Exploratory and Retroactive Reading of Dibil al-Khuza'i’s Ta’iyyah
Based on Riffaterre’s Poetic Semiotics Model

Javad Moein®! Hassan Kharaghani®? Noureddin Parvin®?

1. PhD Graduate (Level 4 ), Khorasan Seminary;Faculty Member, Department of Arabic Language
and Literature, Al-Mustafa International University, Mashhad, Iran (Corresponding Author):

moein@razavi.ac.ir

2. Full Professor, Department of Quranic and Hadith Sciences, Razavi University of Islamic
Sciences, Mashhad, Iran: kharaghani@razavi.ac.ir

3. Associate Professor of Arabic Language and Literature, Shahid Mahallati University of Islamic

Sciences, Qom, Iran: parvin.N@smc.ac.ir

Article Info

Abstract

Avrticle Type:
Research Article

Article History:

Received:
May 24, 2024

In Revised Form:
July 18, 2024

Accepted:
July 29, 2024

Published Online:
September 23, 2025

Keywords

In the analysis and study of literary texts, semiotic criticism has played a dis-
tinctive role in the 20th century. The French critic Michael Riffaterre, in his
semiotic theory, presents a novel model for reading poetry. According to his
theory, poetry is examined through two approaches: heuristic (exploratory)
reading and retroactive (non-progressive) reading. The first reading, which is
mimetic, focuses on the apparent meaning, while the second, which is semiot-
ic, emphasizes linguistic connotations and implied meanings. Once non-gram-
matical elements in the text are identified, the relationship between these
elements—through accumulations and descriptive systems—reveals a new
discovery of the text’s structural network.

In this study, Da’bal al-Khuza’i’s Ta’iyyah (d. 249 AH), the most famous
and longest poem (124 verses) by the devoted poet of Imam al-Rida (AS),
is analyzed based on Riffaterre’s approach. Applying Riffaterre’s model and
semiotic analysis, two accumulations—praise for the Ahl al-Bayt (AS) and the
oppression against them—are examined within a descriptive system of the po-
et’s suffering from injustice against the Infallibles (AS). Through the structural
network of hope for intercession and the end of tragic tyranny, a profound and
subtle reading of this ode is presented for the “super-reader”
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Introduction

In the evolving domain of contemporary literary criticism, semiotics has es-
tablished itself as a dynamic and transformative approach, enriching textual
interpretation by uncovering layers of meaning beyond the superficial. Among
the pioneering figures in this field, Michael Riffaterre stands out for his innova-
tive theoretical contributions, which have redefined the analysis of poetry. His
model posits that poetry is not merely a conveyor of explicit messages but a
complex web of signs, symbols, and concealed significations that demand an
interpretative strategy surpassing conventional linguistic analysis. By engaging
with Riffaterre’s framework, readers are invited to traverse the semantic depths
of a poem, discovering its underlying structural and thematic coherence.

Riffaterre’s theory delineates two principal modes of poetic engagement: heu-
ristic reading and retroactive reading. The heuristic approach involves an initial,
surface-level interaction with the text, where the reader deciphers its apparent
meanings and linear narrative. This stage is characterized by a direct encoun-
ter with the poem’s explicit content, where linguistic and rhetorical elements
are processed at face value. However, the true interpretive journey begins with
retroactive reading, wherein the reader revisits the text to uncover its latent se-
miotic dimensions. This deeper analysis hinges on identifying non-literal com-
ponents—such as accumulations, descriptive systems, and intertextual connec-
tions—that collectively reveal the poem’s intricate architecture. Through this
dual process, the text’s semantic richness is fully unveiled, allowing for a more
profound appreciation of its artistic and intellectual depth.

Da’bal Khuza’i’s Ta’iyyah serves as an exemplary case study for the applica-
tion of Riffaterre’s model. As the most extensive and thematically dense surviv-
ing work of this poet, the Ta’iyyah is a masterful composition that intertwines
religious devotion, elegiac sorrow, and historical tragedy. Dedicated to the Ahl
al-Bayt (the Prophet’s Household), the poem’s 124 verses encapsulate the an-
guish of their followers amid systemic oppression while also expressing unwav-
ering faith and hope for divine justice. By subjecting the Ta’iyyah to Riffaterre’s
semiotic analysis, previously obscured layers of meaning emerge, demonstrating
how the poem’s structural and thematic elements coalesce into a unified artistic
vision.

1. Heuristic Reading: Surface Meaning and Initial Engagement

The heuristic reading of the Ta’iyyah reveals its immediate thematic concerns:
it is a lamentation and eulogy for the Ahl al-Bayt, articulated through elevated
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metaphorical language and impassioned rhetoric. At this stage, the poem’s overt
focus on praise and mourning is unmistakable. The poet employs grandiloquent
descriptions to exalt the spiritual and moral stature of the Imams, while simulta-
neously lamenting their suffering and the injustices inflicted upon their devotees.
Lexical choices emphasizing nobility, sacrifice, and martyrdom dominate the
text, creating an atmosphere of reverence and sorrow.

However, this preliminary reading only scratches the surface. While the heu-
ristic approach captures the poem’s explicit content, it does not account for
the deeper semiotic strategies that govern its construction. To fully grasp the
Ta’iyyah’s complexity, one must transition to retroactive reading, where the in-
terplay of signs and symbols becomes discernible.

2. Retroactive Reading: Uncovering Hidden Structures

Retroactive reading dismantles the poem’s apparent linearity, exposing its un-
derlying semantic networks. Two key concepts in Riffaterre’s framework—accu-
mulations and descriptive systems—prove instrumental in this process.

A. Accumulations in the Ta’iyyah

Accumulations refer to clusters of signifiers that orbit a central thematic or emo-
tional axis, collectively expanding the poem’s semantic field. In the Ta’iyyabh,
two dominant accumulations emerge:

1. The Accumulation of Praise for the Ahl al-Bayt

This network of signs glorifies the Imams’ divine status, employing meta-
phors of light, purity, and intercession. Phrases extolling their wisdom, justice,
and proximity to God recur throughout the poem, constructing an idealized im-
age that transcends historical particularity. The poet’s devotion is palpable, as he
intertwines personal reverence with collective Shiite veneration.

2. The Accumulation of Oppression and Tragedy

Counterbalancing the praise is a pervasive sense of grief, articulated through
imagery of blood, tears, and exile. The poet chronicles the Ahl al-Bayt’s persecu-
tion, framing their suffering as both a historical reality and a metaphysical strug-
gle. This accumulation extends beyond mere lamentation; it serves as a conduit
for communal catharsis, binding the poet’s personal anguish to the collective
memory of Shiite martyrdom.

B. Descriptive Systems: Suffering as a Unifying Motif

Descriptive systems in Riffaterre’s theory are not mere sequences of words but
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structured representations of the poet’s worldview. In the Ta’iyyah, Da’bal Khu-
za’i constructs a descriptive system that merges individual and collective suffer-
ing. The poem’s sensory and emotional imagery—tears that “scorch the cheeks,”
wounds that “never heal”—transforms personal grief into a universal experi-
ence. Through this system, the poet assumes the role of a communal mourner, his
voice echoing the sorrow of generations.

3. Structural Network: From Despair to Hope

Riffaterre’s notion of the structural network elucidates how semantic elements
interact within the poem’s architecture. The Ta’iyyah’s structure is dialectical,
oscillating between despair and hope. Initially, the poem immerses the reader
in an atmosphere of loss, but gradually, motifs of redemption and intercession
emerge. The concluding verses, while still tinged with melancholy, gesture to-
ward divine justice, positioning the Ahl al-Bayt as mediators of salvation. This
structural progression underscores the poem’s theological and existential dimen-
sions, affirming faith as an antidote to historical trauma.

Conclusion: Semiotics and the Revelation of Hidden Depths

By applying Riffaterre’s model, the Ta’iyyah emerges not merely as an elegy
but as a multilayered discourse on faith, suffering, and resilience. Heuristic read-
ing captures its surface rhetoric, while retroactive reading exposes its intricate
semiotic design, where accumulations and descriptive systems converge into a
cohesive whole. This dual approach transcends conventional analysis, revealing
how the poem’s linguistic and thematic elements interact to produce its profound
emotional and intellectual impact.

Ultimately, Riffaterre’s framework demonstrates that poetry is a dynamic inter-
play of concealment and revelation. The Ta’iyyah, through its semiotic richness,
becomes a testament to the enduring power of Shiite devotion, bridging histori-
cal anguish with eschatological hope. This interpretive method not only enriches
our understanding of Da’bal Khuza’i’s work but also reaffirms semiotics as an
indispensable tool for unlocking the latent potentials of literary texts.
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