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Journal of Arabic Literature, XXimr

INTRODUCTION TO THE HISTORY OF THE
PETTY KINGS BY ADONIS*

A greeting to Gamal Abdel Nasser, the
first modern Arab leader who worked
toward ending the age of the petty kings
and beginning another age.

The face of Jaffa is a child/Shall the withered tree thrive? Has the Earth
become part of the image of the Virgin?/Who there convulses the East? The
beautiful tempest has come but the beautiful ruin has not/A fugitive voice.../

There was a head suspended talking deliriously, clouded in Fustat in the
presence of the troops calling out I am the Caliph/ They were in a {renzy they
prepared an ambush for the face of Ali/ It was a child and it was white or
black, Jaffa, its trees and its sons and Jaffa.../ They piled up, they rent apart
the face of Ali/

The blood of the sacrificial victim is in the divining arrows, say: cemetery,
do not say: my poetry was a rose and became tears,

There is nothing between the slaughter
and the rose except a thread of sun, say: my ashes are a line of poetry and
Ibn Abbad sharpens the sword between the head and the head,
and Tbn Jahwar is dead.

There was nothing in the beginning
but the root of a tear/ I mean my country.

* In 1970, Manshirat Mawaqif (Beirut) published a two-poem collection by Adonis
entitled Wagt bayna 'r-ramad we ‘l-ward [A Time between Ashes and Roses]. The first
poern in that collection is entitled ‘Mugaddima li-ta>ikh mulik at-fawa”y” [ Introduction to
the History of the Petty Kings], the other ‘Hadhd huwa ’smi’ [“This, Is My Name]; a
translation of the latter is forthcoming in JAL. ‘Mugaddima li-ta’rikh mulik ai-tawa’if then
appeared again in a collection edited by the Egyptian poet ‘Abd al-Mu‘ti Hijazl entitled
Kitabit ‘ald gabr ‘4dd al-Nésir [Writings upon the Grave of Nasser| published by Dar al-
‘Awda (Beirut) in 1971, Dar al-‘“Awda also published a reprint of Wagt bayna r-raméd wa
‘-werd in 1971 and again in 1972, accompanied this time by a third poem, ‘Qabr min ajli
New York’ ['A Grave... because of New York’]. So far only ‘Qabr min ajli New York’™ has
piqued the interest of English language translators [for my translation of ‘Qabr min ajl
New York,” see JAL XXI-2 (1990), pp. 43-56]. Here, then, is a translation of *Mugaddima
li-ta’rikh mulitk aj-tawd’f.’ For an excellent French translation of this poem, of which 1
was, alas, unaware when doing mine, see ‘Prologue & I'histoire des rois des t8’ifa’ [pp.
39-45] in Adonis, Tombeau pour New York suivi de Prologue i ['histoire dos rois des td%fa et
de Ceei est mon nom, transiated by Anne Wade Minkowski (Paris: Sindbad, 1986 [La
Biblioth&que arabe]).
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INTRODUCTION TO THE HISTORY OF THE PETTY KINGS, BY ADONIS 29

And forgive and pardon
you gazelle-horns...you wild-antelope eyes.

{ am n_o:?wom, every time | see you, my country,
in a picture,
I carry you on my forehead, between my blood and my death: are you
a graveyard

or a rose?
I see you as children, their

bellies clamoring, listening prostrating
to the shackles, wearing
for each whiplash...a graveyard

: or a rose?
You killed me you killed my songs
are you a carnage

or a revolution?

I am confused, every time I see you, my country, in a picture...

And Ali requests the light, and leaves

carrying his murdered history from hut to hut:
“‘they notified me that I have a house
like my house in Jericho
that I have brothers
in Cairo, that the imits of Nazareth are
Mecca.
How can knowledge transform into a shackle?
Is it for this reason that history refuses my face?
Is it for this reason that T do not see
an Arab sun on the horizon?”’

Oh, if you only knew the comedy

(call it the Caliph’s sermon or call it a gala)

it has two directors

one sharpens the guillotine

one wallows in the dust...if only you knew the comedy.

Where did you steal away? How?
Into the siege of the slaughtertrenches...what, were you butchered?

See now how you've ended up and yet the comedy has not ended
you have died like all the others
like time sobbing in the lungs of the forefathers
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INTRODUCTION TO THE HISTORY OF THE PETTY KINGS, BY ADONIS 31

dal is a frame that sorrow [ractures {(why does the past end and yet is

unending?)
gdf is imminent nearer still.

{ ask for water and it gives me sand

1 ask for the sun and it gives me a cave.

A master, you? Will you remain

a master? A slave? You will remain
thus. It gives me a cave while [ ask for a sun. Moreover, why
has the past ended and vet is not at an end? Why this Earth, that unravels
dispirited days, this monotonous Earth?

A master, you? You will remain

a master. A slave? You will remain.

It changed the picture but the picture shall remain
It changed the banner but the banner shall remain

...in a map that extends...etc,?
where the lingering master enters on page | riding an animal the size of a
gallows, transforming into a statue filled with public spaces. And the justice
cleans (or used to clean) her buttocks with women all around her entering
spears and chewing the palace-incense and the men registering the beats of
the women’s hearts as a debit to a time crumbling like a scrap of paper between
the fingers where

kif trembles beneath a dissenting nucleus of penetrating light

1@’ is a history roofed with corpses and the vapor of prayers

alif is a gallows moist with a muddy light

ba’ is a knile that scrapes off the meager human skin and makes it into a
sandal for two heavenly legs in a map that extends...etc.?

A tree bearing change and
exodus in the light is seated in Palestine and its branches are openings/ We
listened to its festivals we read with it the constellation of legends/ Soldiers
and judges roll down as bones and heads, resting as a dream rests, forced
to emigrate/ Dragged into the wilderness...

? “In a map that extends’’: a phrase used by Nasser in his book Falsafat al-thawrah (The
Philosophy of the Reveolution), where he articulates his ideas of pan-Arabism.
? The letters kaf ta” alif ha® spell the word fitab (book).
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INTRODUCTION TO THE HISTORY OF THE PETTY KINGS, BY ADONIS 35

In a map that extends...etc,
the well-known history that cooks the sultan on a fire refused to remember
a poet...and the rest follows,
in a map that extends...etc,
a time between ashes and roses is coming
everything shall perish in it
everything shall begin in it.

...And I sing of my own downfall, I have not beheld myself again other than on
the margin of history in a cipher/ I shall begin, but where? From where? How
can I bare my soul and in what languages? This one who suckles me betrays
me/ I shall vindicate her and live on a cipher of time that has died. I walk along
a cipher of a time that has not come

though I am not alone

...this gazelle of history opens my insides/ The river of slaves surges on, no

prophet remains
but that he became a brigand, no god remains/ We arrive discovering

bread/ We discovered a light leading toward the earth, we discovered a sun

coming from a fistful, bring your axes let’s carry God like an elder who has died,
let’s open a path for the sun other than minarets, for the child a book other than
angels, for the dreamer a source other than Medina and Kufa/ Bring your axes

I am not alone. ..

-..the face of Jaffa is a child/ Shall the withered tree thrive? Has the Earth
become part of the image of the Virgin?/ Who there convulses the Fast?/ The
beautiful tempest has come but the beautiful ruin has not/ A fugitive voice.../

They emerged from the ancient hooks where the fundamentals are mangled
and they came as seasons come,
the ashes embrace their opposite,
fields walk upon fields:
no, not from the time of the setting of the stars.
It is the time of disclosure that has come and of the convulsion of minds.
{Beirut, 1970)

RRALL/Duke University Translated by Suawkat M, Toorawa
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