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INTRODUCTION

On a visit to Mahmoud Darwish at his flat in Amman I carried with me a small tape recorder with the intention of recording him reading two poems: ‘How Many Times Shall Things Be Over?’ and ‘To My End and to Its End’. Mahmoud was courteous enough to acquiesce to my demand, which I had thought perhaps too much to ask, simply because he used to recite his poetry before a large audience (sometimes thousands) and at a spacious place! The first poem expresses the sense of betrayal caused by the agents of the 1948 war, which consequently forced the poet and his family to leave their home and take shelter in the neighbouring country, Lebanon. Mahmoud renders his father’s recollection of the experience not ‘in tranquility’ but from the most upsetting situation in which he and his family suddenly found themselves caught. It was a harsh summer for the Darwish family to live as refugees in Lebanon, scanning their eyes across the border to their deserted home with ‘the horse left alone’ and ripe crops of the summer season left uncollected for the first time. The other poem is an account of the horrible trip they decided to take back during the night, stealing across the borders towards their home. The trip is obviously very dangerous, as it would cost them their life if they were spotted by the border police, but luckily they made it. On various occasions later in life, Mahmoud declared that the experience of crossing the borders on foot in the heart of darkness had been deeply carved in his memory. The title of this volume is derived from this experience of interpersonality included in the two poems mentioned above.
Listening to Mahmoud Darwish reciting the two poems one might assume that the poems were written by the six-year-old child rather than by the mature poet, for the eloquence of the poems makes you visualize the event of lyricism as evidence rather than lyricism contrived in abstract by words. In Pound’s comment on poetry and poets (in a letter to Kate Buss 9th March 1916) ‘The poem is not so much the expression of a lyrical state as evidence for such a state. The poet is out to avoid at all costs the poetry that is an “asylum for [the] affections”.’ In Age of Iron Coetze similarly tells us that the purpose of his narrative is not to solicit pity but to help us see things as they happen. Mahmoud Darwish’s poetry falls into the realm of this kind of objectivity, presumably articulated by Eliot’s ‘objective correlative’.
         
After I had translated the two poems into English, I showed them to Mahmoud. It seemed he had just received a translation of Why Did You Leave the Horse Alone? His response was: ‘the horse left alone has not been fortunate enough to receive a translation I favour, despite the fact that it is my most favourable collection of poetry’. He continued to say that he was not even sent a proof copy to read! I was not in a position to make any comment, simply because I did not know the edition he was talking about, not having seen the translation to which he was referring. In the course of our conversation he suggested that I could try to translate the volume in question, and I considered the offer a privilege, adding to the previous privilege I had of translating Almond Blossoms and Beyond and Absent Presence. He actually read those proofs word by word, and I still have his handwritten remarks made on the rough copy he used to read the texts.
         
* * *

Here I am then, with this translation created as a homage to Mahmoud Darwish, rather than as an attempt to be an improvement on any other translation available. Needless to say that all translations are defective in one way or another. The redeeming feature of any new translation is that it forms an open invitation for a further different translation advanced to the reader.
         
It may be worthwhile remembering that Mahmoud Darwish was never keen on having his poetry translated and he simply prided himself on writing in Arabic with no eye on a non-Arab reader. Once he was asked whether he would like to read his poetry in translation before an audience who didn’t know Arabic. His answer was ‘I only read my own poetry.’ Somehow Mahmoud felt that reciting his poetry in translation himself would be an act of betrayal to the identity of his poetry. In March 2008 Mariam, Edward Said’s widow, came to Amman bearing a message for Mahmoud from the organizing committee of the annual lecture in memory of Said. Mahmoud was happy to accept the invitation (Mahmoud and Edward were good friends) and to read the obituary poem he had written in Arabic (titled ‘Counterpoint’) on that sad occasion in 2003. When Mariam Said suggested to him that he might be asked to recite the poem in English he turned to me and said that it ought to be read by the translator (the poem is included in Almond Blossoms and Beyond).
         
Ironically Mahmoud had to go to Houston to have his voice silenced instead of going to New York to make his voice heard in recital of ‘Counterpoint’ (the other title of the poem is ‘Contrapuntal’: a term Said favoured). The poem itself with the two versions of the title is ironical. There is consolation, however, in Roland Barthes’s most popular ‘The Death of the Author’ theory with its implication that texts in all languages survive their author.
No doubt Mahmoud’s poetry will survive the poet’s death and challenge time and place.
On a visit to his family, Mahmoud was asked by his fellow-Palestinians living in Galilee to recite ‘Identity Card’, a very popular poem he wrote relatively early in his life which has become almost a national anthem not only for Palestinians, but also for Arabs as well. His answer was that the poem was written to address a different audience!
         
Yet the other reason for avoiding reciting that poem in public (and I heard him turn down the same offer on various occasions) was his desire to draw the attention of the public to the fact that his poetry developed a great deal after writing that poem. The straightforward impact on his Arab audience in particular made some people identify Mahmoud Darwish with that poem, as if he were to become the poet of ‘The Identity Card’.
While Mahmoud Darwish had no objection to any translation found reasonably satisfactory, a translation falling short of his expectation would make him outraged. I never wanted to express my views about the translations of his poetry already submitted to him and then passed over to me afterwards, as I believed that any translation, whatever its limitations, is in itself a good gesture and it can probably help in widening the circle of his readership. I kept some of those rejected translations and I still remember how some of them provoked his deep anger.
The several sessions held together at his flat to discuss my translation of Almond Blossoms and Beyond and Absent Presence assured me of Mahmoud’s remarkable command of language and his profound sense of literary judgement. In the long discussions we had, Mahmoud demonstrated particular appreciation for the task of translation. He never insisted on advancing what he believed to be a better or best alternative to the translation made available to him. On one occasion I complained to him about a poem included in Almond Blossoms and Beyond. The poem is ‘Tuesday, A Bright Day’ where I was unable to identify the person affectionately celebrated in the poem. His immediate response was that he should have done something to make it less ambiguous. He even went as far as suggesting adding some clue to the poem to make it more intelligible! The poet in question turned out to be Nizar Qabbani.
         
Mahmoud Darwish was seriously engaged in Arabic tradition: classical and modern; from Al-Mutanabbi (his guru) to Nizar Qabbani. Besides this, he was well-versed in European modernism and postmodernism; and this perhaps gave his poetry a complex ‘structure of feeling’, which the reader and translator both find taxing.
         
What Mahmoud Darwish would have liked to say to his people and to others, beside his response to their invitation to read ‘The Identity Card’, is that he had travelled with his poetry beyond the borders. All great poetry ‘travels’, to borrow Edward Said’s popular title of ‘Theory Travels’, and it travels in ‘a finer tone’ to help it survive freely in exile instead of finding shelter in ‘asylum’. For Mahmoud, poetry is a global project which aspires to transcend the local limitations. The serious poet is in Mahmoud’s own words ‘always on the move’. He is nomadic. The following example is an example of this phenomena.
* * *

In her brilliant book Proust Among the Nations: From Dreyfus to the Middle East (2008), Jacqueline Rose puts Mahmoud Darwish among the great figures of world literature and thought: Seamus Heaney, Marcel Proust and Sigmund Freud. First she makes a comparison between Mahmoud Darwish and Heaney in terms of their common practice of seeing poetry and politics as inseparable:
         

         
In The Redress of Poetry, Seamus Heaney talks of those poets for whom the struggle of an individual consciousness toward affirmation merges with a collective straining for self-definition. Mahmoud Darwish is the very model of such a poet whose poetry yearns toward an identity that is never achieved or complete (‘struggle’, ‘towards’ and ‘straining’ being key to Heaney’s description). Not only or always a political poet, yet Darwish saw the link between poetry and politics as unbreakable.
            

Rose goes on to quote Darwish:
‘No Palestinian poet or writer,’ he stated in an interview in 2000, ‘can enjoy the luxury of severing ties with this level of national work, which is politics.’ Uncompromising in his political vision, Darwish’s crafting of a homeland in language has been one of the strongest rejoinders to dispossession. He is also at every level a poet who crosses borders. This was true literally in that originary flight and return that left his status so eloquent of a people’s predicament:

absence piling up its chosen objects

and pitching its eternal tent around us.

(‘The Owl’s Night’)
            

In her quest for Darwish’s poetics Rose examines thoroughly the different translations of the poems. She even turns to native Arabs to help her see more in the problematic matters of rendering the text in English. Rose chooses the ‘Rita Poems’ and ‘A Soldier Dreams of White Lilies’ to demonstrate the sense of connectedness of poetry and politics in Mahmoud’s poetry. With great insight, Rose proceeds to deconstruct the poems in question and comes out with unprecedented perceptive analysis of Mahmoud’s poetry. The result is that ambiguity in Mahmoud’s poetry is largely illuminated (for details see pp. 103–5 of Proust Among the Nations).
         
Here, for example, what Rose says about the soldier poem:
In ‘A Soldier Dreams of White Lilies’, Darwish performs an act of extraordinary poetic and political generosity by granting this one soldier an unusual, unprecedented knowledge of the grave damage that his nation, in the throes of victory, was doing and would go on doing, both to the Palestinians and to itself.

Rose goes on to read Mahmoud’s poetry in Freudian terms to further demonstrate the soldier predicament:
‘She was in the peculiar situation of knowing and at the same time not knowing,’ Freud writes of Fräulein Elizabeth von R in Studies on Hysteria, ‘a situation, that is, in which a psychical group [of ideas] was cut off [from her conscious thoughts].’
            

Rose concludes the chapter in which Mahmoud Darwish features largely with a question which I believe would be quite appropriate for a United Nations poster. Here are the words: ‘Why is it so hard for nations and for people to remember what they have done?’
Jacqueline Rose continues her serious engagement with Mahmoud Darwish further to explore his poetics. In a seminar held in Vienna last January, Jacqueline Rose began and ended her paper with a reference to Mahmoud Darwish (Rose was so kind as to provide me with the script of her paper). What Jacqueline Rose says about Mahmoud Darwish in her book and paper mentioned above, obliquely answers Mahmoud’s friends and people with reference to ‘The Identity Card’: poetry should address (or redress) others rather than locals.
         
Using a popular Post-colonial term Mahmoud Darwish’s poetry is an act of ‘writing back’, an act particularly favoured by Darwish’s friend Edward Said. Evidently Mahmoud Darwish is fortunate to have a scholar like Jacqueline Rose to offer us a critique which admirably articulates the poet’s development.
In ‘A Soldier Dreams of White Lilies’, Jacqueline Rose indirectly, I would like to suggest, reminds us how Mahmoud Darwish ‘writes back’ quite effectively, by shifting the voice of the speaker from the Galilee identity card to a much wider scope of identity, engulfing the whole question of Palestine and endorsed by a humane level of consciousness. The two poems have the common theme of identity, but they approach it from different directions. Yet out of the simultaneity of the narrative emerges a different identity with a new perspective which reaches beyond the official Israeli identity challenged by the Arab speaker, and the Israeli identity itself defied by the Israeli soldier who is disillusioned about an identity tailored for him through a state of war. Jacqueline Rose perceptively captures the voice of the poet who wishes to tell us that identity cannot be forced by the state even on its own citizens who are supposed to be undertaking the mission, believed to be divine by the state. Jacqueline Rose is in full agreement with the poet that any identity based on excluding a portion of its citizens remains, in the long run at least, more of a threat to the state itself than to its individual citizens.
Instead of writing back to the people of Galilee and reciting to them the repressed identity card of their own, Darwish makes the Israeli soldier write back freely to his own state, to hopefully make it remember as a nation in the world where it stands from its citizens’ point of view!
         
It is regrettable that Mahmoud Darwish is not with us to realise how translation can help in promoting his perspective of poetry and to see that translation is itself a powerful aspect of writing back. Would Jacqueline Rose’s critique be possible without an English translation being accessible?
 


        – Mohammad Shaheen, 2014
         
      

         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
I See My Ghost Coming from Afar…
            

Like the balcony of a house, I look at whatever I will
I look at my friends as they bring the evening post:
Wine and bread,
And some novels and records…

I look at a seagull, and Army lorries
Which change the trees of this place

I look at the dog belonging to my immigrant neighbour, who came
From Canada a year and a half ago…

I look at the name; Abu al-Tayyib al-Mutanabbi’,
Who travelled from Tiberias to Egypt
On the horse of song

I look at the Persian rosebush which climbs
Over the iron fence

Like the balcony of a house, I look at whatever I will

*

I look at trees which keep night from itself
And keep the sleep of those who love me dead…

I look at the wind, which seeks the land of wind
In itself…


            
I look at a woman sunning in herself…

I look at a procession of ancient prophets
Who are going up barefoot to Jerusalem
And I ask: ‘Is there a new prophet
For this new age?’

*

Like the balcony of a house, I look at whatever I will

I look at my picture, as it flees from itself
To the stone stairs, carrying my Mother’s handkerchief
And shaking in the wind: what would happen if I were to become
A child again? And I returned to you… and you returned to me

I look at an olive bole which hid Zachariah
I look at words that are extinct in ‘Lisan al-‘Arab’
               

I look at the Persians, the Romans, the Sumerians,
And the new refugees…

I look at the necklace of one of Tagore’s poor women
Ground under the wheels of the handsome prince’s carriage…

I look at a hoopoe exhausted by the King’s reproaches

I look at what is beyond Nature:


            
What will come… what will come after the ashes?
I look scared at myself, from a distance…
Like the balcony of a house, I look at what I will

*

After two days I look at my language. A brief
Absence is enough for Aeschylus to open the door to Peace,
A short speech is enough to incite Anthony for war

A woman’s hand in mine
And I embrace my freedom
And the ebb and flow in my body begins anew

Like the balcony of a house, I look at what I will

I look at my ghost
Coming
From
Afar…
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A Cloud in My Hand
            

They have saddled the horses,
They know not why,
But they have saddled the horses in the field

*

…The place was ready for his birth: a hill
Which looked east and west from the scented bushes of his ancestors
And an olive tree
Near an olive tree in the holy books which elevate the plains of language…
And azure smoke which prepares the day for a question
Which concerns only God. March is the spoiled child
of all months. March’s snow falls like cotton on almond trees.
March makes mallow for the court of the church
March is a land for the night of the swallow, and for a woman
Who prepares to cry out in the wilderness… and reaches out to the holm oaks.

*

Now a child is born,
And his cry,
Is in the crevices of the place

*


            
We parted on the steps of the house. They were saying:
In my cry is caution which sorts ill with the frivolousness of the plants,
In my cry is rain, did I wrong my brothers
When I said that I had seen angels playing with the wolf
In the courtyard of the house? I do not remember
Their names. And also I do not remember their way
Of talking… and of the agility of their flying

My friends flare up by night and leave
No trace behind them. Shall I tell my mother the truth:
I have other brothers
Brothers who leave a moon on my balcony
Brothers who weave with their needle the coat of daisy

*

They have saddled the horses,
They know not why,
But they have saddled the horses at the end of the night

*

…Seven ripened ears suffice for Summer’s dining table.
Seven ripened ears in my hands and in every ripened ears.
The field germinates a field of wheat. My Father used to
Draw water from his well and say
To it, ‘Do not run dry’. And he would take me by the hand
To see how I grow like purslane
I walk on the brink of the well: I have two moons,
One on high


            
And another swimming in the water… I have two moons

*

Trusting, like their forebears, the righteousness
Of the laws… they beat the iron of their swords
Into ploughshares. ‘The sword will not mend what
Summer has ruined’, they said. And they prayed
Long, and sang praises to Nature…
But they have saddled the horses,
So as to dance the dance of horses,
In the silver of the night…

*

A cloud in my hand wounds me: I do not
Want of the Earth more than
This Earth: the scent of cardamom and straw
Between my father and the horse.
In my hand a cloud wounds me, but I
Want no more from the sun than an orange, and no more than
Gold flowed from the words of the Call to Prayer

*

They have saddled the horses,
They know not why,
But they have saddled the horses
At the end of the night,
And have waited
For a ghost to rise from the crevices of the place…



         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
Villagers, Without Evil…
            
I did not yet know my mother’s ways, nor her people
When the lorries came from the sea. But I had
Known the smell of tobacco from my grandfather’s cloak
And the eternal smell of coffee since I was born,
As a farm-animal was born here
One push!

*

We too have our cry as we fall to the brink
Of the Earth. But we do not treasure our voices
In ancient jars. We do not hang the mountain goat
On the wall, we do not claim sovereignty of dust,
And our dreams do not overlook the grapes of others,
Or break the rule!

*

My name is not yet fledged, that I would jump further
In the afternoon. The April heat was like
The harps of our transitory visitors which makes us fly like doves.
I have a first bell: the allure of a woman who tricks me
Into smelling the milk on her knees; I run away
From biting banquet at the table!

*


               
We too have our secret when the sun falls
From the poplar trees: we are seized by the urge to weep
For one who died for nothing, died,
And desire carries us off to Babylon or a mosque
In Damascus, and sheds us like a tear, amid the cooing
Of doves, for the eternal tale of pain!

*

Villagers, without evil, or regret
For words. Our names like our days are alike
Our names do not totally identify us. We lurk
In the talk of guests, we have things that we say
To the outside world about the land when it embroiders its kerchief with feather
After feather from the sky of our coming birds!

*

The place had no rivets stronger than the China trees
When the lorries came from the sea. We were
Preparing our cows’ feed in their stalls, we were arranging
Our days in coffers of our manual work
We were preaching love of the horse, and we were pointing
At the vagrant star.

*

We too boarded the lorries. For company we had
The emerald gleam in the night of our olive trees, and dogs barking


               
At a moon passing above the church tower.
Yet we were not afraid, for our childhood did not
Come with us. We made do with a song: we would soon return
Home, when the lorries discharged
Their extra load!




         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
Night of the Owl
            

Here is a present untouched by yesterday…
When we arrived
At the last of the trees, we realised we had lost our will to be conscious. And
when we looked for the lorries, we saw absence
Piling up its selected objects, setting up
Its eternal tent around us…

Here is a present
Which is untouched by yesterday,
Slipping away from the mulberry tree is a thread of silk
shaping letters on the ledger of night. Nothing
But the moths illuminate our bold
Plunge into the pit of strange words:
Was this wretched man my father?
Perhaps I shall manage here. Perhaps
I, myself, am now giving birth to myself,
And am choosing for my name upright letters…

*

Here is a present
Which sits in the space among the vessels watching
How passers-by mark the reeds of the river,
Polishing their pipes with air… Perhaps speech
Is transparent and we look through windows that are open,
And perhaps time hurries with us
With our Tomorrow in its luggage…


            
*

Here is a present
Which has no time,
No one here has found any who remembers
How we came out of the gate, like the wind, or at
What time we tumbled out of yesterday, how
Yesterday was shattered on the pavement into pieces which the others
Fit together as looking glasses, after us…

*

Here is a present
Which has no place,
Perhaps I manage, and I cry out in
The night of the owl: Was that wretched man
My father, to make me bear the burden of his history?
Perhaps I change in my name, and I choose
My mother’s expressions and her ways, just as they ought
To be: as if she is able to amuse me whenever salt touches my blood
or cure me whenever I am bitten by a nightingale in the mouth!

*

Here is a present
Which is passing,
Here is where strangers hung their rifles on
The branches of olive trees, and prepared a hasty
Supper from metal cans, and went off


            
Hurriedly to the lorries…



         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
The Eternity of the Prickly Pear
            

Where are you taking me, Father?
Towards the wind, my son…

As together they came from the plain where
Bonaparte’s troops had set up a mound to observe
Shadows on the old wall of Acre –
A father says to his son: Fear not, fear not the whistle of bullets! Lie flat
In the dust to be safe! We will be safe, we will climb
A hill to the North, and go back when
The troops return to their own people far away.

– And who will live in our house when we are away,
Father?
– It will remain just as it was,
My son!

He felt the key as he felt
His limbs, and was reassured. He said to him,
As they crossed over a thorn hedge,
My son, remember: here is where the British crucified
Your father on a hedge of prickly pear for two nights,
But never did he confess. You will grow up
My son, and will tell to those who inherit their rifles
The account of blood inscribed over iron…

– Why did you leave the horse alone?
– To be company for the house, my son,
For houses die when their inhabitants leave them…


            
Eternity opens its gates, far off,
To the stalkers of night.
In the fallows are wolves howling at a fearful Moon. A father
Says to his son: Be strong like your grandfather!
Climb with me the last hill of holm oak,
My son, remember: here is where the janissary fell
Off the mule of war, keep with me,
So we shall go back.

– When, Father?
– Tomorrow. Perhaps in two days’ time, son.

The next day was frivolous, wind murmuring
Behind them through the long winter nights.
The troops of Joshua Ben Nūn were building
A fortress from the stones of their house. They were both
Panting for breath on the track to ‘Qana’: here is where,
One day, Our Lord passed. Here is where
He turned water into wine. He spoke
Much of love. ‘My son, remember
Tomorrow. Remember the Crusader’s fortresses
That April’s grasses have nibbled away after
The troops have gone…’




  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
How Many Times Shall Things Be Over?
            

He contemplates his days in cigarette smoke,
He looks at his pocket watch:
If I could I would slow down its ticking
To delay the ripening of the barley…
He steps out from himself, exhausted, disgruntled:
Harvest time has come,
The wheat heads are heavy, the sickles lie idle, the land
Is now far from its Prophet’s door.
Lebanon’s summer speaks to me of my grapes in the south
Lebanon’s summer speaks to me of what lies beyond nature
But my way to God starts
From a star in the South…

– Are you talking to me, Father?
– They have signed a truce on the island of Rhodes,
My son.
– How does that affect us, how does that affect us, Father?
– Things are over…
– How many times shall things be over, Father?
– It is finished. They did their duty:
They fought with broken rifles against the enemy’s aircraft.
We have done our duty, we kept clear of the China tree
So as not to disturb the Commanding Officer’s cap.
We sold our wives’ rings so that they might hunt sparrows,
My child!

– So are we going to stay here, Father,
Under the willow tree of the wind
Between the sky and the sea?


            
– My child, everything here
Will be like something there
By night we shall be like ourselves
We shall be scorched by the eternal star of likeness,
My child!

– Father, say something to cheer me!
– I left the window open
To the cooing of the doves
I left my face at the brink of the well
I left speech
Hanging over the cabinet rope
To tell its tale, I left darkness
In its night wrapped in the wool of my waiting
I left the clouds
On the fig tree spreading their trousers
I left the sleep
Renewing itself in itself
I left peace
Alone, there on the land…

– Were you dreaming while I was awake, Father?
– Get up. We will return, my child!




  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
To My End And to Its End…
            

– Are you tired from walking
My child, are you tired?
– Yes, Father
Your night on the track was long,
And the heart flowed on the earth of your night.
– You are still as light as a cat,
Climb on my shoulder,
We will soon be crossing
The last wood of terebinth and holm oak.
This is Northern Galilee
Lebanon is behind us,
The whole sky is ours from Damascus
To the lovely walls of Acre.
– Then what?
– We shall go home
Do you know the way my child?
– Yes, Father:
East of the carob tree on the main street
Is a small path, hemmed in with prickly pear
At first, then, ever wider and wider, it leads to the well,
Then it looks out over the vineyard
That belongs to Uncle Jamil, who sells tobacco and sweets,
Then it loses itself in a threshing floor before
Straightening out and settling at the house,
in the form of a parrot.
– Do you know the house, my child?
– I know it as I know the path:
Jasmine around a gate of iron,


            
And bars of sunlight on the stone steps
Sunflowers gazing into the beyond
Tame bees preparing breakfast for grandfather
On the rattan tray,
And in the courtyard of the house, a well and a willow tree and a horse
And behind the hedge, a tomorrow, leafing through our pages…

– Father, are you tired?
I see sweat in your eyes.
– My son, I am tired… Will you carry me?
– Just as you carried me, Father,
So shall I carry this longing
For
My beginnings and its beginnings,
And I shall walk this road to
My end… and its end!




  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
II.

Abel’s Space
            


         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
The Oud of Isma’il
            

A horse dancing on two strings – thus
Do his fingers listen to his blood, and the villages are spread out
Like red windflowers in the rhythm. No
Night there, no day. We are touched
By a heavenly joy, and directions rush into
Matter
Hallelujah
Hallelujah
All things will begin anew

*

He is the owner of the old oud, and our neighbour
In the oak wood. He bears his time disguised
In the garb of a madman who sings.
The war had ended,
And the ashes of our village, hidden by a black cloud, had not
Witnessed the birth of the Phoenix yet, as
We had expected. The night’s blood was not dry on
The shirts of our dead. Crops had not sprouted, as
Forgetfulness expects, in the helmets of the soldiers
Hallelujah
Hallelujah
All things will begin anew

*


            
Like the rest of the desert, space is rolled back from time
A distance sufficient for the poem to explode. Isma’il would
Descend among us by night, and sing: ‘O stranger,
I am the stranger and you from me, O stranger!’
The desert roams in the words and the words ignore the power
Of things. Return, O Oud… with what is lost and sacrifice me
On it, from far off to far off
Hallelujah
Hallelujah
All Things will begin anew

*

Meaning travels with us… we fly from ledge to
Marble ledge. And race between two blue chasms.
It is not our dreams that are awake, nor the guards of this place
Leave Isma’il’s space. There is no earth there
And no sky. A common joy touched us before
The Limbo of two strings. Isma’il… sing
For us so that everything becomes possible, close to existence
Hallelujah
Hallelujah
All things will begin anew

*

In Isma’il’s Oud the Sumerian wedding is raised
To the extremities of the sword. There is no non-existence there
And no existence. We have been touched by a lust to create:
From one string there flows water. From two strings fire is ignited.


            
From the three of them flashes forth Woman/Being/
Revelation. Sing, Isma’il, for meaning a bird hovers
At dusk over Athena between two dates…
Sing a funeral on a celebration day
Hallelujah
Hallelujah
All things will begin anew

*

Under the poem: the strange horses pass over. The wagons
Pass over the backs of the prisoners. Under it pass
Oblivion and the Hyksos. There pass the lords of the time,
The philosophers, Imru’ al’Qais, grieving for a morrow
Cast down at Caesar’s gates. They all pass under
The poem. The contemporary Past, like Timur Lenk,
Passes under it. The prophets are there, they also pass under
And hearken to Isma’il’s voice, as he sings: O stranger,
I am the stranger, I am like you, O stranger to this house,
Return… O Oud bringing what is lost, and sacrifice me on yourself,
Vein to vein
Hallelujah
Hallelujah
All things will begin anew



         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
The Strangers’ Walk
            

I know the house from the sage bush. The first of
The windows leans out towards the butterflies… blue…
Red. I know the line of clouds, and at which
Well the village women will wait in summer. I know
What the dove says as it lays its eggs on the muzzle
Of the rifle. I know who opens the door to the jasmine
Which opens our dreams in to the evening’s guests.

*

The strangers’ carriage has not yet arrived

*

No one has come. So leave me there, just as
You leave greeting at the door of the house. For me
Or for another, and pay no attention to who will hear it
First. And leave me there a word for myself:
Was I alone ‘alone as the soul in
A body’? When you said one day: I love you both,
You and the water. Water gleamed in everything,
Like a guitar which had given itself to weeping!

*

The strangers’ guitar has not yet arrived

*


            
Let us be kind! Take me to the sea at
Sunset so that I may hear what the sea says to you
When it returns to itself peacefully, peacefully.
I shall not change myself. I shall hide myself in a wave
And say: Take me to the sea again. That is what
Those who fear do to themselves: they go to
The sea when they are tormented by a star that has burnt itself in the sky

*

The stranger’s song has not yet arrived

*

I know the house by the fluttering kerchiefs. The first pigeon
That laments on my shoulders. And beneath the sky
Of the Gospels a child is rushing for no reason. The water rushes,
And the cypress rushes, and the breeze rushes in
The breeze and the earth rushes in itself. I said:
Do not hasten to leave the house. There is nothing
To prevent this place from waiting awhile
Here, until you put on the day dress and pull on
The shoes of air

*

The strangers’ legend has not yet arrived

*


            
No one has come. So leave me there, as
You leave the tale in anyone who sees you, and weeps
And rushes off in himself, of his own happiness:
How much I love you! How much you are you! and intimidated by his own soul:
There is no I now, but she is now in me. No she, but I am in her fragility. How I fear
For my dream, lest it see a dream that is not she at
The end of this song…

*

No one has come
Perhaps the strangers have missed the way
To the strangers’ walk!



         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
Raven’s Ink
            

You have a retreat in the solitude of the carob trees,
O dark-voiced sunset bells! What
Do they want from you now? You sought
Adam’s garden, so that the sullen killer might conceal his brother,
And were locked up in yourself
When the dead man was opened up at his large
And you took yourself off to your own affairs: as absence takes itself off
To its own many preoccupation. So, be
Awake. Raven, our resurrection will be postponed!

*

There is no night sufficient for us to dream twice. There is one
Gate to our heaven. Whence comes our end?
We are the offspring of the beginning. We see only
The beginning, so unite with the weather-side of your night, as a diviner
Preaches void what the human void leaves behind it:
The eternal echo around you…
You stand accused of what is in us. This is the first
Blood of our race before you. Leave
Cabel’s new house.
As the mirage leaves
The ink of your feathers, O Raven

*


            
For me there is a retreat in the night of your voice… for me an absence
Rushing between the shadow that binds me.
 So I bind the bull’s horn. The unseen drives me, I drive it
It raises me and I raise it to the ghost that hangs like
A ripe aubergine. Are you then? And what
Do they want now from us after they have stolen my words from
Your words, then slept upright in my dream
On spears. I was not a ghost that they should walk
In my footsteps. Be my second brother:
I am Abel, the dust returns me
To you as a carob tree, so that you may perch on my branch, O Raven

*

I am you in words. One book unites us.
The ashes that lie on you are mine,
In the shadow we were merely two witnesses, two victims
Two poems
Two poems
About Nature, while desolation concludes its feast

*

The Qur’an shall enlighten you:
‘Then God sent a raven who scratched the ground.
To show him how to hide the shame of his brother.
“Woe is me!” said he; “Was I not even able to be as this raven?”’
The Qur’an shall enlighten you,
So search about for our resurrection, and hover, O Raven!




  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
The Tatars’ Swallow
            

My steed is commensurate with the sky. I have dreamt
what will happen in the afternoon. The Tatars used
to ride beneath me and beneath the sky: dreaming of nothing
beyond the tents they would erect. Knowing nothing
of the destinies of our goats in the coming blasts of winter.
My steed is commensurate with the evening. The Tatars used
to insert their names in the roofs of villages, like swallows,
and would slumber safely in our cornfields;
they would not dream of what would happen in the afternoon, when
the sky returns, slowly, slowly,
to its own people in the evening

*

We have one dream: that the air flow
as a friend, diffusing the aroma of Arab coffee
over the hills that enclose summer and strangers…

*

I am my own dream. When the earth has grown narrow, I have made it wide
With a swallow’s wing, and grown larger. I am my own dream…
In crowds I am filled with the reflection of myself and my questions
About stars which walk on the two feet of one whom I love
And in my exile there are ways for pilgrims to Jerusalem –
The words plucked out like feathers over the stones,


            
How many prophets does the city want so as to preserve the name
Of its father and regret: ‘It was not in war that I fell’?
How much sky does it change, in every people,
So that its red shawl might amaze it? O my dream…
Gaze not at us so!
Do not be the last of the martyrs!

*

I fear for my dream from the clarity of the butterfly
And from the mulberry stains over the whinnying of the horse
I fear for it from the father and the son and those crossing
Over the Mediterranean coast in search of the gods
And the gold of those who went before,
I fear for my dream from my hands
And from a star which stands
At my shoulder waiting to sing

*

To us, the people of ancient nights, we have our customs
In climbing to the Moon of rhyme
We accept our dreams as true, and give the lie to our days,
Our days have not all been with us since the Tatars came,
And now here they are, getting ready to move on
Forgetting our days, behind them. Soon we will go down
To our life in the fields. We will make flags
From white bed sheets, if we must have
A flag, let it be blank,
Without fussy symbols… let us be peaceful
Lest we fly our dreams after the strangers’ caravan

*

We have one dream: to find
A dream carrying us
As the star carries the dead!



         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
The Train Went by
            

The train went swiftly by.
I was waiting
On the platform for a train that had gone,
And the passengers departed to get on with
Their days… And I
Was still waiting

*

Violins lament in the distance,
A cloud carries me
Away, and breaks up

*

Longing for things obscure
Would recede and approach,
There was no forgetting that would draw me away,
No remembering that would draw me close
To a woman
Who, if the moon touched her,
Would cry out: ‘I am the moon’

*

The train went swiftly by,
My time was not with me
On the platform,
The time was different,


            
What is the time now?
Which day was it, that
Divided yesterday from tomorrow,
When the gypsies departed?

*

Here I was born and not born
My stubborn birth shall be completed then
By this train
And the trees shall walk around me

*

I am here and not here
In this train I shall find out
my soul, filled
By both banks of a river which had died between them
As youth dies
‘Wish that youth were stone…’

*

The train went swiftly by
Past me, I am
Like the station, not knowing
Whether to bid farewell or greet the people:
Welcome to my platforms
Cafes,
Offices,
Flowers,

Telephone,
Newspapers,
Sandwiches,
Music,
And a rhyme,
By another poet who comes and waits

*

The train went swiftly by
Past me, and I
Am still waiting.



         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
III.

Chaos at the Entrance

of Judgment Day
            


         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
The Well
            

I choose a cloudy day to go past the old well.
Perhaps it is full of sky. Perhaps it has gone beyond meaning
and beyond the shepherd’s sayings. I shall drink of its water with cupped hands
and say to the dead around it: Greetings, ye who remain
around the well in the water of the butterfly! I shall pick up the inula
from a stone: Greetings, O little stone! Perhaps we were
the wings of a bird that causes us pain. Greetings,
O moon that hovers around its image; which it will
never meet! And I shall say to the cypress: Beware of what
the dust is telling you. Perhaps we were here two strings of a violin
at the banquet of the guardians of lapis lazuli. Perhaps we were
the arms of a lover…
I had been walking side by side with myself: Be strong,
Comrade, raise up the past like the horns of a goat
with your hands, and sit down near your well. Perhaps the harts
of the watercourse will notice you… The voice cries out –
Your voice is a voice of stone for the broken present…
I have not yet completed my brief visit to oblivion…
I did not take with me all the tools of my heart:
My bell in the pine tree’s breeze
My stairway near the sky
My stars around the roofs
My hoarseness from the bite of old salt…
And I said to memory: Greetings, O spontaneous words of grandmother,


            
It takes us back to our white days beneath her drowsiness…
And my name rings like an old pound coin of gold at
The gate of the well. I hear the desolation of forefathers
Between the distant meem and waw, like an uncultivated watercourse
And I hide my friendly tiredness. I know that I
Shall come back alive, after a few hours, from the well into which
I have not thrown Joseph or his brothers’ fear
Of echoes. Beware! Your mother put you here,
Near the gate of the well: and went off to a talisman… .
So do with yourself what you want. I did by myself what
I want. I grew up by night in the tale between the sides
Of the triangle: Egypt, Syria, and Babylon. Here,
By myself I grew up without the goddesses of agriculture. (They were
Washing the pebbles in the olive grove. They were wet
With dew)… and I saw that I had fallen
On me from the departure of the caravans near a snake.
I found none to complete but my ghost. The earth
Threw me out of its earth, and my name rings on my steps,
Like a horseshoe; Draw near… so that I may come back from this
Emptiness to you O eternal Gilgamesh in your name!…
Be my brother! And go with me to shout into the old well…
Perhaps it is filled, like a woman, with the sky,
And perhaps it has over meaning and what
Is going to happen as my birth from my first well is awaited!
We shall drink of its water with cupped hands,
We shall say to the dead around it, Greetings,
Ye who live in the water of the butterfly,
O ye dead, greetings!




  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
Like the ‘Nūn; in Surrat ‘al-Rahman’
            

In the olive grove, east
Of the springs, my grandfather has withdrawn into
His deserted shadow. On his shadow: there has grown no
Legendary grass, no cloud of lilac has flowed inside the shrine

*

The earth is like a robe embroidered
With a needle of sumac in his broken
Dreams… grandfather has awoken
To collect the weeds from his vineyard
Underground, beneath the black street…

*

He taught me the Qur’an under the great basil tree
East of the well,
From Adam we came and from Eve
In the garden of oblivion.
Grandfather! I am the last of the living
In the desert, so let us rise!

*

The sea and the desert around his name,
Naked of protectors
Knew neither my grandfather nor his sons
Who stand now around the ‘Nūn’


            
In the Surrat ‘al-Rahman’.
O God… So bear witness!

*

He was one born of himself
Buried alive, near the fire,
In himself,
So let him grant to the phoenix of his burnt
Secret what it needs after him
To light the lanterns in the temple

*

In the olive groves, east of the springs
Grandfather has withdrawn into his lonely shadow.
The sun does not rise on his shadow.
On his shadow, no shadow falls
And Grandfather forever, is far away…




  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
Houriyyah’s Teachings
            

I
One day I thought of travelling, and a goldfinch settled on
Her hand and fell asleep. It was enough that I caress a branch of a vineyard
In haste… for her to understand that my wine glass
Was full. Enough that I go to bed early for her to see
My dream clearly, and spend her night watching over it…
Enough that a letter come from me for her to know that
My address had changed, above the corridors of prisons, and that
My days circled around her… and about her

II
My mother counts my twenty fingers and toes from afar.
She combs my hair in the golden strand of her own hair. She seeks
In my underwear for foreign women,
She darns my torn socks. I did not grow up at her hand
As we wished: I and she, we parted company at the slope
Of the marble… clouds signalled to us, and to a goat
That will inherit the place. Exile has set up for us two Languages:
A spoken… so that the dove can understand it and preserve the memory
And a formal language… so that I can interpret her shadow to the shadows!


            
III
I live still in your ocean. You did not say what
A mother says to her sick child. I was sick from the brass moon
On the tents of the Badu. Do you remember
The road we took when we fled to Lebanon, where you forgot me:
And forgot the bread-bag (it was wheaten bread).
And I did not shout so as not to waken the guards.
The scent of dew put me on your shoulders. O gazelle who lost
There her home and her mate…

IV
Around you there was no time for sentimental talk.
You kneaded all the noontide with basil. You baked
The cockscomb for the sumac. I know what ruins your heart, pierced
By the peacock, since you were driven a second time from Paradise.
Our whole world has changed, our voices have changed. Even
Our greeting to each other dropped off like a button on sand,
Making no sound. Say: Good morning!
Say anything to me so that life may be kind to me.

V
She is Hagar’s sister. Her maternal sister. She weeps
With the reed pipes the dead who have not died. There are no graves around
Her tent to show how the sky opened up, and she does not
See the desert behind my fingers: so as to see her garden
on the face of the mirage, old time hurries her on
To an inevitable futility: her father flew like
               
A Circassian on the marriage steed. But her mother
Prepared, without tears, for her husband’s wife,
Her henna, and checked out her anklets…

VI
We only meet to take our leave of each other when our talk converges.
She says to me, for instance: Marry any woman,
So long as she is foreign, more beautiful than the local girls. But, do not
Trust any woman but me. Do not always trust
Your memories. Do not burn to enlighten your mother,
That is her honourable trade. Do not long for the promises
Of dew. Be realistic as the sky. Do not long
For your grandfather’s black cloak, or your grandmother’s
Many bribes, be as free in the world as a foal.
Be who you are, where you are. Carry
Only the burden of your heart… Come back when
Your land has widened into the land, and has changed its conditions…

VII
My mother lights the last stars of Canaan
Around my looking glass,
And throws into my last poem her shawl!



         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
Ivory Combs
            

From the fortress the clouds drift down, blue,
Onto the alleyways…
The silk shawl flies
And the flock of pigeons flies
And on the face of the water of the pool the sky moves a little and flies.
And my spirit flies, like a worker-bee, among the alleyways
And the sea eats its bread, bread of Acre
And polishes its seal, as it has for five thousand years
And throws its cheek against its cheek
Ritual of long, long marriage

*

The poem says:
Let us wait
Until the window comes down
Over ‘the album’ of this tour guide

*

I enter by way of her stone armpit, as
A wave enters eternity, I cross
The centuries as if crossing from room to room
I see in myself the familiar contents of time:
A Canaanite girl’s looking glass,
Combs of ivory,
An Assyrian soup bowl,
The sword of the man who guarded his Persian master’s sleep,


            
The sudden leap of falcons from one flag to another
Over the masts of fleets…

*

If I had another present
I might own the keys of my yesterday
And if my yesterday were here
I might own all of my tomorrow…

*

Obscure is my progress up the long alleyway
Leading to an obscure moon over the copper market.
Here a palm tree relieves me of the load of the tower,
And thought of songs carries simple tools
Around me, to make a recurrent tragedy, and imagination
A starving pedlar, roaming comfortably over the dust,
As if I were unconcerned with what would happen
To me at Julius Caesar’s festivities… before long!
I and my beloved are drinking
The water of happiness
From one cloud
And falling into one jar!

*

I disembarked at her port, nothing except
That my mother lost her kerchiefs here…
No tale for me here. I change
Gods or negotiate with other gods. No tale for me here


            
That I should burden my memory with barley
And names of her guards who stand at my shoulder
Waiting for the dawn of Tuthmosis. I have no sword,
No tale for me here that I should divorce the mother who
Gave me her kerchiefs to carry, each a cloud, a cloud over
The old part of Acre… on departure!

*

Other things will happen,
Henri will deceive
Qalawun, after a while
Clouds will rise red above the serried date palms…



         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
Phases of Anat
            

Poetry is our stairway to a moon which Anat hangs
Over her garden, like a looking glass for lovers without hope, and she wanders
Over the wilderness of herself, two women unreconciled:
There is a woman who can turn water back to its spring.
And a woman who sets fire to forests,
As for steeds
Let them dance for long over two abysses.
No death there… and no life.
My poem is froth of a gasping man, the scream of an animal
At its climbing up
And at its naked fall: Anat!
I want both of you together, love and war, Anat
And to Hell with me… I love you, Anat!
And Anat is killing herself
In herself
And for herself
And recreates space so that creatures can pass
In front of her distant picture over Mesopotamia
Over Syria. All directions are conform
About the sceptre of lapis lazuli and the seal of the virgin: Do not
Delay in this lower world. Come back from there
To nature and natures, Anat!
The water of the well dried up after you, valleys dried up,
The rivers dried up after your death. Tears
Evaporated from a pottery jar, and the air snapped
From dryness like a piece of wood. We broke like the fence
On your departure. Desires dried up in us. Prayer


            
Has been calcified. Nothing lives after your death. Life
Dies, like words between two travelling to hell,
O Anat
Tarry no longer in the lower world! Perhaps
New goddesses have come down to us because of your going away
And we have become subject to the mirage, perhaps the cunning shepherds
Have found a goddess, near the dust, and priestesses have believed in her
So come back, and bring back, bring back the land of truth
And allusion
The land of Canaan, the origin.
The common land of your breasts,
The common land of your thighs
so that miracles may return
To Jericho,
At the door of the abandoned temple… No
Death there and no life
Chaos at the door of judgement. No tomorrow
Comes. No past comes to say goodbye.
No memories
Fly from the direction of Babylon above our palm tree, no
Dream entertains us, so as to appease a star
Which is a button of your dress, O Anat
And Anat creates herself
From herself
And for herself
And flies after the Greek ships,
Under another name,
Two women who will never be reconciled…


            
And the steeds,
Let them dance long over two abysses. No
Death there and no life
There I neither live nor die
Neither does Anat
Neither does Anat!



         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
The Death of the Phoenix
            

In the songs we sing
Is a reed pipe,
In the reed pipe which lives in us
Is fire,
And in the fire we kindle
Is a green phoenix,
And in the phoenix’s dirge I do not know
My ashes from your dust
A cloud of lilac is enough
To hide
The hunter’s tent from us. So walk
On the water, like the Lord – she said to me:
There is no desert in the memory I have of you
And no enemies from now on for the rose
That bursts forth from the ruins of your house!

*

There was water like a ring around
The high mountain. Tiberias was
A back yard of the first garden,
And I said: The image of the world
Is completed in a pair of green eyes
She said: My prince and my prisoner
Put my wines in your jars

*


            
The two strangers who burned in us
Are those
Who wanted to kill us a short while ago
And are those
Who are returning to their swords after a short while
And are those
Who say to us: Who are you two?
We are shadows of what we were here, two names
for the wheat which sprouts in the bread of battles

*

I do not want to retreat now, as
The Crusaders retreated from me, I am
All this silence between the two sides: the gods
On one side,
And those who created their names
On the other side,
I am the shadow which walks on water
I am the witness and the spectacle
The worshipper and the temple
In the land of my siege and your siege

*

Be my love between two wars on the looking glass –
She said – I do not want to retreat now to
My father’s fort… Take me to your vineyard and unite me
With your mother, perfume me with basil-water, sprinkle me
On the silver vessels, comb me, and bring me into
The prison of your name, kill me with love,


            
Marry me, and marry me to the traditions of farming,
Train me to play the reed pipe, and burn me so that I may be born,
Like the phoenix, from my fire and your fire!

*

There was something like the phoenix
Weeping blood,
Before it fell in the water,
Near to the hunter’s tent…

What is the point of my waiting or your waiting?



         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
IV.

A Room for Talking

to the Self
            


         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
Poetic Steps
            

The Stars had no role,
But to
Teach me to read:
I have a language in the sky
And on earth I have a language
Who am I? Who am I?
*


I do not want the answer here
Perhaps a star has fallen on its picture
Perhaps the top of the chestnut has taken me up
Towards the galaxy by night,
And said: Here you shall stay!

*

The poem is far above, and is able
To teach me what it wants
How to open the window
And manage my domestic affairs
Among the legends. It is able
To marry me itself… for a time

*

My father is downstairs, carrying an olive tree
A thousand years old,
Neither Eastern


            
Nor Western.
Sometimes he rests from the conquerors.
And is affectionate towards me
And gathers the iris for me

*

The poem is far from me,
And enters the port of sailors who love wine
And who never return twice to a woman,
And who have no longing for anything
And no worries!

*

I have not yet died of love
But a mother who sees the glances of her son
In the carnation and fears the damage of the vase,
Then weeps to avert an accident
Before the accident has happened
Then weeps to bring me back from the road of the traps
Alive, to live here

*

The poem is betwixt and between, and is able
To illuminate nights with a girl’s breasts,
And it is able to illuminate with an apple two bodies,
And it is able to bring back,
With the cry of a gardenia, a homeland!


            
*

The poem is in front of me, and is able
To set in motion the matters of legend,
By hand, but I,
Since I found the poem, have exiled myself
And have asked it:
Who am I
Who am I?



         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
From the Rumiyyat of Abu Firas al-Hamadani
            

An echo returns. A wide street in the echo
Steps interspersed with the sound of coughing,
They are nearing the door, gradually, then moving away
From the door. There are people who are visiting us
Tomorrow, Thursday is for visits. There is our shadow
In the passageway, and our sun in the baskets
Of fruit. There is a mother scolding our jailers:
Why have you poured our coffee on the grass.
You wretch? And there is the salt-scent of sea,
There is a sea that breathes salt. My cell
Has widened by a centimetre for the sound of the pigeon: Fly
To Aleppo, pigeon, fly with my rumiyya
Bearing my greetings to my cousin!
An echo
Of the echo. The echo has a metal ladder, transparency, moisture
That fills with those who go up it to their dawn… and those
Who come down to their graves through the holes in space…
Take me with you to my language! I said:
What benefits people is what dwells on the words of the poem,
While drums float like foam on their skins
And my cell has widened, in the echo, to became a balcony
Like the dress of the girl who accompanied me in vain
To the balconies of the train, and who said: My father
Does not like you. My mother likes you. So beware of Sodom tomorrow
And do not expect me, Thursday morning, I do not
Like the density when it conceals me in its prison


            
The movements of meaning and leave me a body
That alone remembers its forests… the echo has a room
Like my cell here: a room for talking to oneself,
My cell is my picture I have not found around it anyone
To share my coffee with me in the morning, no seat
To share my exile in the evening, no scene
To share my amazement for reaching the path.
So let me be what the horses want in campaigns:
Either a prince
Or ruin!
And my cell has widened out into a street, two streets, and this echo
Is an echo, ominously propitiously, that I shall emerge from my wall
As a free spirit emerges from itself as master
And I shall go to Aleppo. O pigeon, fly
With my rumiyya and bear to my cousin
Greetings of the dew!




  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
From Sky to her Sister Dreamers Pass
            

…and we left our childhood for the butterfly, when we left
On the steps a little olive oil, but we
Forgot to greet our mint around us, and we forgot
A swift salute to our tomorrow after us…
Noon’s ink was white, except for
The butterfly’s writing around us…

*

O butterfly, O sister of yourself, be
As you will, before my longing and after my longing.
But take me as a brother to your wing let my madness stay
With me hot! O butterfly, O mother
Of yourself, leave me not to the boxes that the craftsmen have designed
for me… leave me not!

*

From sky to her sister dreamers pass
Carrying mirrors of water, a border for the butterfly.
In our capacity to be
    From sky
          To her sister
dreamers pass.

*


            
The butterfly weaves with the needle of light
The ornament of its comedy
The butterfly is born of itself
And the butterfly dances in the fire of its tragedy

*

Half phoenix, what touches her touches us: a dark image
Between light and fire… and between two ways
No. It is not frivolous nor wisdom, our love
Thus always… thus…
From sky
To her sister
Dreamers pass…

*

The butterfly is water that longs to fly. It escapes
From the sweat of girls, and grows in the cloud
Of memories. The butterfly is not what the poem says,
From excess lightness it breaks words, as
A dream breaks dreamers…

*

Let be…
And let our tomorrow be present with us
And let our yesterday be present with us
And let our day be present
At the banquet of this day, prepared
For the butterfly’s holiday, so that dreamers may pass
               
From sky to her sister… in peace

*

From sky to her sister dreamers pass…



         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
Said the Traveller to the Traveller: We Shall not Return as…
            

I do not know the desert,
But I grew words on its edges…
The words said what they had to say, and I passed
Like a divorced woman I passed like her broken man,
I remember only the rhythm
I hear it
And follow it
And I raise it like a dove
On the way to the sky,
The sky of my songs,
I am a son of the Syrian coast,
I inhabit it on the move or residing
Among the people of the sea,
But the mirage draws me strongly to the east
To the ancient Badu,
I water fine horses,
I feel the pulse of the alphabet in the echo,
I come back a window on two directions.
I am forgetting who I am so as to be
A community in one, and a contemporary
To the praises of foreign sailors under my windows,
And the message of warriors to their relatives:
We shall not come back as we went
We shall not came back… not even from time to time!
I do not know the desert
However much I have visited its haunting space,
In the desert unseen said to me:
Write!


            
So I said: On the mirage is another writing
It said: Write to make the mirage green
So I said: Absence is lacking me
And I said: I have not yet learnt the words
So it said to me: Write, that you may know them
And know where you were, and where you are
And how you came, and who you will be tomorrow,
Put your name in my hand and write
That you may know who I am, and go cloud-like
Into space…
So I wrote: Who writes his story inherits
The land of words, and owns meaning totally!
I do not know the desert,
But I bid it goodbye
To the tribe east of my song: goodbye
To the race in its diversity on a sword: goodbye
To my mother’s son under his palm tree: goodbye
To the Mu’allaqa that preserved our planets: goodbye
To peace on me: between two poems:
A poem written
And another whose poet died of passion!
Am I?
Am I there… or here?
In every ‘you’ am I,
I am you, the second person, it is not banishment
That I be you. It is not banishment
That you be my I yourself. It is not banishment
That sea and desert be
Songs of traveller to traveller:
I shall not return, as I went,
And I shall not return… not even from time to time!




  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
Rhyme for the Mu’allaqat
            

No one guided me to myself. I am the guide, I am the guide
To myself between sea and desert. From my language was born
On the India road between two small tribes bearing
The moon of ancient religions, and impossible peace
They must preserve the Persian neighbouring star
And the great anxiety of the Romans, so that heavy time may descend
More abundant from the Arab’s tent. Who am I? This
Is a question for others and has no answer. I am my own language,
I am a mu’allaqa… two mu’allaqas… ten, This is my language
I am my language. I am what was said by the words:
Be
My body, and so I was a body, for their rhythm. I am what
I said to the words: Be a meeting point of my body and eternal desert
Be so that I may be as I say!
There is no ground save the ground that bears me, and so my words bear me
Flying from me, and build the nest for which I am bound, before me
In my ruins, the ruins of the magic world around me.
On a breeze I stopped. The night seemed long
…this language of mine is necklaces of stars about the necks
Of lovers: they emigrated
They took the place and emigrated
They took time and emigrated
They took their scents from the pots
And the sparse grass and emigrated


            
They took speech and the slain heart emigrated
With them. Is the echo, this echo,
This white mirage of sound, wide enough for a name whose
Hoarseness fills the unknown and which emigration fills with divinity?
Heaven is imposing a window on me and I look: I do not
See anyone but myself…
I found myself outside it
Just as it was with me, and my visions,
Are not far from the desert,
My steps are of wind and sand
And my world is my body and what my hand holds
I am the traveller and the road
Gods watch over me and go, and we do not prolong
Our talk of what is to come. There is no tomorrow in
This desert except what we saw yesterday,
So let me raise my mu’allaqa, so that circular time be broken
And the beautiful time be born!
No more shall the past come tomorrow
I have left for itself my self full of its present
Emigration has emptied me
Of temples. Heaven has its peoples and its wars
But I have the gazelle for spouse, the palm tree
For mu’allaqat in the book of sand. What I see is passing
A man has the kingdom of dust and its crown. So let my language conquer
Time the enemy, my descendants,
Myself, my father, and an unending extinction
This is my language and my miracle. A magic wand.
The gardens of Babylon and my obelisk, my first identity,
And my polished metal


            
And the Arab’s shrine in the desert,
He worships rhymes flowing like stars on his cloak
And worships what he says

Prose is inevitable then,
Divine prose is inevitable if the prophet is to conquer…



         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
The Sparrow, As It Is, As It Is…
            

Ambiguity of tradition: this spilt twilight
Calls me to its agility behind the glass
Of the light. I do not often dream of you, sparrow.
Wing does not dream of wing…
And we are both anxious

*

You have what I have not: blueness is your mate
And your refuge the return of wind to wind,
So hover above me! As the spirit in me thirsts
For the spirit, and applaud the days that your feathers weave,
And abandon me if you wish
For my house, narrow as my words

*

Well it knows the roof, as a joyous guest,
Well it knows the trough of speedwell which sits, like a grandmother, in
A window… It knows where the water and the bread are,
And where the trap is set for mice…
It shakes its wings like the shawl of a woman slipping away from us,
And the blueness flies…

*

Fickle like me, this fickle celebration
Scrapes the heart and throws it on the straw,
               
Does any trembling remain in the silver
Vessel for one day?
And my post is void of any comedy,
You will come: sparrow, however
Narrow the earth, however wide the horizon

*

What is it that your wings take from me?
Strain, and vaporize like a reckless day,
A grain of wheat is necessary so that
The feather be free. What is it that my looking glasses
Take from you? My spirit must have
A sky, for the absolute to see it

*

You are free. And I am free. We both love
The absent. So press down so that I may rise. And rise
So than I may descend, O sparrow! Give me the bell
Of light, and I will give you the house inhabited by time.
We complete each other,
Between sky and sky,
When we part!




  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
V.

Rain Over the

Church Tower
            


         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
Helen, What Rain
            

I met Helen, on Tuesday
At three o’clock
The time of endless boredom
But the sound of the rain
With a woman like Helen
Is a song of travel

Rain,
What longing… longing of the sky
For itself!
Rain,
What a howling… the howling of wolves
For their kind!

Rain on the roof of dryness,
The gilded dryness in church icons,
– How far is the earth from me?
And how far is love from you?
The stranger says to the breadseller, Helen,
In a street narrow as her sock,
– No more than an utterance… and rain!

Rain hungry for trees…
Rain hungry for stone…

And the stranger says to the breadseller:
Helen Helen! Is the scent of bread now rising
From you to a balcony


            
In a distant land… .
To replace Homer’s sayings?
Does water rise from your shoulders
To a dried-up tree in a poem?

She says to him: What rain
What rain!

And the stranger says to Helen: I lack
A narcissus to gaze into the water,
Your water, in my body. Gaze
Helen, into the water of our dreams… you will find
The dead on your banks who sing your name:
Helen… Helen! Do not leave us
Alone as the moon

– What rain
– What rain

And the stranger says to Helen: I was fighting
In your trenches and you were not innocent of my Asian blood.
And you will not be innocent of obscure blood
In the veins of your rose. Helen!
How cruel the Greeks of that time were,
And how savage was Ulysses, who loved travel
Seeking his tale in travel!

Words that I did not say to her
I have spoken. The words I spoke
I have not spoken to Helen. But Helen knows


            
What the stranger does not say…
And she knows what the stranger says to a scent
Which is broken under the rain,
And she says to him:
The Trojan War did not happen
It never happened
Never…
What rain
What rain!




  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
A Night Which Flows from the Body
            

Jasmine on a July night, song
Of two strangers who meet on a street
Which leads to no purpose…
Who am I after two almond eyes? The stranger says
Who am I after your banishment in me? The strange woman says.
So good let us be careful so as not to
Move the salt of the ancient seas in a remembering body…
She used to return to him a hot body,
And he used to return to her a hot body.
This is how strange lovers leave their love
Chaotically, as they leave their underclothes
Among the flowers of the sheets…
– If you really love me, make
A Song of Songs for me, and carve my name
On the trunk of a pomegranate tree in the gardens of Babylon…
–If you really love me put
My dream into my hand. And say to him, to Maryam’s son,
How did you do to us what you did to yourself,
O Lord, have we any justice that would suffice
To make us just tomorrow?
How can I be cured of the jasmine tomorrow?
How can I be cured of the jasmine tomorrow?
They sit sulky together in a shadow which spreads on
The ceiling of his room: Don’t look distracted
After my breasts – she said to him…
He said: your breasts are night that illuminate the necessary
Your breasts are a night which kisses me, and we are filled


            
And the place with a night which overflows the glass…
She laughs at his description. Then she laughs more
As she hides nightfall in her hand…
– My love, if it had been my lot
That I were a young man… it is you I would have been
– And had it been my lot that I were a girl
It is you I would have been!…
And she weeps, as is her way, when she returns
From a wine-coloured heaven: Take me
To a land where I have no blue bird
Over a willow tree, O stranger!
And she weeps, to cut through her forests in the long journey
To herself: Who am I?
Who am I after your banishment from my body?
Alas for me, and for you, and for my land
– Who am I after two almond eyes?
Show me my tomorrow!…
That is how lovers leave their farewell
Chaotically, like the scent of jasmine on the July night…
Every July the jasmine carries me to
A street, which leads to no purpose
While I continue my song:
Jasmine
On
A night
In July…




  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
For the Gypsy, an Experienced Sky
            

You are leaving the air sick on the mulberry tree,
But I
Shall walk to the sea, how do I breathe
Why did you do what you did… why
Were you weary of living, O gypsy,
In the Iris quarter?

*

We have the gold you want and frivolous blood
In the races. Knock the heel of your shoe
Against the icon of being and birds come down to you. There
Are angels… and an experienced sky, so do what
You want! Break hearts as a nutcracker
And out comes the blood of steeds!

*

Your poetry has no homeland. The wind has no house. I have no
Ceiling in the chandelier of your heart.
From a smiling lilac around your night
I find my way alone through alleys as thin as hair.
As if you were self-made, O gypsy,
What did you do with our clay since that year?

*

You put on the place as you put on trousers of fire
Hastily. The earth has no role under your hand
Except to attend to travel’s gear: anklets
               
For water, a guitar for the air, and a reedpipe
So that India may become more distant, O gypsy, do not leave us as
The army leaves behind its distressing remains!

*

When, in the realms of the swallow, you descend on us
We open our doors to eternity, humbly. Your tents
Are a guitar for tramps. We rise and dance until the bloody
Sunset vanishes on your feet. Your tents
Are a guitar for the steeds of long ago raiders which return to the attack
To make the legends of the places

*

Whenever she moved a string her demon touched us. And we were transported
To another time. We broke our jugs, one
By one to keep time with her rhythm. We were neither good
Nor bad, as in fiction. She would
Move our destinies with her ten fingers,
Softly… softly strumming!

A cloud, the doves bore from our sleep
Will she come back tomorrow? No. They say: No,
The gypsy will not come back. The gypsy does not pass through a country


            
Twice. Who then will lead the steeds of this
Place to her race? Who will shine behind them
The silver of the places?




  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
First Exercises on a Spanish Guitar
            

Two guitars
Exchanging a muwashah
And cutting
With the silk of their despair
The marble of our absence
From our door,
And setting the holm oak dancing

*

Two guitars…

*

A blue eternity carries us,
And two clouds descend
Into the sea near you,
Then two waves rear up
Over the stairs, licking at your steps
Above, and setting alight
The salt of shores in my blood
And fleeing
To the clouds of purple!

*

Two guitars…

*


            
The water weeps, and the pebbles, and the saffron
And the wind weeps:
‘Our tomorrow is no longer ours…’
The shadow weeps behind the hysteria of a horse
Touched by a string, and its range narrows
Between the knives and the abyss.
And so it chose a bow of vigour

*

Two guitars…

*

White songs for the brunette,
Time is shattered
So that her litter palanquin passes by two armies:
Egyptian and Hittite
And smoke rises
The coloured smoke of her adornment
Above the wreckage of the place…

*

Two guitars…

*

Nothing can take from you the Andalusia of time:
Nor the Samarqand of time
Except the steps of Nawahand:


            
That is a gazelle which has outstripped its own funeral
And flown upwind of the daisy
O love! O my sick illness
Enough, enough!
Do not forget your grave again
On my horse,
Two guitars will slay us, here

*

Two guitars…
Two guitars…




  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
Seven Days of Love
            

Tuesday: Phoenix
It is enough that you pass by words
For the phoenix to find its form in us,
And for the spirit born of its spirit to give birth to a body…
Spirit cannot do without a body
To fire with itself and for itself, cannot do without a body
To purge the soul of what it has hidden from eternity
So let’s take fire, for nothing, but that we become one!

Wednesday: Narcissus
Twenty-five women are her age. She was born
As she wished… and walks around her picture
As if she was something else in the water: Night
I lack… to rush in myself And I lack
A love to leap over the tower… She herself distant
From her shadow, so that lightning passes between them
As a stranger passes in his poem…

Thursday: Creation
I have found my soul in my soul and outside
And you are between them a looking glass…
The earth visits you at times for adornment
And to rise to what causes dreams.
As for myself, I can be as
You left me yesterday, near to the water, divided
into sky and earth. Oh… where are they both?


            
Friday: Another Winter
If you go away, hang my dream
On the cupboard as a memento of yourself, or a memento
Of me. Another winter will come, and I see
Two doves on the chair, then I see
What you made with the coconut: from my language
Flowed the milk onto another mat

If you go, then take the winter season!

Saturday: The Marriage of the Dove
I am listening to my body: bees have gods
And neighing has rebec without number
I am the clouds, and you are the earth, which
The eternal wailing of desire supports against fence
I am listening to my body: Death has its fruits
And Life a life it renews
Only on a body… listening to a body

Sunday: The Place of al-Nahawand
He loves you, come closer, as a cloud… come closer
To the stranger at the window, he sobs for me:
I love her. Descend like a star… descend
Unto the traveller so that he continue to travel:
I love you. Spread out like mist… spread out
In the lover’s red rose, and get muddled up
Like the tent: get muddled up in the King’s seclusion…

Monday: Muwashah
I am passing by your name, where I am in seclusion
As a Damascene passes Andalusia
Here the lemon lights up for you the salt of my blood
               
And here a wind fell off the horse

I am passing by your name, no army restrains me
And no country. As if I were the last of the guard
Or a poet wander in his fears…



         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
VI.

Ring the Curtain

Down…
            


         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
The Testimony of Bertolt Brecht before a Military Court
            

(1967)

Your Honour!
I am not a soldier,
So what do you want from me?
What the court is talking about is no business of mine,
The past has swiftly gone into the past…
Without hearing a word from me.
The war has retired into the café for a rest…
And your airmen have returned safe
And the sky has broken in my language, Your Honour
– And this is my personal business –
But your subjects are dragging my sky behind them… delighted
And are overlooking my heart, and throwing banana skins
Down the well. They are passing quickly in front of me
And saying: Good evening, sometimes,
And coming into the courtyard of my house… quietly
And sleeping on the cloud of my sleep… securely
And speaking my very words,
In my stead,
To my window, and to the summer which sweats jasmine essence
And they re-dream my own dream,
In my stead,
And they weep with my eyes psalms of longing
And sing, as I sang to olive and fig
To the partial and the whole in the hidden meaning

And they live my life just as they please,
In my stead,
And they tread carefully on my name…
And I, Your Honour am here
In the hall of the past, a prisoner
The war is over. Your officers have come back safe
And the vines have spread in my language, Your
Honour – and this is my personal business – if
My cell hems me in, the Earth is wide,
But your subjects are angrily examining my words
And calling out to Akhab and Jezebel: Come on, inherit
Naboth’s rich orchard!
And they say: God is ours
And the Earth of God as well
And no one else’s!
What do you want, Your Honour,
From a passer-by among passers-by?
In a country where executioner asks
His victims to recommend him for medals!
Now is the time for me to cry out
And drop the mask of words:
This is a cell, Sir, not a court
And I am witness and judge. You are the prosecution
So leave the bench, and go: you are free I am free,
Prisoner judge
Your airmen have come back safe
And the sky has broken in my first language –
And this is my personal business – so that
Our dead return to us – safe!




  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
A Disagreement, Non-Linguistic, with Imru’ al-Qais
            

They rang the curtain down
Leaving to us room to return to others
Defective. We went up to the cinema screen
Smiling, as we should be on
The cinema screen, and we improvised words already prepared
For us, regretting the last opportunity
For martyrs. Then we took a bow submitting
Our names to those who are walking on either side. And we returned
To our tomorrow, defective…

*

They rang the curtain down
They triumphed
They passed over all our yesterday,
They forgave
Their victim his sins when he apologised
Words that would come into his mind,
They changed Time’s bell
And they triumphed…

*

When they brought us to the chapter before the last
We looked back: there was smoke
Towering up from time, white, over the gardens
Behind us. And the peacocks spread their fans
Of colour around Caesar’s message to those who repented
               
Of the words which were worn out. For example:
The description of a freedom that cannot find its bread. The description
Of bread without the salt of freedom, or praise of a dove
Flying far from longing…
Caesar’s message was like champagne to the smoke
Ascending from the balcony of Time
White…

*

They rang the curtain down
They triumphed
They photographed our skies to their heart’s content
One star at a time
They photographed our days to their heart’s content
One cloud at a time,
They changed Time’s bell
And they triumphed…

*

We looked at our role on the coloured tape,
But could not find a star to the North or a tent
To the South. We did not recognise our voice, ever.
Our blood did not speak over the microphones on
That day, the day we leaned on a language
Which wasted its heart when it changed track. No one
Said to Imru’ al-Qais: What have you done
With us and yourself? So go on
Caesar’s road, after smoke rising black from Time. Go on Caesar’s
               
Path, alone, alone, alone
And leave us, here, your language!



         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
Successions for Another Time
            

It was a rushing day. I listened to the water
Which the past took and passed quickly on,
Underneath,
I see myself split in two:
I,
And my name…

*

In order to dream I need nothing: a little
Sky for me to visit will suffice for me to see
Time light and friendly
Around the dovecotes

*

A little of God’s word to the trees
Is enough for me to build with expressions
A secure refuge
For the cranes that the hunter missed…

*

How much did my memory have to preserve
The names. How many mistakes did I make in the spelling
Of verbs. But this star is
My own making above the marble…

*


            
It was a rushing day. No one apologised
For anything. The clouds of tall trees
Did not fall on the street
And blood did not flash above words

*

All is quiet at the meeting of the two seas
Days have no data since today,
None dead and none alive. No truce,
No war on us or peace

*

And my life is in another place. It is unimportant
To describe a café and chat between two forsaken windows.
Or to describe an Autumn chewing
Mastic in this crowd

*

…And in order to dream I do not need
A large house. A little drowsiness of a wolf
In the forest suffices for me to see, above,
A sky for me to visit…

*


            
My life is in another place. It is not important
That Chingiz Khan’s daughter in her pants should see it
Or that a reader should see it entering into meaning
As ink in darkness

*

It was a rushing day. Tomorrow was passing
Coming from a tea party. Tomorrow we were!
And the Emperor was kind to us. We were
Tomorrow… witnessing the inauguration of the ruins…

*

Everything is quiet. It is not important
To describe blacksmiths who did not listen to
The tango, or the dead who sleep, as
They slept and did not apologise to Master History…

*

For me to dream, I do not need a night like this…
And a little sky for me to visit, will suffice
For me to see time light
And friendly,
And to sleep…



         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
…When He Walks Away
            

The enemy drinking tea in our hut
Has a horse in the smoke. And a daughter who has
Thick eyebrows. A pair of brown eyes. Hair
Long as a night of songs on her shoulders. Her picture
Does not leave him whenever he comes to us asking for tea. But he
Does not speak to us about her affairs in the evening, and about
A horse left by the songs on the top of the hill… /

*

…In our hut the enemy relaxes without the rifle,
He leaves it on Grandfather’s chair. And he eats our bread
As would a guest. He dozes a little on
The bamboo seat. He strokes our cat’s fur.
And he constantly says to us:
Don’t blame the victim!
We ask him: Who is that?
And he says: Blood that the night does not dry… /

*

The buttons on his tunic shine as he leaves
Good evening and greet our well
And the fig trees. And tread gently on
Our shadow in the barley fields. Greet our cypress
On the heights. And do not leave the house door open
At night. Do not forget that
The horse is afraid of aeroplanes,
               
And greet us, there, when Time allows… /

*

These are the words we would have liked
To say at the door… he hears them very
Very well, and he hides it with a quick cough
And casts it aside.
Why does he visit the victim every evening?
And memorize our proverbs like us?
And repeat our very songs
About our very appointments in the holy place?
Were it not for the pistol, reed pipe would blend with reed pipe… /

*

…The war will not end so long as the earth
In us revolves around itself!
So let us be good. He asked us to be good here
And read poetry to Yeats’s pilot:
I do not love those whom
I defend, as I do not hate
Those who are at war with me…
Then he comes out of our wooden hut,
And walks eighty metres to
Our house of stone there on the edge of plain… /

*


            
Greet our house, O stranger.
Our coffee cups
Are still as they were. Do you smell
Our fingers over them? Do you tell your daughter with
Her plait and thick eyebrows that they have
An absent owner,
Who wishes to visit them, for no reason…
But to enter their looking glass and see his secret:
How they were living his life after him
In his place? Greet them if time permits… /

*

These are the words that we would have liked
To say to him, he heard it very, very
Well,
And he hides it in a quick cough,
And casts it aside, then the buttons on his tunic
Shine as he goes away… Well,
And he hides it in a quick cough,
And casts it aside, then the buttons on his tunic
Shine as he goes away…
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