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Poetry and History: The Value of Poetry in Reconstructing Arab History. Edited by Ramzi BaalBaki, 
Saleh Said agha, and TaRif khalidi. Beirut: ameRican UniveRSiTy of BeiRUT PReSS, 2011. 
Pp. xii + 459. $40.

Beirut has slowly begun to regain its position as an important hub of Arabic scholarship over the 
past decade. Much of this activity has been centered at the Orient-Institut Beirut, which has played an 
instrumental role in bringing Arabists and Arab scholars together for conferences as well as hosting 
researchers and publishing several edited collections. It is encouraging to see that the less prominent 
American University of Beirut Press has also begun to contribute to this effort with the publication of 
the volume of conference proceedings under review here.

This collection of essays is concerned with the value of Arabic poetry—both premodern and mod-
ern—as a historical source. In their introduction to the volume, the editors state their position quite 
plainly: “We quickly agreed that the immense riches of Arabic poetry had not thus far been sufficiently 
exploited for the reconstruction of Arab history” (p. xi). It will not have escaped the reader’s attention 
that the book is entitled Poetry and History, not Poetry and Historiography, and while the collection 
does not treat this distinction explicitly, there is no doubt that this was a deliberate move by the editors. 
There have been a few limited studies of poetry in certain historiographical works—and indeed the 
essays by Peter Heath, Geert Jan van Gelder, and Suleiman Mourad in this volume add to this litera-
ture—but the idea of poetry as a primary historical source seems to have dropped off the scholarly radar 
decades ago. One can speculate that this is because earlier generations of Arabists did not specialize to 
the extent we do today, and there is also reason to suspect that while training in both modern standard 
and colloquial Arabic has improved tremendously, instruction in classical Arabic has not fared as well. 
As someone who specializes in poetry I can say that I have met more than a few historians who have 
confessed—rather sheepishly and without any provocation—that they simply skip the poetry in the 
historiographical texts they read, indentation conventions making this very easy to do.

These essays are therefore ostensible models of what happens when historians do not overlook the 
poetry contained in historiographical texts but treat the poems as bona fide historical sources. Never-
theless, not all the contributors see eye to eye on the subject. Tahera Qutbuddin, for example, remarks 
on the political and doctrinal subtext of the work of the Fāṭimid poets al-Qāʾim bi-Amr Allāh, Ibn Hāniʾ 
al-Andalusī, Amīr Tamīm b. al-Muʿizz, and al-Muʾayyad al-Shīrāzī that, “There are limitations [. . .] 
to the use of poetry as a historical source, for it is dense and intense, and it alludes to actions and ideas 
without actually spelling out a cohesive narrative of event. [. . .] when utilized alongside the traditional 
sources, the poetry tells us what specific historical events mean in their ideological framework, con-
necting military actions with the doctrines that drove them” (p. 196). This is poetry as representation, 
as material for a history of mentalities. This is the case also in William Granara’s essay on the Dīmās 
elegy of Ibn Ḥamdīs, in which he departs from Andrea Borruso’s literalist-instrumental reading of the 
poem as a historical account, and in the essay by Leslie Tramontini, in which she asks how poets writ-
ing about the Iraqi war of the 1980s make use of history in their texts.

Only a few contributors to the volume—including Saleh Said Agha, Suleiman Mourad, and Faw-
waz Ahmad Tuqan—are at least in principle willing to see poetry as a form of testimony, to use Paul 
Ricoeur’s term. Tuqan’s essay is an attempt to determine whether it is possible to use poetic descrip-
tions (specifically those of al-Buḥturī) to reconstruct certain architectural and monumental structures. 
He arrives ultimately at a negative result: “[Al-Buḥturī’s] compositions fail to allow us to draw clear 
plans of those majestic palaces.” The reason for this is that “the poem is not a factual entity; rather it 
is the poet’s impression of an event, a person, or a monumental construction” (p. 278). Yet we may 
well ask whether this diagnosis does not also apply to prose and even painting and sculpture as well? 
Mourad takes a more flexible approach in his study of the poetic citations found in narratives on the 
conquest of al-Shām. He finds that poems about the Syrian conquest fall into three categories: Event-
History (which he calls “History”), Tribal History, and Autobiography, but he argues that even the 
poems that focus on the exploits of a tribe or an individual are still history. It is a modern bias, he says, 
to think of them as somehow less reliable than narrative prose, which “has its own flaws” (p. 182).
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Agha’s article is by his own admission “more of an open inquiry into the nature of the issue than 
an attempt to propose conclusive answers” (p. 1); far from being a shortcoming this is one of the nice 
things about multi-authored essay collections. Agha is free to explore the contours of the theme, and 
range he does. He fleshes out his teacher Khalīl Ḥāwī’s (1919–1982) philosophy of poetry—inspired by 
a mixture of Aristotle, Coleridge, and Jung—and manages to touch on Schelling, Sidney, and Gibbon 
as well, in the space of some thirty-five pages. Ḥāwī “proselytized,” according to Agha, that “the object 
of History is the ‘concrete’, the object of Philosophy is the ‘universal’, and the object of Poetry is the 
Concrete universal” (p. 1; emphasis in original). He also did not consider all verse to be poetry (p. 3) 
so Agha’s primary occupation in this essay is to separate “great poetry” from “verse”; as a test case he 
considers a poem by one ʿAbd al-Shāriq b. ʿAbd al-ʿUzzā al-Juhanī first cited in Abū Tammām’s Dīwān 
al-Ḥamāsa. As Agha notes (p. 12), “we know absolutely nothing about the poet, the poem, the occa-
sion, and/or even the general historical context thereof,” but he does not let this stop him. For him this 
poem is indeed an example of “great poetry” and even more it is an example of a poetry “grounded in 
adversity, in violent tribal hostilities; it depicts the heroics and the honorable ways of conducting war.” 
Furthermore “it is distinctively and uniquely characterized by ostensible objectivity, absolute equity, 
lofty moral and social values, and by high-mindedness and magnanimity” (p. 14). For Agha, however, 
great poetry is more than the representation of an individual’s or society’s ideology (Weltanschauung); 
it is rather the sincere, unmediated testimony of historical actors. He is committed to the belief that in 
“great poetry [. . .] factual history and the human condition symbiotically exist” (p. 14).

Most of the other contributors are more agnostic on the question, but even some of them are keen to 
push past formalistic definitions of historiography. Beatrice Gruendler inverts the general pattern and 
studies poetic experimentation against the background of a specific historical event. Gruendler recon-
siders the scandal of Bashshār b. Burd’s salacious poetry, which occasioned a caliphal ban, and seeks 
to understand his stylistic experiments as a reaction to social backlash. This is experimental cultural 
history at its best. Other contributors, notably Werner Diem and Ramzi Baalbaki, are concerned with 
the function of poetry in non-literary discourses, specifically in funerary descriptions and grammatical 
texts respectively. Here poetry does not attain its historical relevance as testimony but as historical 
witness.

One of the most promising articles in the volume is Angelika Neuwirth’s study of the late Maḥmūd 
Darwīsh’s use of biblical history in his poetry of Palestinian resistance. Neuwirth argues that Darwīsh’s 
poetry goes beyond the common theme of nostalgia in post-colonial Arabic poetry, the longing for “a 
pre-colonial paradisiacal state of existence in place of the actual reality that is distorted by political 
circumstances. [. . . Darwīsh’s] poetry is a response not only to the post-colonial situation as such, but 
to the presence of a particularly fateful textual medium employed to ascertain the historical legitimacy 
of the dominance of the Other: the political reading of the Hebrew Bible” (p. 316). Neuwirth’s article 
only begins to trace the outlines of this potentially rich line of inquiry, however, so it is hoped that she 
or others will pursue it in greater depth.

Asʿad Khairallah and Maher Jarrar also have significant essays on the poetry of Maḥmūd Darwīsh in 
this volume. Tarif Khalidi and Noha Radwan’s contributions on ʿUmar al-Zʿinnī and twentieth-century 
Egyptian shiʿr al-ʿāmmiyya, respectively, focus on the historical discourse embedded in “popular” 
literary culture. Khalidi identifies “four or five dominant registers or moods” in al-Zʿinnī’s poetry that 
may also be productively applied to other examples of popular satire: feigned disappointment; con-
trived patience; the rebuke of whiners and complainers; mock optimism; and bewilderment at the rapid 
pace of change (p. 400). Khalidi’s study is a wonderful exposition of a vibrant and heady anti-colonial 
atmosphere analogous to the cultural breakthroughs seen in several Arab countries in the past few 
years—one night, for example, security forces in Cairo whitewashed the street art around Tahrir Square 
that commemorated the January 25th revolution and its martyrs. The very next night the walls were 
redecorated in an outburst of defiant creativity. This was more than merely a game of cat-and-mouse. 
With one party controlling the presidency and the constitutional assembly, and a phalanx of bowed, 
but pervasive and powerful, counter-revolutionary interests waiting in the wings, secular, liberal, and 
leftist forces are fighting tooth-and-nail to maintain a presence in public spaces: the press, the media, 
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the internet, and, of course, the square itself. ʿUmar al-Zʿinnī’s song of 1918 could have applied equally 
well to Egypt in 2012 (trans. Tarif Khalidi, p. 400):

The world is in uproar and the people are oblivious
Your land is lost and no one cares
[. . .]
Observe the horrors! Observe the calamities!
Meanwhile, the people are in uproar over—the veil!

Like Marilyn Booth’s masterful study of Bayram al-Tūnisī (1984), Khalidi’s essay reminds us of the 
unacknowledged impact of popular culture in Arab anti-colonial resistance and the desperate need for a 
comparative study of anti-colonial popular poetry. This was the same period that led in an artistic leap 
to what is known as shiʿr al-ʿāmmiyya. In the 1950s Fuʾād Ḥaddād and Ṣalāḥ Jāhīn brought ʿāmmiyya 
poetry into the Egyptian literary limelight where it has stayed ever since. Noha Radwan stresses the 
fact that Ḥaddād and Jāhīn were contemporaries of the modernist Arab poets, most notably the Iraqis 
Badr Shākir al-Sayyāb (d. 1964) and Nāzik al-Malāʾika (d. 2007), and that their poetry—though differ-
ent in register—was part and parcel of a wider, “highbrow” poetic movement. Nevertheless it appears 
that the presentation and distribution of shiʿr al-ʿāmmiyya whether in song (e.g., Jāhīn’s poems and 
Sheikh Imām’s renditions of Aḥmad Fuʾād Negm’s poems), over radio and satellite television (e.g., 
Fuʾād Ḥaddād’s al-Misaḥḥarātī and ʿAbd al-Raḥmān al-Abnūdī’s poems during the Egyptian revolu-
tion), or as samizdat (Nagīb Surūr’s famous poem Kuss ummiyāt) give shiʿr al-ʿāmmiyya the feeling of 
testimony, of historical artifact. This may, of course, be an illusion.

Many of the essays in this volume are excellent and the concept of the volume itself is bold and 
refreshing. It may be clichéd, but it is true that in the premodern period, and well into the modern period, 
poetry has been at the heart of Arabic culture and society. The artificial division in the academy between 
historians and scholars of literature is anachronistic, specious, and obstructive—at least in the case of 
Middle Eastern societies. History and literature are different disciplines but those of us who study and 
teach literature must ensure that historians have access to the materials they need in order to perform 
their research. Poetry is central to the cultural history of the premodern Middle East, as both historical 
testimony and representation, but if some historians of the Middle East do not consider it a valuable 
historical source—or if they feel inadequately prepared to deal with it—then the blame lies with us.
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Born in Mosul, Muḥammad ibn Dāniyāl (d. 710/1310) ended up in Cairo during the reign of the 
Mamlūk sultan Baybars, having fled from the Mongols in 660/1261 as a boy of some twelve years. 
He was trained as an eye doctor but became famous as a poet and wit, enjoying the patronage of 
several sultans. In Arabic literary history his fame rests above all on three “shadow plays,” being 
the only instances of this genre, indeed the only premodern Arabic texts that can properly be called 
“dramatic.” Serious study began a little over a century ago by Georg Jacob, followed by Paul Kahle 
and several others. A study and edition by Ibrāhīm Ḥamādah (Cairo, 1963) is woefully inadequate, not 
least because it is severely bowdlerized. Kahle’s unexpurgated text was published posthumously by 
Derek Hopwood and Mustafa Badawi in 1992, but a satisfactory edition is still lacking (see reviews by 
S. Moreh in Welt des Islams 34 [1994]: 126–29, and E. Rowson in JAOS 114 [1994]: 462–66; Amal 
Eqeiq’s entry on Ibn Dāniyāl in Essays in Arabic Literary Biography, 925–1350 [Wiesbaden, 2011, pp. 
142–45] incorrectly claims that this edition includes a translation).


