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In The Presence of His Absence

Transformations of the ""ldentity Poem" in Mahmud Darwish's Poetry

Aesthetic study: Title, Opening, Ending and Closure

Dr. Aida Fahmawi Wattad
Abstract

Diving into the study of creative production is sometimes likely to slip into
investigation of the process of creativity itself, which is a sophisticated
experience which includes lots of conscious and unconscious influences that
can be observed, but can also slip away from our notice. Therefore, when
dealing with creative experiences, it is important to commit to specific and
defined criteria and observe and trace specific indicators and elements rather
than looking into the experience in general. The creative work, specifically
poetic writing, assumes the form of the experience through its continuity and
development. However, this poetic experience cannot continue unless there is a
guiding and motivating power that observes, formulates, directs and leads it.
This motivating impulse can be called the 'project’ or 'vision," which can be
social, educational, political, philosophical, creative, or a mixture of all
these elements. At a certain stage, a certain element can emerge and
overwhelm the process or vision, which is susceptible to enrichment,
change, mutability and development in accordance with the development of
the creator's education and his interaction with the general educational-
historical context, and the projections of this interaction on his concept of his
poetic tools, on his way of employing them, and on their overlapping with the
textual structure. This is reflected within the creative experience, its versions,
its tools and its aesthetic entity. It is quite interesting to read the production of a
certain poet at the beginning of his creative career and reread it at later stages.

The developing tools reflect his concept of his writing project. This
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phenomenon requires studies that deal with the poet's production through
diachronic and distant stages that discuss the development of the aesthetics of
his experience. The context of the external text will inevitably have some
associations and projections on the internal text, which emerge as a result of
their influences on the poet's concept and vision, which requires a synchronic
study that combines the internal and the external elements within the general
context, its internal recorded context, and the thematic and aesthetic structure
of the text.

This study establishes a vision and a style that are applicable to
various poetic experiences. However, | chose to deal with the experience
of Mahmud Darwish (b. 1942) as a representative model. Darwish is
a Palestinian poet who has lived the experience internally and externally, inside
his homeland and outside it. His experience has had various reflections and
reactions on various aspects of his poetic project, during a period in which he
witnessed the experience of free-verse (shi‘r hurr) its development. He also
witnessed the innovation, experimentation and modernization that took place in
modern Arabic poetry. Darwish's poetic experience has spanned over half a
century, beginning in the sixties of the last century and continuing till today.
The study focuses on Darwish's poetic experience as a model through which it
deals with the development of the poetics of the text that is connected to a
specific theme. Generally, most studies that deal with the poetics of the Arabic
poetry do not deal with it on thematic background. One notices that the studies
that are concerned with the artistic form of Mahmoud Darwish's poetry mostly
deal with his works either from the thematic or the aesthetic point of view, and
rarely do they combine the two aspects in a systematic approach that is based
on defined criteria. Most of these studies introduce Darwish's works within the

thematic context that is related to the political context (which has a great effect
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on his poetry), but omitting the changes that took place on his artistic devices,
techniques, and themes.

The study attempts also to define and specify thematic and aesthetic criteria,
which are the triggers that lead me through my quest into Darwish's poetic
experience. The study basically traces and observes the changes and
transformations of the theme of 'identity’ and its relation with other artistic and
technical developments of poetic elements such as: title, opening, ending, and
closure of the poem. It detects the integration and harmony of these elements
with the text, and how some of them lead the process of the text, as some titles
do, and how some other elements represent the process of the text, as some
closures do, and how other elements represent the text in contradictory forms,
as several titles do. This combination of theme and poetic devices allows me to
combine in a practical applied way certain analytical structural tools with other
semiotic ones, which makes my method an eclectic one. Besides, this approach
is both paradigmatic and syntagmatic as enables me to study the issue
of identity and the elements of title, opening, ending, and
closure simultaneously. It also enables me to combine research using
diachronic and synchronic tools. The study deals with the poet's production
from the diachronic perspective through different periods and stages. At the
same time, it refers to every stage of his experience and investigates its
relation with the general external context, whether educational, social,

political, and poetic, synchronically.

Moreover, the study deals with certain poetic techniques and elements
that have not been sufficiently dealt with or even ignored in both Western
and Arabic researches of poetry such as: the opening, the ending and
the closure of the poem, as they have been considered as part of the

narrative genres only.
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However, this study deals with the aspects of title, opening, ending
and closure as part of the poetic text, rather than independent or separate
parts. It deals with the issue of the title from the perspective of its relation to
the text, to the collection of poems, to the titles of other collections, and

its relation to other contexts, references, allusions, coinages and forms.

The study also deals with the artistic techniques and linguistic styles used in
the opening and ending lines of the poem. Besides, it observes the importance
of and the function of the opening and ending within the poetic texture, and
distinguishes it from the other parts of the text. It also discusses the concept of
poetic closure, its type and difference from the concept of ending linking these
aspects with the concept of identity within the total production of the poet.

The study is divided into three Chapters. Chapter One consists of three parts
that are concerned with the introduction of a theoretical frame. They also give a
general review of the previous studies and researches that deal with similar
topics.

Section One of Part One of Chapter One deals briefly with the issue
of ‘identity," the complications of this concept, and its philosophical

development. It defines the concept not as a mono-structural one, but rather as
a multi-structural entity that consists of several components, including the
ethnic, the religious, the linguistic, the moral, and the utilitarian ones, in
addition to the subjective, educational, and emotional experience. It also
introduces the issue of 'identity' not as a total combination of these elements,
but rather as an outcome that consists of elements that have evolved through
time, and have been pollinated by experience, knowledge, challenges. It also
deals with the individual and collective reactions to the issue of identity within
the objective and subjective prevailing or casual circumstances. This approach

enables me to discuss the issue of identity within branched contexts of
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universality, politics, liberation, pluralism, nationality, otherness, subjectivity,

and intellectualism.

Section Two of Part One of Chapter One deals with the previous studies that
deal with Darwish's works in a general way. It also points out the significance
of the theme of 'identity' in Darwish's poetry, and the reasons that motivated me
to choose this poet and his poetry for my thesis.

Part Two of Chapter One introduces a theoretical background about
the elements of title, opening, ending and closure in literature as they appear
in previous studies and researches. It gives their definitions, their linguistic and
structural specifications, their indications in literature, and the functions that
they perform.

Section One of Part Two of Chapter One is devoted to the concept of
the title as a term and a technique. It should be pointed out that the study
of titles in literature has recently gained special interest especially in
semiotic researches, where the title is considered a semiotic sign that has a
special relation with the textual structure and para-textual references

within creative, historical, artistic, political, social and cultural contexts.

It is possible to argue that the title is an abridged sign with a
semiotic dimension that establishes a broad textual space, which is able to
arouse and activate the cultural and intellectual inactive burden in the
receiver's intellect, and is apt to motivate him to start a process of
interpretation immediately. The reader has to move back and forth between the
lines of the text, the title and the external para-textual contexts. Therefore, the
title is considered an interpretive key if is used in a misleading, or guiding,
or clear, or symbolical way. Through the title, the reader starts his
interpretive motion in parallel with the generative motion of the creative

imagination of the poet.
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The title is connected with the text through the relation of inter-textuality, as
it tells the reader something about the text that he has not read. The relation can
also be a relation of meaning, such as the representation, or summarization of
the idea, or focalization of a certain axis of a certain point, or addition of
information that is not mentioned in the text. The title can also create a relation
of undermining and separation from the text, or a relation of conflict and
contradiction. Indeed, the title can be employed to perform many functions of
various sorts, and the aspect that defines its significance is its different inter-
textual and para-textual relations. This section discusses the functions of the
title which can be explanation, summarization, or representation of the text, or
giving a discreet judgment or providing a background or carrying a meta-

textual indication. We can summarize the basic functions of the titles in four
types:

a) Titles of specification that contribute to the designation of the action.

b) Titles of description that take two forms: thematic description or rhematic
description. Some titles combine thematic and rhematic descriptions/

(Ambiguous Titles).

c¢) Titles of association and suggestion that, through employment of secondary
elements, describe the text and suggest the style of the writer or describe

the historical suggestions.

d) Titles of seduction that allure the reader through the topic, structure,
or rhythm or visual appearance.

These functions can also combine in the same title fully or partly.
The study also classifies the use of the title according to previous studies

into three main groups:

a) The first group includes the interpretive titles such as the reinforcing, the

emphatic, the focalized, the disambiguating, the allusive,
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the undermining/opposing, the summarizing, the partial, the ironic,
the complementary, the comprehensive, the directive, the realistic,
the arousing, the guiding, the frame, the internal, and the acknowledging.

b) The second group includes the referential group of titles such as:

the neutral, and the classifying titles.

¢) The third group is the additive group that includes for example disorienting

titles.

Section Two of Part Two establishes the concept of the '‘opening' of the poem
as a part of the mechanism of creative operation, which is related to the cultural
educational and social context. It also decides a lot of what follows it, where it
establishes the relation of the text with other texts. From the viewpoint of the
writer/ poet, it means the beginning of what the work/ poem is going to
suggest. It also indicates his effort to go beyond previous beginnings or
deconstructing them, re-reading them and making some variations of them.

The opening is a part of the text and a guiding phrase that possesses
a number of textual functions depending on the position that it occupies on the
level of directing the path of reading, and the level of abridgement or inclusion
of a part of the conceptions of the writer. It also has a function on the level of
storing the logic of the text, and retrieving it within an utterance that has a
special arrangement in the structure, form, and denotation. It is also an element
that has its special expressionistic characteristic as it is the beginning of speech
and the active moving engine of the whole text. Therefore, the opening is
studied as a resultant of all the elements of the work with which it interacts in a
dialectic structural relation. At the same time, | study it because it carries the

qualitative characteristics that are related to the internal structure of the work.

Another characteristic of the structure of the opening is that it

connects between the topics and themes that are dealt with in the text. It
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also expands them within the text by productive generation, allusion,
and emanation. There are many studies that give the reader a big role
in determining the space of the opening, which can consist of a few words, or a
few phrases or can expand to cover a whole chapter in narrative
texts, depending in that on the manner in which the text is built, and
the satisfaction that overwhelms the reader when he stops at the end of
every opening. The opening guarantees to put the reader within the context,
and urges him to assume a strategic importance in understanding the tools
of the evolution, the formation and the openness of the text. It also constitutes a

referential, guiding, or misleading role in leading the reference to the meaning.

Thus, the opening does not only initiate the work, but also prepares for
the required state of reception that allows the reader to receive the hidden
and declared message. Like the title, and as a result of their location in the
text, openings have a special role in creating the first impression. The title
opens denotative fields and the opening creates literary meanings.

Therefore, some critics call them as "thresholds."

There are several kinds of openings in narrative genres, which | review
in the study: ordinary, arousing, provocative, ambiguous, chronological,
adumbrate, frame, preceding, circular, misleading, exotic, meta-textual, inter-
textual, and correlative opening. | also review the functions of these openings,
which include: canonization, allurement, information, reference, interpretation,

dramatization, and meta-narrativity.

Section Three of Part Two is devoted to the clarification of the
difference between the concept of ‘ending' and the concept of ‘closure’
or ‘closurization." Some critics give the ending more weight in the
reading process, considering it as the most prominent part, and the part that
settles most in the reader's memory. Generally, it is the most conspicuous

part and eye-catcher in the work, which can create an immediate positive
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or negative impression and anticipation. We can say that the ending is part
of the text, while the closure is an intellectual operation that the
reader performs depending on the written end. The ending refers to the last
unit of the units that can be defined in the literary work: segment, line,
chapter, page, paragraph, and sentence. It constitutes the actual textual end in
the literary work, after which the reader actually finds nothing to read, but with
a lot to think about.

However, the closure is governed by a different relationship, which is
the operation of ‘'reading,’ and its place cannot be defined meta-textually.
It refers to a continuous process, but not to a fixed or limited or
defined destination in the text. It is the process by which the literary text
reaches a certain satisfactory or appropriate conclusion or assumption, or what
the writer wishes to be satisfactory. So, it depends on the whole text
and constitutes the range where the free ends of the text can meet to form
a coherent unity. This implies that the reader has a significant role
in determining the type of the closure. The process of constructing the closure
is a result of an activity that takes place within the reader after the ending. It is
the reader's feeling that he has reached a closure that satisfies him when it
succeeds in solving and reconciling the textual tension, in defining the
possibilities of textual explanation and interpretation, and in mixing and uniting
most of the textual elements in a connected system that nearly resembles life-

experience.

Therefore, the treatment of the closure entails treatment of the
linguistic, metaphorical, suggestive, and symbolical design, besides other
methodical vehicles such as thoughts and topics that are embodied in the inter-
textual and meta-textual contexts including the writer's life, the historical

period, the cultural and social beliefs, and traditions of the human experience.
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So, we can say that in order to study the closure it is necessary to recreate

the experience of the work in an exceptional alert, aware and a lively way.

Many studies have introduced the aspects of ‘ending' and ‘closure'
within different patterns and types: the closed ending with the open closure,
the closed ending with closed closure, the open ending with closed closure,
the open ending with the open closure, the circular ending, the
incomplete ending, the oblique closure, and the correlative closure.

As mentioned before, it is worthwhile re-mentioning that the studies that are
concerned with the opening, the ending, and the closure are absolutely limited
to studies that are interested in narrative texts. At the preparatory stages of this
research, | suffered from rarity of studies that deal with this topic in poetic
contexts, though the topic of the opening line of the poem, and the style of
good riddance were among the important topics in classical poetry criticism.
Despite the shortage of sources and illuminations, and absence of any study
that is wholly devoted to the study of poetic genre, | continued to believe that
the poetics of the opening, the ending and the closure of the poem have certain
characteristics in the structure of modern poetic texts, despite the changes and
transformations that have occurred to the Arabic poem. This study is the
outcome of this hypothesis and research.

Therefore, | had to begin from the beginning: to define the concept
of 'opening' and 'ending' with respect to the poem. | noticed also the there
are many terms that are used to refer to opening, ending, and closure,
but without clear definition and specification that can guide me through
the discussion of the poetic texts. Therefore, | devote Part Three of
Chapter One to focus on illuminating the methodology of this study by fixing
the terminology that clarify and define the terms, concepts, and
tools. Afterwards, 1 modify and define them so that they will be applicable

to poetic texts.
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Chapter Two consists of three parts that divide the poet's production into three
central stages that deal with the theme of 'identity’ in different ways. The
Chapter is based on the reading of certain samples, and introduces them
through applied approaches. Each part introduces the collections of poetry
(dawaween) that belong to each stage. | also shed some light on the general
context that contributes to the formation of the concept of ‘identity’ and
introduce a general view about the titles of the collections of poetry in every
stage, and point out their significance from the point of view of opening and

ending, especially the collection from which the poem is selected.

Part One of Chapter Two, which covers the years (1960-1977), chooses the
following poems that represent the first stage: "Bitagat Huwiyya" (ldentity
Card) from Darwish's collection Awraq al-Zaytun (The Olive Leaves) (1964),
"Jawaz Safar" (A Passport) from the collection of Habibati Tanhadu min
Nawmiha (My Sweetheart Wakes Up) (1970).

Part Two of Chapter Two, which represents the second stage that covers the
years (1983-1995), chooses the poems "Ana li-I-Sha‘ir an Yaqtula Nafsahu",
(It's Time for Poet to Kill Himself) from the collection Hiya Ughniya, Hiya
Ughniya (It is a Song, It is a Song) (1984), and "Ana min Hunaka" (I Am from
There) from the collection Wardun Agallu (Fewer Roses) (1986), "Man Ana
Ba‘d Layl al-Ghariba?" (Who Am | after the Night of the Stranger?) from the
collection Ahada ‘Asara Kawkaban (Eleven Planets) (1992).

Part Three of Chapter Two, which deals with the third stage that covers the
years (1995-2005), chooses the poems "Man Ana min Duni Manfa? (Who Am
| without Exile?) from the collection Sarir al-Ghariba (The Cradle of the
Stranger) (1999), "Law Kuntu Ghayri (If | were Other) from the collection La
Ta'tadhir 'Amma Faalta (Don't Apologize for What You Have Done)
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(2004),and "Now in Exile" (Al-Ana fi al-Manfa) from Ka-Zahri al-Lawzi Aw
Ab'ad (Like the Almond Flower or Further) (2005).

The poems of each stage are read according to a four-step procedure. In the
first step of 'pre-reading,’ | read the title in various contexts before paraphrasing
and analyzing the text. | then examine the poem in its linguistic structure, its
denotative fields, its referential potentiality, and its relation to the title of the
whole collection, or other titles within and outside the collection.

In the second step, the 'exploratory reading,' | explore the text through using
skimming and scanning strategies, and look for an echo to the first reading.

In the third-step, which is an 'intensive reading' using the strategies
of skimming and scanning, | read the first opening line and think about
its context (opening), and the last line and its context (ending) through
deep, intensive and accumulative reading and comprehension of the text. In
this step, | observe the internal texture of the poem between the first line
and the last line in an attempt to find out how the opening goes through
and develops in the text. Here | also study the manner of the ending and
the structure of the last line.

In the forth/last) step, called 'openness of reading,” or 'post-reading,'
I perform an analytical reading of the previous readings and define the type and
function of the title, and the type of the ending in the text. After performing all
these steps, | analyze the closure of the text and reflect on the meaningful

elements of the poem.

Chapter Three deals with the conclusions of the study, and it consists of two
parts. The first part deals with the poet's experience and the issue of identity,
and its reflections in the title, the opening, the ending, and the closure. The
second part introduces the theoretical conclusions regarding the title, the
opening, the ending, and the closure in general. Part One registers the attempt

of this study to lay down certain signs on certain important junctions that
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contribute to the components of the poet's identity. It points out the manner of
the formation of the poet's identity, and how it is reflected in the title, the
opening, and the ending. The selected poems display the poet's identity in its
different conflicts with the interior and the exterior worlds, with the impasses
of the identity, and show its meeting with the poetic issues on the level of the
self, and with greater solutions through language. This part also registers the
issue of identity and exile that are reflected in the poet's production, which
was connected in the latest stages with the identity of no-identity or the
identity of infinity which opens the horizon of the identity towards the
infinite space. It is noticed that the concept of identity passes through
central transformations in the poet's experience: from the identity of
fixed belonging and conflict into the identity of search for alternatives
through language, and finally into the identity of infinity and ratification. It
is noticed also that the identity is based on three basic foundations in
each stage: the motives of identity, the contexts of identity, and the tools

of expressing one's identity.

Part Two of Chapter Three also registers the Darwish's tendency to the use of
thematic interpretive titles. The development of the opening title appears in the
second and third stage of his experience. Though the title in the initial stage of
the poet's experience has a relation of summarization with the text, it is usually
connected to the text and the title of the collection through the surface level of
the vocabulary and the level of associations. However, in the advanced stages it
develops to become representative of the text, and it is interconnected with
other titles across deeper structures through suggestion, inter-textuality and

storage of experience.

My conclusion is that the opening in the modern poem that is built
upon scansion is fixed in the first line and its context. Besides, the ending

of these poems depends on the last line, but it is connected to its context.
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In both cases the structure of the text, its form, and its internal linguistic
and metaphorical relations play a decisive role in defining these contexts.

The closure is defined by the process of reading rather than through written
ending. The opening and ending and the title play a major role in defining the
closure, but they are also connected with the text in an accumulative and
critical way with the general context of the text and its meta-textual references.
The study also concludes that the opening includes a dominating power over
the process of the text on the stylistic, thematic and lexical levels. The opening
also bears an alluring capacity and representative dimension that can constitute
a key for the absent text. There is connection between the opening and the style
of the ending and discover three levels of circularity in its two types of endings
— the complete and the partial, (which lead to different kinds of closures);
the linguistic circularity, the thematic circularity, and the technical
circularity. There is special importance for inter-textuality and its variable use
in the opening and in the ending. There are also different kinds and functions
of openings and endings from the point of view of style, type, and function. It
is also noticed that in the first stage the closure is open while the ending is
closed because the closure is connected to an open conflict, which is closed
only at the level of the persona (through the closed ending). This is connected
to the identity of the conflict that characterizes the first stage. However, in the
last stage of the poet's experience, we recognize the appearance of the double-
closure that is connected to an indicative stylistic opening. | believe that this
study introduces a systematic method that combines themes and techniques that
is applicable to Darwish's poetry in particular and most modern Arabic poetry

in general.
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