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Adonis (the pen-name of Ali Ahmad Said) was born in Syria in 1930. He was exiled to Beirut in 1956 and later became a Lebanese citizen. The founder of the influential journal Mawaqif, a critic as well as a poet, he has exercised enormous influence on Arabic literature. He is the author of Sufism and Surrealism, also published by Saqi.


Mahmud Darwish was born in 1942 in al-Barweh, a village in Palestine. His first collection of poetry was published in 1960, and since then he has become perhaps the best-known Palestinian poet in the world.


Samih al-Qasim is a Palestinian born to a Druze family of Galilee in 1939. He grew up in Nazareth and has long been politically active in Israel, suffering imprisonment many times. A prolific writer, he had published six collections of poetry by the time he was thirty.
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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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