Journal of Arabic Literature, XXT

A Grave ... because of New York

I
Until now, the Farth was depicted as a pear’
I mean a breast

Yet, there is only a technical manoeuvre? between breast and globe:?
New York,

A four-legged civilization; every part of it is death or a road to death,

and in the distance are the moans of the drowned.
New York,

A woman—the statue of a woman
in one hand she holds a scrap named freedom by documents

we call history and in one hand she smothers a child whose
name is Farth.

New York,

a body the color of asphalt. Around her waist is a damp girdle, her face
is a closed window.., T said: Walt Whitman open it—‘‘1 speak the
password primeval’’*—but no-one hears it save a god who does not
return to his dwelling-place. The prisoners, the slaves, the despairing,
the thieves, the diseased® spew forth from his throat, and there is no
opening, no path. And I said: Brookiyn Bridge! But it is the bridge that
connects Whitman and Wall Street, that connects leaves—grass® and
paper—the dollar, ..

! This line is reminiscent of a line from Walt Whitman’s *‘Song of Myself”’ (hereafter

“Myself”’), XXXIII, 31:
here the pear-shaped balloon is floating aloft,

? Hila means “‘ruse, artifice, stratagem’’. The translation “‘manceuver’’ does not,
unfortunately, retain the connotation associated with the word in Arabic. (Hazo’s
“‘engineering trick’’ was tempting.)

% ash-Shahide means not only oblong but the Earth as well, much as “‘globe’’ has the
two meanings in English. For this reason I have used ‘‘globe,”” not ‘‘oblong’’.

* This is Whitman, ‘“Myself”’, XXIV, 10, most likely a translation from the French:
Adonis has only a basic knowledge of English. The French (Asselineau, p. 56) reads:

Je profere le mot de passe des premiers Ages
* This list is from “‘Myself”’, XXIV, 12-14:

Through me many long dumb voices,

Voices of the interminable generations of prisoners and slaves,
Voices of the diseas’d and despairing and of thieves and dwarfs

The French reads:

Voix des interminables générations de prisonniers et d’ésclaves,
Voix des malades et des désésperés, des voleurs et des avortons

(Asselineau, p. 56)
§ Surely a reference to Whitman’s Leaves of Grass.
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A GRAVE ... BECAUSE OF NEW YORK BY ADONIS 45

about the remaining swine in the garden of the alphabet trampling
poetry.
And I saw:
wherever I was~Pittsburgh (Internaiional Poetry Forum), Johns
Hopkins (Washington), * Harvard (Cambridge, Boston), Ann
Arbor (Michigan, Detroit), The Foreign Press Club, The Arab
Club at the United Nations Headguarters (New York),
Princeton, Temple (Philadelphia).
I saw
the Arab map like a horse dragging its feet and time drooping like a sad-
dlebag toward the grave or toward a darker shadow, toward the dying
fire or toward an extinguished fire; the chemistry of another dimension
is discovered in Karkuk in Dhakhran and that which remains of the fortress
of Arab Afro-Asia.'* And here is the world ripening in our hands. Come!
Let’s prepare for the Third World War, let’s establish the first, the
second, the third and the fourth agencies to reaffirm:
1- In that direction is a jazz party,
2- In this house is 2 man who owns nothing but ink,
3- In this tree is a sparrow that sings,
and to announce:
1- Space is measured in terms of cages or walls,
2- Time is measured in terms of a rope or a whip,
3- The régime that builds the world is the one that begins by
killing its brother,
4- The sun and the moon are two dirhams beneath the
Sultan’s throne,
and I saw,
Arabic names in the expanse of the earth, more compassionate than the
spring, shining but shining like a neglected star “‘he has no ancestors,
and in his steps are his roots,..”” 3
Here,
On the mossy side of the Earth-rock, I realize and I acknowledge.
I remember a plant that T call life or my country, death or my country—a

T have corrected Adonis’ jin. Perhaps Adonis means Johns Hopkins’ School of
Advanced International Studies in Washington D.C. Hazo, however, mentions his visit
to Baltimore and not Washington: here, perhaps, is a genuine peccadillo on the part of
the poet.

‘2 This is a term that gained currency with the Soviets. Interestingly enough I found
the following line in Whitman's ““The Sleepers’’, VIII, 3:

The Asiatic and African are hand in hand...

Y% The quotation marks led me to believe that this was from Leaves of Grass but I could
not locate it. I stumbled upon the phrase while reading Aghdni’ Mikyar ad-Dimashgt: it is
in ““Faris al-Kalimat al-Gharibat-Mezmir.”
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A GRAVE ... BECAUSE OF NEW YORK BY ADONIS 47

sex poetry morals thirst speech silence

and destroy the locks.!®
And I goad Beirut and her sister cities,
she leaps from her bed and closes the doors of memory behind her. She
draws close, she hangs from my odes and dangles, the pick is for the gate
and the flowers for the window, burn you history of locks.
I said: I goad Beirut,

- “‘Seek action. The word has died’’'® say the others.
The word has died because your tongues have abandoned the habit of
speech for the habit of mime. The word? Do you want to discover its fire?
Then, write. I say write, I do not say mimic, and I do not say transcribe.
Write—from the ocean to the Gulf I do not hear a single tongue, I do
not read a single word. I hear noise. Because of this I do not notice
anyone throwing fire. The word is the lightest thing and yet it contains
everything. The verb is a direction and an instant, and the word is al
directions and all time. The word—the hand, the hand—the dream:

I discover you O fire, O capital-city of mine,

I discover you O poetry,
and I goad Beirut. She clothes me and I clothe her. We flee like a ray
and we ask: who reads, who sees? The Phantom belongs to Dayan and Oil
flows to its resting-place. By God, Mao was not mistaken:

‘‘weapons are a very important factor in war, but they are

not decisive. Men, not weapons are the decisive factor,”’ and

there 1s no such thing as final victory nor is there total defeat.
1 repeated these proverbs and maxims, as the Arabs do, on Wall Sireet,
where rivers of gold of every hue flow coming from the sources. And I
saw among them Arab rivers bearing millions of corpses, victims and
gifts to the Lord Idol. And between victim and victim sailors guffaw while
they roll down the Chrysler Building returning to the sources.

Thus do I light my flame,

we live in a black clamour so that our lungs can be filled with the wind
of history,

we emerge from black eyes hedged in like tombs so that we can conquer
the eclipse,

we travel in the black head so that we can escort the coming sun.

12 This line echoes “‘Myself”’, XXIV, 5-6:
Unscrew the locks from the doors,
Unscrew the doors themselves from their jambs.
1% Perhaps another Whitman quote or maybe one from Adonis. I could locate neither.
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A GRAVE ... BECAUSE OF NEW YORK BY ADONIS 4G

Harlem-Broadway (people enter the flasks of alcohol like invertebrates)
Broadway-Harlem, a festival of chains and sticks, and the police are a
microbe of time. A single shot, ten pigeons. The eyes are boxes surging
in a red snow and time is a crutch that hobbles. Onward, to exhaustion,
old Black man, young Black boy. To exhaustion again and again.

v
Harlem,
I do not come from outside: I know your hatred, I know its delicious
bread. There is only sudden thunder for the famine, there is only the
lightning-bolt of violence for the prisons. I potice your fire advancing
beneath the asphalt in pipes and masks, in heaps of waste, the throne of
the cold wind embracing it, in banished steps shod in the history of the
wind.
Harlem,
Time is dying and you are the clock:
I hear tears rumbling like volcanoes,
I notice jaws eating mankind as they eat bread.
You are the eraser with which to wipe away New York,
you are the gate with which to pick her up like a
leaf and cast her away.
New York = LB.M. + SUBWAY coming from the mud and crime going
to the mud and crime.
New York = a perforation in the terrestrial covering from which
gushes forth madness in rivers upon rivers.
Harlem, New York is dying and you are the clock.

VI

Between Harlem and Lincoln Center,
I proceed like a wandering number in a desert enveloped by the teeth of
a black dawn. There was no snow, there was no wind. I was like one who
followed a spectre (the face wags not a face but a wound or tears, the figure
was not a figure but a dried-up rose), a spectre—(is it a woman? a man?
is It a woman-man?) carrying bows on its breast and ambushing space.
A gazelle ran by summoned by the earth, and a sparrow appeared sum-
moned by the moon. And I realized that it rushed to see the resurrection
of the Red Indian...in Palestine and her sisters,

and space is a ribbon of lead,

and the earth a screen of the dead.
And I felt as if T were a mere speck flowing in a mass itself flowing toward
the horizon the horizon the horizon. And I sank into riverbeds that
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A GRAVE ... BECAUSE OF NEW YORK BY ADONIS 51

refused to visit Damascus. He remained where the desert is a second
shoulder, a partner of the bearer of death. And he left to whomsoever
loves the future a piece of the sun soaked in the blood of a gazelle?” to
which he called out: my beloved! And he reached an agreement with the
horizon whereby his home would be the last.

Lincoln,

that is New York: a mirror that reflects nothing but Washington. And this
is Washington: a mirror that reflects two images %~ Nixon and the weep-
ing of the world. Join the dance of the weeping, arise. There is still place,
there is still music?®...T love passionately the dance of the weeping that
transforms into a dove that transforms into a flood. ‘““The world is in
need of a flood...””

I said weeping and 1 meant anger. I meant also the questions: How do
I convince al-Ma‘Grra of the existence of Abz %-%4lz>’ The banks of the
Euphrates of the Euphrates? How do I replace the helmet with the spike
of grain? (One needs courage to submit other questions to the Prophet
and to Scripture), I say and T notice clouds adorned with fire; I say and
I notice people flowing like tears.

VII

New York,

I confine you between a word and a word. I seize you, I roll you; I write
you and I erase you. Hot cold, a hybrid. Awake asleep, a hybrid. I sit
above you and I sigh. I precede you and I instruct you to walk behind
me. I annihilated you with my eyes, you, one pulverized with fright. I
tried to command your streets: throw yourselves down between my
thighs so that I may grant you another dimension; and to command?®
your thighs: wash yourselves so that I may give you new names.

I could not find a difference between a body with a head bearing
branches that we call a tree, and a body with a head bearing fine threads
that we call man. And I confused a stone and a car, and shoes appeared

in the shop-windows like a policeman’s helmet and a loaf like a sheet of
zine.

¥ (Ghazala alse means “‘the disc of the sun’’.

# I translate wajhayn as ‘images” because I feel that “‘image’ best conveys in English
the variety of meanings that wayh conveys in Arabic.

* I prefer the meaning of ‘‘musical number’” and by extension ““music” to the feasi-
ble “‘rdle’’ for dawr.

% Ashya? is badal (in apposition} to shawdri® which is the maf“al bihi (object) of the verb
amuru. Because the construction is unclear 1 have chosen to repeat dmury in translation.
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4 GRAVE ... BECAUSE OF NEW YORK BY ADONIS 53

You mix the children with
ice and you make afternoon cakes. Your voice is oxide, a poison from
which chemistry draws away, and your name is insomnia and suffoca-
tion. Central Park gives a banquet for its victims, and beneath the trees
are spectres of corpses and daggers. The wind is left with only naked
branches, the traveller with only a closed path.
And 1 sat up in the morning screaming: Nixon, how many children
have you killed today??’
~““T'hat is not an important issue?’” (Calley)
-““It’s true that this is a problem. But is it not true that this also reduces
the number of the enemy?”’ (an dmerican General)

How can I give the heart of New York another expanse? Is it a heart that
also expands beyond its limits?

New York-General Motors 1s death,

““We shall replace men with fire!”” (McNamara)—they dry out the sea in
which swim the revolutionaries and ‘‘where they make of the Earth a
desert and call it peace!”” (Tacitus).

And I woke up before dawn, and I woke up Whitman.

X
Walt Whitman,
I notice letters to you flying in the streets of Manhattan.?® Every letter is
a vehicle full of cats and dogs. To the cats and dogs belong the twenty-
first century and to man belongs annihilation: 3
this is the American age!
Whitman,
I did not see you in New York and I saw everything. The moon is a crust
flung from the apertures, and the sun is an electric orange. And when
a black road jumped from Harlem to the orbit of a moon reclining on its
eyelashes, there was behind the road a light scattered about the extent of
the asphalt, and sunk in like a seed, after it arrives at Greenwich Village,
that other Latin Quarter, I mean the word that you get after you take

37 Although I have not been able to confirm it, I believe that this is a line from Allen
Ginsberg.
3 This line echoes “‘Myself,”” XX, 16-17:
To me the converging objects of the universe perpetually flow,
All are written to me, and I must get what the writing means.
The French reads:
Vers moi convergent les objets perpétucls de 'univers en un flot perpétuel,
Tous sont écrits pour moi et il faut que je découvre le sens de ce qui est écrit.
(Asselineau, p. 52}
¢ This is a double entendre: thada means both “‘eternity”’ and “‘annihilation’”.
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A GRAVE ... BECAUSE OF NEW YORK BY ADONIS 55

Tiber? Let it be our turn now. I hear a convulsion and a roar of thunder,
Wall Street and Harlem meet—Ileaves meet the thunder, dust meets the
wind. Let it be our turn, now, The seashell builds its nests in a wave of
history. The tree knows its name. And there are perforations in the skin
of the world, a sun changes the masks and the end and wails in a black
eye. Let it be our turn, now. We are able to turn faster than the wheel,
to destroy the atom and to swim in an electronic computer that is pale
or shimmering, empty or full, and to take a homeland from the birds.
Let it be our turn, now. There is a little red book rising. Not the stage
I tore to picces beneath the words but this one that expands and grows,
a stage of wise madness, and the rain that clears away so that it can
inherit the sun. Let it be our turn, now. New York is a rock that rolls on
the forehead of the world. Her voice is in your garment and in my gar-
ment, her coal-blackness stains your limbs and my limbs.** I am able to
see the end, but how can I convince time to spare me so that I may see.
Let it be our turn, let us raise the pick, now. And let time swim in the
water of this equation:

New York + New York = the grave or the thing that comes from the
grave,

New York - New York = the sun.

X

In the eighties I shall begin at eighteen, I said this
repeatedly and Beirut did not hear.
A corpse this is, which merges the skin and the garment
A corpse this is, prostrate as a book not as ink
A corpse this is, which does not live in the morphology of the body nor
its grammar
A corpse this is, which reads the Earth as rocks or a river (yes I love pro-
verbs and truisms, sometimes:

if you are not passionate, you are a corpse!)
I say and I repeat,
my poetry 1s a tree and there is nothing between branch and branch,
between leaf and leaf except the motherhood of the trunk.
I say and I repeat, ,
poetry is a rose of the wind. Not the wind, but the place where the wind
blows, not the revolution but the orbit. Thus do 1 invalidate Grammar,
and I establish a rule for every moment. Thus do I draw near and do not

# T could have substituted ‘‘mine’’ for the second ““garment’” and the second *“limbs’’
in this sentence but I chose to repeat them to retain the cadence of the Arabic.
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