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The front cover painting is from Ahmed Morsi’s self-portrait entitled “Portrait of the Artist with a Broken Mirror”, 1970 (Barjeel Art Foundation collection).




“When I read the poems of Ahmed Morsi I begin to travel.”


Alfonso Armada, journalist, playwright and poet


“Ahmed Morsi paints his poetry and writes his paintings.”


Samir Gharib, art critic


“Morsi’s use of language is distinctly free and unconventional.”


Salah Awad, critic and journalist


“The unique sensibility of the ‘pure artist’


who is Ahmed Morsi.”


Raphael Cohen, translator


“These two collections weave multiple relations


– threaded with the themes of exile and alienation –


between New York and Alexandria”


Hala Halim, New York University


“An impressive translation revealing the intense gaze of a magnificent narrator, wandering between sea and ocean, between art and poetry, in search of amazement”


May Tilmissany, author, film critic and academic





INTRODUCTION



Ahmed Morsi: A Pure Artist


Ahmed Morsi, whose complete poetic works in Arabic extends to over 1,000 pages and contains poems published from the late 1940s to 2007, is, paradoxically, best known as a painter and printmaker. His long professional life also counts major experiences as an art critic, journalist, and translator. Morsi provides a clue to the resolution of this paradox when he writes in the “Non-Testament” (La¯ Shaha¯da) accompanying his complete works: “For me the experience [of writing poetry] was a secret ritual simultaneously representing means and end, so I felt no desire to publish my poetry.”


Born in Alexandria in 1930, Morsi studied both English literature and painting, and was from an early age part of the city’s artistic avantgarde, alongside figures such as novelist Edwar El Kharrat, playwright Alfred Farag, and artist Abdel-Hadi al-Gazzar. In a bid to escape the influence of Alexandria, one of the “cities of imagination and desire”, Ahmed Morsi moved to Baghdad in the 1950s where he became part of Iraq’s then vibrant culture scene.


On returning to Egypt, Morsi began his long connection with MENA, the Egyptian state news agency. The late 1960s was a time of great creativity for him, with his involvement as Editor-in-chief and Artistic Supervisor for the influential avant-garde magazine Galerie 68. Yet at the same time, the atmosphere following the calamitous 1967 defeat of Egypt, \Syria and Jordan in what is known in the West as the Six-Day War led him to stop writing poetry for almost thirty years. In the 1970s he moved to New York City, where he still lives and works.


The poem that opens Poems from Alexandria and New York, also opens the first of the two collections brought together here, Pictures from the New York Album. The poem, “Detail from a Mural” (dated 20 March 1996) marks Morsi’s return to poetry. Fittingly, it was written as a salute to his lifelong friend, Edwar El Kharrat, and sent by fax to the celebration marking his seventieth birthday. Morsi alludes to his return to poetry in the other collection included here, Elegies to the Mediterranean: “and the phoenix of poetry rises / from its stupor in a dead space / after thirty years’ slumber / in hibernation.


Pictures from the New York Album combines poems about his land of exile with memories of Alexandria, framed by the sense of life’s finitude, as well as reflections on Pablo Picasso, a meeting with the Sufi visionary al-Niffari, and a dialogue with the classical theoretician of poetic metre al-Khalil Ibn Ahmad.
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