specialised in this subject, to the extent that he 

has given it a great proportion of his time and his life without being overcome 

by exhaustion or boredom. 

(b) The possibility of regarding his political poetry as an introduction to 

the study of-modern Arab poetry 

A study of Nizär's political poetry, and equally of his love poetry, 

and a close acquaintance with his position on the map of modern Arabic poetry, 

could well form an introduction to the study of modern Arabic poetry in 

general. Indeed, the two together would probably throw more light on its most 

recent artistic developments than the work of any other poet. In his early 

poems Nizär followed the old forms, although he avoided using difficult 
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vocabulary, chose light metres, and varied his rhymes. Before long he joined 

the Free Verse movement while it was still in its beginnings (1940-1950). In 

our view, free verse was at that time a positive development for modern Arabic 

literature because it set free new powers of expression without which it could 

not have set off on its path. Now, however free verse has begun to reach a 

dead end, and, at least in our own view, has become little more than an excuse 

for the sabotage of sound language and style, though Nizär has kept himself 

distant from anything like this. 

Anyone who reads the whole of his poetry will find that it is always 

haunted by ideas of change and revolt against the old forms, and indeed 

against some new forms (i. e. free verse). He thought that this revolt should be 

without boundaries. It is not merely a revolt against old poetic genres 

(satire, praise, elegy, boasting(fak r)etc. ) but is also a revolt against the 

stagnation which has been inherited generation from generation; a stagnation of 

thought, expression and metre. 

From this belief in revolution, Nizär moved to the writing of the prose 

poem, and achieved a tangible development of the form. We shall discuss all 

the above questions in detail in Chapter Two. 

(c) The fact that his political poetry is an excellent example of the two- 

way relationship between society and literature 

Nizär derives his poems from Arab society, which teems with events on 

the political, cultural, social and religious levels. He states frankly that 

the sources of his poetry are "human" sources, 
' 

and that it is the fundamental 

task of poetry, wherever it is, to derive its material from life. 2 

Nizär's poetry is rich in its realistic experiences. In it we feel 
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that the political situation of Arab society is embodied as it truly is. The 

atmosphere, personalities and thoughts with which his poetry pulses are the 

atmosphere, personalities and thoughts of Arab society. The Lebanese critic 

Ahmad Abü Said was aware of this aspect when he said: 

His poetry is cut out from the flesh of life and intertwined with its 
daily details. It has a mission which believes in its popularity, and in 
the importance of bringing itself to the largest possible number of 
people. Hence this insistence of his upon not abstracting it from the 
nature of mankind, and not masking it or cloaking it in the garb of 
prophets, and equally his eagerness to compose it so clearly and openly 3 that it leaps to the heart and runs along the paths of sensation. 

(d) The effect of Nizär's poetry upon modern Arab poetry 

For more than forty five years Nizär has built up a poetic school of his 

own which is still working to polish the talents of the new generation of Arab 

poets. The simplicity of his language, the wealth of his melodies and the 

newness of his subjects are among the factors which have helped its diffusion 

and its imitation by others. Thus in Kuwait there is a new poet, Su'äd al- 

Sabäh, who is almost an exact replica of Nizär. In reading some of her 

output, for example Fatäfit Imra'a, Baghdad 1986, or F1 al-Bad' Känat al- 

Unthä, London 1988, we find that it is Nizär's voice which dominates in her 

own. In our view, the effect of Nizär's poetry upon Arab poetry today is a 

large subject in itself which requires extended study. However much views may 

differ about Nizir today or tomorrow, no-one can deny that he constitutes a 

centre of attraction which no Arab poet and no student of modern Arabic 

literature can ignore. 
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II 

THE CRITICAL APPROACH 

The reader will observe that we have taken the poetic text as a basis for 

criticism, as we believe that it always forms the proper starting-point for any 

serious critical study. Within the framework of this approach, which may be 

called the textual approach, we consider that analytical criticism means living 

with the text, discovering its deep secrets, and sharing in the creative act 

itself. This approach is likewise an attempt to embrace the text as an 

aesthetic expression and a human and social expression, without there being any 

mechanical separation between the two. 

This approach has imposed two necessities upon us - to liberate ourselves 

from any prejudgment of Nizär and his poetry, whether negative or positive, and 

to avoid taking any of our intellectual or critical views, whatever they may be, 

as an arbitrary basis for the analysis of his poetry. 

This approach draws upon all relevant information, past and present, and 

employs whatever parts of it it considers appropriate to throw light upon 

certain poems or to explain certain matters connected with them. Thus we have, 

for example, to prepare the ground for certain chapters by giving brief pieces 

of historical or political background material which will help us to understand 

the poetry of Nizär himself. In the writing of this thesis we have found that 

the critic himself has to be a poet, a historian, a politician and something of 

a philosopher. Perhaps this textual method, by virtue of rubbing against 

various kinds of human information, guarantees a certain amount of flexibility 

and removes any possibility of stagnation. 
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III 

REVIEW OF PREVIOUS STUDIES 

We shall now briefly review the most important writings on Nizär, whether 

on his political or his love poetry, with the exception of certain studies which 

it has not been possible to obtain, 
4 in an effort to ascertain their value. We 

shall begin with a review of these writings according to the date of their 

publication, beginning with the earliest and finishing with the most recent. 

1. Märün 'Abbild, Nagadät 'Abir, Beirut 1959. 

This book consists of critical investigations of certain creative works 

which appeared in the Arab world in the fifties. In one short chapter the 

author (1886-1962) pauses over Nizär's collection Qasä'id min Nizär 

abbän (Beirut, 1959) and accuses NizAr of partially imitating the Lebanese 

poets Said 'Aql and Michel Träd, although his poetry is a little different 

from theirs. 5 He claims that these three poets are lofty summits in modern Arab 

poetry, 
6 

and also that Nizär's style resembles that of Jarir (653-733) with 

the difference that Nizär excels him in imagination because he portrays in one 

word what Jarir portrays in several. 
7 

He also compares him to 'Umar b. Abi Rabi'a (644-711) and says that he 

resembles him in his self-reliance and in being an adored object upon whom women 

throw themselves, but differs from him in his constant attempts to speak of 

sexual desire and woman's body. 8 He denies utterly that Nizär has been 

influenced by Sufism, Metaphysics or any theory which glorifies the soul. 9 He 

asks him to direct his poetry toward Arab political life and to criticise those 

in authority, because he believes that he is capable of this. 10 
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In our view, this chapter does not rise to the level of critical analysis, 

and is more like a panegyric. 'Abbild's attempt to link Nizär and Said 'Aql 

and Michel Träd, or Nizär and Jarir or 'Umar b. Abi Rabi'a, lacks 

precision and satisfactory evidence. 

2. Ahmad al-Jundi, Shu'arä' Süriyä, Beirut 1965. 

The Syrian author gives in this book biographies of certain Syrian poets 

of the twentieth century. He observes that Nizär's poetry is a new leap in 

Arab poetry, but that it is marked by two major faults: deliberate affectation 

and the use of trite ordinary words. 
" He considers that these two faults have 

made Nizär "closer to European poets than to Arab poets". 
12 Later he denies 

two things said widely of Nizär - that he is influenced by Baudelaire, and 

Rimbaud, Verlaine and Mallarme, and that he is influenced by the Lebanese 

symbolism of which Sa'id 'Aql is the leading exponent. 
13 

Despite all of the above, he admits that Nizär is a poet in all the 

meanings of the word, 
14 that he is truthful in his feelings and expressions, 

15 

that he is extremely sensitive, 
16 

and that he represents the age-old environment 

of Damascus in the best way possible. 
17 Finally he asks him to forget about the 

free verse style because, he claims, it is a sign of inability and is not a 

guaranteed way to renewal. 18 

3. Sämi al-Kayyäli, al-Adab al-'Arabi al-Mu'äsir fi Süriyya 1850- 

1950, Cairo 1966. 

This book gives literary biographies of fifty eight Syrian men of letters 

who appeared in the period between 1850 and 1950. The Syrian author usually 

begins his account of a writer by giving a brief outline of his life, and then 

goes on to comment on some of his poems in a few words. The discussion of Nizär 
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comes in a short chapter at the end of the book. The author says of Nizär that 

he broke with the old poets in his expressions, with all contemporary 

neoclassical poets, and even with the young men of his own generation who 

preferred imitation to innovation. 19 He says that Nizär's poetry is realistic, 

but that a group of the followers of the old forms believe that it is "muddled, 

disordered and unmetrical words"20. At the same time he observes that he meets 

approval from young poets and critics, and that to deny his worth is a kind of 

idle folly. 21 

He notes that some of his poetry is "sensual" and that another part is 

"patriotic and social"22. He then abruptly gives his biography in a few 

lines, 23 
and then gives three of his poems, Gharnäta, Mudhakkir&t Andalusiyya 

and uridi , without saying a word about them. 24 It may be observed of this 

chapter that the discussion of Nizär's poetry is disjointed and is full of 

judgments which lack adequate evidence to support them. 

4. Simi al-KayyAli, al-Adab wa-al-Oawmiyya fl Süriyä. Cairo 1969 

This book deals with a number of questions, including the history of 

Syria, the relationship of nationalism to literature, and nationalism in Syria. 

It contains a brief gesture to Nizär in which the author affirms that at the 

beginning of his life Nizär led a bohemian existence which inspired his poetic 

talent, 25 that he was influenced by the romantic and symbolist poets of the West 

and by the 'Udhri and "dissolute" (main) poets of the Arabs, and that he 

sometimes inclined toward portrayal of the painful life which the Arab has to 

live. 26 

5. John A. Haywood, Modern Arabic Literature 1800-1970: An Introduction With 

Extracts in Translation, London 1971 . 
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Haywood devotes this book to a study of Modern Arabic Literature in 

roughly the last two hundred years. In the course of his discussion of modern 

poetry in Syria and Lebanon he gives a paragraph about Nizär in which he 

alludes to his great popularity in the Arab world, even among women, because of 

his poetry on love. 27 He gives an excellent translation of his poem 

Mayyita ( asä'id, Beirut 1956) without commenting on it with a single word. 
28 

6. Mähir Hasan Fahmi, Nizär Oabbäni wa-`Umar b. Abi Rabi`a: Diräsa 

fl Fann al-Muwäzana Cairo 1971 . 

This book is divided into three sections: 

(a) Comparison and the general framework 

In this the Egyptian author briefly reviews the history of comparison 

(muwäzana) from the pre-Islamic period to modern times in a crude fashion 

which lacks any depth. 29 Then he tries to define it, and says that it 

"basically stands between two poets who are directed in a similar direction, 

when the common characteristics are strongly apparent. �30 He asserts that in 

the poetry of 'Umar and Nizär there are common features which call for a 

comparison between them. 31 He does not explain these features, but simply says 

that the comparison between the two poets will be interesting. 32 He affirms 

that the circumstances of the period in which `Umar lived - luxury and social 

openness - greatly resembled Nizär's time, even though they were separated by 

more than a thousand years. 33 

He quotes several historical accounts in order to establish that 'Umar 

was a handsome, rich young man, who gave a great deal of attention to his 

attire and his perfume, 34 
and that he used to follow the women of the 

aristocratic class and to be captivated by them. 35 Then he moves to Nizär, 
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and sees in him someone similar to 'Umar, especially in his love of luxury and 

his pursuit of women, as a result of his diplomatic work in a number of 

countries 
36 

(b) Comparison and experience 

Here the author studies the meaning of poetic experience in a general 

way without touching on its relevance to the poetry of `Umar or Nizär. 37 

Suddenly he leaps to an observation of the similarity between them, and 

arrives at the following points: 

(i) The bold introduction of love-stories into poetry. Both of them have 

spoken openly of the relationship between man and woman through the mediums of 

story-telling and conversation, and both of them have laid emphasis upon the 

fact that it must be an open relationship without embarassment. 
38 

(ii) The employment of personal everyday experiences and realistic adventures 

in poetry. 39 

(iii) The use of the style of poetic correspondence. 'Umar wrote poems to his 

beloved which consist of letters which have a beginning, a subject and an end. 

NizAr has done the same thing, using new expressions and a new form, 40 

(iv) The suggestion that it is the woman who makes the approach to the man. 41 

With both these poets it is the liberated, daring woman who expresses her 

emotions and love to the man fearlessly. 42 
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(v) The open description of the woman's beauty. `Umar is attracted to a 

slender, full, or rounded figure, while Nizär is attracted to a luxurious 43 

city woman who knows the perfumes of Christian Dior and blue bathing 

costumes. 
44 While 'Umar is concerned with lips, Nizär's concern with breasts 

is boundless. 45 

(c) Comparison and literary values 

Here the author tries to establish some points of similarity between the 

two poets, and considers that they coincide in their use of musical metres (the 

afi metre occupies the first place in 'Umar's poetry, followed by taw 

and then kAmil, 46 
while for Nizär aa occupies the first place followed by 

mutagärib and mutadärik), 
47 

and the employment of an easy style and common 

48 
words. 

After this the author addresses himself to certain of Nizär's collections, 

Tufülat Nahd (1948), Sämbä (1949), Oasä'id (1956), Habibati (1961), 

Yawmiyyät Imra'a lä-Mubäliva (1968), Oasä'id Mutawahhisha (1970) and 

Mi'at Risälat Bubb (1970)), following each collection with a few words without 

being really able to explain the ideas and new formal developments which Nizär 

has put forward in them. 49 He mentions here a few political poems ( awämis 

'alä Daftar al-Naksa, al-Istijwäb. Shu'arä' al-Ard al-Muhtalla, Manshürät 

gidä'iyya 'a1ä Judrän Isrä'il, Ifäda fl Mahkamat al-Shi'r and irä'a 

'alä Adrihat al-Majädhib), saying that Nizär has begun this new path, that 

his feelings in these poems are burning, and that he "is like a volcano which 

throws out the fire of its anger and burns the lazy ones among us... the garland 

of jasmine fell from his hand when he picked up the rifle with both hands. "50 

Finally, the author concludes that 'Umar's poetry is unique of its kind in 

that it deals with the difficult part of life - love. 51 He says that almost the 
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same thing applies to Nizär, because he has shocked many people with what he 

has written about love, in a way which none of his contemporaries has done. 52 

The novelty of this study lies in the fact that it is a new attempt to 

link an ancient poet with a new poet. Apart from this, its ideas are shallow, 

especially as regards 'Umar, since there is nothing new in what is said of 

him. As for its major faults, they are a padding which has inflated the size of 

the book without any justification, the use of partial examples in order to 

reach general conclusions, an arbitrary comparison between Nizär and 'Umar, the 

use of glittering ideas and headings without the ability to explain them, 

superficiality and repetition. 

7. Nadim Nu'ayma, al-Fann wa-al-Hayät: Diräsät Naadlyya fl al-Adab al- 

'Arabi al-Hadith, Beirut 1973. 

This book is a selected collection of critical articles written between 

1950 and 1973 in which the Lebanese author deals with a number of collections 

of poetry and literary questions and analyses them in the light of the 

relationship of literature to life. In the book there is a short chapter 

entitled "Poetry, woman and Nizär Qabbänl" in which the author touches upon 

Nizär's collection Oasä'id min Nizär Oabbäni (1959), announcing that his 

subject is woman and that poetry can never be poetry for Nizär unless it is 

about woman and for her. 53 

He criticises Nizär for his concentration upon woman and sex in his poems 

and the absence of woman as a human being: 

I am not exaggerating if I say that I searched for woman in Nizär 
Qabbäni's poetry and could not find her. I searched, trying to meet 
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4 living human being who suffers like other people from the problemsof life 

and existence, who hungers and is sated, who prays and disbelieves... I 

say, I tried... to meet woman... but I must have missed her, and instead I 
met woman... as she appears to the eye of the male. She is always wine- 
like of mouth, hungry-lipped, with twitching veins, fatal breasts, 
inflamed joints and hellish body. 54 

He asks Arab poets, including Nizär, to give woman's human face more 

importance: 

We have come to know woman in her flesh, her bone and her blood. But 
there is one thing about woman which we still do not know. That is that 
she is a human being. When does our poetry speak of the human being? 
When does one of our poets compose poetry in which he celebrates the 
human being from generation to generation? 

55 

8. Muhammad Mt4stafa Badawi, A Critical Introduction to Modern Arabic 

Poetry, Cambridge 1975. 

Badawi devotes this book to a discussion of the development of Arabic 

poetry from Shawgi to al-Sayyäb and other poets who follow him. There are 

various references to Nizär in it. The author refers on one occasion to the 

fact that Nizär is influenced by 'Ali Mahmüd Tähä (1902-1949), 

particularly in his poetic images and his hedonism, in the course of his 

discussion of Arab romanticism. 
56 He also asserts that in the period from 1944 

to 1955 he restricted his poetry to love and women, employing sensual, elegant 

and simple language. 57 He states that his first collection, Mat 11 

al-Samrä' (1944) revolved around sexual hunger. As for his second and third 

collections, Tufülat Nahd (1948) and Sämbh (1948), they revolve around 

eroticism. 
58 After this he asserts that Nizär began, from 1955, to turn to the 

writing of social and political poetry. As an example of this, he quotes two 

poems: Khubz wa-Hashish wa-Qamar, in which he criticises Arab society which 

lives in waking dreams and drug-induced hallucinations, and Hawämish `alä 

Da£tar al-Naksa, in which he criticises the defeated Arab leaderships after the 
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June war of 1967.59 Thus Badawi's observations upon Nizär are summarised, and 

not sufficient to give a real idea of the poet. 

9. 'Ali Shalaq, Niaät al-Tatawwur fi al-Adab al-'Arabi, Beirut 1975. 

This is a medium-sized study of some of the manifestations of change in 

modern Arabic literature, poetry and prose. In the first chapter, "Vision in 

the poetry of contemporary poets", the Lebanese author mentions the names of 

some modern poets (Saläh 'Abd al-Sabür, Sulaymän al-'Isä, Mahmüd Darwish, 

Fu'äd al-Khashin, Yüsuf al-Khäl, Nizär) and says that they adopted similar 

attitudes to questions of poetry but differed in their treatment of Arab 

questions and human problems. 
60 

Instead of explaining their points of agreement or difference, we find 

him offering brief specimens of their poetry. When he turns to Nizär he says 

of him, "he diffused a new radiation into the temple of love poetry", 61 
and 

quotes one of his love poems, "Ikhtäri" from Oasä'id Mutawahhisha (1970). 

He says of this poem that it speaks, unconsciously, of changes in his 

psychological climate, such as arrogance, haughtiness and suppleness. 62 Without 

doubt, the author has committed an error here, for he has neglected many 

examples of Nizär's poetry, on both love and politics, which embody important 

features of development in his poetry and are far more important than Ikhthri. 

10. S. Moreh, Modern Arabic Poetry 1800-1970: The Development of-its-Forms 

and Themes Under the Influence of Western Literature, Leiden 1976. 

This book comprises a number of chapters which deal with new forms and 

ideas in modern Arab poetry, to be precise, stanzaic poetry, blank verse and 

free verse, which were born as a result of cultural contact with the West. 

There are various references in it to Nizär. At the beginning the Israeli 
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author states that in some of his poems (Sayyida Hägida, Hublä, Aw'iyat al- 

Sadid) Nizär imitated French poets, in particular Jacques Prevert, 63 but he 

does not offer a single piece of evidence for what he says. In the framework of 

his discussion of the ideological tendencies in Free Verse, he mentions that 

Nizär, under the influence of socialist Arab poets, began to write nationalist 

poems in which he criticised the reactionary ideas of Arab rulers. 64 This is 

groundless, since never in his life did Nizär espouse a socialist idea, and 

indeed never allowed such ideas, as we shall see in Chapters 1 and 2, to 

infiltrate into his mind. In the same place the author mentions that Nizär 

composed "anti-Jewish and anti-Zionist" poems such as 4issat Rachel 

65 Schwartzenburg. 

In our view this bracketing together of the expressions "anti-Jewish" 

and "anti-Zionist" as though they meant the same thing, reflects a 

misunderstanding of what the poem is about. As we shall see in Chapter 4, the 

poem does not attack the Jews because they are Jews, and is not directed 

against Judaism. What it is against is those who come to Palestine from other 

countries to seize it by force, occupy it, and kill its people, whether the 

former be Jews, Buddhists or anything else. 

The author goes on to say that the six-day war left an echo in Nizär's 

poetry, and that he began at this time to write angry nationalist poetry in 

which he castigated Arab leaders and intellectuals for their defeat in the war 

and accused them of being responsible, something which angered them all. As 

evidence of this he quotes four stanzas (3,7,8 and 9) from Nawämish 'alä 

Daftar al-Naksa66 and says that Nizär never ceased after the defeat to aim 

accusations at the Arabs, and that after the death of Nasser in 1970 he began to 

accuse them in his poem Jamal `Abd al-Näsir of killing their leader, quoting 

a few lines from this poem without commentary. 67 
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11. `Umar al-Dagqäq, Tärikh al-Adab al-Hadith fi Süriyi, Aleppo 1976. 

This is a good reference work for the history of modern literature in 

Syria. It consists of four sections - literary prose, short stories, the 

theatre, and poetry. In the final chapter, "The art of poetry", the author 

discusses Nizär and describes him as one of the leading modern poets of Syria 

and the Arab world. 68 He adds that he has not kept to any single style, but has 

oscillated between the writing of traditional poetry and free verse in a manner 

which betrays his confusion and lack of direction and his inability to 

69 crystallise his literary ideas. 

Turning to his poetry, he pauses over Hawämish 'alä Daftar al-Naksa, 

describing it as "garbed in the darkness of pessimism and overflowing with the 

bitterness of disappointment, so that it seems as though the poet is taking 

vengeance upon himself, since he tortures himself, or as though the nation has 

come to hate itself. "7° He then pauses over the poem Fath and says of it that 

it is born of admiration for the fabulous exploits of the guerrillas and is 

illuminated by the sun of hope. 71 Then he goes on to comment briefly on his 

love poetry and says that it has great worth from the social point of view 

because in it he sometimes defends women and condemns men who see nothing more 

in women than amusement or pleasure. 72 

12. Ihsän 'Abbas, Ittii hat al-Shi'r al-'Arabi a1-Mu'äsir, Kuwait 1979. 

This is a medium-sized critical study which discusses the attitudes of 

contemporary Arab poets to questions of time, love, society, city and the 

classical Arab heritage. In Chapter 4, "Attitudes to Love", the Palestinian 

author gives his point of view on the poetry of NizAr and Saläh 'Abd al- 

Sabür in particular. As regards Nizär, he makes the following observations: 
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(a) He often speaks- of love, considering it to be a world with distinctive 

dimensions which guarantee it an independent existence in his poetry. 73 

(b) He always creates a sharp conflict between woman and poetry. When woman 

becomes a reality in his life, poetry is obliterated. In the light of this 

conflict between these two sides of his life, we can understand his hate for the 

"destructive" woman who cannot inspire him with poetry. 
74 

(c) In his poetry he deals with three aspects of woman: her body and 

possessions; her states and movements (as she is brushing her hair, or dancing); 

and her psychological and sexual problems. 75 

(d) When he writes love-poetry to a woman, he sometimes takes on the 

personality of an innocent child, especially when the woman is distant from 

him. 76 

(e) In some of his poetry he reflects an Oedipus complex. His beloved is 

his mother, and is always a source of love and beauty. 77 

Despite their well-foundedness, these points cannot form a complete 

study of Nizär's poetry or any part of it. They are more like the broad 

lines which are needed for any detailed commentary. We wish very much that 

the author had spent more time over the poetic texts and derived his judgments 

from them, rather than delivering himself of the above generalisations. 

13. Ghä1i Shukri, Adab al-Mugäwama, Beirut 1979. 

This book traces the history of the idea of resistance in the novels, 

plays and poetry which appeared in the Arab world at the beginning of the 

twentieth century. The author observes the same idea in some of the works of 
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Aragon, Eluard, Neruda and Nazim Hikmet. 

In Chapter 11, "Dimensions of heroism in the poetry of the Arab 

resistance", the Egyptian author discusses the new Arabic poetry which appeared 

after the defeat of 1967. Here he pauses over the Palestinian Resistance Poetry 

which gushed out from within Israel, regarding it as part of the Arab poetry of 

opposition to Zionist colonialism. 
78 He also pauses at some of Nizär's 

political poetry, new then, and declares that it is not in harmony with his 

poetic past, that is, his poems on love and women, and that it plays a funereal 

melody which captivates our hearts and rubs on a wound which has not healed. 79 

He considers for example that Hawämish `alä Daftar al-Naksa is nothing 

but a kind of sadism which Nizär openly practices. 
80 He adds that its 

"magical effect" was restricted to the beginning of the defeat, after which it 

soon came to an end. Accordingly he expects that this poem will drop out of the 

memory of history and that a heavy curtain of oblivion will be lowered upon 

it. 81 He also considers that his other poems (Shu`arä' al-Ard al-Muhtalla, 

al-Ouds, Fath, al-Istijwäb and al-Mumaththilün) are repeated attempts to say 

what he said in Hawämish `alä Daftar al-Naksa. He concludes that all these 

poems are nearer to metrical propaganda manifestoes than they are to poetry, 

that they concoct open slogans and cliches, that they try to lacerate the Arab 

soul, and that they are devoid of depth and poetic ability. 82 

It is clear that the author is visibly prejudiced against Nizär, 

something which is possibly due to Shukri's left-wing views and his prejudgment 

that Nizär is a bourgeois poet who does not write as a result of real 

suffering. As for his comments on the poems, they do not constitute a sound 

basis for judgment, because they are hasty and hostile. 

14. Näzik al-Malä'ika, al-Sawma`a wa-al-Shurfa al-Hamrä'" Diräsa 



19 

Nagdiyya fl Shi`r 'All Mahmüd Tähä, Beirut 1979. 

This is a critical study of the poetry of 'Ali Mahmüd Tähä (1902- 

1949) together with a selection of his poetry as an appendix to the book. In 

the first chapter, "Subjects of the poetry of 'Ali Mahmüd Tähä", the 

author states that this poet composes on most of the subjects of poetry without 

losing the heat of his creativity. 
83 She compares him to Nizär and finds that 

Nizär is skilled in one aspect of poetry, that of love. She quotes his poem 

Imra'a min Dukhän from the collection Tufülat Nahd (1948) and praises its 

style and its form. 84 She finds also that Nizär has failed in the composition 

of "social poetry", and quotes as an example of this failure Oissat Rachel 

Schwartzenbure. Attacking this poem, she writes: 

This is a prose utterance in spirit, even though it contains a smattering 
of metre... This prose nature is clearly evident in the poem as far as 
the language is concerned, since it is devoid of melody and images... and 
everything which makes verse verse... as for images... there is no trace 
of them in this poem, and the poet wrote it as though he were writing a 
political leader for a daily newspaper. 

85 

The author's verdict on Nizär's failure in writing "social poetry" is, 

in general, unsound. The poetry of love and women which Nizär began in the 

forties can be placed under the heading of the social poetry for which she 

calls. As for her observations about Qissat Rachel Schwartzenburg, they are 

fairly accurate. The reader will find a detailed analysis of this poem in 

Chapter 4. 

15. Rajä 'Id, Diräsa fi Lughat al-Shi'r" Ru' a'Nagdiyya, Alexandria 1979. 

This is a slender critical study of the language of contemporary Arabic 

poetry in which two references to Nizär occur in different places. In a 

chapter entitled "Woman, symbol of love and personal cares", the Egyptian author 
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affirms that woman in modern Arabic poetry has become a symbol of the 

alienation, sorrow and existential disquiet from which the poet suffers, and 

that NizAr is the best example of a poet who portrays this symbolic woman 

clearly in his love poetry. 
86 In another chapter, "Classical personalities 

between artistic employment and the historical dimension", he mentions the poem 

I`tidhär li-Abi Tammäm and says that NizAr was successful in employing the 

character of Abü Tammäm and made it a symbol of contemporary tears and 

sorrows, 
87 but does not explain why. 

16. Ihsän 'Abbäs, Man alladhi Saraa al-Nir: Khatarät fi al-Nagd wa-al- 

Adab, Beirut 1980. 

This is a collection of various literary articles published by the 

author in Arab literary journals such as al-Adab and al-Adäb between 1952 and 

1972. In one of them, entitled "The Fingers of June and revolutionary 

literature" he asserts that the 1967 war had a positive effect on Arab poets, 

such as al-Bayyäti, Darwish and Nizär, because it impelled them to write 

poetry. 
88 He mentions Hawämish 'a1ä Daftar al-Naksa and describes it as 

follows: 

Hawimish could not be a poem, but remained, as its author named it, 
commentaries: some very deep, and some like al-Bayyäti's cries and 89 bitter satires. 

He also mentions Manshürät Fidä'iyya 'a1ä Judrin Isrä'il, saying 

that it is a response to the spirit of negativism which predominates in 

wäm s, that it is more profound than it, and that it represents an 

exaggeration in imagery which expresses the poet's need for psychological 

stability more than the reality which he wishes to portray. 90 

17. Muhammad Dakrüb, al-Adab al-Jadid wa-al-Thawra: Kitäbät Nagdiyya, 
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Beirut 1980. 

This book discusses some questions of criticism, poetry and the short 

story in the Arab world in the light of the mutual relationships between 

literary work and society. In a chapter entitled "The popular appeal of the 

new poetry" the Lebanese author compares the popular appeal of Nizär with the 

popular appeal of Darwish, and considers that the public feels at ease with 

Nizär because "his poetry is clear, his words are elegant and his rhythm still 

has its direct ring". 
91 As for Darwish, he pushes the public to unsettlement 

and thought, because his poetry is visibly different from that of Nizär. 92 

After this the writer praises Nizir's role in bringing poetry close to 

the Arab masses by turning simple language into beautiful poetic shapes, and 

turning poetry into daily bread. 93 He remarks that the distinguishing 

features of Nizär's poetry, in general, are clarity, directness, boldness in 

attitude, freedom from fanaticism, and condemnation of feudal residues. 94 He 

considers that his political poetry, which exploded in 1967, was dedicated to 

fighting backwardness and suppression. 
95 He pauses over the poem al-Khitäb, 

saying that it gives an idea of Nizär's ability to condemn authorities and to 

consider current issues without revealing their essential nature. 
96 

Dakrüb's views are certainly open to discussion, but his most obvious 

faults are that his comparison of Darwish with Nizär lacks objective basis for 

its support, that he delivers general verdicts about the distinctive qualities 

of Nizär's poetry without demonstrating them by evidence, and that he jumps 

from one subject to another without giving the points he raises due discussion. 

18. 'Abd al-Muhsin Tähä Badr, Bawl al-Adib wa-al-WAai', Cairo 1981. 

This book comprises chapters on literature and experiment, realistic 
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literature, and Arabic poetry and human experience. It also has other chapters 

about Fadwä Tügän, Nizär Qabbäni and Mutä' Safadi. In the chapter 

devoted to Nizär the Egyptian writer notes that after the reverse of 1967 Nizär 

followed a new approach, the political approach. 
97 In this context he comments 

upon the poem Hawämish 'alä Daftar al-Naksa and says that in it his voice is 

"the voice of a preacher condemning the whole of the old world in a direct and 

affirmative way. "98 He also comments on his poems Fath, al- uds and Gha nä- 

ta, saying that in all of them he succeeded in achieving an organic synthesis 

between the voice of the poet and the voice of the preacher. 
99 

He then examines his collection Yawmiyyät Imra'a lä-Mubäliya (1968), on 

which he makes the following points: 

(a) This collection contains two discordant and incompatible voices, the 

voice of a Don Juan who has an insatiable desire for women, and the voice of a 

person in revolt against her position. 
100 

(b) It does not seem to be in the form of dairies, and the woman who speaks 

of herself in it is not apathetic. Indeed, the reverse is perhaps the 

case. 
101 

(c) Nizär does not offer in it any living and inspiring events or 

experiences, but only a collection of ready-made ideas (paternal tyranny, the 

confiscation of love and the virginity complex)"102 

(d) Nizär has failed in it to portray the Arab woman in her contemporary 

society, because he deals with woman in the abstract, that is, woman in every 

age and place. 103 

(e) Nizär treats the Eastern man too harshly, because he portrays him in 
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the form of a man of the Middle Ages. 104 

(f) There are factors responsible for surrounding sex with feelings of sin 

and complexes which could have made the issue of woman more interesting, but 

Nizär has neglected them. 105 

In our view, these points are very important but they suffer from two 

defects: the first is that they have no connection with Nizär's love poetry 

as a whole, and the second is that they fail to analyse his political poetry, 

and a superficial commentary on just a few of them is not sufficient to ensure 

a critical view of any weight. 

19. Muhammad al-Kittäni, al-Siril bann al-Oadim wa-al-Jadid fi al-Adab 

al-`Arabi al-Hadith, Casablanca 1982. 

This book reviews the new currents in modern Arabic literature, 

especially poetry. In Chapter 4, "The struggle between the conservatives and 

the innovators", the Moroccan author explains that Arab poets in the forties 

felt the necessity of going beyond poetic traditions and boundaries and 

proceeded to free themselves from the fog of dreamy romanticism and the 

labyrinths of symbolism, and hastened to return to the reality of their society, 

which was wandering in the darkness of poverty, ignorance and oppression. Thus 

the school of Näzik al-Malä'ika and al-Sayyib appeared, these two being in 

the vanguard of the innovators. 106 

He adds that with the publication of his first collection Qälat 11 al- 

Sam ä' (1940), Nizär could be considered to be one of the first innovating 

pioneers. He goes on to say that his new poetry drew upon itself harsh 

criticism from society and critics at the time. 107 lie links him with Luwis 

`Awad (b. 1915), whose first collection Blütüländ (Plutoland) appeared in 
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Cairo in 1948, saying that they created a revolution in the form of modern 

Arabic poetry when they smashed the rules of the old poetry. 
108 

20. Muhyi al-Din Ismä'i1, Min Malämih al-'Asr, Beirut 1983. 

This book contains various chapters on Arabic literature and its 

criticism. In a chapter entitled "A second reading of Nizär Qabbäni" the 

Iraqi author registers, by means of a reading of a number of poems by Nizär 

(which he does not specify), the following impressions: 

(a) Nizär's personality in his poems is strong sometimes, and exalted at 

other times, 109 

(b) His poetry relies upon the expression of the simple and the direct, and 

visual images which sometimes seem unconnected. 
110 

(c) His poetry offers the reader a gloomy world like the gloomy world of 

Baudelaire. 111 

(d) His poetry speaks of unparalleled nihilism, and thus "for him the world 

was a piece of wasteland, a piece of marble and nothing more than an aesthetic 

phenomenon. �112 

(e) His poetry is devoid of the element of rebellion, and does not reflect 

any kind of tragedy. 113 

This chapter about Nizär, as we see, is in total weak and disconnected. 

It is lacking in depth and in poetic examples to support it. In our view, it 

is a series of generalisations which cannot be accepted in any way at all. 
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al-'Usür, 21. Shawgi Dayf, al-Shi'r wa-Tawäbi'uhu al-Sha'biyya 'a1ä Marr, 

Cairo 1984. 

The Egyptian author wishes in this book to correct the prevalent idea 

that Arab poets, past and present, have employed their poetry in the service 

of the upper classes and nobody else. Accordingly he gives some texts by 

various poets from the Jähiliyya period to modern times which speak of 

ordinary people, their cares, relationships and activities. 

In the final chapter, which is devoted to the modern period, the author 

explains that modern Arab poets have aligned themselves with their peoples 

through their attachment to certain burning issues like that of Palestine. 114 

He also says that the victory of the Arabs in the war of 1973 deepened the 

attachment of Arab poets to their nation, including Nizär, who was "dazzled by 

the victories of Damascus and Cairo and their strange wedding". 
115 He quotes a 

few verses from his poem Mulähazät fi Zaman al-Hubb wa-al-Narb, saying 

that in it Nizär developed a marvellous image of the beloved who ruled his 

heart, so that at the moment the canal was crossed he thought that it was her 

wedding-day. 
116 This commentary, with its few words, does not penetrate, 

unfortunately, to the depths of this long poem, and does not constitute an 

analysis of it. 

22. Yüsuf Nawfal, al Süra al-Shi'riyya_wa-Istlhä' al-A1wän, Cairo 1985. 

The Egyptian writer explores the role of colours in the poetry of Mahmüd 

Simi al-Bärüdi (1828-1904), Saläh, `Abd al-Sabür (1931-1981) and Nizär 

Qabbäni. The works of Nizär which he has selected are Qälat lt al-Samrä' 

(1944), Sämbä (1949), Anti i (1950), asä'id (1956) and Yawmiyyät Imra'a 

1A-Mubäliya (1968). 
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In the first chapter, "The use of colours between art and science", the 

author quotes some of the ideas of al-Jähiz, Ibn Hazm, al-Kindi, Ibn 

Khaldün and Freud about colours, 
117 without connecting them or deriving 

anything clear or intelligible from them. 

In chapter 2, "Drawing with words between the outer and the inner", he 

brings out three points, which are: Nizär's great eagerness in his poetry to 

use colour to load his poetic image with force and effect; 
118 

al-Bärüdi's 

imitation of the forms and colours found in classical poetry, especially that of 

al-Mutanabbi, al-Buhturi and Abü Nuwäs; 119 
and the lack of attention on the 

part of `Abd al-Sabür in his poetry to colour in comparison with Nizär and 

al-Bärüdi. 
120 

In the third chapter, "The picture between colours", the author 

registers the following points: 

(a) Nizir: The colour red has a strong influence on Nizär. It is the 

commonest colour in his poetry and appears in everything connected with woman, 

especially her body, such as her cheeks, her breasts and her mouth. 
121 It is 

followed in importance by white, which appears in images of candles, pearls, 

jasmine, marble, the sun and milk. 
122 As for other colours, green, black and 

blue, they are less widespread in his poetry, and each has a special reference - 

green is the colour of optimism, 
123 black is the colour of beautiful hair, 

tresses and kohl, and also the colour of pessimism and sorrowl24 and blue is the 

colour of imagination and dreaming. 125 The writer goes on to speak a little 

more of Nizär, denying that he is a symbolist poet because he is dominated by 

sensualism. 
126 He accuses him of having a narrow poetic horizon, of having a 

limited range of linguistic expression, of superficiality in his love poetry, 

and of sometimes repeating certain words. 127 These are accusations which are 

open to serious query, with perhaps the exception of the final point. 
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(b) al-Bärüdl: the colours which influence him most are black, white and 

red. They are derived from the worlds of death, women, the stars, horses, and 

wine. 
128 Here the writer notes that al-Bärüdi's view of colour differs from 

that of Nizär, since colour for al-Bärüdl is an element of the poetic image, 

and not an objective in itself. As for Nizär, he gives it preference over 

other elements in his poetry. 
129 The writer does not explain this idea here, 

but throws it at us as an accepted fact. 

(c) 'Abd al-Sabür: The colour which influences him most is black. It 

occurs in his poetry in conjunction with particular words which inspire sorrow 

like mu'tim (gloomy) ghamäma (cloud), dayj6r (darkness) ramäd (ashen) 

etc. 
130 The writer ascribes the use of this colour by the poet to his sorrow 

over and anger at his society, and to his being influenced by Eliot, especially 

his Waste Land. 131 As for the other colours less frequently used by 'Abd al- 

Sabür, these are white (for good and purity), 
132 

green (for hope)133 and red 

(for beauty and freshness). 134 

The idea of investigating colour in Arabic poetry is a new one which 

deserves to be looked at, but the writer has not been successful in reviewing 

it for a number of reasons; he gives only a few partial examples which are 

insufficient to prove his views (sometimes he does not give any examples); he 

neglects method and a recognisable scientific approach, so that his quotations 

are so mixed up with his comments that it is almost impossible to tell which is 

which; most of the time he is concerned with linguistic explanation of the 

poetry without analysing it in a rational manner, and without making any 

connection between his ideas and the images in the poetry; and he employs in his 

writing a bad style which is lacking in fluency and clarity, two necessary 

conditions for conveying information to the reader. 
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23. Nasim Mujalli, Oadäyä al-Ibdä' wa-al-Nagd, Cairo 1987. 

This book consists of a number of critical articles published between 

1975 and 1985 in the Egyptian literary journals al-Kätib, al-Thagäfa, al- 

Hiläl and al-Oähira. The articles fall into two divisions: a quick review of 

the works of Eliot, Brecht, Jean Anouilh, Tähä Husayn and Saläh `Abd al- 

Sabür, and discussions of certain current critical views. 

Under the heading "al-Bayyäti between SalAh 'Abd al-Sabür and Nizär 

Qabbäni", the Egyptian writer refers to al-Bayyäti's attack, which has no 

logical justification, upon 'Abd al-Sabür and Nizär (al-Hiläl, February, 

1977) where he claims that they are not poets, 
135 He says that al-Bayyäti has 

erased the two greatest names in modern Arabic poetry and driven them from the 

realm of poetry, and seated himself on the throne alone without any competitor 

or peer. 
136 After this he proceeds to refute al-Bayyäti, showing the position 

of these two poets in the modern poetic movement. He begins with 'Abd al-Sabü- 

r, extolling his verse dramas (Ma'sät al-Halläj, Laylä wa-Maj nün, Mushfir 

Layl and al-Amara Tantazir), his ability in their composition and his 

superiority over his fellow poets in this branch of the art. 
137 

As for Nizär, he restricts himself to saying: 

I believe that he is a great poet of the modern school, who has been able 
to reach the millions with the elegance of his language and to make a new 
leap in the world of Arabic song... and has also been able, after the 
setback of the 5th of June, to st8up with his political poetry the 
strongest of storms and tempests. 

After this the writer draws attention to the fact that al-Bayyäti's 

denial of the poeticality of `Abd al-Sabür and Nizär has nothing to do with 

criticism, but is a kind of personal defamation marked by bitterness and 

harshness, which reminds us of the satires of Jarir and al-Farazdaq. 
139 lie 
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also draws attention to the fact that this attack is something regrettable which 

does not benefit life or culture but simply adds more partiality and rancour to 

it. 140 

We should now emphasise two facts connected to all the above studies: 

firstly, that they come in the form of impressions or brief commentaries which 

are lacking in depth, and secondly that they do not deal with all Nizär's 

poetry, either political or love poetry. Perhaps we can now say that the 

shortcomings of what has been written about Nizir and the lack of any 

comprehensive study of him are two of the main reasons, in addition to those 

given above, for our choice of him as the subject of this thesis. 

IV 

SOURCES 

The sources for this study are very varied. They can be divided into 

two categories: 

1. Primary sources 

These are the works of Nizär Qabbäni, which may be divided into the 

following groups: 

(a) Al-A'mä1 al-Siyäsiyya al-Kämila 

The third volume of the collected works, al-A`mäl al-Si äsiyya al-Kä- 

mila, published in Beirut in 1985, (653 pp. ) is the chief and primary source 

upon which this thesis has been built. Accordingly it has been subjected to 
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detailed analysis and has been translated in full. Volumes I and II, al-A'mäl 

al-Shi'riyya al-Kämila I, Beirut 1979, and al-A'mäl al-Shi'riyya al-Kämila 

II, Beirut 1983, are devoted to love poetry. Nevertheless, both volumes have 

been carefully read in order to extract from them whatever is relevant, closely 

or distantly, to the subject of the present work. 

To al-A'mil al-Siyäsiyya al-Kämila I have added three other works by 

Nizär which are directly relevant to this thesis: Bayrüt Tahtariq wa- 

Uhibbuki from the collection I1ä Bayrüt al-Unthä ma'a Hubbi, Beirut 1981. 

(all of the poems in this collection are to be found in al-A'mäl al-Siyäsiyya 

al-Kämila with the exception of the above poenj; the poem Qasidat Bilgis, 

Beirut 1981, a long elegy; and Thuläthiyyat Atfäl_al-Hijära, Beirut 1988, 

three poems on the Palestinian intifäda. 

It is also worth pointing out that we have made use of several poems from 

the collection Oasä'id Maghdüb 'alayhä, Beirut 1987, in the critical part 

of this thesis without translating them. There was a strong reason for making 

use of these poems, which was the occasional need to give supporting evidence 

for a particular opinion of argument. 

Since Nizär is an extremely prolific poet, and this thesis had to be 

limited in terms of volume, we have had to respect its limitations, so that it 

has been impossible to introduce everything which Nizär has written. For this 

reason we have decided to stop at Thuläthiyyat Atfäl al-Hijära, regarding 

this as the dividing line at which we must stop. Thus other works of Nizär 

have remained outside the scope of this study, i. e. the following collections: 

Sa-Yabaä al-Hubb Sayyidi, Beirut 1986, al-Sira al-Dhätiyya li-Sayyäf 

'Arab, London 1987, and Tazawwajtuki ayyatuhä al-Hurrivya, Beirut 1988. All 

of these revolve around two major pivots - suppression and freedom in Arab society 

and exile and spiritual alienation. These two pivots deserve a special serious 
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study, which we intend to undertake in the future. 

(b) Autobiography 

In the book gissati mama al-Shi'r, Beirut 1982, Nizär wrote the story 

of his life, believing that he was the best qualified person to do it. This is 

a useful literary work, but in it Nizär fell into many errors, including the 

following: 

(i) He turns it into a vehicle for the dissemination of his own ideas about 

poetry instead of making it a really valuable account of his personal life. 

Thus the first quarter of the book is devoted to a brief account of his life, 

while the rest is devoted to an account of his ideas on poetry. 

(ii) He does not provide much factual information about himself. For 

example, there is not a word in the book about his first wife or his children 

by her, or his feelings about them as a father. Nor is there any mention of 

his feelings about the Syrian Bath party or its policies. 

(iii) He is fascinated by himself, admires himself and promotes himself in a 

narcissistic fashion. He always sees himself as the centre of attention, 

whether as a child or as an adult, 141 He is always aware of his own 

superiority, even in the presence of kings. 142 

(iv) He commits some obvious mistakes, such as his claim that autobiography is 

143 
almost unknown in Arabic literature, his claim that he is the inventor of 

something which he calls the "third language", which is an eloquent simplified 

language lying between the literary and colloquial languages, though he was 

preceded in this by Tawfiq al-Hakim, 144 
and his claim that the Muslim Arabs 

did not know meditation and philosophy. 145 
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(c) Critical works 

Nizär is known as a poet, not a critic. Many people would be surprised 

to know that he is an excellent critic and that he has several works on 

theoretical criticism: 

(i) 'An al-Shi'r wa-al-Jins wa-al-Thawra. Beirut, 1972. 

This is a long interview which the Lebanese critic Munir al-'Aksh held 

with Nizär in Beirut in October 1971. In it Nizär gives his responses to 

three main topics - poetry, the Arab woman between the residues of the past and 

the new values of liberation, and the inevitability of revolt against 

traditional structures in Arab Society. 

(ii) al-Shi'r Qindil Akhdar. Beirut 1973. 

This contains his long poem Mudhakkirät Andalusiyya, articles on some of 

the faults of the classical poem and on the attitudes of conservative; and 

innovators to modern poetry, and some short literary letters to his beloved. 

All of these writings go back to the fifties and sixties. 

(iii) Mä huwa al-Shi`r?, Beirut 1981. 

Perhaps this is the most important of his critical works. In it Nizär 

registers everything which goes through his mind on the definition of poetry, 

his relationship to it, his poetic public, his vocabulary, the prose poem, and 

poetry readings. 

(iv) al-Mar'a fl Shi'ri wa-fi Hayäti" Beirut 1982. 

This contains the interviews which Nizär gave to Arab newspapers and 

television stations in which he indicates his various views and attitudes to the 

Arab woman, especially as regards woman and love, the liberated woman and woman 
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and male dominance. 

(v) al-'Asäfir 1ä Tatlub Ta'shirat Dukhül. Beirut 1980. 

These are the talks which Nizär gave in various Arab capitals (Damascus, 

Beirut, Baghdad, Cairo, Khartoum, Algiers, Abu Dhabi and Tripoli) before reading 

his poetry. They can truly be regarded as basic preliminaries for the 

understanding of his poetry. 

(d) Journalistic articles 

These have been gathered together in three books: 

(i) al-Kitäba 'Areal Ingiläbi. 
_ 

Beirut 1979. 

These are the articles published in the journal al-Usbü' al-'Arabi 

(Beirut) in the years 1973,1974 and 1975. They are concerned with the October 

War, the Palestinian struggle, his critical ideas on poetry, and the death of 

his son Tawflq. 

(ii) Shay' min al-Nathr. Beirut 1979. 

These are the articles published in the journal al-Hawädith (Beirut) in 

the years 1977 and 1978. They are concerned with Camp David, Sadat, American 

policy in the Middle East, the Lebanese civil war, Israeli raids on South 

Lebanon, and the alliance between Israel and America. 

(iii) Wa-al- Kalimät Tatrif al-Ghadab. Beirut 1983. (2 Vols) 

These are the articles published in the journal al-Mustagbal (Paris) in 

1982. They are concerned with current Arab politics, America and the Arabs, 

Egypt and the Arabs, the Palestinian problem, Israeli arrogance, and Israeli 

raids on Lebanon. 

(e) His impressions of the Lebanese Civil War. 
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Nizir recorded these impressions in a separate book, YawmiyyAt Madina 

King Isrnuhä Bayr t, Beirut 1981 , in which he summarises his point of view on: 

the civil war, sectarianism, the oscillation of Lebanon between the Arabs and 

Europe, Israeli intervention in the war, and his immense sorrow at the conflict 

between brothers which did not reach any decisive conclusion. 

2. Secondary Sources 

These comprise the following: the divans of certain Arab poets, studies 

on Syrian literature, studies on Arabic poetry and literature, Arab literary and 

intellectual journals, studies on the history of Syria, Arab encyclopedias, and 

the Encyclopedia of Islam (E. I. ) These sources are mentioned at the end of the 

thesis. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

NIZAR QABBANI" HIS LIFE AND CULTURAL FORMATION- 

The first section of this chapter gives a brief account of Nizär 

Qabbäni's aut, biography from his birth in Damascus in 1923 to the present 

day. The reader will find that his life is divided into four major parts: the 

stage of Damascus, the stage of diplomatic work in the Syrian Foreign 

Ministry, the stage of Beirut and the stage of homelessness and exile. 

The first stage, the stage of childhood, adolescence and young manhood, 

is also the stage of growing awareness of the social and political experiences 

through which Syria lived during the French Mandate until independence in 

1946. We shall see that the second stage of movement from one country to 

another was one of discovery of the culture and customs of various nations. 

It was an important stage which had the effect of polishing his character and 

ripening his awareness of life and people. It will be seen below that the 

third stage was that in which Nizär adopted Beirut as his centre for writing 

and printing his poetry and distributing it to the Arab world. Beirut was the 

centre which lay behind a success and fame which no other modern Arab poet at 

all was able to achieve. The fourth stage began to take form a few days 

before the Israeli invasion of 1982 and continues to the present day. 

The second section of this chapter discusses the sources of Nizär's 

general cultural formation. We shall see that there are three of them: 

Classical Arabic literature, contemporary Arab culture, and Western culture. 

We should mention here that we have not been able to obtain any 

extensive information from Nizär himself about his life. We have noticed 

during our correspondence with him that he has neglected to reply to some of 



our questions and has given us no opportunities to become acquainted with his 

secret depths. Nevertheless we have been able, with the available 

information, to produce this short but, we hope, interesting chapter, which is 

perhaps the first near-complete account of his life and cultural formation to 

date. 

I 

HIS LIFE 

As we have mentioned, Nizär Qabbäni's life falls into four main 

stages; the Damascus stage, the diplomatic stage, the Beirut stage and the 

present stage. In the following pages there will be a detailed discussion of 

each of these stages. 

1. The Damascus stage 

This lasted from 1923 to 1945, and may be described as follows. 

(a) Birth and early years 

Nizärl Tawfiq QabbAn12 was born on 21 March 1923 in the quarter of 

Mi'dhanat al-Shahm3 which is situated in the heart of old Damascus. At the 

time Syria was under the French mandate, which was imposed after the victory 

of the French forces under General Gouraud over the Syrian army led by Yüsuf 

al-'Azma (1884-1920) at the battle of Maysalün on 24 July 1920.4 

The year in which Nizär was born (1923) was filled with internal crises 

and acute disturbances. Syria was split up into little statelets (the state 

of Damascus, the state of Aleppo, the `Alawi state and the state of Jabal 
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al-Durüz) and this aroused widespread protests among the Syrian people and 

led to resistance against the French. 5 The French High Commissioner attempted 

to alleviate the anger of the Syrians by issuing on 5 January 1924 a decree 

announcing the creation of a Syrian republic in which he emphasised that 

France would observe the terms of the Mandate - but that any 

decrees issued would be dependent upon his agreement first and last. 6 

The Syrians rejected the High Commissioner's decree, and their rejection 

became even more determined with the revolt of Sultän Pasha al-Atrash 

(1891-1982) and his victories over the French in the Jabal al-Durüz in July 

and August 1925. The entire population of the Jabal al-Durüz rallied around 

the banner of this revolt ,7 and its spirit very soon spread to Syrian towns 

and villages. Syrian nationalist leaders began to volunteer to serve in its 

ranks, and this gave it the character of a national uprising. 8 Its basic 

demands can be summed up as follows; recognition of complete independence, 

abolition of the Mandate, the formation of a constituent body to draw up a 

democratic constitution for the country, and the ending of military rule. 9 

The city of Damascus, where Nizär Qabbäni's family lived, was 

engulfed by the revolt, whose first spark appeared in the city on 18 October 

1925.10 At that time the revolt contained in its ranks, in addition to the 

nationalists, many of those who were in revolt against law and order. 
ll 

Nizär's father, Tawfiq Qabbäni (1895-1955) was one of those who gave this 

12 
revolt moral support. 

Tawfiq Qabbäni belonged to the middle class13 of Damascus. He owned 

a sweetmeat factory in Mu`äwiya Street, one of the old streets of Damascus. 

His work in this street gave him the opportunity to be in close contact with 

the tradesmen and the shopkeepers. These men were, for the most part, and in 

one way or another, engaged in the struggle against the French. 14 
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It may be noted that his father began to support the nationalist 

movement during the 1930s. His activity was restricted to offering financial 

support, holding meetings, public and secret, and exhorting the people against 

the French. Nizär did not have any role to play as he was still a young 

child. Describing this period, he says: 

The leaders of the various quarters of Damascus, who were 
merchants, tradesmen and shopkeepers, financed the nationalist 
movement and led it from their shops and houses. My father, 
Tawfiq Qabbäni, was one of these men, and our house was one of 
those houses. How often I sat in the spacious courtyard of our 
eastern house, listening with abundant, childish enthusiasm to the 
Syrian political leaders as they stood in the portico of our house 

or made speeches in front of thousands of men, calling for 

opposition to the French occupation and urging them on to revolt 
for the sake of freedom. In our house in the quarter of Mi'dhanat 

al-Shahm political meetings were held behind closed doors, and 
plans were made for strikes, demonstrations and ways of conducting 
resistance. Behind the doors we eavesdropped on whispers, but 

understood hardly anything. 
15 

It may be useful to mention that Tawfiq Qabbäni's relationship with 

the members of the nationalist resistance grew stronger later on when he 

himself came into contact with the quarter of al-Shäghür16 which was close 

to his house in the quarter of Mi'dhanat al-Shahm. 
17 This quarter was a 

stronghold of resistance to the French. 18 It seems that Tawflq Qabbäni's 

activities against the French led in the beginning of the 1930s to his 

spending a period in prison. Recording this, Nizär says: 

When I saw the Senegalese troops entering our house in the early 
hours of the morning with rifles and bayonets and taking my father 
with them in an armoured car to the desert prison camp in Palmyra, 
I knew that my father was engaged in other business than the 
manufacture of sweetmeats. He was engaged in the business of 
freedom. l9 

There are three points here which are worthy of mention: 
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(i) Nizär grew up in an atmosphere of political tension and struggle 

between the Syrians and the French. He was influenced by his surroundings and 

responded to them with observation and reflection. Perhaps this atmosphere 

did not permit him, relatively speaking, to live an innocent, peaceful 

childhood like other more fortunate children. Perhaps this atmosphere itself 

had an indirect influence on his psychological formation and his inclination 

to political poetry, and his specialisation in it in manhood. 

(ii) His father's immersion in political activity prevented him from spending 

much time with him. This weak relationship between himself and his father 

strengthened his relationship with his mother. 
20 She considered him, he says, 

her favourite son, singled him out over his other brothers by giving him 

presents, and answered his childish demands without complaint or grumbling. 
21 

He mentions that she continued to breast-feed him until his seventh year22 and 

to feed him with her own hands until he was thirteen. 23 

(iii) The beauty of nature in the quarter of Mi'dhanat al-Shahm was a centre 

of attraction for Nizär during his childhood. His house was surrounded by a 

large garden full of Seville oranges, jasmine, carnations and dahlias. Around 

this garden was a large green belt. 24 This environment left an impression on 

Nizär. On the one hand, it made him attached to natural beauty, and on the 

other it inclined him to contemplation and solitude: 

Within this green belt I was born, crawled and spoke my first 
words. My collision with beauty was an everyday fate. When I 
stumbled, I stumbled over a pigeon's wing, and when I fell, I fell 
into the lap of a rose. This beautiful Damascene house 
overpowered all my emotions and took away from me the pleasure of 
going out into the street... from this there arose in me that 
domestic feeling which has accompanied me through all the stages 
of my life. 25 
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(b) School-days 

In 1930 the young Nizär Qabbäni, then aged 7, entered the first 

school in his life, 26 the National Scientific College27 in Damascus. This 

college lay only a few paces away from his house in Mi'dhanat al-Shahm. The 

young Nizär saw it as a natural extension of his house. 28 

It is known that this school was a private teaching establishment which 

was frequented by the sons of the middle class in Damascus, merchants, 

farmers, office workers and professional men. 
29 In its teaching policy it 

relied on a combination of two cultures, Arab and French. Nizär went to it 

in accordance with the wishes of his father: 

My father's nationalist and Islamic feelings played their role in 
his wise decision to send us to a school which combined the two 
cultures. My father's commitment to the nationalist line on the 
one hand and his desire that our education should be engrafted and 
opened to the world on the other dictated to him that he should 
grasp the stick by the middle, and act in a manner that was 30 
national and cultural at the same time. 

The influence of this school upon the young Nizär was great. It 

introduced him to a new language, French, and compelled him to master it 

completely. 
31 Through this language he came to know some of the French 

literary men like Corneille, Moliere, Racine, Victor Hugo, Dumas, Baudelaire 

and Valery. 32 It also introduced him to the great poet Khalil Mardam (1895- 

1959)33 who was the teacher of Arabic language and literature there, Ile 

worked skillfully to bring Arabic poetry closer to the minds of his pupils, 

among them Nizär Qabbäni. Nizär was attached to his teacher and became 

devoted to poetry as a result of his influence. 34 Speaking of Khalil 

Mardam's effect on his poetic formation he says: 

It was my good fortune that I was among the pupils who were cared for 
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by this poet who was endowed with extreme poetic sensibility... 
and who guided them to the enchanted forests in which poetry 
lives. I am indebted to Khalil Mardam for that excellent store 
of poetry which he left in the layers of my inner mind. If poetic 
taste is a lump of dough which is shaped by what we see, hear and 

read in our childhood, then Khalil Mardam had the great merit of 

sowing the rose of poetry beneath my skin and pre aring the 
leavens which formed my poetic cells and tissues. 

S5 

It is interesting to note that during his time at this school he took 

part with the pupils of other schools in a prolonged strike in the year 

1936.36 In this year the Syrians rose up and demanded their independence, the 

whole country went on strike for sixty days, noisy demonstrations took place 

and a number of people were killed or wounded. 
37 After this the French 

Popular Front Government declared their willingness to negotiate with the 

Syrian nationalists and to conclude an agreement with them which would specify 

Syrian independence within the space of three years. At the end of March 1936 

a Syrian delegation went to Paris and reached an agreement with the French to 

conclude a treaty of friendship and alliance on 9 September 1936. The 

agreement stipulated French recognition of Syrian independence but at the same 

time preserved practical French rule over the country. After this agreement, 

Häshim al-Atäsi (1875-1960) was elected president of the Syrian republic. 
38 

From his Arabic teacher Nizär heard the word "independence". 

Independence was his hope, as it was of all the pupils in his school. It 

pained him to see, on his way to school or home, groups of French soldiers 

patrolling the streets or arresting the inhabitants. His father warned him 

constantly of the danger posed by colonialism and of man's need to live 

freely, honourably, and without fetters. 39 

In the summer of 1939 Nizär graduated from the National Scientific 

College at the age of about sixteen, having obtained a certificate of the 

first baccalaureate. 40 In the same summer of 1939 he went to Italy on a 
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school journey in the hope that he would learn something about individual 

independence and self-reliance. Nizär loved this journey. It lasted for 

about two weeks, but suddenly the first signs of the Second World War appeared 

on the horizon, and the Italian authorities were compelled to put him and his 

schoolmates on the first steamer travelling to Beirut. 41 When the summer of 

1939 came to an end Nizär transferred to the Pre-University School in 

Damascus, and spent two years there, graduating in 1941 with a certificate of 

42 
second baccalaureate. 

During his study at this school France entered the Second World War, on 

the allied side. Syrians began to discuss the possibility of liberation from 

France, believing that this war would weaken France sufficiently to compel her 

to withdraw peacefully from Syria. However things did not turn out this way. 

The French continued to run Syria by their traditional methods. But the 

Syrians did not forget their first goal, which was the demand for independence 

for the country. 
43 

(c) In the Syrian University 

In the academic year 1941/42 Nizär Qabbäni enrolled in the Law School 

in the Syrian University44 to study law. 45 It seems that he did not 

particularly wish to study law, but saw it as a means of obtaining a suitable 

government post, since at that time law graduates were more successful than 

46 
others in obtaining white-collar employment. 

Nizär's attachment to his subjects of study was not all that could be 

hoped for. He found great difficulty in understanding Roman Law, 

International Law, Constitutional Law and Political Economy. 47 He would have 

liked to have escaped from them all into a world of poetry, in which he began 

to take his first steps, but he was not able to do so. Thus the subjects of 
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his study lay upon his chest like walls of lead. He memorised the various 

laws like somebody swallowing a capsule which he must swallow. 
48 By about the 

end of the first year Nizär's personality had developed noticeably in two 

directions. The first of these was a feeling of personal independence. 

During this stage his reliance on his parents lessened, he built new 

relationships within the university and he became powerfully aware of the 

existence of women around him: 

When I reached the stage of manhood and began to yearn for the 
other sex, I read a sign on which was written, "Do not play with 
girls, boys. " Since they wege telling me not to play with girls, 
I decided to play with them. 

The second was a romantic revolt against his society, with its rules, 

customs and moral and religious values. He used to find pleasure in examining 

the prevailing faults in his society and talking about them to his colleagues. 

He became very inclined to criticise and debate the views which presented 

themselves to him. He no longer accepted, as he had done previously, 

everything which was said to him. Now he had his own views, which he 

sometimes upheld fanatically. 50 

It may be noted that Nizär's interest in politics grew relatively 

weaker at the beginning of the forties (1943/1944) since he was giving more 

attention to the writing of poetry, sometimes at the expense of his university 

studies. In September 1944 he had completed twenty-eight full-length poems 

and shorter pieces and had gathered them together in a small book with the 

title Oälat 11 al-Samrä'. He gave these to a printing-house in Damascus 

and 300 copies were printed, whose cost he paid from his own funds. 51 Nizär 

felt pleased with himself because he had printed the first book in his life, 

and this encouraged him to prepare another book. He wrote a few scattered 

poems, but was prevented from putting his project into effect by the events 
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which took place in May 1945.52 In this year the Syrians demanded complete 

independence for their country, the formation of a national army and the 

evacuation of French forces from Syrian territory. However, France did not 

meet any of these demands. 53 As a result there were violent demonstrations, 

and sporadic clashes took place between Syrians and French. On the evening of 

29 May 1945, French troops killed 28 Syrians guarding the National Assembly 

and shelled and bombed Damascus. Further demonstrations took place in Aleppo, 

Idlib and Dayr al-Zawr. The number of Syrians killed in the months of May and 

June 1945 came to 616 dead, while 2,072 were wounded. 
54 

These events did not prevent Nizär from taking his final examinations 

in the Syrian University, despite the deep sorrow at the Syrian losses which 

wrung his heart. When he learned that he had been successful he was not 

completely happy, because he was seized by another secret care. He wanted to 

see his country free from the French, and wanted a different, free life far 

55 
away from tension and clashes. 

In no more than a few months, his dream had come true. French actions 

in Syria attracted the disapproval of many countries, especially the British 

and American governments. On 15 February 1946 Syria made a complaint to the 

Security Council against France and demanded the immediate evacuation of 

foreign troops. Within two days a decision was made to comply with her 

demands. Syria celebrated the evacuation on 17 April 1946.56 Nizär's joy at 

this cannot be described. He expressed his happiness and his deep 

identification with his country at that time in these words: 

For my country and her stars, 
For her clouds, her fragrance and her dew 
I have poured out the vials of my colour in rivers 
Over my green country, for whom I would give my life. 57 
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2. The diplomatic stage 

The second stage of Nizär Qabbäni's life begins when he joined the 

Syrian diplomatic corps in August 1945. During this stage Nizär spent about 

twenty years moving from one country to another. 

stage follows below. 

(a) Cairo (1945-1948) 

A detailed account of this 

In October 1945 Nizär was appointed an assistant to the cultural 

attache in the Syrian embassy in Cairo, "the flower of cities, the capital of 

Arab capitals and a garden of thought and art without rival. "58 He was then 

about twenty-two years of age. He spent three years in Cairo, during which he 

was able to develop his poetry and widen his culture: 

Cairo polished my perceptions, my eyes and my poetic language. It 
liberated me from the desert dust which had accumulated over my 
skin. 

59 

In Cairo Nizär came into contact with literary and artistic circles and 

became acquainted with the dramatist Tawflq al-Hakim (1898-1987), the 

writer Ibrähim `Abd al-Qädir al-Mäzini (1889-1949), the poet Ibrähim 

Näji (1898-1952), the poet Ahmad Rämi (b. 1920) and the critic Anwar al- 

Ma'addäwi (1920-1965). 60 In Cairo he printed his second collection, Tuf6lat 

Nahd (1948), a collection of love poetry, in which his poetry developed from a 

description of stolen glances and love from afar to one of sexual encounters 

and naked women. For instance he says in his poem `Ind Imra'a: 

She was, then, stretched out 
And the fireplace complained, 
The forests wept 
And the gulf foamed; 
And within my heart was a cloud 



52 

Weeping, and black snow. 
61 

(b) Ankara (1949-1951) 

Nizär worked in the Syrian embassy in Ankara during the period 1949- 

1951. These were tense years in his life, 62 since in this period he was 

alarmed and disturbed by the political and economic collapse in Syria and the 

occurrence of a series of military coups. 
63 It appears that these coups 

distracted Nizär so much that he was not able to acquaint himself very fully 

with Turkish culture at first hand. However from time to time he visited the 

Islamic monuments of Turkey, especially in Istanbul, to look at them and to 

provide him with an excursion. Despite all the psychological pressures which 

swept over him in Ankara he was able to write two works which were later 

published in Beirut. These are a long poem entitled Sämbä (1949) and the 

collection Anti (1950). 64 They are both about love. 

(c) London (1952-1955) 

In spring 1952, Nizär moved to the Syrian embassy in London. At that 

time political conditions in Syria were still in a state of disarray. 65 While 

in London Nizär was acutely aware of what was happening in Syria and suffered 

pain because of it. However he decided to make use of whatever London could 

offer him. He tried to clear his mind of the cares of his country and to 

interact with the new environment there. 66 Thus: "the grey skies rained upon 

his sheets of paper and his notebooks and the sun of the East disappeared 

behind the thick London fog". 67 

In England Nizär found what he could not find in any other country. He 

found there a different culture, a firm sense of order and unlimited freedom. 

He spent four years there, during which he learned English, and was utterly 
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happy. Speaking of his life in London, he says: 

The English experience placed me in a human and cultural framework 

of which I was of the most pressing need. In the Royal Festival 
Hall and the Albert Hall I lived with the most beautiful music in 
the world. In the Kent countryside, on the beach at Bournemouth 

and Brighton, on the ferries from Calais to Dover, on the green 
grass, on the walls of the universities of Oxford and Cambridge, 

and in the London theatres which bear all the glories of the 
Victorian period, I spent the most fruitful days of my life. 
London gave me intellectual peace of mind, its rains washed my 
thirsty eastern vegetation, and its limitless green open spaces 
gave me my first lessons in freedom. In this school of freedom I 
wrote my best poetic work, and that most linked to man, Oasä'id. 68 

Indeed, his collection QasA'i d (1956) does contain something different 

from that which is found in his previous collections. In it the critic can 

feel certain influences of London life on the poet and his poetry. Among 

these influences are his discussion of swift emotional and sexual encounters 

with women (the poems Ilä Sadiga Jadida69, H. isäla min Sayyida Hagida7C), 

his introduction to sex, wine and the bohemian life ('Awdat Aylül7l), 

references to Christmas parties and the exchange of Christmas cards ('Id Milädihä72) 

portrayal of treachery between male and female and dancing in night-clubs 

(Tawg al-Yäsamin73), insistent discussion of cheap sex ( ub A, 74 Aw"iyat 

al-Sadid75, IlA Ajira76) and portrayal of two Lesbians making love while 

he watches them from the door (al-Oasida al-Shirrira77). Nizär ended his 

term of duty in London at the end of 1955 and returned to Syria, where his 

father died shortly after. He composed an elegy on him in his poem bam, in 

which he says: 

Has your father died? 
That is wrong - my father does not die 
For in the house there are 
Fragrances of God and remembrance of the Prophet from him; 
This is his corner, those are his things 
Splitting open to reveal a thousand young branches, 
His newspaper, his tobacco, his sofa, 
As though my father had not yet gone yet, 
The ashtray, his cup, 
Not yet drunk from; 
I have carried you in my eyes' consciousness until 
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(d) 

It seems possible to people that I am my father. 
I carry you even in the intonation of my voice 
So how can you have gone, when you are still with me? 

7g 

China (1958-1960)79 

Nizär was transferred to the Syrian embassy in Peking in February 1958 

and worked there until the end of 1960.80 It seems that his life there was 

different from his life in Cairo, Ankara or London. In Peking Nizär suffered 

from two major problems, the first of which was isolation. He could not 

establish links with Chinese everyday life, get to know the Chinese people or 

benefit from Chinese thought or literature. Probably the severe restrictions 

imposed on diplomats were the main reason for this. 81 On this subject, he 

mentions that his travels in China were restricted and did not extend beyond 

Peking and its suburbs. He never went on any journey by himself, but always 

travelled with other diplomats on "diplomatic journeys" arranged by the Bureau 

of Protocol in the Chinese Foreign Ministry. 82 He says that he used to move 

on these journeys like an elementary school pupil going on an excursion with 

his headmaster. 83 He expressed his isolation in Chinese society, his longing 

to break through it and get to know China from close up, and his failure to do 

so in the following words: 

I wanted to sit down by myself under a Chinese bamboo tree, or 
smell a lotus flower by myself, or to take a child with Chinese 
eyes into my arms. But my childish longings were impossible to 
realise. All the bamboo trees, all the lotus flowers and all the 
children in China do not talk to foreigners. If they do talk, 
there must be an official interpreter there who records what they 
say in a file. I wanted to see the Chinese as they really are - 
how they laugh, how they sing, how they paint beautiful dishes and 
how the drink jasmine tea.., but I failed. I am very sad that I 
failed. 

°4 

His second problem was sadness. This was a direct result of his 

isolation and his frustration. Thus he says: 
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I was overwhelmed by sadness for the first time in South-East 
Asia, like a seagull with wet wings, for I had not met it 
before... In China the flowers of pallor opened on my notebooks 85 
and grew so large that my pages became a forest of tears. 

Nizär embodied his isolation and his sadness in two poems, Nahr al- 

Ahzin and Thaläth Bitägät min Asivä. In them we read of a destructive 

feeling of futility, isolation, doubt and loss of direction. In the first he 

says: 

My ships in the harbour are weeping, 
Tearing themselves to pieces above the gulfs 
My yellow destiny has smashed me, 
Smashed my faith in my heart. 
I am a non-existent person 
Who does not know my place in the world. 
My history? I have no history! 
I am oblivious of oblivion. 
I am an anchor which does not anchor, 
A wound with the features of a man. 
What can I give you? Answer me! 
My unrest? My disbelief? My nausea? 
What can I give you but a fate 
Which dances in the hand of Satan? 86 

In the other poem he says: 

My turquoise, I am still in my ships 
Wrestling with suns, bandits and seasickness 
I have put into ports with poisoned waters 
I have prayed in temples which have no god 
And I have tasted the cheapest wine, 
The cheapest lips. 
I have been killed a thousand times 
I have drowned a thousand times 
I have been crucified on the wall of the day 
And I have crossed seven of the widest seas; 
Of the most dangerous seas. 

87 

One of the results of Nizär's isolation and misery in China is his 

eighth collection, Yawmiyyät Imra'a Lä-Mubäliya (printed in Beirut 1968, 

about ten years after it was written). In it Nizär takes on the personality 
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of a woman from the Arab East who revolts against the authority of her father 

and all inherited social traditions, sanctifies sex in human life, wishes for 

fertility, waits for a man, and revolts even against herself because she is a 

woman. 88 

(e) Spain (1962-1966) 

In 1962 Nizär Qabbäni moved from Beirut89 to Madrid. When he reached 

it he felt a strong sense of affinity with it. 90 For him Spain was a new 

window through which he could see the world and people anew, especially after 

his bitter isolation in China. Here he achieved a number of new objectives. 

He learned Spanish and became very proficient in it, 91 he established firm 

relationships with Spanish orientalists, especially Pedro Martinez Montdvez, 

who translated some of his poems in a book called Arab Love Poetry, 92 
and in 

addition to this he became acquainted with Spanish poetry, especially that of 

Lorca. 93 In this way Spanish society was opened up to him, and his life in 

Spain became pure enjoyment. He calls the period which he spent there, up to 

the summer of 1966, his "rosy period", 94 

(f) The end of the diplomatic stage 

In January 1966, during his stay in Spain, Nizär began to feel that the 

diplomatic life did not suit him. This feeling appears to have grown in him 

after all his previous collections had been published, especially OasA'id 

(1956) and Habibati (1961). 95 In short, Nizär felt that he was divided 

into two personalities, that of the poet and that of the diplomat. These two 

personalities clashed and utterly contradicted one another. While the 

personality of the poet represented truth and reality, the personality of the 

diplomat represented untruth, hypocrisy and deceit. It was nothing but a wax 

mask, he says, which he put on unwillingly for social occasions and diplomatic 
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parties. 
96 

Nizär often thought, when the personality of the poet overwhelmed him, 

that he would free himself of the diplomatic personality for ever. 
97 This 

became reality in March 1966 when he found himself writing a letter of 

resignation and sending it to the Syrian ambassador in Madrid. He was flooded 

by joy, and felt certain that this step would rescue his real personality, 

that of the poet, and recreate it: 

My resignation from the diplomatic career in 1966 was a rescue for 
the second man who had almost been ground to powder by the wheels 
of reckless cars, always breaking the law, bearing number plates 
on which was written "Corps Diplomatique". When I sat down at the 
desk in my study in Beirut, after the end of my diplomatic life, 
and lit my first cigarette I felt the pride of a king who takes 
power for the first time. 9$ 

3. The Beirut stage 

This lasts from 1966 to 1982, a period of about sixteen years. We shall 

describe the most important events of this period below. 

(a) Settling down and working 

Nizär settled in Beirut in the middle of 1966, with the idea of 

starting his own private work. At that time Beirut was the centre of the 

production and marketing of books in the Arab world. Nizär quickly found 

that all the circumstances were available for founding his own publishing 

house which could have his books printed. 99 He called it "Dar Nashr Nizär 

Qabbäni", and his first collection to be published by this house was al-Rasm 

bi-al-Kalimät (1966). This was his seventh collection of love poetry. 

His delight at the appearance of this collection was great, and he 
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decided to follow it with other works and to give up travelling from country 

to country and pursuing women, announcing that he would devote himself to 

poetry since he found his salvation in it: 

I am in all ages, and it is as though 
My life were millions of years 
My suitcases have grown tired of long journeying 
And I have grown tired of my horses and my raids 
There remains no white breast, or black, 
Upon which I have not planted my banners 
And today I sit on the deck of my ship 
Like a thief, seeking a way of escape 
And I turn the key of the harem, and see nothing 
In the shade but the skulls of the dead. 
Sex was a narcotic which I tried, 
But it did not put an end to my sorrows or my crises 
Your perfumed mouth does not solve my problem 
For my problem is in my notebooks and my inkwell. 
All paths before us are blocked 
And our salvation lies in drawing with words. 100 

In 1968 Nizär published another collection of love poetry, Yawmiyyat 

Imra'a Lä-Mubäliva, which was composed in China in 1958. During this period 

he began to publish his political poems in little booklets and to distribute 

them in the Arab world. They met with an unparalleled success, 
101 

especially 

Hawämish 'alä Daftar al-Naksa (1968), al-Mumaththilün (1968), Al-Istijwäb 

(1968), Fath (1968), Ifäda fl Mahkamat al-Shi'r (1969), Manshurät Fidä'iyya 

'alä Judrän Isrä'il (1970) and Min Mufakkirat 'AshiqDimas i (1971). 

His success and his wide circulation in the Arab world reinforced his desire 

to continue his work. 

(b) Marriage to Bilgis al-Räwi and increased voetic activity 

In April 1969 Nizär visited 'Iraq to take part in the ninth poetry 

festival in Baghdad. 102 There he met an Iraqi girl called Bilgis al-Räwi. 

After a few months he married her and took her back to Beirut. She easily 

found work in 1970 in the Iraqi embassy in Beirut. 103 His marriage to her led 
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to a psychological settling down and to an increase in his poetic activity. 
104 

After this his collections followed one another regularly. By the early 

seventies four successive collections had appeared which added another success 

to his previous successes. These collections are Oasä'id Mutawahhisha 

(1970), Kitäb al-Hubb (1970), Mi'at Risälat Hubb (1970) and Ash'är Khäriia 

`a1ä al-Oänün (1972). All of them make a frank appeal for love to be a 

natural phenomenon in Arab society, with no fear or embarrassment in its 

practise. His appeal met an ardent reception from adolescents and young 

people in the Arab world and from the generation which was in revolt against 

worn-out traditions and customs. 105 

(c) The death of his son Tawfig 

Nizär's life in Beirut was almost perfect, but he was completely 

devastated on 10 August 1973 by the sudden death of his oldest son Tawf1q, 

born in 1949, in St. George's Hospital in London. 106 He commemorated him in 

the sorrowful poem I1ä al- Amir al-Dimashal Tawfiq Oabbäni which is 

discussed below in section III of Chapter Seven. 

After the death of his son Nizär fell seriously ill as a result of this 

blow; he had a weak heart. Throughout 1974 he was receiving treatment in the 

American University Hospital in Beirut. 107 However this did not lessen his 

resolve as a poet. In no time at all another series of collections followed 

one another; these are Uhibbukki. Uhibbuki wa-al-Bagiyya Tal ti (1978), 

Ili Bayrüt al-Unthä ma'a Hubbi (1978), Kull 'Am wa-Anti Habibati 

(1978), Ashhadu an 1ä Imra'a illä Anti (1979) and Häkadhä Aktubu Tärikh 

al-Nisä' (1981). 

A study of these collections would require an extended research, but we 

can say with confidence that in them Nizir developed the concept of love and 
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no longer restricted it simply to sex, but rather treated it from the human 

point of view, making it one of the important elements of life which the human 

being always needs. 

Nizär did not restrict himself to poetry at this period, but also wrote 

a number of articles for the weekly Beirut magazine Al-Hawädith. After all 

his previous collections Nizär felt that he was part of Beirut and that 

Beirut was unlike any other Arab city. 
108 This feeling seems to have been a 

sincere one. 

In fact Beirut provided Nizär with a suitable cultural atmosphere, the 

natural beauty of sea, mountains and greenery, night life, friends and evening 

conversation, freedom of speech109 and, more important than any of these, it 

gave him poetry. Everything in it aroused his feelings and his urge to write 

poetry. Beirut was also the source of his fame and his poetic advance upon 

the Arab world. All of these factors deepened his attachment to Beirut. 

Explaining this, he says: 

My attachment to Lebanon is not at all a tourist's attachment 
which ends at the borders of Byblos beach or the halls of the 
Casino... it is much older than this and much deeper. Lebanon 
was the vessel which contained my poetry and gave it its form, 
colour and smell. In the soil of Lebanon I sowed the first seeds 
of my poetry, and it took them to its bosom, fed them and watered 
them until they became a forest with many trees and long 
shadows. 

110. 

He also says: 

Beirut was one of those rare cities which urged on my fingers 
against me and urged on my voice against me. It did not leave me 
in peace for a single moment. It did not prevent me from 
wandering over my pages after six o'clock. It did not take me to 
the state security court to pay customs duty on my thoughts and my 
poems. Beirut did not persecute me. Rather it brought me a cup 
of coffee put it on my desk, and left me to get on with my 111 business. 
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(d) Anxiety: Israeli raids and Civil War 

Nizär's life in Beirut was a happy one on the whole, but anxiety began 

to invade his heart when on 15 January 1975, and 7 July 1975, and on 

subsequent occasions, Israel mounted naval and air operations against 

Palestinian guerrilla camps in the South of Lebanon. 112 This anxiety 

increased when the Lebanese Civil War began on 13 April 1975.113 We shall 

discuss this war and his views on it in greater detail in Chapter Eight. 

The Civil War seems to have had a role in the killing of his wife 

Bilgis al-Räwi. On 15 December 1981 a terrifying explosion took place in 

the Iraqi embassy in Beirut which caused its destruction and the death of 

several employees. Bilgis al-Räwi was one of the victims. 114 Nizär 

mourned her in his famous poem Qasidat Bilgis, to which we shall refer 

below, in section III Chapter Seven. 

After this the situation in Beirut grew more and more dangerous. The 

civil war grew more savage, Israeli military operations in the South 

continued, and warnings of an Israeli invasion of Lebanon increased. At this 

time (June 1982) Nizär decided to leave Beirut. He managed to obtain a place 

on a Lebanese freighter making for Larnaca in Cyprus. He was accompanied by 

his two children by Bilgis, Zaynab and 'Umar and fifty one other passengers. 

On the high seas of the Mediterranean they were intercepted by an Israeli 

warship which asked their identity. The Israeli captain ordered all the 

passengers to come on deck, and the Israelis counted the passengers one by one 

and looked at them through binoculars. When they were satisfied that they 

were a group of "peaceful sparrows" they allowed the freighter's captain to 

continue his journey. 115 Nizär's heart was flooded by feelings of rage and 



62 

humiliation, and he wrote afterwards: 

Non-place is the only place left for the Arab. All the other 
places have been occupied, taken over or confiscated. All 
geographical directions have become impossible. All the heavens 

are above me, with no ceiling. All horizons seem to me to stretch 
without end. All countries seem to me to be hypothetical. 116 

4. The present stage 

This stage begins with his settling in Paris after leaving Lebanon. He 

moved to Paris to work for the magazine al-Mustagbal, whose editor, Nabil 

Khüri, engaged him to write a page called "A page outside the law". 117 

While he was in Paris, the Israeli army swept through Lebanon and entered 

Beirut (June 1982). This was an enormous shock to Nizär, and of it he 

writes: 

At last the Israelis have reached our throat. They have crossed 
that cardboard barrier which they call Arab nobility, Arab 
heroics, Arab lies. They have arrived in our cups of coffee, our 
bedsheets and our tablespoons. They have pierced that hymen of 
the Arab East, which was thinner than cigarette paper, and turned 118 
us in one night into whores. 

He adds: 

I feel, as a writer, degraded and humiliated, and feel that my 
spirit has been treated with limitless contempt. 

119 

Nizär continued to work in Paris for about a year. After this he left 

this job and went to settle in Geneva. He remained there for a time and then 

moved to Cairo, and then Damascus. 120 At the moment of writing he is spending 

part of his time in each of these cities. He describes his present life in 

these words: 
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I am like a hitch-hiker. I have no links of employment, family, 

emotion, politics, party or sex. Nobody is waiting for me in the 

evening. I carry a suitcase full of my books on my shoulder and 121 do not look at the number of the cars which carry me. 

II 

CULTURAL BACKGROUND 

Nizär's cultural background can be divided into three parts, the 

Islamic-Arabic classical heritage, Modern Arab culture and Western culture. 

1. The Islamic-Arabic Classical Heritage 

(a) The classical heritage a basic element 

Nizär Qabbäni considers that the Islamic-Arabic classical heritage 

is a basic element in his cultural formation, and that to deny this would be 

to deny his primary cultural roots. 
122 He insists that classical literature 

is not something fossilised, sacred or set outside time and space; it is one 

of the fruits of human thought. He compares it to a great river from whose 

water people continually drink, and denies that it is "a marble tomb in which 

aspirations are buried. �123 

The main classical works from which he derived his traditional culture 

and which he continued to admire are the d wäns of the pre-Islamic poets - 

Imru' al-Qays, al-Näbigha al-Dhubyän1, Zuhayr b. Abi Sulmä, 'Arttara al- 

'Absi, al-A'shä and Labid, the diwän of al-Farazdaq, the Kalila wa-Dimna 

of Ibn al-Muqaffa', the diwän of Abü al-`Atähiya, al-Bayän wa-al-Tabyin 

by al-Jähiz, the diwän of Abü Tammim and his Diwan al-Hamäsa, al- 

'Iad al-Farad by Ibn `Abd Rabbihi, al-Mas`üdi's Murüj al-Dhahab, the 
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AAhäni of Abü al-Faraj al-Isfahäni, the diwän of al-Mutanabbi, al- 

t Ma'arri's Risälat al-Ghufrän, Ibn Hazm's Tawg al-Hamäma, the 14agAmA 

of al-Hamadhäni and al-Hariri, the Thousand and One Nights 124 Ibn 

Khaldün's Mugaddima and Subh al-A'shä fl Sinä'at al-Inshä' by al- 

Qalgashandi. 125 

(b) The essential characteristics of classical literature 

In his view these are the following: 

(i) It is an expression of a religious culture whose values and ideas arise 

solely from religion. 

(ii) It is based on mutual tolerance in the sense that it is an exchange of 

influences with other nations, and is not closed in upon itself or self- 

sufficient. 

(iii) It is far removed from chauvinism, in that it never practised any kind 

of domination or subjugation over the nations over which it predominated. 

(iv) It is a whole, interlinked and integrated, in the sense that it cannot 

be divided into conflicting parts. 126 

(c) Negative aspects of classical literature 

Nizär rejects the position of those Arab scholars who express doubts 

about the whole of the Islamic-Arabic heritage because it belongs, so they 

say, to the ages of decadence (i. e. the entire past of the Arabs), and because 

according to their concepts it is an anti-historical and anti-revolutionary 

movement. 
127 He calls this kind of doubt a "base attack" which aims to 
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assassinate Arab history and Arab culture. 
128 However his rejection of this 

position does not prevent him from recognising that this heritage comprises 

many negative aspects. He observes, for example, that a large proportion of 

Friday sermons, old gasidas and traditional proverbs contain values which do 

129 
not suit contemporary Arab life. 

After the defeat of 1967 Nizär began to reject the negative sides of 

the classical heritage, because he regarded them as one of the chief factors 

in the making of the defeat. Perhaps the first stanza of Qirä'a `alä 

Adrihat al-Majädhib is one of the best examples which demonstrates this 

rejection: 

I have fled from 'Amr b. Kulthüm 
And from al-Farazdaq's Rä'ivva 
I have emigrated from my voice 
And from my writing, 
I have emigrated from my birth, 
Emigrated from the cities of salt 
And from earthenware poems. 

30 

2. Modern Arab culture 

By this Nizär means the culture of the era of the na da or cultural 

revival of the 19th century and the cultural events and achievements which 

followed it in the Arab world up to the present day. This culture reached 

Syria in the mid 19th century through scientific and cultural contacts with 

neighbouring Arab countries and through the various Arab and Syrian magazines 

which appeared during this period. 131 

(a) First contacts 

Nizär's first contacts with modern Arab culture seem to have taken 

place at the beginning of the forties when he read, and was dazzled by, the 
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works of certain Lebanese poets like Bishära al-Khüri (1890-1968), Ilyäs 

Abü Shabaka (1904-1948), Amin Nakhla (b. 1924), Saläh Labki (1906-1955), 

Sa'id 'Aql (b. 1912) and Michel Träd (b. 1918). 132 He later admired the 

works of the following poets and writers: Ahmad Shawg1133 (1868-1932), 

Khalil Muträn (1871-1849), Häfiz Ibrahim (1872-1932), Ma'rüf 

al-Rusäfi (1877-1945), Jibrän Khalil Jibrän (1883-1931), Tähä Husayn 

(1889-1973), 'Abbas Mahmüd al-'Agqäd (1889-1965), Tawfiq al-Hakim 

(1898-1987), Fadwä Tügän (b. 1917), Näzik al-Malä'ika (b. 1923), Khalil 

Häwi (1925-1982), Badr Shäkir al-Sayyäb (1926-1963), `Abd al-Wahhäb al- 

Bayyäti (b. 1926), and Adonis134 ('All Ahmad Said) (b. 1930). 

(b) Faults of present-day Arab cultural life 

According to Nizär, there are three main faults. The first is the 

regression of the general cultural level, and the tyranny of petro-dollar 

values. Commenting on this he says: 

Oil, not poetry, has become the "register of the Arabs". Today 
al-Mutanabbi stands sad, orphaned and heartbroken before OPEC, 
and finds nobody to welcome him, of er him a cup of bitter coffee, 
or buy his diwän for half a dollar. 

[35 

The second fault is the way educated Arabs bandy about difficult and 

obscure expressions like hadätha (modernism), thawriyya (revolutionariness), 

tagaddumiyya (progressiveness) and mustagbaliyya (futurism), which give those 

who use them the attribute of "learnedness" but in the long run do not achieve 

anything. Thus he says: 

Under the slogan of hadät a and tahdith the time-bombs are 
planted beneath the foundations of'Arab thought (verse, prose, 
language and philosophy), and dynamite is placed under all Arab 
epochs without exception. Under the sign-boards of thawriyya, 
tagaddumiyya and mustagbalivva everything is regarded as fair game 
and everything is blown up, and trust in everything is destroyed, 
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so that the Arab feels that he is a cultural foundling. 136 

The final fault is the pervasiveness of hostile personal criticism, 

especially by literary critics, which aims to kill creativity. Thus he says: 

It seems that there is a plan to kill beautiful horses in the Arab 

world. The horses I mean are the horses of poetry which have 
filled the skies of the Arab world with joy and neighing... the 
murderers are a group of mercenaries of criticism who wander about 
with their unlicensed weapon and shoot at random... at everything 
which moves, in order to satisfy their desire to kill and in the 
hope of obtaining quick fame at the expense of the murdered 
horses. 137 

(c) The cultural revolution 

Some educated Arabs repeatedly say that Arab life today has no 

relationship to the rhythm of life in the last third of the 20th century. The 

argument which they adduce for this is that this life is not homogeneous. 

Some Arab countries live in the bosom of Bedouin society with all its 

manifestations of tribalism and sectarianism. Some others live in the 

illusion of being touched by modern civilisation, though their essence, in 

word and deed, is still for the most part made up of elements from the distant 

past. In the same society values and customs may differ sharply from one 

class to another in a way which almost tears apart what we call the national 

framework, together with all the common ideas and feelings which it 

comprises. 
138 All of this is a pretext for speaking of a "cultural 

revolution" which will bring things back to their proper state. Nizär has 

pondered greatly over what has been said about this revolution, and has 

carried away three impressions: 

(i) This talk about a "cultural revolution" is a fashion whose object is to 

imitate other cultural revolutions, as in China or France; it is imposed upon 
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Arab society rather than springing from it in a natural manner, 
139 

(ii) The expression "cultural revolution" is a new one which is brought up 

and spread abroad in the Arab world by anarchists, trouble-makers and semi- 

illiterates. This is something which is reprehensible and perverse, since it 

is presumed that the cultural revolution will be undertaken by educated people 

and academics as has happened throughout the world. 
140 

(iii) This claimed revolution lacks a clear concept of the future, and 

likewise lacks a revolutionary programme based on an analysis of Arab society 

which expresses the interests of the masses. Thus this revolution aims at 

nothing specific except a breaking up and smashing of the whole Arab culture, 

motivated by vengeance, desire for dominance and hostility to history. 141 

3. Western culture 

(a) The West: a new horizon 

Nizär did not restrict himself to reading Arab literature, classical or 

modern, but went beyond this to new horizons, where he came in contact with 

Western culture. This took place during his diplomatic career in the West, 

particularly in London and Madrid. At this point we should make a number of 

observations. Firstly, Nizär's acquaintance with Western culture did not 

come about as a result of a preconceived plan, but was based on personal taste 

and being influenced by whatever he happened to see of hear. 142 Secondly, 

this acquaintance was essentially directed toward Western literature itself 

rather than to thought or philosophy, as was the case with his Arab culture, 

classical or modern. 
143 Next, his contact with this culture sprang from his 

philosophy that literature and art, whatever they are, and irrespective of 

their origin, are a common human heritage and the common property of all 
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generations, rather than the monopoly of one group or community to the 

exclusion of another. 
144 Finally, his excellent command of three languages, 

French, English and Spanish, enabled him to have a good acquaintance with 

these cultures, and he drew on the culture of every country in which he lived, 

as far as personal circumstances and free time allowed. 
145 

(b) European writers 

We shall now review the European writers and men of letters some of 

whose works Nizär read and admired. These have been divided into four 

groups. 

(i) English writers 

Shakespeare, Wordsworth, Coleridge, Byron, Shelley, Browning, Somerset 

Maugham and T. S. Eliot. 146 

(ii) French writers 

Montesquieu, Voltaire, Hugo, Dumas, de Musset, Baudelaire, Mallarme, 

Andrd Gide, Paul Valery, Paul Eluard, Aragon, Malraux, Sartre and Camus. 147 

(iii) Spanish writers 

Gustavo Adolfo Becquer, Antonio Machado, Juan Roman Jimenez and Federico 

i 
Garcia Lorca. 148 

(iv) Other writers 

Goethe, Tolstoy, Tagore, Ezra Pound and Hemingway. 149 

(c) The West-and-the Arabs: a point of view 

Nizär is a firm supporter of the necessity of contact with the West and 
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of benefiting from its civilisation, its literature and its sciences. 

However, he draws attention to two dangers which can threaten this contact and 

lessen its benefit for the Arabs. The first danger is the domination of 

consumerism. He points out that borrowing from the West lacks the logic of 

Arab control. In this transaction the Arabs play the role of the consumer of 

the products of modern culture, that is, the receiver who has only the ability 

to pay, but plays no part whatever in drawing up the plan of cultural 

creation. For this reason he says: 

The basis of our problem, as I see it 
, 

is that we are consumers 
of a culture, not producers of it, 150 

The second danger is the "Bedouinisation" of modern inventions. Nizär 

points out that the Bedouin mentality still rules the Arabs in their dealings 

with these inventions. This leads to a "Bedouinisation" of them, that is to 

say, the imprinting of a Bedouin stamp upon them. Explaining this, he says: 

Our attitude to the products of civilisation is still a Bedouin 
attitude. We sit astride a car as we would sit astride a riding- 
animal, and try to conquer it and humble it until it dies under 
our hands in its first year of life. In the same barbarous manner 
we use the telephone to kill time, even though the telephone was 
invented to save time. 151 

What Nizär says is correct to a certain extent. For example, the Arabs 

import almost all the gifts of modern technology, but they cling to their 

agricultural or Bedouin mentality. They persevere in employing the tools of 

the industrial revolution, like computers, but at the same time they persevere 

in regurgitating the thoughts of the Middle Ages. 152 This means that they 

live in a terrible duality. They doubt the sciences and their capabilities, 

from the theoretical point of view, but in practice they accept wholeheartedly 

the fruits which these sciences produce. 
153 Thus they forget, or pretend to 

forget, deliberately or otherwise, that modern tools and inventions are not 
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merely a dumb assemblage of iron and steel, but are the fruits of Western 

thought and the Western heritage, and those of the human race in general. 

Thus the gulf between the Arabs and the spirit of the age widens, and their 

consumption of the achievements of the West is superficial and transient, 154 

It may be of use to draw attention here to the fact that during his 

discussion of the West, Nizär addresses himself to modern American 

civilisation and accuses it of not aiming to raise the standard of living of 

mankind, to achieve the best human conditions for them, or to illuminate their 

lives with wealth, knowledge or happiness. 155 He claims that America's 

military and financial aid to Israel and Israel's aggression against the Arabs 

and her raids on the Palestinians in the South of Lebanon provide the most 

effective proof that American civilisation is an aggressive civilisation, 156 
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NOTES TO CHAPTER ONE 

1. Nizär was the second child in a family of four sons, al-Mu'tazz, the 
eldest, Nizär, Rashid and Sabäh, and two daughters, Wisäl and Hayfä: 
All of them are still alive and live in Damascus with the exception of Wisäl, 
who committed suicide in 1939 because she could not marry the man whom she 
loved. See Nizär Qabbäni, Oissati ma'a al-Shi'r, Beirut 1982, p. 19 and 
pp. 70-71. 

2. Arab genealogical works never mention the name Qabbäni. It is certain 
that Nizär Qabbänl is not Arab, since he belongs to a Turkish family which 
used to live in Konya, but migrated to Damascus at the beginning of the 19th 
century and adopted it as their home. The original name of his family was 
Akbiyik, a Turkish word meaning `white moustache'. The best known member of 
this family is Ahmad Abü Khalil Akbiyik, born in Damascus in 1836. He 
learned Qur'än-recitation and acquired a basic education in a kuttäb 
(Qur'än-school), and when he became a young man he practised the trade of a 
public weighman (aabbän). People began to call him Abü Khalil al-Qabbäni 
and he continued to bear this name until his death in 1902. Likewise all of 
Akbiyik's descendants bore the name Qabbäni during this period, and the name 
Akbiyik was not used at all. Ahmad Abü Khalil al-Qabbäni was a famous 
poet, writer and musician in his time. He was the first person to found a 
theatrical troupe in Damascus, and he travelled with it in Syria and Egypt 
between 1878 and 1900. He is described as having been brave in his 
confrontation of reactionary traditions. Further details may be found in 
Muhammad Yüsuf Najm, al-fl. asrahiyya fl al-Adab al-'Arabi al-Hadith" 
1847-1914, Beirut 1956, pp. 61-62 and 115-124; Kämil al-Khuia'l, 
al-M6slgä al-Shargiyya, Cairo n. d., p. 137; Muhammad Kurd 'All, KhutAt 
al-Sham, Beirut 1970, Vol. IV, p. 128; 'Umar Ridä Kahhäla, Mu'jam a1- 
Mu'allifin, Beirut n. d., Vol. II, p. 94; Adham ai-Jundl, A`läm al-Adab 
wa-al-Fann, Damascus n. d., Vol. I. pp. 249-256; al-Zirikli, al-A`läm, Beirut 
n. d., Vol. I, pp. 235-236. 

It is known that Ahmad Abü Khalil al-Qabbäni was the uncle of Nizär Qabbäni's father. Nizär describes him in these words, "He was an 
encyclopaedia of a hundred and one volumes; he composed dialogues, designed 
costumes, sang, acted, danced, set the words of his plays to music, and wrote 
poetry in Arabic and Persian. " See Nizär Qabbäni, oc it., p. 37. 

3. The old city of Damascus contains a number of famous quarters, among 
which are al-Sälihiyya, al-'Ugayba, al-'Irrära, Masjid al-Agsäb, al- Qaymariyya, Mi'dhanat al-Shahm, Bib Sharg1, al-Qassä', Bib Tümä, al- Yahüd, al-Shäghür, Bib Misr, al-Qanawät, Suwayga, Qabr 'Atika and Shuwayka. The quarter of Mi'dhanat al-Shahm is situated in the south-east 
part of Damascus, inside the old wall. It is also called Hayy al-Kharäb. See: Ahmad Hilml al-'Alläf, Dimashq fi Matla' al-Garn al 'Ishrin, 
Damascus 1983, p. 12, p. 21, p. 398. 

4. See al-Mawsü'a al-'Arabiyya al-Muyassara, p. 1200. 

5. Muhyi al-Din al-Safarjaläni, Tär1kh al-Thawra al-Süriyya: Safahät Khälida min Rawä'i' Kifih al-'Arab fl Sabil al Burrtyya, 
Damascus 1960, pp. 52-54. 

6. 'Abd al-Rahim 'Abd al-Rahim, TArikh al-'Arab al-Hadith wa al u'äsir, Cairo n. d., pp. 294-295. ' 
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7. The Egyptian historian and Professor of Modern Arab History at the 
University of Cairo Jaläl Yahyä says of the Druze revolt, "It is difficult 
to write a detailed history of this revolt even now, in view of the scarcity 
of sources and the fluctuation of personal feelings about it, from one side or 
the other". See Jaläl YahyA, al-'Alam al-'Arabi al-Hadith: al-Fatra 
al-Wägi'a bayn al-Harbayn*al-'Alamiyyatayan, Cairo 1975, p. 262. 

8. Ibid., p. 263. 

9. 'Abd al-Rahim 'Abd al-Rahim, op. cit., p. 295. 

10. Häfiz Abü Muslih, Thawrat al-Durüz wa-Tamarrud Dimashq, Beirut 
1971, pp. l16-117. 

11. Ibid., p. 93. 

12. Nizär Qabbäni, oc it., p. 27. The Syrian revolt remained ablaze 
throughout 1926, but France relied upon her superior forces to maintain her 
power in the country, and the revolt turned into sporadic attacks. It 
continued to be active in the first month of 1927, but by August of that year 
it had been extinguished. See Jaläl Yahyä, OR. cit., p. 264. 

13. The generally accepted account of Nizär Qabbäni in the Arab world is 
that he belongs to a rich bourgeois family. The word 'bourgeois' can 
sometimes be misused in the Arab world to become an accusation which lowers 
the poet's value. We have established that his father was not excessively 
wealthy but was a man of ordinary and modest economic means. Describing his 
father Nizär says, "If I wished to classify my father, I would classify him 
without hesitation among the toilers, because he spent fifty years of his life 
inhaling the smell of coal and lying on sacks of sugar and wooden crates. He 
used to come back to us from his factory in Mu'äwiya Street every night 
through the water pouring from wintry gutters as though he were a holed ship. 
I remember my father's face, covered in coal-dust, and his clothes, spattered 
with stains and burns, whenever I read the words of those who accuse me of 
being a bourgeois and belonging to the leisured class and families with blue 
blood. " See Nizär Qabbän1, OR. cit., pp. 29-30. 

14. Ibid., p. 27. 

15. Ibid., p. 27. 

16. Hayy al-Shäghür is one of the old quarters of Damascus, outside the 
old wails in the southern part. It used to have the name of Mahallat 
al-Shäghür. See Ahmad Hilmi al-'Alläf, op. cit., p. 399. 

17. NizAr Qabbäni, op. cit., p. 27. 

18. Häfiz Abü Muslih, OR. cit., p. 117. 

19. NizAr Qabbäni, o cit., p. 28. 

20. Nizär does not mention the name of his mother or speak about her 
relationship with his father. However he speaks of the private world in which 
she lived when he says: 

On the level of thought there was no meeting point between myself and my 
mother. She was very busy with her worship, her fasting and her 
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prayer-mat, hurrying off to cemeteries and funerals, making vows to holy 

men, cooking grain on 'Ashürä', refraining from visiting the sick on 
Wednesdays and from doing the washing on Mondays, forbidding us to cut 
our nails when night fell, not pouring water down the drain for fear of 
devils, and hanging blue turquoise stones around the neck of each of us 
for fear of the evil eye. " 

See Nizär Qabbäni, op. cit., p. 74. 

21. Ibid., p. 73. 

22. Muhammad Mustafa Haddära, Professor of Arabic Literature at the 
University of Cairo, comments on this point as follows: 

Why does Nizär emphasise that his mother preferred him to her other 
five children? Is it not from a motive of narcissism in that she 
singled him out by breast-feeding him until his seventh year? Here the 
critic can deduce something which eluded Nizär, which is to put his 
hand on the secret of Nizär's attachment to nipples, since he kept them 
company in a peculiar way for seven years. " 

See Muhammad Mustafä Haddära, Diräsät wa-Nusüs fi al-Adab 
al-`Aräbi, Alexändria 1985, p. 246. 

23. Nizär Qabbäni, op. cit., p. 73. 

24. Ibid., p. 32. 

25. Ibid., pp. 33-34. 

26. Ibid., p. 40. 

27. The National Scientific College was a link in a long chain of private 
Islamic schools (the `Uthmäniyya School, the Commercial School and the 
Charitable Relief Society School), which accepted only Muslim pupils and had 
been founded in response to the foreign schools (the Freres' School, the 
Lazarist School and the Church of England School). These latter schools were 
full of Christian and Jewish pupils, while Muslim pupils were a tiny minority. 
See Ahmad Hilmi al-`Alläf, op. cit., pp. 181-201. 

28. Nizär Qabbänl, op. cit., p. 41. 

29. Ibid., p. 42. 

30. Ibid., pp. 42-43. 

31. Ibid., p. 43. 

32. Ibid., p. 44. 

33. Khalil Mardam: a Syrian poet and man of letters, born in Damascus into 
a family known for its standing and its wealth. He studied in elementary and 
preparatory schools in the Ottoman period, and relied for his linguistic and 
literary education upon his private reading. He was elected president of the 
'Cultural Association' which was founded in Damascus in 1926. He travelled to 
London to study English language and literature, spending three years there. 
After his return he taught Arabic literature in the National Scientific 
College in Damascus. He was made Minister of Education twice, in 1942 and 1949. He was elected president of the Arab Academy in 1953. He published the 
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diwänrof Ibn 'Unayn, Ibn Nayyüs and 'Ali b. Jahm. See Sämi 
al-Kayyäll, al-Adab al-'Arabi al-Mu'äsir fi Süriyä, Cairo 1968, pp. 
280-286. 

34. Nizär Qabbäni, on. cit., p. 45. 

35. Ibid., pp. 46-47. 

36. Nizär Qabbäni, personal communication to writer, 21 April 1988. 

37. See Muhammad Badi' Sharif and Zaki al-Mahäsini, Diräsät Tärl- 
khiyya fl al-Nahda al-'Arabiyya al- Haditha, Beirut 1984, p. 451. 
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39. Nizär Qabbäni, personal communication, 21 April 1988. 

40. Nizär Qabbäni, Qissati ma'a al-Shi'r, p. 40. 

41. Ibid., pp. 62-63. 
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43. See Muhammad Badi` Sharif and Zaki al-Mahäsini, on. cit., 
pp. 456-457. 

44. The Syrian University was founded in 1923 as a merger of the School of 
Law (founded in 1913) and the Medical Institute (founded 1904). It was 
expanded in 1946,1954 and 1956 with the addition of faculties of Arts, 
Science, Islamic Law, Commerce and Education. It was given the name of the 
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al-Mawsü'a al-'Arabiyya al-Muyassara, p. 802. 

45. Nizär Qabbäni, Qissati ma'a al-Shi'r, p. 63. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

NIZAR QABBANI'S CONCEPT OF POETRY 

This chapter will deal with Nizär's concept of poetry in general. It 

is divided into three sections. The first discusses the definitions of poetry 

offered by Nizär and his contention that poetry is a beautiful world, and 

then examines the main conditions which he believes to be necessary for 

creativity in poetry. The second section examines the question of poetry and 

form, in particular the revolt against the old poetic forms and the adoption 

of free verse and of prose poem. The third section discusses the relationship 

between poetry and the public, and the way in which Nizär uses the attachment 

of the Arab to poetry from ancient times to build firm bridges between himself 

and the public in the Arab world. It also discusses his views on this subject 

and his dream of building an open republic of poetry. It should be noted that 

this chapter does not discuss the definitions of poetry given by Arab or 

Western critics, and equally does not touch on the literary history of 

attempts to revolt against the classical gasida, or the rise of free verse 

and the prose poem in the Arab world, since these questions lie outside its 

frame of reference. 

I 

WHAT IS POETRY? 

1. Definitions of poetry: 

Nizär Qabbäni confesses frankly that after forty years of working 
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with poetry he is still unable to define it. Indeed this confession is the 

first thing to strike us when we examine his comments on poetry. Thus for 

example he says: 

What is poetry? I do not know. I do not know. Poetry pierces me from 
within, and I do not know how to describe how splendid the piercing is. 
Whoever says that he does know is a trainee broadcaster, a tenth-rate 
editor, an owner of a cultural cafe, a cassette seller, or a cock who 
tries out his culture on us every morning. As for me, with all the 
humility of one slain by the knife of poetry, I say to you that I do not 
know. The poet writes, but he is the worst person to explain the 
chemistry of writing. 

Nizär's refusal to define poetry arises from two causes. The first is 

his belief that the definition of poetry is an impossible task for him, since 

any such definition quite clearly lies in the sphere of poetic theory, which 

is not his area; his main area is simply the writing of poetry. 
2 The second 

cause is the fact that he is influenced by the caution of certain of his 

contemporaries (for example Fadwä Tügän and'Abd al-Wahhäb al-Bayyäti) 

about defining poetry. Ile believes that this caution is justified and that he 

should adhere to it. 3 

As a result of the insistence of certain critics Nizär has produced a 

number of short definitions which he describes as "schoolbook examples of 

definitions of poetry", that is to say definitions which say something, no 

matter what it may be, about poetry, and in which collectors of definitions 

will find what they are looking for. 4 These definitions are as follows: 

(a) Poetry is the engineering of letters and sounds by means of which we 

recreate in the minds of others a world which resembles our own interior 

world. 
5 

(b) Poetry is the whispering of man to man. 
6 
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(c) Poetry is the conversation of things which are burning .7 

(d) Poetry is that language possessed of high tension which abolishes every 

previous language and shapes it anew. 
8 

(e) Poetry is the mad speech which summarises the intellect, and the anarchy 

which summarises every order. 
9 

(f) Poetry is that successful cultural coup d'etat which mankind stages 

against itself, without violence and without the shedding of blood. 10 

(g) Poetry is that art which revolts against law and reflects the acme of 

justice. " 

(h) Poetry is that exceptional earthquake which comes and goes, leaving 

behind it wheat, roses and vine trellises. 12 

(i) Poetry is a ticket which permits us to travel within ourselves and to 

discover regions which we have never discovered before. 13 

(j) Poetry is that amazing hand which re-shapes time and re-arranges 

objects. 
14 

(k) Poetry is a fireworks display which ignites water, trees, moments, 

players and spectators together. 15 

(1) Poetry is that medical prescription of whose formula we are ignorant; 

and if we did get hold of it, our breathing would no longer be natural, nor 

would our sleep, or our heartbeats, 16 
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(m) Poetry is the one madness on account of which the government cannot take 

you to the hospital for mental illnesses, though it cannot leave you in 

society until you explode it. 17 

(n) Poetry is a collection of questions to which there are no answers, and a 

collection of dreams for which there is no interpretation. 18 

After Nizär has finished giving these definitions he says that he could 

produce many other examples, but that when he scrutinises them carefully he 

finds that they are marginal, and that if they say something about poetry, 

they neglect much else. Elucidating this, he says: 

These definitions are not all-embracing or exclusive. They do not have 
the nature of a scientific law, and are not fixed and all-embracing like it. 
They are scribblings on the notebook of poetry, and I may be satisfied with 
them today and change my opinion about them tomorrow. 19 

He adds: 

As long as poetry is that wild goat whose instincts and nature we do not 
know, or where it lives and how it is generated, then every attempt to 
define its features, and to discover its habits and characteristics, 
falls under the heading of myth. 20 

In our opinion, Nizär's definitions of poetry cannot be accepted or 

regarded as final, for three reasons; the first being that they are not 

applicable in every case, the second that they lack precision, and the third 

that they are not convincing as a whole. The truth is that modern Arab 

critics differ greatly and quite clearly in their definitions of poetry. 
21 

As for ancient Arab critics, they solved this problem to their own 

satisfaction when they said that poetry is rhymed, metrical speech. 22 

Apparently Nizär is not satisfied with this definition, although it is 
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unlikely that he is not familiar with it, since he does not quote it or give 

it any support. We shall find in the following subsections (2 and 3) some of 

Nizär's views about the nature of poetry. These are views which, when taken 

together, help to throw more light on the questions: What is poetry? 

2. Poetry as a beautiful world 

Nizär regards poetry as a new creation of what the poet sees, or a 

rebuilding of objects which the poet deals with. In this view, the poet 

creates a new world, as he is not content to transmit or to describe what he 

sees, but adds to it, drawing on his reactions and vision, and so makes poetry 

a beautiful world full of life, beauty and feelings. He calls this world "The 

face of God drawn on blank paper". 
23 

In his discussion of this world, he touches on Aristotle's theory of 

catharsis, which states that the arts in general lead to a purging of the 

emotions and a changing of the human spirit. 
24 He considers, in this respect, 

that poetry is capable of strengthening peace of mind and inner well-being, 

and also that it is capable of deepening human awareness of beauty, and of 

giving people enjoyment and pleasure. From this he goes on to consider poetry 

itself an "oasis of salvation" for those who are tired and in despair, and who 

wish to find in it freedom from all else, a break from the daily routine, 

renewal and stimulation of the sensations: 
25 

Poetry is our journey outside the boundaries of objects, and outside 
ourselves. Poetry is our entry into the region of weightlessness, our 
final release from the earth's gravity, and the pressure on it of our 26 ideas and our clothes. 

He comments elsewhere: 
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Without poetry there is no ambition, no escape from the limitations of 
the five senses, no soaring above the earth's crust and the black 

asphalt roads. Without poetry the waters of life cannot flood, the 
leaves of the trees turn green, or promises of love be given or taken27 

Nizär regards this "beautiful world" as being necessary for the Arab 

World and the West alike. 

In his view, the Arab World is suffering from numerous problems, and its 

people are worried and tense. On the map of this world poetry is "a region of 

shade and security". It is also "the last thread of sympathy which joins the 

Arabs together, and the last postman which carries love-letters to tribes 

which are slaughtering one another, and which do not write love-letters or 

receive them". 28 Poetry is the first and last resort of the Arab, indeed it 

is the only remaining elevated language in a weak and corroding world: 

I ask myself, whenever I recite my poetry in an Arab city, why poetry is 
not a region of shade and security on the map of the Arab World which is 
burning with its hatreds and its enmities. Why do we not release our 
poems like flocks of white pigeons above Arab cities which are 
embroidered with daggers, claws and impaling-posts? Why is poetry not 
the comfortable carpet which can accommodate all lovers? Why do we not 
take refuge in poetry, in this clean language, in our conversations with 
one another, we Arabs, after our teeth and claws have grown tired of 
tearing one another's flesh? Why is poetry not a tree whose fruits 
everybody eats, a garment which they put on, and a common language which 
they speak? 

29 

He adds: 

The Arab world, my friends, needs a gulp of poetry, now that its mouth 
is dry and its heart has grown rigid. Poets, my friends, are called to 
plant green ears of wheat in every corner of the Arab nation. 

30 

As for the West, it is suffering from other problems which are different 

from the problems of the Arab World. It suffers from the tyranny of modern 

materialistic civilisation over human relationships, from the pressure of 

machines and inventions on its life, and from the pursuit of sex and material 
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things. All of these pressures have a negative influence on the life of 

Western man, have caused him to lose his balance at times, and have made him 

worried and confused at others. 
31 Nizär says that the computer in the West, 

despite its great services, has not been able to give man there an atom of 

warm feelings. In fact it is still unable to write a single love-letter. 32 

Thus Nizär thinks that the West must inevitably return to poetry: 

Man [in the West], however long his journey in the jungles of intellect 

and sex, will inevitably return to his childhood state, that is to say, 
to poetry. The return to poetry is something inevitable in a 
civilisation which is killing itself with its own hands, and devouring 
its achievements. 

33 

3. Creativity in poetry 

(a) Nizär lays down one condition which he considers to be of the first 

importance for creativity in poetry. This condition is the complete 

abandonment of any reliance upon the traditional Arab poetic heritage. 

Imitativeness is the weak point in all Arab poetry, classical as well as 

modern; a certain poet creates a certain poetic pattern, which is the poetic 

archetype, and this is then imitated by other poets. 34 He maintains that the 

Arab poetic memory has always relied on the poetic heritage which preceded it, 

and because of this the poets have always looked backwards and ignored the 

future. 35 He believes firmly that copying from others has been a blemish on 

Arabic poetry at all times, and that ultimely it is, "canning things in their 

previous state, and freezing them at low temperatures like meat or fish". 36 

He maintains also that ever since the fall of Baghdad in 1258, right up to the 

beginning of the twentieth century, the Arabs have been living on this 

poetical memory in an absolutely unparalleled manner. 
37 Thus they did not 

produce any real poetry and only "recollected" and practised a number of 

literary games. 38 
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For all of these reasons Nizär says that the first step on the road of 

poetic creativity is to forget the previous Arab poetic heritage: 

Forgetfulness is a very important factor in the creative process. 
The poem which cannot forget the details of its infancy has no 

39 
power to visualise its future. 

He calls this forgetfulness the "revolutionary condition": 

The basic condition in all new writing is the revolutionary 
condition. It is a condition which cannot be minimised or 
bargained over. Without this condition writing becomes a 
composition of what has alleady been commented on, and a knowledge 

of what is already known. 

He calls upon Arab poets, wherever they are, to take the sea as example: 

The sea is the best revolutionary example, since the water revolts 
against its previous condition at every moment, contradicts itself 
at every moment, and loses its memory at every moment. 41 

He explains that the successful poem is a unique pattern, which is not 

resembled by anything else: 

The excellent poem is the first copy, which has no second copy, 
previous to it or following upon it. 

4 
This means that it is a 

single time, separate from all times. 

al-Talämidh Ya`tasimün fl Bavt al-Khalil b. Ahmadal-Farähidi 

is a powerful and striking example of a poem in which Nizär realises his 

objective of going beyond the old poetic heritage and of renewing poetry. It 

is a fresh and novel poem which speaks of a subject rarely discussed by other 

poets, and is, in brief, a personal statement in which Nizär explains his 

policy in writing poetry since he began writing in the forties to the present 

day. It reveals a fierce and bold desire to go beyond the ancient poetic 
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memory and to emerge to wider and more spacious poetic horizons, and in 

addition to create a change in poetry and in its subjects, and to write new 

poetry, in every sense of the word; poetry which resembles life itself, and 

draws its matter and its texture from the world around it, so that it is a new 

adventure which breaks the prevailing poetic rules. The poem reads as 

follows: 

I commit the contemporary poem. 
I emerge like a sparrow from the squares of memory 
I emerge toward the sea 
I commit the greatest treachery, which 
Is called poetry. 

I pull forms from their forms, 
I shake things loose from their place, 
I plant my knife in the chest of the age, 
I make love in my own way 
In public, not within curtains. 
I do it in the rain, 
I do it under the trees 
I do it on stone, 
Crossing over all the red lines. 

I commit poetry, and it does not worry me 
If people say, "This is heresy" 

Or say "This is unbelief" 
For I do not want an amnesty from a caliph 
Or from a long-lived king 
And I do not want 
A single line I have written to be omitted 
Even if the Day of Judgement comes. 

I commit the poem full of offences, 
I commit the poem with great sins, 
I say farewell to the text which I know. 
And write the text which invents ways 
I dislike the sun which rises at its appointed time 
And love the sun which rises without appointment 
From the lip of the beloved. 

I imitate the poetry which children write, 
Draw the hare-poem and the gazelle-poem, 
Draw the bee-poem, 
The duck-poem, 
The peacock-poem, 
The squirrel-poem, 
And the poem blue as the new moon. 
I draw the hurricane-poem; 
And the earthquake-poem; 
I transform the earth into a beautiful butterfly, 
I transform this word into a question. 
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I commit the adventurous poem, 
Adventurous language, 
Adventurous images, 
I pant over the white paper like a madman. 
I drink the light of the rising moon from the gardens of the eyes, 
I enter the aroma of the mint, 
The denseness of the sumach, 
The accumulation of the waters under the earth, 
The fires of cornelian, 
The pain of lemons. 
I commit death against fickle breasts 
Which do not know what law is. 

I commit wine, 
The green sofa, 
The gown with Egyptian patterns, 
The Iraqi earring which 
Roams like a gazelle on your long neck, 
The anklet on your legs, 
The fabulous perfume which pierces the depths like a knife, 
The waist which you consider to be reality 
And which, when you take hold of it, 
Disappears like fancies. 
I shout, in the black rain in your eyes, 
Like a madman; 
I travel from the harbours of the poetry which was 43 To the harbours of the poetry which will be. 

(b) There are four other conditions to which Nizär gives a particular 

importance for the success of the poem: 

(i) Clarity 

Nizär always leans to clarity in his poetry. Clarity is necessary, for 

him, for three reasons. The first is his belief that obscurity in poetry does 

not necessarily mean profundity. On the contrary, clarity is profundity. 
44 

Next is his belief that the old poetry, as a whole, was distinguished by clear 

expression and sound language. 45 Thirdly, he believes that clarity suits the 

Arab people to whom he is speaking, and that any departure from this clarity 

46 is treason to the people and to culture. 

(ii) Truthfulness 
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Nizär states that poetry is first and foremost the art of 

truthfulness. 47 For this reason realism is not sufficient by itself for the 

success of a poem, if it is not accompanied by truthfulness. Truthfulness 

means two things, first that the poet should be honest to his art, and honest 

in the expression of visions and thoughts; 48 thus he says: 

I have never in my life written a poem with half a reaction or 
half a feeling , 

49 

Secondly, the poet should be honest in his representation of peoples' lives 

and their concerns and not be a false witness against the people of his time: 

Poems which do not change men's lives and do not open up a road or 
a horizon for them, convey their voices, or express their 

50 humanity, always remain outside the gates. 

(iii) Simplicity 

The achievement of simplicity in the language and content of poetry is 

not a simple matter, as Nizär points out, and the fact that the poet may be 

highly educated is not incompatible with writing simple poetry. On the 

contrary, education paves the way for simplicity and breathes life into it. 51 

Nizär boasts of being a simple poet: 

I am a simple poet. I say this with all my strength, because I 
consider that simplicity is the source of my strength. Ever since 
1944, I have been working on a formula for turning Arabic poetry 
into a popular piece of cloth which everyone will wear, and a 
popular beach which everyone will visit; and I have been 
successful. Ever since 1944, I have sworn that there will not be 
a single citizen in the Arab World who dislikes poetry, finds it 
tedious, or runs away from hearing it or reading it; and I have 
been victorious. Ever since 1944 I have dreamed of occupying the 
Arab World poetically; and I have occupied it. 52 

(iv) Realism 
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This means that the idea of the poem should be taken from real life. If 

it is not taken from real life, it should contain a thread which links it to 

it. He believes that the poet's life, which is a specimen of real life, 

should be reflected in his poetry, with all its details and experiences, 

whether they are general or private to himself. Using himself as an example, 

he says: 

My life and my poetry are bonded together as the flesh is bonded 
to the bone, and they can only be separated by death. The whole 
of my life is portrayed and poured out into this vessel which is 
my poetry. I have not left a single one of my experiences, 
however small, in darkness. I have released all of my experiences 
into the sky like birds, and I do not have a single bird embalmed 
on the walls of my internal world. Poetry is my official 
photograph which is distributed to all the cities and all the 
border checkpoints, and carries my distinguishing features and my 53 fingerprints. 

II 

POETRY AND FORM 

1. The revolt against the old form 

Nizär maintains that the traditional form of the Arab poem is a 

regular, fixed and monotonous one. 
54 As we know, the poem, within the bounds 

of this form, is composed of a number of lines. The line itself is composed 

of a definite number of feet, which are repeated in a fixed pattern throughout 

the poem. Equally, the line is divided into two halves, or hemistichs, the 

first known as the sadr and the second as the 'a uz. In all of these lines 

there is a single unchanging rhyme-letter, and a single rhyme-vowel (rawl) 

which also does not change. Nizär has believed ever since the appearance of 

his first collection Oälat li al-Samrä' in 1944 in the necessity of 

intensifying the conflict between the old poetic form and the attempts at 
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renewal in the modern Arabic poem which began to appear in the first half of 

the century. 
55 

In this period he observed that the old poetic form was still firmly- 

rooted, and also that it still had its poets and its students among his 

contemporaries. 
56 He calls these followers of the old poetry "the Right" or 

"the Right Wing" of modern Arabic poetry, and speaks of their general attitude 

to poetry as follows: 

The right-wingers among our poets are that group of people who 
still see in the t1u'allaaa and the Oasida 'Asmä' the summit of 
literary perfection and the goal of goals. Poetry, in their view, 
is that historical vessel which can accommodate everything which 
is poured into it, and that ready-made garment which fits all 
heights 

.. 
in their view, it is foreordained destiny which cannot 

57 be warded off or refused. 

It is clear that Nizär openly opposed, even then, the followers of this 

old school. Since writing the above passage he has identified four of the 

most important defects and faults of the old form of poetry, which are: 

(a) The absence of organic unity 

Nizär reproaches the old poetry for its lack of organic unity, 

regarding it as being disjointed and containing a number of unconnected 

sections or subjects. The poet, he says, begins his poem with a certain 

subject, then jumps to a second and then a third, without giving any subject 

its due share of imagery and conviction. He then concludes that this poetry 

relies more on the single line than on organic unity: 

Arabic poetry has no plan. The Arab poet is a hunter of 
coincidences of the first order. He moves from a description of 
his sword to the mouth of his beloved, and jumps from the saddle 
of his horse to the lap of the Caliph with the agility of an 
acrobat. As long as the rhyme keeps coming, every subject is his 
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subject and he rides in every field. 58 

He adds: 

The traditional poem is a kind of quick reporting, in which the 
poet gathers together all matters to do with love, life, death, 

politics, wisdom, ethics and religion. The poet offers all of 
these things on parallel lines which never meet. The traditional 
poem is a collection of coloured stones thrown down onto a carpet; 
you can roll any of the stones in any direction you like, and 
nevertheless the stones remain stones and the poem remains a 

59 
poem. 

There are two points which should be made here. The first is that 

Nizär's views on organic unity in the Arabic poem resemble to a great extent 

those of 'Abbas Mahmüd al-'Agqäd (1889 - 1965), the leader of the Diwan 

Group which laid great stress on the necessity of organic unity in modern 

poetry. Al-'Agqäd subjected Ahmad ShawqI to biting criticism because he 

did not adhere to the principle of organic unity in his poetry. 
60 The second 

point is that even if this opinion is valid for some old poetry, (for example 

the Mu'allagät, in which the poet begins his poem by standing at the deserted 

campsite, then moves on to amatory poetry on his beloved, then to a 

description of his camel or his horse, then to a description of the desert, 

and goes on finally to the subject which he wishes to discuss, for example 

praise, boasting or elegy) it nevertheless is not applicable to all Arabic 

poetry at all its different periods. We know for example that there are 

various poems in which organic unity is achieved, for example the poem of Ibn 

al-Rümi mourning his son, the poem of Abü Tammäm on the conquest of 

61 Amorium and the famous rä'ivya of 'Umar b. Abi Rabi'a. 

(b) The monotony of the poetic metres 

Nizär maintains that the sixteen metres of classical Arabic poetry have 
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a relatively harsh rhythm whose main characteristic is that they have a high 

degree of repetitiveness and monotony. 
62 These metres may have had their role 

in the past, but he is nevertheless amazed that they have survived from the 

pre-Islamic period right up to the twentieth century. 
63 This amazement is 

mixed with a kind of grudging admiration, but this does not prevent him from 

calling for them to be adjusted and developed. One reason for this is that 

these metres are linked to old poetic subjects such as praise, boasting and 

satire, and that they have failed so far to serve as a vehicle for new 

subject-matter or new topics. 64 In addition the modern poet has been 

influenced by Western music, particularly classical music, jazz, trumpets and 

cymbals. 
65 

His views on the adjustment of these metres are based on two essential 

points. The first of these is that the sixteen traditional metres should be 

used as a starting point for the generation of new musical equations which are 

appropriate to modern Arab life. Amplifying this point he says: 

The fact that the buzug and the näv are a part of our ancestors' 
heritage does not prevent you or me from enjoying a modern musical 
instrument like the piano, the clarinet, or the oboe, or from 
worshipping Chopin's Polonaise, Beethoven's Pastoral Symphony or 
Tchaikovsky's Swan Lake. By the same criterion I say that the 
fact that al-Khalil b. Ahmad was the person who laid down the 
musical notation for our ancestors' ahä i does not prevent me, 
for my part, from laying down the musical notation for the 
framework of the life which I live, and indeed does not prevent 
any artist in the country from playing his own symphony, omitting 
a note or adding a note, and creating a poetic universe by using a 66 thousand forms and a thousand styles. 

Secondly, the traditional line of verse, which consists of two 

hemistichs which have an equal number of feet, should be broken down, and the 

poet should rely on a new musical unit, the single metrical foot (taf'ila), 

so that this becomes the foundation of the whole poem, rather than the unit of 

the metre: 
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In the art of poetry as in the art of architecture, innumerable 
forms can be generated. Just as the architect relies on a basic 

unit, the stone, to produce thousands of designs, it is possible 
for poetry to take the basic unit for the building of the Arabic 

poem, the foot, to generate an endless number of poetic forms. 67 

(c) The restrictions of the rhyme 

Nizär argues that the rhyme is the most difficult obstacle facing the 

Arabic poet in earlier ages and at the present day, since it restricts him and 

limits his creativity. 
68 Speaking of the negative influence which the rhyme 

has had upon the Arab poem in general, and how it has made the single line of 

verse the first and last objective in the poem, without any attention to its 

cohesiveness, he says: 

The rhyme, despite all its magic and excitement, is a point at 
which the poet's imagination stops in exhaustion. It is the red 
light which screams "Stop! " at the poet when he is at the peak of 
his momentum and his flow. It cuts his breath short, pours ice on 
his burning fuel, and forces him to begin his run again. 
Beginning again means that he has to return, after this shock, to 
the stage of wakefulness. As a result of this repetition of 
shocks the lines of the poem become isolated worlds, and separate 
storeys in a towering building. This method of construction in 
the Arab poem has made it a poem which consists of single lines, 
which we use in our conversation as everyday pieces of wisdom, and 69 hang on the walls of our houses written in gold ink. 

He argues that the rhyme should not be a main element in poetry, and demands 

that it should be optional: 

We consider that the rhyme should be optional. Whoever wants to 
stop there can do so. Whoever wants not to stop can continue his 
journey and nobody will send him to prison. 70 

(d) The restrictions of formal rhetoric 
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Nizir next considers a phenomenon of Arabic literature, that of formal 

rhetoric. He describes it as a "linguistic mosaic" or a "Chinese shoe", and 

indeed considers it responsible for impeding the growth and development of 

71 literature over a long period. 

As we know, formal rhetoric reached a high degree of elegance in the 

Abbasid period and became the highest criterion for success in literary 

circles, going far beyond that period to influence all stages of Arabic 

literary development. Since that period, up to quite recently, Arabic 

rhetoric consisted of rhymed, rhythmic prose (sa ') coupled with linguistic 

and conceptual ornamentations. 72 

Nizär argues that the fact that ancient writers clung to these 

ornamentations does not mean that modern writers have to imitate them, 73 
and 

that the reform of modern poetry must begin with the avoidance of these 

"linguistic mosaics" and the rejoining of life itself, which is thronged with 

many aspects of beauty which are far better than useless inscriptions. 74 He 

expresses his rejection of this formal ornamentation in his poem Ifäda ft 

Mahkamat al-Shi`r: 

Half of our poems are inscriptions but what 
Use is an inscription when the building is falling down? 
The Maghmit are a game, and al-Hariri 
Is hashish, and so are the ghhul'and the phoenix. 
Mosaics have slaughtered us for ages 
And idols and foolish ornamentations. 75 

2. The adoption of free verse 

(a) Free verse and its originality 

Nizir states that Arabic poetry began to rise once more from the ages 
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of decline at the beginning of the twentieth century as a result of the 

activity of such poets as Mahmüd Sämi al-BArüdi (1839 - 1904) and 

Ahmad Shawgi (1868 - 1932). These attempts to revive poetry were a part of 

76 
the general Arab cultural revival which began at the same time. 

We may observe that these attempts to revive Arabic poetry followed two 

trends; firstly the revival of the classical Arabic style, whose most notable 

exponent was Ahmad Shawqi, and secondly the attempts made at the same time 

to profit by the experiences of Western poetry, in particular the Romantic 

school. The most promising representatives of this latter trend were the 

members of the iwä Group, the Apollo Group and the Mahjar poets, that is 

the poets writing in New York and elsewhere in the Americas. 77 We may observe 

that neither neo-classicism nor romanticism were able to produce a new 

poetry78, the reason for this being that both trends based themselves on a 

ready-made model, be it the classical Arabic gas da or the European romantic 

poetry of the nineteenth century. 79 What modern Arabic poetry needed was to 

search for its own identity, and it was the task of the modern Arab poet to 

free himself from these trends and to find his own authentic values. He 

should equally begin to search for a new poetic form which suits his own 

attitudes towards life and existence, a search which led the modern Arab poet, 

and Nizär himself, to the adoption of free verse. 
80 Free verse poetry, 

Nizär says, has begun to receive a great deal of attention among the Arab 

public and to compete with the traditional Arabic gasida and to take its 

place. 
81 He defines free verse as a collection of "individual initiatives 

which have enriched and beautified Arabic poetry, and rescued it from 

perpetual residence within the single musical sentence". 
82 

He demands of the critics who oppose the spread of free verse that they 

should leave the door of individual initiative in poetry open, so that the 

Arabic poem does not turn into what he describes as a "fascist poem" or a 
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"poem of wood". 
83 The killing of free verse on the charge of treachery to the 

old poetic form is a negation of creativity and freedom-84 

(b) Free verse: a new form 

The new form adopted by Nizär is completely different from the old 

poetry. Within the framework of this form the poem takes as its basis the 

single foot. The feet which can be used are the following: fa`ülun (u - -), 

fä'ilun (- u -), mustaf'ilun (- -u -), mafä'ilun (u -- -), fä'ilätun (- 

u- -), mufä'alatun (u -uu -), mutafä'ilun (u u-u -) and maf'ülätu (- 

-- u). 
85 These feet are the same as those of classical Arabic prosody, so 

that even in free verse there is an element of continuity with the older 

tradition. 

There is no strict rule which compels the poet to use a given number of 

feet in every line, rather there is a great deal of flexibility, which gives 

the poet much freedom in choosing the number of feet in any line. In this way 

the poet escapes from the order of the old poem in which the line consists of 

two hemistichs. The line in the new form consists of a part of a foot, a 

foot, two or three feet, or any other number required by the poem. 
86 As for 

the single repeated rhyme or monorhyme, it is no longer found in this form. 87 

(c) Advantages of Free Verse 

The advantages of free verse are said by Nizär to be the following: 

(i) The avoidance of the prolixity and padding to which classical Arabic 

poetry has recourse in order to complete the metre or the rhyme. 
88 

(ii) The destruction of the intense symmetry found in the two-hemistich 



101 

verse, the relief of the ear from its monotonous rhythm, and the construction 

of a new inner rhythm, rich in music. He describes the music of free poetry 

in words which reveal his approval of it: 

The musical construction in the free verse poem is a compound of 
melodic fragments which grow louder or quieter, clash and 
separate, are delicate or harsh, calm or excited. There is 

generated from this constant movement of the atoms of the poem an 
inner music which is closer to the construction of the symphony 
than to the monotonous ticking of a clock. 

89 

(iii) The freedom which it gives to the modern poet to discuss any subject he 

wishes, and to penetrate to new areas which have never been touched on 

before, 90 

(iv) The avoidance of an oratorical style, in favour of the use of images and 

symbols. 91 

(v) Concentration on making the poem a single artistic unity which unifies 

its constituent elements and its objectives, even if it deals with different 

emotions or numerous experiences. 92 

(d) Problems of free verse 

Nizär observes that free verse has begun to create for itself a number of 

problems, of which the most important are the following: 

(i) Sameness 

He clarifies this by saying that free verse poems resemble one another 

in general in style, language and subject, and that the reading of one 

collection by a famous poet relieves one of the need to read other collections 
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by other poets. This sameness, he thinks, negates uniqueness in poetry, and 

makes the poets repeat themselves: 

Modern poets have wished to free poetry from the game of sameness, 
repetition and parallel tracks, but have fallen into the same 
dilemma .. It is as though the whole of modern poetry is a single 
poem which is signed by a hundred poets in the same way as they 
sign a final communique at an Arab writers' conference. This is a 
serious phenomenon, which has not affected even the poets writing 
in the classical style, since every poet has his own taste, his 

own scent and his own rhythm. Al-Mutanabbi was unique, al- 
Buhturi was unique. In no age of all the ages of Arabic poetry 
has it happened that all the poets have dressed themselves in a 
single pair of pyjamas, all slept in a single bed, all drunk from 

a single feeding-bottle, as has happened to today's poets. 
93 

This sameness to which Nizär draws our attention is a fact, though it 

is closer to a mutual influence of poets upon one another, and indeed close 

also to indirect poetic theft. It can be felt clearly in many examples of 

free verse, for example the resemblance of the poems of Walid Sayf to those 

of Muzaffar al-Nawwäb, the resemblance of the poems of Amal Dunqul to those 

of Nizär Qabbäni, or the influence of Mu`in Busaysü upon Darwish. 94 To 

give a final example we may remark that all the modern poets in Jordan echo 

the voice of Darwish without exception. 95 

(ii) Obscurity 

Nizär maintains that the insistence of some modern poets on writing 

unintelligible poems needs to be examined. He was taken aback by some 

examples of obscure poetry written in Syrian, Lebanese and Iraqi literary 

journals in the sixties and seventies, and writes wonderingly: 

Has Arabic poetry entered the stage of perversity? Have the poets 
who write natural poetry been found guilty of the crime of being 
in touch with the Arab people? 

96 



103 

He comments that there are attempts aiming at the distortion of clarity 

in poetry, which in his opinion is one of its most essential elements. This 

obscurity, he says, destroys the beauty of the poem, damages its inner unity, 

and makes it into scattered piles of images and sentences which are not 

connected to one another. 
97 He describes these obscure poems as follows: 

They are nothing but flabby, doughy entities, which do not belong 
to this earth, do not speak its language, do not endure its cares 

98 
and do not resemble it, closely or distantly. 

He describes the poets who write such verse as hippies who carry 

pickaxes for destruction and sabotage, and who want to blow poetry up and 

strip it of any aim or meaning. Writing in 1974 he says: 

Beware, for the hippies have arrived on the beach of Arabic poetry 
and begun to dig in the earth and beat on tin sheets in order to 
set up settlements of futuristic poetry, that is, the poetry of 
2000 A. D. .. Just as the hippies advanced in the sixties upon the 
streets of Europe and filled them with rubbish .. God is trying 
us and Arabic literature with a gang of hippy poets carrying 
sandwiches made of their dried poetry and throwing banana-skins 
under the readers' feet. 99 

He adds: 

The hippies of modern Arabic poetry can do nothing but read you 
examples of drivel which have neither head nor tail. When you cry 
out in pain or fury, choke in the darkness of corridors or 
cellars, and feel giddy when faced by the crossword puzzle and the 
maps appended to the poem, and ask them, "But when does the poem 
begin? " they answer scornfully, "The poem begins and ends, and if 
you do not understand it, it is because you are mentally retarded, 
and your cultural level does not permit you to enter the inner 
world of the poem. " 00 

(iii) The severance of relationships with the public 

Nizär repeats on more than one occasion that the obscurity of free 
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verse slowly reduces the number of those who have a taste for it, and that 

there are examples of it which have cut their bridges with this public and 

have chosen to live in exile. 
101 This is the first time, he says, that 

relationships between Arabic poetry and its public have been severed, after 

they have lived together in peace for a period of more than 1,400 years. 
102 

He attacks the poets of riddles and obscurity, showing how they have turned 

their backs on the public and have withdrawn into themselves. Addressing 

them, he speaks as follows: 

There are walls of mistrust between poetry and simple men. You 
are always talking about simple men. In your discussions you talk 
about simple men, and in your theorisation and your cultural 
journals you are hiding behind them. However in reality you do 
nothing for them, and do not light a single candle in the night of 
their sorrows. Frankly you despise them and trade in their tears 103 
and their catastrophes. 

He lays great emphasis on the idea that poetry is at the service of man 

and not the other way round, and demands of Arab poetry that it should "help 

to light the road and to make poetry a sun which shines on all the lost, 

fearful, despoiled and tortured people on earth". 
104 He expects of poetry 

that it should be democratic in its language and style, since there is no 

future for a poet who practises dictatorship and linguistic terrorism against 

those who read him or listen to him. 105 

3. The adoption of the prose poem 

(a) The antiquity of the prose poem 

Nizir recognises that the prose poem is an ancient style of writing106, 

and maintains that it exists in some Süras of the Qur'än (among the long 

Süras, Sürat Maryam and Sürat al-Rahmän, and among the short Süras 

Surat al-Tärig, Surat al-A'1ä, Surat al-Ghäshtya, Sjxrat al-Fair, 5f-- 
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rat al-Balad. Sürat al-Shams, Sürat al-Layl, Sürat al-Duhä, Sürat al- 

Sharh, Sürat al-Tin, Sürat al-'Alag, Sürat al-Oadr, Sürat al-Bavyina, 

Surat al-Zalzala, Surat al-'Adiy t, Surat al-Oäri'a, Surat al-Takäthur, 

Surat al-`Asr, Surat at-Humaza, Surat al-Fil, Surat Ouraysh, Surat al- 

Mä'ün, Surat al-Kawthar, Surat al-Käfirün, Surat al-Nast, Surat al- 

Masad, Surat al-Ikhläs, Surat al-Falaa and Surat al-N5s. 
107 He says 

that God's best poems are found in Surat Maryam, verses 16 - 33.108 

Nizär's opinion that the Qur'än contains poetry in some of its Süras 

invites some attention and reflection, since it has two implications, firstly 

the denial of the whole question of ' äz (the doctrine of the divine 

inimitability of Qur'änic style) and secondly the idea that the Qur'An 

resembles any other prose utterance which contains similar stylistic features, 

for example the -s-a_` (rhymed rhythmical prose) of the Jähiliyya. We can 

hardly comment on these unorthodox views here, and may content ourselves with 

the words of Tähä Husayn, himself a free thinker, when he was asked what 

literary form the Qur'än represented: "It is neither poetry nor prose. It 

is Qur'än". 109 

(b) The prose poem and uniqueness 

Nizär explains that the new Arab prose poem is the natural production 

of the present time, which goes to extremes in its liberalism, its anger, its 

ennui and its changeability. 
110 lie also explains that it is one of the ways 

of developing modern Arabic poetry: 

We are exhausted, as a result of the ages of backwardness and 
decline, by linguistic accumulations, cliches of arabesque which 
have come to press upon our thoughts and our feet like Chinese 
shoes. In such a period of transition between Jähiliyya and 
civilisation the prose poem appears as the only door to salvation, 
because w 
history. 

ilcan use it to escape from the narrow bottle of l 
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He indicates that he adopts and respects the prose poem because it is a 

new form which is unique in modern Arabic literature. Uniqueness here means 

creativity: 

I cannot condemn the prose poem on the grounds that there is 

nothing in Arabic literature which resembles it. This theory of 
similarity makes literature a factory, like a textile or car 
factory, or a domestic appliance factory, which turns out 
thousands of similar commodities. Creativity is a revolt against 
similarity. Arabic poetry cannot remain for ever and ever 
produced by a stencil machine like government documents and 
commercial publications. The prose poem is a poem which has 
refused to pass through the copier, and I respect it for this. 112 

The Arabic prose poem has not merely cut its links with Arabic prosody 

and the old Arabic gasida, but it also departs sharply from free verse 

itself, as it is without any rhythm or rhyme. 

Before leaving this subject we should observe that modern Arab critics 

and prose poets, most of whom are from Syria and Lebanon, have on the whole 

been unable to define what a prose poem is, or to agree with one another on 

this point. 
113 In addition we should remark that Arab literary circles have 

failed to agree as to whether or not the prose poem is an acceptable form. 

(c) The prose poem and the future 

Nizär prophesies that the prose poem will be the poem of the future114 in the 

Arab world for two reasons: 

(i) It is in harmony with the revolutionary aspirations of the Arab to 

reject the past and colonialism, and to free himself from old forms and 

ready-made linguistic cliches. 
115 
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(ii) It gives the modern poet greater freedom than the freedom given by free 

verse, in that he can say what he wants to say without any restrictions or 

fears. 116 

He compares it to a new plant which has been produced by the soil of 

Arabic poetry. He demands that it be given its right to live, and thinks that 

it is the future alone which will decide if it will continue to exist or 

not. 
117 Despite this prophecy he believes that the prose poem will most 

certainly not be the final and absolute form of poetry, because poetry itself 

creates its own particular form in accordance with circumstances and the 

changes which surround it, and because any form, if it becomes fixed, limits 

the development of poetry. 
118 Thus he says: 

I insist on saying that form is clothing which comes and goes. I 
am against formal idol-worship in all its forms, against all 
geometrical forms which are imposed upon me like the seige of 
Troy, and against form when it turns with time into a Chinese shoe 
which we put upon our feet and our thoughts, and which we are not 
allowed to take off until we die. 119 

(d) Conclusion 

(i) Nizär makes a connection between creativity in poetry and between 

revolt against form, whatever the form may be. He says that in Arabic prosody 

there are enormous possibilities for the generation of new poetic forms120, 

but he does not explain in detail what these possibilities are. In this 

context he accuses those who believe in the saying "Nothing more creative than 

what has been is possible", of short-sightedness, and refutes them by saying, 

"In poetry there is only one real piece of wisdom, which is that there is 

nothing more creative than that which will be". 121 He adds that with this 

conception of poetry the poem becomes a golden arrow pointing to the future, 



108 

not a hieroglyphical inscription engraved upon a stone sarcophagus. 
122 

(ii) Nizär believes firmly in being open to all poetic forms, and states: 

I do not indulge in bigotry, either in my poetry or in my life. I 
do not accept, in any manner or form, that life should become a 
stone, or that poetry should become a marble tomb around which 
twenty centuries hover. 123 

On the basis of this openness he leaves absolute freedom to any poet, 

including himself, to make use of all forms without restricting himself to any 

single form, asserting that "The form only turns into a grave when the poet 

agrees to live in it forever". 124 

(iii) Nizär uses three forms of the modern Arabic poem. The first is the 

classical rhythmical, rhymed poem, especially in his collections Oälat It 

al-Samrä' (1944), Tufülat Nahd (1948) and OasAli d (1956); the second is 

the free verse poem, especially in his collections Habibati (19610, al-Rasm 

bi-al-Kalimät (1966), Oasä'id Mutawahhisha (1970), Kitäb al-ilubb 

(1970), Ash'är KhArija 'alä al-05nün (1972) and Uhibbuki. Uhibbuki wa- 

al-Baaiiy_ya Ta'ti (1978); and the third is the prose poem, especially in his 

collections Mi'at Risälat Hubb (1970), Kull 'Am wa-Anti Habibati (1978) 

and Näkadhä Aktubu Tärikh al-Nisä' (1981). As for his collection of 

political poetry, which is the subject of this thesis, its poetic forms are 

distributed among all of the above-mentioned forms. Commenting on all of 

these forms and the way he moves from one to another, Nizär says: 

I will not hesitate for one single moment to change my skin; I 
always live in a state of wariness and fear of the future, and 
always feel that I am standing on shifting ground, that the horses 
of poetry are running around me in their hundreds, and that if I 
do not change the direction of my own running, and my horse's 
saddle, I shall fall under the hoofs of the racing horses. I try 
to change my voice every day, and my skin every hour, as the tree 
changes its leaves in order to remain standing on its feet .. 
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Thus you find me always moving, kneading, like children on the 
beach, the sand with my hands, in search for forms through which I 

can transcend my own poetic history. 

III 

POETRY AND THE PUBLIC 

1. The Arabs and poetry 

In Nizär's opinion, poetry alone, not oil, is the Arab's cultural 

heritage. It alone, also, is their literary and historical identityl26, and 

has ruled their intellects over a long period in the past, because of the 

great importance it had in their lives: 

What I wish to register here is that poetry is a basic element in 
Arab life ... in no way less important than the Ministries of 
Defence, Foreign Affairs and Information. Poetry was to be found 
in the ruler's palace, mosques, learned circles, cafds and popular 27 
quarters. 

He notes here also that the importance of poetry in contemporary Arab 

society is no less than it was in the past: 

Poetry is to be found in all the details of our daily life. At 
celebrations we offer it in place of white roses and carnations, 
at birthdays we offer it in place of a block of lwä, and on 
demonitrations we explode it like a bomb to bring the government 
down. 28 

2. Elements of the poetic -process* the poet. the text and the public 

Nizär emphasises that the poetic process is made up of three elements, 

which are the poet, the poem and the public. The poet here is a transmitter 

who speaks through the poem to a receiver (the public). In this sense, the 
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poem is a message which is directed from one side to the other. In Nizär's 

words, it is a "kiss performed by two parties, the poet and the public". 
129 

Nizär gives particular importance to the public in the poetic process 

for two reasons: 

(a) The poem only becomes complete and lives when it reaches the public: 

Before it meets people, the poem is a dead experimental frog, but 

no sooner does it meet people than life flows into its 

extremities, and it shudders and jumps into the water ... 
Before 

it is read, the poem is a grain of wheat imprisoned in a drawer, 
but when we sow it beneath the skin of others, it becomes an ear 
of wheat and a loaf of bread. 130 

(b) The relationship between Nizär and the public, whether negative or 

positive, gives him two valuable opportunities; the opportunity to evaluate 

his poetry himself, and the opportunity to inflate his ego and develop his 

feelings of narcissism, or in other words, the opportunity to be a star and to 

be popular: 

People's eyes are the reflecting mirrors in which I see my face, 
and am sure of my youth. They are the compass which shows me my 
position in time and space ... Without contact with others we 
cannot discover the dimensions of our bodies or the dimens ons of 
our thought. Knowledge begins with man and ends with him. 

131 

He adds: 

Just as Narcissus fell in love with his reflection in the water, 
the poet seeks out men's eyes in order to be reflected in them. 
He searches for all the reflecting surfaces which send back his 
images magnified a hundredfold. This is what they call 
narcissism. How sweet is narcissism if it allows me to make of 
your good eyes mirrors in which I see the form of my face and the 
form of my emotions. 132 
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3. Poetry as a right of all people 

Nizär has a novel view of the relationship between poetry and people 

which is based on the idea that poetry is a natural right, common to all 

people, like water, air and public parks. 
133 This view impels him to repeat, 

later on, that poetry is public property which belongs to the whole nation. 

Every member of the nation can claim that he has a specific share in it, 

indeed it is a cultural inheritance which nobody can dispose of by selling, 

buying, pawning or expropriating. 
134 Going on from this, Nizär states that 

poetic evenings should be like an open-air theatre, which people enter at any 

time they wish, without discrimination between any individual. 135 

Likewise he rejects the idea that poetry should be restricted to any 

limited group of people, since then it becomes a narrow, secluded circle, in 

which the desired object, the bringing to life of poetry itself, is negated: 

I am against all poetic ghettos, and against turning the poem into 
a Troy living with itself in an historical siege, and against 
poetry being turned into a closed club, like bridge clubs or 
nudist clubs, 

136 

He adds: 

I am against monopolisation in poetry, whether the monopolisation 
of kings and caliphs, of salons, of authority, or of the 
intelligentsia. 13, 

4. Nizär and the Public: A strong relationship 

It is worth noting that Nizär has been successful in practice in 

building a strong relationship with the Arab masses everywhere. There are two 

clear pieces of evidence which support this. The first of these is the fact 
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that he has sold millions of copies of his collections in Arab bookshops. 

Probably he has excelled in this respect his famous fellow-poets like Darwish, 

Fadwä Tügän, 'Abd al-Wahhäb al-Bayyäti and Näzik al-Malä'ika. As a 

result he has reaped riches which have assured him a respectable standard of 

living and caused him to say: 

It is a great honour to me to be the first Arab poet to put an end 
to the myth of the beggar-poet. The Arab poet today stands on the 
feet of his pride and his talent. Whereas the old poet used to be 

a doorkeeper at the caliph's gase, the caliph today is a 
doorkeeper at the poet's gate. 

The second piece of evidence is the fact that the Arab public in their 

thousands throng to his poetic evenings. This has happened in almost all Arab 

countries. For example, in 1969 he went to Sudan to read some of his poems in 

the House of Culture in Khartoum, and ten thousand Sudanese packed themselves 

into it. Nizär, astounded by this, wrote: 

What is happening to me and my poetry in Sudan is something 
fabulous, something which has not happened in my dreams or 
legends, something which honours me, makes me happy and makes me 
weep. I always weep when poetry is turned into a temple and men 
into worshippers. I always weep when people cannot find a place 
to sit and have to sit on my eyelashes. I always weep when my 
boundaries become mixed with other people's boundaries so tha 

31 
scarcely know which of us is the poet and which the listener. 

After this every following poetic evening increased his love for and 

commitment to his Arab public, to the extent th t he considered that he was 

dedicated to its serve' A, and could he nothing 4, iit an Arab poet for an Arab 

public: 

The Arab public is my destiny, just as I am its destiny. I am 
not, and cannot be, a Scandinavian poet, and I am not in the least 
interested in being given a Nobel Prize by the King of Sweden. 
The major prize is given me by that Arab citizen for whom I write 
without knowing his name ... I do not want awards of esteem from 
anyone, or honorary doctorates from anyone. The great Arab public 
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is my great reward. 
140 

Respect and trust are the basis of NizAr's relationship with the 

public. In his view, the respect of the public is acquired in two ways, 

firstly by giving expression to its causes, and secondly by not mistreating 

it. 141 He believes that respect is a duty which every poet should fulfil to 

his public, and he denies that the Arab public is foolish or backward. His 

views on the public are summed up in the following words: 

The public is not a prison, a gallows or a prison camp. It is an 
intelligent Arab horse, and if we know how to treat it we will win 
the race; but if we do not understand it, it will throw us onto 
the ground and trample upon us. The "public" is a word which 
frightens only those who are frightened and gives complexes only 
to those who have complexes. 

142 

He claims that many of today's poets have lost their ability to 

understand the public and the age. He calls upon these people to review their 

styles and to examine the ground upon which they stand before writing 

poetry. 
143 

5. Nizär and the poetic republic 

In conclusion, Nizär says that his most lofty goal in the near future 

is to found a poetic republic which will truly transform Arab society into a 

poetic society in such a way that the "land of poetry" in it will be 

distributed equally among all its inhabitants, and the citizen will obtain 

what he wants from poetry without payment, 
144 lie-also emphasises that he will 

continue to strengthen his strong links with his public, until his poetry 

reaches the whole of the Arab World: 

I shall not be humble and say that I write for myself, or for my 
family or for my neighbours. There is in my mind a plan of poetry 
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from which I shall not retreat. This is to address any tree, 
cloud, fish, cat, star, or pigeon in the Arab homeland. As long 
as there is an ear of wheat which experiences difficulty in 
understanding poetry, I shall go to it in the field and read 
poetry to it before it goes to sleep. 

145 
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CHAPTER THREE 

POETRY AND POLITICS 

J 

The present chapter will deal with Nizär Qabbäni's theoretical 

critical views on the most important question in modern Arabic poetry, the 

interrelationship between poetry and contemporary Arab politics. Section I 

attempts to throw some light on the beginnings of political poetry in the Arab 

world, gives some explanatory examples without going too deeply into the 

dispute as to how it should be defined, and shows how Nizär's tendency toward 

political poetry became a factual and tangible reality after the June war of 

1967. It then considers the causes for his orientation toward political 

poetry, of which the most important are the defeat of 1967 and the myriad 

problems into which the Arab world was plunged thereafter. 

Section II explores the relationship between political power and the 

poet, the symbol of the intellectual in the Arab homeland. It begins with a 

review of the technique of `taming' poets, which is the method most commonly 

used in order to bring over writers and poets to the government's side, 

considers Nizär's attitude to this, explaining the danger it poses to poetry 

and literature, and goes on to explain the restrictions which limit the poet's 

creativity, whether applied to the poet's words or to the poet himself. 

Section III, "Poetry and Revolution" deals with three main issues, which 

are: the need of the Arab World for a total and comprehensive revolution, the 

necessity for cohesion between revolution and poetry so that Arab poetry may 

be revolutionised in form and content, and the tasks which poetry regarded as 

a weapon in the service of mankind, can undertake, whether in times of 

adversity or not. 
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Section IV, "Poetry and Commitment" touches briefly on two points, which 

are: Nizär's rejection of commitment on the ground that it is a heavy 

restriction on the poet's freedom, and Nizär's own concept of commitment, 

which is based on the true portrayal of the lives of the poet and the people, 

without the poet's being subordinate to any ideology. 

The reader will observe that Nizär has recorded some of his thoughts 

and ideas in certain poems; for this reason we have set down here all those 

poems which have a bearing on this chapter. 

I 
NIZAR'S MOVE TO POLITICAL POETRY 

1. The connection between politics and modern Arabic poetry 

Contemporary Arab critics are agreed on the difficulty of defining the 

term "political poetry" in modern Arabic literature. ' Any researcher can 

uncover a wide variety of writings by various critics on the subject of 

political poetry, but in actual fact they are not of great value. 
2 

The Egyptian critic Ni`mät Ahmad Fu'äd points out that the modern 

Arab poet rose to a position of leadership when he plunged into political 

questions, realising that his mission could not be separated from his nation 

and that to refrain from expressing its hopes and sorrows would be blatant 

treachery to the nation, to poetry, to justice and to freedom. 3 Poets, she 

says, despite their different inclinations, have begun to feel that it is 

their duty to record their political and patriotic views in poetry without 

inhibition. This may be attributed to their awareness of the oppressiveness 
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of colonialism, their struggle for independence, and their thirsty passion for 

4 freedom. 

Modern Arabic political poetry has a long history which goes back to the 

latter years of the nineteenth century and the beginnings of the twentieth 

century. Perhaps the Qasida B 'iyya written by Ibrähim al-Yäziji 

(1848-1906) in 1880 is one of the earliest examples. It was regarded as the 

manifesto of Arab nationalism and has had a great importance in the history of 

Arab thought; in it al-Yäziji criticises the weakness of the Arabs and the 

political and social ills inflicted upon them by the Turks, expresses pride in 

the ancient and glorious Arab past, calls for revolt against the Turks, 

exposes the political lack of weight of the Arabs in general, and asserts that 

the future will belong to the Arabs, while the Turks will disappear without 

any hope of return. The poem says: 

Rouse yourselves and awaken, 0 Arabs, 
For the waters have risen and our knees are submerged! 
Why do you cherish vain hopes which deceive you 
While you are lying plundered at spear-point? 
Great God! Why do you sleep thus, while 
The land cries out to you and the soil yearns for you? 
Are you not those who held sway in the world and conquered 
East and West and were mighty wherever you went, 
And who built for the palaces of glory pillars 
From which thunderbolts fell back, overturned? 
Let me hear the clashing of glittering swords 
In the dust of battle, for I take joy in their ringing, 
And let me hear the sound of discharged rifles 
Resounding in every clamorous hall! 
You have no state to lend strength to your arms, 
And no helper who will answer your call in your hour of need; 
Your destiny has fallen low in the eyes of the Turks 
And your rights are usurped in the hands of the Turks 
None are aware of your standing and your honour 
Or of your existence, your name and your surname. 
Patience, 0 nation of Turks who have misruled 
For a period, soon now the veils will be lifted! 
Let us seek our goal with sword-blade 
For no goal will disappoint us with it at our side 
And let us leave the Turkish boors to regret 
And bewail their previous misdeeds. 

5 
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Among the poets of this period (the end of the nineteenth century and 

the beginning of the twentieth), we may mention Khalil Muträn (1871-1949), 

Fu'äd al-Khatib (1880-1957), Bishära al-Khüri (1883-1969), Rashid 

Salim al-Khüri (1887- ? ), Jibrän Khalil Jibrän (1883-1941) and Iliyä 

Abü Mädi (1889-1957) from Lebanon; 'Abd al-Masih al-Antiki (1875- 

1922), Qustäki al-Himsi (1858-1941) and FAris al-Khüri (1883-1962) 

from Syria; 'Abd al-Muhsin al-Käzimi (1865-1935), Jamil Sidqi al-Zahäwi 

(1873-1962) and Ma'rüf al-Rusäfi (1877-1945) from Iraq; and Ahmad 

Shawqi (1878-1932) and Häfiz Ibrähim6 (1872-1932) from Egypt. 

In general, the political or near-political poetry of these poets was 

the offspring of the problems from which their societies suffered. The 

problems were numerous - political, social and economic, and the poets felt 

their oppressive weight and expressed them in terms of revolt and sorrow. On 

the one hand, they resisted the tyranny and corruption of the Turkish 

governors and their heedlessness of the people's interests, and demanded that 

they be provided with security and basic amenities, while on the other hand 

they confronted colonialism and foreign occupation of their countries, and the 

way in which this suffocated every liberation movement. Their demands were 

clear; evacuation of foreign troops, development of their countries, the 

people's right to determine their own destiny, the establishment of national 

and constitutional government, and the revision of religious and civil law to 

make it more in accordance with the spirit of the age. 
7 

They were equally tormented by backwardness, disintegration and loss of 

values in their-societies, and in their poems they exposed these failings and 

set about propagating revolt against humiliation and submission, attacking the 

way their societies clung to outward appearances rather than to essentials, 

held on to outworn customs and traditions, and were submerged in ignorance and 

corruption. 8 
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Arab politics became an important subject in the poetry of the second 

generation of Arab poets (those who were born at the beginning of the 20th 

century and grew to adulthood after the First World War) such as Muhammad 

Mahdi al-Jawähiri (b. 1900) (Iraq), `All Mahmüd Tähä (1902-1949) 

(Egypt), Ilyäs Abü Shabaka (1904-1947) and Saläh Labki (1906-1955) 

(Lebanon), Ibrahim Tügän (1905-1941) (Palestine) and Abü al-Qäsim al- 

Shibbi9 (1909-1935) (Tunisia). The poetry of these poets rang with revolt 

against the enemies of their nation, and called for union between the Arabs, 

independence, struggle against external dangers and an opening up to world 

civilisation. 
10 

For the generation of the free verse movement (Näzik al-Malä'ika, Badr 

Shäkir al-Sayyäb, 'Abd al-Wahhäb al-Bayyäti, Saläh 'Abd al-Sabür, 

Fadwä Tügän, Mahmüd Darwish and Nizär Qabbäni), Arab politics became 

a chief part of their poetry. Indeed, it can be said that what distinguishes 

all of these poets, with the exception of a small part of the poetry of Näzik 

al-Malä'ika, is that they are political poets of the first rank. 
11 

It should be said here that to quote examples of political poetry to 

support the statements made above would take our research outside the general 

framework which we have laid down for it. For this reason we will content 

ourself with pausing over two poets in order to clarify the essence of 

political poetry. These poets are, from the first generation, Ahmad Shawgi 

and, from the second generation, Ibrähim Tügän. 

If we leaf through the four volumes of the d1w5n of Ahmad Shawqi, we 

will find purely political poems, including one extolling the humanism of 

Gandhi, his struggle against British rule in India and his patient endurance 

of suffering while in prison, 12 
another poem extolling Yüsuf al-'Azma 
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(1884-1920) while he was facing the French under Couraud at the battle of 

Maysalün, 13 
a third poem condemning the French for shelling Damascus on 18th 

October, 1925, accusing them of brutality and arrogance, 
14 

a fourth lamenting 

the Islamic Caliphate when it was abolished by Mustafa Kemal Pasha (Atatürk)15 

in 1923-4, and a fifth revealing Italian crimes in Libya written after the 

execution by Italy of the national hero 'Umar al-MukhtAr in 1931. In this 

poem Shawqi shows his anger at Italian colonialism, which acted in a 

revolting way in executing al-Mukhtär without showing any mercy to his old 

age of more than seventy years. Shawqi begins this poem as follows: 

They planted your mortal remains on the sand like a banner 
Which arouses the valley morning and evening 
Woe betide them! They have erected a beacon of blood 
Which inspires tomorrow's generation with hatred. 
Would there have been any harm if they had made a link for the morrow 
Between the nations of love and brotherhood? 
A wound which cries out from afar, and a victim 
Who searches for a freedom bought with blood. 
0 Sword, unsheathed in the desert, 
Clothing other swords in the fullness of time with sharpness! 
These deserts are a scabbard for every keen sword 
Which wreaks havoc on the enemy, and wreaks it well, 16 

Referring to the tragedy which his death represented for the Arabs and 

the Muslims, and to his valour in the battle against the Italians, he says: 

You were given the choice, and you chose to spend the night hungry; 
You did not built high rank for yourself, or accumulate wealth. 
Heroism is to die of thirst; 
It is not heroism to gulp water. 
Africa, cradle of lions, and their tomb, 
Cries out to men and women to come to your aid 
And the Muslims, despite the difference of their lands 
Cannot be consoled for this affliction 
While the men of the Jähiliyya, beyond their graves 
Weep for Zayd al-Khayl and al-Falhä'1 

In the care and guard of Cod the Noble 
A body lies in Cyrenaica, resting in the desert 
The millstone of events has left no bones 
To rot, and the spears have left no blood, 

-------------------- 

1. The lagab of `Antara al-`Absl 
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Like the corpse of a vulture, or the remains of a lion 
Which have turned to dust beyond the winds. 
The hero of the Bedouin life, who used not to launch raids 
In a tank, and used not to ride the air. 
He was rather an owner of horses, who protected their backs 
And directed battle from their manes. / 

Describing his bravery in facing death and the savagery of his enemies, 

he says: 

He answered the judgment of earth yesterday with a life-blood 
Which feared nothing but the judgment of heaven; 
He met it with a lofty brow as though he were 
Socrates dragging his cloak to the judges - 
An old man who kept control of the dignity of his age 
And did not burst into tears like a child from fear of punishment 
A man who accepted the turns of fate, and lived in happy times; 
Then they changed, and he awaited adversity. 
Lions roar in their chains, and you will see 
No lion weeping submissively in captivity. 
The prisoner comes dragging his heavy irons, 
A lion pulling behind him a speckled serpent 
The fetters have bitten into his legs, but he does not bow under 
the weight, 
And the years have wrought destruction on his frame 
They chose the humiliating rope as a death 
For a lion spitting his soul out around him 
They forbade a death inflicted by sharp swords or spears 
To one who used to deal out gaping spear-thrusts 
I see that the hand of civilisation has a passion, 
Truly to destroy at one time and build at another. 
It has given the rights of man the force of law in their countries 
Except for those who refuse to accept oppression and for the weak. 

18 

In the diwän of Ibrähim Tügän there is a series of political 

poems which revolve around the glorification of Palestinian martyrs, as in 

al-Shahid 
19 

and al-Thaläthä' al-Hamrä' ; 
20 

criticism of spurious 

nationalist politicians who trade in the dreams and hopes of the people, as in 

Tafä'ul wa-Amal , 
21 Filastin Mahd al-Shagä' '22 I1ä al-Ahrär 

23 

al-Shaykh Muzaffar , 
24 Antuen , 

25 and 'Yä Oa .; 26 criticism of the British 

mandatory government, as in Ayyuhä al-Agwiyä', 27 Ayyatuhä al-Huküma, 28 

Ya Hasratä '29 and Manähi ; 30 
attacks on Jewish immigration into 

Palestine, as in 1.000,; 31 
and criticism of the middlemen who sell land to 

the Jews, pretending to be ignorant of the dire danger to Palestine and its 

people which lies behind these transactions, as in Ishtaraw al-Ard , 
32 

al- 

Samäsira , 
33 i`ma 

, 
34 

and Ili Bä'i'i al-Biläd , in which he says: 
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They sold their country to their enemies, in greed for 
Wealth; but they sold their homeland. 
They might have been forgiven if they had been forced by hunger, 

But, by God, they never thirsted nor hungered for a day. 

Even with hunger, a sufficiency of shame is spat on 
By a soul which is held back from accepting shame. 
When you say, "This country is called our homeland", 
They do not understand, for greed prevents them from understanding. 
Our enemies, ever since they existed, have been money-changers 
And we, ever since we descended upon earth, have been cultivators. 
You have not reversed the decree of the Creator, 
But kinship and nature have brought you close to the Jews. 
0 you who sell land, not caring about the consequence, 
And who have not learned that the enemy is deceitful; 
You have committed a crime against your grandchildren, alas! 
And they will be slaves, servants and subjects! 
You have been seduced by gleaming gold which you own; 
The mirage, as you know, is gleaming. 
Think of your death in a land in which you grew up 
And leave two arm's length of land for your grave. 

35 

2. Nizär and the early stages of his move to political poetry 

Directly after the June war of 1967, or twenty-three years after 

starting to write love-poetry, and after the appearance of seven collections 

devoted to this genre [Oälat 11 al-Samrä' (1944), Tufülat Nahd (1948), 

Sämbä (1949), Anti 11 (1950), Oasä'id (1956), Habibati (1961) and al- 

Rasm bi-al-Kalimät (1966) ] there came a sharp turning-point in Nizär 

Qabbäni's poetry. He stopped writing love-poetry for a while and published 

a series of long political poems (including, for example, Hawämish 'alä 

Daftar al-Naksa and al-Mumaththilün). These are the poems which shook the 

reading public in the Arab world and stirred up many questions about this 

sudden change in Nizär, and the diversion of his poetry to a new subject, 

Arab politics. The curiosity of his readers impelled him to say: 

The most serious thing was that the readers who had known me for thirty 
years, tattooed with love-poetry, had grown so used to my old face that 
when they saw me putting on a different face from the face of love they 
thought that I was in disguise and were disappointed with my new 
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features. Those who were enthusiastic for my lover's face were not 
happy with my other face and could not feel at ease with it. Then they 
were even more amazed when they saw me in battledress with a rifle slung 

36 
over my shoulder. 

This curiosity also impelled him to explain the following points: 

(a) His movement from love-poetry to political poetry should not be regarded 

as inconsistent, as some critics suppose; or, if it is so regarded, he 

asserts, it is a virtue, not a fault or a shortcoming, as inconsistency is the 

only thing which distinguishes man from such inert objects as a millstone or a 

railway, and it is the poet's duty to be inconsistent, sometimes with himself 

and sometimes with other people, because inconsistency widens his poetic 

vision. 
37 

(b) His new political poetry is not borrowed from anyone. Thus it is not an 

imitation of anyone, but is a natural expression of the many feelings and 

impulses which are active within his soul. Here he compares himself to a 

musical instrument with a number of different interlocking sounds, which he 

has the power to produce in accordance with the circumstances through which he 

is passing. 
38 

(c) His new political poetry is not his last subject, but he does not know 

when he will abandon it, and indeed does not know if he can abandon it. 39 

(d) His preoccupation with political poetry does not mean that he has 

abandoned love-poetry for ever, and does not imply in any way that he has 

repented of it or regrets portraying woman in his-previous collections in an 
40 open way which sometimes goes against modesty and prevailing ethics. 

(e) As a poet, he is not separate from life because he is a part of it. 

This means that it is his duty to portray, "all the fluctuations of life, 
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society and history" and not to restrict himself to one aspect, like love 

poetry, and nothing more. 
41 

3. Reasons for Nizär's move to political poetry 

These can be summarised as follows: 

(a) The defeat of the Arabs in the June war 

The defeat of the Arabs in the June war of 1967, as we have said above, 

was one of the most powerful reasons for this comprehensive shift toward 

political poetry. The great poet, as Nizär says, does not burst forth from 

nothingness or coincidence, but from upheavals and disasters. 42 After June, 

Nizär felt a frightful spiritual sorrow which was perhaps the most acute pain 

he had ever felt in his life. As a result of this pain he felt that he was a 

new and different person. 43 It is from this that his sudden and swift change 

to politics came. In the third stanza of Hawämish 'alä Daftar al-Naksa he 

says: 

0 my sorrowful country 
You have turned me in a moment 
From a poet writing poetry of love and longing 
To a poet writing with a knife. 44 

(b) The present sad situation in the Arab world 

Nizär maintains that the ruin of the Arab nation began with the fall of 

Baghdad at the hands of Hulagu in 1258, and that it has continued to the 

present time. 45 He also maintains that the Arab-Islamic character is full of 

chronic historical complexes which have been inherited from the past and are 

still present today, 46 
and that when he looks at present-day Arab life he sees 
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that "the worms are attacking it from every side, and that it is two bow- 

lengths or less from falling. "47 

He divides the illnesses of the Arabs into two: internal illnesses like 

widespread illiteracy, consumerism, the diminution of man's value, the 

dominance of materialism, 
48 divisions between the Arab states, the collapse of 

Arab-Arab relationships, national disintegration, regionalism, 
49 the weakness 

of the masses in the face of governments and extensive social divisions 

between poor and rich; 50 
and external illnesses, of which the most important 

51 is Israeli expansionism and its extension into Arab lands. 

Thus, the Arab world, in his view, is going from bad to worse. It is "a 

desert bounded by tribal factionalism to the east, by tumours caused by oil to 

the south, and police dogs to the north. �52 It goes without saying that the 

events taking place in the Arab world one after another arouse the 

contemporary poet and impose upon him the duty of saying something. Thus, 

Nizär says: 

How, then, can the Arab poet come to terms with his reality? How can he 
seal his mouth with red wax? How can he feel secure when the bird- 
merchants around him are outbidding one another for his plumage, his 
wings, the sweetness of his voice and the strength of his throat? How 
can he be a witness of this collective Arab suicide without weeping, 
screaming, protesting or throwing himself from the ninety-ninth floor? 
How can he remain in the ranks of the spectators, eating popcorn and 
pumpkin-seeds and drinking soft drinks, when tongues of fire are 
devouring the theatre and the play? How can the poet remain polite, 
well-mannered and reasonable when everything around him consists of 
non-stop scenes from the theatre of the absurd? 53 

(c) The desire to give more variety to his poetic subject-matter 

The subject matter of poetry cannot be restricted to a set number of 

themes, since the subject matter of poetry is life in its entirety, with all 
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its worlds of thought, emotion and fantasy. 54 It appears that Nizär's desire 

to write on new subjects rather than love-poetry, and in particular to write 

political poetry, had been nagging at him since the fifties, as he expresses 

this desire in his first political poems, for example Oissat Rachel 

Schwartzenburg, or Risälat Jundi ft Jabhat al-Suways. There is no doubt 

that the desire to make his poetry more varied gave him a taste for a new 

language and images which had been unaccustomed before this time. He is 

certain that Arab politics, which he calls "the political jungle" is now a 

suitable subject for poetry, since it is rich in every possible novelty: 

The political jungle seems richer, more novel, and more obscure than all 
the jungles of Africa, since in it there are peacocks, monkeys, hyenas, 
elephants, apes, tortoises, reptiles and moving plants... The child who 
lives in my depths asks me increasingly to take him to this jungle. In 
vain do I try to persuade him that the political jungle is full of 
ghosts and evil spirits - in vain do I try to explain to the inquisitive 
child who lives in my depths that whoever enters the jungle of Arab 
politics is lost, while whoever leaves is reborn; he is determined to 55 live between the teeth of crocodiles. 

(d) Preserving one's identity from annihilation 

Poetry, Nizär says, is not a dead time, but is a bridge toward all 

times. 56 Man dies, but his poetry remains on men's tongues at all times and 

in every place. This means that poetry, whether political or to do with love, 

forms a protective armour which preserves and protects one's identity from 

annihilation. In 'Li-mädhä Aktubu he says: 

Nothing protects us from death 
Except woman and writing. 57 
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A II 
POLITICAL POWER AND THE POET 

1. Power and the taming of writers 

The Egyptian thinker Fu'äd Hasan Zakariyyä asserts that political 

regimes in power in the Arab world want nothing from the Arab citizen, 

wherever he may be, or from the poet and the man of letters, except that he 

should be obedient to their commands. This call to obedience may be quite 

open, so that the controlled media portray the authorities or the ruler as 

being the fount of wisdom and the source of infallible judgment. Accordingly 

all the citizens have to do is to entrust their affairs to the ruler and to 

rely upon him. 58 It is the ruler who thinks on their behalf and knows what is 

best for them better than they do. In exchange for this, any criticism, 

opposition or questioning is described as rebellion or unforgivable sin. The 

greatest of all sins is to refuse to obey. The greatest of crimes, as Sadat 

used to say, is for the educated to become corrupt and to meddle in political 

matters. 
59 

Accordingly the Arab political authorities set out to buy poets and 

writers, to guarantee them sources of income and to provide them with money 

and positions so that they will become their supporters. Gradually these 

authorities begin to 'break in' the poets until they rid them of their hostile 

feelings and turn them into tame creatures. 
60 These "creatures", in Nizär's 

view, are as far removed as is possible from true literature, since by reason 

of their loyalty to the ruling regime they are obliged to write literature 

which makes the virtues of the regime seem brilliant and obvious and conceals 

their vices. Thus the tamed poets and writers are hypocrites and their 

literature is fraudulent, because it does not spring from real and true 

emotions. Furthermore, they are marked out by their fear and submissiveness, 
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and their characters are torn between loyalty to the ruling regime and a 

desire to free themselves from it: 

In our society, writing is an official occupation which has all the 
security and the obligation to obey orders of the civil service. 
Three-quarters of Arab writers are "civil servants" who write with an 
insurance policy against poverty, illness, old age and forced exile in 
their pockets. For this reason they cannot announce any strike, march 
in any demonstration, or distribute any poem or secret proclamation to 
which their employer does not agree. Thus the Arab writer is torn 
between his "civil status" as a man married to the government and his 
"artistic status" as a man who desires to betray his wife, the 
government, but cannot do so because he wishes to secure the future of 
his children and the honour of his family. Until the courageous Arab 
writer who can tear up his marriage certificate to the government and 
practise conjugal infidelity, even once in his life, comes into being, 
our literary works will remain as far removed from the risk 61 of being 
banned or confiscated as are books about domestic economy. 

We should mention here that Nizär has more than once referred in his 

poetry to the class of tame poets and writers. In his Shu'arä' al-Ard al- 

Muhtalla (1968) there is an allusion to the way in which modern Arab poets 

rally round ruling political regimes from fear of them and from desire for 

their favours. This has led to the "castration" of this class and its loss of 

"poetical virility": 

For among us, poets have died, and poetry has died 
Among us poetry is a dervish 
Reeling in the circles of sufi religious ceremonies 
And the poet works as a coachman for the castle's commander. 
The poet's lips are castrated in this age 
He brushes the ruler's coat 
And pours out glasses of wine for him; 
The poet's words are castrated - 
And how wretched are the eunuchs of thought! 62 

In Hiwir Thawri Ma'a Tähä Husayn there is an allusion to the way 

writers and thinkers pursue rulers in order to gain their pleasure and the way 

they turn into willing henchmen or silent witnesses, and run away from their 

real function as intellectuals, being content to be calm and peaceful and to 

take on any colour or follow any prevailing wind, so that they become one of 

the elements which paralyse the Arab body. Speaking to Tähä Husayn, 



136 

Nizir says: 

Thought has fallen into political hypocrisy 
And the man of letters has become like an acrobat, 
Engaging in incense-burning, dancing for a living 
And praying for victory for the Sultan. 
Return to us, for what is being written today 
Is small in vision, and small in content 
Poetry has been murdered, and the poem has become 
A singing-girl, who is purchased like all singing-girls, 
They have stripped it of everything, and bloodied 

63 Its feet with going round in circles. 

Nizär calls on Tähä Husayn to examine very closely the "taming" of 

Arab writers, saying: 

0 great angry one, see 
How the writers have become like lambs 
Satisfied with living in the sun, with pasturage 
At ease with water and pools. 
The most harshly oppressive thing to the soul 
Is a pen in the hand of the craven coward. 64 

In 'Azf Munfarid 'alä al-Tabla (1986) there is a major portrayal of 

"taming" which is not restricted merely to individuals, but extends to 

everything in the societies of the dominating regimes - Ministries of 

Information, News Agencies, newspapers and so on. Here Nizir portrays state 

and society as a whole as embodied in the person of the ruler; if the latter 

utters a word or issues a decree, his "retinue" has to glorify everything he 

says parrot-fashion. Thus the ruler brings all the propaganda mouthpieces 

under his domination and at the same time creates his own poets and writers to 

defend him: 

The ruler beats on the drum 
And all the Ministries of Information beat on the same drum 
All the news agencies amplify the drum-beat 
And the newspapers, major and minor 
Act as dancers 
In a night-club owned by the state 
There is no sound in the whole of music 
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Uglier than the sound of the state. 
65 

Nizär considers that the authorities rely, for the operation of 

"taming", upon force - the police and the army - and that they bring down 

anyone who disagrees with them. At the same time he asks the Arab citizen to 

think well and to examine everything he reads, or hears, and, in brief, to be 

skeptical, because the authorities are always eager to spread abroad lies 

which support their position, and also to conceal facts which affect them in a 

negative way: 

The state is good at composing words, 
Excellent at the accusative, excellent at the genitive, excellent at the 
possessive, 
Excellent at flexing its muscles 
There is no poetry worse than state poetry. 
No lie cleverer than state lies 
Newspapers, reports, commentaries. 

66 

At the end of the poem Nizär says that there is a collective "taming", 

which is a common and general phenomenon in all the countries of the Arab 

homeland. When the authorities want something, they set their media in motion 

in order to promote it. It is the people's task to respond positively; if 

they do not do so, the police force them to do it: 

A drum.. a drum 
An Arab homeland united from the day of its birth by a drum 
And split up into tribes by a drum 
The members of the band, the scholars and the thinkers, 
The dervishes and the local judge, 
Tremble at the beat of the drum. 
Official music comes, like hours of inadvertence 
From every place 
Oil music tries to market the human being; 
The price of a single barrel is higher than the price of a man. 
Official music is rehearsed like the song of the devil 
And we are obliged to tremble when the authorities sing 
And to cry "Oh"! in front of the police 
Oh! ... Ohl 
Oh! ... Oh! 
Music imposed against our will 
Merrymaking imposed against our will 
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Death imposed against our will 
Oh! ... Oh! 
Has the ruler's singing become sacred 
Like the singing of God? 67 

It is obvious that the drum is the voice of the authorities or the 

ruler. Perhaps Nizär wishes here to criticise the dictatorship of the single 

voice, the single opinion, which dominates everything and directs everything 

according to its will. 

Nizär's attitude to the taming of literature and writers 

Nizär refuses to be subject to any authority, even one which has 

relatively civilised features. He says forthrightly: 

I do not want to live in the same house as the government, or sleep in 
the same bed as it, because living with the government is degradation at 
night and slavery by day. 68 

Thus he prefers to remain independent, without being subject to any 

influence: 

My poetry does not kiss men's Lands, and it would be more proper 
For sultans to kiss its hands. 9 

Likewise he rejects tamed poetry, in all forms and types as, "Poetry 

written by sheep to gain the favour of their shepherd, "7° In his opinion, the 

most serious aspect of the operation of taming is that it uproots all the 

roots of criticism and questioning from the personality of the individual, and 

leads to the destruction of the human intellect, whether that of the poet or 

the ordinary citizen, and the loss of any ability to take part in the solution 

of the problems of society. Equally, it gives rise in the ruler to an 

inflated feeling of importance, to the extent that he may imagine that he is 
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God's shadow on earth. 
71 

When the poet is tamed he "falls into hypocrisy, or into evil, or into 

adultery". 
72 Taming means, first and foremost, the collapse of culture 

This is the time in which culture 
Writing 
Honour 
And manhood have sunk below the horizon! 

3. Poetry and restrictions 

Reading through the whole of Nizär's writings the researcher can deduce 

that the Arab poet in general, whether Nizär or any other serious poet, is 

exposed to two kinds of restrictions from Arab political authorities. These 

are: 

(a) Restrictions imposed on poetry and speech 

The Tunisian writer Hishäm Ju'ayt enumerates five attributes of Arab 

political authority. These are anti-intellectualism, weakness, the dominance 

of tribalism and family relationships, exploitation and suppression. 
74 Fu'äd 

Hasan Zakariyyä notes that governmental authority in the Arab countries is 

authoritarian in the political, economic and cultural fields, and that the 

state usually intervenes to impose its views on various forms of cultural 

production, whether political, economic, or artistic. 75 It is in the shadow 

of such an authority that poets and writers in the Arab world live. It 

appears that the most important problem facing them, as Nizär says, is their 

struggle with political authority. 76 

It scarcely needs to be said that the view taken by Arab political 
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regimes of modern poetry, especially political poetry, is one of caution, 

suspicion and uneasiness. This poetry is a great danger, because it attacks 

their deformity, undemocratic conduct, regionalism and backwardness. 

Nizir raises this problem in his poetry. In Tagrir Sirri Jiddan min 

Bilid Oam`istän he refers to the general ban on the circulation of his 

poetry by official Arab political authorities. Poetry, as he understands it, 

is one of the ways of civilising the human race and raising men's moral values 

and feelings and broadening their knowledge. The authorities, however, are 

not interested in the idea that poetry brings the good news of civilisation 

and love, because they live in Sodom, the city of salt and stones, the city of 

non-civilisation: 

My poems are forbidden 
In the cities which sleep over salt and stones 
My poems are forbidden 
Because they bring man the perfume of love and civilisation 
My poems are rejected 
Because they bring the goods news to every house. 77 

In Ka's 4, Nizär presents a picture of regimes which publicly execute 

poetry, in the same way that they execute criminals, so that this execution 

can be confirmed by every one of their underlings - judges, ministers, aides 

and so on - without their having the ability to question, argue or object: 

When the bottle loses its memory 
I draw the homeland in the shape of a gallows 
From which my poems dangle with awesome ceremony 
In the presence of the sublime Porte, 
Its Saluki dog, 
Its Saluki counsellor, 
The head of the Prisons Department, 
The head of the Department for Burying the Dead, 
The Minister of Higher Education 
The head of the Writers' Union 
The Chief Priest .. The Chief Qadi ... All the Ministers of State who were appointed by hasty decrees 
To kill the poet .. and walk in his funeral procession. 

78 
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In al-Häkim wa-al-`Usfür Nizär speaks about the restrictions 

imposed upon the public recital of poetry, its dissemination and its movement 

from one Arab country to another. Here Nizär tries to achieve his basic 

objective, which is to bring his poetry to the public, because he knows that 

this poetry (the fish) will not assume its natural size, and its life will not 

take its proper shape, except through interaction and interconnection with the 

public (the water, the sea): 

I wander through the Arab homeland 
To read my poetry to the public 
I am satisfied 
That poetry is a loaf baked for the public 
And I have been satisfied from the beginning 
That letters are fish 

79 And that the water is the public. 

In the full flood of his enthusiasms Nizär forgets that the authorities 

have their own objectives and priorities, the chief of these being to maintain 

security and to arrest agitators and trouble-makers - whether this is done by 

means of poetry or in any other way. Thus the poet is arrested every time he 

goes to an Arab country to read his poetry to the people. The reason for this 

arrest is well known; it is forbidden to circulate poetry (the sparrow) unless 

the authorities have given their permission: 

I wander through the Arab homeland 
With nothing but a notebook 
One police-station sends me to another 
One army throws me to another 
Yet I carry nothing in my pocket but a sparrow, 
But the officer stops me 
And wants a pass for the sparrow; 
In my homeland speech needs 
A travel pass180 

In Hiwär ma'a Malik al-Maghül there are two characters: the King of 

the Mongols, symbol of tyrannical Arab authority, and the weak poet, who is 
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completely without power. In this poem the authorities wish to silence the 

poet because he wishes to bring the good news of life (the neighing, the 

blossoming of the fields), while the poet refuses to become a hireling to any 

authority and also refuses to sell his bird (his voice, his poetry), or to 

allow anyone to confiscate it: 

0 King of the Mongols, 
p you who are angry aF our neighing, 

You who are afraid of the fields' blossoming, 
I wish to say, 
Before your executioner Masrür kills me, 
And before the false witnesses come - 
I wish to say a couple of words 
To my wife who is several months pregnant 
And to all my friends 
And my oppressed nation, 
I wish to say that I am a poet, 
Carrying a sparrow in my throat 
Which I refuse to sell 
While you wish to expropriatg 
The sparrow from my throat. 81 

In YawmiyyAt Kalb Muthagiaf the poet takes on the guise of a dog who 

confronts his master (the authorities), asking him elegantly to listen to his 

poetry, since it brings him the voice and cares of the people: 

Master, 
I do not want rubies or gold from you 
I do not want you to clothe me 
In brocade or cloth of gold - 
All I want is that you should listen to me 
Because in my poems I bring you 
All the voices of the Arabs, 
All the curses of the Arabs. 82 

Before this poet-dog utters a single word of poetry, the decree is given 

for his execution, and he asks his tyrannical master politely to allow him to 

bark (i. e. to recite his poetry) because his weapon, barking, can do no harm, 

and will never be anything, now or in the future, in the face of the weapons 

and implements of authority: 
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If, Master, 
You do not like poetry and singing, 
Then tell your executioner to give me 83 The freedom to bark. 

(b) Restrictions imposed upon the poet 

Some Arab sociologists are of the opinion that the contemporary Arab 

world has two main groups of wealthy people - those whose wealth comes from 

power, and those whose wealth comes from oil. Despite the obvious difference 

between these two types, they are united by one thing; fear of the educated 

classes, and a desire to humiliate them. 84 Without doubt writers and poets in 

the Arab world form a crushed and defenceless class as a result of their 

suppression by the authorities. Nizär portrays the dangers which beset the 

Arab poet today: 

What does it mean to be a poet in the Arab homeland? It means 
swimming against gravity. It means sitting in the electric chair 
without being jolted by the current. It means walking on the edge 
of twenty-two knives without bleeding. It means having the 
ability of James Bond to jump over trains... and to pass through 
border checkpoints. It means putting on the cap of invisibility 
and walking barefoot on the writing-paper so that people cannot 
hear the sound of your breathing or the sound of your thoughts. 

85 

On the same point he says elsewhere: 

We write without a parachute and we have no insurance policy for 
our words or thoughts. If we reach you at the end of the week it 
is because our life is a long one. But if we do not reach you, do 
not suppose that we have been involved in a-traffic arcident, and 
do not ask about us in the accident department or in the police 
station. We have not been involved in a traffic accident; we have 
been involved in a writing accident. What hit us 8as not a small 
touring car, but a heavy lorry called "authority". 

This continuous suppression of poets and writers made Nizär shout out 
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loud that writing is "a curse which pursues [the poet] wherever he is", 87 
and 

"a green revolution which the authorities will not permit to happen, and for 

which the Ministry of the Interior will not give a travel permit. "88 In his 

poem An& va Sadiga Mutlab bi-'Urübati he states that Arab writers are the 

first victims of the Arab authorities, and despite the fact that they create 

poetry and make life beautiful with it, nobody recompenses them for this, and 

what they do does not meet with much approval. Poets and thinkers, a symbol 

of purity and beauty, have no existence on the Arab political map, while 

charlatans, hypocrites, ignoramuses and corrupt people enjoy the blessings of 

oil: 

What is poetry? What is the pain of writing? What are visions? 
The first of our victims are the writers; 
They give us beautiful joy, and their lot 
Is the lot of harlots... they have no reward. 
0 Tunis the green, this is a world 
In which the illiterate and the swindler grow rich89 

He also mentions the suppression of poetry and poets by regimes: 

From where does poetry come, when our daytime 
Is repression and our evening is terrorism? 90 

In fact, Nizär received his share of torment: 

I want to emphasise that my political poe ry has hung me on more 
than one cross and more than one gallow. 

9 

He enumerates four methods followed by Arab regimes in order to suppress 

writers. These are: 

1. Accusing writing of being dangerous 

The poet is normally regarded as being a source of danger to Arab 

security services. For this reason his name is put on the blacklist at border 
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posts and airports and he is sometimes forbidden to enter other Arab 

countries: 

Because I work with a substance whose circulation is forbidden 

among the Arabs, which is the truth; the doors of the Arab 

countries are slammed in my face, and their guards look at me 
through chinks in the doors in surprise and fright, as though I 

were a rare poetic animal. 
9h 

Nizär raised this matter in a recent poem entitled `Ala al-Q' 'ima 

al-Sawdä'" 

In the box "occupation" on my passport 
There is a little, little expression 
Which says 
That I am a "writer and poet". 

At the first moment, I believed that it was 
A magical expression 
Which would open the doors on my way 
And make the guards prostrate themselves to me 
And intoxicate the officers and soldiers... 

Then I discovered that it was my great disgrace 
And my serious accusation 
And that it was the sword hanging over my head 
Whenever I wanted to travel. 93 

(ii) Pursuit 

The authorities do not normally content themselves with accusing the 

poet, but pursue him everywhere in order to tear up his roots. Nizär has 

compared the Arab poet in this respect to the gazelle, who is born in fear, 

and is constantly pursued night and day, expecting someone to come and arrest 

him alive or dead. 94 This led him to say: 

All of us, gentlemen, are pursued in one way or another. The Arab 
nation is pursued. The Arabic language is pursued. The Arab 
heritage is pursued. The Arab mind is pursued. Arab trees are 
pursued, so that they do not bear fruit. Arab women are pursued 
so that they do not give birth. Arab universities are pursued so 
that they are not impregnated by revolution. Arab minarets are 
pursued so that they do not call people to prayer. I am not 
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telling you a dream! 95 

(iii) Defamation 

Arab authorities generally have recourse to defamation of poets and 

spreading rumours about them in order to bring them down. Perhaps the 

simplest of these rumours is an accusation of atheism, as happened with Nizär 

Qabbäni himself. 96 Of these campaigns against him he writes: 

Campaigns have become so much a part of my body that I have become 

addicted to them, and have lost the ability to feel them. Ever 

since 1944 I have been living between the dragon's teeth. My 

permanent address is "between the dragon's teeth", and I have no 
other address. 

97 

He explains his firmness in the face of these campaigns in this way: 

I do not feel that I am alive unless stones are continually 
falling on my window. At that moment I feel that the gulp of 
poetry which I have given to people has begun to reach their 
circulatory systems, and that the earthquake which I had been 
keeping within me has transferred itself to them. When I publish 
a poem and they do not attack me for it I feel that I am ill and 
my temperature is going up. In the third world, abuse does not 
mean that ou have failed; it means that you have surpassed 
yourself. 

9° 

(iv) Assassination 

When the pr- sous methods fail, the a-" 'ties resort to a purge of 

poets and writer enge for them r', , 3sassinated. 
99 Although NizAr 

has not suffered ti Late, he rea? i it it is a widespread practice: 

We die An Arab deat' J+"" mpl , when we sit down to write, is 
above all an Arab coi,. 1 The ; juisitions to which we are led 
are Arab inquisitions, Toe fl arrier of fear from which aae suffer 
is an Arab barrior. As tot- the restt e Uw fw-reigrr &aa-riere, w& 
take it upon ourselves to go straight through them. The problem 
of the Arab writer lies with Quray h not the Byzantines, and with 
the Guided Caliphs, not Louis XIV. 0 
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III 

POETRY AND REVOLUTION 

1. The Arab world's need for revolution 

Nizär believes that the Arab world is in need of a great revolution 

which will bring about a fundamental change in economic, political, social and 

cultural structures, and "will change the geography of the Arab man in its 

entirety and re-form him anew", 
101 

He considers that a revolution of this sort will have a positive effect 

on culture and literature, in as much as it is to be hoped that it will 

develop the best traditions and values of Arab man, lead to a growth of his 

intellect and abilities in general, and free him from illusions, reflex 

reactions, fanaticism and inherited historical complexes. 102 

The condition for the success of this revolution is that it should be 

strong and embrace all aspects of Arab life without exception: 

To deserve its name, Arab thought should advance like a bulldozer 
to remove the ruins, debris and nails which have piled up on the 
land of this region since the ages of decline. Comprehensiveness 
is the first condition for revolutionary work. Revolutions cannot 
be by instalments. Like nuclear explosions, revolutionary 
explosions must take place instantaneously and comprehensively, or 
else the revolution will turn into another kind of bureaucracy and 
become an ancient Ottoman rifle which discharges bullets by 

103 instalments, and kills by instalments. 

2. Cohesion between revolution and writing 
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Nizär stresses the necessity of creating a strong cohesion between 

poetry and revolution. Because of this he continually repeats that "the act 

of writing and the act of revolution are inseparable", 104 and that it is the 

business of Arab revolutions which have broken out to make writing (poetry and 

prose) a part of themselves and consider them their allies and partners in the 

act of making changes. "105 

He stresses that every Arab revolution demands the creation of a new 

literary form and a new revolutionary poetic writing in order to speak to man, 

who is the chief element in a revolution; this is because many of the old 

literary and poetic styles in use now, for example those of the Magimit and 

the Alifiyya of Ibn Malik, have been overtaken by history, and are no longer 

able to build the new Arab man. 
106 

He considers that the revolutionising of Arab poetry demands three 

things - contact with life, discovery of new concepts, and renewal in form. 

Nizär mentions these things in two poems, Qasidat I'tidhär li-Abi Tammäm 

and Ifäda fi Mahkamat al-Shi'r; we shall now consider these poems in 

detail. 

(a) Qasidat I'tidhär li-Abi Tammäm 

In the first four stanzas of this poem Nizär rejects the idea that 

poetry is a means of calming and drugging the nerves, of competing in the 

display of rhetoric and eloquence, of repeating old and worn-out concepts or 

of deceiving the public. He also rejects the idea of turning Arab poetry 

festivals into occasions for poets to meet and exchange toasts. lie claims 

that if poetry clusters around one class, such the ruling class, and absorbs 

its momentary personal concerns, it will be destroyed for ever. 
107 
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In the fifth stanza he addresses himself to Abü Tammäm (796-848), one 

of the greatest poets in the whole history of Arabic literature, compares his 

poetry with that of present-day Arab poets, and finds that the difference 

between them is enormous. Abü Tammän was firmly linked with his age and its 

people. He took great pains with the construction of his poems, and his 

poetry is also outstanding for seeking out new ideas, for its intellectual 

reflection, its reliance on old forms, and its excellence in describing 

battles and nature. The old critics took him to task for two things, hunting 

out obscure vocabulary and extravagance in figures of speech and 

ornamentation. 
108 

As a result of this comparison, Nizär finds that Abü Tammäm was 

extremely creative in his poetry, while present-day Arab poetry lags behind 

this creativity because it fails to immerse itself in Arab society, to seek 

inspiration from the cares of ordinary people, and to open itself to the 

changes which have happened to poetry throughout the world. As a result Arab 

poetry has become a "widow", and its duty is to marry its society and the 

world: 

Abü Tammäm... where are you? Where is your perfumed speech? 
Where is an adventurous hand, travelling in unknown territory, creating? 
Abü Tammäm 
Our poems are widowed, and our writings are widowed 
The words and the images are widowed 
No water flows on our notebooks 
No wind blows on our ships, 
No sun, and no moon. 
Abü Tammäm, poetry has turned full circle 
Speech and the dictionary have revolted 
The Bedouin and the settled folk have revolted 
The sea has grown tired of its blueness, 
The tree has grown tired of its roots 
And we, here, 
Are like the People of the Cave, without knowledge or information. 
Our revolutionaries have not revolted 
And our poets have not composed poetry 
Abü Tammäm - do not read our poems, 
All our palaces are paper, 
And all our tears are stone. 109 



15U 

In the sixth and seventh stanzas of his address to Abü Tammäm, Nizär 

insists that disclosing new concepts, inventing ideas, unusual and novel 

imagery, revealing facts of life, bringing hidden things to light and prophecy 

are the elements which create poetry and make it an art in every time and 

place. He believes that Arab poets forgot these elements when they took 

poetry away from its basic task and made it sometimes a medium for noise and 

shouting, and sometimes a medium for indulging in linguistic and prosodic 

games, like tashtir and takhmis, or for discussing incidental matters of 

grammar. 

In this way poets took poetry far away from real Arab life and its major 

problems, like Israeli occupation of Arab lands. The problem is made more 

difficult by the fact that the people themselves have withdrawn from creative 

activity and politics and have come to expect salvation from religion 

(personified here as 'Ali b. Abi Tälib or 'Umar b. al-Khattäb), so that 

the paralysis which has affected the poets seems to extend to the whole of 

life. With this withdrawal decay has begun to spread through poetry and 

poets, and poetry has begun to lose interest in being the voice of its nation 

and its society. In these circumstances it would be better for poetry to kill 

itself, since nothing useful can be expected from it: 

Abü Tammäml poetry, in its depths, is a journey 
A setting sail to the future, and an unexpected discovery 
But we have made of it something like a wedding celebration 
And a brass beat, tolling like fate. 

0 prince of words! forgive us 
For we have all betrayed the occupation of words, 
And have exhausted it with tasht arb ' takhmis and description. 
Abü Tammäml the fire is devouring us 
And yet we still quarrel with one another 
About triptotes and diptotes 
While the army of the occupying usurper cannot be turned away! 

We still crack the bones of our feet, 
Sit in God's houses, and wait 
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For the Imäm 'Ali to come, or for 'Umar to come to us 
But they will never come, they will never come, 
And no-one conquers with anyone else's sword 

Abü Tammäm! Men have lost faith in words 
And have lost faith in poets 
So tell me, 0 poet, 
Why have the joints of our Arab poetry grown dry 
And its ears of wheat grown yellow from repetition? 
Tell me, 0 poet, 
Why does poetry, when it grows ofd 
Not draw a knife and kill itself? 110 

(b) Ifäda ft Mahkamat al-Shi'r 

Here Nizär takes modern Arabic poetry to court on the charge of 

inability to be in touch with Arab life, especially the June war and its 

tragedies. He points out that this inability reveals itself in an even more 

disgraceful manner at Arab poetry festivals, the new markets of 'Ukäz. 

Poets, male and female, instead of offering a new poetic vision of their 

society, gather together to chatter, flaunt themselves like peacocks, and 

think that they are great poets, giving themselves pompous titles, this one 

'calling himself Jarir and that one calling herself al-Khansä', while, in 

reality, they are ordinary or even minor poets. 

After this Nizär moves to a portrayal of the tragedy through which all 

the Arabs are living. The fall of Palestine took place at the hands of 

Israel, and Israel now occupies other parts of the Arab homeland, for example 

Sinai. Nobody is doing anything about this catastrophe, not even the men of 

letters, whose task it is to direct people toward hope and victory. 
lll 

Starting off from his basic principle, the connection between poetry and 

life, Nizär condemns six faults in Arabic poetry as a whole (especially older 

Arabic poetry) which are: regurgitating the past, oratorical ornamentation, 
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antique form (the Mu`allagät), emptying the poem of its socio-political 

content, subjugating poetry to the interests of kings and authorities, denying 

it to the masses, and obscurity: 

0 ages of the Mu'allagat, we have grown tired 
For even the garment may grow tired of the body. 
Half of our poems are inscriptions, but what 
Use is an inscription when the building is falling down? 
The Magämät are a game, and al-Hariri 
Is hashish, and so are the and the phoenix 
Mosaics have slaughtered us for many ages 
And idols, and foolish ornamentations 
We reject poetry as alchemy and magic, 
The alchemical poem has killed us. 
We reject poetry as royal theatre 
From whose thrones the simple are banned 
We reject poetry as a steed 
Ridden by tyrants and the strong 
We reject poetry as darkness and symbols - 
For how can darkness see? 
We reject poetry as a wooden rabbit 
Which has no aspirations or passions 
We reject the idlers in the coffee-house of poetry - Their days are smoke and lassitude. 112 

After this Nizär calls for the establishment of serious and specific 

links between poetic work and revolutionary activity in Arab life, or, putting 

it simply, between poetry and revolution. The reason for this is that the 

time at which he is writing, 1969, is a time of revolution, in its broad 

socio-political sense, against the defeat of 1967, and likewise the time of 

the birth of the insistent Palestinian revolution. It is the duty of the 

poet, any poet, to be aware of these two revolutions, and to make them the 

light by which he is guided in everything he writes. Any poetry which 

neglects one or both of these revolutions. has no value. 

If poetry is linked with revolution, the positive side of Arab life, it 

must illuminate the paths of freedom and penetrate to the heart of Arab 

society and make people see its chronic socio-political diseases. It must 

also be a sweeping attack upon everything which impedes this society and a 
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discovery of the elements of strength and growth in it, so that it rises above 

being a formal tool, an acrobat to amuse those in power, a little mouse which 

takes refuge with them, or a hollow mouthpiece for them. Nizär concludes 

that the guerrilla fighter is superior to the poet because he is doing 

something for his country and his people while the poet is doing nothing: 

Our poetry today excavates the sun 
With its hands, and everything is illuminated. 
Our poetry today is attack and discovery 
Not Kufic lines, or singing camel-drivers' songs. 
All contemporary poetry which does not contain 
The anger of the age is a lame ant. 
What is poetry, if it becomes an acrobat 
Whose dancing amuses the Caliphs? 
What is poetry, when it becomes a mouse, 
Whose concern is a piece of bread and food, 
If the thinker becomes a trumpet, 
Thought and shoes become equal 
Prophets are crucified for an idea 
So why are poets not crucified? 

The fidä'i alone writes poetry 
And all that we have written is nonsense, 
He is the real writer of the age 

Wh-ile we are the doormen and the hirelings. 
When the rifles begin to play 
The thoroughbred poems die. 113 

Perhaps Nizär realises that poets, being aware of their responsibility, 

find themselves in a dilemma when they only write poetry, and do not go to the 

battle-front. They describe revolution, battle and the positive side of Arab 

life but do not really participate in these things. Description is not 

revolution or reality. In such circumstances the voice of the rifle becomes 

the first and the highest voice. Nizär repeated this idea after the 1967 

war: 

After June, poetry is a piece of weaponry or it is nothing. It is 
a rifle, a trench, a mine, or it is nothing. Every word in this 
stage of our history which does not take the shape of a rifle 
falls into the waste-paper basket, and becomes fodder for 114 animals. 
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The gist of these two poems is that Nizär is calling for the 

revolutionising of poetryl15 in two ways. The first is to smash the old form 

of poetry, since he feels that it has exhausted its objectives long ago, and 

should be replaced by a new form free of the faults of the old. The second is 

to link the subject-matter of poetry to present-day Arab life and Arab 

society, so that the poem becomes an inseparable part of the movement and 

aspirations of the masses. Nizär here considers realism in poetry to be one 

of the conditions for the success of a poem. 

We have discussed these questions in detail in Chapter Two. We shall 

see in the following chapters that almost all Nizär's political poems are an 

application of his principle that poetry should be linked to life to create 

new concepts in a new artistic form. 

3. The function of poetry as a weapon 

Nizir found that his political poetry which revolted against present- 

day Arab life could be a weapon directed to the service of the Arabs and their 

nobler aspirations. This view of poetry as a weapon116 was expressed in three 

poems when he discovered that he had no other means with which to defend his 

existence as an independent individual. 

In Shu'arä' al-Ard al-Muhtalla, he regards the Arab Palestinian 

poets117 who appeared between 1967 and 1969 in Israel (Mahmüd Darwish, 

Samih al-Qäsim and Tawfiq Zayyäd), and who resisted with poetry the 

racialism of Israel and its attempts to destroy the Palestinian presence as an 

example to be followed in their use of the power of the word to resist: 

We have learned from you for years 
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We, the defeated poets, 
We, the strangers to history 
And to the sorrows of the grieved 
We have learned from you 
How the letter can have the shape of a knife, 118 

He also says: 

We have learned from you 
How to explode mines in our words. 

9 

In al-Bawwäba he discovers that his poetry is almost the only art able 

to escape and rescue itself from the tyranny of those in power, and that this 

art is the only weapon with which he can face his enemies. They fear it 

because it is an effective weapon which can unmask them and reach the ears of 

the masses, bearing the blazing heat of his reactions: 

If the authorities raise the sword of suppression 
I throw myself into the inkwell; 
If they order the executioner to kill me 
I escape from a secret door 
Which passes under the foundations of the palace 
There is always a way out 
From Pharaoh's violence... which is called poetry. 120 

In Min Milaffät Mahäkim al-Taftish there is an allusion to the fact 

that to deprive the poet of his weapon, poetry, is to deprive him of his 

existence and destroy him completely: 

The wise men of the tribe demand 
That I leave my poetry at the door of your tent 
And enter into your presence stripped of weapons 
What will be left of me 
If I forgo the horse of love 
And deposit my banners and my medals 
And my coat of beautiful words 
Of which I was so proud 
Like a spotted African leopard? 121 
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Nizär has discovered that this weapon, poetry, allows him to carry out 

the following tasks: 

(a) Expression of the Arab people's causes 

Nizär claims that his main concern is to crystallise and express the 

causes of the Arab people, and that he is sometimes aware of events before 

they happen, just as horses are aware of rain before it falls. 122 These 

causes, as far as he is concerned, begin from a loaf of bread and go on to 

freedom, Israel and other things. Political poetry is the most suitable tool 

for conveying these causes which the masses cannot express for fear of the 

consequences. 
123 

(b) Arousing the masses 

Poetry can arouse the masses, because it fills them with a power which 

makes them able to face the future. One of the conditions for successful 

poetic arousal is that it should free itself from the urge to weep and bewail 

the catastrophes which have befallen the Arabs. 124 In times of despair and 

downheartedness it is the poem's task to "ignite the fire", to "go against 

traffic regulations"125, and indeed it is the poem's task to rescue living 

people "from the cities of non-poetry, non-love, frustration and gloom". 
126 

The arousing poem does not soothe the reader, but disturbs him and exhausts 

him, because it impels him to think: 

The poem is an act of agitation of the first order. It is not a 
rocking-chair which helps people to relax and brings drowsiness. 
The poem, in my view, is not a Valium pill, an air-conditioner or 
a feather pillow. The poem is not an air hostess to guarantee 
your comfort. On the contrary, it is an attempt to disturb your 
comfort. 127 
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(c) Spreading the spirit of victory 

This can be achieved if poetry insists upon victory over its enemies, 

prepares men for this victory, enjoins them to take hold of the cultural, 

political and intellectual means of victory, draws them away from adherence to 

dreams and reliance upon others, and impels them to hold fast to honour, 

history, the present and the future: 

I write 
So that light may triumph over darkness 
For the poem is victory. 

(d) Resistance to tyranny and corrupt authority 

The poet must always keep himself well away from following the thinking 

of the herd, and from submitting to anyone else at all, and must set free the 

abilities which lie latent in his own personality to resist tyrants and 

corrupt politicians who oppress without mercy: 129 

My friends 
I am the wound which always rejects 
The authority of the knife. 130 

Elsewhere he says: 

I write 
To rescue the world from Hulagu's fangs, 
The rule of the militias 
And the madness of the gangster boss 
I write 
To rescue women from the vaults of tyrants 
From the cities of the dead 
From polygamy 
From the sameness of days 
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Hoarfrost and monotony. 
131 

and: 

My friends: 
That is poetry if it does not proclaim revolt? 
What is poetry if it does not say "Down with tyrants and tyranny"? 
What is poetry if it does not cause an earthquake 
In space and time? 
What is poetry if it does not tear off the crown worn 
By Kisrä or Anüshirwän? 132 

(e) Defence of the oppressed 

Political poetry, says Nizär, must raise its sword to free the 

oppressed from oppression. 
133 Nizär can do nothing when faced by the 

suffering of these oppressed people but respond to their pains by expressing 

them: "My heart is the most accurate and sensitive radar for picking up the 

signals radiating from mankind. M134 Coming to the aid of the oppressed 

demands from the poet that he should summon up enough courage to expose rights 

which have been trampled underfoot and lay bare embezzlement and 

enslavement. 
135 

IV 

POETRY AND COMMITMENT 

1. Commitment: restrictions and freedom 

The question of commitment in Arabic literature is a modern one136 which 

has not been posed by classical Arab critics. This question became widely 
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current in the fifties and sixties in Arab literary circles. There were a 

number of factors behind its currency, among which were the growth of 

socialist and communist ideas in some Arab countries (Egypt, Syria, Lebanon 

and Iraq), the eagerness of Arab writers to revolt against political end 

economic backwardness, the foundation of open and secret Arab Communist 

parties137 and the diffusion of translations into Arabic of some of the 

writings of Sartre which call for commitment, like Ou'est-ce que la 

litterature? (Mä al-Adab? ), 138 

The application of Marxist-Leninist ideas in literature and criticism by 

some Arab critics became an ideal to be imitated and a lofty aim. 
139 Every 

Arab writer and poet who did not adopt commitment in his writings came to be 

accused of reaction and failure. It seems that a very minor part of this 

campaign was directed at Nizär. He was accused of being a poet of women, a 

poet of sex, and of lacking commitment in his poetry to the burning issues of 

his society. 
140 

Nizär embarked upon a rebuttal of these accusations and announced, 

without giving examples, that commitment had turned some modern Arabic poetry, 

into an ideological manifesto or "poetic abortions", that the harm it had 

caused to Arabic literature was immense, and that it would not last long in 

the Arab countries. 
141 

He suggested that the interference of party, state or political regime 

to direct the course of poetry, for example, carried great danger for poetry 

itself: 

The basic tragedy of poetry is that it has entered the sphere of 
programming, five or ten-year plans, and party planning. It has 
come to be planned in small rooms in the same way that collective 
farms, the paving of roads and the building of iron and steel 
mills are planned. This is the disaster of poetry, which is 
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living under house arrest and is forbidden to enjoy its own 
movement and its human freedom. 142 

It is thus clear that Nizär regards freedom and commitment as being 

mutually exclusive. He understands commitment as meaning a restriction, 

compulsion or obligation on the poet to write poems in which he may not 

believe. 

He demands that the poet should remain as free as a naughty child to do 

what he wants whenever he wants, because poetry demands of the poet that he 

should be free, and because commitment is a heavy restriction: 

Poetry is the beautiful, naughty, mischievous, malicious son of 
childhood. It is required of poetry that it should not give up 
childhood at any cost, and that it should continue to keep the 
desire to play, to destroy and to be mischievous. It is required 
of poetry that it should not rest, not grow up, not go to sleep 
early, not obey its parents, not give up its bicycle, paint-box 
and paper darts, and not deny its friendship for the flowers, 
frogs and small insects for which it used to find a home in the 
pockets of its summer short trousers. It is required of poetry 
that it should not be too intellectual, and should not fall into 
the birdlime of slogans or of ideologies, or the birdlime of 
cameras and festivals. It is required of it that it should not 
marry, not graduate, and not put on a mQ rtar-board, because all 
hats are smaller than the poets's head. 43 

2 Commitment as understood by Nizär 

The Egyptian critic 'Izz al-Din Ismä'i1 defines the meaning of 

commitment in literature in terms of the extent of the writer's contact with 

life and the role which literature plays in the direction of life itself: 

Commitment is realised when the writer presents others with works 
which are positive in their influences, and which touch their 
lives and problems directly. People are constantly in need of art 
which will ease their way to successfully solve problems and 
difficulties. 144 
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This view is largely compatible with Nizär's views and poetry. The 

committed poet, as far as he is concerned, is the poet who is the conscience 

and tongue of the masses, and indeed their true and faithful son who lives 

with them, feels with them and suffers what they suffer. It is accordingly 

his duty to portray his age with all its faults, virtues, movements and 

145 
oscillations. 

In the whirlpool of explosive situations in which the Arab world is 

living neither Nizär nor any other poet can write about any experience or 

problems outside his age and his environment. 
146 Any researcher will conclude 

that during the past twenty years, at the very least, Nizär has produced 

poems which touch deeply on Arab life and reflect its political and social 

problems. There may be some poems which have not achieved success, but these 

are rare and atypical. 

In the coming chapters it will become clear that Nizär did not take up 

the attitude of a spectator of his society, and did not write to amuse, but 

plunged into the ranks of his people to address them, to learn from them and 

to teach them. In this sense he is a poet who is committed to his country and 

his people. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

NATIONALIST FEELING 

This chapter pays particular attention to the nationalistic poems of 

Nizär Qabbäni, written in the fifties of the present century. 

Section I begins with a general introduction to Arab, nationalism, its 

circumstances and growth, and its development in the fifties, and then gives a 

brief account of the views of Arab critics and men of letters which call for a 

link between nationalism and poetry, of Nizär's own sympathy for Arab 

hationalism, and of the manner in which he understands it. 

We should emphasise here that this introduction is not intended to give 

an in-depth review of all the details of the history of Arab nationalism and 

of its leading figures, since this is not its purpose. 

The subsequent sections concentrate on an analysis of the issues 

addressed by Nizär's political poetry. Section II analyses the poems dealing 

with the first of these, criticism of Arab society. We shall see that Nizä- 

r's criticism was directed against a society which believed in the 

supernatural and sought after pleasure. He revolted violently against his 

society, declared war against backwardness, condemned the squandering of oil 

wealth, and called on the Arabs to embrace the twentieth century, the century 

of scientific discoveries and belief in human abilities and the human mind. 

Section III analyses the poems dealing with the second issue, burning 

Arab political causes of the time. These are four in number: the Palestine 

disaster of 1948, the Tripartite Aggression of 1956, the Algerian struggle 
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against French occupation, and Arab unity. 

Section IV analyses poems dealing with a third topic, the lessons to be 

learned from Arab-Islamic history. We shall see here that Islamic Spain, with 

its history and its culture, filled Nizär with poetry which overflowed with 

longing for the past and lamentation for the departure of the Arabs. 

In Sections II, III and IV it will become clear that the poet is 

sometimes betrayed by his poetry, since on occasions his descriptions are 

lifeless and mechanical and he has been unable to endow them with any 

vitality. Finally section V comments on two points, firstly the lack of 

staying power of his nationalist feelings, and secondly the presence of 

certain faults in his poems. 

I 

INTRODUCTION 

1. Arab nationalism: a general survey 

It may be said that nationalist feeling arose with the beginnings of the 

"Arab awakening" in the latter years of the 19th century and the beginning of 

the 20th. What is meant in general by the "Arab awakening" is the interest in 

literature and science, the demand for internal liberties and constitutional 

guarantees, the contact with Europe, especially the principles of the French 

revolution, and the growth of reformist religious teaching. ' 

This nationalist feeling was clearly apparent in the Arab resistance to 
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the policy of Turkification, the desire of the Arabs for complete independence 

from Turkish rule, and finally in the revolt of 1916 against the Turks. 2 When 

the Arabs fell under European domination, Arab nationalism came to mean 

freedom from colonialism. 3 

After the Second World War and the appearance of Israel, Arab 

nationalism became a mass issue which spread beyond the traditional political 

and cultural elite to embrace wide sections of the Arab masses. 
4 One of the 

most prominent forms of this nationalism was the feeling that the Arabs had 

their own particular personality which distinguished them from other 

nationalities, whose most important components were language, culture and 
(history. 5 

The period from the early fifties to the end of the sixties witnessed a 

perceptible development in Arab nationalist thinking, which first revealed 

itself with the formal creation of the Arab Ba'th Socialist Party in 1947. 

This party espoused the Arab nationalist principle as the ideological basis of 

its theory of Arab revolution, and made unity a national goal so that an Arab 

state could be built on the territory of the Arab homeland. 6 A second 

development was the revolution of 23 July 1952 in Egypt and the appearance of 

President Nasser (1918-1970). The Egyptian revolution has been described as 

"a new, powerful and daring departure in Arab nationalism", 7 
and "a vital 

departure in Arab liberation and the appearance of Arab nationalism in all its 

lofty concepts. "8 

It can be said that the objectives of Arab nationalism became clear in 

the fifties. Among these objectives were: the liberation of the Arab 

countries from foreign influence, their unification into one state, the 

elimination of every kind of backwardness in Arab society, the creation of a 

contemporary Arab way of life, the establishment of freedom of religion, the 
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recognition of the right of every nation to determine its own fate and build 

its own life within the human family, the support of world-wide liberation 

movements, participation in the achievement of progress and comfort for all 

the nations of the world, and the building of a new and peaceful world. 
9 

From the fifties also writers and thinkers began to produce books about 

Arab nationalism. 
10 The Institute of Higher Arab Studies in Cairo (founded in 

1953) began to teach special courses on the subject. One of the aims of this 

institute was to set the idea of Arab nationalism on sound scientific 

foundations and to invigorate national awareness in the Arab homeland. Säti` 

al-Husri (1879-1968), the head of the Institute, made this objective clear 

in 1953 when he said: 

We shall strive to strengthen the idea of Arab nationalism. But 
we shall do this in constant reliance upon scientific facts. We 
shall support all our studies, legal, economic, historical and 
literary, with studies and research which centre around 
nationalism in general, and Arab nationalism in particular. We 
shall discover the elements and constituents of nationalism by 
reviewing all of the theories which have appeared and all of the 
debates which have taken place on the subject, so that we can 
arrive at a knowledge of the elements and constituents of Arab 
nationalism ... We shall take a great interest in these studies 
because we are not content that Arab nationalism should be an 
obscure idea which occupies people's minds without taking a clear 
shape. We wish it to be a strong and shining idea based on sturdy 
and deep foundations of true science. We wish it to be a clear 
and effective idea which guides men's intellects, arouses their 
emotions, sharpens their aspirations, impels them to action and 
arouses their belief. ll. 

At that period there was a multiplicity of views on Arab nationalism. 

Some writers saw it as a political, social and economic,; belief which aimed 

at setting up a political entity common to all Arabs in which social justice 

would be realised. 12 Others thought that it meant optimism about the future, 

revolt against weakness and submission, and hope which would motivate 

struggle. 
13 Others began to propagate the view that Arab nationalism 

represented a humanitarian urge, and that accordingly it rejected racial and 
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sectarian discrimination, self-absorption, isolationism and the creation of 

barriers between nations and peoples which would hinder comprehensive cultural 

interaction. 14 

2. Nationalism, literature and poetry 

It can be said that the link between Arab nationalism and literature 

became prominent in the fifties, the period in which Nizär wrote the 

nationalist poems which will be discussed below. This link can be seen from 

the literary standpoints adopted by certain Arab writers and critics, of whom 

we may mention the following: 

(a) The Syrian critic Jawdat al-Rikäbi, who demanded that literature 

should become a tool in the service of Arab nationalism, because the latter 

forms a protection for the writer and the ordinary citizen and because it is 

the path to the sought-after Arab glory. 
15 

(b) The Lebanese critic and novelist Suhayl Idris, who declared that Arab 

nationalism had become an immense force leading Arab life, and that if 

literature wished to be truthful it had to be influenced by and express this 

nationalism. 
16 

(c) The Egyptian critic and scholar Suhayr al-Qalamäwi, who said that Arab 

nationalism was a literary force which should be exploited for the production 

of living and eternal literature, self-defence, the encouragement of self- 

sacrifice and the confrontation of external dangers. 17 

(d) The doyen of Arabic literature, Tähä Husayn, who pointed out that 



174 

Arab writers are the builders of Arab nationalism, and the guardians of its 

growth and strength, and that modern Arabic literature should fulfil its 

duties by strengthening nationalism and creating unity among the Arabs, 18 

(e) The pioneer of the short story in Egypt and the Arab world, Mahmüd 

Taymür, who maintained that "Arab nationalism BAs the prophethood of Arab 

society" and that it is the duty of Arab writers now to be "disciples of that 

truthful prophethood, causing it to grow with their pens, breathing life into 

it with their souls, and working so that it may have all that it needs to grow 

and flourish. "19 

Subsequently a number of studies were undertaken in the Arab world which 

investigated the relationship between Arab nationalism and Arabic poetry. 

These studies appear to have been a response to the preceding calls or a 

result of the feeling by scholars that Arab nationalism, as an idea or a 

belief, had penetrated deep into Arab poetry. Examples of such studies are 

al-Oawmiyya al-`Arabiyya wa-al-Shi'r al-Mu'äsir, by 'Umar al-Dagqäq, Cairo, 

1961; al-Ishtiräkiyya wa-al-Oawmiyya wa-Atharuhumä fi al-Adab al-fladith, 

by Yüsuf 'Izz al-Din, Cairo 1968; and al-Oawmiyya wa-al-Insäniyya ft Shi'r 

al-Mahjar al-Janübi by 'Aziza Muraydin, Cairo, n. d. These studies are full 

of historical details which follow the nationalist idea from beginning to end, 

while they give insufficient attention to analysis of the poetry. This type 

of study appears to have ceased now, while Arab nationalism no longer occupies 

the attention of poets or forms a subject for their poetry. 
20 

3. Nizär and Arab nationalism 

We must note here that Nizär did not remain untouched by Arab 
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nationalism, but on the contrary was very close to it. A number of factors 

assisted this, among which were his links with the Bath government in Syria, 

which believed in Arab nationalism, his admiration for Nasser's ideas, 

particularly his nationalist ideas, and his feeling of responsibility to his 

society and to the Arab nation to which he belonged. 21 

It appears that Arab nationalism, as Nizär understood it at that time 

(i. e. in the fifties) was a belief in the Arabs and in their right to a free 

and honourable life. It was also a sympathy with their political and social 

causes and a desire to defend their rights against their enemies. 
22 

Accordingly at the high-point of the blossoming of Arab nationalism, 

Nizär wrote ten nationalist poems. These are: Khubz wa-Hashish wa-Oamar, 

al-Hubb wa-al-Batrül, Oissat Rachel Schwartzenburg, Risälat Jundi ft 

Jabhat al-Suways, Jamila Bu Haurad, Mawwäl Ba dädi, Mudkhakkirät 

Andalusiyya, Awräq Isbäniyya, Ahzin fl al-Andalus and Gharnäta. To 

this may be added two poems which he wrote in 1979, Mawäw1l Dimashgiyya ilä 

Oamar Baghdad and Mawwäl Dismashai. Thus the number of his nationalist 

poems comes to twelve. We find that these poems speak of three issues, which 

are: criticism of Arab society, burning Arab political causes, and the 

lessons of Arab-Islamic history. The following pages will attempt to provide 

a detailed analysis of each of these issues. 

II 

CRITICISM OF ARAB SOCIETY 

Nizär embodies this criticism in two poems, Khubz wa-Hashish wa-Qamar 

and al-Hubb wa-al-Batrül. 
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1. Khubz wa-Hashish wa-Oamar 

In this poem Nizär speaks of the relationship of people in Arab 

societies in general to the moon. After reading the whole poem, the critic 

notes that in these societies the moon acquires a special importance, and that 

it is treated with a kind of veneration. 
23 Nizär begins his poem by giving a 

general picture of the journey which people undertake to the hills in order to 

meet the moon when it is full. The scene portrayed here is close to the way 

in which Muslims meet Cod on Mount `Arafät. When the moon is full the time 

is right to make a pilgrimage to it, not for self-purification but for 

enjoyment, relaxation and gratification of soul and body with song (the 

gramophone), food (bread and tea), narcotics (hashish) and sex 

(fornication). 24 Very soon admiration of the beauty of the moon's brightness 

and roundness, admiration which comes close to worship, turns in the second 

stanza to the rites used to address deceased holy men and to ask them to give 

their blessings and to grant requests. In these rites man abandons his 

logical thinking, suspends his faculties and submits himself to unseen forces: 

What is it that Heaven has 
For lazy, weak people 
Who turn into dead men when the moon lives 
And shake the saints' graves 
In the hope that the will give them rice and children, 
The saints' graves. 

2 

It is clear that Nizär is here criticising supernatural thinking, 

recourse to legends and reliance upon fate and destiny, in an age in which man 

has become his own master and supernatural powers no longer have a great 

influence upon him. Equally, he is waging war upon reliance upon God, upon 

failing to make an effort to earn one's daily bread, and upon regarding 

miracles rather than science as the solution to life's problems. 



177 

It seems that these rites which accompany the new moon, as the third 

stanza suggests, are the only means of escape into which people can pour all 

the suppressed feelings and hidden desires which have been stifled by society 

and prevailing customs. It also seems that these rites generally provide man 

with pleasures which he does not always get from his society. It is for this 

reason that this entreaty to the moon to remain and to rise often takes the 

form of whispered individual or collective prayer: 

0 crescent, 
0 spring which rains diamonds, 
Hashish and drowsiness! 
0 marble suspended Lord 
0 unbelievable thing 
May you remain for the East, for us 
A bunch of diamonds 
For the millions in whom the senses have ceased to function! 

The moon is not, then, a heavenly body which derives its light from the 

sun, but is rather a great force which makes life cease to function (last 

stanza) and robs men of their will-power when it pulls them to look at it and 

contemplate its beauty. They hasten toward it because it is the only real 

light in their lives, in which there is no light and no hope. It seems that 

this attraction to the moon is nothing but flight from the bitter reality of 

poverty, backwardness and disease. When the objective solution to their 

problems is hidden from them they find nothing in front of them but the moon, 

from which they seek the answer: 

The millions who do not meet with bread, except in fantasy 
And who dwell at night in houses of coughing, 
Never having known what medicine looks like- 
Fall down like corpses beneath the light. 27 

Nizär does not restrict himself to criticising the way in which people 

glorify the moon and bring their lives to a halt, but goes on to criticise two 

kinds of popular song which also play their part in halting the wheel of life, 



178 

and which, it seems, are sung on moonlit nights. These are, firstly, songs 

about the night and the torments of lovers and, secondly, the religious tawä- 

shih28 with which shaykhs busy themselves on particular religious occasions, 

such as ceremonies of mourning and the celebration of the Prophet's birthday. 

It is clear that Nizär wishes in this poem to say that the world around 

the Arabs is steadily progressing on every level of life and knowledge, while 

the Arabs are sunk in trivialities. It is as though he were asking: "Why do 

the Arabs not go beyond this bitter reality, a reality of idleness, fantasy 

and stagnation? Would it not be better for the Arabs to take one step forward 

and deal with their present problems, and open their eyes to the future? " 

We should not overlook the fact that all NizAr is asking is that the 

Arabs should abandon rites which do neither harm nor good, reject illusion and 

legend, accept the real world, work with material and tangible facts, 

establish logical thinking, open themselves up to the world, and abandon ugly 

and harmful habits like smoking hashish and fornication. 

Nizär throws more light on the subject of his poem when he says: 

In it I attacked unconsciousness in all its manifestations. 
I raised my sword in the faces of dervishes, dreamers and 
drug addicts. I demanded of my Arab homeland that it 
throw its narghiles, narghile mouthpieces and fezzes to 
the Devil, and emerge from the cellars of instincts, 
dreams and the composition of awwä s to join the train of 
science and technology and rise up like a giant in the 
face of a civilisation in a hurry which does not work 
with fortune-tellers, palmists and astrologers. 29 

It remains for us to say that this poem aroused traditional Arab society 

against Nizär at the time. It was regarded as an attack on religion and 

prevailing customs, and a daring shout in the face of reaction. Nizär 

writes: 
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... But the club of those who profit by the moonlight ... and 
those who have taken up their permanent residence in the 

graveyard of history, emerged from their shrouds and 
marched in a demonstration in which they demanded that I 
be put on trial and that my head should be cut off, 
because I asked the municipality at that time to send 
a big bulldozer to sweep away their serpents, samovars, 
drums, amulets and Arab medical prescriptions with 30 
which they made fun of barren women. 

He adds: 

Damascus pelted me with stones, tomatoes and rotten eggs 
when in 1954 I published my poem CKhubz wa-Hashish 
wa-Qamar ... Khubz wa-Hashish wa-Qamar was the first 
confrontation with cold 31teel 

between myself and fable 
and the men of history. 

2. a1-Hubb wa-al-Batrül 

In this poem we meet two characters who are totally incompatible: an 

Eastern woman and an Arab oil shaykh who wants her body. 

The woman speaks to the shaykh (stanza 1) in a strong voice, telling him 

that she is a woman who is different from all the other women he has known in 

his life since the coming of oil; she is a proud and haughty Eastern woman, 

and not an easy prey: 

When will you understand? 
When, Sir, will you understand 
That I am not one 
Like the others, of your lady-friends 
Nor a female conquest to be added to your others 
Nor a transient number in your records; 
When will you understand? 3Z 

The woman's tones become a little more vehement (stanza 2) and she 

begins to attack him; she makes him aware of his greed, his hunger and his 
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wildness when she compares him to an unbridled desert camel, and she also 

makes him aware of his backwardness. Despite his wealth, his skill at trade 

and bidding, and his transformation into a model capitalist, he lives in an 

environment which is infected with smallpox. For a second time the woman 

cries out that she will never be a body into which he pours his lusts and his 

sexual urges. 
33 

The woman refuses (stanza 3) all the temptations which the shaykh lays 

before her - wealth, power, oil, concessions and cars - and tells him that the 

fact that he possesses all these temptations does not mean that he has become 

the lord of his age, and does not mean that when he wants something it is for 

others to obey without question. This will not happen. She also tries to 

make him understand that he may be able to obtain women without number, and 

sleep with them whenever he wants, but he will never be able to obtain the 

true love which comes from the heart of a noble and honourable woman, because 

he is a hateful and heedless person who does not bear in his heart either pure 

love or noble emotion. Despite the husks of civilisation with which he covers 

himself he is still coarse and uncouth within. The woman asks herself what it 

is that has changed this human being so suddenly. Only yesterday he was a 

Beduin with tattooed hands who lived in a tattered tent, surrounded by a 

limitless desert over which he walked so that his feet became cracked. Yet 

overnight he became a different creature whose pride, extravagance, misuse of 

wealth and moral corruption, especially in his dealings with women, knew no 

bounds. What is it that happened to him? 34 

The woman draws attention (stanza 4) to another matter, and thereby 

strips away more of the veils behind which the shaykh is hiding. She 

proclaims to the world that the shaykh is a feudalist who comes from the womb 

of the feudal class, and that his wealth is based on sucking the blood, life 

and toil of others. The woman pours. her withering fire, as Nizär wishes her 
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to, upon the class of exploiting feudalists: 

You, in the atoms of whose atoms feudalism hatches, 
You, whom the desert is ashamed even to address, 
When will you understand? 

35 

In the fifth stanza the woman unmasks the shaykh's depravity and 

immersion in sexual pleasures. 
36 Perhaps this negative side of his character 

becomes clearer when he leaves his primal wilderness and arid desert, comes to 

stay in Paris and falls upon the prostitutes, forgetting his religion which 

bans fornication and enjoins virtue, his ancient and glorious history, the 

mortal threat posed to the Arabs by Israel, the Arab and Palestinian martyrs 

who were killed in the 1948 war between Israel and the Arab states, and his 

duty as an Arab to defend Jerusalem, the symbol of the Arabs and the Muslims: 

On the feet of a prostitute there 
You have buried your vengeances 
And you have sold Jerusalem 
Sold God 
Sold the ashes of your dead 
As though the bayonets of Israel had not aborted your sisters, 
Nor destroyed our houses 
Nor burnt our Qur'äns 
And its banners had not been raised 
Over the dismembered corpses of your banners. 37 

At the end of the poem Nizär draws attention to the fact that the oil 

wealth, the travel to Europe and the pleasure which this Beduin obtains have 

not made of him anything of any worth, but only a victim without any weight, 

from whom no benefit is to be expected to his Arab people: 

Jerusalem sinks in its own blood 
While you are brought low by your passions. 
You sleep, as though the tragedy were not your tragedy - 
When will you understand? 
When will the human being in you awake? 

38 
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In this cohesive poem Nizär criticises the Beduin Arab personality 

which has lost its equilibrium as a result of the discovery of oil in the Arab 

Gulf region. As we know, the traditional image of the Beduin is represented 

by tents, herds, swords, a desert value-system and constant travelling in the 

desert. All of these elements have permitted the establishment of a 

successful system of adaptation to a harsh environment. For long ages the 

Beduin has continued to resist any change which affects his life and his 

values. But the Beduin's life began to witness important changes in the 

forties and fifties of this century when he suddenly found himself in a new 

world -a world of oil and wealth. In this world the camel vanished and the 

car appeared: he himself abandoned herdsmanship, occupied himself with oil, 

39 
and began to garner immense riches. 

Thus the Beduin found himself besieged by this new world. As a result 

his morals and values changed, and it became possible for him to become a 

consumer and to satisfy his hunger, his thirst and his instincts. 

It is clear that Nizär is here setting himself up as a judge, as he did 

in the previous poem; not here to put on trial a society believing in the 

supernatural, but to try this barbarous Beduin, the symbol of oil society, who 

understands nothing of this world except one thing, which is to squander 

wealth in search of women and sex. Nizär conceals himself behind the 

character of the woman and makes her speak on his behalf, without this 

lessening the woman's eloquence in her conversation with the predatory Beduin. 

This is the first time in modern Arabic poetry, as far as I know, that a 

weak Arab woman stands up to a strong dominating man and defends herself with 

raised voice, in a convincing manner, in an attempt to unmask his vices and 

his negative understanding of life and human relationships in the twentieth 
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century. 

q 

The critic can extract from this poem a simple equation upon which 

Nizir insists; that is that Beduinity plus oil equals corruption, 
40 pride, 

and pursuit of sex. This idea continued to pursue Nizär for many years, and 

he was unable to free himself from it. 41 

In Khubz wa-Hashish wa-Oamar and al-Hubb wa-al-Batrül Nizir is very 

close to the Arab society of the fifties, both in his characterisation and in 

putting his finger on the seat of the illness. Some writers have spoken of 

Arab society at that time; the Syrian writer Hakam Darwaza has described it 

as follows: 

A society perverted and corrupt in all its national 
aspects - political, economic and social ... reigned 
over by injustice and lacking in social justice. It is 
a society in which are accumulated the sediments of 
corruption and stagnation inherited from the ages of 
decline, and in which are concentrated negativity and 
destruction with all their forces, expertise and 
possibilities, 

42 

and the Lebanese scholar Fand Abü 'Ayta has described it as follows: 

The Arab reality is a humiliation which challenges 43 Arab honour. 

III 

ARAB POLITICAL CAUSES 

By these we mean the Palestine disaster of 1948, the Tripartite 

Aggression against Egypt in 1956, the Algerian struggle against French 

occupation, and Arab unity. 
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1. The Palestine disaster44 

There is one poem on the disaster, which is Oissat Rachel 

Schwartzenburg. It is written for young Arabs, the new generation, not for 

Nizär's defeated generation. If he directs it to this generation, it is 

because he sets his hopes upon it to do battle with the enemy. 

The poem begins with a review of some simple facts concerning the life 

of a Jewish woman called Rachel Schwartzenburg. In this stage there are three 

prominent facts: the first that this Jewish woman was one of the victims of 

Nazism in the Second World War, the second that she followed in the footsteps 

of her father in indecency and corruption, since he was a forger, and she ran 

a brothel in Prague, and the third that she was an agent working on behalf of 

Israel: 

I write in brief 
The story of a recruited terrorist 
Whom they call Rachel. 
Who spent the war years in a solitary cell 
Built by the Germans in Prague: 
Her father was one of the dirtiest Jews 
Counterfeiting money 
And she ran a house of ill-fame in Pra ue 49 Which was frequented by the soldiers. 

The second stage in the life of this character begins after the end of 

the Second World War and the foundation of the United Nations as an 

international organisation for the solving of disputes and the keeping of 

peace. 
46 Immediately Rachel sees in the departure of the Germans from Prague 

at the hands of the Russian armed forces a favourable opportunity to escape 

from the world of rancour, hatred and war which surrounds her. She sets sail 

with other Jews for Palestine, intending to make it her homeland: 
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And there set sail from the East of Europe 
At dawn 
A ship, cursed by the winds 
Heading south 
Crammed with rats, plague and Jews. 
They were a mixture of the dregs of nations. 

47 

In Palestine Rachel settles down. Here the third stage of her life 

begins, a stage about which Nizär tells us nothing. 

After this we are brought up against another story which is separate 

from the story of Rachel Schwartzenburg. It is the story of the crimes 

committed by the Jews in Palestine against its population in 1948. Nizär 

makes Nuwär, the woman whose honour was defiled, a symbol of Palestine. The 

object of all this is to arouse the ardour of Arab men to defend the plundered 

land. Nizär proclaims that this victim will continue to be a witness who 

will remind the new generation of Arab children of the barbarism of the Jews, 

and that because of this it is their duty to prepare themselves for 

48 
vengeance. 

With the end of this story the reader expects that the poem has ended. 

But his expectations are proved false when he suddenly encounters a third 

story in which Nizär almost repeats what he said previously in the first two 

stories. This time the story is about a Palestinian Arab family (a man, his 

wife, and his children) who live in Jaffa. We understand from the story that 

the man is a farmer who loves God and his land. 49 We are startled, as is the 

man himself one day, by the arrival of Jewish strangers on his land and their 

destruction of his trees: 

And strangers came with the sunset 
From the East of Europe 
From the gloom of prisons 
And destroyed the fruit, 
Broke the branches, 
Kindled fires in the threshing-floors of the stars. 50 
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During the Jewish attack on his land, the father attempts to bar their 

way in defence of it, but is killed by a quick burst of fire as his heart 

beats with love for his country: 

And my merciful father died 
From a shot which one of the dogs aimed at him 
My great father died 
In his great home 
With his hand firmly grasping the soil, 51 

We note here that Nizär portrays the Jews as vagabonds, forcible 

thieves of a country, and murderers. It is a portrayal toward which the 

reader can only feel anger. Nizär did exactly the same thing at the 

beginning with the character of Rachel, when he made her a heartless 

terrorist. It is obvious that there is a fixed concept in NizAr's mind of 

the evil character of the Jew52 in general which stamped itself upon him while 

he was writing this poem. 

It remains for us to observe that Nizär's accusation that the United 

Nations failed to defend the rights of the Palestinian people is unjustified 

and that his treatment of the issue of Jewish Zionist colonisation in 

Palestine is a superficial one. This is Nizär's poem on the Palestine 

catastrophe, a colourless poem, devoid of poetic beauty and internal cohesion. 

Despite its flaws, however, it is an important example of his early poetic 

work. 

2. The Tripartite Aggression against Egypt 

In late October and early November 1956 the Tripartite Aggression, as it 

is known to the Arabs, took place. Britain and France, together with Israel, 



187 

took part in a lightning war against Egypt as a reaction to the 

nationalisation of the Suez Canal by the Egyptian leadership under Nasser. 53 

This war inflamed the Arabs' feelings of sympathy for Egypt, which reached its 

highest point when Syria officially asked Egypt's permission to enter the war 

on her side. 
54 

Nizär refers to this war in one poem, Risälat Jundi fi Jabhat al- 

Suways, which consists of four short letters. The first letter, dated 

29.10.1956, the first day of the attack upon Egypt, describes an Egyptian 

soldier crouching in his trench on the Suez canal observing the invading ships 

as they anchor in Port Said. The environment surrounding the soldier - the 

sea, the ships, the one-eyed pirate, the drunken soldiers and their blue eyes 

- creates an impression on the Egyptian soldier that these new arrivals are 

nothing but a new offspring of the old highwaymen whose intentions toward 

Egypt are anything but good, and he threatens them in his own mind that he 

will stand firm and outlast them. 55 

The second letter, dated 30.10.1956, the second day of the battle, 

describes the descent of paratroops (described as locusts, crows and 

highwaymen) upon Egyptian territory, and the preparations of the Egyptian 

soldier to meet them. It is interesting that the image of the foreign 

soldiers in the first two letters resembles the image of the Jews in issat 

Rachel Schwartzenburg in that both of them are coming from the West to the 

East (Palestine or Egypt) with the aim of occupation: 

The paratroops have landed behind our lines. 
A new order. 
They landed like swarms of locusts 
Like a destroying flock of crows. 

5b 

or again: 
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I am going on my mission 
To drive back the highwaymen and the plunderers of my freedom. 57 

The third letter, dated 31.10.1956, the third day of the battle, 

describes the defeat of the paratroops by the Egyptians, both troops and 

civilians, especially the fellahin: 

Now, we have destroyed the remnants of the paratroops- 
Father 
If you had seen them falling 
Like the fruit of an old apricot tree 
Falling 
Swaying 
Beneath their pierced parachutes 
Like a hanged man quietly dangling 
While the rifles of our great people hunted them. 58 

The fourth letter, dated 1.11.1956, repeats what Nizär said in the 

third letter. 59 

It is clear that in the whole of this poem Nizär has neglected an 

important aspect, which is to pick up the anxiety and tension in the minds of 

the two opposing sides at the moment of confrontation. This poem could have 

had a much stronger impact had it penetrated, for example, into the minds of 

the invading troops and made some effort to analyse them, and acquainted us 

with their views of the battle. We would have liked to hear the voice of an 

invading soldier who rejects this war and the policy which planned it, but 

nothing of this sort happens. Nizär has obliterated the characters of'his 

enemies, and has restricted himself to one side, speaking of the greatness of 

the Egyptians in defending their country. 

3. The Algerian struggle against French occupation 



189 

The courage and suffering of the Algerians in their ten-year struggle 

for liberation from French colonialism made Algeria the main Arab cause after 

the 1948 Palestinian catastrophe. 
60 Contemporary poets wrote on the struggle 

and gave it a major importance because it represented one of the chief aspects 

of the Arab struggle in the fifties. 61 NizAr wrote one poem on it, Jamila 

Bü Hayrad. 

The poem transports us to one of the victims of the French occupation in 

Algeria, Jamila Bü Hayrad (French spelling Djamila Bouhired), and we see 

her in a military prison in Oran, devoted to her cause and patiently enduring 

her torments. 62 We also see her reciting verses from the two Qur'Anic sü 

ras, 14ayra m and al-Fath. It may be asked here: why these two süras? In 

answer to this, we may say that Maryam, or Mary, in the sü a which bears her 

name, is an example to be followed for the woman who is patient in her 

affliction, i. e., pregnancy without having known a man. Perhaps Nizär wants 

to say here that Jamila is a second Mary in her endurance of torment and 

humiliation. As for al- at , this süra is a symbolic expression of Jami 

la's belief in the ultimate victory of her revolt. Nizär has made her read 

these two süras in "the light of dawn", a background in time which reinforces 

the certainty of the poet and Jamila of victory: 

A jug of water and a gaoler 
A hand clasping the Qur'än 
And a woman in the light of dawn 
Recalling as if making a confession 
Verses with a mournful resonance 
From the Sürat Mar am 
And a-a 

Reading on through the poem we find that he compares Jamila to a palm- 

tree (in allusion to her pride), and to a child (in allusion to her 

naf innocence). But suddenly he says that she has "tired the sun and has grown 
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tired", 64 which is a somewhat obscure expression. This is followed by a few 

lines in which Nizär wishes to say that the French are savage barbarians, but 

which are flat and weak: 

0 Lord, is there, under the stars, 
A human being 
Who is content to eat, to drink 
From the flesh of a crucified woman freedom-fighter? 65 

In the second part of the poem we see Jamila in a French prison, 

suffering from confinement and illness and from the treatment of French 

soldiers led by Lacoste. In this prison we come to learn the methods used by 

the French to torture Jamila: 

The fetters gnaw her feet 
Cigarettes are extinguished on her breasts 
There is blood in he nose 
And on her lips .... 

Despite the well-known fact that the French treatment of the Algerians 

was extremely brutal, these lines are a very superficial description of French 

brutality and as close as they could be to mere news items. Nizär has been 

unable in this description to penetrate into Jamila's psychological world or 

into the arrogance of the French troops when they turned into harsh barbarians 

with no pity in their hearts. 67 

It is clear that Nizär treats Jamila here as though she were just a 

body, not an ideal example of resistance to the French. We notice this in the 

way he insists on mentioning specific parts of Jamila's body, legs, breasts, 

lips, her dark swarthy body, her left breast or her nipple. 
68 In fact we do 

not see Jamila's heroic acts in the Resistance, but only see a shattered 

woman whom the French take delight in torturing and gazing at the beauties of 

her body. This view taken by Nizär of Jamila is enough to exclude this poem 
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from any anthology of Arabic poetry devoted to the Algerian issue. 69 

4. Arab unity 

Nizir wrote two poems on Arab unity, Mawäwil Dimashgiyva ilä Qamar 

Baghdad and Mawwäl Baghdädi. 

(a) Mawäwil Dimashgiyya ilä Oamar Baghdad 

Nizir begins this poem with an introduction which speaks of the 

relationship between two lovers, the Syrian Nizär Qabbäni and his Iraqi 

wife Bilgis al-Räwi. 
7° In Nizär's view, his marriage to Bilgis is an 

example in miniature of the sought-after Arab unity, and there is no 

difference between Syrian Damascus and Iraqi Räwä, because both of them are 

Arab soil dear to his heart. He considers that the love which reigns between 

himself and his wife is the source of love for all lovers: 

Before the era of unity we became united 
And made Räwä into Syrian Damascus. 
They have taken love and passion from us 
And forgotten that we invented love. 
They may have learned the language of andqur 
But we are the passionate lovers of old. ll 

Suddenly Nizär moves to his chief object in writing this poem, which is 

the great hope that understanding and harmony may reign between Syria 

(symbolised by the Umayyad Caliph Marwän b. 'Abd al-Malik) and Iraq 

(symbolised by the Abbasid Caliph al-Ma'mün), and-that complete unity may be 

achieved between them. This hope overwhelms the poet and makes him imagine 

that it is an actual fact. At this point he is overcome by a boundless joy 

which transcends the laws of nature and the universe. Suddenly the Euphrates 

turns to wine, Babylon, the ancient cradle of civilisation, is shining with 
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light, and the tomb of the Caliph 'All b. Abi Thlib in Najaf flies into 

the air in the form of a cloud. 

There is no doubt that the mention of All, the most revered of men 

among the Shiä, has a special significance. A proportion of the population of 

Syria consists of 'Alawl Shiites, while a large proportion of the population 

of Iraq is Shiite. We can thus say that Nizär is touching a sensitive nerve 

with Syrians and Iraqis when he mentions 'Ali. Perhaps he wishes to say that 

Syria and Iraq have a strong link uniting them, which is 'Ali, and that 

because of this they are suited to join in the hoped-for unity. Suddenly 

Nizär becomes confused and does not know whether what he sees and thinks is 

reality or dream: 

The Tigris is a lover visiting Damascus, 
And a noble who has come to visit nobles 
Al-Ma'mün is hand in hand with Marwän 
And the water of the Euphrates has turned to wine 
Is what I see before me the Laylat al-Qadr 
Or is what I see a dream? 
Babylon illumines and 'Ali's tomb 
Has left the earth, and turned to clouds. 72 

After a while he realises for certain that what he sees is nothing but a 

dream. He wishes very much that this dream, the dream of unity, would remain 

in his mind forever, far from the hands of the enemies of unity who have 

destroyed all his beautiful dreams on this subject before: 

An amazing dream, for which I fear; 
For how many dreams have they shattered for us173 

After this Nizär addresses the river Baradä in Syria, describing it as 

a swift horse and asking it to be the first to begin Arab unity with a union 

between Syria and Iraq, in a sad period which has turned its back on unity. 

In Nizär's view, this union is something from God which the Baradä should 
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accept as an inspiration. He imagines the Baradä as having become a leader 

of all the Arabs, and finally commands it once again to unite with Iraq in the 

hope that this union will give birth to eternal heroes like Khälid b. 

al-Walid and Hishäm b. `Abd al-Malik, both of whom were brave and daring 

horsemen who did not fear their enemies: 

The millions have sworn allegiance to you 
As an Arab prince, so lead them in prayer 
Marry the date-palms of Iraq and give birth 
To a second Khälid, and give birth to Hishäm. 74 

After this Nizär returns once more to the theme of passion for his 

beloved, in a number of lines whose omission would have made no difference to 

the poem. 
75 Then he returns once again to the question of Iraq and Syria, and 

states emphatically that the tense relationship between the two countries, and 

their change from love to hatred and back again, causes him the greatest 

grief. It gives him great happiness to reveal his deep faith in the idea that 

Arab unity will come about (above all through a union between Syria and Iraq) 

and to reject all the factors leading to division, weakness and regionalism: 

I have two friends who fill my life, 
Who have exhausted me with their discord and harmony 
We have made no differentiation between nation and nation 
So how can the colour of the heavens agree to be divided? 
One fatherland, which we have drawn as wheat, 
Date-palms, stars, and doves, 
Nineveh, Abü Kamäl, Tartüs, Hims, 
Babylon and Karbalä', return*my'greetings. 
One fatherland; may my poetry cease to exist 
If it sings the praise of a tribe or a regime. 76 

After this he criticises President Sadat, because he offered concessions 

to Israel, and Arab oil, which has lost its role as a weapon in the hands of 

the Arabs. 77 
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(b) Mawwäl Baghdädi 

In this poem Nizär speaks of his long absence from Baghdad78 and his 

constant longing for it. Baghdad, as he sees it, is a beloved woman for whom 

he searches like a sailor on an exhausting voyage, until he finds her: 

Baghdad, I have come to you, exhausted, like a ship, 
Hiding my wounds beneath my clothes 
And have flung down my head on the bosom of my princess, 
And our lips have met after a long absence. 79 

When he is in Baghdad he feels that he is in his homeland (his "nest"), 

and he draws a beautiful and romantic picture of it: 

I have come down like a sparrow searching for his nest 
While the dawn is a wedding-party of minarets and domes 
So that I beheld you like a piece of jewellery 
Resting between date-palms and vines. 60 

In Baghdad Nizär is overwhelmed by a belief that Iraq is an extension 

of Syria, that union between them will come as a first step in the national 

programme, and that this is the only way to Arab strength: 

Wherever I turn, I see the features f my homeland 
And smell in this soil my own soil. 8L 

In conclusion, we may say that Nizär's words about unity between these 

two countries, as an example for other Arab countries, is a frank admission on 

the poet's part that unity is a vital necessity imposed by the need to 

continue and survive in the present and in the future. 
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IV 

THE LESSONS OF ARAB-ISLAMIC HISTORY AND LAMENTATION FOR THE GLORIOUS PAST 

The common Arab history was one of the chief elements upon which Arab 

nationalism was built, in addition to land, descent, language, common 

traditions, classical Arab civilisation, religion and common purpose. 
82 In 

the earlier part of the twentieth century, particularly the thirties and the 

forties, a number of calls were made for writers and men of letters to return 

to Arab-Islamic history as a means of enriching the present. 
83 It is clear 

that there are two factors which assisted this return to history, the first 

being the study of the Arabic language and Arabic literature, a study which 

brought to life the feelings of the Arabs for their past glories and the role 

played by their ancestors in founding the Islamic empire, 84 
and the second the 

political and social developments which made the Arabs aware of their 

existence and their character. This awareness impelled them to turn to their 

ancient past, to the era of conquests and kingship, and the scientific 

flowering which followed it. 85 

This interest in Arab-Islamic history led in turn to an interest in 

Arabic literature, verse and prose. Thus Anis al-Magdisi, professor of 

Arabic Literature at the American University of Beirut, says: 

The prevailing spirit in modern Arabic literature is 
that which is derived from Arab history and the culture 
of their language, which takes pride in their glories 
and calls f or brotherhood and the solidarity of their 86 countries. 

Nizär addressed four poems, Mudhakkirät Andalusiyya, Awräg Isba 

nivva, Ahzän fI al-Andalus and Charnäta, to one corner of Arab-Islamic 

history, the history of Islamic Spain. It seems that his visit to Spain in 
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1955 and his residence there between 1962 and 1966 gave him a great love for 

the country, its people, culture and language, and that these are the 

underlying reasons for this direction in his poetry. 

1. Mudhakkirät Andalusiyya 

This poem consists of six short stanzas, four of which show his great 

admiration for this ancient country or for certain aspects of its life. In 

the first stanza he expresses an admiration for the black eyes of a Spanish 

woman, Morena Rosalia, which reaches the level of worship. 
87 In the second 

stanza we find unbounded admiration for the hair of another Spanish woman, 

Miranda Alavedra, which he compares to an African jungle, alluding to its 

abundance, thickness and length. 88 In the third stanza we find further 

unbounded admiration for a scene of Spanish flamenco dancing. Here we meet 

the Spanish dancer, of whom the poet shows us nothing but her fingers. Here 

he gives us a new poetic picture which no poet has attempted before, in 

particular the way in which the fingers turn into a mouth, and the 

exhilaration which the fingers induce in the watchers during the dance: 

The Spanish dancer 
Says everything with her fingers 
And the Spanish dance is the only dance 
In which the finger turns into a mouth; 
A hot appeal, thirsty trysts 
satisfaction .. anger .. desire .. and hope; 
All of this is said with J-sob of a finger, 
With the tap of a finger. 89 

While the dancer continues her performance,, the poet remains with the 

rest of the audience, gazing at what he sees and surrendering himself to the 

"symphony of fingers", the "twentieth cup" and the "black eyes" of which he 

spoke in the first stanza and which he here compares to a black rain. 
90 
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In the fifth stanza he expresses his admiration for the long earrings of 

the Spanish women. 91 We see that these four sections are introductions to 

stanzas four and six, which are the core of this poem. In stanza four, Nizär 

expresses his regret for the passing of the ancient Arab past in Spain when he 

stumbles across the last king of Granada, Abü `Abd Allah al-Saghir 

(d. 1532, known in the West as Boabdil). Nizfir uses the transformation of 

this character into a statue in the Military Museum in Madrid, to embody the 

fall of Arab civilization in Spain and its final decay into nothing but 

lifeless remains. 
92 

When Abü `Abd Allah al-Saghir goes out with Nizär into the streets 

of Madrid, as the poem relates, he goes out in secret and by night, not 

wishing to be seen by anyone. He comes out of his glass display cabinet, 

hiding his eternal shame, the shame of the Arabs, in darkness, and slinking 

along like a thief. His object in coming out of the museum is to prove to 

Nizär that the Arabs still exist in Spain. 93 When they approach a Moorish 

woman who originates from Damascus (Nizär gives her a fabricated name, Nuwär 

bt. 'Ammär), and speak to her, they are amazed that she does not know her 

previous Arab name, or her previous Damascene roots: 

"Why do we not call out to her, Abü 'Abd Alläh? " 
"She does not know her name. " 
"Can anybody forget his name? " 
"Yes, this happens in history; 
Her name now is Nora al Amaro. 

94 Instead of Nuwär bint 'Ammär. " 

In this short conversation Nizär summarises the tragedy of the Arabs in 

Moorish Spain, and shows the loss of the Arab-Islamic identity and the 

dominance of the culture of the new Spanish conquerors. 

In the sixth stanza the poet is brought to a halt in the narrow 
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alleyways of Cordoba by the strong resemblance between his house in Damascus 

when he was a child and his house in Cordoba as a tourist. This resemblance 

is personified for him by the profusion of flowers and gushing water in both. 

Nizär is bewildered in Cordoba, wishing to enter his house there, and he is 

confused and does not know whether he is really in Damascus or Cordoba, 95 

because the natural beauty surrounding his house in Cordoba reminds him of the 

natural beauty in which he grew up as a child in Damascus: 

All of this perfumed world which embraced my childhood in Damascus 
I found here! 96 

Nizär wishes to say that Cordoba and Islamic Spain are an extension of 

Umayyad Damascus, and that he really belongs to Spanish history just as much 

as he does to Damascus. 

2. Awräq Isbäniyya 

Awräq Isbäniyva consists of eleven stanzas. In the first, al-Jisr, 

and the second, Sünätä, we meet Nizär lamenting the loss of Arab glory. 

He summarises here the feelings of the Arabs about Spain. In this summary 

Spain is no longer anything but a bitter memory and a symbol of a contemporary 

tragedy: 

Spain 
A bridge of weeping 
Stretched between earth and heaven. 97 

In the third stanza, al-Faris wa-al-Warda, we meet a horseman, a bull- 

fighter surrounded by beautiful women with black eyes. The horseman declares 

his love for one of the women by throwing his hat onto her balcony and she 

likewise declares her love by showering him with roses. The bullfight begins, 
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and the horseman faces danger and death at the hands of his enemy, the bull, 

armed with his sword and his pride. 
98 This stanza seems to be a realistic 

scene taken from a bullfight. 

It seems most likely that this horseman is an extension of Nizär 

Qabbäni himself, the young man of Damascus who used to pursue women, 

confronting the restrictions of the reactionary society of the forties. The 

Damascene lover appears in Spain in the guise of a horseman, besieged by 

admiring women who pray for him until he overcomes the bull and becomes a 

hero, and conquers even more women. Spain, too, is an extension of Nizär's 

first environment, Damascus. 

In the fourth and fifth stanzas, Bayt al-'Asäfir and Maräwih al- 

Isbäniyyät, Nizär repeats his previous admiration of the beauty of Spanish 

women. These two stanzas rely upon his mature artistic ability to create 

fragmentary poetic images which fill the verses with life. Take, for example, 

the fourth stanza: 

In Seville 
Every beautiful maiden wears 
A scarlet rose in her hair 
Upon which, in the evening 
All the sparrows of Spain descend, 99 

In the sixth and seventh stanzas, al-Lu'lu' al-Aswad and Dona Maria, we 

meet Spanish beauty embodied in the women's black eyes which remind him of 

Damascus. 100 The eyes here are the same eyes which he compared to black 

inkwells and black rain in Mudhakkirät Andalusiyya. In the eighth stanza, 

al-gurt al-Tamüh, we encounter a beautiful poetic picture of the women's 

earrings101 which is almost a repetition of the fifth stanza of Mudhakkirät 

Andalusivva. In the ninth and tenth stanzas, al-Thawr and Nazif al-Anbiyä', 

we encounter a bullfight whose main hero is the slain bull, for whom the poet 
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harbours all possible esteem and respect. When the bull dies, his death is 

not an ordinary event, for it embodies martyrdom, pride and refusal to accept 

humiliation: 

Despite the loss of blood which afflicts him, 
Despite the darts buried in him, 
The killed animal is still, with all of this 
More majestic, and greater, than his killers, 102 

Or again: 

Corrida 
Corrida 
The bull rushes at the cape 
Strong, headstrong, 
And falls in the bullring 
Like any martyr, like any prophet, 
And does not relinquish his pride, 

103 

It seems likely that the image of the slain bull in these two stanzas 

symbolises the disappearance of the Arab presence in Spain, and that it is 

also another side of Nizär, a wounded poet who belongs to those Arabs who 

have died out in Spain, and who feels a sensation of shame and bleeds for 

their disappearance. 

The eleventh stanza, Bagäyä al-'Arab, comes as a culmination of Nizär's 

personal feeling of defeat. We now find him consoling himself in a 

Spanish tavern, trying to forget his cares and historical shame. Ne finally 

realises that the Arabs no longer have any place in Spain, and that all he now 

has of them is these abundant memories which flood into his mind, for which he 

can do nothing but weep: 

Flamenco 
Flamenco 
And the drowsy tavern wakes up 
To the laughing of the wooden castanets 
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And the hoarseness of a sad voice 
Flowering like a fountain of gold. 
And I sit in a corner 
Gathering together my tears 
Gathering together the remnants of the Arabs! 

3. Ahzän fl al-Andalus_ 

This poem raises, through the voice of an unidentified woman, some of 

the questions which arise about Spain - how it was possible for great 

conquering heroes like Täriq b. Ziyäd (670-720) and `Ugba b. Näfi' (621- 

683) to appear, and the role of the Umayyads in the rise of Arab-Islamic 

civilisation in Spain. 105 These questions, even if posed by a woman, are 

really Nizär's own urgent questions. The answer quickly comes back from 

Nizär: the Arabs remained in Spain for eight centuries (711-1492), and then 

disappeared, and nothing remains of them except glorious relics and the black 

eyes of the women. 
106 

His grief at the disappearance of Arab-Islamic civilisation reaches its 

peak when he speaks of the fall of two cultural strongholds, Cordoba and 

Granada. As for Cordoba, the centre of two cultures, Islamic and Jewish, 

nothing remains of it but the minarets which weep for the departure of those 

who built them. Everything in it has disappeared, even its great men of 

letters, at their head the poetess Walläda bt. al-Mustakfi, whose own house 

in Cordoba was the meeting-place of literary men. 
107 

As for Granada, the capital of the Banü al-Ahmar, its glory has 

departed. Nothing remains of it, Nizär says, but three things - its story, 

which is related by storytellers, its Islamic inscriptions which L, adorn 

the facades of its great buildings, for example the words Lä Ghälib illä 

Allah (there is no conqueror but God), and the palaces of the Alhambra which 

Nizär compares to a marble statue of a naked woman. 108 



202 

After giving these simple historical facts, Nizär draws a comparison 

between the Arab character of 1492 (after the fall of Islamic Spain at the 

hands of Ferdinand and Isabella) and the Arab character today, five centuries 

later, and sees that both have features in common: internal divisions, narrow 

horizons, lack of freedom and tyrannical rule. There is no doubt, he thinks, 

that these are the cause of successive Arab defeats: 

Five centuries have gone by 
Since the little Caliph departed from Spain 
And our petty hatreds are still 
As they were 
The mentality of the tribe is still 
In our blood as it was 
And freedom of thought here 
Is still 
A chicken, slaughtered 
By the sword of every tyrant. 109 

Perhaps NizAr means here to suggest the following idea: the political 

circumstances which paved the way for the fall of Islamic Spain, in particular 

the political fragmentation, are similar to the political conditions which 

prevail today in the Arab world, where differences and conflicts between the 

various countries are at their strongest. What, perhaps, he wishes to suggest 

is that the Arabs should now learn from the mistakes of their ancestors in 

Islamic Spain and become, together, a single power in order to ensure their 

survival and their role in history. 

4. Charnäta 

In this poem Nizär speaks of a fleeting encounter with a female guide 

to the antiquities of Spain, from which we learn more of Nizär's feelings 

toward Islamic Spain. 
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The meeting occurs accidentally in one of the palaces of the Alhambra, 

the most important Arab monument in Granada, and the most beautiful example of 

Islamic architecture there (built between 1248 and 1354). Nizär is 

spontaneously drawn to the guide's black eyes, and thinks that they are Arab. 

He wishes to dispel his doubts about her and asks her nationality. She tells 

him that she is Spanish, born in Granada. 110 

The name "Granada" resounds in his mind, and he recollects a long 

history of stories about the Umayyads and the Arab presence in Islamic Spain. 

He also links the face of this beautiful guide with the face of the beautiful 

women of Damascus, and is confused for a moment, thinking that she is one of 

them, especially when he looks at her long black hair and her gleaming 

earrings. 
lll 

After this Nizär gazes at the decorations of the Alhambra, and feels 

that they are a part of him, and that an inner feeling is telling him that the 

hand which created them was an Arab hand. Apparently the claim of the Spanish 

guide that the Alhambra is a part of the Spanish heritage is the reason for 

his distress when he inspects these decorations: 

Almost hearing the pulse of the decorations, 
The ornamentations on the ceiling calling out to me. 
She said, "Here is the Alhambra, the pride of our ancestors 
So read my glories on its walls. " 
Her glories? I wiped a bleeding wound, 
And wiped another wound in my heart. 
If only my beautiful heiress understood 
That the people she meant were my ancestorsl112 

In fact, Nizär does not reject his guide, despite these blows which she 

aims at him. He forgives her ignorance of the history of the Alhambra and the 

other monuments of Islamic Spain. He still sees in her face the faces of his 
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ancestors, the conquerors of old like Täriq b. Ziyäd: 

When I said farewell to her, I embraced in her 
A man called Täriq b. Ziyäd. 113 

V 

COMMENT 

From the preceding poems it is clear that Nizär was flowing with a 

current which was widespread in the nineteen-fifties, that of nationalist 

poetry. It is also clear that Nizär's nationalist feeling at that time was a 

natural response to the social and political circumstances and events which 

surrounded him. 

However, we must draw attention to the fact that this feeling was not 

strong, but on the contrary was weak and colourless. Perhaps the reason for 

this is that Nizär had no links with any particular political philosophy, and 

did not promote the nationalist ideas of the Bath party, which after 1963 was 

the ruling party in Syria. Nizär kept himself free from any ideological or 

political commitment, and this allowed him to be free both in his thinking and 

in his poetry. On this he says: 

I did not join any political party. I was not a member of any 
association or society of any kind. I am one of those who believe 
that any affiliation, however pure and idealistic it may be, is 
bound to harness the chariot of poetry to the horse of tem oral 
adventure, which will drag it away from its proper course. 

"4 

The truth is that this nationalist feeling was not merely weak, but was 

temporary, accidental and quick to disappear. There is nothing in his 
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political poetry to indicate that he wrote any nationalist poems after the 

fifties, with the exception of Mawäwil Dimashgiyya ilä Qamar Ba hý däd and 

Mawwäl Dimashai, which he wrote in 1979. (He wrote the first of these in 

response to the request of the General Union of Women of Iraq in Baghdad, 

which proposed the slogan, "For poetry which expresses the aspirations of the 

nation for unity. ") 

It seems that the limited nature of these nationalist feelings was not 

something unique to Nizär, but on the contrary was something natural to a 

large section of Arab writers and thinkers, 115 

The critic can underline the fact that the preceding poems are early 

poems and are not his best work. Perhaps, indeed, some of them, like Oissat 

Rachel Schwartzenbura, Risälat Jundi fi Jabhat al-Suways, Jamila Ba 

Haurad, Hawwäl Baghdädi, Ahzän fi al-Andalus and _Charnäta are bad 

examples of modern Arab poetry. 

With the exception of the beautiful poetic images of Spanish eyes which 

Nizär drew in Mudhakkirät Andalusivya and Awräa Isbäniyya, all his 

nationalist poems, in general, suffer from many faults, for example repetition 

of ideas or of lines without justification (the third stanza of Khubz wa- 

Hashish wa-Qamar is a repetition of the first, the fourth letter of isälat 

Jundi fl Jabhat al-Suways is a repetition of the third, the amatory 

introduction to Mawäwil Dimashgiyya ilA Oamar Baghdad is a repetition of 

its conclusion); the predomination of prose language over poetic (especially 

in Oissat Rachel Schwartzenburg, Risälat Jundi fi Jabhat al-Suways, 

Mudhakkirät Andalusiyya and Ahzän fi al-Andalus); and the cramming of more 

than one subject into a single poem, which makes for the dissipation of the 

poem itself into scattered fragments (for example in Qissat Rachel 

Schwartzenburg there are three separate stories, and in Mawäwil Dimashaiyya 
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i1ä Oamar Baghdad there are three different subjects, which are love, unity 

between Syria and Iraq, and criticism of Sadat). 
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Our oil gushing in the deserts, 
Could have become a dagger 
Of flame and fire 
But, 
To the shame of the nobles of Quraysh 
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See Nizär Qabbäni, al-A'mäl al-Siyäsiyya al-Kämila, Vol. 3, p. 518. In 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

THE DEFEAT OF JUNE 1967 

This chapter will study the poems written by Nizär after the June war 

of 1967 between the Arabs and Israel, in which the defeat of the Arabs was the 

central pivot. The chapter begins, in section I, with a general introduction 

dealing with the June war - its circumstances, its results, its relationship 

to modern Arabic poetry, and its effect on Nizär as a poet. The remaining 

three sections will be devoted to an analysis of the poetry. 

In section II we shall study the poems in which Nizir criticises the 

Arabs for their defeat in the war. His criticism was harsh, and he shouted in 

the Arabs' face like someone who has lost his sense of direction, so strong 

was the blow which had fallen upon him. 

In section III we shall study another group of poems of self-criticism 

in which Nizär draws attention to the superficial way in which the Arabs are 

coping with the defeat, turning it into memories, an occasion for the shedding 

of tears, or a means of drugging the masses and preventing them from thinking 

about the dangers which are staring them in the face. Here Nizär avenges 

himself upon the Arabs, since he feels that no-one can escape the tragic 

results of the defeat. 

In section IV we shall study the poems composed on the Palestine 

resistance movement. We shall note here that Nizär's attachment to this 

movement was a natural reaction to the defeat, or a revolt against it, and 

that he found in it a new road leading to collective salvation. He was as 

optimistic as possible about its birth. Three new poems composed by Nizär on 

the intifäda, which form a part of the resistance movement in general, have 
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been added to this section. 

I 

INTRODUCTION 

1. The June War and its results 

On the Monday morning of 5th June 1967, the Israeli air force launched a 

wide-scale attack on the United Arab Republic, in which it was able to destroy 

most of the Egyptian air force. The Israeli armed forces, utilising the 

success of this operation, began to advance into Egyptian, Syrian and 

Jordanian territory. ' Following this, the Security Council issued, on 6th 

June, 7th June, 9th June and 12th June, a series of cease-fire resolutions. 
2 

Israeli forces paid no attention to these resolutions and continued to advance 

into Arab territory. The cease-fire was not observed by Israel until it had 

completely occupied the Gaza strip, the West Bank, the Sinai desert, all 

Egyptian territory to the East of the Suez canal with the exception of Port 

Fuad, and the whole of the Syrian heights, including the town of Qunaytra. 3 

Israel subsequently justified its attack on the Arabs by various 

pretexts, such as the state of war still maintained by the Arabs with Israel, 

the withdrawal of U. N. emergency forces, the massing of Arab forces in Sinai 

and along the armistice lines, Arab threats directed against Israel, the 

closing of the Gulf of Aqaba and the Tiran straits, the banning of the passage 

of Israeli shipping through the Suez Canal, and the increasing activity of 

Palestinian guerrillas across Arab-Israeli borders. 4 

Among the results of the June War (or the Six-Day War) for the Arabs 

were the death of innumerable victims, the departure of huge numbers of 
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Palestinians from the West Bank and the Gaza Strip to Jordan and Egypt, and a 

destructive economic collapse in the Arab countries. 
5 

Whatever the facts may have been the June war had a number of serious 

effects for the Arabs: 

(a) The shock of defeat 

After the defeat the Arabs suffered a violent psychological shock. 
6 

This was due to three factors - their inflated ideas about the capability of 

Arab armies to crush Israel, previous claims that the liberation of Palestine 

was an extremely simple matter, and underestimation and minimalisation of 

Israeli's military power. 
? 

(b) Evasion of responsibility 

The Arabs attempted to ascribe their defeat to external factors which 

had nothing to do with them, such as the claim that American and British 

aircraft had formed a protective umbrella over Israel and that they had 

carried out strikes on the Arabs; the claim that the desertion of the Soviet 

Union was the cause of the defeat, since it had not taken part in the war 

against Israel; and the claim that Zionism dominated the whole world, in 

particular the capitalist and communist systems. 8 

(c) The acceptance of Israel as a fait accompli 

Before the June war the Arabs did not dare to say that Israel was a fait 

accompli which should be recognised and lived with. This view of Israel 

changed shortly after the defeat, and some Arab regimes tried to sow in the 

mind of their citizens the idea that Israel was the stronger side in the 
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struggle with the Arabs, and could not be ignored in any circumstances. 
9 

2. The defeat and Arabic poetry 

There is no disagreement that the defeat of 5th June was an important 

event in the history of modern Arab poetry. It had wide-ranging consequences 

for this poetry, and in the following pages we shall review the ideas of 

certain Arab critics on this subject. 

(a) 'Abd al-Ghaffir Makkawi (Egypt) 

This critic says that the June disaster was a collective national 

disaster, and that Arab poets responded to it in a natural way, expressing 

themselves in different manners, each in his own style and in accordance with 

his own inclination. 10 He maintains that the duties of the Arab poet now are: 

to reject oppression and defeat, to wage war against idleness and lethargy, to 

liberate minds from superstition and fear, to summon people to continue with 

the struggle, to disseminate hope in their souls, to emphasise the Arab 

nation's determination to live, to prophesy the future and to be a 

revolutionary and a poet at one and the same time. 11 

He calls on poets to commit themselves to the truth when expressing 

their experiences. He calls likewise on critics to be indulgent in accepting 

the poets' poetry and not to apply harsh critical standards to them. He asks 

both groups to look at the poetry of the Palestinian resistance, because it is 

an outstanding example of truth and endurance, while warning them against the 

idle chatter and the wilful blindness to facts which the setback has 

created. 
12 He comes to the conclusion that the poems and novels written after 

the defeat cannot liberate Palestine or return it to its people, but that they 

can be a bell which draws attention to the danger facing the Arabs, a clear 
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call to unity, and a rallying-call which will mobilise the masses. 
13 

(b) Mahmüd Darwish (Palestine) 

Darwish maintains that the Arab poet, like every other Arab citizen, 

was confronted in the setback with something totally sudden and unexpected, 

and that this explains the stupefying shock undergone by the poet and his 

continuous screaming in search of a way out. 
14 The poetry of the setback, he 

says, is distinguished by one major feature, which is self-satire (satire on 

language, on the Arab heritage, on the Arab nation, and on Arab rulers). By 

composing this satire, he thinks, the poet became a part of the weapon 

levelled against Arab self-liberation, since he took part in a campaign to sow 

doubt among the Arabs and spread lethal despair among them, 15 

At the same time Darwish hopes that Arab poets and men of letters will 

become more varied in their subject matter and will not stop at the 

Palestinian cause without going beyond it: 

The Palestinian cause, from its origins until June, must not be 
the sole axis around which the whole of contemporary Arab 
literature revolves, since otherwise we shall be afflicted by the 
most extreme form of short-sightedness, and will consider all 
political and social developments in the Arab world over more than 
twenty years as unworthy of being dealt with by the man of 
letters .... simply because they have no direct relevance to the 16 
cause of Palestine. 

(c) Muhammad al-Jazä'iri (Iraq) 

This critic believes that the Arabs' need for a revolution in 

literature, culture and life should run side by side with the psychological 

shock created by the June war in people's minds. 
17 He calls on Arab writers 

and poets to undertake the following tasks: to write about the Palestinian 

fighters who are resisting Israel from the standpoint of support for the Arab 

liberation movement; to plunge into military activity in order to see what is 
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happening within the army camps and to get to know the environment of the 

battle from within; to form national committees of writers and intellectuals 

in order to work side by side with other units in the national struggle; and 

to perform themselves the work and tasks of politicians. 
18 He says that the 

backwardness of writers in answering his call is a condemnation of their 

ideas, and shows that they do not comprehend the laws of life, and cannot even 

interact with it. 19 

3 NizAr and the defeat 

The effect of the defeat upon Nizir was violent and resounding. It 

was, perhaps, one of the most important events in his life. It caused him 

great psychological pain, and as a result he felt an anguish which sank into 

his depths and did not heal over: 

The June of which I shall speak was the psychological June whose 
effects, in my opinion, surpass the effects of the military June. 
All of the things which were broken in the war can be replaced. 
Aeroplanes, tanks, radars, and troop-carriers can be replaced. 
Only the broken spirit cannot be mended or stuck together. Only 
the heart cannot be patched up. 

At that time Nizär announced that it was the duty of the Arab to rebel 

against the defeat, to resist Israeli occupation of Arab territory, to turn 

poetry into an active and effective part of the consciousness of the masses, 

and to be angry in every case: 

After June, the poet only has one steed to ride, which is anger. 
But where do the bounds of this anger begin, and where do they 
end? It is very difficult for me to delineate the boundaries of 
my anger. As long as a single centimetre of my land is occupied 
and humiliated by Israel, and as long as settlements stand on it, 
my anger is a sea without shores. Perhaps someone will ask me: 
Why do I reject this? I answer in turn; Why should I accept? 
And what should I accept? 

21 
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Explaining this he also says: 

It is not the duty of the poet to turn into a wolf. But when the 

spear of Israel penetrates this deep into our pride, and when it 

travels through our tissues and our nerves, and nobody asks, "How 

far? ", then poetry becomes a suicide attack on the Japanese model 
22 

which destroys earth and heaven together. 

It is clear, as we have indicated in section I of Chapter Three of this 

work, that the defeat of the Arabs in the June War was one of the most 

important factors which directed Nizär toward the writing of political 

poetry. 

Nizär refused to write about the defeat only years later, believing 

that to delay or postpone writing about it would be to rob the poetical 

experience of its warmth and its heat. 23 He refused, likewise, to be neutral, 

since the neutrality of literature, he says, is its death. 24 Nizär expresses 

the effect of the blow of defeat upon his psyche in a long series of poems; 

Hawämish 'alä Daftar al-Naksa, al-Mumaththilün, al-Ist wäb, Hiwär ma'a 

'Arabi Adä'a Farasahu, al-Wasiyya, Oirä'a 'alä Adrihat al-Majädhib, 

Khitäb Shakhsi ilä Shahr Hazirän, Da'wat Istiyäf li-al-Khämis min 

Hazirän, Jarimat Sharaf amäm al-Mahäkim al-'Arabiyva, Min Mufakkirat 

'Ashiq Dimashal, al-Khitäb, Bi-Intizär Godot, Lusüs al-Matfihif, 

Fath, al- uds, Manshürät Fidä'iyya 'alä Judrän Isrä'il, 'Urs 

al-Khuyül al-Filastiniyva, Taria Wähid, Ifäda fl Mahkamat al-Shi'r, 

Atfäl al-Hijira, al-Ghädibün, and Duktüräh Sharaf ft Klmiyä' al. - 

Ha jar. In order to facilitate the analysis of these poems we have divided 

them into three groups corresponding to the sections of this chapter: firstly 

poems connected with self-criticism, secondly poems which unmask the negative 

Arab attitude to the defeat, and thirdly poems about the Palestinian cause. 

In the following pages we shall attempt to offer a complete analysis of these 

poems. 
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II 

SELF-CRITICISM 

Immediately after the defeat of 1967 Arab poets and intellectuals 

engaged in self-criticism on a wide scale, quite irrespective of their 

ideological affinities. The following are Nizär's poems on this subject. 

1. Hawämish 'alä Daftär al-Naksa 

In this poem Nizär enumerates the factors which led to the June defeat: 

the stagnation of inherited Arab thought, the Arab heritage itself, the Arabic 

language25 (stanza 1) and the waging of war with words rather than weapons 

(stanzas 5,6 and 8). He says for example: 

If we lose wars, it is not surprising 
Because we enter them 
With all the oratorical gifts which the Easterner possesses26 

Perhaps Nizär is speaking here of the Arab broadcasts before the war 

which constantly boasted that Israel would be thrown into the sea and that the 

Jews were nothing but a handful of vagrants who could be disposed of with 

ease. 
27 There is also the backwardness of the Arab within himself - in his 

consciousness, and in his view of himself, life and the world, despite the 

external changes which have overtaken his economic and social circumstances 

(stanza 7): 

The essentials of the problem 
Can be summed up in a single expression 
We dressed ourselves in the husk of civilisation 
While our soul remained uncivilised28 

Nizär adds to all this seven other factors which had a part in the 

defeat: unpreparedness for war (stanza 9), the isolation of the Arabs and the 
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outside world's ignorance of them (stanza 13), immersion in the supernatural 

and irresponsibility (stanza 4), failure to make use of the oil weapon by 

applying pressure to enemies (stanza 15), the prevalence of internal 

repression and mob rule (stanza 16), terrorism against the masses by the 

authorities (stanza 17) and the abandonment of the cause of Arab unity29 

(stanza 18). In touching on all these negative factors, he is fully convinced 

that the defeat was the Arabs' doing, and that they are responsible for it 

first and last30 (stanza 12). 

After this Nizär gives two pictures of the condition of the Arabs 

immediately after the defeat. The first shows them blaming God for abandoning 

them and not coming to their aid in adversity31 (stanza 10), and the second 

shows them crying out in the fever of their affliction for vengeance against 

the various branches of the media and information agencies32 (stanza 11). He 

is entitled here to make fun of what the Arabs themselves are doing, and he is 

also entitled to seem sorrowful and angry (stanzas 2,3 and 4), because the 

defeat is not a transient matter but a question of life and death. 33 

As a result of his despair at his own generation Nizär dreams (stanzas 

19 and 20) of a new, avenging generation, devoted to its country and to the 

Arab nation, which will be able to turn defeat into victory, and he finds his 

long sought after aim in the Arab children. 
34 They appear to him as a new, 

hoped for force, a pure and pious generation at whose hands victory will come 

soon. His trust in them is almost absolute and final, and with it he regains 

his trust in life and the future, despite all the hardship and defeatism which 

has overwhelmed him: 

O children, 
Spring rain, ears of wheat of our hopes, 
You are the seeds of fertility in our barren life, 
And you are the generation which will defeat defeat. 35 
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We should note that when this poem was published in 1967 it aroused 

various reactions, negative and positive. 
36 It drew the attention of the Arab 

public to the birth of a great new political poet, Nizär Qabbäni. The poem 

was, as Nizär said himself, a manifesto for the rejection of defeat. 37 

There is no doubt that this poem has still, twenty years after it was 

written, retained its strength. A great part of the negative attitudes of the 

Arabs of which Nizär speaks still remains in existence, without any change or 

alteration. 

2. Al-Mumaththllün 

This poem is almost a completion of the preceding poem. It falls into 

two parts: 

(a) Criticism of some factors in the defeat 

At the head of these is Arab thinking (stanza 1). Nizär sees fit here to 

accuse it of being superficial, because it is as similar as it could be to a 

shallow, motionless pond, sanctifying and deepening the defeat, and neither 

rising up nor rebelling. 
38 

It is as well to point out that the word "thinking" which Nizär repeats 

here may mean the thoughts which circulate in the minds of the Arab people 

about their present and their future and their understanding of the 

circumstances of the defeat. It seems that after the defeat people accepted 

it as foreordained fate. It is this acceptance itself which Nizär 

criticises, because it does not lead to any counter-action against the enemy, 

and because it is a frightening foretoken of the continuation of the defeat 
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and of failure to rectify it. 

Nizär likewise criticises the way in which Arab society treats speech 

and thought in general (stanza 2). Speech and thought are a crime on the list 

of forbidden things like fornication and opium. It is clear that he is 

referring to the heated confrontation between the authorities and the 

intellectual. The intellectual is a dangerous creature, and the authorities 

do not wish to listen to anybody else's opinion. They want people to be 

creatures who are devoid of sensation, ability to respond to events, or 

creativity. In brief, they want them to be dead without graves. In such an 

atmosphere non-existence rules, life becomes an intolerable hell, and people 

breathe in emptiness and become: 

Frogs with gouged-out eyes 
Who do not revolt or complain 
Sing or weep 39 Or die or live 

He attacks (stanza 3) the lack of justice, the disappearance of human 

worth, and a life spent in constant fear and permanent sorrow, warning that 

all of this is a sign of the collapse of society and of mankind, since no life 

can follow its natural course in the constant shadow of evil, oppression and 

piracy. 
40 

Equally, he attacks the military dictatorship which rules some Arab 

societies (stanza 4), symbolising them sometimes by the sultan, and sometimes 

by the helmet which is like God in Heaven. 

Dictatorship is a primitive, decadent and backward system, and is the 

companion of absolute rule over everything; people can do nothing but accept 

it. But if they do so, life becomes a desolation: 
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When the breeze of wind 
Comes by decree from the Sultan 
And the grain of wheat which we eat 
Comes by decree from the Sultan 
And the drop of water which we drink 
Comes by decree from the Sultan 
When the nation in its entirety becomes 

Cattle fed in the pen of the Sultan 

The children are throttled in their mother's wombs, 
Women miscarry 
And the sun falls on our squares 
Like a black gallows. 

41 

Nizär accuses these dictatorships of being the thing which has aborted 

the hopes of its societies and killed sensation, thought and movement (stanza 

5), and demands that they vacate their places to others. After the defeat, 

nobody has any sanctity left, not even the authorities, whoever they may be. 

Addressing the symbols of this dictatorship, he says: 

When will you go? 
The theatre has collapsed on your heads - 
When will you go? 

42 

He also says: 

Bless you! 
At your hands, our borders have become 
Made of paper. 
A thousand thanks! 
At your hands, our country has become 
A woman who is lawful for everybody 
A thousand thanks! 43 

(b) Portrayal of Arab societies after the War 

Nizär makes it clear that the reaction of the Arabs to the defeat was 

temporary (stanza 6). They grieved for a while, but then returned to their 

ordinary ways as if the defeat had not taken place. lie does no more than to 
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take a few living scenes from Arab societies which show his ideas; a scene of 

men gathering to smoke narghiles, play backgammon and look at the moon, and a 

scene which gathers them around a radio set listening to the Lebanese singer 

Fayrüz as she sings "We shall return" in order to heal their wounds and to 

lighten the pressure of the defeat upon them. The poet makes bitter fun of 

this immersion in non-stop listening to this song without achieving anything 

44 
real. 

Among other scenes which arouse his attention are (stanza 7); a scene of 

mercenary writers who have learned nothing from the lesson of the defeat, have 

submitted to serving the powers that be, and have killed their creativity and 

their ability to think; a scene of morning newspapers with red letters; and a 

scene of disgraceful sexual pictures which sap people's strength. 
45 

After the loss of Arab dignity, Nizär criticises (stanza 8) the Arab 

practise of using radio broadcasts as a means of sending greetings to 

scattered Arab families and telling one another their news. 
46 In stanzas 8 

and 9 he alludes to the political repression which prevailed before the 

defeat, to the appearance of the dictators (or the actors) whom he mentioned 

previously, to people's belief in what is destined for them, and to their 

submissiveness, humility, and acceptance of the fait accompli: 

And we are contented 
Contented with war, and contended with peace, 
Contented with heat, and contented with cold, 
Contented with sterility and contented with offspring, 
With everything in our Preserved Tablet in Heaven 
Contented! 47 

He also says: 

The theatre has burned down to its foundation, 
But the actors have not yet died48 
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3. A1-Istijwäb 

A1-Istijwab consists of three scenes which are: 

(a) The search for the killer and the accusation 

In this scene we become acquainted with the characters of the story 

(stanza 1); the murdered imam, the man accused of the murder (the pivotal 

character), and the soldiers of the authorities. They interrogate the suspect 

while searching his house for the real killer, and direct at him their first 

49 
and last question, "Who killed the imam? ", as he groans beneath their blows. 

Suddenly the suspect is brought to something resembling the atmosphere 

of a trial (reports, tape-recorders, photographers) (stanza 2). He is 

interrogated. Suspicion hovers over him, and eyes are directed toward him, as 

though he were the killer. Thus, in the eyes of the political authorities he 

remains the accused, whether he confesses to being the killer or not. He is a 

victim of their oppression, and they take pleasure in torturing him. They 

prove to themselves that they are alive by oppressing weak people like 

himself. All of his entreaties for mercy will never have an effect on them: 

What use is it for me to ask for help 
As long as 
Whether I speak or not 
You are going to beat me, 
As long as, ever since you come to rule my country, 
You have been doing my thinking for me? 

50 

(b) Self-defence 

Here the accused denies that he is a leftist or a communist, or a 
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right-winger. He says that he was born in Damascus, the Paradise of the 

World, and the most beautiful of cities, that he belongs to his people and his 

city5l (stanza 3), that he is no-one's filthy agent (stanza 4), that he has 

not stolen a grain of wheat, nor killed an ant, never entered a police-station 

for a day, that all the people in his quarter know him, as does the beautiful 

natural scenery, and that he is on good terms with God; punctilious in 

performing all his prayers, and in particular the Friday prayer, where he has 

never missed a Khutba. 52 

In his defence, the accused dwells upon on the religious dimension in 

his life (before the defeat), and speaks at a little length in his review of 

his case. He confesses that he has spent a quarter of a century of his life 

praying, standing and seated, behind the imam, and repeating his hateful 

words, of which he remembers: 

He says: "0 God, obliterate the state of the Jews" 
I say: "0 God, obliterate the state of the Jews" 
He says: "0 God, scatter them" 
I say: "0 God, scatter them" 
He says: "0 God, cut off their progeny" 
I say: "0 God, cut off their progeny" 
He says: "Drown their tillage and their crops" 
I say: "Drown their tillage and their crops. 

Thus the accused used to revolve in the imam's heaven, not thinking and 

not asking questions, content with him, his religious thinking, and his 

sermons adorned with rhetoric and ornamentation. 54 

(c) Confession to the murder 

While remembering the past - his relationship with the imam, the defeat 

and the shock - the accused character tries to find a powerful justification 

for confessing to the murder of the imam. At this point he recalls how the 
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Arabs were defeated (stanza 5) and how he himself awoke from a life of ease, 

idleness and religious observance (his nightmare life before the defeat) to an 

even more terrifying nightmare. He feels that faith did not strengthen him 

against the defeat, nor did it strengthen his people and his land. Israel 

occupied the land, and God did not hear his prayers or the previous prayers of 

the imam to wipe the Jews out of existence. At that point the accused drew 

his dagger and killed the imam, or the empty and ineffective dictatorship 

which led the Arabs to failure. For this reason the accused confesses, with 

complete frankness and boldness, to the crime, for whose commission he feels 

no repentance. He is now certain that when he committed it he was 

representing his whole nation. He knows that he will be executed for his 

deed, but he accords this no importance, because he has purified the land from 

evil: 

Gentlemen: 
With this dagger of mine which you see, 
I stabbed him in the chest and neck. 
Stabbed him in his mind, which was wormeaten like wood. 
I stabbed him in my own name 
And in the name of millions of sheep. 
Gentlemen: 
I know that what I am accused of 
Is punishable by death. 
But ...... I killed, when I killed him, 
All the crickets that sing in the darkness. 55 

It may be noted that Nizär has created some living dramatic characters, 

of whom the one with the most presence is perhaps the character of the accused 

and killer. Nizär has drawn his dimensions sharply and made us sympathise 

with him and feel his torment. We feel sometimes that this character does not 

move naturally or spontaneously, and this is because Nizär is hiding behind 

him and inspiring him with his own point of view which maintains that religion 

is responsible for the defeat. In the personality of the accused Nizär has 

found a way to propagate his attack upon religion. This is all that he aimed 
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to do. 

4 Hiwär ma'a 'Arabi Adä'a Farasahu 

Nizär announces his desire to escape from some of the ancient Arabic 

literature which no longer has any practical value worth mentioning in the 

modern era. His attack is unleashed in particular upon the obscene satires of 

Jarir (640-728) and al-Farazdaq (641-733), the tearful elegies of al-Khansä' 

(575-664) upon her two brothers Mu`äwiya and Sakhr, the story of the race 

between the two horses Dähis and al-Ghabrä' and the wars which followed it 

in the Jähiliyya between `Abs and Dhubyän, the story of 'Antara al-'Absi, 

the pre-Islamic poet and warrior-hero, and other things of this sort (stanza 

1), because he considers that they have no relationship with the defeat, and 

that the Arab public cannot derive any positive value from them, such as 

arousal against the occupation, or raising human life to virtue and glory. 
56 

In expressing this desire, Nizär reverts to an earlier environment and 

an earlier time; he goes back to the desert, the first home of the Arabs, and 

to the pre-Islamic period and the following Islamic centuries which were the 

environment from which the poets were generated. lie stops in that place and 

at that time (stanzas 1 and 2) and gives vent to his greatest wish: 

If the desert could hear me 
I would ask it 
To stop hatching millions of poets 
And to liberate this good nation from the sword of words. 57 

He also says: 

Ever since our birth, 
We have been crushed by the wheels of words. 58 
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Without doubt, these words create the impression that the Arabs are 

still prisoners of the old literary culture, and that they are incapable, even 

now, of emerging from this captivity to the horizons of science and new 

developments. 

When he has finished with this, he unleashes his attack upon other 

groups who have had a great effect in sanctifying the defeat and failing to 

overcome it. The first of these are the preachers at Friday prayers who sidle 

up to the authorities and take good care not to enlighten the people (stanza 

2), and in fact play their part in misleading them. The second group are 

those who submerge themselves in the discussion of petty linguistic 

trivialities (stanza 2) and worship Kufic script and verbal ornamentation. 
59 

The third group are other elements in the nation, like the patrons of cafes 

who kill time with idle amusements (stanza 3) and the lovers of the moon who 

worship its beauty. 60 The fourth are the Gulf Arabs who have grown rich from 

oil and have surrounded themselves with women and external cultural husks 

(stanza 4). Nizär is particularly harsh with this last group, condemning 

their behaviour and seeing it as a waste of Arab wealth. 61 Nizär's hope here 

is to silence these groups or to limit their frivolous activities, since they 

are distracted by marginal matters which are of no value in confronting the 

Arab's massive defeat. 

Up to this point the poem seems coherent, but suddenly the reader is 

brought up against a fierce longing on the part of the poet for Palestine 

(stanza 5). In fact this stanza is almost a separate short poem, since there 

is nothing to justify its connection with any of the previous stanzas. 
62 

It is worth remarking that the title of the poem, kiiwär ma'a 'Arabi 

Adä'a Farasahu (conversation with an Arab who has lost his horse) is not 

really appropriate. The title presupposes at least two characters, who talk 
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with one another, but we find to our surprise that the poem reveals only one 

character, which is the character of the poet himself. It is this character 

which speaks to us directly. In brief, the poem is weak, and its language is 

close to that of prose. 

5. A1-Wasiyva 

In this poem there are two pivotal characters, a father and a son, each 

antithetical to the other. 

The father is dying (stanza 1), leaving his son various things of no 

value (such as a Turkish fez and a box of snuff) in addition to his will. The 

son immediately rids himself of his father's bequest; he sells his ancient 

possessions and burns his will, because he realises in advance that it is no 

use to him. 63 

The son ponders for a little (Nizär takes on his character) on his 

father's history, in the hope that he will find something which he can take, 

something of which he can make use, something which will be a support to him 

in his contemporary life, or something by means of which he can overcome his 

defeat or his brokenness (stanza 3), but can find nothing but religious 

prayers and panegyrics, and other things similar to this. He is amazed, and 

then cries out: 

I search for knowledge which may benefit me 
I search for writings which are relevant to' this age or relevant to me 64 And see around me nothing but sand and an Age of Ignorance. 

It is clear that the father is a symbol of a generation which represents 

the prevailing mentality of the past century. Perhaps the most outstanding 

features of this generation, as defined by the son/Nizär (stanzas 2 and 4) 
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are listening to old Eastern songs, plunging into Dervish prayer - circles, 

and a love for parts of the Arab literary heritage like stories of the 

horseman - poets 'Antara al-'Absi and 'Adi b. Rabi'a (better known as al- 

Muhalhil or al-Zir), the ten pre-Islamic Mu'allagAt, the Alfiyya of Ibn 

Malik al-Andalusi (1203-1273), the stories of the Thousand and One Nights 

which are steeped in fantasy, and the poems of Abü Firs al-Hamdäni 

(932-968) in praise of Sayf al-Dawla (915-967). 65 

It is clear that the poet is indicating here that this generation with 

its vanished mentality -a generation which still exists in Arab society - 

also had a part in the defeat and in hastening its occurrence, because it 

continued to lag behind the life and the world which lay outside the 

boundaries of itself and its country. 

This father, or past, devoid of the values of the modern world, and of 

power to struggle with the enemy, is absolutely rejected by the son/poet 

(stanza 4). He rejects the whole of his father's heritage: his sexual 

complexes, and his scanty literary heritage. He now throws this heritage 

behind him and adopts a new cause which he considers to be a yardstick of his 

humanity and of his existence; this is the cause of Palestine, and the 

struggle of its people for a free and noble life: 

I burn the picture of my family, I burn my alphabet 
And from Palestine, from its steadfastness 
From the shots in its hills 
From its wheat soaked in tears, from its roses 
I make an alphabet. 

66 

It is curious that the remaining stanzas of this poem (5,6 and 7) form 

together a separate poem. It is true that Nizär is a revolutionary in all of 

these stanzas, but this time he revolts against the Caliph (another face of 

the Sultan in al-Mumaththilün, or of the imam in al-Istijwäb). In brief, he 
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is in revolt against some of the manifestations of contemporary Arab political 

authority, which boasts of its formal adherence to religion as a solution to 

all the Arab's problems, including the defeat of 1967. 

Nizär draws a dark picture of the contemporary Arab Caliph (stanza 5) 

who is still an extension of the familiar evil Caliph known in earlier 

centuries of Arab-Islamic culture. For example, the Abbasid epoch knew a 

major social phenomenon, that of the wide-spread existence of slave-girls and 

slave-singers, who were treated by their owners in whatever way they 

pleased. 
67 The contemporary Caliph, the poet considers, is still surrounded 

by women, and he hastens to satisfy his lusts with them, while neglecting his 

important national duties and responsibilities. 

The poet passes close by the Caliph as he lies in bed with one of his 

slave-girls, and reminds him of the Holy War. He recites a part of the 

Qur'än to him in the hope that he will respond to God's word. But the Caliph 

pays no attention to him. He is in another world, and striding into another 

war, with the slave-girl's body: 

I read verses from the Qur'än above his head 
Written in Kufic letters 
About holy war for the sake of God, and the Prophet 
And the Islamic Holy Law 
I say to myself: 
"May the Holy War be blessed in bosoms 
Breasts and sof wrists, 
0 Lord Caliph! " 8 

The contemporary Caliph suddenly wakes up to the poet's existence. Ile 

thinks that he is a mercenary poet who wishes to praise him in his poetry, and 

orders him to be given many gifts (stanza 6). The poet spits in his face, 

after which the Caliph cries out: 
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"Who are you? 
Executioner! cut off his head 
And bring me the head on a tray! "69 

revealing thereby his dictatorial nature and his blood-thirstiness; but 

Nizär replies: 

0 King of the Time, even if you kill me, 
It is impossible to kill freedom. 7° 

This second poem, appended without any justification to the first poem, 

has a successful dramatic touch. The two characters (the poet and the Caliph) 

converse intelligently and move skillfully. 71 It is clear that there is a 

difference between the styles of these two poems; the first has a narrative 

style, while the second has a dramatic style. 
72 The common point between them 

is that the father and the Caliph represent the past; the first represents 

emptiness and weakness, and the second represents moral and political 

corruption, while neither of them is fitted to lead the struggle against the 

enemy. 

6 Oirä'a 'a1ä Adrihat al-Mai dhib 

This is an angry poem, in which the poet sees Arab life as a stunted 

tree which does not bear fruit or flower. In his view, this life has two 

branches; an extinct cultural and literary past (stanza 1) (for example, in 

addition to the works he mentions in Hiwär ma'a 'Arabi Adä'a Farasahu and 

al-Wasiyya, the Nünivya of the pre-Islamic poet "Amr b. Kulthüm, 73 in which 

he boasts of his prowess) and a political present in which there are no good 

features, and which makes nobody happy (stanza 6). Nizär contemplates this 

present a little, and sees small and fragmented Arab states which are 

incapable of achieving anything positive: 
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I look like one bewildered at the map of the Arab world; 
In every span a Caliphate has been proclaimed, 
One ruling by God's command 74 And a pitched tent. 

He makes fun of them, saying that they are a reincarnation of the 

extinct petty states of Islamic Spain. He predicts their ruin, destruction 

and disappearance (stanza 7). Nizär places himself in a future period of 

time and cries out: 

I walk, with a strange face, in Granada 
Embracing children 
Trees 
And minarets turned upside down75 

It is true that Granada was the last Arab outpost in Spain, but here it 

is a symbol of every modern city which lives in isolation from its 

surroundings and does not submit to unity with the other Arab cities. 

Nizär awakens from his reflections to a concrete truth, which is that 

the political present in the Arab world is full of negative features, and that 

the small states are on the verge of falling. All he can do is to condemn 

this present and refuse to have anything to do with it: 

I reject you all 
And close the conversation. 76 

This sterility which permeates Arab life, old and new, impels Nizär to 

do something - to make an effort at reform (stanza 2), and to restore growth 

and fertility to this life. The shock was severe when he discovered that he 

was doomed to failure and that this sterility had sunk so deep into Arab life 

as to make any reform impossible: 
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I have carried my trees to your desert 
And the trees have committed suicide 
In their despair, 
I have carried my rains to your drought 
And the rains have failed 
I have planted my poems in your wombs 

-And they havet-etcº S4VA--9G+S 
0 Womb, which conceives thorns and dustl77 

The trees and drops of rain are nothing but the thoughts and principles 

which he disseminates in his poems. They all call for the frozen literary 

culture to be abandoned78 (stanza 3), and likewise supernatural thinking 

(amulets, SüfI. ceremonies, palm-reading and the zä - ceremony) (stanza 

4), and call for the defeat to be faced with a new weapon, power. But nobody 

listens to him. Backwardness is all-embracing and frightening. His powers 

collapse slowly before the barriers they encounter: 

I have tried to drive a nail into your skins; 
But I have despaired of your skins, 
I have despaired of my fingernails, 
Have despaired of the thickness of the walls79 

It is not long before the sterility reaches out to Nizär himself and 

overwhelms him with its might. Nizär becomes a wandering atom within it 

(stanza 5). When he approaches his beloved to sleep with her, he finds that 

she is the greatest example of frivolous sterility and slow death: 

I could not make love to her as I was used - 
The lines of her body were strange 
Her bed was cold 
And the cold was cold. 
The breast of the one I loved was melancholy lemon80 

After this we come to understand that this sterility was the atmosphere 

which prevailed over the Arabs after the defeat, and that the defeat was its 

main cause: 
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After June, I lost my passion; 
I fell on the arms of mybeloved 
Like a tattered banner. l 8 

Once again Nizär fixes his gaze upon the present Arab situation, and 

despair creeps into his soul; he realises that change or reform is impossible. 

He withdraws from his world, leaving it to collapse little by little. Its 

fall is imminent (stanza 8) even though it has an unforgettable example before 

it in the history of the petty kingdoms of Islamic Spain. 82 

7. Khitäb Shakhsi i1ä Shahr Hazirän 

In this poem the poet commands June, the month of the defeat, to be an 

occasion for the defeated (the Arabs) to destroy the frozen literary culture 

which is sown in their minds (proverbs, ancient adages, obsolete words), 

because they prevent the renewal of the Arab identity. 83 

In it he announces also the death of Cod, as was announced by Nietzsche 

(1844-1900) in the previous century, and says that religion has lost its 

value. Addressing June, he says: 

Fire bullets at the past 
Be the revolver 
And the crime 
After God has died on the gallows 
At the city gate 
Prayers no longer have any worth 
Faith no longer has any worth nor disbelief. 84 

In our belief, the "death of Cod" means that Nizär has lost his faith 

in religion because it did not prevent the defeat. 
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III 

EXPOSURE OF THE NEGATIVE BEHAVIOUR OF THE ARABS AFTER THE DEFEAT 

In order to complete the operation of self-criticism which was begun in 

Hawämish `alä Daftar al-Naksa, Nizär proceeds to expose the negative 

reaction of the Arabs to the June defeat. His poems on this subject can be 

divided into two sections, the first being the transformation of the defeat 

into memories, transient at one time or bitter at others, and the second the 

exploitation of the defeat itself in order to drug and hypnotise the masses. 

In the following pages we shall analyse each section separately. 

1. The June War - memories 

(a) Da'wat Istiyäf li-al-Khämis min Hazirän 

This poem was written on the 5th June, 1972, five years after the 1967 

defeat. In it the poet imagines the 5th June as a burdened, sorrowful man who 

appears to the Arabs for the fifth time but cannot arouse in them any feelings 

of need to escape from him, or any realisation that he is a warning-bell in 

their lives (stanza 1). On the contrary they welcome him; they introduce him 

to the Arab world as a great occasion for celebration, and consecrate him as 

though he were an important victory or a shining morrow: 

We shall meet you at all the airports with bou uets of flowers, 
And shall drink rivers of wine in your honour. 

05 

Then Nizär calls upon this flabby old man (the month of June), in the 

name of a society which no longer cares about his defeat, to celebrate it 

himself in his own special way after he has been met by the people, since he 
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will find that everything has been made ready for him (stanza 2), and will be 

able to enjoy sensual pleasures as much as he wishes: 

You will enjoy the night, the neon lights 
Dancing the "jerk", jazz, blue films 
For here 
We do not know sadness, or those who are sad. 

86 

In fact, in these lines Nizär exposed Arab society after the defeat; 

the uncaring society which lives a life of enjoyment and pleasant evenings, as 

though there had been no setback and no victims of the setback, and as though 

its territories had been liberated and Israel did not exist. 

The old man hesitates to accept the invitation which the poet offers 

him, because he is feeble and exhausted, and is carrying on his back a sack 

which weighs him down and from which he cannot free himself. What he is 

carrying on his back is the defeat of 1967. But Nizär promises the old man 

that he will make him forget his defeat, his pains, and everything which 

reminds him of the occupied land: 

Why do you hesitate? 
We shall make you forget Palestine, 
Uproot the trees of tears in your eyes, 
Abolish the Sürat al-Rahmän 
And al-Fath 87 And assassinate Jesus. 

Nizär is saying that the arrival of the month of June after five years, 

or ten years, will not change anything in the actual fact which says that the 

Arabs will not care about their defeat, either today or tomorrow (stanza 3). 

The Arabs have forgotten the setback of 1967 and it has become nothing more 

than a memory: 

All the major cities from the Nile to the bank of the Euphrates 
Have no recollection or memories. 
Whoever has travelled in the Sinai desert, we have forgotten him, 
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And whoever has died, has died. 88 

He comes to the following conclusions; the years have no value, great or 

small, as far as the Arabs are concerned. The whole matter is in the Arabs' 

hands; if they want to change anything in their present life, it is up to them 

to change their negative behaviour toward their resounding defeat. 89 

(b) Jarimat Sharaf amain al-Mahäkim al-'Arabiyya 

This poem is divided into two parts, of which the first is a 

recollection of the bitter memories of the defeat. 

Nizär recalls some memories of the defeat of 1967. The defeat takes 

place, and the fatherland, which he compares to a virgin maiden whom he calls 

Laylä al-'Amiriyya (one of the symbols of love in classical Arab poetry) 

loses her virginity in the war. Time passes and none of the Arabs is 

interested in pursuing the culprit or arresting him, and in fact all the 

efforts expended to find out who it was end in failure (stanza 1). As a 

result, the rape is ascribed to a person unknown: 

You have lost, my country, your virginity. 
Nobody was concerned, 
The court found against a person unknown 
And the curtain was lowered. 90 

The poet condemns the scattered modern Arab tribes for failing to defend 

the virgin victim, 91 
and then continues to recall-bitter memories. 

In particular he pauses on the behaviour of the Arabs, both people and 

leaderships, during the sweeping Israeli attack of 1967. They were in a 

pitiable state of military weakness (stanza 2), for the modern Arab Knight (to 
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whom he alludes by the pre-Islamic poet 'Antara) cared nothing about the fate 

of his nation, and so sold his horse (the symbol of strength and self-defence) 

in exchange for trivial things. As for the uncles of the virgin maiden, they 

were spending their time in Lebanon and Cairo drinking, trading and 

relaxing. 
92 

The second theme is a portrayal of the present condition of the Arab 

world. Here Nizär draws attention to the fact that the Arab attitude of 

indifference is still in existence, even after the rape of the country (Laylä 

al-'Amiriyya) (stanza 3). Her lover Qays is still behaving as if nothing had 

happened to her, or as if danger were not staring her in the face. 93 

Nizär mocks certain ancient tribal concepts, such as those of honour, 

vengeance and manhood, and announces that they have all fallen. In his view, 

if the Arabs had really clung to these concepts, they would not have been 

defeated three times in succession (1948,1956 and 1967). lie accepts that the 

Arabs were responsible for their defeats: 

"Lofty honour is not safe" 
We have lain with the invaders three times 
Have lost our chastity three times, 
Have said farewell to our manhood , with ceremonies and 94 
military honours. 

After this Nizär tries to show us the irresponsible conduct of the 

Arabs in general toward the defeat, and gives us a scene, which seems almost 

real, of the conversation which takes place in a cafe among a group of 

customers about the forcible seizure of the country. We should note that this 

conversation does not go into practical details about the rape of the 

country/Laylä, but only touches on various side-issues which cause more 

confusion and division among the men95 (stanzas 4 and 6). The characters 

chatter for the sake of chattering; it is perhaps this chattering which drives 
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Nizir to say that the Arab cities have forgotten their defeat completely: 

The sun shines once again; 
The memory of the cities is like the memory of whores and seas. 

96 

Within the framework of this attitude of carelessness, Nizär criticises 

the Arab acceptance of the existence of Israel97 (stanza 5) and also 

criticises the disputes between Arabs, Arab military weakness, and Arab 

inability to respond to Israeli attacks in the South of Lebanon98 (stanza 6). 

He condemns the Arab belief that it is God who will decide how they should 

behave after the defeat (stanza 7); whether they should make war on the enemy, 

or stay in their burrows and act like cowards. 
99 

As a result of this indifference which is so predominant in Arab 

society, Nizär suddenly finds himself sinking into it. He has warned his 

people of the dangers of their behaviour, but no-one has responded to him. 

Now he punishes himself for this (stanzas 8 and 9), withdraws from his society 

and from involvement with its problems, and travels to a distant land, taking 

with him a few beautiful souvenirs of the country he loves. 100 

He suddenly realises that he is incapable of performing his duty (stanza 

10), in the same way that he did earlier in his poem Oirä'a 'a1ä Adrihat 

al-Majädhib. Because of this he is content to be a man, devoid of any 

thought or attitudes: 

Dear Public, I am resigning; 
The script does not suit me, my clothes are patched and my role is 
impossible. 
The direction is useless, the loudspeakers are useless 
The Poetry is useless and so are al-Khalil's measures. 

i01 

We may make two observations on this poem. Firstly, Nizär's comparison 
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of his ravaged country to a woman whose modesty has been violated by the enemy 

is not a new one in Arab poetry. Some classical Arab poets have compared 

conquered cities to women who have lost their virginity. We find the best 

example of this in the poetry of the Crusades. Secondly, his use of 

conversation taken from the atmosphere of a popular cafe shows his skill in 

approaching Arab life in a way which convinces us of his truthfulness and 

devotion to his art. 

(c) Min Mufakkirat 'Ashiq Dimashai 

In this poem Nizär emphasises his complete loyalty to Damascus, town, 

culture and history. 102 He complains to it of the Arabs' reluctance to 

overcome defeat, their addiction to the tragedy caused by the June war, and 

their submission to and fear of the enemy. He criticises their behaviour over 

the cause of Palestine, since they were excellent in defending it with empty 

speeches, but did not do anything practical or sincere to save it from the 

enemy: 

Damascus, treasure of my dreams, my fan 
Shall I complain of the Arabs to you, or to the Arab world? 
The whips of June have made their backs bleed 
And they have grown accustomed to them, and kiss the hand of the 
one who beats them 
They have read books of history and been satisfied 
But when have rifles dwelt in books? 
They have given Palestine coloured dreams to drink 
And have fed her on foolish words and speeches. 03 

After this he expands a little on description of his longing for 

Palestine and his great alarm that it has fallen into the hands of the enemy, 

and then complains of some of the illnesses of the Arabs (worship of sex, 

money and oil, narcissism and tyranny) which represent their lack of concern 

for Palestine and their common fate: 
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0 Palestine, who will give you a lily, 
Who will restore to you the house which was ruined? 
Turn around and you will find us in our slippers 
Some worshipping sex, and some worshipping gold; 
One man's vision has been blinded by a life of ease 
And everything which he gives goes to vice and prostitutes. 
Another bathes in seas of oil 
Has tired of course cloth as a garment, and has put on gold 
brocade. 
Another is narcissistic in his soul, 
And another has drunk the blood of free men. 

104 

As a result of all of this Arab negativity taken together, Nizär finds 

himself impelled to disown the Arabs: 

If those who have murdered history are my kin 
Over the ages, then I reject the kinship. 105 

This disavowal does not rescue him in any way from the defeat; rather it 

gives him a personal horizon within which he moves in an opposite direction to 

the defeat. 

2. The June War- anesthesia 

(a) A1-Khitäb 

This poem speaks of an unending struggle between the Commander of the 

Faithful, the head of the existing authority in the Arab world, the police, 

the striking arm of the authorities and the intellectual, the rebellious 

hero. 

(i) Confrontation between the intellectual and the authorities 

The poem begins with a dramatic scene; the rebel laughs in mad mockery 

at a speech delivered by the Commander of the Faithful, and is then led to an 
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interrogation room on a charge of transgressing against law and order (stanza 

1). There, questions are rained upon him about his grand conspiracy (laughing 

at the government). He answers these questions by laughing again, because he 

considers that they are making out a case which has no valid foundation. 

These are large and dangerous questions in return for a simple laugh: 

They asked me, 
While I was in the interrogation room, who had instigated me 
And I laughed 
They asked abut the money, and who had financed me 
And I laughed'06 

The rebel remains sunk in laughter, and the investigators do not receive 

any satisfactory answers. They write the answers to their own questions 

themselves. Their conclusion is that his laughter is an anti-government 

activity. He makes fun of this conclusion and says: 

In my country 
It is possible for man to write a Rainst God 
But not against the Government. 107 

It is as though he is saying that if a man sins against God, God will 

forgive him, but the government never forgives sinners. 

(ii) The Commander of the Faithful and his 
-speech 

The Commander of the Faithful delivers his historic speech, and the 

rebel finds it shallow and repetitious, comparing it to a popular radio 

programme in the Arab world, "What the Listeners Want" (stanza 2). The 

Commander of the Faithful chooses the subject of Palestine, the meeting point 

of the Arab-Israeli struggle, for his speech. The rebel comments of this 

choice that it suits the needs of the moment and is useful for drugging the 

masses. Palestine has become an appropriate occasion for tickling the 
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emotions of the masses, just like other social and religious occasions such as 

visiting cemeteries and the celebration of Islamic festivals like 'Id al- 

Fitr and 'Id al-Adhä. 
108 

While the speech is being delivered the rebel turns to the secret 

policemen who are scattered among the crowds to observe peoples' whispers and 

movements. He listens attentively to the speech, and suddenly recalls 

something which resembles it - the peep-show. He realises then that the 

Commander of the Faithful, or the leader, is acting, and that his movements 

and words before the masses are in no way different from the dramatic 

performances he used to see during Romadän when he was a boy at the peep-show 

and the Karagöz performances. Then he grieves for Palestine, and feels that 

the efforts expended on it by the Commander of the Faithful are insincere. He 

feels that the Commander of the Faithful is himself another Karagöz, amusing 

the people and absorbing their anger for a time, but not liberating the 

occupied land. 109 Then the hero loses his faith in everything he sees. His 

anger at the Commander of the Faithful's theatricals overflows, and he 

confesses openly that he is against everything which is taking place - the 

ugliness of the scene, the fraudulence, and the continuous lying. 110 

(iii) The exposure and confession 

The authorities publicly pillory the rebellious hero by presenting him 

in the media as a traitor and agent of a foreign power who is working against 

the country (stanza 3). The rebel denies all of these charges, emphasising 

that he is an ordinary man, no different from the other members of his 

society, and neither an outsider nor an agent. 
lll 

He confesses that his inability to endure any more of the authorities' 

lies and promises to liberate Jerusalem and Palestine is the reason for his 
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rejection of them and of their leader, the Commander of the Faithful; for at 

the hands of these authorities words, meanings and slogans have lost their 

value, and have become a tool for drugging people like him: 

And I can no longer digest a single letter 
Of the lies of the Commander of the Faithful; 
Words have become rubber 
And the language of the rulers has become gum and dough. 
They drugged me 
With millions of slogans, and I slept. 
They showed me Jerusalem in a dream, 
But I could not find Jerusalem, or its stones, when I awoke. 

112 

(iv) Prison. and the hero's end 

The natural result of the rebel hero's conduct is prison. The 

provisions upon which he feeds are endurance (stanza 4). In prison the rebel 

discovers a rare courage and a unique pride. He neither weakens nor 

collapses; rather his determination to survive, his true feelings for his 

country and his people, and his contempt for the Commander of the Faithful and 

others like him blaze forth: 

I was alone. 
Nobody visited me in prison, except 
Mount Carmel, the sea, and the sun of Nazareth 
I was alone 
While the Kings of the East were jorpses 
Floating on the waters of memory. 

13 

(v) Memories of Prison 

This is almost a separate poem (stanza 5) which summarises all the 

previous stanzas, and adds new dimensions to them. In prison the rebel hero 

recollects a part of his past and his relationship with the Commander of the 

Faithful. The rebel had been in the habit of going to him to ask him about 

the fate of the occupied Arab land - will it be liberated? When? How? The 
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Commander of the Faithful, in his turn, had been in the habit of decorating 

his chest with medals, getting into his car and heading for the radio station 

to deliver a speech directed at him and others like him who were asking 

questions and complaining, in which he summed up his point of view about the 

June war and heaped promises upon the people of victory over the enemy. When 

he had finished his speech, he set his secret police upon the rebel and others 

like him, to exact a dreadful revenge: 

Whenever I call out to him, 
"0 Commander of the sea and the land, 0 exalted personage, 
The sword of Israel is at our necks, 
The sword of Israel is at 
The sword of Is.... 
He gets into his open-topped car and goes 
To the broad casting station, 
Bribes me with a speech 
And throws me between the teeth of the spies 
And the fangs of the dogs. l 

At the end, the hero is living in a complete world of memories. Then 

the barriers between memory and fact melt away, he loses his mental balance 

and he goes mad. 
115 

The following four points may be mentioned in connection with this poem. 

Firstly, like some of Nizär's previous poems, especially al-Wasiyya, this 

poem portrays the character of a hero who rejects defeat, its atmosphere, and 

the hollow methods used by the Arabs to overcome it. In fact the character 

displays an amazing endurance which reflects the mood of popular opposition, 

but he falls under continuous blows. 

Secondly, in this poem the poet unleashes a major war against the 

misleading propaganda campaign waged by the Arabs to conceal the facts from 

their people and to deceive them with resounding speeches which have nothing 

more than a temporary effect. The poem is saying that this propaganda policy 
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should have stopped after the June war, since there is no call for it to 

continue thereafter. 

Thirdly, al-Khitäb resembles very closely a successful narrative poem 

which narrates in a condensed fashion the tragedy of the Arab people in both 

its aspects; the external, i. e. Israel, and the internal, i. e. their own 

regimes. In it Nizär successfully employs simple symbols and an even simpler 

language. If he had omitted the final stanza, the poem would have remained 

coherent, since there is no need for this last stanza, which is a repetition 

of all that has been said previously. 

Fourthly, the reader sometimes feels that there is only one character in 

the poem, the character of the rebel against authority. However, if he 

scrutinises it carefully he sees that it contains two characters, the 

character of the rebel and Nizär's own character. We are almost convinced 

that the first is a mask which the poet puts on to mislead, and are almost 

convinced also that Nizär's voice is the voice of the first character in 

every stanza, and that the poem expresses his opinion, without equivocation, 

on every topic he has touched on concerning Arab politics. 

(b) Bi-Intizär Godot 

This poem consists of: 

(i) The introduction 

In this Nizär hints at the fact that the Arabs have lagged behind the 

caravan of progress and world culture (an idea upon which he dwelt in a 

previous poem, Khubz wa-Hashish wa-Oamar), explaining that ever since 1920 

they have been living on the margin of history (stanza 1). They have 
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withdrawn from the world and are quite satisfied with their painful 

backwardness - the disappearance of democracy and of social and political 

freedom, and a superficial way of handling things. Their time is motionless 

and their days are uniform and unchanging: 

Our life is horizontal 
Like railway lines 
Our days are narrow 
Like railway lines. 6 

Because of the uniformity and discontent of their lives, they have come 

to expect somebody who will set their society in motion and smash the monotony 

of their time, since they have despaired of all their leaders, old and new, 

doing anything useful for them: 

Our clocks have stopped 
And neither God nor the postman comes to us 
Ever since 1920 
Up to 1970 
We have been sitting, waiting for the face of the auspicious king. 
All kings are alike 
And the old king 
Is like the new king. 117 

In brief, they are waiting for a saviour and imagining him as a great 

hero like the ancient saviours who strode into decisive battles in Islamic 

history, 118 like the Prophet Muhammad at the battle of Badr (624), Khälid b. 

al-Walid, the hero of the battle of al-Yarmük (636) and Saladin, the victor 

of Hittin (1187). 

(ii) Waiting. broadcasts and stupefaction 

The people stand in line, waiting for the unknown saviour who is coming 

from an unknown direction by train (the train indicates speed and surprise, as 

opposed to monotony), expressing pure and turbulent feelings of love toward 
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him (stanza 2). While they are waiting, the state radio announces to them: 

Pay attention 
Pay attention! 
The train is - perhaps - fifty days late 
The train is - perhaps - fifty years late 
The train is - perhaps - fifty centuries late. 119 

The broadcast seems to be telling them that the hope for which they are 

waiting is still far from being realised (at the present stage, at least). 

The meaning of this is that the state itself is postponing the announcement of 

salvation, (e. g. the liberation of the land and regaining Arab honour). We 

note that the broadcast, i. e. Arab propaganda, is still being used as a means 

of drugging and misleading the masses. 

The people comply with the broadcast orders and remain in their places, 

enduring the torment of waiting (stanza 2). They display an extraordinary 

capacity for endurance and patience, for they have been trained like animals 

to do what they are doing. They obey every command which comes to them from 

120 the authorities. 

(iii) Waiting: stories about the leader 

The people await the unknown saviour. They wait without complaint, but 

the train does not come (stanza 3). Suddenly a story begins to circulate 

among those waiting that there is someone who has seen the unknown saviour on 

the television screen, performing strange deeds which are closer to magic than 

to reality: 

We have not seen him 
But those who have seen him, on the small screen 
Swallow glass, 
Walk over fire like Indians 
Bring white rabbits out of his pockets 
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And turn coal into gold 
Assert that he 
Is one of God's saints, be Be exalted 
And that the light of his face dazzles the eyes. 

l21 

Another story circulates about him, that he will spread abroad security 

and justice, disseminate rest and peace, and be a miracle of miracles and a 

human pattern of the Lord. 122 

(iv) Waiting; disbelief in the alleged saviour 

While the people are whispering to one another about the alleged unknown 

saviour, the radio broadcast is heard once again (stanza 4): 

Pay attention! '23 Pay attention! 

The people are rooted to the spot, waiting eagerly for the coming 

vision. They believe that what is required of them is that they should 

prepare themselves to meet him, not realising that the opposite is 

required. 
124 At this point one of the people, whose role is played by Nizär, 

realises that it is useless to wait and useless to expect salvation from the 

official authorities and their agents. Instead, he waits for a new saviour, a 

new Messiah, Godot (stanza 5), who will perhaps rescue the people from the 

misery of waiting, humiliation and backwardness. 125 As for Codot, he 

represents, in our view, revolt against political corruption, contempt for 

people's feelings, and impotence. 126 

(c) Lusüs al-Matähif 

This is a short and simple poem in which the poet tackles the way in 

which, after the defeat, the Arabs took refuge in their ancient glories - the 
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victories, especially those of Khälid b. al-Walid, and the poetic genius of 

Abü Tammäm, in their search for security: 

We steal Khälid's sword 
Steal the diwän of Abü Tammäm 
Steal the glory which be 1 ongs to them 
And steal their battles. 27 

Clothing oneself in the victories of others, in the poet's view, amounts 

to theft. It is a compensatory reaction for the feelings of defeat and 

deficiency, a new drug with which the Arabs have injected themselves. His 

first and last aim here is to unmask their weakness. Accordingly, the poet 

calls for previous glories to be kept in their rightful place in ancient 

history, and for an end to boasting of them. They do not belong to those who 

take refuge in them, and cannot be a positive factor in their true revival. 

They are dead, and have no value now: 

It is better for us to bury naivete, 
And to leave history in the refrigerator. 128 

IV 

THE PALESTINIAN CAUSE 

After the defeat of 1967 the Palestinian cause became a principal pivot 

of Nizär's poetry. His poetry on this subject can be divided into two parts, 

that which deals with the Palestinian resistance and that which deals with the 

Intifada. 
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1. The Palestinian resistance 

After the June war the Palestinian resistance movement became very 

active, particularly in the period 1968 - 1970, and-offered the Palestiniansa 

great hope for the recovery of the rights which had been taken away from 

them. 129 This movement attained an unparalleled popularity in the Arab world 

as a whole, and the Arabs found in it a kind of "awaited Messiah" after the 

130 humiliation of defeat. 

The movement was accompanied by an abundant literature which has not yet 

been fully studied - poetry, short stories, novels and studies - which drew 

its inspiration from it and spread its fighting spirit among the poets. Arab 

critics called upon poets in the Arab countries to adopt the Palestinian 

movement as their own, and accused every poet who deviated from this line of 

being a trivial poet who had no interest in the rights or fate of his 

nation. 
131 At this period writing about the guerrillas was regarded as a kind 

of certificate of respectability which the Arab writer took pride in 

displaying before his readers. Nizär responded to the resistance movement 

with sympathy, both emotional and intellectual, and supported their justified 

demands for the realisation of the hopes of the Palestinian people. He speaks 

on these themes in the following poems. 

(a) Fath 

Fath is Nizär's first poem on the resistance, written in 1968 when the 

Palestinian revolution, represented by its largest organisation, Fath, was at 

its peak. Fath had played a leading role in the rise of the resistance, and 

had acquired a world-wide fame. Nizär begins his poem by expressing his 

overwhelming joy at the birth of Fath at a time when the defeat of 1967 was 

still hovering with its black shadows over the Arabs (stanza 1): 
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After, and after 
We had despaired of our despair 
Fath came to us 
Like a beautiful rose appearing from a wound, 
Like a spring of cold water watering salt deserts. l32 

With its birth the Arabs regained some of their lost dignity and felt 

that they were alive, when before Fath it was as though they were dead. With 

it, they themselves were reborn: 

And suddenly, we revolted against our shrouds, and arose 
And suddenly.... 
Like the Lord Jesus, we arose after our death. 133 

Nizär hints (stanza 2) that his absolute trust in the birth of the 

guerrillas will not be shaken, despite the pressures of the defeat. He had 

had an absolute subconscious belief that the night of defeat would not last 

long, and that a generation of revolutionaries would soon appear. Now his 

prophecy is coming true, and he says, with all his force: 

However late they are, they will come, 
From the alley of Ramallah, or from the Mount of Olives, 
They will come, like manna and quails from Heaven. l 

These three lines are virtually the essence of the second stanza; the 

rest of the stanza is little more than unjustified chatter. He hints at his 

immense admiration for Fath when he compares it to the coast of security, the 

midnight sun, the tremor of spring and a beautiful horse135 (stanza 3). He 

says that the Arab's passionate reception of it as a revolutionary movement is 

in no way less than Mecca's passionate reception of the Prophet: 

O Fath, we are Mecca 
Awaiting the Messenger. 136 
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Nizär complains (stanza 4) of Israel's continued occupation of Arab 

land, and of the Arabs' blind groping for a solution, their belief that God 

will come to their rescue, the way they fling themselves into the arms of the 

U. N., begging for help and support for their cause, and the way they quote 

their favourite proverb, "Patience is the key to deliverance". 137 He rejects 

these tortuous Arab methods of dealing with the defeat, saying that the 

bullets of the revolution/are the only appropriate solution: 

Bullets alone, 
Not patience, are the key to deliverance. 138 

As a result of his belief in revolution as a final solution, we see him 

addressing God (stanza 5) in the following words: 

0 Lord 
We refuse, after today, to be good 
For the good, all of them, are half-dead. 139 

Here Arab goodness means foolishness, silent acceptance of Israeli 

oppression, and friendliness to the enemy. The poet clearly rejects this 

goodness, and looks upon his enemies with loathing, seeing them as a living 

example of savagery and tyranny. In fact he seems to be learning a lesson 

from them, for his own goodness and the goodness of his people are the secret 

of their failure and their defeat, while the savagery of his enemies is the 

secret of their success and their victory. For this reason he asks God to 

permit him to become a killer, so that he may attain victory: 

They stole our country 
They killed our children 
So allow us, 0 Lord 
/o be killers, 140 
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His rejection of goodness entails the rejection of some of the negative 

aspects of the life of Arab society (belief in the supernatural, the chewing 

of gat, and lassitude), saying that anger is the distinguishing feature of 

this era, and that everything in Arab life must become angry in order to save 

itself from final destruction and loss of identity: 

0 minds, be angry 
For the age in which we live is an age of cin'fý hAe,., 

- 0 hatred, be burning 
So that we do not all become a herd of refugees, 

l41 

(b) Manshürit Fidä'iyya 'a1ä Judrän Isrä'il 

In this poem there are two main images. The first of these is the image 

of the Jews and Israel. This is the dark side of the poem, in which the poet 

warns Israel against absolute and final reliance upon the victory it has 

achieved in the June war (stanzas 2 and 8), because it will turn in the end 

into an utter failure. 142 Israel, he says, has defeated the Arab armies, but 

has not defeated people's feelings by conquering them: 

You have defeated armies, but have not defeated feelings; 
You have cut down tregs at the top, 
But the roots remain. 143 

This is a more or less true statement, for the desire of the Arab masses 

to fall upon Israel after the war was intense and unparalleled. 

In stanza 4, Nizär presents the attempt to burn down the al-Agsä 

mosque in 1969 as an example of Israeli crimes, charging Israel with the 

responsibility. 
144 However he does not mention any other Israeli actions 

against the Palestinian population. He prophesies an Israeli withdrawal from 

the occupied territories (stanza 17): 

You will leave the summits of Jawlän 
You will leave the bank of the Jordan 

l45 You will leave, by force of arms. 
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He goes further than this to prophesy their destruction at the end of 

their struggle with the Arabs146 (stanzas 3,7,9 and 18), and recalls the 

story of Moses, his exodus from Egypt, and his wanderings in the desert of 

Sinai, using this as evidence to support his prophecies. He says that history 

will repeat itself and that the Jews will leave not only Egypt but Palestine 

also, and will wander once again in the Sinai desert. 147 

The second, brighter aspect of the poem is the portrayal of the 

Palestinians. Here the poet emphasises that Palestine is Arab land (stanza 1) 

and that the Palestinians are not newcomers, but have been rooted there since 

the beginning of time. 

Nizär speaks with a collective voice, the voice of the Palestinians, 

and says: 

For this is our country 
In it we existed from the dawn of life 
In it we played, 148ed 
And wrote poetry. 

He says that this ancient historical relationship between Palestine and 

its people gives them the right to remain there, whatever sacrifices this may 

cost them. 149 He hints (stanza 5) at the birth of guerrillas among the 

Palestinians, scattered here and there, and their acceptance of the mission of 

struggle, no matter where they are. The sons of the disaster of 1948 and the 

setback of 1967 are those who formed the core of the resistance to Israel 

(stanza 16). They have seen the crimes of Israel-against their people and 

150 have risen against them, having no other choice. 

As a result, the world's view of them has changed (stanzas 11,22, and 

25), and they have become a decisive factor in the Arab-Israeli struggle, 
151 
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Now they are preparing for their own battle and entering into it without 

consulting anyone else. They have become their own masters for the first 

time, and have become able to do what they want: 

We are those who draw the map 
And draw the slopes and the hills 
We are those who begin the trial 
And lay down the reward and the punishment, 

l52 

This growing belief in the guerrillas impels Nizär to adopt three other 

new positions; he minimises the June defeat (stanza 15), considering it to be 

nothing but a transient bad memory, 
153 he attacks the role of America (stanza 

12) in limiting the power of the guerrillas, 
154 

and he regards it as 

inevitable that the Arabs will triumph over Israel 155 (stanzas 6,13,14 and 

18), despite the fact that the struggle will last over a long period: 

We will meet when sunset comes, 
We will meet again in Tel Aviv - 
"Victory from God and a near conquest. �156 

In our view, Nizär is contradicting himself in these positions, since 

the defeat, according to the poems analysed in Part I, is not transitory, 

while to ignore America's role in the Arab-Israeli struggle would be to 

misunderstand the nature of the struggle, since America is the artery which 

supplies Israel with its life blood. Without question, an absolute belief in 

victory over Israel is a hollow belief, which does not really differ from the 

Arab propaganda before the war, which deluged the public with daily promises 

of victory over Israel in a few hours. 157 More than twenty years have now 

gone by since 1967, and the Arabs have not achieved anything positive in their 

struggle with Israel: on the contrary, they have made one concession after 

another. 
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In his portrayal of the Palestinians, Nizär hints at the most important 

actions of the guerrillas; revolt against reactionary Arab regimes as a 

prelude to striking Israe1158 (stanza 20), and striking at Israeli targets 

overseas (stanzas 10 and 11), such as hijacking Israeli aircraft. He 

justifies these hijackings by saying that Israel has a past which is full of 

bloody crimes against the Palestinians and the Arabs. 159 This is the same 

justification upon which Nizär relies when he asks God to turn him into a 

killer in the fifth stanza of Fath. However, while we recognise the truth of 

these Israeli crimes, we believe that hijacking aircraft is an anti-human 

activity, whatever its reasons and motives, and an activity which displays a 

barbarism and criminality which no civilised human being can accept. 

Nizär expects the resistance movement to grow stronger and become more 

powerful than before as the Arabs join forces with it. When this happens, the 

Arabs and the guerrillas will rise up together to put an end to Israel (stanza 

19). Even now, the Arabs are waiting for the decisive moment to fall upon it: 

Ninety million Arabs 
Are angry over the horizon. 
Beware of their vengeance 
When they appear from the magic bottle. 160 

He does not doubt for a single moment that the birth of certain 

revolutionary regimes, like that of Ja'far al-Numayri in Sudan and that of 

Mu'ammar al-Qadhdhäfi in Libya, both of which came to power in 1969, will 

give a new revolutionary thrust to the resistance (stanzas 23 and 24), 161 lie 

imagines that Israel has become besieged by the hatred and vast crimes of the 

Arabs (stanza 26)162, but this fantasy, like his previous claims of imminent 

victory, is merely a type of boasting which is without any logic, of the kind 

which played a part, before the defeat, in nourishing hostile feelings towards 

the Arabs in Europe and in gaining sympathy for Israel. Finally, he imagines 

that this seige will result in the entry of the Arabs and the guerrillas into 

Palestine and its liberation163 (stanza 27). 
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This poem suffers from four fatal blemishes. The first is its length, 

which is not an advantage but, on the contrary, a crippling defect, since it 

bores and exhausts the reader. These are things which every poet must avoid, 

because the object of poetry is to give pleasure, to arouse the reader's 

admiration, and to dispel his boredom, not the reverse. Secondly, it is 

lacking in continuity. The poem consists of twenty-eight stanzas which come 

one after another without, in our view, any continuity at all. For example, 

we find the Palestinians portrayed in stanzas 1,5,10,11,21,22 and 25, 

while we find a portrayal of Israel in stanzas 2,3,4,7,8,9,17 and 28. 

This dispersion confuses reader and critic alike. The third fault is 

repetition; Nizär repeats certain ideas in a manner which weighs down his 

poem with additional stanzas for which there is no need. For example, he 

repeats his prophecy of Israel's doom in stanzas 3,7,9 and 18, and repeats 

his faith in the inevitability of victory over Israel in stanzas 6,13,14 and 

18. He is not content to repeat ideas, but repeats the very same words in an 

irritating manner. Thus he repeats the word bAg6n (remaining), in stanzas 

1,3,10 and 18, twenty-two times. The fourth is his occasional failure to 

construct an image, for example in his prophecy of the downfall of the Jews: 

Death is waiting for you 
In every passing face, or glance, or waist 
Death is lying hidden for you 
In the comb of every woman 
And every lock of hair. 164 

The imagery here is illogical and weak. Death cannot lie in a waist, or a 

comb, or lock of hair. It can only lie in other things, such as a bomb or a 

bullet. 

(c) ! Irs al-Khuyül al-Filastiniy_ya. This is a sad, emotional poem, 

commemorating certain resistance leaders, Kamäl Näsir, Kamäl 'Adwän, 
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Muhammad Yüsuf al-Najjar Abü Yüsuf, and his wife Umm Yüsuf, who were 

killed in their homes in Beirut in April 1973 by an Israeli assassination 

squad. The poem consists of the following sections: 

(i)Th. Introduction 

Here Nizär compares the three leaders to beautiful horses, intending by 

this to show their strength, their bravery and their nobility (stanza 1), and 

says that, despite these qualities, they are not immortal. They love, suffer, 

and die martyr's deaths, nobly and silently, in a way which marks them out 

165 from other men, wherever they may be. 

(ii) The wedding scene 

Nizär turns to the martyred man and wife, Muhammad Yüsuf al-Najjär 

and his wife Umm Yüsuf, and turns death into life and the funeral into a 

celebration (stanza 2), portraying them both as at a wedding party. Tonight 

Umm Yüsuf is a glittering bride being conducted to her husband. The guests 

make the atmosphere sparkle with movement and dancing and join with the bride 

and groom in their great joy and in their struggle on behalf of Palestine: 

Umm Ydsuf, you were the bride 
And we were your witnesses, on the night you were conducted to the 

most beautiful of young men. 
We threw sweetmeats and roses at you 
We danced the sword and shield dance before you 
We sat you on the bridegroom's horse; 
Any your wedding dress touched 
The trees of Gaza and Nazareth. 166 

Next Nizär transports us to another side of the wedding; now Palestine 

is the mother, the four martyrs are her children, and she is not merely 

marrying Muhammad Yüsuf al-Najjär to Umm Yüsuf, but is marrying all the 
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others also (stanza 3) to complete her happiness. When the wedding party is 

over, the four begin to contemplate their loftiest goal in life, their distant 

freedom (the sun) and their occupied homeland (Jericho): 

All the horses were stretching their long necks to the sun 
And running, running, 
Running toward the fields of Jericho 
And playing in her orchards of silk brocadel67 

This wedding scene alludes to an important point in Islamic thinking 

about life and death, the immortality of martyrs. This is referred to by 

several verses in the Qur'än, of which the most famous is perhaps, "Think not 

of those who are slain in the way of Cod as dead. Nay, they are living. With 

their Lord they have provision. '"168 

(iii) Conversation with Kamä1 Näsir 

The poet stops, taking on the role of one of the wedding guests, to talk 

to Kamäl Näsir, who was not merely a political leader but also a great 

national poet, one of the most prominent of the Pal&stinian poets who belonged 

to the generation of Fadwä Tügän. The majority of his poems revolved 

around his love for his country or sought to reveal the methods used by the 

Zionists to Judaise it. 169 In Nizär's conversation with Kamäl Näsir there 

is some mention of the ferocity used by Israel against the Palestinians at all 

levels, political, military and cultural (stanza 4). Israel is not merely 

waging war against the existence of the Palestinians, but is also waging war 

on all the manifestations of this existence, whatever they may be. Thus 

Israel is a tool of suppression, and is always ready to fight the Palestinian 

poet because he represents a danger to it: 
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My friend Kamäl, 
Friend of notebooks, ink and new words - 
Were all the bullets they fired at you 
Meant to kill a poem? 
Were all the bullet holes they left in your lips 
Meant to kill a poem? 

170 

In Nizär's vision, the true poet who defends his nation's rights does 

not differ from the fighter who defends the same rights. Kamäl*Näsir, the 

martyr - poet, is one of these fighter-poets. His death does not mean that he 

is no longer, but rather means that he still exists, because, his poetry of 

struggle remains for the generations who will read it and will derive from it 

171 determination to resist their enemies. 

(iv) Criticism of Arab negligence 

Nizär draws a comparison (stanza 5) between two forms of the Arab 

struggle -a true form, that of the four martyrs who died silently in Verdun 

Street, and a fraudulent form, the form of the Arab politicians and ideologyes 

who fought with verbal vituperations. He hints, in a cryptic manner, that the 

latter make Arab sufferings greater. To them he adds the spies of Israel in 

Lebanon who prepared the way for the assassination of the four guerillas, 

mocking the Arab weakness which allowed them to move freely in an Arab country 

without being arrested or watched. 
172 

To sum up, the poem is beautiful in its images, especially the image of 

the wedding. It also reveals a great feeling of pride, challenge, disdain of 

trivialties and sincere love for the Palestinian Arab people. 

(d) Tariq Wähid 

In this poem we meet with a Palestinian character who gives his views to 
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the public. This character belongs to the generation who witnessed the defeat 

of 1967, and the defeat has become a grief which allows him no rest. When he 

cannot find any means of rescue from this situation he begins to set himself 

straight and to amend his errors. Through his resulting social and political 

awareness he has realised that deliverance from defeat will only come about 

through adopting the path of revolution, not through silence and withdrawing 

from life (stanza 1). Thus the character parts with all his wealth and 

material possessions to obtain a rifle, the tool with which to fight against 

the enemy. He also sacrifices his linquistic and cultural heritage for the 

same end: 

The language we used when we studied 
The books from which we read 
The poems which we memorised 
Are not worth a dirham 
Compared to a rifle. 

173 

When the character obtains a rifle, his thoughts go back to the past, to 

his life in Palestine before the catastrophe of 1948. lie remembers his 

childhood, the alleys of his neighbourhood, his books, his pictures, and his 

warm house (stanza 2). Suddenly he awakens from his memories to the bitter 

reality of dispersion and misery, and realises that he has spent twenty years 

in search of his country and that nobody will give that country back to him. 

Now he is convinced that it is he who is responsible for his country, and no- 

one else, and that the duty of defending this country falls upon him 

himself. 174 As soon as he affirms his total belief in revolution and struggle 

as a final solution to his problem of homelessness and loss of country (stanza 

3) he decides to join those who are fighting for a noble life or a noble 

death: 

I want to live or die like men; 
I want to grow in it soil like an olive or a field of oranges, 
Or a scented flower. 

175 
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When the character's dream is realised and he joins the revolutionary 

fighters, the old memories disappear (stanza 4), his self-pity disappears, and 

he is filled with a feeling of strength and endurance in the face of danger, 

whatever it may be: 

The will of the fates does not turn me back; 
176 I am he who changes the fates. 

The character now examines himself closely; he has for a long time been 

waiting for justice from the United Nations and the world community, but 

justice has not been realised. Then he examines his life, and sees that he is 

surrounded on every side by political deals. His feelings of revolt and 

rejection redouble: 

There is only one road to Palestine 
Which leads through the barrel of a rifle. 177 

After this he calls on all revolutionaries in every part of the world to 

follow the path of armed struggle, since this is the best way, while every 

other way is a waste of time and effort. 178 

(e) Ifäda fl Mahkamat al-Shi'r 

The first part of this poem has been mentioned previously in Chapter 

Three, section III, within the framework of NizAr's interest in 

revolutionising Arab poetry. We shall now return to the second part of this 

poem in order to illustrate Nizär's attitude to the guerillas. 

In the introduction to this part of the poem Nizär criticises the Arab 
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leaders, comparing them to actors who laugh at their peoples. Outwardly they 

assume heroic roles which show the nobility of their objectives, but in 

reality they talk but do not act. 
179 He mocks three types of modern Arab 

authority: 

The first are those who call for Arab unity and try to put this into 

practice but fail, so that their homeland remains as it is, split up into 

small states. The second are those who call for Marxism and equality between 

all classes of society, but fail to satisfy the poor. The third are those who 

claim descent from the Prophet and who should follow in his footsteps in 

waging the Holy War and defending the Muslims, but in fact do not do so: 

Supporters of Arab unity, while the country is splintered 
Every piece of its flesh split into pieces? 
Marxists, while the masses are miserable! 
Why is the hunger of the poor unsatisfied? 
Descendants of Quraysh! If Quraysh had ever seen them, 
The desert would call for help against their sands1180 

To these three models Nizär adds the Arab Gulf states (or oil regimes) 

which pour out wealth on sex, but do nothing serious to save Palestine. Ne is 

so harsh to them that he says that the oil whose blessings they enjoy is 

nothing but a curse which has robbed them of the ability to respond to others' 

pleas for help, just as it has robbed them of their praiseworthy 

characteristics: 

0 Palestine, you are still thirsty, 
While the desert sleeps in the possession of oil, 
The cloaks are all of silk 
And the nights are cheap and given to lust, - 
0 Palestine, do not call upon them, 
For the living and the dead are equal 
Oil has killed the qualities which they have, 
For wealth may kill the wealthy. 181 

In this way Nizär becomes convinced that the Arab political regimes are 

the dark side of the whole of Arab life. lie feels an immense joy when the 
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Palestinian revolution gushes forth from the heart of this life, like a white 

flower or green ears of wheat. It is a pure revolution which has not been 

defiled by the plottings of the r6gimes or by their partisan activities. 
182 

It is a gift, growth and fertility in the whole of Arab life. It is the one 

absolute means of resisting internal Arab backwardness and external Israeli 

aggression. It is a source of liberation and light, and its birth is the 

birth of the free man himself and of genuine, noble values: 

Fidi' looks down on us like a sun 
What would we be without Fidi ? 
From the wounds of the fighters we are born 

183 And from the wound is born pride. 

Thus the Palestinian revolution is an important historical turning point 

in the life of the Arabs, and with it Nizär feels that he is living in a real 

atmosphere of self-reliance and certain coming victory. The revolutionary 

guerillas are the prophets of this time and it is they who have freed the 

Arabs a little from the humiliation which overwhelmed them after the defeat: 

Before them? there was no "before"; 
History begins from the day they came 
They descended over our land as prophets 
After the prophets died among us; 
They rescued our honour on t8x day they appeared 
And our black faces it up. l 

(f) al- uds 

In this poem Nizir suffers from a persistent sadness caused by the fall 

of Jerusalem into the hands of the Israelis in 1967 and the seizure of its 

holy places by Israeli troops. Jerusalem becomes, for him, a symbol of 

Muslim-Christian brotherhood, since it contains the Church of the Holy 

Sepulchre, the al-Agsä mosque and the Dome of the Rock. 185 
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In this poem we read that the Israeli occupation has transformed its 

nature, so that it has become a sad city, swathed in blackness. It is as 

though its people had left it for ever, and the occupation is the only thing 

left in it. This is the black fate which weighs upon its breast, so that 

movement and flight are impossible. Islam and Christianity are in danger, and 

there is no call to prayer in its mosques, no ringing of bells in its 

churches, and no toys for the children on Christmas Eve. 186 From this the 

poet goes on to direct a series of rapid and urgent questions to Jerusalem: 

Who will halt the aggression 
Against you, 
0 pearl of religions? 
Who will wash the blood from the stones of the walls? 
Who will rescue the Gospel? 
Who will rescue the Qur'än? 
Who will rescue Christ from those who killed Christ? 
Who will rescue mankind? 

187 

Although he does not answer these questions, and despite this flood of 

blackness, the poet offers Jerusalem the good news that the occupation will 

soon come to an end and that life and fertility will return to it: 

Tomorrow, tomorrow, the lemon trees will blossom, 
And the green ears of corn and the branches will rejoice, 
Eyes will laugh 
And the departed doves will return 
To the pure roofs. 188 

Perhaps Nizär's optimism was caused by the birth and growth of the 

resistance movement. In general the poem is beautiful and simple, and will 

remain living for generations. 

2. The Intifäda 

The Palestinian Intiffida which began in December 1987 may be regarded 
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as a direct reaction to the Israeli occupation of the West Bank and Gaza strip 

in 1967. It forms the third link in the Palestinian struggle (the first link 

being the Palestinian revolt of 1936-1939, and the second the resistance 

movement of 1968-1982) although it differs from the earlier phases in its 

methods and its weapons. 

The Intifäda emphasised certain major facts - the Palestinian people's 

rejection of Israel's occupation and its expansionist policy, the return of 

popular Arab confidence in the Palestinian struggle, a willingness to provide 

every form of material and moral support, and the importance of the 

Palestinian cause in the international arena, 
189 

The Intifada moved the emotions of Arab poets, regardless of their 

intellectual and ideological leanings, to sympathy and support for its just 

and legitimate struggle against Israel. 190 Nizär was one of the first poets 

to respond to this movement, whose influence upon him was overwhelming, and he 

proclaimed that he was with it and for it in deed and word. Thus, for 

example, he says: 

The children of the stones cancelled the leave of all the Arab 
poets, and forced them to put on camouflage battledress and go 
to the front line immediately. I myself interrupted my holiday in 
Switzerland and joined their ranks. j \ad no other choice. I had 
to be with them or be against poetry. 

The It fäda impelled him to write three consecutive poems, AtfAl 

a1-Hijära (written on 18.12.1987), a1-Chädibün (written on 21.01.1988), 

and Duktüräh Sharaf fi Klmiyä' al-Hajar, (written on 10.03.1988). All of 

them were published in many newspapers and journals in the Arab world. After 

this Nizär gathered them together in a new book entitled Thuläthiyyat 

Atfäl al-Hijära, published by the Nizär Qabbäni Publishing House in 

Beirut in March 1988. An analysis of these poems will be offered in the 
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following pages. 

(a) Atfäl al-Hijära 

In this poem Nizär makes a general comparison between the "children of 

the stones" in the occupied territories and the Arab men in the Arab homeland. 

As a result of this comparison he finds that there is a great difference 

between the two. The children are fighting a life-and-death battle for their 

existence, and are capable of sacrifice and generosity, giving their lives and 

achieving victory at a time of despondency and disillusionment: 

They dazzled the world 
With nothing in their hands but stones; 
They shed light like lamps and came like good news, 192 

As for the Arab men, their life lies on the margin of the Intifada. 

They live without any national goal and without any comprehensive vision of 

their society. All they are looking for is a quick profit which will answer 

quick and immediate needs. They are self-centred egoists, isolated from their 

age, their circumstances and the danger which is staring them in the eyes, the 

danger of Israel, and of the obliteration of their identity and their 

existence at the hands of Israel. Thus the Arab is standing, according to 

Nizär, at the parting of many ways; he is looking for business, or a new 

million, or a fourth wife, or a lofty palace, or an ancient vengeance, or a 

position of authority. 
193 

After this comparison, the poet predicts the victory of the "children of 

the stones", a victory which will be total and decisive, however long the 

tyranny lasts. He also predicts that the Arab man, the representative of the 

present generation, will disappear if he does not throw in his lot with the 

fate of his nation, and seek the path of collective salvation: 
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Alas, 0 generation of treacheries 
0 generation of deals, 
0 generation of rubbish 
0 generation of pimping 
You will be swept away, however) ong history delays, 
By the children of the stones. 

(b) al-Ghädibün 

This is a medium - length poem which can be divided into three sections. 

Nizär begins the first section by drawing another comparison which is a 

continuation of the comparison in the previous poem -a comparison between the 

children of Gaza, the new fighters, and Nizär himself, a symbol of defeated 

Arab manhood. Here Nizär extols the heroism of these young schoolboys 

(especially their courage and bravery when facing Israeli troops) their belief 

in their rights, and their ability to transform their simple possessions and 

their accustomed toys into battlefield weapons. When faced with his immense 

admiration for them, the poet can only offer them his support, and ask them to 

explain how it is that they can do what they are doing, because he can 

scarcely believe that a young schoolboy can face a ruthless and heavily armed 

enemy on his own: 

Teach us how stones become, 
In the hands of children, precious diamonds, 
How a child's bicycle becomes a mine 
And a strip of silk becomes an ambush 
How a baby's bottle, when the 
Arrest it, becomes a knife. 19ý 

In the second section of the poem Nizär directs his criticism against 

the Arab personality in general. He criticises irresponsibility, the 

avoidance of confrontation with the enemy, lack of direction, inability to 

discover, analyse and plan, hiding in holes, cowardice, fear and lack of 

self-esteem. 
196 His criticism reaches such a degree that he announces that he 

is dissociating himself almost totally from the contemporary Arab personality: 
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Schoolchildren of Gaza, do not return 
To our writings ... and do not read us 
We are your fathers, but do not be like us 
We are your idols, but do not worship us. 
We take political qät, repression 
And build graveyards and prisons. 

10 

In fact, this self-criticism is here nothing but a reflection of the 

self-criticism directed at the Arabs as a whole, which was begun by Nizär 

after the Arab defeat in the June War and which we find in Hawämish 'alä 

Daftar al-Naksa, especially in the words: 

For we are disappointed; 
We are as trivial as a melon rinds 
We are full of holes 
Full of holes, 
Full of holes like old shoes, 

198 

In the third section the poet hails the struggle of the young 

schoolboys, seeing it as a sign of goodness, health and fertility and 

comparing it to the transformation of derelict land into a land full of wild 

roses, a proof of nature's delight with it. It is notable that the poet's 

acclamation of this struggle contains certain requests with which he hopes the 

schoolboys will comply. These are that they should continue with their fierce 

revolt, have trust in themselves, and have no fear of what he calls "the 

Jewish period". 
199 In the course of this acclamation Nizär also expresses 

his total adoption of "the Revolution of the Stones", now that the Arab 

political mind has failed to break the stagnation from which the Arab world is 

suffering: 

Madmen of Gaza -a thousand greetings 
To the madmen, if they liberate us! 
The age of political sense has departed 

200 Long ago, so teach us madness. 
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(c) puktüräh Sharaf fi KimiyA' al-Hajar 

This is the longest of these three poems. It is in the form of a song, 

and is divided into two main sections. In the first section Nizär draws a 
e. a. 6pýlcýcl 

lively picture of the new, renewed Arab heroism4in the Palestinian child, the 

symbol of the new Arab struggle. The picture is simple, indeed the last word 

in simplicity. Its sole foundation is a child who understands that he has 

fallen under Israeli occupation and realises that this occupation has become a 

barbaric hell in which life is impossible. Thus he turns to resisting his 

enemy with his sole weapon, stones. Perhaps the most outstanding 

characteristics of this new fighter are endurance, stubbornness, and an 

ability to endure and to resist. He is no mythical hero, but a child of flesh 

and blood whom nothing can oppose: 

He throws a stone, 
Or two, 
Cuts the serpent of Israel in half, 
Chews the flesh of tanks 
And comes to us 20iý Without hands. 

This, then, is the child-hero, who strikes his enemies in depth, defeats 

them, wounds them, and triumphs, but loses a part of his flesh. He loses his 

body, or part of it, but despite this loss he wins another victory. The dream 

of the child fighter grows greater, and the homeland is embodied in his mind 

as an accomplished fact, to which he clings and which he defends: 

In moments 
Haifa appears, 
Jaffa appears 
Gaza comes in the waves of the sea 
Jerusalem shines 
Like a minaret between two lips. 202 

This heroic child is not satisfied, in the poet's view, with simply 
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inflicting damage on his enemy, but also turns his attention to the present 

Arab era, the "era of assassins", as the poet calls it, or the "era of the 

People of the Cave", which is witnessing an infinite division at all levels. 

The child-hero's rev9lt against his time is an overwhelming one, and Nizär 

takes pleasure in comparing the child-hero to Alexander, the greatest 

conqueror of antiquity. 
203 

In fact, the child-hero's revolt against his Arab time is a revolt 

against acquiescence, against the situation of no war and no peace, against 

defeat and submission, against repeated downfall, and against crushing 

despair. The hand which throws the stone is the hope which shines in the 

darkness of this era. While nothing Is moving in the rest of the world, this 

hand is moving, and saying, "Human beings exist here on this land; they exist 

after Zionism and Israel had almost succeeded in obliterating their image". 

The stone and the hand, therefore, are a cry against tyranny and barbarism, 

and the child is a being without equal. 

In time the victories of the child-hero will bear fruit, and life will 

offer him more victories. His movement will bring life to everything around 

him. The olive-trees will turn green, and the udders of the flocks will fill 

with milk. In return, he offers his life as a sacrifice for his country. 

This sacrifice seems to be a response to the tenderness of life toward him. 204 

His death will not be in vain, but is a condition for the continuation of his 

cause as something burning and living. His death is his birth. It is an 

embodiment and epitome of life. His death liberates others from fear, and 

makes of them fighters like himself. For this reason he does not die, but 

lives through others taking on his role: 

Maryam cries out, "My son! " 
And takes him in her arms. 
A child falls. 
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In moments 
Thousands of boys are born 
The Gazan moon is eclipsed 
In moments .... 
A moon rises from Baysin. 205 

When this child-hero is killed, or martyred, Israeli repression weighs 

heavily on the people, and everyone feels as though he is in a huge prison 

called "occupation", freedom becomes an immense dream which transcends the 

generally accepted, the accustomed and the used-up; a rebellious and raging 

dream: 

A country enters the dungeon, 
A country is born in two eyes 
He shakes the sand from his shoes 
And enters the kingdom of water 
He opens another horizon, 
Creates another time, 
Writes a new text, 
Breaks the memory of the desert. 206 

It may be noted that Nizär repeats at the end of this section the image 

of the heroic child-fighter and delineates his features once more - endurance 

and self-sacrifice in the face of the Zionists and in embracing the dream of 

victory, liberation and the defeat and destruction of the enemy: 

He throws the stone of revolution 
Until the last 
Of the Fascists of the age falls 
He throws 
He throws 
He throws 
Until he wrenches out the Star of David 
With his hands 
And throws it into the sea. 

207 

The second section of the poem is a section of questions asked by others 

about the child-hero after the amazement he has aroused in their minds: who 

is he, what is his nature, what is his secret? These questions come from many 

different groups, such as journalists, men of religion, politicians, the 
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persecuted, and nature itself. The questions are to do with the "magic" which 

the child-prophet has brought about in the universe, the change which he has 

bestowed upon all things208 and his unique ability to create a radical and 

comprehensive upheaval in the reigning climate of silence and defeat. These 

groups hail his arrival as an unusual event with which life can start and 

continue: 

Who is this person coming 
From the pains of the candle 
And from the books of the monks? 
Who is this boy 
In whose eyes begin 
The beginnings of universes? 
Who is 
This boy sowing 
The wheat of reyolution 
In every place? 

09 

Two points remain to be added to the above. Firstly, all the poems are 

internally coherent, and we can hardly find any looseness of structure in any 

of them. In general they are clothed in a glowing air of absolute optimism in 

the victory of justice in Palestine, and the victory of the Palestinians, 

despite the violence of the oppressors. This optimism draws us to remark that 

Nizär has not lost his belief in the Arab personality, despite his severe 

criticism of it. Secondly, Nizär's concentration on the Palestinian children 

and his prophecy of their coming victories implies a concentration on the new 

generation throughout the Arab world, this new generation in which Nizär sees 

a rare heroism which did not exist in his own generation. We may observe that 

Nizär's faith in this generation (the children) goes back to 1948, since 

immediately after this disaster Nizär wrote the poem Oissat Rachel 

Schwartzenburg, in whose opening lines he made it clear that he was writing 

for young Arabs, the generation upon which he pinned his hopes for the defeat 

of Israel. His faith in Arab children, the symbol of the future, was renewed, 

as we have noted above, in Hawämish 'alä Daftar al-Naksa, when he turned to 
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the dream of the birth of a victorious pioneer generation which would revolt 

against defeat. 

V 

COMMEN 

Self-criticism was a natural phenomenon in the climate after the defeat 

of 1967, a climate of decline and collapse, and of attempts to stand up 

again. 
210 A large number of Arab poets and writers embarked upon an operation 

of self-criticism, impelled sometimes by a revolutionary spirit which tried to 

transcend the past and to discover the future. 211 However, this criticism 

remained weak and tenuous, being based on the repetition of generalisations 

and worn-out cliches and exhorting the Arabs to adopt the scientific method 

and an intellectual approach in dealing with problems, whatever they might 

212 be. 

Certainly, the self-criticism of this period was like a savage tidal 

wave from which nobody escaped. NizAr himself was a part of this wave. 

Because of his great sensitivity he could not remain silent about his people's 

mistakes, and he proceeded to identify the negative aspects of Arab behaviour 

and to cry out with utter sincerity that the ills of the Arabs lay within 

themselves and that their misfortunes were not the doing of their enemy so 

much as their own doing. 

No doubt the Arab reader was astonished or outraged by Nizär's 

accusations, because he was not accustomed to hearing such things and because 

he liked to hear poetry which made him feel that he was the strongest and the 

best, even if he had been defeated. For this reason he regarded the self- 
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criticism which Nizär began to proclaim as an attack on the Arabs or a 

recitation of their shortcomings, and no Arab was prepared to accept this from 

him, particularly immediately after the defeat. 

Though Nizär directs his criticism against outdated Arab thinking, 

supernatural beliefs, and political corruption, it is certain that he has not 

touched on all the factors which contributed to the defeat, and that his 

criticism is only partial. No doubt this partial criticism reflects 

contemporary Arab thinking, but he should have seen the defeat in a 

comprehensive fashion, and not have dealt with only one part of the events 

which ensued upon it while leaving other parts out of account. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

THE WAR OF OCTOBER 1973 

This chapter deals with the poems composed by Nizär on the October War 

of 1973 and the events which followed it, such as the recognition by Egypt of 

the State of Israel, and the signing of the Camp David agreements. 

Part I of this chapter begins with a short introduction dealing with the 

October War: its development, its results, its evaluation by scholars, and 

its effect upon Arab writers, including Nizär Qabbäni himself. 

Part II discusses the poems written about Syria in which Nizär shouts 

with joy and affirms his loyalty to his country and his people, and feels that 

he is his own master, after having been almost destroyed by the defeat of 

1967. 

Part III discusses the poems written about Egypt in which he condemns 

the failure of the Arabs to support Egypt and Syria in this war, and Arab 

attempts to surrender to Israel. 

Finally part IV is a general commentary upon the poems analysed, which 

restricts itself to a limited number of points. 

I 

INTRODUCTION 

1. The October War: its course and development 
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(a) The disillusion caused by the defeat of 1967. and the breaking of the 

stalemate. 

The defeat of June 1967 had a destructive effect upon the Arabs, 

especially upon intellectuals, leaders and politicians. The Syrian writer 

Muhyl al-Din Subhi has described it as a "mortal blow to the existence 

of the Arabs who hovered thereafter on the brink of destruction. "' What 

caused the Arabs particular pain at that time was the fact that they saw the 

aggressive and victorious Israel enjoying American military and financial 

support, while their lands were occupied and they could do nothing to confront 

the escalating violence against them. 2 

After the defeat of 1967, Egypt, Syria and Jordan suffered, over a span 

of six years, a terrible period of stagnation and instability, of which the 

main stages were: the war of attrition and the appearance of the Palestinian 

resistance (1967-1970), the state of "no peace and no war" (1970-1973), and 

the continuing occupation by Israel of the lands overrun in 1967.3 The first 

and last dream of the Arabs was to evict Israel from these lands, and as a 

result they looked eagerly to the moment when they would be able to wipe away 

the national shame which had attached itself to them. 4 

Accordingly, the Egyptian and Syrian leadership coordinated plans to 

launch an attack upon the Israeli enemy in the territories which had been 

occupied in the 1967 onslaught. On Saturday 6 October 1973 (10 Ramadan 

13935) orders were given to Egyptian and Syrian forces on the Suez Canal and 

Jawlän fronts to open hostilities. 6 The objectives of this attack, defined 

by President Sadat in his letter of October 5 to Lt. General Ahmad Ismä'il 

'All, the Minister of Defence and Commander in Chief of the Egyptian armed 

forces, were to break the military stalemate on the Canal front, to inflict 
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maximum losses upon enemy manpower, weaponry and supplies, and to liberate the 

occupied territories in stages by military means.? 

(b) The war on the two fronts. and the events which followed it 

(i) T hp, Egyptian front 

In the first days of the battle (7-8 October) Egyptian forces stormed 

the Suez Canal, crossed it under cover of an aerial bombardment, shattered the 

famous Barleu line, liberated a narrow strip of territory to the east of the 

Canal to a depth of 10-15 km, and succeeded in halting and destroying Israeli 

counter-attacks. 
8 

At dawn on 15 October a new development began on the Egyptian front. 

Israel launched a powerful attack on the west bank of the Suez Canal, 

exploiting a gap in the Egyptian defences between the second and third armies. 

This was followed on the 17th by the crossing of an Israeli armoured brigade 

in the Deversoir region. 9 Despite the limited strategic importance of this 

Israeli achievement, its moral effects upon Israel and its allies were 

enormous. It seemed as though the Egyptians were on the brink of a fourth 

defeat. There was a possibility, however, if not a great one, that this 

achievement would turn into a disaster for Israel, if the Egyptian forces were 

successful in closing this gap in their defences. 10 

On 20 October 1973, in the main command centre (centre 10), President 

Sadat felt that developments were moving in the favour of Israel and that 

Egyptian forces West of the Canal were in danger of collapse, and immediately 

decided to abandon hostilities, " 

(ii) The Syrian front 
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The situation on the Syrian front in the first three days of the war was 

of the utmost importance. The Syrian tanks had swept like a torrent through 

the Jawlän heights from East to West on three main axes. As a result the 

Northern Israeli Command hastened to evacuate women and children from the 

settlements located to the East of Lake Tiberias and the Jordan Valley. 12 

In fact, the intensity and ferocity of the Syrian attack came as a shock 

to the Israelis, who had not imagined that the Syrians would launch an attack 

along the whole length of the line of confrontation with five complete 

divisions containing about 1,000 tanks. 13 With the fall of the Israeli 

observation post on the summit of Mt. Hermon on the first day of the battle 

Syria closed the eye with which Israel had been able to overlook Damascus, 14 

Israel launched a counter-attack against the Syrian forces on the 

Jawlän front on the fourth day of the war (9 October), and thus recovered 

part of its military prestige. 
15 The Israeli air force had a great effect in 

changing the nature of the battles, and Israeli fighter planes were able to 

inflict immense losses upon the Syrian tanks, forcing them to reduce their 

pace. They also directed fierce strikes against the Sam-2 and Sam-3 missile 

bases, inflicting crushing losses upon them, and struck supply and provision 

convoys moving on the Jawlän-Damascus road, thus hindering the effectiveness 

of the Syrian attack and reducing its impetus. 16 

Before long the Syrian tide was gradually turned back, and the Syrian 

armoured and mechanised brigades began to fall back in all sectors on the 

Eastern front, finally falling back on their fortified positions behind the 

1967 cease-fire lines. '? 

On 11 October it became clear to Israel that it would not be able to 
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achieve any further advance on the Syrian front, especially after the arrival 

of Iraqi supporting forces and their effective entry into the battle at the 

side of the Syrians. 18 On the 13th it became the first objective of Israel to 

hold out, not to advance, in the face of the Syrian-Iraqi forces, and to 

transfer the centre of its activities to the Suez and Sinai fronts. 19 

(iii) The end of the war 

After sixteen days of fighting, on the 22 October, the Security Council 

issued its historical Resolution no. 338 which laid down three inter-related 

conditions, which were: a cease-fire within twelve hours of the issuing of 

the resolution, with each side remaining in its positions; the putting into 

effect of resolution 242, which had been issued in November 1967, in all its 

provisions; and the beginning of negotiations between the parties concerned. 
20 

Israel, however, did not heed this resolution, and its forces raced ahead to 

expand the patch of land which it had occupied in Deversoir. 

Thereupon the Security Council hastened to issue resolutions no. 339 and 

340 (23 and 24 October) to strengthen the cease-fire and to demand that Israel 

withdraw its forces to the positions it had been occupying on the 22 October. 

The two conflicting sides accepted the Security Council resolutions, and the 

cease-fire came into effect. 
21 

After this the two sides began a new stage in their relationship in 

order to solve the dispute between them, the diplomatic stage. The most 

notable features were the Geneva conference of 21 December 1973, in which the 

Arabs and Israel sat together for the first time since 1948 at one negotiating 

table, Sadat's visit to Jerusalem on 19 November 1977, the signing of the Camp 

David agreements on 17 September 1978 by Sadat, Begin and Carter, and the 

signing of a peace treaty between Egypt and Israel in Washington on 26 March 
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1979.22 

(c) The results 

As some scholars see it, there was no victorious side and no defeated 

side in the October War. Häla Su'üdi, a lecturer in political science at 

Cairo University, says: 

From one point of view there was no decisive victory for either 
side in the October War. Neither side was satisfied with the 
current military situation after the cease-fire. Despite the fact 
that Egyptian forces remained to the East of the Suez Canal, the 
Egyptian third army was surrounded on three sides, and the town of 
Suez was cut off from the rest of Egypt. As for Israel, which had 
been able to carry out the counter-crossing and had occupied a 
large pocket on the West bank of the Canal, it had become clear to 
it that tactical victory might turn into a strategic trap in which 
the forces in this pocket, surrounded in its turn on three sides, 
could themselves be destroyed. These possibilities gave rise to 
fears among the Israelis, although they pretended the opposite. 
As for the Syrian front, the Israeli forces had managed to regain 
their supremacy in all the territories of the Jawlän slope lying 
to the West of the 1967 cease-fire line, and had also been 
successful in opening a gap in the Syrian defensive lines in the 

23 Northern sector on the main road leading to Damascus. 

The Egyptian scholar Jamal Hamdän considers that Israel emerged from 

the October War with a semi-defeat, and that Syria and Egypt emerged with a 

semi-victory. 
24 Muhyi al-Din Subhi declares that this war turned into 

nothing but a transient campaign in contemporary Arab history, for a number of 

reasons connected with Arab-Arab disagreements, of which the most important 

were the Sinai agreement, the civil war in Lebanon, the Palestinian 

embroilment in the Lebanese Civil War, the Syrian intervention in Lebanon, and 

mutual suspicions among the Arabs over peace efforts. 
25 

Despite the fact that the Arabs realised very well that they had not won 
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this war, a considerable number of Arab intellectuals and politicians believe 

that it was the beginning of a new stage in the Arab-Israeli struggle and the 

Arab fight against Zionist expansionism26, and that it achieved the following 

results: 

(i) Proof of Arab military ability. 

What they mean by this is that the Arab military machine reached a high 

level in its confrontation with the Israeli army. For the first time in many 

years the Arab soldier was carrying his weapon and fighting a real battle. 

Muhammad Hasanayn Haykal says: 

We used to claim that we could teach our young men. Now we must 
be humble and learn from our young men. They fought for the first 
time in their lives, and fought in a new epoch, different from 
previous epochs, and fought with weapons which had not been tested 
before on the battlefield on such a wide scale. They proved that 
they were able to handle life, the times and their weapons. I do 
not mean weapons of battle alone, but all the weapons of cultural 
survival. 

27 

(ii) The strengthening of Arab solidarity 

Solidarity was evident in the practical unity between the Egyptian and 

Syrian fronts from the first moment of the war until its end. 
28 It was 

evident also in the help given by a number of Arab countries to Egypt and 

Syria by various means, including Arab fighting forces from Iraq, Jordan, 

Morocco and Saudi Arabia on the fronts in Egypt and Syria, and a ban on the 

export of oil to Europe. 29 

2. The October War and Arab literature 

Arab writers in Egypt, Syria and the other Arab countries were inspired 
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by the atmosphere of the October War and the bravery and heroism of the Arab 

soldiers to write literary works which brimmed over with optimism and emotion 

and extolled freedom and dignity. 30 In the following pages we shall review 

the views of some Arab critics and writers on the influence of the October War 

upon Arabic literature in general, especially poetry, and what sort of poetry 

should be written in its aftermath. 

(a) Hanna Mina and Najäh al-'Attar (Syria) 

These two writers, the first a famous novelist and the second now a 

minister of culture, consider that Arab literature should derive its basic 

creative material from the October War, so that writers can form from it what 

may be described as the "Literature of the October War". 31 Successful war 

literature, they say, depends on certain conditions, the most important of 

which are: truthfulness in portrayal, ability to reach the readers, richness 

in the treatment of ideas, and the avoidance of photographic vision and a 

unitary view of things which can only distinguish two colours, black and 

white. 
32 

(b) Yüsuf al-Sibä"i (Egypt) 

Yüsuf al-Sibä'i says that the Arab writer in time of war has two 

tasks which he can best perform: to illuminate the Arab citizen's 

consciousness with creative thought so that he can drive out the darkness 

which has crept into his soul since the defeat of 1967, and to support the 

internal front by, for example, giving help to the families of the soldiers, 

refuting rumours, and taking part together with the information media in 

33 making people aware of the circumstances and dangers of the war. 

Al-Sibä'i seems to be confident that Arab writers will play their full 



299 

role: 

I do not think writers and intellectuals need anyone to remind 
them of-their role in these moments in which everything in the 
Arab nation is boiling with hope and life. They are the nation's 
thinking mind and its sharpened intellect They perform their 
intellectual role in war and peace alike. 

ý4 

(c) Luwis 'Awad (Egypt) 

Luwis `Awad calls for regular visits by writers and poets to the 

battlefronts so that they can live with the Egyptian fighters and experience 

the battle. He explains what he means by 'living with' in the following 

words: 

I mean that living with the living experience will bring the 
writer closer to reality in a single stage or in several stages. 
Perhaps this will inspire him with ideas or explode concepts and 
feelings in him which are unknown to those who satisfy themselves 
with transmission and handing down narratives. Perhaps a poet, a 
dramatist or a short-story writer may have described feelings, 
events or characters with better creative power and imagination 
than those who have come to know them from direct experience. But 
there is no doubt that living experience helps some talents to 
assemble the raw materials of life. 5 

(d) Adonis ('Ali Ahmad Said Asbar) (Lebanon) 

Adonis maintains that mechanical involvement with the October War will 

produce, not great literature, but a debased literature, whether it reflects 

defeat or victory. 
36 

(e) 'Abd al-Wahhäb al-Bayyäti (Iraq) 

al-Bayyäti draws a connection between propaganda in war and the Arab 

writer. He considers that the writer can make this propaganda successful by 
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defending the just Arab cause, understanding the mentality of the Israelis, 

and making war against their anti-Arab lies. 37 

3. The October War and Nizär 

Nizär considered the defeat of 1967 to be a black chapter in Arab 

history (see Chapter Five). After the defeat he aspired in the depths of his 

soul to a more beautiful and juster world, to a world in which the Arabs would 

regain their rights and would stand bravely against Israeli arrogance. 

When the October War broke out Nizär felt a childlike joy flooding over 
1C 

him, and it seemed to him that 
Asorrows and torments of the June War would 

recede from the horizons of his life for ever. He felt that he was being 

reborn: 

I feel that the 6th October War is the moment of our true birth, 
which has m3de us feel that we are still capable of fertilising 
and siring. 

He continues: 

Today, the 6th October, my life begins. Only today have I visited 
the Registry Office and shown them the certificate of my birth, 
which took place in a mobile military hospital, which moved around 
with the fighters in Sinai and Jawlän; they recognised me as a 
lawful child, and entered me in the state register of births. 39 

He compares his feelings after the defeat of 1967 with his feelings after the 

October War: 

I take my Arab passport out of my desk drawer and kiss it ... on 
the third page I see my photograph for the first time. I see my 
true features 

... before the 6th October my picture was distorted, 
clouded and ugly. My eyes were sunken, and bats and spiders had 
made their nests there. My mouth was a gulf full of the wreckage 
of sunken ships. The distinguishing feature on my passport was 
that I bore on my brow a deep scar called the Fifth of June. 40 



301 

As a result of these positive feelings diffused in his spirit by the 

October War, he announced that he was ready to make visits to European 

countries with the aim of giving poetry-readings about the war and gathering 

contributions for the wounded and the families of martyrs. 
41 

Nizär's joy at the war was short-lived. After the cease-fire on all 

fronts on 22.10.1973 he felt a pain shaking him through and through. He 

realised that Israel was still on Arab land and that the danger it posed was 

still clear to see. His feelings turned from joy to anger, and personal pain, 

once again. 
42 

Nizär considered the October War to be a great poetic and literary 

event, and called upon Arab writers, despite the different groupings to which 

they belonged, to make it the subject-matter for poetry, short stories and 

novels, and to treat it carefully and seriously as soon as possible: 

0 Arab writers, all the trains are travelling to the front. All 
the trains are travelling to glory. Assemble uickly, for if you 
do not write today you will not write at all. 4g3 

He drew attention to the fact that the poet who observes events from 

afar is finished. He criticised some Arab writers who "pretend to be ill, 

offer medical reports and observe the battle from the tenth floor and from 

air-conditioned flats furnished with moquette", 44 

Nizär expresses the effect of the October War upon himself and his 

conflicting feelings toward it in six poems; Tarsi' bi-al-Dhahab 'alp Sayf 

Dimashai, Mulähazät fi Zaman al-Hubb wa-al-Narb, Hiwär Thawrl ma'a 

Tähä Husayn, Marsüm bi-Ig lat Khälid b al-Walid, awhw 
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Dimashgiyya i1ä Oamar Ba hg dad, and Ani yä Sadiga Mut'ab bi-`Urübati. 

These poems may be divided into two groups: poems connected with love and 

attachment, to a beloved woman and to the homeland, and poems exposing the 

shortcomings of the Arabs in the war. We shall now undertake a detailed 

analysis of all these poems. 

II 

LAVE AND ATTACHMENT TO A BELOVED WOMAN AND TO THE HOMELAND 

1 Tarsi' bi-al-Dhahab 'alä Sayf Dimashgl 

This is a long poem which may be divided into the following sections: 

(a) Erotic prelude/campsite themelmemories: 

In this section Nizär reveals a love-relationship between himself and a 

Damascene woman, his cousin Maysün. Here Nizär adopts the role of the 

Umayyad poet who has no concern but love and women. 45 There are two motives 

for this: firstly Nizär's feeling that he belongs to Damascus and that 

Damascus still represents the ancient past, when it was the capital of the 

Umayyads; and secondly his feeling that the Umayyad period is the period which 

witnessed the birth of two new currents in Arabic poetry; the overt love-poem 

(hg azal) and the `Udhri haza 
. 

The ancient Umayyad history seems to Nizär now (the moment when he 

senses victory in the October War), to be reborn and to be giving birth to a 

new Umayyad haze -poet, Nizär Qabbäni, who may be added to the list of 

earlier poets, like 'Umar b. Abi Rabi'a (644-721) and Jamil (d. c. 701). 
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When Nizär compares himself to the Umayyad love-poets, what he means is 

that his love is fierce and exuberant, and that nothing can halt it: 

0 my cousin, since my love is Umayyad, 
How can I conceal my love, and how can I reveal it? 
How many times have we been killed in our love and been resurrected 

46 After death? There is no need to swear to this. 

But this fierce love is met with indifference from the other party, his 

beloved Maysün. Now we find Nizär standing in her deserted campsite, as the 

pre-Islamic poet used to stand in order to remember his beloved, while silence 

reigns and Maysün and her companions have disappeared, leaving the site 

desolate: 

The gazelles of the game-park dq not return my greeting, 
And the anklets do not resound. 47 

At this moment, when NizAr is besieged by loneliness and desolation, 

there flash into his mind some old memories of his life in Damascus. These 

memories are a substitute for the absence of his beloved. They take her place 

and fill his spirit with joy. He now remembers his adolescence in Damascus 

and his pursuit of young women: 

0, that generous time in al-Sälihiyya, 
Where is my folly, where my infatuation? 48 

Then he remembers his childhood, the natural beauty which surrounded his 

house there, and the quarters in which he played with his friends. With these 

memories, he hopes that his links with Damascus will be everlasting: 
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0 my bed, 0 my mother's sheets, 
The sparrows, the scent, the branches, 
0 narrow alleys of my quarter, hide me 49 Between your eyelids, for Time is niggardly. 

(b) Entry into Damascus. the joy of nature at victory. and mutual love 

After the first shock (Maysün's absence, and her rejection of him), 

Nizär turns to Damascus and enters it. It appears to him in an amazingly 

attractive form, as though it were a piece of Paradise or of unequalled Divine 

beauty: 

Here is Damascus, after an age-long separation, 
Seven rivers, and dark-eyed maidens 
The fountains in the houses are speech, 
The bunches of grapes are ground sugar; 
The blue sky is a book of verse 
And the letters upon it are swallows50 

Clearly Nizär has two objectives in drawing these romantic pictures of 

Damascus - to portray the joy of the city and of nature (for two reasons, his 

return to it and the victory of the Arabs in the war), and to re-emphasise his 

love for the city in place of his love for the woman. Damascus is a great, 

unending love which is constantly renewed, but Maysün was a passing, 

unrequited love, short-term and leading to misery, and he has no desire to 

renew it. Nizär stands before Damascus as though he were standing before a 

goddess, and begins to tell it of his love. The reader feels that the 

relationship is not merely a mutual love-relationship but a relationship of 

destiny. It is a question of life and death; to be linked with Damascus means 

life, and to be separated from it means death. Now Nizär reveals a fervent 

love for Damascus, announcing that this mutual love has become a prison for 

both of them. Instead of fleeing from it, we find them living within it, 

content and happy despite their suffering: 
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We are captives together, for in the cage of love 
The gaoler and the prisoner suffer alike5l 

In this moment of submission to Damascus Nizär reveals another fierce 

feeling within himself. He feels that Damascus has been embodied in him; now 

he is it, and now this natural beauty is part of him: 

0 Damascus, whose guise I have adopted, 
Am I the cypressäam I the larch? 
Am I the Arabian jasmine in my mother's vases 
Or am I the vegetation, and the rainy clouds? 
Or am I the favourite cat in the house 
Which answers when longing for home calls her? 52 

Faced with Damascus, Nizär can only act in accordance with his nature 

and disposition; he cannot control his love for it, or limit its onrush: 

Forgive me if I am disturbed, for 
My love is not rhymed or metrical53 

(c) Standing on Mt. Oisiyün. embracinz and love 

Now the poet stands on Mt. Qäsiyün in order to give expression to the 

second stage of his love for Damascus - the stage of real union with it. The 

way in which he stands on Mt. Qäsiyün, addressing Damascus and Syria, 

reminds us of the way the pilgrims stand on the mountain of 'Arafät to 

address the Divine Being. 

Qäsiyün, the symbol of Damascus, turns into a beloved human being, and 

when Nizär asks it to unite with him in an embrace, he reaches the pinnacle 

of his love for his country. At that moment he feels that he has lost for 

ever the loneliness which he suffered when he stood in the empty dwelling- 

places of Maysün and others like her, the "cities of the wind", the other 
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Arab cities: 

I am coming alone from the cities of the wind 
So embrace me like a child, Qäsiyün, 
Embrace me, and do not argue with my madness. 
The summit of intellect, my friend, is madness; 
Embrace me fifty thousand times and a thousand times, 
For embracing is not permissible with immobility. 54 

In those heated moments when he stands on Qäsiyün and converses with 

it, there flashes into his mind once more the form of the Umayyad lover with 

whom he aspires to identify himself. It is the form of Qays b. al-Mulawwah, 

or Majnün Laylä, (d. 684 or 687), the love-poet who lost his reason through 

his passionate love for his beloved Laylä al-`Amiriyya. NizAr and Damascus 

share their madness, since each is a lover and each unites with the other: 

Is she mad with my love for her, 
This Damascus, or is it I who am mad? 55 

Nizär portrays himself as the only lover who has loved his country 

with this unique passion which has no equal in human history: 

I have been carrying love for her for thirty centuries 
On my back, with none to assist me. 56 

The figure "thirty centuries" is not intended literally, but means that 

he has been attached to Damascus since his birth. He says that his love for 

it has resulted in many benefits for him. His city has surrounded him with 

many gifts, and has given him a love which no eye has seen and no ear has 

heard, so that he feels that he has gained much from it and that he should 

give it back a little of what it gave him. When he comes to give it his love 

it surrounds him anew with its gifts and love. Thus he becomes totally 
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convinced that his city, his beloved, is his first and last saviour when he is 

overcome by disasters: 

Whenever I come to her I pay back my debts 
To the fair maidens, I am besieged by debts. 
If all the fates leave me alone 
I shall seek aid from my sweetheart's eyes. 

57 

(d) The October War. love poetry. and memories 

Nizär feels a strange exhilaration because he is living in the 

atmosphere of October, the month which, to him, differs from all other months, 

because it is the month in which the Arabs regained their self-confidence and 

achieved a victory over Israel, and because it is the month in which the 

temperature drops, snow falls on the mountain-tops, nature becomes more 

beautiful, and life becomes brighter. 

The climate of October, then (victory and snow) impels the poet to 

celebrate it in his own particular way. It impels him to love, to love woman 

and to lose himself in her. With woman, cold has no importance; man feels 

warm, and joy fills his life. From this, Nizär proceeds to affirm to his 

beloved/his country that October is the month of ideal love, that he will meet 

her on the snow-covered Mt. Hermon and that this snow will be no obstacle to 

their love. Doubtless, his choice of Mt. Hermon as a meeting place is not 

accidental. He mentions it to emphasise the abilities of the Syrian forces in 

the October war, since it was liberated then: 

October came, 0 beloved of my life; 
October is the best time for love - 
We have a rendezvous on Mount Hermon 
How warm and loving is the snowl58 
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When Nizär is on the point of embracing his beloved on Mount Hermon, 

and of talking with her, he remembers that he has not seen her for almost 

seven years. He pauses over these seven years, the period between June 1967 

and October 1973 (really closer to six years) and sees that they were a period 

of general disillusionment and slow death; the beauty of nature withered, the 

trees died, the great lover Nizär, who had dedicated his whole life to love, 

ceased to love, the masses were crushed by despair and spent their days in 

chatter and drunkenness, the Arabs, regimes and leaders, lived in bitter 

conflict, the occupied land continued to be occupied, and there was nothing 

new on the horizon: 

Seven years of sadness have gone by 
In which the willow and the olive-tree have died 
Years in which I resigned from love 
And melodies dried up on my lips. 
Seven years when we were assassinated by despair, 
Scholastic theology, and aniseed, 
And we divided into tribes and nations, 
The sanctuary was violated, and the lions' den lost. 59 

This period, then, was a tense one in his life, and in the life of his 

nation. For this reason he was not capable of love. His mind was preoccupied 

with survival, existence, and finding a way to drive the enemy from his land. 

These were the priorities which filled his life, and there was no place for 

love in it: 

How can I love you when, around my bed 
Prowl the Jews and the plague? 
How can I love you, when the sanctuary is violated - 
It is easy for a prisoner to love? 60 

(e) The October War - delight 

Here Nizär directs the discussion toward his great love, Damascus, and 

reveals to her his delight at the victories of the Arabs in the war, 



309 

confirming that Damascus is his first and last love. He says that these 

victories remind him of the bygone glory of the Arabs in Spain, and also of 

the victories of the Syrians and their struggle against the French at the 

battle of Maysalün: 

Damascus, 0 Damascus, 0 Princess of my love 
How can the madman forget his love? 

The sun of Granada has risen over us 
After we had despaired, and Maysalün has uttered cries of joy. 61 

Nizär makes Nature share in his delight and celebrate the Arab 

victories with him, and draws a beautiful and romantic picture of it which 

resembles, to a great degree, the romantic pictures which he remembered 

previously when he entered Damascus: 

How did the ears of wheat become higher, 
How did your eyes become a swallow's nest? 
The land of Jawlän resembles your eyes, 
Flowing water, almonds and figs; 
Every wound in it is a garden of roses, 
Spring, and a hidden pearl. 

62 

We may note that delight at the victories of October permeates not 

merely Nizär 's spirit and Nature, but even permeates the Divine Being and 

the Prophet's soul: 

God and the Prophet are pleased with Dam6scus, 
Coming victory, and manifest conquest . 

In our view, this reference to Cod and the Prophet is an obvious 

poetical exaggeration. Syria's deeds in the war were not great. Nizär 

should have been a little more modest in describing the impressions which the 

October War left on his spirit. 
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As long as Damascus fills his life with delight, he is ready to respond 

to all its hopes. How happy he is for her when he encounters her as a 

beautiful bride whose dowry is men, martyrs and fighters, and not a trifling 

amount of money: 

0 Damascus, array yourself in my tears as a bracelet 
And hope, for every difficult thing becomes easy. 
Put on the bride's veil for my sake; 
The dowry of fighting women is costly. 

64 

(f) Exhilaration with personal nationalist feelings 

During his speech to Damascus, he is overwhelmed by nationalist 

feelings, and sees Damascus as a heart of the Arabs and an unequalled power. 

To him, the participation of Damascus in the October War and its victory 

therein has had a part in beautifying the image of the Arabs in their own 

eyes. They have come to feel glory and pride after the humiliation of the 

1967 defeat. The victory of Damascus is a great victory not for Syria alone, 

but for all the Arabs. This victory is in no way less important than the 

victories of the Arab Muslims in such famous historical battles as Badr and 

Hittin: 

Tear up, Damascus, the map of humiliation 
And say to fate, "Be", and it is. 
Badr has reclaimed her days throu% you 
And Hittin has regained her youth. 

In the framework of this exhilaration Nizär mentions the Arab armies 

sent by Arab countries - Iraq, Morocco, Jordan and Saudi Arabia - to help 

Syria in the battle against Israel. He borrows two characters from Arab 

history, 'Amr b. al'As (c. 575-663), the conqueror of Egypt, and al-Ma'mün 

(786-883), the warrior against the Byzantines, to symbolise these armies, and 

maintains that the glory of the Arabs (Quraysh) were dependent upon the glory 

of Damascus. He addresses Damascus as follows: 
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Through you Quraysh are mighty after having been humbled 
And tribes and clans have met together 
'Amr b. al-'As advances to the east 
and al-Ma'mün*advances to the west. 

66 

The result of this Arab assistance, he says, is victory over the 

Israelis, and the achievement by the Arabs of the impossible, of which no-one 

could have dreamed: 

The Byzantines have been defeated after seven lean years 
And our wounded consciousness has recovered 
We killed the phoenix on Mount Hermon 
And the dragon shed his teeth. 67 

Our attention is caught by Nizär's use of three symbols to refer to the 

Jews and Israel - the Byzantines, the phoenix and the dragon. Here they are 

powerful symbols of indestructible evil and unsurmountable obstacles. 

This Arab military solidarity bore fruit. For the first time Arab plans 

were fulfilled in the battle, and for the first time they entered into a real 

war far removed from political manoeuvrings. The battle is symbolised by the 

sword. It is this which establishes the outcome of the conflict, and is the 

decisive factor; indeed it is the difference between truth and falsehood and 

the one means of recovering the Arab's rights: 

The sword was true to its promise, 0 my country 
But politics are all opium 
The sword is a true governor and sage 
The sword alone, 0 Damascus, is certain. 

68 

(g) Syria and Arab nationalism 

At the end of this poem Nizär repeats that Syria is the first source 
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of the idea of Arab nationalism. At a time when such an idea was beginning to 

die in some other Arab countries Syria remained devoted to it, working to 

promote its prestige. Nationalism, he suggests, is not an aimless idea, but 

the power which diffuses awareness among the masses and makes them an 

effective element in the battle against the enemy. Evil indeed is the nation 

which has no ideas and no beliefs, which is ruled by tyrants, and inhabited by 

creatures who can be programmed in accordance with the requirements of 

circumstances: 

Teach us the knowledge of Arabism, Damascus, 
For you are the eloquence and the exposition 
Teach us deeds, for words of defeat 
Have slaughtered us, and doughy utterances 
Teach us to read the lightning and the thunder 
For half of our words are mire and m i&d 
Teach us to think, for no victory is to be hoped for 

69 As long as the whole nation are sardines. 

He says that Syria is not merely the fountainhead of nationalism, but 

also has ancient cultural roots in the depths of history. The defeat of 1967, 

the "mongrel miscarriage", will never be able to abolish its ancient glories. 

History will continue to remember with pride the victories of Syria in 

October: 

My country, 0 poem of fire and roses, 
The centuries sing of what you have done 
The river of history wells up in Syria - 
Shall history be abolished by a mongrel miscarriage? 

70 

He expresses his attachment to Palestine and his wish to defend it, and 

hopes that Damascus will perform miracles and have a strong will to face the 

challenges of the present and the future: 

Damascus, 0 Damascus, change the sun's decree, 
And say to fate; "Be", and it is. 7 
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In modern poetry the sun is a symbol of freedom and victory. When he 

says, "change the sun's decree", this does not really correspond the meaning 

he intends; it would have been more appropriate if he had said "change the 

decree of night", "the decree of darkness", "the decree of evil", or something 

of that sort. Why is this? Because Syria aspires to a free, noble life, and 

faces difficulties and an unknown fate in this aspiration. Then her ability 

to change things and to create a new, more just and more brilliant decree 

would become clear. 

ý, Mulähazät ft Zaman al-Bubb wa-al-Barb 

This is a long speech addressed by Nizär to a woman, his beloved. He 

speaks and she listens. It is divided into the following sections: 

(a) The effect of the war and love 

The poem begins with certain questions directed by Nizär to his beloved 

on the subject of the change which has suddenly taken place in his character 

and in his relationship with her during the October war and after it. At that 

time an amazing power was reawakened in him, and he felt that he was moving 

from extinction to rebirth. This is embodied in two stages. The first is the 

inflammation of his feelings at the beginning of the war, when his love for 

his beloved grew fierce, and she became in his eyes even more beautiful than 
her 

before, as though he were seeing for the first time, so that he feels linked 

to her for ever (stanza 1): 

Have you noticed something? 
Have you noticed that the relationship between you and me, in time of war, 
Takes on a new shape 
And enters a new stage? 72 



314 

The second stage is a sexual urge, which appears at the moment when the 

Egyptian forces crossed to the East bank of the Suez Canal (stanza 2): 

Did you notice this change in the colour of your eyes, 
When we listened together to the announcement of the Crossing? 73 

Then he says: 

Have you noticed how I have crossed all my banks 
How I have flooded you like the waters of the rivers? 74 

It is clear from these lines that two battles were taking place at the 

same time when the October War began. The first is the war on the battle 

fronts between the Arab forces, Egyptian and Syrian, and the Israeli forces, 

and the second is the war of Nizär the poet with the body of his beloved. If 

the aim of these Arab forces in the war was to affirm their capabilities and 

regain their self-esteem after the 1967 defeat, then Nizär's aim in his 

personal battle is to affirm his virility, which he sees as an affirmation of 

his own existence, after the defeat of 1967 had extinguished or almost 

extinguished it. 

Now he confesses that the war, in its wider Arab dimension and its 

narrow personal dimension, has brought back his self-respect and his lost 

dignity, and freed him from the feelings of defeat which appeared after 1967; 

guilt, disillusion and humiliation (stanza 3): 

Have you noticed 
How I have been liberated from my guilt complex, 
How the war has given me back all my old facial features? 7S 
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He goes on to say that the ages of decline and drought (the 1967 defeat) 

have now come to an end in his life76 (stanza 6). In this context, he insists 

on the idea with which he began his poem, i. e. that the time of defeat is a 

time of death of love and isolation, and that the time of victory is a time of 

growth of love and companionship77 (stanza 3). He repeats this idea once more 

in the course of his persistent questioning (stanza 4): 

Does war rescue us after we have been long lost, 
Kindle our dormant passions 
Make me Beduin in naturg 
And you another woman? 

79 

If we cannot find an answer to this question from Nizär, we can suggest 

an answer ourselves and say, "Yes", basing ourselves on the idea that sexual 

instincts flare up in time of war because the human being fears his own 

extinction. 
79 In accordance with this view, Nizär"s feeling of virility 

during the war is a sound one. Suddenly his inability to love ceases, he 

overcomes his feeling of isolation and separation, the imaginary barriers 

between himself and his beloved collapse and she becomes a woman worthy of 

life and affection after having been a stranger to him. 

(b) Partial image of the fighters 

Suddenly there appears in the poem an image of the Syrian fighters. This 

image does not stand alone and isolated, but rather occurs in the context of 

the love and embraces which are exchanged between Nizär and his beloved. Now 

Nizär sees the paratroops as doves. This simile may have two justifications. 

Firstly that the paratroops are like doves when they are flying through the 

air, and secondly that they are like a protective shield for Nizär and his 

beloved. They are as gentle as doves with their fellow-countrymen, but harsh 
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and violent with their enemies in war (stanza 5): 

Did you feel, like me, that the paratroops 
Were descending like doves on our hands 
That the commandos were passing over the veins of our hands? 80 

If this image of the paratroops is acceptable, the image of the 

commandos which follows it does not seem acceptable to the modern critic, 

since nobody can envisage commandos passing over veins. If he had said, 

"passing over the horizons", "passing in the battle front", or "passing 

through the memory", the image would have seemed more acceptable. Nizär, or 

his fellow-countrymen, show great admiration for all the Syrian fighters. He 

hastens with his countrymen into the streets to reward the soldiers for the 

victory they have achieved by scattering flowers over them and bowing before 

their weapons (the same stanza): 

Have you noticed how we scattered over them 
Garlands of violets and jasmine, 
How we ran to them, 
How we bowed 
Humbly before their rifles? 81 

ilº. S 
(c) Nizär's union with his beloved. and2beloved's union with his motherland 

Nizär's love for his beloved grows so strong that he feels that he has 

become united with her (stanza 7), and that the two of them have become 

united, with no barriers or distances between them. 82 

We suddenly understand that the woman he loves has features other than 

her previous human features. Now she becomes united with Damascus and Syria 

in an organic unity which can never be broken. She now appears in the form of 

a wide country. When he looks at her body he sees rivers, rocks and deserts, 

and is at a loss to know whether what he sees are the features of his country 
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or the body of his beloved. He does not know how he can come to know either 

of them separately. Accordingly he asks forcefully (stanza 8): 

So how can I distinguish 
Between the heat of your body 
And the heat of the ground of my country? 

83 

These same ideas are confirmed subsequently (stanza 11) when he confesses that 

the features of his beloved resemble certain features of the Damascus which he 

knew when he was young: 

Have you noticed how you resemble beautiful Damascus 
And how much you resemble the minarets, the Umayyad mosque, the samih-dance 
My mother's ring 
My school playground 
And the madness of childhood? 

84 

(d) Contemplation: memories of the 1967 defeat. 

At the height of the celebration by Nizär and his beloved of their love 

and of the Syrian victory in the October War there suddenly flood into his 
t, cw% 

mind memories of the hateful 1967 defeat, and he strives to recalllin order to 

compare his state then with his state now. 

With the 1967 defeat Nizär withdrew into himself and began to brood 

over his individual sorrows. His beloved remained far from him (stanza 9). 

He became another person, different from what he was before. The violent 

misery of the June defeat had a dreadful effect-upon his personality, and 

misery filled his depths with blackness, so that he seemed sometimes mournful 

and at other times angry, raging against the defeat, people's refusal to speak 

of it, and the regimes which did nothing to regain the occupied land. As a 

result he was persecuted, interrogated and threatened. Every time, he lost a 
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part of his self-respect, but as a result he felt his rebellion reborn once 

again. At this time also he continued to long for his beloved/his country and 

yearned to be close to her: 

June was sitting in our hands 
And imprisoning us in caves of dust 
I loved you 
But the night of defeat confiscated my day. 85 

Elsewhere he says: 

But despite my repeated death 
I still loved you, my pomegranate flower. 86 

(e) Joy and stubborn attachment to the beloved or the country. 

Suddenly Nizär casts off the dejection of the 1967 defeat. Ne feels 

that the victories of October have restored him to his fitting position in 

society and in the world. Now his exhilaration and joy reach their highest 

pitch - joy at the victory and at reunion with his beloved/his country (stanza 

10). Now he wishes that this joy would encompass the whole universe, and that 

his love would spread everywhere: 

I love you, you 
I write my love for you on the face of every cloud 
And give my love-letters 
To every pigeon. 87 

All of this is followed by a forceful expression of Nizär's desire to 

cling to his beloved/his country and to live with her for ever: 

I love you, 0 woman from my countr 
And desire to remain on your lips. 8 
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(f) Affirmation of his love throughout violence and life. 

Nizhr hints sometimes that his love for his beloved/his country becomes 

stronger when the circumstances surrounding him are full of violence. Thus in 

stanza 10 he says: 

I love you in a time of vio ence - 
Who says that I want peace? 

'9 

He affirms this idea again in stanza 13 when he says: 

I love you when the storms grow stron 
Not by candle-light, or by moonlight. 

His objection to loving her by moonlight is understandable. It is 

enough for us to go back to Khubz wa-Hashish wa-Oamar to understand the 

reason. Here the moon becomes, as it still is, a symbol of the idleness, 

lethargy and drug-induced stupefaction of the masses. 

By the side of violence we have here also life (stanza 13). The 

beloved/the city of Damascus becomes more beautiful when the rains fall upon 

it, moistening it, bringing the vegetation in its dead soil back to life, and 

washing away the filth. Likewise, men speak of it, cling to it, love it and 

belong to it, and it becomes a living city when people move around in it and 

it bears their features and speaks of all their'cares-. 

I love you when the streets are washed with rain's tears 
And when the trees' clothing takes on the colour of bronze: 
I love you planted in the eyes of hildren, 
Obsessed by the cares of mankind. 

9L 
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Perhaps it will be useful here to make it clear that the violence which 

Nizär has in mind is the battle sparked off by Syria on the Israeli front in 

October 1973. This is made clear by his words (stanza 11); 

Did you notice 
How your face gleamed beneath the firs 

and how your hairpins became rifles? 
92 

With this battle many things changed, and it became a dividing line between 

two periods - the period of the 1967 defeat, and the period of the 

achievements of the October War of 1973. With this new period, a new chapter 

was written in Arab history. Damascus/Syria/the beloved woman became a 

powerful warrior beneath whose banner the whole nation rallied. It likewise 

became a symbol of victory, the new heritage of which generations to come will 

speak (stanza 11): 

Did you notice how the history of your eyes changed in a few moments 
And you became a sword in the form of a woman 
Became a nation in the form of a woman 
And became our whole heritage, the whole tribe? 93 

Nizir has created a new atmosphere of violence between himself and his 

beloved, corresponding to the violence raging on the fronts between Syria and 

her enemies (stanza 13) and has succeeded in expressing it by indicating the 

savagery of his beloved and the blazing up of her emotions: 

I love you 
When your hair travels in the wind without a passport 
And when your breast murmurs like a wolf at moments of danger. 94 

(g) Unification of the beloved with Syria and Egypt together 
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Nizär sees in his beloved another Arab dimension (stanza 12). He makes 

her one not merely with Syria, but with Syria and Egypt together, so that she 

may become a symbolic nucleus of Arab unity: 

Have you noticed that you have become Damascus 
With all its Umayyad flags 
And Egypt, with all its Fatimid mosques? 

95 

Thus the beloved moves from the narrow regional area to the wiser Pan- 

Arab area, and chooses Egypt, the heart of the Arab world, in order to merge 

with it. Thus his beloved is no longer a body or a narrow patch of land, but 

is that Arab land which stretches from Syria to Egypt and which has become a 

battlefield and witnessed the self-sacrifice of the heroes of Arab armies. He 

addresses her as follows (stanza 12): 

[You] have become forts and sandbags 
And a long convoy of martyrs. 96 

(h) Unaccustomed beauty - attraction to the beloved/the country once again 

The woman/the Arab homeland fights her enemies and regains her honour, 

and is thus, in the eyes of the poet Nizär, worthy of honour, esteem and 

respect (stanza 12). Accordingly, he sees in her an unaccustomed beauty: 

Did you notice 
How amazingly beautiful you were, that evening, 
How you sat before me, like a capital city of pride? 97 

He likewise sees in her a living example of immortal beauty which embraces the 

beauty of all women in all times (stanza 12): 

Have you noticed 
That you have become a resume of all women? 98 
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He goes beyond this to observe that her voice has changed, and compares 

it, at one time to a spring of water, and at another to an oleander flower in 

the hair of Mary Magdalene. The first simile seems reasonable and acceptable, 

but the second simile is distasteful and illogical. Faced with this beauty, 

Nizär rushes to attach himself to the woman/homeland once again. He reveals 

his love for her in a sweet confidential conversation, asking her to remain 

free and mighty, acknowledging no place for humiliation (stanza 14): 

I love you, precious one 
I love you, precious one 
I love you with head raised up like the domes of Damascus 
Like the minarets of Egypt. 99 

The link between the loftiness of the beloved/country and the domes and 

minarets is a successful one. The domes and minarets stretch into space 

towering and reaching upward, with nothing fettering them and nothing limiting 

their upward thrust. They are a marvellous symbol of pride and rejection of 

humiliation, and are also a beautiful and haughty symbol of firmness and 

endurance which appear perhaps for the first time in a modern Arab poem. 

In his confidential conversation he asks his beloved to allow him to 

forget three things - his previous character, which was burned away in the 

fire of the 1967 setback, the poetry which he devoted to it and in which he 

listed the negative features of the Arabs, and the mistakes he committed then 

when he withdrew himself from the world and treated his nation harshly in his 

own self-criticism (stanza 14): 

Will you permit me to forget my old face 
And my old poetry 
And to forget my past mistakes? 

100 
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He also asks her to allow herself to be dressed in the new clothes of 

victory, since the October War has erased the defeat of June (stanza 14): 

Will you allow your clothes to be changed? 
June is dead 

101 
And I am in a passion to see your fine clothes. 

For the last time, he confesses before her, with all the human weakness 

within him, that he loves her because she proved her worthiness in the October 

War and proved to herself and her enemy that she was worthy of survival and 

life (stanza 14): 

I love you more than in any day gone by 
102 Because you have become my warrior-love. 

III 

EXPOSURE OF ARAB SHORTCOMINGS 

Nizär believes that the Arabs committed a number of errors in the 

October war, which, taken together, worked to diminish the victory which they 

attained at that time. Nizär indicated these errors in four poems, wä 

Thawri ma'a Thhä Husayn, Marsüm bi-Igälat Khälid b. al-Walid, 

Mawäwil Dimashgiyya i1ä Oamar Baghdad and Ana yA Sadlga Mutlab 

bi-'Urübati. 

1. Hiwär Thawrl ma`a Tähä Husaya. 

This poem was written in 1974 and delivered in Cairo at the gathering 

held to commemorate the first anniversary of the death of Tähä Husayn. 
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Tähi Husayn had witnessed the October war, but died just after its end 

(28.10.1973). Thus it is as though the first anniversary of his death is also 

the first anniversary of the October war. This poem consists of the following 

section: 

(a) The amatory prelude 

Nizär complains to the doyen of Arabic literature, Tähä Husayn, 

that he is living in the middle of a world of Arabs whose vision has been 

obscured and who have become unable to see things as they really are. He 

tells him that he is the only sighted person and the only intelligent person 

in the midst of this all-embracing darkness; 

Is this the light of your eyes, or are they two stars? 
All other men do not see, but you see me. 

lv3 

Because Tähä is like this, Nizär feels a sense of security in his 

presence and reveals to him the problems and prepossessing ideas which are 

revolving in his mind. The first thing which he reveals to him is that he is 

a great lover. He has spent his life in love, which has been imposed upon him 

as though it were predestined fate which can never be turned back, but he has 

never reaped from it anything but rejection by women and tears: 

Love has been decreed for us, my friend 
-And it has made you weep as it has made me weep. 

How does love come, and from wh re does it come? 
Love always knows my address. 

104 

(b) Mention of Tähä Husayn's genius and the immortality of his works. 

Nizär mentions Tähi Husayn's unending struggle in life, for example 
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his taking the Azhar by storm, his journey to Europe, his praiseworthy efforts 

in education, the establishment of the foundations of scientific research, and 

the writing of many books. He says that his genius shines through his works, 

which will remain living and immortal through time: 

You are the river; how many glasses has it given us to drink? 
And how often has it clothed us with roses and daisies? 
What you have written still intoxicates the universe 
And flows like honey beneath my tongue, 105 

He also says: 

I am in the presence of all the ages 
For the time of the man of letters is all time. 106 

Nizär sees in a1- äm, the autobiography of Tähä Husayn, one of 

the pinnacles of modern Arabic prose. He also speaks of the admiration of 

Tähä Husayn for Abü al-'A1ä' al-Ma'arri (973-1057) and his affection 

for his works, especially his prose work Risälat al-Ghufrän, 107 

(c) "Taming" writers 

Suddenly Nizär moves to an idea which has been discussed previously in 
j7, yt 

Chapter that of the 'taming' of writers, and attacks those who employ 

poetry in the service of political authority and divert it from its real 

objectives, the service of the people; he also attacks its decline into 

surrealism and nihilism, 
108 

(d) The October War " Arab shortcomin s. 

After all these preparatories, Nizär moves to the discussion of another 

heated subject of the hour. This is the subject of the October war and its 

results for Egypt. 
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From the beginning we feel his strong sympathy with Egypt, indeed his 

sense of belonging to it. He respects Egypt's fighting prowess and her 

readiness for self-sacrifice. On this account he attacks the Arabs who left 

Egypt to suffer alone the immense economic pressures which the October war 

created for her. He does not hesitate to accuse these Arabs publicly of grave 

shortcomings towards themselves, towards Egypt and towards the future of their 

nation. 

He makes it clear that these shortcomings are manifest in certain 

actions which do not accord with the nature of the circumstances of war 

through which Egypt was passing at that time. Examples of such actions are 

the failure of the Arabs to honour their solemn promises to aid Egypt 

financially and economically after the war, the way they squander their wealth 

upon women who do not deserve it, while the orphans of those killed in the war 

have need of it, the way they shirk battle, supinely seeking tranquillity, 

ease and safety, and the way they rush upon the pleasures of this world (women 

and palaces): 

Sorrows tyrannise me, and I call out - 
"Alas, 0 Egypt, for the sons of Qahtän! " 
They have traded you, bargained over you, taken possession of you 
And have sold you false hopes, 
They have withheld the water from the lips of orphans, 
And have poured it into the lips of prostitutes 
They have left the sword and the horse sorrowful 
And have sold history to the devil 
They buy palaces, but is there a purchaser 
For the graves of the heroes in Jawlän? 
They buy women; but is there a purchaser 
For the tears of the children in Baysän? 109 

Nizär concludes that the shortcomings of the Arabs towards Egypt were 

grave, and that her financial and economic difficulties were so great that 

nobody could have borne them but her, because she was a great country, capable 
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of miracles: 

Alas, 0 Egypt! How much you suffer from them! 
But the great, the great always suffersl110 

He says that Egypt's reliance upon herself and her own resources has 

utterly exhausted her. Her rich sister Arab countries should have extended 

the hand of support to her, but none did so: 

Egypt has devoured her own live while others 
Strut in silk and hooded gowns. 

i1 

He condemns the behaviour of the oil states towards Egypt in withholding 

aid from her at a time when she was in the greatest need of such aid. He 

demands that they commit themselves to offering what they can to Egypt for one 

simple reason, which is that Egypt has fulfilled a national duty in fighting 

the enemies of the Arabs in place of the Arabs as a whole. For this reason it 

is the duty of those who did not fight to pay her a monetary compensation for 

her efforts in the war. He likens those who did not fight to the "People of 

the Book" who must pay the jizva to the Muslims for their protection from the 

enemy: 

We have driven back the Byzantine hordes from you 
and we have driven back Kisrä Anüshirwän 

So pay the iz a of the swords 
For swords do not live on charity. 2 

There are two points connected with this poem. Firstly, it contains 

daring poetic images, for example when the poet says to Tähä Husayn: 

0 knight who stormed the sun 
And cast down his purple cloak, 
Upon the dawn there is a wave of neighing 
And upon the Pleiades is the charger's hoof. 113 
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Secondly, Nizär has skillfully progressed beyond the closed circle of 

elegy (lament and bewailing) to a more open circle which embraces vital, 

fateful questions, such as the value of the works of Tähä Husayn, the 

political and economic situation of Egypt after the October war, and the 

attitude of the Arabs to Egypt during this war. In his treatment of these 

questions Nizär moves slowly and with great intelligence, without making us 

feel that there is an abrupt leap from one topic to another. 

2. Marsüm bi-Ig l at Khälid b. a1-Walid. 

This poem was written immediately after Sadat's visit to occupied 

Jerusalem on 19 November 1977. This visit was a shock to Nizär, as it was to 

other Arab writers and intellectuals, because it represented a historical 

change in the course of the Arab-Israeli struggle. 
114 

On reading the first lines of the poem the reader realises two things; 

firstly that Nizär is speaking of a conspiratorial force which is working 

against the interest of the Arabs, and secondly that the whole poem is 

addressed to Saladin. The choice of Saladin has its own special significance 

here. He is a historical personage who has his own weight in Arab-Islamic 

history because of his major role in the battle of Hittin (1187). At the 

same time he is a poetic symbol of NizAr's own dream of salvation and freedom 

from the political and economic frustrations through which the Arabs are 

passing, in particular their defeats by Israel. In addition to the character 

of Saladin, there is a second who appears sometimes, the character of the son 

who observes his father the poet when he is sad. We suppose that Nizär's aim 

with this character is to show his inability to explain events surrounding him 

to his son. 
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Nizär complains to Saladin of some of the fatal mistakes in the life of 

the Arabs today, for example: 

(a) Their submission to Israeli domination. Nizär is almost absolutely 

certain here that Sadat's audacity in visiting Israel with the desire of 

concluding a peace treaty is a major tragedy in the life of Arabs. He says 

that this tragedy is nothing less than stealing the glorious Arab-Islamic 

history, with all its conquests and victories, and erasing it from the record 

of human civilisation; and also that it equals the crime of selling the 

original copy of the Qur'än, of leaving the Prophet's rear open to attack at 

the battle of Uhud, or of selling part of the land of Syria, Saladin himself, 

or all the Arabs, to the enemy (stanza 1), 115 

(b) The elimination of the fighting spirit from the military leaders and 

those eager to fight (stanzas 2 and 3) by dismissing them from their proper 

positions on the battlefronts and putting them in positions which do not suit 

them, or putting them on trial on charges of disobeying their leader's orders 

and achieving victory over their enemies without his permission. 

Nizär takes the two historical fighter-heroes, Khälid b. al-Walid 

(d. 642) and Täriq b. Ziyäd (d. 720), as examples to prove his contention. 

Apart from what these two heroes represent in Arab-Islamic history, they are 

symbols here of all the benevolent and patriotic forces in the contemporary 

Arab world, who defend it with their lives and their blood when dangers 

approach it. Thus Nizär says: 

They have stolen Arab ambition from us 
Dismissed Khälid on the heels of the conguest of Syria 
And appointed him ambassador in Geneva. l16 
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Elsewhere he says: 

They have stolen from Täriq his Andalusian overcoat 
Taken away his medals, dismissed him from the army, 
Handed him over to the Security Court, 
And condemned him for the crime of victory has a time come 
When victory is forbidden to us, my sons? li7 

Nizär has been successful in introducing these characters into his 

discussion of the way in which Arab leaders dismiss their generals and 

assistants. As we know, 'Umar dismissed Khälid b. al-Walid after his 

victory over the Byzantines at the battle of Yarmük in 636, and appointed in 

his place Abü 'Ubayda 'Amir b. al-Jarräh because the latter was abler than 

Khälid in the administration of the conquered lands. 118 As for Täriq, it is 

said that Müsä b. Nusayr (640-715) dismissed him after he had conquered 

Toledo in addition to Seville, Malaga and Cordoba. Mdsä had ordered him not 

to conquer it, but he did not obey his orders, It is said that he later 

forgave him. 119 

It is clear that Nizär is alluding here to the actions taken by Sadat 

after the October war when he mistreated all the soldiers and civilians who 

had planned and carried out the war. This, in the view of many Egyptian 

intellectuals, was a negation and a waste of the heroism of the Egyptians at 

that time. 120 

(c) The subsequent recognition by Egypt of the state of Israel and the 

exchange of ambassadors (stanza 3): 

Then has a time come 
When we greet Israel with oses and thousands of doves 
And the National Anthem? 121 
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This step by Egypt was an abrupt and startling change in its Arab 

policy, which had been based ever since the foundation of Israel in 1948 on 

two fundamental points - rejection of the Zionist entity, and the education of 

the Arab masses everywhere to the necessity of the abolition of Israel. 

Nizär was struck with amazement after this move, and was completely at a loss 

to know how to receive it or explain it: 

I no longer understand anything, my son, 
I no longer understand anything, my son. I22 

(d) The support given by some Arab broadcasting stations to Sadat's visit to 

Israel, and their repetition of this support parrot-fashion, in a way which 

makes the listener feel that the Arabs have been cleverly deceived by their 

enemies (stanza 5): 

0 Saladin, 
Do you hear the radio commentary? 
Do you listen to this public harlotry? 
They have taken the bait and have urina gd 
In the face of the prime of Arab youth. 

ý23 

Nizär asks here what is the driving power which has impelled the Arabs 

to make concessions to Israel and to plunge into humiliation once again, but 

cannot arrive at any certain answer. These are events taking place on the 

world stage which he cannot explain (same stanza): 

What is taking place on the stage? 
Who is pulling the strings of the velvet curtains: 
Who is the writer? We do not know. 
Who is the director? We do not k w. 
Nor does the public know, my son. 

T24 

Nizär does not specifically name these enemies, but he is certain that 
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they exist. They are there, behind the wings, plotting against the Arabs and 

planning to weaken them. They are not imagined by the poet, but are real 

enemies of flesh and blood, who are not afraid to sell their country for the 

cheapest of prices (same stanza): 

Selling, for two glasses of whisky, 
the estates of the homeland. 125 

It is worth noting that Nizär mentions here all the previous errors 

once again (stanzas 4 and 6); but he adds to them five other fatal mistakes; 

sacrificing national honour, drugging and keeping the populace in ignorance, 

rejecting unity, keeping the Palestinian wound open, and besieging thinkers 

and writers. 
126 

In the face of the negative situations through which the Arabs, 

especially Egypt, are living after Sadat's visit to Israel, Nizär is badly 

disillusioned. This feeling overwhelms him suddenly while he is comparing the 

state of the Arabs in the past, when they were strong, conquering the farthest 

parts of the earth, with their state today, when they are weak, fragmented and 

divided. When he turns to ancient Islamic history he pauses over three 

negative movements which were moving in a direction opposite to Arab-Islamic 

society at that time and which were agents of its destruction. These are the 

Ridda, or Apostasy, movement, the u`üb movement and the Batini 

movement. 

It is clear that NizAr has not mentioned these movements without a 

purpose, but, rather uses them to describe the present conditions through which 

the Arabs are now living. It is as though history is repeating itself; those 

who are working against the Arabs now are the new apostates, u'üb s and 

ät i. The time in which they are living deserves to be described by 
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these names (stanza 7): 

0 Saladin, 
This is the time of the Aposta M7 
And the powerful S u`ü tide. 17 

Later he says (stanza 8): 

0 Saladin, 
What use are words in this Bätini time? 128 

Nizär finishes the poem by asking about two points - the value of 

writing in a time of destruction, and God's power to support the Arabs: 

And why do we write poetry, when 
God has forgotten the Arabic speech? 

129 

Nizär answers the first point in Chapter Three, part III, when he says 

that the task of poetry is to express Arab causes, to incite the Arabs against 

injustice and to spread a spirit of victory and resistance to corrupt 

authority. As for God's forgetting of the Arabic language, this is a 

suggestion that God has become a Hebrew-speaking Jew after Sadat's acceptance 

of the existence of Israel, and that He no longer has any interest in the 

Arabs, since He has aligned Himself with the stronger side, Israel, and left 

the weaker side, the Arabs, without support. All of this means that Nizär's 

trust in the Divine Being as a great power is still lacking. 

There are two points which should be registered about this poem; 

firstly, that Nizär's preaching voice rises high in it, as it did before in 

Hawämish 'alä Daftar al-Naksa for example, as he enumerates the Arab's 

negative aspects. We believe that such an enumeration is more appropriate to 

prose than verse. It can be said that this preaching lowers the standard of 
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his poetry. Secondly, the employment of historical characters - Saladin, 

Khälid b. al-Walid, Täriq b. Ziyäd, in the context of certain 

contemporary events - the October war and Sadat's action against the military 

men - shows Nizär's intelligence and his understanding of his people's past 

and present. It is certain that some of these characters, Khälid b. 

al-Walid, for example, arouse in the reader's mind two tragedies combined 

together; the first is the tragedy of Khälid himself when he was dismissed 

and the second the tragedy of the military leaders who were dismissed by 

Sadat. 

3. Mawäwil Dimashalyya i1ä Oamar Baghdäd 

We have referred previously to this poem in Chapter Four, section III, 

and we mention it again here as it is relevant to the October War and what 

followed it. It was written in 1979, that is, about one year after the 

signing of the Camp David accord. Nizär devotes the final stanza to the 

crimes and errors committed by Sadat against himself and against his nation. 

He begins this stanza by attacking Sadat for chasing after the Camp David 

accord and clinging onto itrstipulations. His attack comes in the form of a 

bitter satire, which is closer to a personal attack on Sadat, when he accuses 

him of destroying the ancient history of his nation and compares him to 

Käfür (905-968), the slave who ruled Egypt and Syria and maintained the 

Ikhshidid state for a period of twenty years: 

Has the news come to you, 0 Mutanabbi, 
That Käfür has dismantled the Pyramids? 130. 

In Nizär's view the dangers of the Camp David agreement are the 

following: 
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(a) In it Sadat surrendered rights which were not his to give, but which 

belonged to the Arab people. When he dragged Egypt's name through the mud he 

was very like a poor peasant who wanted to become rich and chose to do so by 

selling the trams (a means of transport belonging to the Egyptian state) to a 

foolish fellow-citizen: 

Egypt has fallen into the hands of a village 31 Who has found nothing to sell but the trams. 

(b) Sadat presented fÄu agreements as though t+ were going to bring 

prosperity and peace to Egypt, but 1) did not do so. This means that he was 

deceiving and misleading the masses: 

He promised people wine and honey 
But he gave them illusions to drink. l32 

(c) The agreement itself was like an iron fetter which shackled Egypt and 

separated it from its Arab nation (`Abs, Tamim) and cast it against its will 

into the snares of Israel: 

He kindled fire in the houses of 'Abs 
And Tamim, and ignored the ties of blood, 133 

(d) In the course of the negotiations Sadat offered concession after 

concession and exposed the terrible Arab weakness, until he was completely 

naked before his enemies. His weakness encouraged his enemies to use him to 

carry out their objectives. When they had achieved what they wanted through 

him, they left him to struggle with his unknown fate: 

They stripped him of everything, and when 
They had drained him dry, they threw him the bones. 134 
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In the same stanza Nizär alludes to some of Sadat's characteristics and 

activities which became apparent, particularly after the October War. Among 

these were, for example, his love of appearing in public and taking his colour 

from situations in which he found himself: 

A man of theatrical ambitions, weaj ng one face 
For comedy, and another for drama. 

Other faults were his moral corruption, his conceit and his oppression of 

people without paying any attention to the principles of justice and equality. 

In all of his conduct, he seemed to be like King Farouk, who was famous for 

his political and moral corruption, or one of the earlier Khedives of Egypt 

whose moral behaviour was equally unsatisfactory: 

He is Farouk in gluttony and conceit, 
And the Khedive in tyranny and revenge. 136 

Yet another crime was his suppression of Egyptian thinkers and writers 

who opposed his initiative with Israel. This suppression happened on Sunday 

21 May 1978, when he threw thousands of them into prison: 

He took those who thought b fore the Security Court 
And abolished ink and pens. 

'37 

4. Aria yä Sadiga Mut'ab bi-'Urübatl. 

In the eighth stanza of this long poem Nizär attacks Sadat once again. 

The stanza begins with Nizär's amazement at what Sadat did to himself and to 

Egypt (the Camp David accord and the concessions). This amazement reveals 

itself more and more as he draws a comparison between the past (the Islamic 

conquests, the horses, 'Umar b. al-Khattäb, `Amr b. al-'As) and the black 
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present represented by Sadat (the "Mighty ruler of Egypt"), 138 

He himself is full of anger and bewilderment when he sees Egypt, after 

Camp David, subject to an intruder (Israel), something which should never have 

happened: 

Who would believe that Egypt has turned Jewish 
And that the shrine of our Lord al-Husayn is desolate? 139 

He repeats with confidence that Egypt is an Arab country with an Arab- 

Islamic history and with no links, close or distant, with the Jews. He 

describes Sadat as the "lying Imam"; perhaps this description comes from his 

observation of the acute contradiction between Sadat's words and his deeds. 

We know that Sadat gave himself the title "The Believer-President". This is a 

title which gives the impression that he was a firm adherent of Islam. If 

this had been so, he should have been strong, as befits one who supports the 

Faith, not weak and ready to surrender to his enemies: 

This is not Egypt, for its prayers 
Are Hebrew, and its Imam is a liar. 140 

When Egypt became Jewish, it became a stranger to Nizär, and he can see 

nothing of it but a small sky and captive women, when once its sky had been 

limitless, its land had been free and mighty, and hordes of invaders had 

shattered themselves upon it: 

This is not Egypt, for its sky 
Has grown small, and its women have been taken as plunder. l41 

Nizär does not forget to mention that this new policy followed by Sadat 

in his dealings with Israel, the policy of submission, is not a strange one to 
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him. In his opinion, Sadat is the new Käfür, the black slave, who should be 

subject to a master stronger than he. Sadat has no glory, because his glory 

is spurious, and he has no roots because he is descended from slaves. He is 

like many rulers of base origin, who have attained power but are still base 

even after they have attained it. Instead of power raising them up 

spiritually, intellectually and socially, they continue to act in a way which 

lowers their humanity and shows their inferiority: 

Even if Käfür has come, yet how many a ruler 
Has crushed nations though his crown is a clog. 

142 

IV 

COMMENT 

1. Hidden within the above poems is the image of war - the image taken from 

the atmosphere of battle between the two warring sides. Thus Nizär pays no 

attention to description of the external world-fires, the dead, destruction, 

the tragedies of war or refugees, and only pays attention to the disclosure of 

his personal feelings after he has received the news of the October War; then 

he extends these feelings to the external world to bring them into touch with 

a part of this world - for example, Damascus, Syria, his beloved or Sadat. 

Here Nizär may perhaps have created a particular point of view of this part 

of the world, either negative or positive. Nizär has done this in his poems 

about the October War, in the same way as he did previously in his poems on 

the June 1967 war. 

The question now is; why does NizAr not describe the battles? Is he 

incapable of doing so? The answer is extremely simple. It is not because of 
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inability, but because of his self-love - his absolute narcissism. He makes 

himself the focus of events, whatever they may be, and the world around him 

becomes marginal, and he sees nothing of it except what is connected to the 

revelation of this egoism of his or whatever can display it in some way or 

other. 

Thus we can understand why Nizär gives this marginalised and partial 

image of the Syrian fighters in the poem Mu ähaZi fi Zaman al-Hubb wa- 

al-Harb (stanza 5) when he says: 

Did you feel, like me, that the paratroops 
were descending like doves on our hands 

That the commandos were passing over the veins of our hands? 143 

This image, as we-have said, occurs in the context of a romantic scene 

(the two lovers who have a stormy meeting after a long separation). In it 

NizAr wished to indicate that he shared in the victory and to disclose his 

personal feelings about the war, and it is an image which was never intended 

to refer primarily to the soldiers. 

If Nizär had exploited his poetic ability in order to describe what was 

happening on the battle fronts, he could have enriched his poems with new 

images and ideas and thereby added something new whose absence we feel in 

modern Arabic poetry. 

2. In Tarsi' bi-al-Dhahab 'a1ä Sayf Dimashgt and Mulähazät fi 

Zaman al-Hubb wa-al-Harb we repeatedly find the image of a woman whose 

features cannot be perceived with any real clarity. However, from these two 

poems we understand that she is the city of Damascus, or a beloved woman, or 

the city and the woman together, united in a single being. The striking point 

which really draws our attention here is Nizär's attitude to the beloved 
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woman. He treats her as a master would his slave, with absolute superiority, 

making her aware of his masculinity and virility, while she makes him aware of 

her submission to him. We never hear her saying anything in either of the 

poems, or expressing her point of view, but, on the contrary, we see her 

submitting and obeying his commands without a murmur. This image of the 

slave-woman and the male master at a time of war is not strange to Nizär, 

since he lived with it at time of peace and excelled in his portrayal of it in 

his early collections of love-poetry, Tufülat Nahd, Anti asä' d and 

Habibati. 

3. In his poems on Damascus/Syria Nizär emerges from the shell of the 1967 

defeat into the external world, breathes the air of freedom and dignity and 

sings of the effect of war and supposed victory upon his spirit, as though he 

had been created anew. Existence and nature are at a pinnacle of perfection, 

and he is in harmony with them and with life. But before long he goes back 

once again to his shell of grief and pain, the shell of the 1967 defeat, in 

his poems on Sadat. Here his feelings change from optimism and hope to anger, 

complaint and pessimism. 

4. Nizir's attacks upon Sadat, especially in MawäwI1 Dima 

Qamar Ba hgdäd and An& 19 Sadiga Mut`ab bi-`Urübati, are caused by two 

things - Sädät's decision to negotiate alone with Israel without consulting 

the other Arab states, 144 
and his submission to the Israeli fantasy that peace 

was close to being achieved, 145 It is obvious that his attack upon Sadat was 

not meant to denigrate Egypt or its people. Nizär has spoken on this point 

in greater detail elsewhere: 

Sadat is one thing and Egypt is something else. This is an 
essential point which must be the basis and starting-point for all 
our actions. It would be a fatal error if we were to mix the two 
things together and not distinguish, in the moments of our 
sweeping anger, between Sadat and Egypt, between the temporary and 
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passing person and the lasting Arab country. If the ruler of 
Egypt has made a mistake, it would be the most blatant injustice 
to punish Egypt ... Reason demands that we should not put the 
error right by committing a greater error, and that we should not 
kill a nation on the pretext of revenging ourselves upon one of 
its citizens, 

146 

5. The poems Marsüm bi-Ig lat Khälidb. al-Walid, Mawäwil Dimashaivya 

ilä Oamar Baghdad and Ana ä Sadiga Mut'ab bi-'Urübati are permeated 

by a critical spirit which reminds us of the self-criticism contained in 

Nizär's poems on the 1967 defeat. The self-criticism pursued by Nizär after 

this defeat is incontestably close to self-flagellation and flagellation of 

the Arabs at the same time. It is full of revolution and violence. As for 

the self-criticism connected with the October War, it is either a bitter 

satire upon Sadat or it draws attention to the Arabs and their failure to do 

their full duty to Egypt in the war. 

6. In the first days of the October War Nizär believed that this war would 

have great positive results for the Arabs. He entertained the idea that it 

would change many things in the region; the occupation, Israeli arrogance, 

geography, boundaries) 47 

He said also that the modern Arab poem itself would change, a little or 

greatly: 

.... the Arab poem, of course, will not escape from the law of 
war, and will be compelled to abandon all its jewels, necklaces, 
embroidered garments and s1)ver anklets if it wants to coexist 
with the new Arab society. 

R8 

In the light of what Nizär says, we can ask whether his poems on the 

October War represent a change from, for example, his poems on the June 

defeat. The answer is no. His style is the same in both places. Perhaps the 

only change which has occurred to his poems here is this gushing joy mixed 
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with national pride and a sense of belonging to Damascus. This is embodied in 

his melodic masterpiece Tarsi' bi-a1 Dhahab 'alä Sayf Dimashgi. Further, 

no noticeable change took place in poems written by other Arab poets on the 

October war. 
149 

7. The October War was exploited as an occasion for the production of 

literary works with various aims, including profit rather than artistic 

creation. The Syrian critic Sa'id Hüräniyya speaks of this phenomenon in 

Syria a few months after the end of the October War: 

If a tourist who was interested in Arab affairs had landed in our 
country in October and seen a number of productions on stage, 
television and cinema and read some of the literary works which 
adorned the newspapers and magazines ... 

he would have thought 
immediately that his aeroplane had been hijacked and that he had 
fallen into a mythical trap. The literary hacks rushed to the 
tables of public occasions, throwing down their quills and pens 
and unsheathing cleavers, knives and axes ... and all attacked the 
great mansif* of October whose pavilions had been erected in 
theatres, journals, newspapers, radio and television stations and 
cinemas. Meat is expensive, and the meat of October was 
justified, cheap and untouched by decay. 15 

What distinguishes all of these works of which Sa'id Hüräniyya 

speaks is the stamp of bad quality. This is the disease of cheap art which 

Nizär avoids in the preceding poems. Needless to say, Nizir gave his poems 

all the necessary artistic elements, in particular simple language, delicate 

music and fiery emotion. 

*A Beduin dish made of meat cooked with rice and dried milk. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

THE DEATH OF JAMAL 'ABD AL-NASIR 

This chapter deals with a single topic, the effect of the death of 

President Nasser upon Nizär's poetry. It is divided into three sections. 

Section I is a general introduction which discusses briefly a limited number 

of points: the revolution of July 1952, Nasser's subsequent achievements, the 

secret of the close relationship between Nasser and the masses in Egypt and 

the Arab world, and the attitude of Arab writers, Nizär among them, to 

Nasser's death. 

Section II is a critical analysis of Nizir's elegies upon Nasser. We 

shall see that in them Nizär accuses the Arabs of killing the departed 

President, and attempts to immortalise him by comparing him, for example, to 

the fourth pyramid, or claiming that he would come back to life in one form or 

another. 

Section III is a commentary in four parts: Nizär's feeling of shock 

after the President's death; the relationship of his elegies to praise 

(madh); the repetition in these elegies of two fixed ideas, those of return 

and embodiment; and the difference between these elegies and those upon his 

son Tawfiq and his wife Bilqis. 

I 

INTRODUCTION 

So many books and studies have been written about President Nasser 
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(1918-1970), both during his life and after his death, that there is little 

scope for adding to them here in any way. However these various writings need 

not prevent us from offering a concise general introduction in which we shall 

touch upon the most important and outstanding achievements of his life. ' 

1. Nasser and the revolution of 23 July 1952 

On the 23 July 1952 Nasser led the Free Officer's revolution 

which put an end to the monarchy. After the revolution he became the leading 

figure in Egypt, and occupied a number of political posts - deputy Prime 

Minister and Minister of the Interior (1953), Prime Minister (1954), and 

President of Egypt (1956). 2 

The Revolution of 23 July 1952 can be regarded as a landmark in the 

history of Egypt and the Arabs in the twentieth century. 
3 Various thinkers 

see it as a serious attempt to establish freedom and national rights, an 

effort to reconcile science and religion, or a demand for democracy and the 

recognition of the popular will. 
4 

Nasser was convinced that this revolution was the only means of freeing 

the Arabs from colonialism and combating backwardness. 5 Ile believed that it 

should arm itself with two weapons - constant awareness of scientific facts 

and enlightened ideas, and clarity in the perception of objectives and 

constant effort in pursuing them. 6 He announced that its aims were to destroy 

colonialism and the Egyptian traitors who served it, to destroy feudalism, to 

destroy monopolies and the domination by capitalism of the government, to 

establish social justice, to establish a strong national army, and to 

establish a sound democratic life.? Starting from this revolution, he 

undertook a series of actions on three levels, the internal Egyptian level, 

the Arab level and the world level. 
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(a) The internal Egyptian level 

Here we may mention the following actions: the proclamation of the 

Republic on 18.6.19538; the achievement of full Egyptian independence (through 

the signing of the evacuation agreement with Britain in 1954 and the complete 

evacuation of British troops in 1956; the ending of the international treaties 

and agreements which limited Egypt's independence; the confrontation of the 

tripartite aggression)9; the promulgation of the constitution of the Egyptian 

Republic in 1956, which gave Egyptians the opportunity to participate in 

government and create a modern state10; the introduction of certain internal 

reforms (such as the agricultural reform policy, the reduction of differences 

between social classes, the abolition of titles like Pasha and Bey, the 

nationalisation of the Suez Canal on 26 July 1956, the policy of nationalising 

and Egyptianising other major businesses, the laying of the foundation stone 

of the High Dam project on 9 January 1960, the commitment to a concept of 

socialism which would not conflict with religion, and the giving of greater 

prominence to the role of workers, peasants and women in political and social 

life). 11 

(b) The Arab level 

The most prominent achievements here were: 

(i) The adoption of the idea of-Arab-unity 

Nasser continually maintained that the Arabs were a nation who deserved 

unity because they possessed its essential common components - language, 

history, hopes and future. 12 He believed that any partial union between two 

Arab peoples would be a positive step which would pave the way for 
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comprehensive Arab unity. 
13 He likewise emphasised that Egypt's primary 

A,: 

mission was to work for unity between the Arabs. 14 He putbbeliefs into 

practice when he agreed to unity between Egypt and Syria in February 1958.15 

However this unity did not last long, since Syria separated from Egypt in 

September 1961 for reasons which lie outside the scope of this introduction. 

It is interesting to note here that Nasser's project for Arab unity, in the 

view of Hasan Salb, Professor of Philosophy at the American University of 

Beirut, was a psychological project which aimed to restore the Arab's faith in 

himself and in his ability to achieve progress. 
16 

(ii) Support of Arab struggles 

Nasser supported the Algerian uprising of 1954-1962 against French 

colonialism with material assistance and supported the Yemeni revolt against 

the rule of the Imams in 1962 with equipment and troops. 17 lie also responded 

positively to other nationalist movements in Sudan, Libya and Iraq. 18 Jamal 

al-Shargäwi says: 

... the July revolution adopted all Arab revolutions, became their 
mother-revolution, took them under its wing, and sy3ported them in 
so far as it was an example and an ideal for them. 

According to Nadim al-Baytär: 

... Nasserism was the first Arab social revolution. Its victory 
provided the motive power for similar movements, and every other 
revolution found the way open before it and was able to realise 
itself with relatively great ease. 20 

As for the Palestinian cause, Nasser gave it great attention from an 

early period in his life. When the Partition resolution of 29.11.1947 was 

adopted, he believed that what was happening in Palestine was part of an 
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imperialist design aimed at the whole Arab nation. 
21 He never ceased to 

regard the foundation of Israel as a destructive cancer directed against the 

struggle of nations. 
22 He considered that it presented two dangers - the 

extermination of the Palestinian people, and regional expansionism in order to 

accommodate the Jews of the Diaspora. 23 His policy toward it did not change, 

even after its attack upon the Arabs on the 5th June 1967. He expressed this 

policy clearly at the Khartoum conference held in August 1967 which became 

famous as the conference of the "three noes" - no negotiation, no recognition 

24 
and no peace with Israel. 

His belief in the Palestinian's right to their country was absolute. 

For this reason he supported their armed revolution, and considered it the 

noblest contemporary Arab phenomenon. Be continued to espouse their cause 

from the first Arab summit conference in 1964 until his death in 1970.25 

(c) The world level 

Here his most important achievements were the following: 

(i) Resisting, colonialism 

The war against colonialism was the front line of Nasser's internal and 

external policy. 
26 To condemn it and unmask its plans was his overwhelming 

preoccupation, as he regarded it as the chief reason for the problems of the 

Arabs, especially in Palestine. 27 On the basis of this policy, he called for 

respect for the rights of nations to decide their own destiny28, supported 

Arab and African liberation movements29, condemned Apartheid in South 

Africa30, and rejected treaties like the Baghdad Pact and the Eisenhower 

Doctrine. 31 These activities, in addition to other actions like the 

nationalisation of the Suez Canal and the recognition of the Chinese People's 
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Republic, aroused the hostility of the West toward him. 32 

(ii) Building, a strong relationship with the Socialist Camp 

Nasser was able to build a strong relationship with the countries of the 

Socialist Camp because he found in them a strong ally against Western 

imperialism. According to Jamal al-Shargäwi: 

Nasserism realised that the struggle against colonialism was a 
world struggle, that this struggle could only be undertaken by a 
broad world front of all the forces hostile to imperialism, and 
that the two outstanding forces in this front were the national 
liberation movement and the Socialist Camp. Accordingly Nasser 
gave a marvellous example of co-operation and fraternity with the 
Socialist Camp, in particular wish the leadership of that Camp, 
represented by the Soviet Union. 3 

(iii) Commitment to the principle of non-alignment 

Nasser was committed to the principle of non-alignment in the struggle 

between the two camps, the Western and the Socialist, because of his 

conviction that Egypt had no direct concern with the Cold War which arose from 

the competition between them. He believed that Egypt's advantage lay in the 

reduction of international tension, not in aggravating it. 34 For him, the 

principle of non-alignment also meant working for world peace and supporting 

international co-operation in order to achieve prosperity. 35 

2. Nasser and the masses 

Nasser was able to build a strong relationship with the Arab masses in 

Egypt and the Arab world. In Egypt the masses gave their President their love 

and loyalty in a manner which surpasses all description. 36 This firm bond 

between the two may be attributed to Nasser's belief in the Egyptian people's 
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ability to lead Egypt after the July 23 revolution. 
37 At that time he liked 

to describe his nation as "the great teacher which resists its enemies". 
38 He 

himself was likewise described as the voice, tool and servant of the masses. 
39 

The journalist Mustafa Amin ascribes his ability to identify himself 

with his people to a number of reasons, including his simplicity, his 

humility, and his refusal to exploit his position for personal advantage: 

But how did this identification happen? How was the miracle of 
complete trust between ruler and people achieved for the first 
time? The secret is that the leader of the people did not desert 
the people. He did not forget that he sprang from the loins of 
the country. He was a peasant from the village of Bani Murr. He 
was a simple, believing, modest man. He did not exalt himself 

over people. He did not rule despotically by force. He did not 
exploit power to grow rich or revenge himself. He did not exploit 
the state and did not permit anyone else to exploit it. He did 
not demand glory, title or position for himself, but rather led 
the revolution from the first day and preferred to conceal himself 
in the ran s. 

40 

It may be noted here that the Egyptians revealed their attachment to 

their President on two major occasions, firstly after the 1967 defeat when he 

offered his resignation, and they came onto the streets in the biggest 

demonstration since 1954 to demand that he remain in office4l, and secondly at 

his death in 1970 when millions followed his funeral crying out, "with our 

souls and our blood we shall complete your mission. "42 

In the Arab world the personality and ideas of Nasser were accepted 

among the Arab masses on a wide scale, because they found in them something 

which expressed their aspirations and hopes. 43 The Arabs' admiration for 

Nasser increased greatly after the Suez Crisis of 1956 and the union with 

Syria in 1958.44 It seems that the Arabs' attachment to Nasser was due to his 

trust in them, his frankness with them, the simple way in which he spoke to 

them, and his understanding of their causes. Muhyl al-Din Subhl writes: 
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The President spoke to the Arabs ... and made them feel that they 

were a single nation. He spoke to them about the best-hidden 
international secrets and the facts of the world situation ... a 

great part of his success in rallying them at times of crisis was 
due to the fact that he spoke to them not only in normal language, 
but in the language of everyday speech. He did not raise himself 

over them by using revolutionary, cultural or foreign expressions, 
or 41. sr !4j' Qxptiiiirt iv specialised subjects. He was full of the 

problems and difficulties of the people. People heard him 
discussing their problems like an expert and a believer and 

allowed him to direct them; and he never let them down. 
45 

As a result of the popularity which Nasser enjoyed in the Arab world, 

some saw in him a new Saladin who would liberate Palestine from the 

Israelis46, a prophet sent by God to persecuted peoples in order to apply the 

principles of Jesus and Muhammad47, and a national hero and leader of 

liberation movements in the whole of the Third World. 48 

3. His death 

Nasser died on 28.9.1970 immediately after the conclusion of the 

extraordinary Arab summit conference held to discuss the conflict between 

Jordan and the P. L. O. in September of that year, as a result of a severe heart 

attack. 
49 His death came as a terrible shock to Arabs everywhere, and was 

welcomed only by those who saw him as a dictator. 50 

(a) The attitude of writers and poets 

Egyptian writers spoke repeatedly of this terrible shock wherever they 

were. Khälid Muhyi al-Din, his friend and one of the leaders of the 23 

July revolution, said, "his death is a disaster for all the revolutionaries in 

the world, �51 while Tawfiq al-Hakim said, "sorrow has entered every house 

in distress at your death, because there is a piece of you in every house". 52 



357 

Yüsuf Idris declared in dismay, "death! 0 death! You who have defeated us 

in a way in which the enemy could not! �53 The journalist Muhammad `Awda 

wrote in anguish, "you have left us ... orphans who see no-one to support us, 

naked with no-one to cover us, wanderers who see no light, lost men who fear 

tomorrow and every moment to come. "54 

The same sentiments were repeated in dozens of poems written immediately 

after his death. We shall mention only a few examples here, since what was 

written on the subject would fill a large anthology. Thus from Egypt we have 

Kitäba 'alä Qabr 'Abd al-Näsir by Badr Tawfig55, Ughniyya li-al-Shitä' 

by Wafä' Wajdi56, Lä Tagülü al-Wadi' by Mahmüd Hasan Ismi, 1157, . 

Waqt li-al-Bukä' by Amal Dunqul58, Ahzän Izis by Muhammad al-Bukhärl 

59, al-'Im1äq al-Asmar by Fu'äd Hasan6Ö, Kull 'Id mä Khalä al-Nasr 

abä', Ughniyya `alit Oabr Batal and Bald al-Wadä' by Sälih Jawdat6l and 

Ahzän al-Fugarä' by FArüq Shüsha. 62 From Sudan we have al-Oädim 'ind 

al-Far by Muhammad al-Faytar163, and from Palestine we have Tahht ürat 

`Abd al-Näsir by Mu`in Busaysü64, al-Rajul dhü al-Zill al-Akh dar by 

65 Mahmüd Darwish and Marthiy_at al 66 
-Färis by Fadwä Tügän. 

(b) Nizär's attitude 

Nizär's relationship with Nasser goes back to the latter's attitude to 

his poetry. When Nizär wrote Nawämish 'alä Daftar al-Naksa, some Egyptian 

writers and critics launched a violent attack upon it, considering it a great 

insult to the Arabs. 67 Perhaps this attack sprang from their supposition that 

the character of the tyrannous sultan mentioned in stanza 17 alluded to Nasser 

alone. In fact this character may be a symbol of tyranny in general, or it 

may be a symbol of a particular ruler. The way in which it is taken depends 

upon the width or narrowness of the reader. 
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However Nizär's enemies in Egypt succeeded in their campaign against 

him, and his poem was banned there. Another official embargo was placed on 

all his poetry in broadcasting and the press. 
68 

Faced with this, Nizär was alarmed, and was convinced that his enemies' 

campaign had "left the sphere of criticism and civilised discussion and 

entered the sphere of official denunciation". 69 Accordingly he wrote a short 

letter to Nasser on 30 October 1967 in which he drew attention to the 

following points: 

(i) He was currently being subjected by the official authorities in Egypt 

to a kind of oppression for which there was no precedent in history. 7° 

(ii) His forbidden poem Hawämish 'alä Daftar al-Naksa was an attempt to 

restore self-esteem, without boasting or exaggeration, and to offer a vision 

of the building of a new Arab thinking, different from the thinking which had 

prevailed before the defeat. 71 

(iii) In his poem he had not gone beyond the self-criticism expressed by 

President Nasser after the setback, when he spoke frankly and openly about the 

Arabs' failings. 72 

(iv) He wished to draw the President's attention to an extremely important 

question, the attitude of authority to the writer or intellectual; would he be 

permitted to express what he wanted to say, or would he fall under the whips 

of suppression? 73 

(v) In the shadow of defeat he could not keep silent. He felt humiliated, 

and found himself crying out in pain. This was natural and to be expected. 74 
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Nizir concluded his letter by asking Nasser to read HawAmish75 and then added: 

Mr. President, I complain to you of the hostile attitude taken to 
me by the official authorities in Egypt, under the influence of 
the words of the mercenaries and the traders in speech. I ask 
nothing more than that my voice be heard; it is one of the 
simplest principles of justice that the writer should be allowed 
to explain what he has written ... I only ask, Mr. President, for 
freedom of speech, for I have been reviled in Egypt and no-one 
knows why I have been reviled; and my patriotism and honour have 
been impugned because I have written a poem, while nobody has read 
a letter of this poem. My poem has entered every Arab city and 
aroused a dispute between Arab intellectuals, positive and 
negative. Why have I been deprived of this right in Egypt alone? 
When has Egypt closed her doors in the face of the word and not 
been able to bear it? Mr. President, I do not want to believe 
that one like you can punish the bleeding man for bleeding ... or 
permit the persecution of an Arab poet who wished to be noble and 
courageous in facing himself and his nation and has paid the price 
for his truthfulness and courage. Mr. President, I do not believe 

76 that this can happen in your time. 

Nasser read the poem and admired it. He wrote to the Ministry of 

Information saying that he found nothing in it to cause objection, and asked 

it to rescind all the measures it had taken with regard to Nizär and his 

writings. He issued instructions to other concerned quarters to open Egypt's 

doors to Nizär and to give him all the respect appropriate to his standing. 
77 

Nizär felt great happiness at these decisions, and felt sure that they were a 

positive step taken by a civilised ruler, through which he had removed the 

wall of fear which stood between poetry and authority. 
78 

When Nasser passed away it was natural for Nizär to mourn him in his 

poetry. He wrote four elegies on him - Jamal 'Abd al-Näsir, al-Haram 

al-Räbi', Risäla i1ä Jamal 'Abd al-Näsir and Ilayhi fi Yawm Milädihi. 

A full analysis of all of them follows below. 

II 
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ELEGIES. ACCUSATIONS AND IMMORTALITY 

1. Jamal 'Abd al-Näsir 

This elegy is virtually a part of the black picture of the Arabs which 

Nizär draws in his poetry. He opens it by accusing them of killing the last 

of the prophets, Nasser. Here he touches upon two completely contradictory 

themes - that of genius and loftiness, represented by Nasser, and that of 

barbarism, represented by the Arabs. He suggests that peace between the two 

sides is impossible, and that the battle is always decided in advance in 

favour of barbarism. Thus Nasser is killed, and the killers are the Arabs. 

When they kill, they are not embarrassed and they feel no shame, because they 

have committed such murders many times before. Such is their history, which 

has witnessed crimes committed against their leaders which have made their 

lives, long ago and now, identical chapters in a book of tragedy, which he 

symbolically calls Karbalä'. The battle of Karbalä' (which took place on 10 

Muharram 61 A. H. /lO October 680 A. D. ) represents on a historical level the 

bloody struggle between two competing factions, the supporters of the 

descendants of `All and the supporters of the Umayyads, and is thus a symbol 

of the Arabs' killing of one of their noblest leaders, since the battle of 

Karbala' ended with the death of al-Husayn b. 'All, the grandson of the 

Prophet (stanza 1): 

We have killed you, 0 last of the Prophets 
We have killed you 
It is not a new thing for us Ac 
To assassinate the Prophet's Companions and4holy men; 
How many a Prophet have we killed 
And how many an Imam have we slaughtered as he prays the evening prayer! 
Our whole history is a tribulation 
And all our days are Karbalä'. 79 
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After this Nizär goes on to compare Nasser with the Arabs in order to 

give depth to his accusation, for he considers the difference between them to 

be very wide indeed. Nasser is a symbol of prophethood, thought and culture 

(the beautiful book) and of unity (the land of innocence), while the Arabs are 

a symbol of ignorance and unthinking rejection (stanza 2): 

You descended upon us like a beautiful book 
But we are not good at reading 
You travelled among us to the land of innocence 
But we did not agree to depart. 80 

Nasser was also the person who led the Arab nation after the setback of 

1967 to emerge from the tunnel of darkness into the light, and in order to 

achieve this he endured dreadful suffering, as did Moses in the desert of 

Sinai. The Arabs, on the contrary, do not suffer or endure torment, but sit 

back, deceiving themselves and their masses without achieving anything (stanza 

2): 

We left you alone under the sun of Sinai 
Speaking to your Lord alone on Mount Sinai 
Enduring nakedness, misery and thirst alone 
While we were here, sitting crosslegged 
Selling slogans to the foolish 
Stuffing the masses with hay and st law 8 And leaving them chewing the wind. 

While Nasser began to spread the ideas of revolution and the struggle 

against backwardness, and to teach the people national pride, the Arabs were 

apostasising from his ideas and turning against him (stanza 4): 

You shook off the dervish's dust from us 
You gave us back our boyhood 
And you travelled with us to the impossible 
You taught us splendour and vigour 
But we, 
When the Journey became too long for us, 
And our nails and our beards grew too long, 
We killed the steed. 82 



362 

In order to confirm in the reader's mind that the Arabs are guilty of 

the crime of killing Nasser, Nizär quotes (stanza 3) some of the methods used 

by the Arabs to kill the President. Among these are the way they loaded him 

beyond endurance with their problems (the poison of the Arabs), made him a 

participant in the events of 1970, betrayed him when he summoned them to 

unity, and insisted upon division: 

We have fed you the poison of the Arabs until you have grown sated 
We have cast you into the fire of Amman, until you burned 
We have shown you the treachery of the Arabs, until you lost faith. 83 

To these Nizär adds some of the other characteristics of the Arabs 

which played their part in the killing of Nasser, including hypocrisy, lack of 

cultural spirit, tribalism, lack of principle, secret plotting, and public 

proclamation of what was not in their souls (stanza 3): 

For we are tribes of the Time of Ignorance 
We are instability 
We are oscillation 
We are the Bätiniyya 
We swear 1oyaity to our lords in the morning 
And eat them when the evening comes. 84 

Faced with this overflowing blackness of crime, the Arabs and the death 

of Nasser, two hopes escape from Nizär (stanza 4). The first is that the 

Arabs should perish: 

So perish our hands 
Perish our hands. 85 

The second is that Nasser should appear in another, distant land, not an Arab 

land, for the Arabs are unworthy of him: 
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Would that you had never appeared in our land 
And would that you had been the prophet of some other people. 

86 

Nizär had blamed Nasser before (stanza 3) for appearing in the land of 

the Arabs, because he felt that he was greater than his age: 

Why did you agree to come to us? 
For one like you is too much for us. 

87 

and: 

Why did you appear in the land of hypocrisy? 
Why did you appear? 88 

In NizAr's view, Nasser's death was a great loss for all the Arabs. 

With his death, the aims and miracles which could have been accomplished at 

his hands had he lived longer were shattered (stanza 5): 

Whither? 
All of the legends have died 
With your death, and Scheherezade has killed herself. 89 

The Scheherezade who is intended here is Scheherezade the story-teller, 

not the beloved. The meaning seems to be that the departed President used to 

create great events in Egypt, and found people who would relate and broadcast 

them (Scheherezade); but when he died these events ceased to occur, and as 

there was no longer any role for Scheherezade, she killed herself. 

The Khawirij (a new symbol in Arab poetry, used to indicate rebels, 

those against the regimes, and progressive forces) share Nizär's view that 

Nasser's death was a great loss. Thus they come to Egypt to express their 
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sorrow, despite their differences of opinion with him about the method of 

dealing with Arab problems (stanza 5): 

The delegations of Kharijites have all come 
To compose love-epics upon you 
And those who declared you an unbeliever, 
Those who called you a traitor, 
And those who crucified you at the Damascus gate, 

90 

As for the other Arab leaders, with Nasser's death they felt that they 

had been rid of a heavy and terrifying burden (perhaps Nizir is alluding here 

to those Arab regimes which Nasser considered to be reactionary). They came 

to participate in the funeral ceremonies, impelled by a sense of duty, but in 

reality they were gloating at his death. They pretended to be sad, and 

concealed their personal intentions and dreams (stanza 5): 

Here is one shedding tears over you 
With his dagger under his mourning garments. 
Here is one waging war in his sleep, 
Over whom the holy war weeps when he is awake 
Here is one who seeks kingship after you 
But after you 
All the kings are ashes. 

91 

After all of this Nizär is overwhelmed by a wave of despair when he 

feels certain that the vacuum which Nasser has created by his death can never 

be filled by anyone else (stanza 5): 

I call upon you, Abü Khälid, 
Though I know that my voice is too distant to be heard 
And know that you will not answer 
And that miracles cannot be repeated. 92 

We may observe here that this poem was attacked violently by the 

Egyptian critic Sämi Khashaba. He described it as an ideal example of the 
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campaigns to cast doubt upon Nasser's principles and to bring into contempt 

the Arab nation who had believed in him. 93 He also accused Nizär of having 

reviled Arabism, the belief so firmly rooted in Nasser's thinking, when he 

said, "We have fed you the poison of the Arabs until you have grown sated, " of 

having isolated the masses from the social movement and regarded them as a 

crowd of riffraff when he said "I call upon you, Abü Khälid ... etc. ", and 

of opposing Nasser's call for the masses to be given a greater role in the 

leadership of the revolution and of history. 94 

2. al-Haram al-Räbi` 

In this second elegy Nizär attempts to immortalise Nasser, the "Fourth 

Pyramid", by drawing three different images of him after his death. The first 

is an image of him sleeping in his room, a light sleep from which he will 

awaken in a little time (stanza 1). Here NizAr adds two more of Nasser's 

attributes - his knightliness (comparing him to a sword which rests for a 

while from its battles) and his innocence (comparing him to a child drowsing 

in the lap of nature). 95 He denies that Nasser is dead, and insists that he 

is still alive and waiting for the morning to awaken as he was accustomed to 

do every day: 

The leader has not gone at all, - 
But has gone into his room to rest 
And will wake up when the sun rises 
As does the perfume of the apple 
He will eat bread with us 
And drink his coffee with us. 

96 

The second image is one of him alive, living his ordinary, everyday 

life. Here we encounter two brief scenes, like news reports in their 

language. The first shows him travelling through Egypt, contemplating its 

historical monuments (stanza 2) and showering his love upon it: 
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The Lord is still here 
Walking on the Nile bridges 
Sitting in the shade of the date-palms, 
Visiting Giza at dawn 
To kiss the stones of the Pyramids. 97 

The second shows him close to the people and meeting them on religious 

occasions: 

Performing the Friday prayer, and the two ', Ids 
And granting people's requests. 

98 

The third image depicts him as still present in some of his achievements 

for the peasants and workers (symbolised by the Nile flood, the cotton-flowers 

and the peasant-women's necklaces in the second stanza", loaves of bread, the 

sweat of the workers, Aswan and Sinai in the third stanza)'°° and various 

aspects of nature (like the stars and the sands of the beaches in the third 

stanza). 
101 He is also present in the masses of Egypt, who remember him 

eagerly, pray for him, and, like him, reject the enemy's demands and believe in 

the necessity of fighting (also stanza 3), 102 

3. Risäla ilä Jamal 'Abd al-Näsir 

This is another attempt to immortalise Nasser. In the introduction 

Nizär emphasises the links of Egypt and the Egyptians with their President 

after his death (stanzas 1,2 and 3) and their united desire to meet him once 

again after his temporary absence from them. Perhaps stanza 2 is the clearest 

in its expression of this: 

The crops in the fields and the lads in the country 
The Prophet's Birthday celebrations 
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The blue minarets 
The Sunday bells, 
This Cairo which sleeps 
Like a white flower in the hair of eternity, 
All send you their greetings, 
All kiss your hands 
And ask every visitor to the country103 
When will you return to the country. 

After this Nizär acknowledges that Nasser has disappeared from life as 

a human being, but says that he has not died, because he is embodied in many 

forms after his death. Nizär addresses him in these words (stanza 4): 

You are in the scent of the earth, in the burgeoning of the flowers, 
In the sound of every wave, the voice of every bird 
In children's books, in letters, in note-books 
In the greenness of eyes, in the shaking of bracelets 
In the heart of every believer, the sword of every avenger, 

104 

Suddenly he feels in the depths of his soul that this re-embodiment is 

not the same thing as Nasser's physical presence. lie becomes sorrowful, and 

his life turns into a series of inter-connected agonies (stanza 5): 

0 great teacher, 
How great is our sorrow 
How great is our woundl105 

Soon he realises that this sorrow will not bring the President back. 

Therefore he repeats firmly that he will not display any grief or weakness to 

anyone in future (stanza 5): 

We swear by God the Exalted, the Almighty 
That we will imprison our tears in our eyes 
And stifle our weeping. 106 

He is not content merely to display this stoicism in the face of death, 
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but declares, in the same stanza, that he will take Nasser's path as an 

example to be followed, and will keep faithfully to the ideas expressed in 

Nasser's books Falsafat al-Thawra (The Philosophy of the Revolution), which 

contains the most important principles of the 1952 revolution, and al-Mithäa 

(The Charter) (1962) which speaks more fully of his political ideas (for 

example the necessity of revolution, democracy, industrialisation, the concept 

of Arab unity, and international co-operation to ensure prosperity): 

We swear by God the exalted, the Almighty 
That we will preserve the Cha ter 
And preserve the Revolution. 107 

4 Ilayhi ft Yawm Milädihi 

In the introduction to this elegy Nizär gives a beautiful, romantic 

picture of Nasser's rule from 1952 to 1970 and his achievements in Egypt, 

without going into details: 

You were, and there were ears of wheat in the fields 
There were sparrows, and there were pine trees, 
You touched our hopes, and they became streams 
You caused love to rain upon us, and you never ceased to rain. 108 

Then he speaks of his death, thinking of it as a temporary absence, and 

awaits his return to life. He is certain that his waiting is worth while, and 

compares Nasser to the Mahdi who must reappear to fill the Earth with justice 

where once it was filled with injustice: 

You are late, most precious of men, and our night 
Is long, and the lights of the lamps keep vigil. 
You are late, and the hours devour themselves 
And our days stumble over one another. 
Do you ask about our lives? You are our life 
You are our Mahdl, you are our liberator. 
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He states that Nasser's absence has led to: a neglect of the enemy 

(symbolising this by the horse, the instrument of battle, which weeps because 

it is not being used in battle); an increase in the sufferings of the 

Palestinians, and the intensification of Israeli persecution of them: 

Your steed in Sinai drinks its tears 
0 the torment of horses, when they remember. 110 

Then he says: 

The women of Palestine anoint their eyes with grief 
And in Bethlehem are women with downcast eyes, and young lads 
The lemons of Jaffa are dry in their fields 
Can a tree blossom in the grip of injustice? 

Later, Nizär asks Nasser to come back to life again as soon as possible 

for the following reasons ( enemies, symbolised the Byzantines, are gathering 

together to attack the Arabs), a new revolutionary force (the guerrillas), to 

whom he might lend strength have appeared, and the Arab world (symbolised by 

Mecca, Badr) needs him as a saviour: 

Companion of Saladin, will you return? 
For the armies of the Byzantines forbid and command 
Your companions in the Aghwär have saddled their mounts 
And your army in Hittin have prayed and praised God. 

. The minarets of'Mecca call upon you passionately 
And Badr and Khaybar call upon you, my dearest one. 112 

To these he adds other reasons - the Arabs are weak, they have suffered 

a continuous succession of defeats, they are internally divided and are 

unaware of the dangers surrounding them, and internal suppression (symbolised 

by Hulagu and Caesar) is increasing: 

Come to us, for manly virtues hang their heads 
And the land of my fathers is broken glass 
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We have been defeated, and are still scattered tribes 
Living and taking revenge with hidden hatred. 

.A thousand Caliphs besiege us like death 
For in the East is Hulagu, and in the West Caesar. 113 

Suddenly Nizär concludes his poem with six lines which have no 

connection with the rest of the elegy, in which he complains of the 1967 

defeat and dreams of the birth of a new Messiah who will lead the Arabs from 

defeat to victory. 
114 

III 

COMMENT 

1. The reader of these elegies will note that they convey a great feeling 

of shock. Nizär expresses this feeling with truthfulness and consummate 

artistry. Perhaps the clearest signs of this truthfulness are the way he 

avoids wallowing in distress and exaggerating the pain caused to him by 

Nasser's death. Perhaps we may exclude here the last stanza of Jamal 'Abd 

al-Näsir in which Nizär declares that the vacuum left behind by the 

departed President can never be filled: 

I call upon you, Abü Khälid, 
Though I know that my voice is too distant to be heard 
And know that you will not answer 
And that miracles cannot be repeated. 

115 

since in our view this is an obvious exaggeration. 

2. Many modern Arab critics are agreed that elegy is an enumeration of the 
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dead person's virtues, attributes and deeds - for example, nobility, courage, 

breadth of knowledge, piety and self-control. Arabic elegies were composed in 

the Jähiliyya and the succeeding ages in accordance with this idea, and still 

are. 
116 The preceding elegies by Nizär scarcely depart from this model. Any 

careful reading of them will reveal that Nizär praised Nasser either by 

indicating his heroism and achievements (as in Jamal `Abd al-Näsir, al- 

Haram al-Räbi' and Ilayhi if Yawm Milädihi) or by making the period of his 

rule seem beautiful in the mind of the reader (because of his great admiration 

for it, as he considers it a unique and matchless period in the modern history 

of the Arabs). See for example the last stanza of Risäla il Jamal 'Abd 

al-Näsir: 

And when our children ask us; 
Who are you? 
In what age did you live - 
In the age of what inspired leader? 
In the age of what magician? 
We shall answer them: In the age of 'Abd A)-Näsir. 
0 God! What a marvellous testimony 
That man should exist in the time of 'Abd a! -Näsirl117 

We may note that Nizär does not attack Nasser or hint at any negative 

aspects of his rule, such as his refusal to share power or his struggle with 

the Muslim Brethren118, but draws a magnificent picture of him as a great 

leader whose like will never come again. Thus we do not find it unreasonable 

to consider these elegies as a variety of praise for the dead. 119 

3. In his elegies al-Haram al-Räbi', Risäla ilä Jamal 'Abd al-Näsir 

and Ilayhi ft Yawm Milädihi, Nizär repeats two fixed ideas, those of 

return and embodiment. By the first we mean the return of the dead person to 

life once again. It is possible that Nizär derived this idea from two 

sources. The first was the rumour that Nasser had not died but had ascended 

like a prophet to Heaven, and that his spirit was wandering through the green 
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fields and the ancient monuments. This rumour was repeated frequently in 

Egypt, particularly in the poor quarters, and dominated the minds of many 

immediately after Nasser's death. 120 The second source is the Shiite idea of 

return (ra 'a), i. e. the return of the Imäm after occultation to a new 

life. 121 

As for embodiment, what we mean by this is the appearance of the dead 

person, after the disappearance of his body, in new and different forms which 

are recognised everywhere. This embodiment is without doubt very close to the 

theory of ulül embraced by extreme Sufis, especially al-Halläj (858-922) 

and his followers, the gist of which is a belief that God is immanent in 

everything, so that it is correct to give His name to all existing things. 122 

4. Nizär was not a specialist in the art of elegy or an outstanding 

exponent of it. He only composed elegies upon those closest to him, and so 

their number is small. In addition to his elegies upon Nasser, he wrote only 

two, full of beauty, truth and anguish - 11ä al-Amir al-Dimashgi Tawfia 

abbAn and Qasidat Bilgis. We shall glance at these now to see if they 

are different from the above elegies upon Nasser. 

(a) I1ä al-Amin al-Dimashgi Tawfia Qabbäni 

When we look at this elegy we find that Nizär's grief is deep and 

tragic. With the death of his son while a university student, he feels that 

he has lost an important part of himself as an individual human being, and 

that he is living in an unending state of desolation. 123 lie mentions that his 

sufferings at his loss are personal and unique to him. 124 Thus we understand 

that they differ from the sufferings expressed in his elegies upon Nasser, in 

which the Arabs as a whole shared. 
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It is interesting to note that in his elegy upon his son Nizär turns to 

Death and portrays it as a cruel, overwhelming force which attacks mankind 

suddenly, a previously unfamiliar portrayal: 

Death attacks us from every direction 
And cuts us like two willowsl 

5 

or again: 

0 Tawfiq, 
If Death had a son, he would know what the death of sons is 
And if Death had a mind 
We would ask him how he explains the death of nightingales 

and jasmine 
And if Death had a heart 
He would hesitate to slaughter our good children126 

He concludes the elegy by giving a picture of the father who awaits the 

return of his son, which is almost a repetition of the idea of raja which we 

find in the earlier elegies. 
127 

(b) Oasidat Bilgis 

This is a long elegy in which Nizär grieves for his second wife, the 

Iraqi Bilgis al-Räwi, who was killed in a bomb blast at the Iraqi embassy 

in Beirut on 15 December 1981. He begins the poem by speaking of her wondrous 

beauty, regarding her as one of the beautiful creatures of nature, like 

peacocks, deer or the waves of the Tigris128, and then goes beyond this to 

compare her to Bilgis, the Queen of Sheba. 129 When he realises that she is 

dead, he longs for her130, and expects her to come back to life again and 

suddenly come home. 131 In this waiting, he reveals a deep grief which we are 

not accustomed to find in him, and he cries out: 
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Bilgis, 
We are wounded, wounded in our depths 
Our eyes are haunted by bewilderment 
Bilgis 
How you took up my days and my dreams 
And abolished gardens and seasonsl132 

He almost collapses under the effect of her death, and he is racked by 

acute feelings of loss and lack of direction. 133 Now another part of his 
X-. 11" 7k (4 

personal existence is being destroyed, as happened before withXNasser or the 

death of his son Tawflq in 1973. Immediately he is overwhelmed again by 

memories, accompanied by longing for her, and he grows calmer, 
134 but his 

sorrow continues to resound unceasingly in his soul. 
'35 

After saying all this, Nizär now moves to another subject, accusing the 

Arabs of murdering Bilgis. This accusation does not remain a simple 

accusation, as in the case of his poem Jamal 'Abd al-Näsir, but takes on a 

new, different imprint, that of political satire. This political satire is 

the most striking feature of the poem, and distinguishes it from his earlier 

elegies. Perhaps this is the reason for its popularity and the eagerness with 

which it is read by a wide Arab public. In fact, this satire does not occur 

in a single consecutive series of lines, but consists of a number of passages 

distributed through the body of the poem. Nizär throws it in the face of the 

reader to give vent to his rage at himself and at his society. This political 

satire comprises the following points: 

(i) Doubt that the Arabs are a civilised nation, and the idea that they are 

a tribe which enjoys all the things a tribe enjoys, such as tribalism, 

individualism, hostility, unsettledness, internecine fighting, and conflict 

with other tribes: 

And I shall say 
That the story of the diffusion of culture is the silliest joke ever uttered 
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For we are a tribe among tribes. 136 

(ii) The claim that the events which took place in past Arab history are 

identical to the events which are taking place today in contemporary Arab life 

in their general backwardness and degeneracy: 

I shall never read history after today 
My fingers are on fire 
And my clothes are covered in blood 
Here we are, entering our Stone Age 
Going back a thousand years every day, l37 

(iii) A hint that the urge to kill, shed blood, and destroy oneself and 

others is an ancient urge among the Arabs, and that the crimes committed 

against the Arab today in Arab societies are an extension of this ancient 

urge: 

Here we are, Bilgis, 
Entering once again the age of the Jähiliyya; 
Now we are entering savageness 
Backwardness, ugliness and humiliation 
Entering once again the ages of barbarism 
Where writing is a journey 
Between shrapnel and shrapnel 
Where killing a butterfly in its field has become the cause. 

138 

(iv) A hint that the destiny of the Arab is to die by treachery and 

assassination at the hands of another Arab, with no distinction between man 

and woman. Thus the Arab lives in perpetual fear. lie expects a stab in the 

back, and however long he lives he is already dead, and his death is pre- 

ordained and inescapable: 

Bilgis, 
Our fate as Arabs is that Arabs murder us 
Arabs eat our flesh, 
Arabs rip open our bellies 
And Arabs open our graves. 
How can we flee from this fate? 139 
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(v) A suggestion that the Arabs have other attributes in addition to 

murdering - lying, distortion, concealment and hypocrisy: 

I shall say that our chastity is whoredom 
And our piety is filth: 
I shall say that our struggle is lies 
And that there is no difference 
Between politics and debauchery. 140 

(vi) The declaration that the Arabs are not merely enemies of mankind, but 

enemies of everything else, especially nature, culture and beauty: 

Even green eyes are devoured by the Arabs 
Even locks of hair, and rings, 
Bracelets, mirrors and playthings. 
Even the stars fear my country 
And I do not know the reason. 
Even the birds flee from my country 
And I do not know the reason 
Even the planets, and the ships, and the clouds, 
Even the notebooks, and the books 
And all of the things of beauty, 
All of them, are against the Arabs. 141 

(vii) Condemnation of contemporary Arab regimes who take on a savage and 

primitive form, that of a gang headed by a wicked and malign boss who is more 

like a bloodthirsty pirate than anything else (symbolised by Abü Lahab, the 

uncle of the Prophet who worked constantly to harm him), surrounded by other 

evil aides: 

I shall say at the investigation 
How my gazelle died by the sword of Abü Lahab 
All the bandits, from the Gulf to the Ocean 
Are destroying, burning, 
Plundering, taking bribes, 
Attacking women 

142 As Abü Lahab wishes. 
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He goes on to draw a terrifying picture of Abü Lahab in which he is 

like an octopus which sees everything, knows everything, and rules everything. 

In general, it is close to the picture of the Sultan in stanza 4 or the poem 

al-Mumaththilün: 

There is not a grain of wheat in the land 
Which grows without the approval of Abü Lahab 
There is no child born among us 
Whose mother has not visited one day 
The bed of Abü Lahab 
There is no prison opened 
Without the approval of Abü Lahab 
There is no head cut off 
Without the command of Abü Lahab, 143 

Nizär accuses Abü Lahab and his gang of shedding his wife's blood in 

three more consecutive stanzas which illustrate their savagery and their 

characters. 
144 

(viii) A mention of the failure of the Arabs to liberate Palestine, 145 
and 

their preoccupation with settling scores with one another by assassinating the 

innocent: 

If, after a quarter of a century, they had liberated 
An olive or had restored a lemon 
And had wiped clean its shame from history 
I would thank those who killed you, Bilgis 
Whom I worship to the point of intoxication 
But they abandoned Palestine 
To murder a gazelle. 146 

Unquestionably, this political satire is a new genre in Arabic poetry, 

which takes no account of anything, however great and holy it may be. It is 

the essence of Nizär's spiritual and intellectual revolt against contemporary 

Arab life - its corruption, its flabbiness, its motionlessness and its 
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hidebound nature. It is a raging storm in the face of anyone who claims that 

Arab society is still pure and unsullied, wearing a chastity belt and sleeping 

on silken pillows. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

THE CIVIL WAR IN LEBANON 

This chapter will undertake to study the effect created by the Civil War 

in Lebanon upon Nizär Qabbäni's poetry. It consists of three linked 

sections. In the introduction there is a brief rdsumd of the origins of the 

Civil War, its development, its causes, its miseries, the ways of escape from 

it, Nizär's views on it, and his relationship with Beirut before the war and 

after it. It will be noted that we shall not discuss here the views of Arab 

critics on the effect of this war upon Arab literature, because we have not 

come across anything here of any real interest. 

In the second section we shall analyse those of Nizär's poems which are 

devoted to the Civil War. We note that they revolve around a single topic, 

the image of Beirut. In them Nizär follows the destructive effects of the 

war upon Beirut, upon the competing Lebanese factions, and upon himself 

personally. We shall see that he plays in his poetry the role both of an 

observer of events, and of a participant. 

In the last section we shall record some critical observations on Nizär's 

poetry in Beirut, particular his inflation of his personal sufferings over 

its destruction, his portrayal of it as a ravished woman, his reference to it 

as a one-dimensional city of evil and blackness, his assertion of his links 

with other Arab cities, and his portrayal of it, before the war took place 

there, as a city of love and peace, as opposed to its image during the war and 

after. 
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I 

INTRODUCTION 

1 The Civil War: its beginnings and development 

On the 13 April 1975, in the presidency of Sulayman Franjiyeh, elements 

of the Phalange killed 27 passengers, Palestinian and Lebanese, while they 

were travelling in a bus in the Sharýgiyya suburb of Beirut. This event was 

the beginning of the unending Civil War. ' On the following day Yasir Arafat 

sent messages to Arab Kings and Presidents asking them to intervene. A number 

of local forces held a meeting chaired by Kamal Jurablatt and declared that the 

massacre was part of a colonialist plot carried out by the Phalange. At the 

same time Abbot Shirbil Qissis, the president of the Maronite League 

(al-Räbita al-Märüniyya), paid a visit to Haifa to coordinate possible 

future steps with the Israelis. 2 

In following days clashes broke out between various parties to the 

conflict, communal killings began, and the Prime Minister Rashid al-Sulh 

resigned after issuing a statement in which he charged the Phalange with the 

responsibility for having created the situation. 3 In the meantime two 

opposing forces appeared on the Lebanese scene, each having the aim of 

destroying the other. The first were the progressive nationalist parties, 

including the Druze, the Shi'a, the Sunni Muslims and the Palestinian 

resistance, and the second were the right-wing Christian Maronite parties, 

including the Phalange, headed by Pierre Gemayyel, the National Liberal Party, 

headed by Camille Chamoun, the Zghorta Marada organisation headed by Sulayman 

Franjiyeh, and the Forces Libanaises headed by Bashir Gemayyel. 4 

When Franjiyeh's term of office came to an end the war was at its 
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height. He was succeeded as President by Elias Sarkis in April 1976, who 

began his term with a mini-summit conference in Riyadh (October of the same 

year) which ended with a decision to send Arab peacekeeping forces to Lebanon 

under his personal command with the aim of halting internal fighting and 

preventing its expansion. These forces entered Lebanon on 25 January 1977 and 

1 April 1981, but were not able to play any commanding role there. 5 

In the throes of this Lebanese-Lebanese struggle Israel found the 

opportunity to mount a series of actions which had the effect of further 

aggravating the Civil War. Thus in 14 March 1979 it invaded the South of 

Lebanon to protect a self-proclaimed "security zone", and after withdrawing 

its troops from some towns in the South of Lebanon it set up a puppet militia 

under the leadership of Col. Sa'd Haddad which created its own mini-state in 

the area. 
6 

This intervention was crowned on 6 June 1982 when Israel sent over 

40,000 troops, backed by artillery and the air force, into the South. By July 

their number had risen to 170,0007 and the Israeli advance had reached the 

outskirts of Beirut. The objectives of this invasion were never publicly 

stated but it seems clear that Israel's intentions were: (a) to completely 

destroy the P. L. O. 's organisation in Lebanon and drive its forces out of the 

country and (b) to convert Lebanon into a client rdgime under the leadership 

of Bashir Gemayyel and the Phalange. 8 Neither of these objectives were to 

prove feasible. Israel was unwilling to commit troops to street-fighting in 

West Beirut with the heavy casualties which would be entailed, and Bashir 

Gemayyel was killed in an explosion on the very day of his election as 

President. 9 Meanwhile Israel had sought to reduce West Beirut by a combined 

siege and bombardment whose effects were so horrific as to force international 
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intervention, particularly on the part of the U. S. A. The P. L. O. agreed to 

remove its fighting men, and on 18 September the massacres of Sabra and 

Chatilla took place, carried out by elements of the Phalange with Israeli 

complicity. 
10 

On 23 September 1982 Amin Gemayyel was elected President of Lebanon and 

remained in office for six years without being able to remove the Israelis 

from the South, reunite the country, or end the Civil War. 11 His term of 

office ended in 1988 without a new President being elected to succeed him. A 

few seconds before leaving office he signed a decree forming a military 
Mýclýc/ 

government headed by the Maronite General 
^Aoun. 

This was a clear breach of 

the National Pact, the basis of co-existence among the various religious 

communities, which specifies that the President should be a Maronite and the 

Prime Minister a Muslim. 12 As a result two new governments appeared, a 

Maronite government headed by Michel Aoun, and a Muslim government headed by 

Selim Hoss. At the time of writing conflict between the two sides is 

extremely-acute. 

2. Reasons for the Civil War 

(aý zc jýq r, isw. 

In the view of a large number of Lebanese, sectarianism is the prime 

reason for what is happening now in Lebanon. 13 It has also been regarded as 

the prime reason for the previous wars which occurred in 1860 and 1958.14 The 

political system in Lebanon is based on sectarianism. Article 95 ofthe 

constitution stipulates that religious communities should be justly 

represented in the government and in state appointments, and with the passage 

of time this became a fixed practice. On this basis the Maronites kept many 

important positions, which made the other communities feel that they had been 

blatantly defrauded. Among these posts were those of President, Army Chief, 

Director of Intelligence, Chief of Police, Governor of the Bank of Lebanon, 
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Head of the Lawyer's Union and many others. 
15 Some modern studies have stated 

that sectarianism has some fatal negative features; it is centred upon the 

interests of the religious community, it seeks to suppress other communities, 

it relies upon fanatical religious ideas, 16 
and it does not recognise equal 

political and legal rights for all citizens. 
17 We may note that Kamal 

Jumblatt, the leader of the Druze, said of the Lebanese government in 1967 

that its policy was one of racial discrimination. 18 fie said also that the 

Maronites represented a "Lebanese Rhodesia" which treated the other 

communities as the white masters treated the blacks. 19 

(b) The Palestinian presence 

Some Lebanese parties, especially those of the extreme right, 
20 

consider 

that the physical Palestinian presence in Lebanon upset the delicate 

demographic balance and shattered the formula of coexistence among the 

population. These parties believe that expelling the Palestinians, and 

distributing them among other Arab countries, would bring back stability to 

Lebanon. 21 As for the armed Palestinian resistance, this has constituted, for 

these people and for many Lebanese in general, a source of great danger and 

fear. Hostility toward them has grown with the increase in armed clashes 

between them and their opponents in heavily populated areas and the extension 

of the area of their dispersion in Lebanese territory. 22 We should mention 

here that on the 25 July 1976 the Lebanese government signed an agreement with 

the P. L. O. regulating the Palestinian presence and agreeing on the withdrawal 

of P. L. O. fighters from the South. 23 Unquestionably, the resistance became a 

major factor in the Lebanese equation after it joined the National Movement 

headed by Kamal Jumblatt which opposed the right-wing forces. 24 

(c) Class differences - poverty. deprivation and misery 
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Lebanese society suffers from one major shortcoming, which is the lack 

of equality between its members. There are destitute poor, and a few rich, in 

every community, who monopolise everything and own everything. Speaking of 

this problem, the Egyptian writer Jamal al-Alfi says: 

Simply, the problem of the Lebanese people is the problem of a 
mere 10% of the total Lebanese population who possess 83% of the 
total national wealth of the country. As for the remainder of the 
Lebanese people, they are on the margin of life: either recruited 
into the party militias or the militias of local magnates, or 
working in the least respected occupations, or as day-labourers, 

25 
or emigrated to God knows where. 

It may be added that the Lebanese government tended to develop some 

regions to the exclusion of others, so that whole regions (like the South, 

Hirmil and `Akkär) turned into areas populated by deprived people. In recent 

years emigration from these areas to Beirut has increased so much that an 

area has grown up around it known as the "misery belt" (about 600,000 

miserable people living in shanty-towns who have gained nothing from the 

Lebanese "trickledown" but the pleasure of looking at the red lights in the 

shop windows). 
26 The government's neglect of this broad popular base helped 

to fill the latter with hatred for the rich of Lebanon and to create a deep 

cleavage in society. 
27 

(d) Parties and political movements 

There grew up in Lebanon between the thirties and the seventies a number 

of left-wing or left-leaning28 parties and movements which were able to 

successfully reach wide sections of the oppressed Lebanese masses. According 

to Mäzin al-Bandak: 

It is not strange that we find in the Lebanese Progressive 
Movement the most aware, cultured and active members of Lebanese 
youth, from all its communities. We can only conclude that the 
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dynamic elements in the Lebanese left have been able to gain the 
trust of the deprived groups and to mobilise these groups under 
their leadership. Have the people of the ancien r me left any 
other way forward for the new generation? 

2 

These are the most important internal causes of the Lebanese Civil War. 

To these we can add certain other external causes, such as Arab-Arab 

conflicts, Israeli intervention, and international influences. These, 

however, in our view, lie outside the framework of our study. 

3 The miseries of the war and ways of escape 

After it broke out in 1975 the Civil War in Lebanon turned into an 

immense self-generating monster. It created its own institutions - militias, 

armed organisations and joint military leaderships - which expanded, took root 

and fed upon the circumstances of the internal conflict. 
30 

It brought many miseries in its train - the disintegration of Lebanese 

society into factional units, the loss of freedoms, an immense loss of life 

(there is no definite figure available as yet), the extension of the area of 

poverty, the collapse of the Lebanese lira, the dispersion of the citizens 

overseas, and immense damage to buildings, residential areas and cities. 
31 An 

Arab journalist visiting Beirut in August 1988 describes it as follows: 

Ruined buildings. Collapsed walls. Sewers, arches, and windows 
opened up by shells of differing sizes and destructive power. 
Parasitic plants, overarching weeds of various colours and shapes. 
Walls and soil whose cracks have sprouted grass and anemones. 32 Debris everywhere. 

In addition, the Civil War had serious psychological effects. On this 

point Munah al-Sulh writes: 
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A destruction has taken place in the Lebanese individual himself, 

and in the values of his society. Abilities and virtues which 
used to characterise the Lebanese as contemporary 
have regressed within the individual. So far no accurate 
scientific studies or statistics have become available to 
determine the regression on this level, that of contemporaneity. 
But it can be asserted ... that today's Lebanese is more shut in 
within his own private world (that of family, local neighbourhood, 
and the direct surroundings to which he belongs) than he was 
previously, that he is more concerned with the past than with the 
future, and that he is less interested in following new 
manifestations of intellectual and material progress, less 

programmed in his time and his life, and more inclined to believe 
33 in the laws of coincidence, chance and fate. 

Despite all the horrors of the war in Lebanon a number of educated 

Lebanese politicians, Christian and Muslim, have remained optimistic that it 

will come to an end. They believe that the road to salvation lies in the 

following measures: the abolition of sectarianism, in all its aspects and 

manifestations; belief in the Lebanese state, in that it is a benefit to all 

communities; a reliance upon secularism as a firm basis, with all faiths 

regarded with complete impartiality; the achievement of a minimum political 

consensus between competing communities upon the most pressing subjects of 

dispute; the adoption of a policy of development, bearing in mind that the 

building of Lebanon begins and ends with the human being; and the liberation 

of the border strip from Israeli domination and putting an end to Israeli 

incursions into the South by implementing U. N. Security Council resolutions 

34 with the cooperation of international forces. 

4. Nizär and the Civil War 

Nizär describes the time at which the Civil'War broke out in Lebanon as 

the "grey time, the time of snipers and shedders of blood, the time of 

mercenaries and anarchists, the time of madness and madmen". 
35 
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country of nervous collapses, of people with complexes and of sadists", 
36 

and 

compares it to "a mad ship wallowing in a sea of contradiction, fanaticism and 

foolishness, in which every sailor tries to interfere in the captaincy, the 

37 
course and the steering". 

He believes that the losses arising from this war are frightful and 

innumerable, and compares them to the losses which would probably have been 

suffered if there had been a war with Israel, and thinks that they would have 

been small by comparison: 

In this filthy Civil War - and all civil wars are filthy - we have 
lost many more times the victims and suffered many more collapses 
of economic institutions, commercial, industrial, banking and 
tourist companies than we would have done if we had entered the 
wars of 1967 and 1973 against Israel, or the Second World War 
against Hitler. War against Israel could never have caused more 
destruction, ruin or hatred than this destruction which has blown 
up Lebanese life from its roots and exploded all the prosperity 
which Lebaneseß intelligence has built ... during the last quarter 
of a century. 

He remarks that the tragic results which this war will have for the 

spirits and minds of the Lebanese will remain alive for a long time after its 

conclusion. In this context he cites the Spanish Civil War of 1936-9 as an 

example, saying that it created more than a million dead, and that its memory, 

decades later, is still to be felt in the songs of contemporary flamenco 

singers. 
39 

The Civil War, to Nizär, was a kind of suicide complex pushing the 

Lebanese to collective death. He says that it resembles the Jewish Masada 

complex. 
40 He was never optimistic that it would end soon, and in fact 

expected it to be a "hundred years war", because it was a complex, 

interlocking and enduring war, which gradually expanded and grew hotter. 41 
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He considers that the parties responsible for the escalation of this war 

are three: the traditional sectarian political system, 
42 Lebanese 

intellectuals who did not speak out, 
43 

and Israel. 44 

5. Nizir the Civil War and Beirut 

For Nizär, Beirut, during the years he spent there (1966-1982), 

represented a number of aspects: it was the base of his work, supervising the 

publishing house which he owned; it was the centre of his creativity, being 

the place in which he wrote the greater part of his poetry; it was the centre 

of his renown, being the station from which he set off to other parts of the 

Arab world; 
45 and it was a centre of cultural and intellectual diffusion to 

rival Cairo, Damascus and Baghdad. Unquestionably, all these aspects combined 

to draw him to remain in Beirut and to adopt it as his country and his home 

which he never ceased to cherish. Thus his relationship to it was not an 

ordinary one, but was firm and outstanding, closer to friendship, love, 

passion and adoption than to anything else. Thus Beirut was always, both 

before and after the Civil War, something quite unique for him. 46 

Nizär feels great sorrow and regret at the outbreak of the Civil War 

and the fact that it is centred on Beirut itself, and wishes sincerely that it 

would stop. He expects that if the war is protracted , Beirut will turn into 

a deserted city of ruins: 

I am Beirut. Works on archaeology and excavations will mention me 
as they mention Sodom, Amorium.... Hiroshima and the other cities 
against which God sent "swarms of flying creatures which pelted 
them with stones of baked clay. "47 

This expectation carries within itself a feeling of eagerness to 
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preserve the beauty of Beirut, natural and man-made, from annihilation. It is 

directed, in the first place, to those who wish to do violence to Beirutyin 

the hope that they will desist or take warning. 

It may be noted here that his love for Beirut remained strong, mixed 

with a tremendous nostalgia, even after he left it in June 1982 for Larnaca. 

A year after this date he wrote, illustrating the difference between Beirut 

and the other cities through which he had wandered: 

I was everywhere and nowhere. To me, all the cities of the world 
were transit halls or hotels fit for a stay of one or two nights 
but no more. After Beirut I could not sleep anywhere or come to 
an understanding with anywhere. The whole world was a third-class 
hotel and Beirut was home. The whole world had no walls and 
Beirut was the roof. The whole world was a desert and Beirut was 
the water. The whole of geography wa secondary matters and 
margins, and Beirut was the original. 

8 

The Civil War and Beirut dominated Nizär as a poet and he wrote six 

poems on them: Yä Sitt al-DunyA yA 

Barad Bayrüt, Bayrüt Mahziyyatukum 

ma'a al-I'tidhär, Bayrüt Tahtariau 

Yakhruj min Gharnäta. On close ins 

within themselves a single subject, 

of all of them follows below. 

aü, Sab' Rash'il DA'i'a ft 

Bayrüt Babibati, I1ä Bayrüt al-Untha 

. wa-Uhibbuki and Akhir 'Usfür 

pection, we have found that they carry 

the image of Beirut. A detailed analysis 

II 

THE IMAGE OF BEIRUT 

In order to facilitate our study of this image it has been divided into 
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four sections, which are: the image of Beirut - death and the expectation of 

rebirth; the image of Beirut-war, love and poetry; the image of Beirut - the 

attitude of the Arabs, of sectarian groups and of Nizär to the war; and the 

image of Beirut - despair at the war and flight. A detailed account of these 

follows. 

1. The image of Beirut - death and the expectation of rebirth 

This is represented by one poem, Yä Sitt al-Dunyä yä Bayrüt. In it 

the city Beirut takes the form of a luxurious woman, weighed down with beauty 

and adornments. She is exposed, without any previous warning, to a sudden 

attack in which her beauty is destroyed and her life turns into a continuous 
to 

hell. All Nizär can do isAask with horror and amazement what is the nature 

of the attackers, as when he says (stanza 1): 

0 Queen of the World, 0 Beirut, 
Who has sold your bracelets inlaid with rubies? 
Who has confiscated your magic ring 
And cut your golden braids? 
Who has murdered the joy sleeping in your green eyes 
Who has slashed your face with a knife 
And thrown vitriol on your wondrous lips? 
Who has oisoned the sea water, and scattered hatred on the rosy 
beaches? 9 

These lines are clearly a successful portrayal of the conflict between 

innocence (Beirut/the woman) and the attackers (the new killers). We note 

that the torment and killing of Beirut the woman was savage. This savagery 

may be derived from a social factor, the subordination of woman and the 

domination of man in modern Arab society. 50 

If, for Nizär, Beirut the woman is a victim', she is also a changeable 

city, never remaining in one condition and never hesitating to commit murder, 

even against herself (stanza 2). She emerges from unique innocence to unique 
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savagery: 

Who would have thought that the rose would grow thousands of 
fangs? 
Who would have thought that the eye would one day fight against 
the eyelashes? 

51 

He adds, in the same stanza: 

From where did this savagery come to you, 0 Beirut 
When you were as delicate as a houri? 
I do not understand how the house-sparrow turned 
Into a wild night-cat 
I do not understand at all, 0 Beirut, 
I do not understand how you forgot God 
And returned to the era of idolatry. 52 

In our view, this image of the city which is killing itself is at odds 

with and contradicts the previous image of Beirut the tender, delicate woman 

who is suddenly attacked. Nizär should have dispensed with one of them. 

This image of Beirut turning upon itself may be a reference to the way the 

Lebanese sectarian groups turned upon one another. Only in this way can the 

critic accept it without objection. 

After this the poem takes us to a new threshold, that of accusation - 

accusation of the sectarian groups of destroying Beirut. In the poet's view, 

these groups are, in their aggressive behaviour, closer to primitiveness and 

backwardness than to civilisation. They are like nomadic beduin who sleep 

with Beirut in the night, enjoying her body, and then leave her at dawn 

without any further concern at the crime they have committed (stanza 5), 53 

It is this piratical behaviour which Nizär condemns, because it does 

not pay any attention to consequences. Beirut the woman is accused of 

treachery and murder, while these groups. her executioners and rapists, watch 
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her death, as though nothing were happening in front of them. NizAr takes on 

the character of a follower of one of the conflicting groups and cries out, 

condemning all that has happened (stanza 5): 

We confess, now, that we were illiterate 
And did not know what we were doing. 
We confess, now, 
That we were among the killers 
And saw your head 
Falling beneath the rocks of al-Rawsha like a sparrow 
We confess, now, 
That we were, at the time when the sentence was carried out 

54 False witnesses. 

Nizär's sharp condemnation of sectarianism continues when he expresses 

the view that the murderers of Beirut are not merely enemies of themselves and 

mankind, but also cruel, savage and ignorant, unable to value the beauty of 

Beirut or to understand how to treat her. Thus it was easy for them to lay 

violent hands on her with premeditated intent (stanza 6): 

We confess before the One God, 
That we were jealous of you 
And that your beauty pained us. 
We confess now 
That we did not treat you fairly, did not forgive you and did not 
understand you 
And in place of a rose, we gave you a knife. 55 

In stanza 7 he says: 

We confess now 
That we were sadists and men of blood 

56 And were the Devil's agents. 

When we go a little further into the poem we find Nizär bestowing 

descriptions upon Beirut which show her beauty and wonder, describing her, for 

example, as Astarte, the goddess of fertility, beauty and love. She is also a 

field of pearls, a harbour of love, a peacock of the water, and the sweetest 
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of queens (stanza 3). 57 Indeed, we wonder how these descriptions can be 

reconciled with the two previous bloody images (the victim and the murderess). 

The disparity between the various sections of the poem increases notably 

in the succeeding stanzas. We are taken by surprise by a new image of Beirut 

(stanza 4), that of the sleeping woman who will awaken from her sleep at any 

moment. We sense Nizär standing before her and humbly begging her to wake 

up, because in her waking lies life for the world, for mankind and for love. 

Beirut is the centre of life, and without her everything will revert to ruin: 

Arise from your sleep 
0 empress, 0 blossom, 0 lamp kindled in the heart, 
Arise, so that the world may survive, 0 Beirut 
And we may survive 
And love may survive. 

58 

Nizär has certainly committed a gross error here, especially when he 

says "arise from your sleep", since it is inconceivable for us to visualise 

Beirut as sleeping here when she was a murdered victim before. lie should have 

said something like, "We know that you are dead, but now we are awaiting your 

resurrection from the world of the dead"; something like this would have been 

more logical, and the reader would have been perfectly happy with it. 

Beirut remains asleep, or absent, and emptiness penetrates everywhere. 

God and nature (the sea and the moon) depart in search of it (stanza 7)59 and 

Nizär is assailed by a strong feeling that there is some vacuum in life which 

can only be filled by the resurrection of Beirut amid the ruins. Thus he 

implores her once again to rise anew so that harmony may prevail over the 

whole of life (stanza 7): 

O Queen of the world, 0 Beirut, 
Arise from beneath the rubble like an almond-blossom in April 
Arise from your sorrow - 
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The revolution is born from the womb of sorrows. 
Arise to honour the forests 
The rivers 60 And the valleys. 

In his supplication, he does not forget to repeat that he still loves 

Beirut despite the crimes committed against her and the crimes she has 

committed against herself (stanza 8), for she is still the city he loves best, 

with all her innumerable contradictions: 

I still love you, despite the follies of man 
I still love you, 0 Beirut; 
Why do we not start now? 

61 

2 The image of Beirut: war. love and poetry 

This is embodied by two poems, Bab` Rasä'il DA'i`a fl Barld Bayrüt 

and Bayrüt Tahtariq.. wa-Uhibbuki. 

(a) Sab' Rasä'il Dä'i`a fl Barid Bayrüt 

This poem was written in 1977, two years after the beginning of the 

Civil War. It is divided into seven stanzas or letters, which speak of the 

effect of the Civil War upon Nizär, and more particularly upon his 

relationship with Beirut, the beloved woman, and poetry. 

Nizär acknowledges that he has become one of the victims of the Civil War 
(s ýa aZa wilt -vis Vºýi ýir4ýS I. w, ý, 1% lýrce rUc, 

The two-year war 
Has broken me. 6 
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The war grows fiercer, but Nizär resists it, wishing to deny its 

existence in his world in order to remain a lover. He wishes to meet his 

beloved and live with her, but his desire remains imprisoned within him. He 

cannot reach her, because the road is full of barricades, and he is alone, 

enduring her absence (stanza 2): 

So forgive me if I am a little later than I pronised 
For it was impossible for me to come 
And impossible to correspond 
Thousands of barriers 
stood between your eyes and myself. 

63 

Suddenly a strange force pervades his soul. He goes toward her, 

thinking that the road to her is open, and that the world will rejoice at his 

meeting with her. He is followed by random shots from the fighters, which 

pursue his dream of reaching the woman, pursue his love for her, and pursue 

the innocent beauties of nature in which she lives (stanza 2 again): 

They opened fire on dreams, and flung them down dead 
They opened fire on love, and flung it down dead 
They opened fire on the sea, on the sun, on the crops 
On the children's books, they cut Beirut's long hair, 

64 Stole the beautiful life. 

After this, Nizär ceases to sa.. c1 for his beloved, and she ceases to 

think of him. Each goes their own way, and with the passage of time their 

feelings both toward one another and toward the world change (stanza 5): 

This base war has scattered us, 
Made us hideous, deformed us, 
Burned all the old files. 65 

She is away from him for a long time and he loses touch with her. Then 

he starts to search for her again and to ask where she is (stanza 5): 
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I no longer know anything about you - 
In what country are you? 
What are you doing today? 
What are you feeling now? 
Have you lost faith, like me in all the gods 
And the tribes' traditions? 6° 

Time passes and the poet's misery increases. One night her image 

flashes through his mind, and he seizes hold of it and feels that he is in 

love with her again, forgetting his external world, the world of war (stanza 

1): 

My darling, 
After two long years of exile and banishment 
I remembered you this evening. 
I was driven mad by your eyes 
Driven mad by my papers 
Driven mad because love had come. 

67 

Madness, for him, is his dream and his desire. It is a state in which 

he wishes to live continually, as it gives him uncommon feelings of wonder and 

stimulation and sets him apart from the repetitious daily routine. 68 

Nizär awakens from his vision to find himself surrounded by war, which 

is now knocking increasingly on his door. Will he give up love to save 

himself? At this point Nizär reveals the view which he has proclaimed in all 

his love poetry, which is that love is the food of life, the power which 

revives beauty and spreads warmth. 
69 At the same time he reveals another 

truth, which is that love in time of war, a period of destruction and 

ugliness, is a miracle which cannot easily be achieved. War wipes out of 

man's memory every beautiful past and besieges him in a jungle of death, so 

that he thinks of nothing but saving himself. At such a time there is no room 

at all for love (stanza 1): 

It is not easy for a man to recollect in time of war 
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The face of a woman whom he loves 
For war is against memory. 
It is not easy in a time of ugliness 
To gather magnolia flowers 
And the butterflies which emerge at night from the windows of the 

rainy eyes. 
7° 

As for Nizär, he is a man who is different from the rest of mankind. 

When war rages, he is completely against it. He was created for love, so that 

love has become his daily sustenance without which he cannot live. Thus we 

see him loving in a time of war and ugliness, and achieving the major miracle 

of continuing to love in the most difficult times of human life. 71 

Nizär goes on to speak of the effect of the Civil War upon his poetic 

creativity, saying that it has committed a second crime against him - in 

addition to the crime of separating him from his beloved - which is to rob him 

of the time of poetry and of poetry itself (stanza 3): 

They stole the time of poetry from us, my pearl, 
And the writings which fell like red cherries 
From my fingers. 72 

He repeats the same idea later in stanza 7, adding to it the theft of 

tranquillity, wonder, love and travel. These are all necessary elements for 

the generation of poetry. 
73 We must explain here that for him poetry is not 

something simple and easy. In brief, poetry equals his life and his 

existence, and for it to be stolen from him (that is, for him to be forced to 

abandon it, or to be exiled from it in one way or another) equals his death. 

It is here that Nizär's personal tragedy lies (stanza 4): 

I am alive 
But what does it mean, my lady, 
For a man to be alive? 
If you love me, ask me how my words are; 
A thousand shots have entered the body of poetry. 74 
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We could expand our commentary on these lines to say that the problem 

which disturbs Nizär is not the Civil War with its deaths and its terrors, 

but his poetry; will the war permit him to write it or not? 
75 

This understanding of the war is undoubtedly an egotistical one, steeped 

in self-worship. If the modern critic accuses Nizär of giving no importance 

to people's lives in the war, he will not be far from the truth. 

In conclusion, Nizär whispers to the reader that war is against love 

and poetry, which are the basis of every beauty in life. It is for this 

reason that the opposing warriors look upon him as a danger which threatens 

them (stanza 4): 

I was fighting, my lady, in the ranks of love 
And for this reason I was not among the victors 
I was, my lady, on the side of poetry, and for this reason 
They classified me as a petty bourgeois 
And added me to the list of deviationists. 76 

(b) Bayrüt Tahtarig . wa-Ubibbuki 

This poem begins with a scene of the rape of Beirut the woman. The 

protagonists are the confessional factions who participate collectively in the 

crime in a manner which is both sadistic and masochistic. It is clear that 

the rape takes place publicly and that the rapists are quite content with 

their actions, feeling no sense of sin or regret. They believe that it is 

their sacred right to commit violence against others; it is Beirut, the weak, 

beautiful and delicate woman, who suffers and bleeds now, and nobody objects 

to her rape or demands punishment for the perpetrators. All are equally 

guilty of the crime (stanza 2): 
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When our country strangled our country 
I was a few metres away from the crime 
Observing the killers 
As they lay with Beirut like a girl 
And took turns with her 
One 
By one 
In accordance with tribal protocol 
Family prerogative 
And military rank. 

77 

The further we go into the poem, the more we learn about the methods 

used by the warring factions to torture Beirut the woman. After raping her, 

the factions fall upon her body with knives and then throw it into the fire, 

performing a primitive dance to the tom-tom (stanza 2). This crime is 

followed by other murders committed by other people, and blood flows so 

abundantly that it dyes the Mediterranean red. 
78 In the whole of this scene 

of rape, murder, primitive dancing and redness we see a demonstration of the 

savagery of the Lebanese factions and a denial of their civilisation, despite 

the fact that they hide behind slogans like brotherhood, humanity and peace. 

This central scene of the murder of Beirut takes shape at the same time 

as the other more marginal events which are also caused by the barbarism and 

terrorism of the killers (for example the Beirut international airport crammed 

with sad families trying to flee, the clouds coming from the Creek islands 

which fear to approach the Lebanese coast because of the snipers, bullets, and 

the sea-birds migrating, carrying their young, to distant lands). 79 

In addition the poem transports us to another scene, the destruction of 

Beirut (stanza 1), in which we see fire devouring her, while firemen intervene 

to save her, though we do not know whether they will succeed or not. 

Unexpectedly a new character rushes forward through the flames, that of the 

hero, Nizär, in order to rescue his beloved and to rescue Beirut and 

Lebanon. 80 
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Instead of telling us what he did for Beirut and Lebanon, we find him 

launching into a description of his attachment and that of his beloved to 

Beirut, the city which is now burning. We learn that they were born there and 

spent their childhood there (stanza 1), and also that Beirut is the city in 

which love blossomed between them, and which embraced it and blessed it so 

that it continued to grow in their hearts like a stormy giant. 
8' Perhaps this 

old mutual love between himself and Beirut explains its special place in his 

heart. We scarcely need say that Nizär's absorption in recalling the past 

does not cause him to forget the reality in front of him. Very soon the 

burning Beirut appears once again, and he clings to his beloved as his last 

hope of escape in the face of destruction and death (stanza 3): 

When Beirut was burning 
And everybody 
Was thinking of rescuing what was left of his personal wealth 
I remembered, suddenly 
That you were still my beloved 
And that you were my greatest wealth, which I had not declared 

... In this wondrous capital 
Which was, once, 
The magic box in which we hid 
All our little treasures. 82 

At the same time that he declares his love for his beloved, we also find 

him drawn to Beirut the city and feeling a new bond with it because he finds 

in it four sacred substances (love, the city, woman and poetry) from which 

life derives its continuity and its value (stanza 4): 

When the masses were expressing their sorrow 
In a single way 
And weeping in a single way 
I was searching for my private sorrow 
For a woman like no other 
A city like no other 
And poems like no others 
On everything which men have written about love for women. 83 
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In the course of his reflections on Beirut there comes a swift reference 

to the negative effect left by the war upon his poetry and his love - the loss 

of poetry, the loss of his-beloved, of the romantic dreams connected with her, 

and of travel (stanza 4): 

Estimating my losses 
In thousands of words which we could have spoken 
Dozens of ships and trains 
On which we could have travelled 
And hundreds of dreams which we could have realised 
If Beirut had not burned. 

Before the end of the poem Nizär renews his loyalty to his beloved the 

woman, declaring that he will never leave her prey to the hellish situation in 

Beirut. His ecstasy reaches its height when he realises for certain that he 

still loves her and that his love for her is still a conquering power which 

will achieve for him all the harmony and tranquillity which he desires in this 

life (stanza 5): 

But the main thing, 
And this is my discovery, 
Is that I still love you 
And that you still float like a lotus blossom 
On the waters of my memory. 

He also says, in the same stanza: 

The fateful thing now 
Is that I love you 
And consider myself responsible for the protection of the two most 
beautiful violets 
In the world, 
You and Beirut. 86 

Starting from this loyalty and love, Nizär, the saviour hero, leaps up 

to rescue his beloved (stanza 6), while Beirut the city is still burning, and 

plucks her from her room, crying out: 



Here I am, I have come 
To carry you on my shoulder like a little cat 
And take you out 
From the ship of fire, death and madness - 
For I am against the burning of beautiful cats 
Beautiful eyes 
And beautiful cities. 

87 

3. The imag e of Beirut. a nd the attitude of the Arabs. the Lebanese 

factions, and N izär himself to the war 

This is represented by two poems, Bayrüt Mahziyyatukum .. Bayrüt 

Habibati and I1ä Bayrüt al-Unthä mama al-I`tidhär. 

(a) Bayrüt Mahziyyatukum .. Bayrüt Habibati 

This poem begins with a bloody scene of innocence and violence which is 

as close as it could be to a real event. The heroes of the scene are the 

victim (Beirut/the woman), her enemies, the murderers who set about raping 

her, and the Arabs who watch the victim without raising a finger. They ought 

to avenge their sullied honour as they usually do, but they do not. Their 

manhood has died, and they have withdrawn from facing the enemy. They were 

associates of the criminals in the commission of the crime. We may note that 

this scene is similar to the earlier scene found in the second stanza of 

Bayrüt Tahtariq .. wa-Uhibbuki, though with perceptible difference in 

certain details. Thus while in the previous poem Nizär concentrates on the 

rapists and murderers, here he gives more attention to bringing the Arab 

onlookers into the foreground (stanza 1): 

Forgive us 
If we have left you to die alone 
And crept out of the room weeping like fleeing soldiers 
Forgive us 
If we have seen your rosy blood pouring out like rivers of 
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carnelian 
Been spectators at an act of adultery 88 And have remained silent. 

In the second stanza Nizär brings more light to bear on the Arabs' 

attitude to the Civil War, and suggests that they have washed their hands of 

it completely by fleeing to tourist and entertainment centres in the West. 

They flee, it seems to him, because they wish to wipe away the memory of their 

guilt and fill the void of black misery in their souls: 

Alas! How ugly we were, and how cowardly 
When we sold you, Beirut, in the slave-market 
Reserved luxurious flats in the Elysees 
And in London's Mayfair 
Washed away sadness with wine, sex and gambling halls 
And remembered, at the roulette table, news of our country. 

89 

Nizär does not content himself with condemning the Arabs' flight from 

confronting the rape of Beirut, but condemns equally their internal 

differences (stanza 3) which have made Beirut the woman an easy prey for 

murderers: 

Forgive us 
If we have made you into fuel and firewood 
For the disputes which have torn at the Arab's flesh 
Ever since the Arabs have existed. 90 

It is interesting that Nizär chooses the political leaderships ("the 

latrines of politics") and the leaders ("the circus kings" and "the players") 

as a target for his attacks. He blames them for leaving the Lebanese problem 

without any decisive solution and for making hollow claims to be able to deal 

with it in a way which makes people lose all trust in them (stanza 5): 

Forgive us, my lady Beirut; 
We did not abandon you by choice, but we were disgusted 
By the latrines of politics 
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And grew tired 
Of the circus kings, 
The circus, and the fraudulence of the players. 

91 

As for the conflicting Lebanese factions, he sees in them too a great 

source of danger to Lebanon, because they build walls of mistrust and mutual 

hatred rather than trust and tolerance, and because they are unconcerned with 

the interests of their country, Lebanon, and are concerned only with their own 

interests. For this reason he criticises them harshly without exception and 

rejects them all (stanza 5): 

And lost faith 
In the shops which filled all sides of the city 
And sold men hatred and loathing, 
Blankets, carpets and smuggled petrol. 
Ah, my lady! How we are tortured 
When we read that the sun in Beirut has become 
A ball at the feet of mercenaries. 92 

We have already seen that in two poems analysed earlier, Yä Sitt al- 

DunyA yä Bayrüt and Bayrüt Tahtaria .. wa-Uhibbuki, Nizär has 

illustrated the attitude of the Lebanese factions to their country by giving a 

tragic picture of Beirut, and this is repeated at the beginning of this poem 

with the references to murder, rape, and taking pleasure in the perpetration 

of crimes. 

Nizär devotes the remaining stanzas of this poem to a discussion of his 

own attitude to the Lebanese War. The first thing he wishes to establish is 

that he refuses to align himself with any of the opposing groups which make 

religion a means of division and killing (stanza 7): 

They demanded that we enter the school of killing 
But we refused 
They demanded that we cut the Lord in half 
But we were ashamed to 
We believe in God - 
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Why did they make Cod meaningless here? 93 

Another important point underlined by NizAr is that he rejects the 

partition of Lebanon, and clings to its natural, known geographical unity, 

believing that all of its communities can live together in complete security 

(stanza 7): 

They demanded 
That we cut off the breast from whose bounty we were suckled 
And we excused ourselves, 
Stood against all the killers 
Stayed with Lebanon, plains and mountains, 
Stayed with Lebanon, North and South, 
Stayed with Lebanon, cross and crescent, 
Stayed with Lebanon the springs, 
Lebanon the bunches of grapes, 94 Lebanon the ardent love. 

Nizär's attitude to Lebanon (its people and its tragedy) becomes even 

more clear as he experiences the acute crises which rage in his own life and 

the lives of other Lebanese (stanza 4). One of the results of the war is that 

it scattered the population, including Nizär, to the uttermost ends of the 

earth and made them repeat the odyssey of the Wandering Jew and pass through 

many bitter experiences: 

This meaningless war has murdered us, 
Completely exhausted us of ideas, 
Scattered us to the ends of the earth, 
Rejected, crushed, ill, exhausted 
And made of us, contrary to the prophecies, wandering Jews. 95 

Nizär bears this dispersal patiently (stanza 9), and sets off to wander 

the world in search of a new home which resembles Beirut and to which he can 

belong. However he fails: 

We have searched for a substitute for you, 
0 greatest Beirut 
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0 best Beirut 
0 purest Beirut, 
But we have not found one. 

96 

After this failure, he goes back, desiring no other home. Now he sees 

it in a beautiful form derived from nature which is, in our view, the image of 

Beirut of which he dreams after the war (stanza 9): 

And we have returned, 
Kissing the land whose stones write poetry, 
Whose trees write poetry 
Whose walls write poetry, 
And taken you to our breast, 
Fields, sparrows, corniche and sea 
And we shouted out like madmen on the ship's deck 
"You are Beirut 
And there is no other Beirut. "97 

This clinging to Beirut and Lebanon, despite having been driven into 

exile, is a frank and positive call to all the Lebanese who have left their 

country during the war to return and rebuild it, and a dream of a new country 

cured of all its previous ills. His attitude to Lebanon is supplemented when, 

in stanza 8, he hopes that peace will settle upon it instead of war, and that 

people will search for a radiant life. He fears, however, that the war will 

have changed people's feelings and made them less in touch with one another, 

and will also have changed and weakened their relationship with their 

country. 
98 

(b) I1ä Bayrüt al-Unthä ma'a al-I'tidhär 

This poem gives a romantic picture of Lebanon, making it seem like 

paradise and making the Arabs seem like Beduin cut off in a remote desert. 

Naturally we see them hastening toward it in search of nature, beauty and 

women when the desert grows too harsh for them: 
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Lebanon was a fan for you, 
Scattering colours and cool shade, 
How often did you flee there from your deserts 
Seeking water and a beautiful face, 
Wash yourselves in the dew of its forests, 
Hide long between its eyelids? 

99 

In this context he says that it is Lebanon which has taught the Arabs 

love and offered them knowledge. Perhaps there is a reference here to its 

openness to the West and to the greater degree of social freedom which 

prevails there, especially in the relations between the sexes. Perhaps there 

is also a reference to its position as a centre of intellectual and cultural 

diffusion in the Arab world: 

It taught you to love - 
Lebanon was not niggardly with love. 
It taught you to read - 
Do you say to it "Thank you very much"? 100 

From all of the above the critic can conclude that Lebanon did its duty 

to the Arabs when, before the war, it offered them what they did not have - 

nature, love and knowledge. Thus it is not surprising that Nizär asks the 

Arabs now to support Lebanon so that it may pass through its present trial and 

emerge from the circle of self-destruction: 

All that Lebanon demands from you 
Is that you love it, love it a little, 101 

He reminds them that what they offer to Beirut will benefit them in the 

long run. It will be enough for them afterwards that Beirut will remain for 

ever the giving woman, Astarte, the goddess of fertility, beauty and love: 

Beirut is the woman 
Who grants fertility and gives us the seasons. 102 



414 

One final observation is that there is nothing new in this poem. The 

romantic picture of Lebanon as a paradise seems to be influenced by some of 

the Mahiar poets. 
103 The rest of the poem consists of disconnected lines 

which are scarcely more than an inferior reworking of ideas which have been 

expressed before by other poets. 

4 The image of Beirut: despair at the war and flight 

This is represented by the poem Akhir `Usfür Yakhruj min Gharnäta. 

In it Nizär whispers to the reader that he has tried to confront the Civil 

War with his two great weapons, love and poetry, but that they have not 

rescued him from the fangs of ugliness and killing. He begins to reveal their 

ineffectuality (stanza 3): 

Your eyes are the last two shores of violet 
And the storms have torn me apart. 
I thought that poetry would rescue me 
But the poems drowned me. 
I thought that love would ather me together 
But women divided me up. 

Nizär is about to collapse when he is filled with a new love after 

meeting a woman who is different from all the women he has met in his life. 

The most important difference in this woman is that she is a Shiite105 from 

the South of Lebanon who is in revolt against Arab weakness and Israeli 

oppression (stanza 2): 

I love you 
You who store in your eyes the lakes of the South; 
Stay with me, 

106 

The woman takes up all Nizär's attention; she seems to him the only 
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hope of escape from Beirut - the destruction, the Civil War, the slow suicide, 

and the victim killed by the Arabs (stanza 4): 

Beirut is the widow of the Arab world. 
The barricades, 
The factions, 
The crime and the madness. 
Beirut is being murdered in her marriage bed 
And the people round her bed are onlookers. 
Beirut 
Is bleeding like a chicken in the road - 
Where have the lovers fled to? 
Beirut is searching for her truth, 
Searching for her tribe, 
Searching for her relatjves 
But all are hypocrites. 

In the face of all this darkness Nizär clings to his love for this 

woman, and confesses to her that he can no longer find a place for himself in 

Beirut, and that it is no longer in harmony with him. He has grown weary of 

its constant hell and bloody madness, and now he wants to save himself from it 

(stanza 1): 

Your eyes are the last two ships to travel 
But is there anywhere? 
I have grown tired of tarrying in the stations of madness, 
And I have not arrived anywhere. 
Your eyes are the last available chances 
For one who thinks of flight 
And I am thinking of flight. 108 

We read on in the poem and encounter two short scenes from his flight 

from Beirut. In the first we see him sorrowful, but not regretting his 

departure (stanza 4): 

And I, on the deck of the ship, 
Am like an orphaned sparrow 
Who does not think of return, 109 

In the second we see him preparing to depart, while the trees ask him to 



416 

help them to go with him, in flight from the violence of the Civil War. This 

image of the trees is deep, simple and affectih It forms a strong protest 

against a crushing war in which there is no victor and no defeated (stanza 5): 

Your eyes are the last night journey 
And my cases on the ground are waiting for the embarkation 
The trees implore me, weeping, to taket++i with Mt.. - 
Have you ever seen trees thinking of flight? 
This is the time which is stained with ugliness and disgrace, 
Treachery and sins. 

110 

Nizär leaves Beirut: he becomes free in another wide space, and seems 

content with his new love for the Shiite woman, praising its effects upon him 

(stanza 7): 

Your love is the most beautiful white revolution 
Announced in millions of years. 

lll 

After this the poem makes some comments which have no connection with 

Nizär or Beirut, and revolve around two points - the relationship between 

poetry and suppression in Arab society (stanza 3)112 and his contempt for oil 

and oil princes, whom he considers to be a disaster for the Arabs (stanzas 5 

and 6), 113 These points have been discussed in Chapters Three and Four, to 

which the reader is referred. 

One final point: in this poem Nizär is obsessed by a troubling 

historical feeling. As indicated by the title he compares Beirut and its 

Civil War to Granada, the last outpost of the Arabs in Islamic Spain, and 

compares himself, implicitly, to Abü `Abd Allah al-Saghir, the last of its 

petty kings. In these two comparisons there lie a feeling of shame and a view 

of history whose theme is that tragedies repeat themselves (the departure of 

the Arabs from Spain, the Civil War) and not great glories. 
114 
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III 

COMMENTS 

Nizär"s above poems on Beirut appear at first glance to be a kind of 

urban elegy. However a careful reading will reveal that this verdict is quite 

incorrect. Nizär does not bewail Beirut the city, since he does not offer a 

complete vision of its fall and ruin, and because he is not grief-stricken as 

are those who grieve for a slain loved one, even though he reveals his sorrow 

for it sometimes. 

All that Nizär has done is to offer a partial view of the crime 

committed against Beirut - rape, murder and assault - in which, generally 

speaking, he described things from a distance or speaks of them with extreme 

coldness; see for example the following extract from Bayrüt Tahtarig . 

wa-Uhibbuki in which he describes a disgraceful sexual scene with an absolute 

impartiality which we do not expect from a poet who had an overwhelming love 

for Beirut: 

I was a few metres away from the crime 
Observing the killers 
As they lay with Beirut like a girl 
And took turns with her 
One 
By one 
In accordance with tribal protocol 
Family prerogative 
And military rank, 115 

It is clear that in these poems he has not conveyed to us a deep feeling 

for the catastrophe which has befallen the Lebanese people, despite his 

sympathy for them, as much as he has conveyed his personal catastrophes caused 

by the destruction of Beirut (such as the loss of his source of income from 

his publishing house, and the impossibility of distributing his poetry from 
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Beirut to neighbouring Arab countries). As an indication of this it will be 

enough for us to point to his constant reversion in his poems to a point which 

disturbed him very deeply, the negative effect of the war upon his love and 

his poetry. The war did not give him any new opportunities to establish new 

relationships with women which would provide him with poetry; - with perhaps, 

the exception of his relationship with the Shiite woman from the South. The 

war had devoured his nerves. He lived with it for a while, and tried to 

forget it, thinking that it was a passing phase which would soon come to an 

end. For these reasons he remained in Beirut, only leaving it on occasions 

when he was invited to read his poetry in other Arab countries. When he left 

Beirut in the summer of 1982 and went to live in Larnaca we find him bursting 

out into love relationships which he recorded in his masterpiece I1ä Samaka 

Oubrusiyya Tud'ä Tämärä, where he says: 

How can I forget a woman from Cyprus 
Called Tamara 
Whose hair is caught by the wind 
And whose breasts hold conversation with God, 
Who came out of the sea-foam like Astarte 
Wearing the sun on her legs like an anklet? 
How can I forget a body 
Which strikes a spark in the night like phosphorus? 
How can I forget a mad nipple 
Which tore ayart my body, rising 
And falling? 16 

2. In these poems Beirut the woman has two images: the image of the 

ravished victim, whose enemies use multifarious means to rape and kill her, as 

in Ya sitt al-Dunyä yä Bayrüt, Bayrüt Tahtariq... wa-Uhibbuki and 

Bayrüt Mahziyyatukum `Bayrüt Habibati; and the image of the beloved 

after whom Nizär runs, desirous of her love, as in Sab' Rasä'il Dä'i'a fi 

Barad Bayrüt and Akhir 'Usfür Yakhruj min Charnäta. In our view, the 

first image represents the violence of the Civil War while the second 

represents Nizär's desire for woman, perfection and uniqueness. 
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It hardly needs to be said that the image of the city as a woman is not 

a strange one to Nizär, as he has used it before (Chapter Six), when Damascus 

was the beloved woman who captivated him. It seems that the idea of a city as 

a woman is not a monopoly of Nizär alone and could almost be described as 

common to poets. Thus Ihsän 'Abbäs says: 

The modern poet's visualising of the city as a woman, and in the 
form of a promiscuous woman, is almost the common property of a 
large number of poets. It is not a new image, but is frequently 

met with in ancient and pre-modern literature. It is all the same 
for the modern poet whether the city relate to the modern age, or 
whether it represents ancient civilisation. 117 

In fact, the comparison of cities and countries to beloved and chaste 

women or to violated women is an early tendency in Nizär's poetry which goes 

back to the period of a few years after the defeat of 1967. Perhaps the poem 

Jarimat Sharaf Amäma al-Mahäkim al-'Arabiyya is one of the earliest poems 

in which Nizär firmly established this tendency. For example, in the first 

stanza of this poem he says: 

You have lost, my country, your virginity. 
Nobody was concerned. 
The court found against a pefign unknown 
And the curtain was lowered. 

It seems that Nizär mixes women, sex and love with politics in his 

poetry for two reasons. The first is that the subject of woman dominates his 

mind so completely that he cannot escape it, even when he is writing on 

another subject, such as politics. The second reason is that he wishes to 

attract the Arab reader's attention by offering something which will arouse 

him, and considers that the subject of woman is an appropriate one in this 

context. 

It remains to be said that Nizär avoids linking woman and Jerusalem in 
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his famous poem al-Quds out of respect for the followers of the three 

monotheistic religions: Judaism, Christianity and Islam. For this reason all 

the descriptions which he applies to Jerusalem suggest purity, sorrow and 

prophethood. 
119 

3. In these poems, Beirut the city generally seems to be a one-dimensional 

city. We mean by this that it is always an embodiment of evil and blackness. 

It is a kind of reckless fate which takes hold of personalities and events and 

gives them no opportunity, however marginal or limited, for freedom or 

movement. Beirut the place is mined with crime and sniping. Murder is 

committed with monotonous regularity, and the murderers are primitive, 

temperamental and anarchic. They enjoy seeing crime and blood, and dance 

around fire and mutilated bodies. Beirut the place is a pillaged city which 

is subject to a law of destruction which nobody challenges. Any reader, even 

many years after the end of the Civil War, will be able to recognise with ease 

the one-dimensional Beirut of these poems. The features of killing, 

destruction and violence turn in them, sometimes only partially, into an 

entity which can be seen and sensed, as in the first three stanzas of Bayrüt 

Tahtaria... wa-Uhibbuki. 
120 

4. Nizär's strong links with Beirut did not prevent him from establishing 

firm links with other Arab cities, on the basis of his view that these cities 

are a single country, to all of which he belongs, even though their names may 

differ. Thus in the second stanza of Umm al-Mu'tazz he says: 

Every Arab city is my mother, 
Damascus, Beirut, Cairo, Baghdad, Khartoum, 
Casablanca, Benghazi, Tunis, Amman, Riyadh, 
Kuwait, Algiers, Abu Dhabi, and their sisters; 
These are my family tree 
All of these cities brought me forth form their wombs, 
Cave me to suck from their breasts 
And filled my pockets with grapes, figs and plums. 
All of them shook their date-palms for me, so that I could eat, 
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And opened their skies for me like a blue notebook. 
So that I could write. 
For this reason I do not enter an Arab city without it calling to me 
"My son", 
I do not knock on the gate of an Arab city without finding my 

childhood bed wait#ng for me 
No Arab city bleeds without my bleeding with it. i21 

5. For Nizär, pre-war Beirut resembles a dream city embodied on earth- a 

city of love, security, purity, life and ease. It is sufficient for us to 

consider a few poetical examples in order to prove our point. 

Thus in Bayrüt wa-al-Hubb wa-al-Matar Beirut forms the setting for a 

stormy love-story which takes place between Nizär and a beautiful woman. The 

season is winter, and Beirut is wrapped in thick clouds and cold. It is now, 

as he sees it, in the best state for him to become a lover again. Therefore 

he goes out with his beloved to idle in the streets and to walk aimlessly. 

After a short while he feels the cold and whispers to his beloved that what he 

needs now is love, and there is nothing, as far as he is concerned, to stop 

her clinging to him, so that he may feel a little warmth: 

When it rains in Beirut 
I need a little affection 
So come inside my coat, moistened with water, 
Come inside my woollen pullover 
My skin, my voice, 
And eat the grass on my chest like a horse. 122 

When thunder sounds, lightning flashes and rain pours down, he feels 

that Beirut is glittering anew, and that he is in a rare state of ecstasy, and 

so he does not feel embarrassed in asking his beloved to show him the physical 

side of love in front of witnesses: 

Exchange love with me in the thunder and lightning 
And the drumming of the rain-spouts; give me a country 

in my grey fur overcoat. 
Crucify me like Jesus between your breasts 
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Baptise me with water of roses and myrtle, and erfume 
of black elder. 

123 

In these tense emotional moments his beloved proposes that they go to a 

certain place, and he whispers to her: 

Look for a flat buried in the sand 
Look for a hotel which does not ask lovers their names 
Keep me awake in cells s in which there is nothing but 
A singer and a piano. 

l 4 

Soon he forgets what he has said, and leaves her the freedom to choose 

the place in which she wants to stay. All the places in Beirut are equally 

good for love, without exception: 

You decide where to go 
For love in Beirut is, like Cod, in every place. 125 

In Band Bayrüt there is another story which takes place between 

Nizär the lover and a far-off woman. The story has one scene, in which we 

see Nizär in a Beirut cafe on the sea-front, reading a newspaper and drinking 

coffee. The September rain falls gently and he realises that it is autumn and 

the real winter has not yet come. He remembers a past time with a woman he 

loved, who soon disappeared, so that her absence caused him pain. lie wishes 

she were with him now, so that he could feel great happiness. 126 Suddenly the 

memories come to an end, and Beirut pulls him to itself. lie finds that Beirut 

is in love with his beloved, as though it were an extension of her or a part 

of her: 

Beirut in the autumn, my beloved, 
Is in love with you 
0 my near, distant one, 
You whose presence is amazing as a poem, 
Its rains are in love with you, 
Its stones are in love with you, 
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Its sea has travelled in its sho es 
And has poured into your eyes. 

127 

He goes on to describe the beauty of Beirut in autumn, especially when 

its ground is covered by withered leaves, yellow, brown and green. A note of 

sorrow steals through him and his desire for his beloved's company doubles, as 

it might put an end to his inner isolation and lamentation. Now he portrays 

the beauty of Beirut for her again, hoping that it will reach her and she will 

come to him: 

Beirut, my beloved, 
In these times, is like a legend. 
The September leaves on the ground are copper and gold 
And al-Hamrä' Street, my beloved, 
Is a garment embroidered with gold 
God! How much I need you, my beloved 
When the season of tears comes- 
How much my hands have searched for yours 
In the crush of the damp streets. 

128 

In al-Istigäla there is another love-story, in which we see Nizär 

trying to persuade his beloved to leave him, saying that he wants, after 

thirty years of love, to rest a little. His beloved is amazed at these words 

and thinks that they are frivolous. 129 Nizär writes to Beirut, the 

environment which has embraced his love for this woman, explaining that he is 

now retiring from the role of lover and that he wants it to know that he is 

changing his life-style and will choose a path other than that of love: 

I have written a long letter to Beirut 
In which I have informed it that I have taken my decision, 
Handed over to it the key of my house and the key of my abode, 
Given my role to another, 
Announced that I have retired from the play 
And said farewell to the face of my beloved, which is portrayed in 

the cloth of the masts, 
On the sands and on the shells. 
And I have said `farewell', 
0 rose of the night, 0 notebook of dreams, 0 signet of the sun, 
0 sea, 0 poetry, 0 alphabet, 
Farewell to all the lovers in Ra's Bayrüt and al-Ashrafiyya. 130 
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However Beirut refuses to accept his resignation: 

I explained to Beirut 
That thirty years of love are enough 
But it refused to accept my apology. 

'31 

Now he falls under its spell anew. He realises that it is still a city 

for love and for nothing else. Now his beloved makes a move: she reveals her 

love for him and her captivation by him, and he falls at her feet, brought low 

by an even more violent love. 132 

In Hal Taji'ina ma'i ilä al-Bahr there is a fierce passion for 

Beirut as an environment for sea, love and passion before the outbreak of the 

Civil War: 

Will you come with me to the sea? 
Will you flee with me from the dry time to the time of water? 
For we, for thirty years, 
Have not entered into the possibilities of the colour blue, 
Have not held with our hands 
A horizon, 
A dream, or a poem, 
The Civil War has made us two wild animals 
Who speak without appetite, 
Procreate without appetite, 
Stick to one another with the glue of acquired habits 
My Turkish coffee is an acquired habit 
And your morning shower is an acquired habit 
So why do you not t on the hat of the sun 
And come with me? 

l3 
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CONCLUSION 

In the preceding chapters we have reviewed a number of political issues, 

starting with Arab nationalism and ending with the Civil War in Lebanon, as 

they are reflected in the poetry of Nizär Qabbäni. It has been our aim to 

discuss these issues as fully as possible, in order to provide the reader with 

everything which is necessary for a thorough understanding of Nizär's 

political poetry. 

It only remains now to make a few general points about this part of 

Nizär's poetic output and about Nizär himself as he appears in his political 

poetry. 

1. His poetry is a true artistic reflection of the events happening around 

him in the Arab world. Indeed, his poetry provides as good an introduction to 

modern Arab political history as can be found in the Arab world today. 

2. While Nizär's writings are not in any sense a neutral or dispassionate 

account of events, they do reflect very closely the reaction of the Arab man 

in the street to these events as they happened. Nizär is an accurate 

barrometer of Arab feelings, and could well be studied as a record of the 

reactions of ordinary Arabs to major political events during the period 

covered by his poems. This is without doubt one of the major reasons for the 

popularity of Nizär's poetry in the Arab world today. 

3. Nizär cannot in any way be described as an "ideological" poet. He is a 

purely reactive poet, and his reactions often lack consistency. More than 

this, his positions often shift radically over the years. Examples of this 

are the way in which he passionately espouses Arab nationalism in the fifties 

but seems to have forgotten about it in the eighties, and the way in which he 
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attacks the failings of Arab society after the June War but abandons this 

criticism in the exhilaration of the early days of the October War. lie is 

carried along by waves of enthusiasm, generally short-lived. The latest 

example of such a wave of enthusiasm are his poems on the Palestianian 

intifäda. It may also be noted that at these moments of enthusiasm he tends 

to threw caution to the winds and imagine that all the problems of the Arab 

world are about to be solved as if by magic. In this respect one has to 

concede that his political thinking is marked by a certain superficiality. 

4. Nizär is always truthful and honest in the expression of his ideas, and 

is not afraid to utter painful truths which may anger those in authority or 

the more conservative elements in Arab society. He does not hesitate to be 

critical of what he considers to be outworn social values or religious ideas, 

and can be very direct and abrasive in his condemnation of certain political 

leaders, like the oil princes of the Gulf or President Sadat after his visit 

to Jerusalem. His description of the latter as a new Käfür may have 

entertained many Arabs at the time, but it did not endear him to those ruling 

Egypt. 

5. Nizär is always a very personal poet. In his poetry on the October War 

and the Civil War in Lebanon we notice that he seems to be concerned only at 

the effect of these events upon himself. He has been criticised as being 

self-centred and narcissistic, and we cannot entirely exonerate him from these 

accusations. 

6. Even in his most impassioned political poetry, the theme of sex and 

women keeps reappearing. Political events tend to be perceived by him in 

terms of his own sexuality. The most obvious example of this is the way in 

which he feels sexually impotent after the June War while the October War 

restores his manhood. The fate of Beirut during the Civil War is also 
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described in openly sexual terms. 

7. His political poetry is generally restricted to the depiction of war and 

to the results of war. We see this already in Oissat Rachel Schwartzenburg, 

which deals with the events of 1948, and his subsequent poetry is almost 

exclusively triggered by other wars - the Suez crisis, the Algerian struggle, 

the June War, the October War and the Lebanese Civil War. We could almost ask 

whether Nizär is not primarily a war poet, and his poetry war poetry, in that 

part of his output which he has described as political poetry. 

8. Finally, we should mention what is perhaps the most important aspect of 

his poetry, the clarity of his language and the good and simple style which 

Nizär has always insisted is the foundation of the writing of poetry. He has 

always based himself on these principles, from the beginning to the present 

day. In this he is very different from poets like Adonis or Mahmüd Darwish, 

who have made use of linguistic complications and imagery which seems to 

have no relevance to the poem. The simplicity and beauty of his language are 

without doubt the main reasons for his enormous popularity in the Arab world 

today. His aim has always been to bring poetry to the Arab people and nobody 

could deny that he has been immensely successful in achieving this objective. 
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