M
[InTA

Universidad Nacional de Catamarca - Facultad de Humanidades
Instituto de Investigacion en Teorias del Arte y Estética

Revista Rigel —ISSN 2525-1945.

The Dialectic of Poetry and Life in the Collection "Songs of
Life": An Interpretation of Abi al-Qasim al-Shabbi's
Existentialist Vision

Dr. Tedjini Oum El kheir !, Dr. Oussama Mehemli 2

I Djillali liabes University of Sidi Bel Abbes, Algeria, tedjini.oum.elkheir1983@gmail.com

% Abdelhamid Ibn Badis University, Faculty of Arts and Arts — Mostaganem (Algeria), orientalistd@gmail.com

Received: 04/09 /2026 Accepted: 16 /09/ 2026 Published: 30 /09/ 2026

Abstract:

This presentation seeks to explore the dialectic of poetry and life in the collection
"Songs of Life" through an examination of Abu al-Qasim al-Shabbi's existential
vision. It starts from his poetic perspective, which views life as a source of poetic
expression and a cultural horizon, through the dialectic of pain and hope, and
bereavement and rebirth. Life thus becomes an emotional experience in which the
self intertwines with the universe and humanity, based on a vision linked to will and
freedom through a liberation project that reshapes reality and human destiny by
undermining social, political, historical, and cultural constraints.

In the same vein, | will also examine the aesthetic manifestations of the vital
interplay between poetry and life through the following elements: the invocation of
nature, the presence of a lexicon full of vitality and dynamism, and the tensions of
rhythm and imagery that embody the struggle of life in its existential and aesthetic
dimensions.

KEYWORDS:

Poetry, life, existential vision, Abu al-Qasim al-Shabi, aesthetic manifestations.

Introduction:

The poetry collection *Songs of Life* by the Tunisian poet Abu al-Qasim al-Shabbi
embodies a poetic vision that renders life simultaneously the source and the
ultimate aim of poetic expression; the interplay between poetry and life s

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0
BY ND


https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
mailto:tedjini.oum.elkheir1983@gmail.com
mailto:orientalistd@gmail.com

Revista Rigel N° XV, Numéro 6,0ctubre de 2026

grounded in the dialectic of pain and hope, of brokenness and rebirth, Al-Shabbi
does not treat life as a rigid external given, but rather transforms it into an intense
emotional experience, in which the poetic self merges with the universe, nature,
and humanity. This means that there is a rich interplay between poetry and life,
and life and poetry. Therefore, the poet's attitude toward life is not like that of
ordinary peoplel. He touches its depths, brings out its hidden aspects, and unravels
its patterns.

This vision is evident in the presence of life as a supreme value linked to will and
freedom, which is clearly reflected in the poet's tendency to glorify the inherent
power within humans and to call for transcending historical and social constraints.
In this context, life is not merely a daily existence, but a project of liberation, based
on action and will, and opposed to passivity and submission. This is why poetry
becomes a means of reshaping reality, not merely reflecting it.

The manifestations of this interdependence take various forms, the most prominent
of which are:

1_ Invoking nature as a mirror of vibrant life, where natural elements (such as wind,
light, and flowers) become dynamic symbols that reflect the states and fluctuations
of the self. This is why he called for Arabic poets to possess a strong poetic spirit,
viewing nature as a living entity. Through an awakened spirit, the artist perceives
the beating heart and vibrant life within nature, as the current of life flows through
its core.2.

2_ The presence of vibrant imagery full of movement and rebirth, reflecting the
poet's belief in the renewal of life despite pain.

3_ Rhythmic and pictorial tension that translates the struggle of life in its existential
dimension, as images intermingle between darkness and light, death and life, in a
dialectical structure that reveals a tragic consciousness tinged with hope.

4_ On the aesthetic level, this interplay gives rise to a poetics based on semantic
deviation and transparent symbolism, where language transcends its informative
function to become a suggestive force. This is evident in the rhythmic structure that
mirrors the pulse and tension of life, and in the poetic imagery rooted in cosmic
imagination, giving the text a comprehensive human dimension. Thus, for Chebbi,
poetry becomes an act of life, and life becomes a constantly renewed poetic
material, in an interactive relationship that enriches both and gives them their
existential and aesthetic significance.

1_ Title threshold: Life is a dialectical entity

The collection "Songs of Life" by the Tunisian poet Abu al-Qasim al-Shabi holds a
central place in the realm of modern Arabic poetry. It is not merely a collection of
poems, but an integrated existential project, an autobiography of a restless soul,
and a testimony to a turbulent era. The title of the collection itself, "Songs of Life"
serves as a meaningful textual threshold, revealing the poet's core vision: life, with
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all its contradictions, is the raw material of art and the ultimate subject worthy of
being celebrated. However, ‘life" in Chabi's world is not a simple concept, but
rather a complex dialectical entity, shaped by conflicting dualities: pain and hope,
darkness and light, death and immortality, and stillness and revolution.

On this basis, the title of the poetry collection "Songs of Life" by the poet Abu al-
Qasim al-Shabbi carries a remarkable semantic and syntactic density, making it a
textual threshold that reveals the essence of the poetic experience in the collection.
Structurally, the title is based on a genitive construction: Songs of Life, where the
relationship between the genitive and the genitive complement is defined as a
relationship of specification and semantic orientation. On the one hand, "'songs" is
in the plural form and indefinite, and conveys on the other hand multiplicity,
diversity, and openness, whereas the word "life" is definite with the definite article,
giving it a comprehensive character. With this construction, "songs" shift from their
general connotation as an expressive art form to a specific realm, namely ‘life."
Consequently, life becomes both the source and the subject simultaneously.

Semantically, the relationship between ‘"songs' and ‘life" goes beyond mere
grammatical addition to a profound interactive relationship. Thus, "'songs" refer to
rhythm, expression, and aesthetic emotion, and in this context, they represent the
poetic form through which existence is portrayed. In contrast, "Life" refers to the
human experience with all its contradictions: pain/hope, despair/will, and
mortality/renewal. Therefore, the title establishes a vision that makes life a raw
material that is transformed through poetry into a "song, "that is, into an aesthetic
form capable of containing and transcending suffering.

The relationship between the two words in the title is based on a kind of semantic
transformation: life, as a lived reality, is reformulated in the form of "songs," that is,
it undergoes an aesthetic transformation that makes it singable and receptive. This
reveals a clear romantic tendency in Chebbi's experience, where poetry becomes a
means of resisting the harshness of reality by reproducing it in a more harmonious
and transparent form.

It can also be said that the plural form in the word "songs" (*aghani*) suggests the
manifold manifestations of life; life is not reduced to a single experience but is
distributed across multiple "songs," each with its own distinct melody. Thus, the title
reflects a dynamic conception of life—not as a static state, but as a continuous
movement of emaotion and expression.

Thus, the relationship between "Songs" and ‘Life" in this title is one of
transformation and intensification: transforming life into poetry, and intensifying
the existential experience in an open aesthetic form, which makes the title itself a
meaningful text that encapsulates Chebbi's poetic vision, which is based on
glorifying life despite its tragedies, and celebrating it through poetic song.

Therefore, this research aims to deconstruct the ‘"image of life" in Al-Shabbi's
collection of poems, by tracing its poetic representations and revealing the
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philosophical vision that governs this perception. From this perspective, we find
that life, for Chabi, is not a state, but a process; it is not a passive given, but an act
of will and a continuous struggle. This can be observed through the following
themes:

2_Love: The Quest for Life's Radiance

Based on the above, we observe the alignment of our poet Abi Al-Qasim Al-
Shabi's view of love with that of the Sufis. This harmony is perhaps reflected in his
attitude toward love, as evidenced by his poetic works. He was not a poet of
romantic love, nor was he a descriptive or longing poet. Instead, he elevated love
and celebrated it through his poetic expression, whose language encompassed all
the connotations of sanctification and reverence for the concept of love. He
devoted great attention to love, considering it a divine spirit. In this sense, he says:

Love is a divine, winged spirit;

its days are lit by the radiance of dawn and twilight.
& aullsy  mall clpay a ol L =iz it gll 2oy Ll

It wanders this world, transforming it

into a beautiful, radiant, and joyful star.
&U§0 3> Sgxs Mo Lo gL Wil 0 (o oghy

Without it, no song would be heard in the cosmos,
nor would the children of the world find harmony.?
5 e Lyl o ol Vg ariel o6l w6 cusaw Lo oY)

So, love is that radiant, sacred, celestial light that illuminated the entire universe,
uniting humanity through its spirituality and luminosity. Based on the previous
perception, Al-Shabbi sings of love in a transparent manner. On the one hand, in
his earliest poems, such as the poem "O Love," he addresses love, complaining to
it, describing it as the secret of his misery and worries. On the other hand, we find
him believing in its sanctity. Therefore, he was skillful in reconciling the
contradictions in this poetic text. "Love is the secret of his misery, but it is also the
object of his hopes. It is the ecstasy of beauty, but it is also a deadly poison.
Therefore, Al-Shabbi questions its essence: Is it a burning fire..Or a celestial light
that illuminates the darkness."4 In both cases, as we see, love is associated with
light, whether it comes from burning or from radiance. It dispels the darkness of
the self and the world that constrains it with its compulsions and burdens. In this
context, love becomes the secret of the poet's existence and the essence of his
ordeal. Once again, the dualities of light and darkness, joy and pain, flame and
radiance, and contraction and expansion converge within him. Therefore, love
becomes an inner state that overflows with various emaotions.

O Love! You are the secret of my suffering



ISSN 2525-1945, San Fernando del Valle de Catamarca

and my worries, my splendor, and my loneliness
U\J‘;LCS 1€ g)g 1 sogadg U\J‘U.J J— cul ! :'_.LZ” Lejl
O Love! You are the secret of my existence

my inspiration , my pride___, and my dignity.

Is it a flame that rages in the garden of the soul and overwhelms it, or are you the
light of heaven?5

Thus, Al-Shabbi's experience of love appeared as a blend of happiness and misery;
these contradictions shattered his self, melting it down "in the crucible of pain—
tempering him until he attained a spirit of fortitude closer to Sufi states than to the
fits of the Romantics."6 The internal and the external, the visible and the invisible,
interact to illuminate these spiritual insights and experiences.

However, love actually gave him renewed strength. In Chebbi's view, love became
a beautiful paradise. "It is a breath of divinity that transforms the world into radiant
beauty, so it is an ecstasy akin to magic, making the poet venture into hell without
fear. Whereas the poet used to fear death and dread adversity, he now cares only
for this celestial Kawthar, which he considers the ultimate fulfillment of his hopes."7
In this case, love becomes an experience against gratuitous death, a bulwark
against all the fires of life's hell, and a refuge in the emptiness of the grave. Al-
Shabbi does not hesitate to express this in his words:

Love is a flame of enchanting light that descended
from the sky, and it was the brilliance of dawn.
G—oll & blw culss elowdl yo S yolw Hoi dles Euxll
Love is a stream of wine; whoever tastes it
goes through hell and does not fear being burned.
&l oo Bady ply el Gol> L85 o pa> Joaz Lunll
Love is the ultimate hope of life, so why

should | fear when my grave embraces me? What difference
does it make?8

Tesbyo Loy Tuipb (rlauds o] ros> Lo sblsedl JLol le L

It is not surprising that the magic of passion gave Abul-Qasim Al-Shabi an ecstasy
that made him feel superior to other human beings. In this context, love becomes
for him a spark of divinity. Here, too, he is overcome by an overwhelming desire to
embrace existence and nature. This is a clear indication of his desire to unite with
his surroundings, as embracing is the first stage of this union, signifying inclusion.
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The breeze caresses it gently

with delicate, soft fingertips, like the dew on flowers.

s3I (oS i) Jold 31> o sl lgle )33
And | am filled with an boundless ecstasy
as if | have become superhuman.
il g8 Cumpal 1S 8oV 89t (g Lajg
With all my soul, | wish to embrace existence

with all its souls and trees.9

s9—=gll glic gy 3ol sz ol spuall o a0 Loy

Thus, love is the principle of Abiyya's life and his very essence. Undoubtedly, the
meaning of love for him encompasses the meaning of divinity. Thus, we find him
associating the heart, the abode of love, with God, as well as with dawn. When we
reflect on these functions, we find that they explicitly or implicitly point to light. This
interplay between these elements presents us with a radiant image of love, which is
simultaneously  associated  with  qualities of loftiness,  transcendence,  and
manifestation. This is what we discern in Al-Shabbi's words:

He is in my heart — embraced by dawn —a God10
o] -yall datle il = Guls (o 929

Perhaps we should not be surprised when, for Al-Shabbi, love becomes a form of
salvation through which man escapes from worldly misery and hardship, to live in
the enchantment of a beautiful life. So, we find that love is the foundation of his
existence, "He lived..With love and for love, it is his spiritual strength, his
psychological sustenance, and his heart's nourishment. It is the instigator of his
longings, the creator of his passions, and the originator of his melodies. It is his
vast, sparkling horizon..Lights shimmer within it, and secrets are revealed. Love is
mysticism, and mysticism is love..In his great experience, the Sufi is a traveler in the
kingdom of heaven and earth, following a spiritual path where states and stations
unfold in succession, each with its own inspirations and nuances."11 It is the path
that every seeker follows, and the latter begins by demonstrating his love for God
by renouncing all the desires of the soul. On this basis, the poet reveals his realized
transformation and his dissolution at the dawn of beauty, marked by eternity and
luminosity:

| am happy that | have turned away
from the world of sin and hatred.
clasly oLVl alle e J§ =io o il o yewll Ll
To dissolve into the dawn of eternal beauty

and to quench my thirst from the fountain of light.12
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In this regard, he also states:
| have forgotten the world of people, for it is ridiculous
and intoxicated by illusions and sins.13
sl ogs ol Ly S 2lVlg olagll o S

Therefore, in these two previous verses, we find Al-Shabi happy to travel to the
farthest reaches of existence, to free himself from the world of nature and
humanity, and to attain union with God by extinguishing all his worldly desires. In
Sufi  terminology, union is "the shedding of reprehensible attributes, just as
subsistence is the presence of praiseworthy attributes'14. Union is a lofty station
that the lover aspires to. It reaches its peak when it means "the obliteration of self-
existence and dissolution into the universal spirit pervading this universe..Indeed,
the term ‘"annihilation" has served as a rich conceptual tool for analyzing the
experience of love..Especially in Sufi discourse, where annihilation is the final stage
of love and the ultimate goal of the states of lovers. In truth, love cannot be
conceived without mortality. This is because the essence of pleasure lies in the
annihilation of love in its object of affection"15. However, Chaabi employs the
concept of annihilation according to his own understanding, through which he
interprets and reflects on his experience and existence. This is particularly evident
when, in certain instances, he expresses his own annihilation, which consequently
leads to annihilation from the world and material things, even if it does not reach
its utmost limits.

3_Meditation in the Forest: The Spirit of Life and the Life of the Spirit

Abiyyat Al-Shabbi evoked solitude and withdrawal from people due to the profound rift
between him and his society. Embracing nature was a characteristic trait of Al-Shabbi, who
aspired to idealism and a pure way of life in pursuit of eternal happiness. For him, there was
no alternative to the forest, as it was the realm where the poet's individuality breathed and
his creative spirit found solace. In the forest, he could contemplate himself and everything
around him—a solitude through which the poet could delve into the unknown and embrace
existence. In his poem "The Unknown Prophet," he says:

| am going to the forest, hoping to bury my misery deep within it.
w063 Sl ares wade wlall (I ald il
Then | forget you as much as | can, for | am not worthy of my wine or my cup16
sl g iy Ja Ll Les «ushaiwl Lo Sl of

Abiyya suffered from the rejection of his people, who called him crazy. This created in him
an intense longing for the forest, with its morning breeze, the magic of the night, the
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moonlight, the fragrance of flowers, and the waters of streams and rivers. This is the realm
of imagination, where the poet finds peace and solace. In this elevated world, he declares
his dissolution into nature, just as the soul dissolves into the body. Nature becomes a
sanctuary, and the poet becomes a priest or an ascetic worshipper. Abiyya says:

He always addressed emotions in the night, conversing with the dead in places other than
graves.

o) il 58 polll nolig Slll ss ciblpell ibls lallb
As long as darkness lingers in the forest, spirits of all kinds will call.
wilz S o gloplll olig sl ) oMl 35)) Lalll
In his beautiful cottage, he resided, asking the universe with reverence and whispers.

suadg ot 55 g9 S lasso Jrazll 4555 55 515

About the source of life, where does it extend to? And where does the essence of existence
reside?17

Sy Ué/‘Jygl/Wg Solio u//KOZ.LZ//;JJao o€

Therefore, Abiyyah's poetry is rich in moments of beauty. He broke away from the norm,
choosing not to sing about the beauty of form and appearance. Instead, he delved into
eternal beauty, encompassing the new dawn, the smiling sky, the moonlit night, the
beautiful horizon, the flowing stream, the glow of clouds, the thorny rose, the bittersweet
flowers, the radiance of summer, the melancholic autumn, the fresh spring, the fragrance of
blossoms, the light of dawn, and the verdant meadows.

Abiy Yassin contemplates nature by projecting his feelings onto it. He excels in describing it
in depth, which reveals the forest's influence on him. "This indicates that the poet worships
nature with a profound devotion, to the point of being absorbed in its captivating beauty"18.
In doing so, he follows the romantic tradition rooted in mystical principles that seek divine
love, reject material life, and elevate spiritual life.

The forest is a symbol of tranquility, love, and eternal immortality. It is the ideal garden that
represents the gardens of Paradise. All these symbols are poetic Sufi symbols, which we
sense in the fragrance of roses and hear in the rustling of leaves. Al-Shabbi's return to the
forest is "most akin to a new religion or a Sufi epiphany..."19.

Abou El-Qacem Echebbi's poetry about the forest was linked to a sense of nostalgia for the
eternal world and the divine spirit. "Nostalgia for nature is linked to nostalgia for the divine.
This dual nostalgia, which nourishes the experience of mystical love, signifies a feeling of
something missing or a void in human existence and consciousness, which the mystic seeks
to fill. Hence, every contemplation and fascination with scenes of natural beauty, according
to Bachelard, fundamentally represents a compensation for a painful absence and a filling of
a void that gnaws at man and his soul."20.

Feeling alienated and detached from his society, Chebbi announced his retreat to the forest
to lead a mystical life, through which he would connect with the divine realm, dispelling his
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alienation, enriching his soul, and merging with the beautiful eternal world of love and
serenity. In his poem "Remnants of Autumn," Chebbi writes:

| hated the palaces, their inhabitants, and the violent conflict surrounding them.
e gl o lgh> Loy dgilhis ygunil] cun)S
The weak plot against the strong, and the strong overwhelm the weak.
ciseill agz Soill chuacy (o naud Cisminl 1S,
The tears of life welled up within me, and the winds of adversity swept through my heart.
Sgrall 2l ulss cizleg Sl £900 iy Cublzg
| wandered to where the songs of spring find shelter and the hopes of autumn fade away.
gyl ol oy el ilel ol o s
And where the expanse s a dreamy poet, conversing with the plains in a whimsical manner.21
b b o >or Jogudl 2l yall> el brsl] Cuzg

For this reason, Chebbi retreats to his temple and communes spiritually with the forest to
overcome his sense of alienation. His soul yearns for the forest as it does for a mother's
embrace, for the forest is his ultimate sanctuary where he performs his rituals. In his poem
"The Shackles of Dreams," Al-Shabbi writes:

In the forest, on the distant mountain, away from people, where nature and sublime beauty
reign.

wolud] Jlazlly depbd] cu= $9)l se o] Sl (58 ] 5
And | live an ascetic life, as If life were to defile it with its own filth.
olliy Sl a ik 5 laS_iuito 1_alj d st _yc Liucly

The community abandoned the mountains, fearing them and the harsh, bloody realities of
life.22

ool Sl yi by yeg lpic e o i Juzl) del_azdf yzo

Thus, the poet addresses nature in his spiritual sanctuary, seeking harmony between his soul
and the spirit of nature, so that his soul may be purified and filled with serenity, love,
compassion, beauty, and light.

The young man goes into the forest after his bitter reality has made him ill, to seek his
paradise filled with the gods of love and beauty, a wondrous land whose bright spring is
never overshadowed by the leaves of eternal happiness, so that the mystical experience may
be realized in the forest.

Therefore, Chebbi found in the forest the tranquility and peace of mind that unleashed his
poetic talent, and his call was clear to every poet seeking poetic ecstasy in the embrace of
the forest, where happiness is realized. Thus, Chebbi sought to formulate his life philosophy
through his contemplation of nature, whose manifestations resonate with his feelings. He

11
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imbues nature with the colors of his experiences, making it joyful when he is happy and
melancholic when he is sad. How could it be otherwise, since poetry is born of nature and
flourishes in its embrace?

Conclusion:

Thus, we find that the collection "Songs of Life" does not present life as an
incidental poetic theme , but rather establishes it as an existential horizon within
which the poetic vision takes shape and the relationship between the self and the
world is reformulated on the basis of revelation, discovery, and adventure. For Abi
al-Qasim al-Shabi, life does not rely on what is readily available, but is an
experience that is undergone through pain and transcendence, and is also
expressed through language as a force for creation and reconstruction. Through
the dualities of love and the jungle, light and darkness, heartbreak and rebirth, a
poetics emerges that is capable of transforming existential tension into aesthetic
value and symbolic radiance. Furthermore, mystical and romantic tendencies
converge to imbue the experience with spiritual depth, wherein love becomes a
path to transcendence, and nature serves as a realm for purification and
communion with the universal.

From this perspective, poetry serves a function that goes beyond mere
representation to encompass action, as it reshapes the world according to a free
human vision. The interplay between poetry and life in this collection is not a mere
reflection but a foundational connection that gives rise to the very meaning of
existence within language. Consequently, Chaabi's poetic endeavor becomes a
project of liberation, in which the self explores its fullest potential in the face of
constraint and mortality. Therefore, it can be said that the collection “Songs of Life”
writes life through man as the center and purpose of experience, and makes poetry
an open horizon to the possibilities of life in its deepest existential and aesthetic
manifestations.
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