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To Ghassan Kanafani


‘To those who were martyred for the land of the sad oranges … And to those who have not been martyred yet.’


The Land of Sad Oranges, Ghassan Kanafani
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FOREWORD



A PALESTINIAN YEAR
THAT NEVER ENDS


Asmaa Azaizeh, 2026


‘From what year did this sorrow come? From a Palestinian year that never ends’, writes Mahmoud Darwish in his poem ‘The Palestinian Wedding’, which lends its title to this collection. Palestinian resistance poetry emerged to give voice to this sorrow and to reject its cause: the injustice inflicted on the Palestinian people since the implantation of settler colonialism on their land in the 1920s. A century later, Palestinians persist in both sorrow and rejection.


Since its modern beginnings, Palestinian poetry has been a vital act of resistance. Poets made their work a wide cloak and a shelter. Writing itself was an act of liberation and a bearer of hope for triumph over the Zionist project and its allies. Today, the meaning of this poetry has shifted, but its importance has not. As structures of erasure continue to evolve – culminating in genocide in Gaza – this poetry endures as an invaluable archive: evidence that Palestinians have always resisted, and that poetry has always been an expression of that resistance.


Ghassan Kanafani wrote that ‘resistance literature is literature that does not wail or weep, does not surrender or despair, and does not contradict itself or pass through nervous convulsions and tremors resulting from a lack of awareness of the situation’s true nature’. Abdel-Wahab Elmessiri’s anthology resonates with this definition. Spanning fifty years, from the 1920s to the late 1970s, the collection gathers poets who were politically and ethically alert. Their poems capture sorrow without yielding to resignation.


When Elmessiri first compiled this anthology in the 1980s, many of these poets were not widely known, even within the Arab world. He introduced resistance writers to readers in both Arabic and English, alongside women poets marginalised by literary criticism – an exclusion that persists today in the case of figures such as Layla 'Allush and Mayy Sayigh. Many of the poets included here were imprisoned for their writing and political activity; at least four were killed, their future work violently curtailed. Through Elmessiri’s work, their names endure.


In his introduction, Elmessiri describes the poets’ revolt against earlier traditions of resistance poetry under Ottoman and British rule. He writes of their desire to liberate themselves from form as a system. Their free use of structure mirrors their rebellion against the occupier and its prisons. Elmessiri argues that the poem’s ultimate desired form is realised when the poet becomes both word and martyr. Martyrdom, he suggests, is the most absolute expression of rejection.


Elmessiri selected poems with resistance at the centre, shaping social, emotional and existential dimensions. Kanafani likewise understood the social and the political as inseparable, each incomplete without the other. This vision aligns with the contemporary Palestinian understanding in which every text is political, and every act of writing an act of resistance. A poem written under bombardment does not resist death by describing it, but by emerging from death itself. ‘I will carve my story and the chapters of my tragedy … the location of my village, its borders, and the homes of its people that were demolished’, writes Tawfiq Zayyad. Palestinian poetry has remained a precise and powerful tool against erasure, carving a narrative that is steadfast in its commitment and expansive in its form.


Alongside this tension between hope and despair, these poems dwell on the images of steadfastness – sumud – rooted in the poet’s connection to the land. In Elmessiri’s selections, we encounter a poem by Layla 'Allush, in which she describes visiting her family in the ‘new’ Haifa, the occupied city. ‘The land remained the old land’, and ‘everything is Arab despite the change of tongue’, she writes. Here, resistance is grounded in the personal, stripped of linguistic grandiloquence.


What language is forged when poems are written in tattered tents, under bombardment, amid the intimidation and silencing endured by Palestinians in historic Palestine? Then, as now, Palestinian resistance poetry confronts the erasure of place, memory and language.


In the 1980s, the temperature of Palestinian resistance poetry changed. The generation that followed these poets sought to step out from beneath the cloak woven by their predecessors. Rejecting what they termed ‘direct poetry’, they favoured a subdued tone, relinquishing heroic anthems in favour of daily detail and the individual voice.


How has Palestinian resistance poetry changed since The Palestinian Wedding was first published? In his book Palestinian, It Was, and Still, Elmessiri argues that resistance poetry is inherently optimistic, grounded in faith in the eventual demise of domination and in the belief that the Zionist project has no future. Yet this promised moment – the storm that offered Darwish new wine and new toasts – has not arrived. Khaled Juma writes of a child whose greatest dream is simply to find a shoe she can walk in; as she walks, even that dream disappears.


Contemporary poets, such as Mosab Abu Toha, Mariam Barghouti and Haidar Al Ghazali write with the knowledge that the past century has offered little cause for optimism. In Husam Maarouf’s words: ‘We want a forest with no bullets in it / No decomposing bodies on the roads / we want a forest less cruel than this one / at least’. With no credible alternative of political liberation, this generation – unlike the poets in this book – permits itself to articulate despair at ‘the land of milk and honey, where there is neither milk nor honey’, as Ghayath Almadhoun writes.


During the genocide, many Palestinians rejected the romanticisation of steadfastness. Sumud became for some a mythic image that dehumanised them and misconstrued the acknowledgement of defeat as betrayal. To return to the subject of toasts, Riham Sabe asks, ‘tomorrow, I will toast to the defeat, does that make me a traitor?’


Martyrdom too has acquired a new complexity. Is it a choice, or an inescapable Palestinian fate, as Kanafani suggested in the dedication to this collection, ‘To those who have not yet been martyred’? During the genocide in Gaza, death became a collective destiny. Poets such as Refaat Alareer foresaw their own end. In his final act of refusal, he wrote: ‘If the Israelis storm our homes, I will throw my marker pen at the soldiers, even if that is the last thing I do’. The soldiers did not enter with their bodies; their weapons did. Alareer was assassinated.


For earlier poets, death often signalled rebirth, as in Jabra’s poem ‘The Mouth of the Well’, where villages rise again from destruction. In Alareer’s work death becomes resurrection through testimony: ‘If I must die / you must live to tell my story’. Yet in the poetry of the new generation, death during the genocide is frequently stripped of any promise of renewal. Batoul Abu Akleen writes: ‘I want a grave / I don’t want my corpse to be / decomposing in the middle of the street’.


The poems in this anthology were written before the assaults on Lebanon and its camps, before the two Intifadas, before Oslo, and before the deep fragmentation of the Palestinian national liberation movement. That fragmentation later surfaced in poetry through a shift from collective voice to individual questioning, doubt and personal narrative.


Across generations, we find both convergence and rupture. Modern Palestinian poetry treats colonialism as both a subject and an organic part of its structure, as earlier poets did. Palestinian resistance poetry will not end until the colonialisation of Palestine itself ends. The Nakba is ongoing. The Palestinian year is ongoing. This collection offers an invaluable account of how resistance poetry began.


The present moment appears to be restoring warmth to the cloak woven by the poets gathered here, reconnecting temporalities that may never have been fully severed. If, as Darwish suggested, the conditions of resistance necessitate direct language, there is no moment more brutal than the present one.


This anthology cannot be read merely as a collection of poems. It is a kairotic writing of history: a record of how Palestinians confronted, remembered and narrated their experience. Elmessiri was a historian of the victim facing a colonial machine, committed to preventing that machine from authoring its own narrative. Poetry was not marginal to his project but central to it – an organic component of historical writing, even as a maker of history itself, one of the ‘tools of nation-building’, as he described it.


The Palestinian Wedding opens a window onto a past that offers a rare sense of shelter in the present. Such shelter is fragile in these savage times. This book builds a bridge of memory between phases of Palestinian resistance poetry and stands as a cornerstone of individual and collective futures. In reading these poets and hearing their words echo today, we restore the full story of Palestine.










INTRODUCTION



A.M. Elmessiri, 1982


 


Those who tend, consciously or unconsciously, to think of Palestine only with reference to Zionism, view its history as a mere reaction to Zionist settler-colonialism. While it is true that the Zionist settlement in Palestine has had a profound and probably lasting impact on Palestinian society, it is also important to remember that Palestine, first and foremost, is part of a wider Arab cultural and national formation. Similarly, Zionism and the Zionist state itself should be seen as a manifestation of a distinct social and cultural formation, namely, that of nineteenth-century Europe with its imperialist onslaught on Africa and Asia and a world outlook assuming rather sharp distinctions between the races. Zionist colonialism, deriving not only its intellectual content but also its very impetus from this formation, was imposed by Europe on the Palestinians. In this respect, it is important to point out that the Palestinians, like the rest of the Arab nation, revolted against the Ottoman Empire and resisted all European onslaughts on them and all colonialist ventures in their land. Palestine, and consequently Palestinian poetry, are part of a complex cultural configuration, and should therefore be seen in a broad pan-Arab context, rather than in the narrow and constricted perspective of Zionist settler-colonialism.


There seems to be some consensus among literary historians that the history of modern Palestinian poetry should be divided into five periods. The first period extends from the last decades of the nineteenth century to 1908 (the declaration of the Ottoman Constitution). The poetry written during this period was either religious or occasional, dealing mainly with many of the conventional themes of classical Arabic poetry. Like the Arab literature of this period, Palestinian poetry was in a sense ‘neo-classical’, a poetry inspired by a conscious attempt to go beyond the ‘decadent’ poetry of the preceding four centuries, back to the ‘pure’ and classical origins. This neo- classicism was a manifestation of a new, though still latent, Arab self-consciousness on both the literary and political levels. The Palestinian poet al-Shayakh al-Nabahani (1849–1932), for instance, in trying to give expression to this new sense of identity, wrote a long poem about Arab ‘glories’, voicing his disenchantment with Ottoman attitudes to the Arabs. It is worthy of note that many poets of this period were Christian, for it seems that full cooperation between Christian and Muslim Arabs characterised Palestinian resistance and culture from the very beginning.


In the second period, 1908 to 1920, from the declaration of the Constitution till the end of the First World War, the sense of Arabness grew and the national liberation struggle against the Turks began. The Arabs, siding with Great Britain, rebelled against the Ottoman Empire in the hope of achieving political independence. But the Balfour Declaration, promising Arab Palestine to the ‘Jewish People’, was issued by Great Britain on 2 November 1917. Palestine itself was placed under the British Mandate in 1920, which opened its gates to Jewish immigration. The poets of this period still shied away from any innovation in form, though when it came to subject matter they widened their scope, writing about unconventional subjects like the Constitution, feminism and Arab nationalism. One of the leading poets of this period is Wadi’ al-Bustani (1888–1951), who wrote many poems against the British colonial authorities and the Zionist settlers.


In the third period, 1920 to 1940, between the two world wars, the true origin of resistance poetry is to be found, for this is the period where the resistance movement against the Zionists and the British became a grass-roots movement (key moments include al-Qassam’s armed struggle in 1935 and the longest general strike in history, which took place in 1936). The three leading poets of this period, Ibrahim Tuqan, Abu-Salma and ‘Abd al-Rahim Mahmud, took an active role in the revolution, not only by articulating the people’s hopes and aspirations, but also by actually participating in the armed struggle. ‘Abd al-Rahim Mahmud, for instance, died in battle. The poets continued to use the traditional form of the Arab poem at a time when the rest of the Arab world, especially Egypt, which has always exercised deep influence on Palestinian literature, was witnessing the emergence of a new ‘romantic’ sensibility. Poets were beginning to experiment with new forms and freer rhythms and rhyme schemes. It seems that in Palestine, given the historical constraints and the sense of urgency, the poets channelled all their creative energies into the immediate expression of their revolutionary visions and national aspirations. Moreover, the traditional gasidah (poem), with its symmetrical lines and mono-rhymes, is more adapted to oratorical expressions than poems written in the modern asymmetrical form. Finally, the Arab audience at the time was more attuned to conventional forms, and therefore more responsive to them.


The fourth period, 1940 to 1956, witnessed, first, the breakdown of Palestinian resistance and the establishment of the Zionist State. This was followed by the 1952 revolutionary uprising in Egypt and the Egyptian success in resisting the invasion of the combined forces of Britain, France and Israel in 1956. Among the poets of this period are Habib Qahwaji, Yusuf al-Khatib and Harun Hashim Rashid, and others represented in this anthology (not by work from this period, but rather by poems written in their later style). The poetry of this period initially tended to be that of a helpless, hopeless diaspora, in which nebulous memories of the lost homeland haunt the imagination of the poets. Idiom and imagery are somewhat sentimental and indefinite, and form tends to be more open and experimental. In the second phase of this period, the nationalist resurgence and the anti-imperialist thrust of the Arab world found an echo in a type of nationalist poetry that harkens back to the poetry of Tuqan and Abu-Salma.


The poets of this period, even those who came under Israeli occupation, had had their literary training in a free Palestine and enjoyed access to all the cultural productions of the Arab world. For Palestinian poets growing up after 1948, the situation was quite different. Those who found themselves outside Palestine felt uprooted and cut off from their native land. Many of them came under the influence of the modern poetry movement pioneered by Badr Shakir al-Sayyab and Salah ‘Abd al-Sabur, and were inspired by the triumphs of Arab nationalism in Egypt and Algeria, as well as depressed by its defeats.


As for those who stayed in occupied Palestine/Israel, they were left without intellectual leadership, separated from the rest of Arab culture, and subjected to a variety of laws and regulations inherited from the days of the Ottoman Empire and the British Mandate. A systematic policy of fighting against Arab culture and history was implemented by Israeli authorities.1 In view of these circumstances, the appearance of a new generation of Palestinian resistance poets inside Israel might seem at first some sort of a miracle. But a close scrutiny might lead one to recognise some of the reasons that led to the rise of the poets of this fifth period (1960 to the early 1980s).


To start with, even though Palestinian Arabs inside Israel were forcibly cut off from the rest of the Arab world, and even though those outside Israel were homeless, their bonds with the historical dynamics of the region were never completely severed. In other words, Palestinian poets, even as they were being harassed and at times terrorised in Israel, even as they were experiencing the pains of exile outside it, still participated in a living historical process that helped them develop a sense of belonging, thereby overcoming the deep sense of alienation resulting from dislocation, dispersion and oppression. Moreover, the traditions of resistance poetry were kept alive among the Palestinians in Israel, both through a few smuggled books that found their way from one reader to another, and through oral poetry recited during festivities and on other occasions.
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