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Introduction

Ever since pre-Islamic days, poetry has been the mass art form of the
Arab language. Through the centuries of classical Arab civilization in the
Middle Ages, the long years of Arab decline, and into the decades of
confrontation with European culture in the twentieth century, the poets
have never lost their place of esteem in the minds of the people of the
Arab world. In modern times, poets have had a greater impact on popular
culture than novelists: there are more published poets than authors of
literary prose in the Arab countries today, and public readings by poets
consistently attract mass audiences, in settings ranging from rural
villages to sprawling and sophisticated capital cities.

There can be little doubt that in this vast reservoir of talent, Mahmud
Darwish, Samih al-Qasim, and Adonis are among the leading figures.
Certainly their names would appear on nearly anyone’s list of the best-
known, most prolific, and most innovatory contemporary Arab poets.
This book presents a selection of fifteen poems by each of them, with the
original Arabic printed on the left-hand pages, the English translations
on the right. All of them are newly translated for this volume. The first
thirteen of Darwish’s poems, written in November 1983 as the fighters of
the Palestine Liberation Organization were preparing to leave Lebanon,
are published here in Arabic for the first time in book form. The final
poem of the collection, ‘The Desert’, by Adonis, appears here in Arabic
for the first time ever. The poems of each contributor are introduced by
brief biographical notes. From the information contained in these—and
from the poems themselves, which speak more eloquently than any
factual account of the lives of their authors—it will be clear how much
these works express the fate not only of Arabs or Palestinians, but also of
humanity itself trapped in a contemporary tragedy.
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Modern Arab poetry has evolved against the background of the turmoil
of the Arab world. The years since the end of the Second World War
alone have seen five Arab-Israeli wars, major civil wars in Yemen and
Lebanon, the repeated victimization of the Palestinian people, and a host
of military coups in more than half a dozen countries. Through it all—in
particular through the bitter disappointment with political leaders of
various hues—the Arab people have looked to poets to express their
aspirations. This is exemplified in the resistance poetry of the
Palestinians Darwish and al-Qasim, whose poetic accomplishments have
raised a local tragedy to the level of a universal one.

The evolution of poetry itself has also been marked by profound
changes since the Second World War. The publication of two
experimental poems by two Iraqi poets in 1947 marked the real inception
of modern Arab poetry. In 1957 the Lebanese poet Yusuf al-Khal and
Adonis launched their epoch-making poetry magazine Shi‘r, whose
contributions eventually led to the breakdown of classical Arab poetic
conventions and redrew the map of Arab poetry. The role of Adonis in
this literary upheaval has been central.

This collection is meant to provide English-speaking readers with a
sense of the frontiers of Arab poetry today—and hopefully with some
appreciation of the poetry in its own right as well.

I should like to express my indebtedness to George Wightman for his
suggestions and encouragement.

Abdullah al-Udhari
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Mahmud Darwish

Biographical Note

Mahmud Darwish was born in 1942 in the village of al-Barweh in Pales-
tine. One night in 1948, the Israeli armed forces assaulted the village.
The Darwish family fled through a forest, bullets winging overhead, and
reached Lebanon, where they remained for more than a year, living on
the meagre handouts of the United Nations. Finally, Darwish was led by
his uncle back across the border to the village of Deir al-Asad, in Galilee.
They could not return.to al-Barweh, for it had been obliterated by Israeli
soldiers. ‘All that had happened’, Darwish told the Israeli Communist
newspaper Zo Hederekh in an interview in 1969, ‘was that the refugee had
exchanged his old address for anew one. I had been a refugee in Lebanon,
and now I was a refugee in my own country.’

The phrase was not simply metaphorical. Any Palestinian not
accounted for in the first Israeli census was regarded by the new Israeli
state as an ‘infiltrator’ and was therefore not entitled to an identity card.
Darwish had been in Lebanon during the census and thus lived illegally
in his own land. He recalled in the Zo Hederekh interview that both the
Arab headmaster of his primary school and his parents used to hide him
whenever police or other officials made an appearance. In the end, the
family told the government that young Darwish had been with one of the
Bedouin tribes of the North during the census. He was thus able to
acquire an identity card.

Darwish became interested in poetry very early. He read much classi-
cal Arab literature when still at school, and in his first poetic attempts, he
imitated pre-Islamic poetry. He was soon to find, however, that poetry
could land him in serious trouble. He was asked by his headmaster to take
part in a celebration, in Deir al-Asad, of the anniversary of the founding
of the state of Israel. “There’, Darwish says, ‘I stood before the micro-
phone for the first time in my life and read a poem which was an outcry
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from an Arab boy to a Jewish boy. I don’t remember the poem, but I
remember the idea of it: you can play in the sun as you please, and have
your toys, but I can’t. You have a house, and I have none. You have cele-
brations, but I have none. Why can’t we play together?’

The next day, Darwish was summoned by the military governor, who
insulted and threatened him. Darwish left the office shaken: ‘I wept
bitterly because he concluded by saying, “If you go on writing such
poetry, I’ll stop your father working in the quarry.” I couldn’t under-
stand why a poem could disturb the military governor. He was the first
Jew I met and talked to. His behaviour upset me. If that was how the Jews
were, why should I speak to a Jewish boy? The military governor became
a symbol of evil who harmed relations between the two peoples.

‘A few months later I was transferred to another school, where I was
fortunate enough to meet a Jewish woman teacher. She was completely
different from the military governor. She wasn’t just a teacher, she was
like a mother. It was she who saved me from the fire of distrust. She was a
symbol of the good work a Jew does for his people. She taught me to
understand the Old Testament as a literary work. She also taught me to
appreciate the poetry of Bialik for its poetic verve rather than for its poli-
tical message. She never tried to force on us the official syllabus, which
was devised to distort and discredit our cultural heritage. She demolished
the walls of distrust erected by the military governor.’

Until 1971, Darwish worked as a journalist in Haifa. In that year, he
left Israel for Beirut, where he remained until 1982. He now lives in Paris
and edits the magazine Karmal. He has published ten collections of
poetry, and was awarded the Lotus Prize in 1969 and the Lenin Peace
Prize in 1983. He is probably the best-known Palestinian poet in the
world.
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The Earth Is Closing on Us

The earth is closing on us, pushing us through the last passage, and
we tear off our limbs to pass through.

The earth is squeezing us. I wish we were its wheat so we could die
and live again. I wish the earth was our mother

So she’d be kind to us. I wish we were pictures on the rocks for our
dreams to carry

As mirrors. We saw the faces of those to be killed by the last of us in
the last defence of the soul.

We cried over their children’s feast. We saw the faces of those who’ll
throw our children

Out of the windows of this last space. Our star will hang up mirrors.

Where should we go after the last frontiers? Where should the birds
fly after the last sky?

Where should the plants sleep after the last breath of air? We will
write our names with scarlet steam.

We will cut off the hand of the song to be finished by our flesh.

We will die here, here in the last passage. Here and here our blood
will plant its olive tree.
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When the Martyrs Go to Sleep

When the martyrs go to sleep I wake up to guard them against
professional mourners.

I say to them: I hope you wake in a country with clouds and trees,
mirage and water.

I congratulate them on their safety from the incredible event, from
the surplus-value of the slaughter.

I steal time so they can snatch me from time. Are we all martyrs?

I whisper: friends, leave one wall for the laundry line. Leave a night
for singing.

I will hang your names wherever you want, so sleep awhile, sleep on
the ladder of the sour vine tree

So I can guard your dreams against the daggers of your guards and
the plot of the Book against the prophets,

Be the song of those who have no songs when you go to sleep tonight.

I say to you: I hope you wake in a country and pack it on a galloping
mare.

I whisper: friends, you’ll never be like us, the rope of an unknown
gallows!
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We Fear for a Dream

We fear for a dream: don’t believe our butterflies.

Believe our sacrifices if you like, believe the compass of a horse, our
need for the north.

We have raised the beaks of our souls to you. Give us a grain of
wheat, our dream. Give it, give it to us.

W e have offered you the shores since our coming to the earth born of
an idea or of the adultery of two waves on a rock in the sand.

Nothing. Nothing. We float on a foot of air. The air breaks up within
ourselves.

We know you have abandoned us, built for us prisons and called them
the paradise of oranges.

We go on dreaming. Oh, desired dream. We steal our days from those
extolled by our myths.

We fear for you, we’re afraid of you. We are exposed together, you
shouldn’t believe our wives’ patience.

They will weave two dresses, then sell the bones of the loved ones to
buy a glass of milk for our children.

We fear for a dream, from him, from ourselves. We go on dreaming,
oh, dream of ours. Don’t believe our butterflies!
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We Are Entitled to Love Autumn

W e are entitled to love the end of this autumn and ask:

Is there room for another autumn in the field to rest our bodies like
coal?

An autumn lowering its leaves like gold. I wish we were fig leaves
I wish we were an abandoned plant

To witness the change of the seasons. I wish we didn’t say goodbye
to the south of the eye so as to ask what

Our fathers had asked when they flew on the tip of the spear. Poetry
and God’s name will be merciful to us.

We are entitled to dry the nights of lovely women, and talk
about what

Shortens the night for two strangers waiting for the north to reach the
compass.

An autumn. Indeed we are entitled to smell the scent of this autumn,
to ask the night for a dream.

Does a dream fall sick like the dreamers? An autumn, an autumn.
Can a people be born on the guillotine?

We are entitled to die the way we want to die. Let the land hide in ar
ear of wheat.
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Give Birth to Me Again That I May Know

Give birth to me again.. . . Give birth to me again that I may know
in which land I will die, in which land I will come to life again.

Greetings to you as you light the morning fire, greetings to you,
greetings to you.

Isn’t it time for me to give you some presents, to return to you?

Is your hair still longer than our years, longer than the trees of clouds
stretching the sky to you so they can live?

Give birth to me again so I can drink the country’s milk from you and
remain a little boy in your arms, remain a little boy

For ever. I have seen many things, mother, I have seen. Give birth to
me again so you can hold me in your hands.

When you feel love for me, do you still sing and cry about nothing?
Mother! I have lost my hands

On the waist of a woman of a mirage. I embrace sand, I embrace a
shadow. Can I come back to you/to myself?

Your mother has a mother, the fig tree in the garden has clouds.
Don’t leave me alone, a fugitive. I want your hands

To carry my heart. I long for the bread of your voice, mother!
I long for everything. I long for myself...I long for you.
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If I Were to Start All Over Again

If I were to start all over again I’d choose what I had chosen: the roses
on the fence.

I’d travel again on the road which may or may not lead to Cordova.

I’d hang my shadow on two rocks for the fugitive birds to build a
nest on my shadow’s branch,

I’d break my shadow to follow the scent of almonds as it flies on a
dusty cloud,

And feel tired at the foot of the mountain: come and listen to me.
Have some of my bread,

Drink from my wine and do not leave me on the road of years on my
own like a tired willow tree.

I love the country that’s never felt the tread of departure’s song, nor
bowed to blood or a woman.

I love the women who conceal in their desire the suicide of horses
dying on the threshold.

I will return if I have to return to my roses, to my steps,

But I will never go back to Cordova.
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Is It in Such a Song?

Is it in such a song we cushion the chest of a knight with a dream

Hold his last shirt, victory sign and the key to the last door

So we can plunge into the first sea? Greetings to you, friend of my
home, you who have no home.

Greetings to your feet/the shepherds will forget the traces of your
eyes on the soil.

Greetings to your arms/the sandgrouse will fly over here again.

Greetings to your lips/the prayer will bow in the field. What shall we
say to the embers in your eyes? What shall absence say

To your mother? He’s asleep in the well? What shall the invaders say?
We have conquered the cloud of the voice in the month of August?

What does life say to Mahmud Darwish? You have lived, loved and
those you loved are dead?

Is it in such a song we cushion a dream, hold a victory sign and the
key to the last door

So as to shut this song from us? But we will live because life goes on.
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A Gypsy Melody

A clear street

A girl

Goes out to light the moon,
And the country is far away,
A country without a trace.

A sour dream

A voice

Chisels a waist in a stone.

Go, my love,

On my eyelashes or the guitar strings.

A predatory moon

The silence

Breaks the wind and the rain,
Turns the river into a needle
In a hand weaving trees.

27



28

c\.w‘lf:l’
Gy

b s it
L.,LA..L:)
J"udu)-—@ﬂ

=2 o

S

e 1] Lgat,
st IS oY1 ]
Sl o & S
Sl ZL-) W'
Al e iy

é""} é,u

w-’ u‘)-*’ u:‘
"M:w. g«\—é)
SN sy



A floating wall

A house

Disappears after it has been seen
Maybe they will kill us

Or lose their way in the alleyway.

A scandalous age

A death

Desires us while passing through.
Everything is finished now.

We’re getting closer to the river

The gypsy’s journey has come to an end.
We are tired of travelling.

A clear street

A girl

Goes out to stick pictures
On my body’s wall,

And my tents are far away,
Tents without a trace.

29
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We Travel Like Other People

We travel like other people, but we return to nowhere. As if travelling

Is the way of the clouds. We have buried our loved ones in the
darkness of the clouds, between the roots of the trees.

And we said to our wives: go on giving birth to people like us
for hundreds of years so we can complete this journey

To the hour of a country, to a metre of the impossible.

We travel in the carriages of the psalms, sleep in the tent of the
prophets and come out of the speech of the gypsies.

We measure space with a hoopoe’s beak or sing to while away the
distance and cleanse the light of the moon.

Your path is long so dream of seven women to bear this long path

On your shoulders. Shake for them palm trees so as to know their
names and who’ll be the mother of the boy of Galilee.

We have a country of words. Speak speak so I can put my road on the
stone of a stone.

We have a country of words. Speak speak so we may know the end of
this travel.
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We Go to a Country

We go to a country not of our flesh. The chestnut trees are not
of our bones.

Its stones are not the goats in the mountain song, and the eyes
of pebbles are not lilies.

We go to a country that does not hang a special sun over us.

The ladies of the myths clapped their hands for us. A sea for us
and a sea against us.

If wheat and water are cut off from you, eat our love, drink our
tears.

Black handkerchiefs for poets. A row of marble statues will
raise our voices.

And a threshing floor to protect our souls from the dust of
time. Roses for us and roses against us.

You have your glory, we have our glory. Ah, the country where
we see only what is not seen: our secret.

The glory is ours. A throne on legs chapped by the roads that
take us to every house except our house.

The soul should find its soul in its own soul or die here.

33
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We Are Here Near There

We are here near there, the tent has thirty doors.

We are here a place between the pebbles and the shadows.
A place for a voice. A place for freedom, or a place

For any place fallen off a mare, or scattered by a bell or the
muezzin’s call.

We are here, and in a moment we’ll explode this siege, and in a
moment we’ll free a cloud,

And travel within ourselves. We are here near there thirty
doors for the wind, thirty “was”’,

Teaching you to see us, to know us, to listen to us, to feel our
blood safely,

Teaching you our peace. We may love or may not love the road
to Damascus, Mecca or Qairwan.

We are here within ourselves. A sky for the month of August,
a sea for the month of May and freedom for a horse.

We seek the sea only to retrieve from it the blue rings round
the smoke.

We are here near there thirty shapes, thirty shadows for a
star.
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Athens Airport

Athens Airport boots us to other airports. A fighter said: “Where can I
fight?”’ A pregnant woman blurted at him: “Where can we have our
child?”’ An employee said: “Where can I invest my money?’’ An intellec-
tual said: “Your money and mine?’’ The customs officers said: ‘“Where
do you come from?”’ We said: “From the sea.” “Your destination?”’
“The sea.” “Your address?”” A woman in our group said: ““My bundle is

1

my village!”” At Athens Airport we waited for years. A young couple got
married and looked for aroomin ahurry. The groom said: “Wherecan I
deflower her?”” We laughed and told him: ‘“There’s no room here for
such a wish, young man.”” An analyst with us said: “They die so they may
not die. They die overlooked.” A writer said: “Our camp will inevitably
fall. What do they want from us?’’ Athens Airport changes its people
every day. But we have stayed put, seats upon seats, waiting for the sea.

For how many years, Athens Airport?
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They’d Love to See Me Dead

They’d love to see me dead so they can say: he was one of us, he belonged
to us.

For twenty years I’ve heard those very steps banging on the night’s wall.
They came but did not open the door.

They have entered now. Then three of them went out: a poet, a killer and
areader. “Will you have a drink of wine?”’ I asked. ‘““We’ll have a drink”,
they said. “When will you shoot me?”’ I asked. They answered: ‘“Take
your time.” They prepared the glasses and went on singing for the
people. I said: “When will you start killing me?”’ They said: “We have
started. Why did you send shoes to the soul?”’ “So it can walk on the
land”, I said. They said: “Why did you write a white poem when the
land is jet black?”’ I answered: ‘“Because thirty seas flow into my heart.”
They said: “Why do you like French wine?’’ I said: ‘““‘Because I deserve
the loveliest woman.”

“How would you like your death?”’ ‘‘Blue like the stars pouring through
the roof. Would you like some more wine?”’ They said: “We’ll have
some.”” I said: “I will ask you to do it slowly, to kill me slowly slowly so I
can write the last poem for the wife of my heart.”” But they laughed and
stole from the house only the words which I was going to say to the wife of
my heart. ..
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The Wandering Guitar Player

He was a painter

But pictures

Usually

Don’t open doors

Nor break them

Nor turn the fish away from the face of the moon.

(Guitar friend,
Take me
To the distant windows.)

He was a poet

But the poem

Dried up in his memory
When he saw Jaffa
From a ship’s deck.

(Guitar friend,
Take me
To the hazel eyes.)
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He was a soldier

But shrapnel
Crushed his left knee
And he was given
Another promotion
And a wooden leg!

(Guitar friend,
Take me
To the sleeping country.)

The guitar player is coming
Tomorrow night

When people go to collect soldiers’ signatures.

The guitar player is coming

From a place we can’t see.

The guitar player is coming

Naked or in his underwear

When people celebrate the day of witnesses.
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The guitar player is coming.
I can almost see him
And smell blood in his strings.
I can almost see him
Walking through every street.
I can almost hear him
Roaring:
““Have a good look,

This is a wooden leg.
Listen,

This is the music of human flesh.”
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A Gentle Rain in a Distant Autumn

A gentle rain in a distant autumn

And the birds are blue, are blue,

And the earth is a feast.

Don’t say I wish I was a cloud over an airport.

All T want

From my country which fell out of the window of a train
Is my mother’s handkerchief

And reasons for a new death.

A gentle rain in a strange autumn

And the windows are white, are white,

And the sun is a citrus grove at dusk,

And I, a stolen orange.

Why are you running away from my body
When all I want

From the country of daggers and nightingales
Is my mother’s handkerchief

And reasons for a new death.
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A gentle rain in a sad autumn

And the promises are green, are green,

And the sun is of mud.

Don’t say: we saw you in the killing of jasmine.

Ah, seller of aspirin and death,

My face was like the evening

My death a foetus.

All I want

From my country that’s forgotten the speech of the distant
ones

Is my mother’s handkerchief

And reasons for a new death.

A gentle rain in a distant autumn

And the birds are blue, are blue,

And the earth is a feast.

The birds have flown to a time which will not return.
You’d like to know my country?

And what’s between us?

My country is the joy of being in chains,
A kiss sent in the post.

All I want

From the country which slaughtered me
Is my mother’s handkerchief

And reasons for a new death.
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Samih al-Qasim
Biographical Note

Samih al-Qasim is a Palestinian from a Druze family of Rama, a village in
Galilee. He was born in Zarqa, Jordan, in 1939, when his father was
serving in the Arab Legion of King Abdullah, grandfather of Jordan’s
King Hussein. He attended primary school in Rama, and later graduated
from a secondary school in Nazareth. In his About Principles and Art
(Beirut 1970), al-Qasimrecalled the trauma of the 1948 war: ‘While I was
still at primary school, the 1948 Palestinian tragedy occurred. I regard
that date as the date of my birth, because the first images I can remember
are of the 1948 events. My thoughts and images spring from the number
48

In the same volume he observed that the ‘only way I can assert my
identity is by writing poetry’. And he has indeed been prolific. By theage
of thirty, he had published six collections of poems. As of 1984, he was
the author of twenty-four volumes of poetry, and he has also contributed
to the journals al/-Ittihad and al-Jadid, among others. He regularly gives
readings of his poetry to large audiences in the Arab villages of Galilee,
and has been active not only as a poet, but also as a journalist.

He has been imprisoned many times for his political activities, which
involved defending the right of his people, and has suffered house arrest
as well. Nevertheless, he has remained in Israel, refusing either to leave
the country or to make his peace with the state authorities. In an inter-
view published in the journal Indexin December 1983, he explained why:

‘You know that part of Brutus’s speech in which he says: “If then that
friend demand why Brutus rose against Caesar, this is my answer: not
that I love Caesar less, but that I love Rome more.”

‘I have chosen to remain in my own country not because I love myself
less, but because I love my homeland more.

‘Once I was asked by my friend the Iraqi poet Buland al-Haidari if T had
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visited Baghdad. And I said simply that I haven’t visited Baghdad or any
Arab city. But I follow everything that goes on in those cities from my
great prison. And I believe that if I was taken to any place in Damascus or
Baghdad or Rabat, I have the feeling that I could walk through the streets
as if I had been born and lived there for centuries. I feel there is no
spiritual difference between Baghdad or Tunis or Jerusalem. I feel that
all those countries belong to me. They are my homeland.’

Samih al-Qasim works as a journalist in Haifa, where he runs the
Arabesque Press and the Folk Arts Centre.
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Sht Lips

I would have liked to tell you
The story of a nightingale that died.
I would have liked to tell you
The story...
Had they not slit my lips.
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Sons of War

On his wedding night
They took him to war.

Five years of hardship.

One day he returned
On a red stretcher
And his three sons
Met him at the port.
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Confession at Midday

I planted a tree

I scorned the fruit

I used its trunk as firewood
I made a lute

And played a tune

I smashed the lute
Lost the fruit

Lost the tune

I wept over the tree
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Travel Tickets

On the day you kill me
You'’ll find in my pocket
Travel tickets

To peace,

To the fields and the rain,
To people’s conscience.
Don’t waste the tickets.
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Bats

Bats on the window

Suck my voice

Bats at the front of my house
Bats amongst the papers
Bats trail my steps

In corners

Wherever I turn

Bats on the chair

In the street behind me

On the books, up girls’ legs
Where I can turn my gaze!

Bats on my neighbour’s balcony
Bats: some kind of apparatus
Concealed in the walls

Bats just about to kill themselves

I am burrowing a passage to daylight!
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Abandoning

I saw her

I saw her in the square

I saw her bleeding in the square

I saw her staggering in the square
I saw her being killed in the square
Isaw her...Isaw her...

And when he shouted

Who is her guardian?

I denied knowing her

I left her in the square

I left her bleeding in the square

I left her staggering in the square
I left her dying in the square

I left her...
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The Story of a City

A blue city
Dreamt of tourists
Shopping day after day.

A dark city
Hates tourists
Scanning cafes with rifles.
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Conversation Between an Ear of Corn and
a Jerusalem Rose Thorn

(Scene: a Field on the Eastern Shore
of the Mediterranean)

Ear of Corn:

Don’t kill me before my time is up
Jerusalem Rose Thorn:

To kill for nothing is my only profession

EC: But your lovely flower
Is honey ...
JRT: My unchecked desire

Is aroad...its end is your death
EC: Live and die as you wish
With your sad flowers
And the gloom of your cursed desire
Live and die. .. but spare me
JRT: It’s our fate ... I die so you may live
Or you die so I may live
EC: There’s enough room for both of us in the field
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JRT:

EC & JRT:

69

It’s our fate neighbour
It’s our fate
(Enters Fire and Fear jumps up)

Don’t kill us fire
We are young and pretty and we grew up together
Don’t kill us
Don’tki...

(Ashes, EC & JRT on the horizon)
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How I Became an Article

They killed me once
Then wore my face many times

71
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The Story of the Unknown Man

At the end of the road,

At the end of the road he stood

Like a scarecrow in a vineyard.

At the end of the road he stood

Like the man in the green traffic light.
At the end of the road he stood
Wearing an old coat:

His name was the “Unknown man”’,
The white houses

Slammed their doors on him,

Only jasmine plants

Loved his face with its shadows of love and hate.

His name was the “Unknown man”.

The country was

Under the weight of locusts and grief.

One day

His voice rang in the square of white houses.
Men, women and children

Thronged to the square of white houses
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And saw him burning
His old coat.
(And he had an old coat.)

The sky swelled with a green cloud,
With a white cloud,

With a black cloud,

With a red cloud,

With a strange colourless cloud.

And on that day

The sky flashed and thundered,

The rain poured down

The rain poured down.

His name was the “Unknown man”’,

Only jasmine plants

Loved his face with its shadows of love and hate
And the white houses began to love him.
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End of a Discussion With a Jailer

From the window of my small cell

I can see trees smiling at me,

Roofs filled with my people,

Windows weeping and praying for me.
From the window of my small cell

I can see your large cell.

77



78

il

oY ol om 3losW Ja



Leaves fall from time to time
But the trunk of the oak tree

Eternity
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The Will of a Man Dying in Exile

Light the fire so I can see in the mirror of the flames
The courtyard, the bridge

And the golden meadows.

Light the fire so I can see my tears

On the night of the massacre,

So I can see your sister’s corpse

Whose heart is a bird ripped up by foreign tongues,
By foreign winds.

Light the fire so I can see your sister’s corpse,
So I can see jasmine

As a shroud,

The moon

As an incense burner

On the night of the massacre.

Light the fire so I can see myself dying.

My suffering is your only inheritance,

My suffering before the jasmine turns

Into a witness,

The moon

Into a witness.

Light the fire so I can see

Light the fi...
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The Boring Orbit

My daughter who’s not yet born and whose name is Hagar
asked me: “Daddy, why does the earth go round?”
““Early one morning God woke up

And the angel Gabriel brought Him his morning coffee.
‘One sugar, please.’

God stirred the sugar with his gold spoon

In dull, empty circles,

Dull circles,

Dull, empty circles.

And since that time, my child,

The earth’s been rotating in its boring orbit.”
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The Clock on the Wall

My city collapsed

The clock was still on the wall
Our neighbourhood collapsed

The clock was still on the wall
The street collapsed

The clock was still on the wall
The square collapsed

The clock was still on the wall
The house collapsed

The clock was still on the wall
The wall collapsed

The clock

Ticked on
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Adonis

Biographical Note

Adonis (Ali Ahmad Said) was born in the village of Qassabin, Syria, in
1930.

He came at the end of the night, at the season
of old age.

He never slept in a bed of myths

He didn’t live his childhood.

When he was fourteen years old, Adonis read a poem he had written before
the newly elected president, then making a cross-country tour of Syria,
which had just gained its independence. The poem urged the president
and the people to cooperate in the building of the future of their country.
The president was so impressed by the poem that he gave Adonisa grantto
continue his studies. He went to school in Latakia. It was during this
period that Adonis came under the influence of the literary and socio-
political writings of Anton Sa‘ada, which left anindelible mark not only on
the work of Adonis, but also on modern Arab poetry.

In 1950 he enrolled at Damascus University and read literature and
philosophy. He began writing and publishing poems questioning the
validity of long-exhausted literary conventions and the ossified social and
political structure of Syria. This led inevitably to his imprisonment and
ultimately to his exile to Beirut, in 1956. Shortly afterwards, he became a
naturalized Lebanese citizen.

In 1957, along with the Lebanese poet Yusuf al-Khal, he established
the publishing house Dar Majallat Shi‘r. In 1968 he founded the influ-
ential journal Mawagif, the only widely circulated vehicle for experi-
mental Arab poetry. In 1973 he was awarded a doctorate at the St Joseph
University of Beirut.
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In his poetry, critical writings, and anthologies, Adonis has always held
that only a radical change in every aspect of Arab life would bring the
Arabs into the twentieth century; only then would they be in a position to
make a contribution to the advancement of humanity and of world civili-
zation. He stressed that this could be achieved by exploring the Arab
heritage and by exploiting its positive aspects and then linking these to
the positive aspects of other civilizations.

The poetry and criticism of Adonis has had far-reaching influence on
the development of Arab poetry. Indeed, he has created a new poetic
language and rhythms, deeply rooted in classical poetry but employed to
convey the predicament and responses of contemporary Arab society.

The Minaret

A stranger arrived.
The minaret wept:
He bought it and topped it with a chimney.

Adonis revived and modified the classical form g¢iz‘a (short poem). He
also developed and broadened the scope of the gasida (a pre-Islamic
poetic form), and established the prose poem. It is no exaggeration to say
that Adonis’s role in Arab poetry has been similar in import to that of
Pound and Eliot in British and American poetry.
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A Mirror for the Executioner

“Did you say you’re a poet?

Where do you come from? You have a fine skin.
Executioner, do you hear me?
You can have his head
But bring me his skin unbruised.
His skin means so much to me.
Take him away.

Your velvet skin
Will be my carpet.

Did you say you’re a poet?”’
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A Mirror for the Twentieth Century

A coffin bearing the face of a boy
A book

Written on the belly of a crow

A wild beast hidden in a flower

A rock
Breathing with the lungs of a lunatic:

This is it
This is the Twentieth Century.
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A Mirror for Beirut
(1967)

The street is a woman who says
The Fatiha when she’s grieved
Or makes the sign of the Cross.
Under her breast

The hunchbacked night

Fills his bag

With his grey whining dogs
And snuffed out stars.

The street is a woman who bites

The passersby.

The camel sleeping around her breast
Sings

For the oil shaikhs.

And the street is a woman who falls
On her bed.
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II

Flowers painted on shoes.

The earth and sky trapped
in a box of colours.

In the cellars
History is carved like a coffin.

And in the cry of a star or a dying nation
Men, women and children sleep
Without trousers

Without blankets. ..

III

A cemetery.
A gold purse
tucked in a belt.
A babbling woman sleeps
With a prince or a dagger in her arms.
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Worries
(A Dream)

They arrived naked

Broke into the house

Dug a hole

Buried the children and left..

97
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The Golden Age

““Take him away, Officer...”

“Sir, I know the gallows

Are waiting for me

But I’'m only a poet worshipping my fire
And I love Golgotha.”

““Take him away, Officer!
Tell him: The Officer’s boot
Is handsomer than your face.”

Age of the golden boot

You are the handsomest and most expensive.
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Song

He came at the end of the night, at the season of old age.
He never slept in a bed of myths,
He didn’t live his childhood.

The earth rises in my body

And tells my days to be its windows,

And teaches my steps its name so they can be its letters
And birds.

I go through a path of wings like glass,
Transparent and have no shadow,
Free myself, trap my limbs within my limbs,
And like the sparkle of a pearl

I strike the eyes and return to my pupils.

101

Who will give me a piece of paper to wrap incense and sandalwood,

Adorn it with dots like a bride’s make-up, polish it,
Bless it with the Koran’s praise of the Madonna,
Shake my roots of longing and dreams over it

And send it to the loved ones,

Full like an apple,

Fine and green like Khadir’s colt.
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You hate to say my name,
You always see me when you read obituaries
And scream:
“I swear he has in his pockets a naked woman and a gun.”

You angels,
Pure ones,
Liberators,
Leaders,
Wise men, etc ...

At this moment all I ask of you is a miracle:
Just for you to know how to say Goodbye
GOODBYE

Just a miracle: a Goodbye

As distant as our souls
As distant as a journey into the space of the soul.
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Prophecy

From our thousand-year-old sleep,

From our crippled history

Comes a sun without ritual

To the country that’s dug into our lives like a grave,
To the drugged and murdered country,

And kills the shaikh of the sand and locusts.

Time grows on its plains,
Time withers on its plains
Like mushrooms.

A sun that kills and destroys
Appears over the bridge.
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Psalm

He comes unarmed like a forest, like a destined cloud.
Yesterday he carried a continent and changed the
position of the sea.

He paints the back of day and creates daylight out of
his feet, borrows the night’s shoes and waits for
what will not come.

He lives where the stone becomes a lake, the shadow a
city—he lives and fools despair, wiping out the
vastness of hope, dancing for the soil so it can yawn,
for the trees so they can sleep.

And here he is speaking of crossroads, drawing the
magic sign on the forehead of time.
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He fills life but no one sees him. He turns life into
foam and plunges into it. He turns tomorrow into a
prey and hopelessly pursues it. His words are
engraved in the direction of loss loss loss.

Doubt is his home, but he is full of eyes.

He is the wind that knows no retreat, the water that
does not return to its source. He creates his own
kind starting from himself—he has no ancestors and
his roots are in his footsteps.

He walks through the abyss in the form of the wind.
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The Wound

The leaves sleeping under the winds

Are boats for the wound.

The buried past is the glory of the wound.
The trees growing in your eyelashes

Are lakes for the wound.

The wound is in the crosspoint
When the grave reaches

When patience reaches

The tips of our love, our death.
The wound is a sign

The wound is in the crossing.

II

I give the voice of the wound
To a speech with choked bells.
I light the fire of the wound.
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For a stone coming from far away,
For a dried up world, for drought,
For time carried on a stretcher of ice.

When history burns in my clothes
And blue nails grow in my book,
When I shout at daylight

“Who are you, who’s thrown you on my books,

On my virgin land?”’

I see in my books, in my virgin land
Eyes of dust.

I hear someone saying:

“I am the flourishing wound

Of your small history.”

III

I have called you a cloud,

Wound, turtle-dove of departure.

I have called you a feather and a book.
And here I am starting conversation
With a noble word

113
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In the shifting of islands,

In the archipelago of the noble fall.
And here I am teaching conversation
To the wind and palm trees,
Wound, turtle-dove of departure.

v

If I had havens in a country of mirrors and dreams,
If I had a ship,

If I had the remains of a city,

Or a city

In a country of children and weeping

I’d have made out of all this for the wound
A song like a spear

Piercing trees, stones and heaven,

And soft as water,

Overpowering and amazing like a conquest.

\Y

Rain on our deserts,
World charged with a dream and longing.
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Rain and shake us, we the palm trees of the wound,
And snap two branches for us

From the trees that love the silence of the wound,
From the trees that stay awake over the wound
With arched eyelashes and hands.

World charged with a dream and longing,

World falling on my forehead

And drawn like a wound,

Don’t come closer, the wound is nearer than you,
Don’t tempt me, the wound is more beautiful than you.
The wound is beyond the fate

Your eyes cast

On the lost civilizations.

It’s left no sails

Nor islands.
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WOMAN:

MAN:

WOMAN:

MAN:

WOMAN:

MAN:

WOMAN:

MAN:

WOMAN:

MAN:

WOMAN:

MAN:

WOMAN:

A Woman and a Man
(Conversation, 1967)

Who are you?

A clown without a home,

A meteorite, a son of Satan.

Who are you?

Have you travelled in my body?

Many times.

What did you see?

My death.

Have you crept in my blood, sat down,
Undressed, washed and worn my face?
Seen my sun like a shadow

My shadow like the sun

And explored my soul?

Do you know me now?

Have you told me all? Are you sure?
No.

You got what you want from me? Still afraid?

Yes.
Do you know me now?
Do you know me now?
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The New Noah

We sailed in the Ark

Our oars were God’s promises.

Under the rain and dirt

We survived, but not mankind.

We went along with the waves

And the sky was like a rope of dead people

On which we tied our lives.

Through a window of prayers we reached the sky.

“Lord, why did you save us above all other
People and creatures?

Where will you throw us, to your other land,
To our original home,

To the leaves of death, to the wind of life?
Lord, our fear of the sun

Runs in our blood. We have lost faith in light,
We have lost faith in tomorrow

Where we used to begin a new life.
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Oh, if only we had not been a seed

Of creation, of the earth,

If only we had remained soil or live coals,
If only we had stayed half-way

So as not to see the world,

So as not to see its hell and its God twice.”

II

If time was to start all over again

And life’s face was covered with water
And the earth trembled and God was mad
And Noah asked me: “Save the living”

I would not listen to God,

I would go about on my Ark

Clearing the pebbles and dirt

From the sockets of the dead,

Opening their souls to the flood,
Whispering in their veins:
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We have returned from our wanderings,
We have come out of the cave

And changed the sky of years,

We are sailing and fear cannot bend us,
And we do not listen to God’s word.

We have an appointment with death,

We have become familiar with our shores of despair,
We have grown to accept its frozen sea with iron water,
And we sail through it to its end.

We carry on moving and never listen to that God,

We long for a new god.
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The Seven Days

Mother, do not mock

My love, my hate.

You were created in seven days

And you created the waves, the horizon,
The plume of the song.

My seven days are a wound and a crow
So why all these riddles
Since I’'m like you, wind and earth.
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The Pearl
(Dream — Mirror)

How can I walk towards my people, towards myself?
How can I walk towards my passion, my voice? How can I ascend?
I am only a river that rejects, surges, blazes;
Overwhelming poetry’s hidden pearl,
Wearing the sun’s suspicion;
Or
A dream.
I am the fever of prophethood.
I am the light that enfolds the dark,
Naked, wandering in the night’s body.
Obsessed
I
Hold the earth like a woman
And sleep,
Ringing my sea-bell
To spread a flame,
To summon a sign.
I am a book
My blood is ink
And my limbs are words.
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How can I walk towards myself, towards my people,
When my blood is fire, my history a heap of ruins?
Give support to my chest—
There is a fire in my breast,
Psalms,
Mountains, vines,
Distances,
Bodies dragged from all periods,
Stars.
And histories are mirrors
And civilizations are mirrors
Smashed to pieces.

No, leave me alone:
I hear voices singing in my ashes,
I see them walking like the children of my country.
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The Minarer

A stranger arrived.
The minaret wept:
He bought it and topped it with a chimney.
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The Desert
(The Diary of Beirut Under Siege, 1982)

My era tells me bluntly:
You do not belong.

I answer bluntly:

I do not belong,

I try to understand you.
Now I am a shadow
Lost in the forest

Of a skull.

I’m on my feet, the wall is a fence—

The distance shrinks, a window recedes.
Daylight is a thread
Snipped by my lungs to stitch the evening.
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All T said about my life and death
Recurs in the silence
Of the stone under my head...

Am [ full of contradictions? That is correct.
Now I am a plant. Yesterday, when I was between fire
and water
I was a harvest.
Now I am a rose and live coal,
Now I am the sun and the shadow
I am not a god.
Am I full of contradictions? That is correct...

The moon always wears
A stone helmet
To fight its own shadows.
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The door of my house is closed.
Darkness is a blanket:
A pale moon comes with
A handful of light
My words fail
To convey my gratitude.

The killing has changed the city’s shape—This rock
Is bone
This smoke people breathing.

We no longer meet,

Rejection and exile keep us apart.

The promises are dead, space is dead,
Death alone has become our meeting point.
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He shuts the door
Not to trap his joy
... But to free his grief.

10

A newscast
About a woman in love
Being killed,
About a boy being kidnapped
And a policeman growing into a wall.

11

Whatever comes it will be old
So take with you anything other than this madness—get ready
To stay a stranger. ..
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12

They found people in sacks:
One without a head
One without a tongue or hands
One squashed
The rest without names.
Have you gone mad? Please,
Do not write about these things.

13

You will see
Say his name
Say I painted his face
Stretch your hand to him
Or walk like any man
Or smile
Or say I was once sad
You will see
There is no homeland...
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14

There may come a time when you’ll be
Accepted to live deaf and dumb, and perhaps
They’ll let you mumble: death,
Life, resurrection—
And peace be upon you.

15

He wears Jihad uniforrﬁ, struts in a mantle of ideas.
A merchant—he does not sell clothes, he sells people.

16

They took him to a ditch and burnt him.
He was not a murderer, he was a boy.
He was not . ..
He was a voice
Vibrating, scaling the steps of space.
And now he’s fluting in the air.
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17
Darkness.
The earth’s trees have become tears on heaven’s cheeks.
An eclipse in this place.
Death snapped the city’s branch and the friends departed.
18
You do not die because you are created or because you have a body
You die because you are the face of the future.

19
The flower that tempted the wind to carry its perfume

Died yesterday.
20
The sun no longer rises

It covers its feet with straw
And slips away ...
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21

I expect death to come at night
To cushion his lap with
A rose—
I’m tired of the dust covering the forehead of dawn
I’m tired of the breathing of people.

22

From the palm wine to the calmness of the desert. . . etc.
From a morning that smuggles its stomach
And sleeps on the shoulders of the refugees. . . etc.
From the streets, army vehicles,
Concentration of troops. . . etc.
From the shadows of men, women. .. etc.
From bombs stuffed with the blood of Muslims
and infidels.. . . etc.
From the flesh of iron that bleeds
and sweats pus ...etc.
From the fields that long for the wheat, the green and the
workers . . . etc.
From castles walling our bodies
And bombarding us with darkness. . . etc.
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From the myths of the dead which speak of
life—express life. . . etc.

From the speech which is the slaughter, the slaughtered
and the slaughterers. . . etc.

From the dark dark dark

I breathe, feel my body—search for you and him,
myself and others.

I hung my death
Between my face and these bleeding words . . . etc.

23

Trees bow to say goodbye
Flowers open, glow, lower their leaves to say goodbye,
Roads like pauses between the breathing and the words say goodbye,
A body wears hope, falls in a wilderness to say goodbye,
The papers that love ink,
The alphabet, the poets say goodbye,
And the poem says goodbye.

24

The killer
In the air
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Swims in the city’s wound—
The wound is the fall
That shakes with its name
With its bleeding name

Everything around us.

The houses leave their walls

And I am

Not I

25

In a page of a book

Bombs see themselves,

Prophetic sayings and ancient wisdom see themselves,
Niches see themselves.

The threads of carpet words

Go through memory’s needle

Over the city’s face.

26

A star was drowned in blood,
The blood a boy was talking about
And whispering to his friends:
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Only some holes known as stars
Remain in the sky.

27

The night is daylight born black
On this path.

Sunlight and candlelight are the same
In the heart’s darkness.

28

It’s wrong
To convince the sun not to say

What’s been written by the fields but not told by the seasons.
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29

The night descends (these are the papers he gave to the ink—
morning’s ink that never came)
The night descends on the bed (the bed of the
lover who never came)
The night descends/not a sound (clouds. Smoke)
The night descends (someone had in his hands rabbits? Ants?)
The night descends (the wall of the building shakes. All the
curtains are transparent)
The night descends, listens (the stars as the night knows are
dumb,
and the last trees at the end of the
wall remember nothing of what the air
said to their branches)
The night descends (the wind whispers to the windows)
The night descends (the light penetrates. A neighbour lies
in his nakedness)
The night descends (two people. A dress holding a dress—
and the windows are transparent)
The night descends (this is a whim: the moon complains to his
trousers
about what the lovers have always complained of)
The night descends (he relaxes in a pitcher
filled with wine. No friends
just one man turning in his glass)
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The night descends (carries a few spiders, feels at ease with
insects which are a pest only to houses/
signs of light: an angel coming, missiles
or an invitation? Our women neighbours have
gone on pilgrimage/come back less slim
and more coquettish)

The night descends (enters between the breasts of the days/
our women neighbours are my days).

The night descends (that sofa/that pillow: this is an alleyway,
this is a place).

The night descends (what shall we prepare? Wine? Soup and bread?
The night hides from us his stomach’s appetite).

The night descends (plays for a short while with his snails, with
strange doves which came from an unknown land,
and with the insects not mentioned in the
chapters of the book about reproduction among
different animal species)

The night descends (thunder—or is it the noise of angels coming
on their horses?)

The night descends (mumbling
turning in his glass. . .)
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30

When the sun opens her bedroom for the evening
The seagulls appear as a cloth
Covering the face of the sky.

31

He wrote in a poem (I don’t know where the road begins—
and how to surrender my forehead to its rays)

He wrote in a poem (how can I convince him my future is a desert
and my blood its mirage of sand?)

He wrote in a poem (who will shake the hardness of words off me?)

He wrote in a poem (you don’t belong
if you don’t kill a brother...)

He wrote in a poem (what’s going to happen is not what they expect
and contrary to what’s been thought...)

He wrote in a poem (how can we understand this fugitive language
caught between the truth and the poem?)

He wrote in a poem (can the refugee moon embrace its candle?)

He wrote in a poem (there’s confusion
between the sun’s face and the sky)

He wrote in a poem (.../let him die. ..
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32

The cities break up

The earth is a train of dust
Only love

Knows how to marry this space.

33

He is dead. Should I mourn him?

What should I say? Should I say: your life was a word, your
death its meaning?

Or should I say: the road to the light begins in the forest of
darkness?

Confusion...They are...
I hide myself in a cave and close the doors with prayers.
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34

He left the caravan train,

Ignored its flute and its temptations.
Withering alone

Drawn by a withering rose

To its scent.

35

You will remain my friend
Of what was or what’s left
In this rubble
Oh, light that wears the clouds, the Lord that never sleeps.

(4 June 1982-1 January 1983)
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