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Journal of Arabic Literature, XIX

‘THE ROOTS’ by YUSUF AL-KHAL

Prefatory Essay

The following is a translation of Yaisuf al-Khal’s “‘al-Judhir’’ (““The
Roots’’) which appeared in his 1958 collection al-Bi’r al-Mahjira (The
Deserted Well) out of Dar Majallat Shi‘r.

Yusuf al-Khal was born in 1917 in Tripoli, Lebanon. He read
literature and philosophy at the American University in Beirut and
started teaching there in 1944. In 1948 he came to the United States to
work for the United Nations and returned to the American University
in 1955. In 1957 he founded Sk magazine and the press Dar Majallat
Shi‘r which published the works of poets associated with his magazine
and movement, the most prominent of which were al-Khal himself and

Adonis. He now runs an art gallery. In addition to a/-Bi’r he has pub-
lished these four collections of poetry:

al-Hurriya (Freedom), Beirut 1944

al-Ard al-Khardh (The Ruined Earth), Beirut 1958

Qasa’id fi'l-Arabain (Poems in the Forties), Beirut 1960

al-Amil ash-Skiriyya al-Kimila 1938-1968 (Complete Poetic Waorks),

Beirut 1973

one play (poetry):

Hiriidiyd (Herod), New York 1953
and the following translations:

Diwan ash-Shi‘r al-Amsiki (An Anthology of American Poetry), Beirut 1958

Robert Frost, Beirut 1962 .

an-Nabi, (The Prophet by Khalil Gibran), Beirut 1968

There are numerous articles on al-Khal but only one good one in
English, Joseph Zeidan’s ““Myth and Symbol in the Poetry of Adiinis
and Ytsuf al-Kbal”, Journal of Arabic Literature, X, 70-94, though some
of his translations leave a little to be desired.

THE ROOTS

41 In the summertime the roots ask about
their fate, and the river aswers not.
Roots so glorious,! and yet the river answers not:

' Wiha, Wahan lahé (inter].) with [ or & to express admiration: how wenderful is
(are)...!I”” (Wehr, 1045), This construction sounds extremely strained so I have taken
some liberty in order to retain to what 1 believe, or sense, to be the desired meaning.
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carved by time, ceaseless.
Not a thing ceases m this place:

My grandmother says her grandson is like his grandfather:
he walks about waving his hand in the air,

and prefers to turn in early,

and the dawn, when he awakens, is a forest

of spears around his eyelids.®

And in Damascus my eyes caught sight of Sennacherib
cowering, death beneath his pavilions,

on the way a thousand and one specters,

and over here the faces are earthenware, long-necked bottles,
and the obedient® scal-ring is rusty,

and the carpets are winds transformed into a bird,?

into a wheel that turns while time is solitary,

and Shahrazad is still carrying on life

here as a fairytale. And Shahrazad is a body

like the leaves that whimper, a body

and the secret is in the roots.

And in vain we scream like the winds, the hot winds

that come from their origin and just as hot depart.

The soil is for us a home-womb and a shroud,

and death alone is immortality.

My feet are in space and space

is fleeing, and 1 have no wing.?

The sun does not warm me, and the winds

do not immerse my body.

Would that the one who hanged me there had drawn tight

around my neck, or rather would that he had nailed me.

Or rather, when I was ungrateful to my brother, would that he had
banished me,

Here, here on the soil is my brow

and in the soil is my step,

and my step is temples? and cities

* The Arahic has “‘eyelid”’ in the singular.
® A very difficult word to translate. This is the adjective from labbapk, the chant

uttered by the faithful upon arrival at Mecca for pilgrimage meaning ‘‘here T am, ohe-
dient, at your service, as you summoned’’.

7 This can also mean *“‘omen’’.
? Jonah means “‘wing”’, as [ have translated, but it also means ‘protection, refuge’’

which is probabaly why al-Khal used the singular and not the plural. Maybe he also
wanted to have the word-play with junap, *‘sin’’.

¢ Or “‘altars’.
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