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The written word has taught me to listen


to the human voice, much as the great


unchanging statues have taught me


to appreciate bodily motions.


Marguerite Yourcenar
Memoirs of Hadrian
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* Saadallah, Ihsan, Fakher and Fuad were from the same mother. Three main sources were used: The Jabri family tree, Alia Alai’ddine al Jabri and Khaldun Kikhia.
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Al Jabri family tree


The al Jabri family tree is reproduced courtesy of Hanifa al Jabri




Prologue


Because of the friend in the man, because of the poet in the artist, because of the eyewitness in the painter, because of the pauper in the aristocrat, because of his addiction to this land and everything tragic about it, because of those eyes that could see beauty in the most ordinary and breathe every manner of colour into the staid, because of his humanity that seduced the brother in every stranger, because of those spirits within him that sparred only to make love again, because of his loud genius and his obscure name, because of the rich life he lived and the death he should not have died, I decided to write this book about Ali.


An agonisingly sensitive man hailing from a venerable Syrian family, for whom the twentieth century was distressingly harsher than its precursors, Ali was bound to feel the tempo of his history with much pain and passion. That he was a lover of the written word and the painted image, that he was such a master of both, made his insights and experiences and visions all the more inspired and breathtaking.


Ali died a revered artist to those who knew his work, many in Jordan, fewer in the Arab world, still fewer elsewhere. He died virtually unknown because he wanted it so. There was nothing he loathed more than the exchange of paintings for money. He sold what he sold because he had to live.


When he passed away, I knew that his was a story too compelling not to tell. Elusive to even those closest to him, Ali sent enough our way that told of lives and thoughts and talents and dreams and days and moments, all worth exploring, all worth knowing. What he had to say with ink, acrylic and pastel about his own roaming existential pleasures and struggles, about his family, about his Arab terrain, flows in streams of perspectives and interpretations. This book strings together some of these, trying to make this fragmented man more whole, to shake off the dust of time that has made his story barely intelligible.


I did love Ali, and grew to love him even more while researching and writing this book. Parts of him were so utterly imperfect, the entirety of him exquisite. There are those among his friends and family who probably feel I could have been more discreet about certain raw family memories. There are those who probably feel I should have been more delicate about his sexuality, less explicit. I have thought long about this and felt what a shame it would have been for me to deny this man his marvellous identity in death the way circumstance denied it him in life. For decades, Ali went here and there in search of roots, yearning for them, all the while cursing them. Ever since his twenties (and perhaps even earlier, for that I was not able to determine) he celebrated his sexuality and embraced it. I thought, to this peripatetic man and that constant in him, I want to give anchor.


Amal Ghandour




CHAPTER ONE


The Ottoman Widow and Her Nephew




If in that Syrian garden, ages slain,


You sleep, and know not you are dead in vain,


Nor even in dreams behold how dark and bright


Ascends in smoke and fire by day and night


The hate you died to quench and could but fan,


Sleep well and see no morning, son of man.


But if, the grave rent and the stone rolled by,


At the right hand of majesty on high


You sit, and sitting so remember yet


Your tears, your agony and bloody sweat,


Your cross and passion and the life you gave,


Bow hither out of heaven and see and save.


A. E. Housman, ‘Easter Hymn’





‘She left me a crown of briers.’ That about summed it up for Ali – devastating words uttered in a whispery flat tone that carried the full weight of his desperation. Saadieyh al Jabri al Tall, at ninety-one, had abandoned life and him with it. Thirty years of promise – promise of family, promise of security, of love, of meaning – had come to this: ‘a dish of thorns.’1


Hardly a month after he wept at her death, ‘hateful black thoughts and . . . chilling revelations’2 began to tumble out of her secret bequests. Dear, darling Saadieyh, as Ali used to call her, seemed to have chewed over all her options and decided to leave him nothing, except that small plot of land near her blessed house, the house she had said she would bequeath him. This is Ali’s house, she always repeated to her friends.3 That she withheld from him, in the full throes of dementia, the one gift he coveted most would torture Ali, like so many inexplicable Jabri slights.


* * *


On the ninth day of June 1998, three days after she passed away, Ali wrote in his diary, ‘In the name of God the Merciful . . . Dear, darling aunty, you’ve gone.’ By February 2002, he will have made many, many references to ‘Saadieyh’s clammy harassments from beyond the grave’.4


The glory of Saadieyh! Immaculacy with a human name. Hair like a soft, perfectly fitting turban, dark eyebrows over hazel eyes, a slim nose, parted teeth between half-full lips, a mild, easily attractive face, sun spots here and there, and fineness so obvious to the beholder it swiftly introduced itself before withdrawing gently to its place.


How could such physical grace share space with so much unkindness?


Who would have thought, back in 1968 when this aunt became saviour to this nephew, that things would turn out this way? Back then, it seemed like such a tidy family affair: a loving, rich, powerful aunt embraces a suddenly fatherless, penniless, unnervingly vulnerable twenty-six-year-old nephew. Ali finds himself a patron, and Saadieyh, childless, gets to play mother, since mummy Hala, well, Hala was never really quite there. End of story!


As with most wishful thinking, theirs never made it out into the real world. Too much pain and sadness intruded. Small tragedies and big latched on to these two Jabris and their closest kin, like those cliché-soaked grape vines of wrath. For decades on end, Saadieyh, her sister Hala, Ali, and his sister Diala mourned sudden deaths, stumbled over piling inheritance problems, and cried over land lost and property taken away. For them everything started out so right and ended up terribly, terribly wrong. In soapoperatic mode, this Syrian aristocratic family, aeons old, through nasty events and wrong turns, became scattered across the Arab world and fell easy prey to even the mildest of foul plays. Perhaps their perch was so absurdly high that feckless fate, in vengeance, had to make their fall unbearably steep.
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Ali and his aunt Saadieyh in the Aqsa Mosque in Jerusalem. Early 1960s


Towards her end, as Saadieyh finally gave way to decrepitude, Ali could probably trace the decay of this exhausted family in the wrinkles on her face and recognise half a century of dispossession in her fading mind. For a man who toiled to preserve so much of history’s heritage, it must have been the saddest of ironies that history would choose to spare almost nothing of his, cruelly eating away at noble pedigree and corroding its pomp and substance. That the fortunes (and fortune) of his Jabris should surrender, over the course of fifty years, to the rough winds wrecking everything Arab and become symbolic of a whole people’s descent into irrelevance was appalling to Ali. A family’s ruin more by rash, indulgent choice than accident seemed to him the unkindest of legacies to impart to a son.


He was such a delicate human being this Ali al Jabri, son of Majddedine, son of Kamal, son of Nafe’, son of Abdel Qader. All his life he struggled under every Jabri burden and in vain pined for scraps of its trophies. All his life he chased after free days only to pay dearly for each one that came his way. He could commit to canvas the sublime and reap nothing for it. He was such an extraordinary talent and yet so indefinable. He tiptoed on the edge of life, indulging very disquieting appetites, all while dreading their temper. He hungered for change the same way he craved stasis, and saw the very hilarious even in the throes of heartache. He romanced so many cultures and wrapped thick Western fibre around Arab veins. ‘There was not one practical bone in his body,’5 but the mind inhaled life around him like a marauding drug addict.


Why would dear, darling Saadieyh, who had seen all this in him, who had known all that was special about him, refuse him that long-promised parting gift of love and mercy?


* * *


Habibti [my darling] aunty, please forgive this delay in . . .




Dearest Aunty, I hope you will understand and forgive me for delaying my departure stop My natural feelings make me want to be with you to share your grief and to support you stop but I feel nervous about creating . . . (I don’t know whether . . . 6





December 19 in Ali’s 1971 diary is filled with these draft telegrams to Saadieyh. He was practising what for him was the very difficult art of condolence. Ensconced in London, Ali had yet to make it to the side of his aunt, now the grieving widow of a slain man. On November 28, Wasfi al Tall, her husband and Jordan’s prime minister, had collapsed in a storm of bullets at Cairo’s Sheraton. Black September, a Palestinian group named after the Jordanian regime’s bludgeoning of Palestinian guerrillas in the autumn of 1970, carried out the hit. To most Jordanians he died a martyr, to many Palestinians a villain, a traitor to their cause. He was one of the masterminds of ‘Black September’, and the architect of its final offensive against the Palestine Liberation Organisation (PLO) the summer after.7 In that macabre war dance between Hussein’s Jordan and Yasser Arafat’s PLO – in that bloody collision between a Hashemite king’s quest for quiet borders with Israel and uncontested authority within them, and a swaggering liberation movement’s determination to inflame them and flout him – Wasfi was a fearless anti-PLO agitator. When Hussein wavered, Wasfi stood his ground. When official Arab rhetoric was ritually applauding Arafat and his men as freedom fighters, Wasfi was unhesitatingly referring to them as ‘professional criminals’.8 Long before others were calling Arafat names, Wasfi was shouting them from the rooftops. The son of a Jordanian poet and a Kurdish mother, Wasfi was perhaps his country’s most astute politician. Of all the King’s men, he was the most charismatic and, doubtless, the most creative.9


Exactly one year before the assassination, Ali had written to Wasfi and Saadieyh to congratulate them on the premiership and complain about everything under the sun. In it, he presciently lamented to the dead man walking the thwarted humanity of his future assassins: ‘I wish to God the Arabs would join the human race . . . It’s just sometimes evil seems to come from the very people who think their cause is just.’10 Not particularly generous words by Ali, but they were not entirely devoid of wisdom. Throughout history, vengeful bloodletting had bruised the face of every other beautiful cause, disfiguring magnificent features and twisting a glorious spirit into something repulsive. On that November morning, Wasfi was the latest casualty of genuine victims playing pitiless victimisers. ‘Justice had been done, one of the hangmen of the Palestinian people had been executed.’11 With that, Salah Khalaf, the man allegedly responsible for the assassination and one of the PLO’s chiefs, justified this abuse of his people’s legitimate grievance.


‘Are you happy now, Arabs – sons of dogs,’12 Saadieyh shouted, after she and Fadwa Salah, the wife of the Jordanian foreign minister, rushed down to the hotel lobby and saw Wasfi’s body. Later, in a more stoic moment, she whispered to Fadwa, ‘We Jabris know how to bear our sorrow with dignity.’13


* * *


Saadieyh’s woe was terminal. When Ali finally reached Amman in December 1971, her anguish was all he could see.




Late at night. Trees tossing in the wind, inky blackness lashed by storm. Rajia in bed, Wafaa’s mother serene in her chair, auntie absolutely desolate and beyond consolation, closed in on her herself. Suddenly, the king [Hussein] arrives, is ushered into the upstairs study in a few seconds. Scuffle barely perceptible from the bedroom. Then the sound of auntie weeping before the monarch in whose service (or rather for whose country and people) Wasfi was slain. I take in a fresh Kleenex box for her, bow slightly and salute the king and leave them to their closed interview wrapped in the night. Water had seeped in through the large sliding windows. Jamil, the apathetic servant droopy with bronchial inflammations, swathed in his checkered head gear, has been drowsily swabbing the study . . . My hopes rise in prayer in noxious anticipation that this royal visitation will give some solace to her heart and prepare her more peacefully for the mercies of sleep.14
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Saadieyh and Wasfi al Tall in Aqaba. 1960s


Wasfi’s death descended upon Ali like a permanent chill. He adored Wasfi, the last sentry at the gate, the last man of the family, the only bridge between a much better Jabri past and safe harbour. Daddy. Wasfi had doted on Diala and loved Ali, often softening Saadieyh’s sudden displeasures and absorbing her erratic huffs and puffs.15 There was no one left now. Heart failure had taken Ali’s father, Majddedine, in 1967, and a chronic case of narcissism had kept Ihsan, Saadieyh and Hala’s father, from them long before. As for Alai’ddine, Majddedine’s younger brother, all one hears from accusations here and explanations there is the clash of alleged good intentions with supposed wicked designs.


Everything changed after Wasfi. From that year on, when Ali was twenty-nine and Saadieyh sixty-four, Ali began to teeter on the edge of her largesse by turns wide and slim, expanding with maternal moods and shrinking with feline whim. Whatever she gave him never seemed enough and whatever he offered in return always seemed too little. ‘An Ottoman woman,’ became his favourite description of her, with all the caprice, all the imperiousness, all the sadistic fickleness of her ancestors. He had to play too many roles now – nephew, companion, ‘aide-de-camp who does the phone calls, arrangements, taxis, reservations, dates, schedules, shopping, deliveries . . . ’,16 dinner escort. And she was turning from mere aunt to the living answer to all the things that troubled him: money, shelter, anchor, safety, what to do, where to go, how to be. On June 19, 1973, as he sat waiting for his return flight to London at Amman’s old airport, Ali recounted to his diary the tragi-comic mess their relationship was fast becoming:




Left the house (radiant sunshine, flowers, garden blossoms) in a turmoil of upset feelings, contrite regret, anger, mortification, sense of injustice, & the hopelessness of embroiled family duels, bad blood dans la famille from generation to generation – the difficulties of access, the barriers between cultural attitudes. Last night had to pack after arriving from the heat of Aqaba, tan already flaking off, towards long exile from the sun. Aunty invited to dinner to some sheikh’s house, she can’t stand to get back to her home in the hills all dark empty and widow-bereft, no Wasfi to greet her and make her feel secure. Ayesha, the beautiful dark, blonde little girl of Abu Mohammad the gardener, comes to sleep in her bedchamber to provide comfort of human company – guests like me next door don’t count. Well, I couldn’t accompany her out, had to get my stuff packed, etc. The last straw I guess, after having not driven back with her in the uncomfortably servant-stuffed Mercedes all those long hot dazed hours on the desert road. Off she went. I packed. Nina Simone on TV singing a distant blackness (Arab soul a different kettle of fish altogether). Aunty comes back, changes into nighty. No hot water. I go down to fix small supper. ‘What are you doing?’ She calls down in horribly unbending severity of tone. ‘Who left the icebox open?!!!’ etc, etc. I carry my plate back up to find her bedroom door closed against my face. ‘May your happiness increase,’ I mutter as I walk past, the classic ironic phrase of Arab ‘thanks a million’. She hears it and pursues me to my room where, stunned, I find myself under a barrage of accusations, lies, condemnations, rejections, curses, blood curdling grudges, phrases stored up from what I’d casually said here and there, stored up in the armory of grudges, transformed into a perverted unrecognisability of alien hostility. We shrieked at each other. She calls down curses on my head and all her other imagined dependents and relatives not providing enough fawning gratitude. ‘Tu es un ingrate!’ Accusations and counter-accusations fly back and forth, I keep teetering between a terrible fury and the continuing wish to keep balanced and cool but, no hope, she says too many things that wound me to the quick, her long accumulated store of injured pride, till finally I can’t take it, the negation of it all is too overwhelming. I start beating myself on the head in an uncontrollable frenzy of humiliation and grief. ‘Get out of this room,’ I blaze at her, making a sudden dart forwards at which the poor Dame completely wigs out and starts screaming the classic hideous high-pitched, night-piercing screech of spinsters and lonely old female murderees. She flees down the corridor sans robe de chambre, down the stairs, yelling that she’s frightened of me, she doesn’t even know me, has no relationship with me, I am nothing to her, she knows not what or who I am, she wishes to be rid of me forever (if only it were that easy), charges down into the downstairs salons, locks the door against me as if I’m coming after her with a knife, threatens to call up her household attendants. I have this grim flash of her turning me over to the police or something. The whole nightmare blackness of the Arab world comes swooshing down on me with its ubiquitous plunge of darkly feathered wings, the velvet evil of ignorance, barbarism, and human exhaustion. I sit at a respectable distance on the marble stairs in white crumpled pajamas and Wasfi’s silk dressing gown pleading with her for a return to logic and sobriety. I appeal to all her instincts of loyalty and familiar ties but the poor beldame has flipped too far into her pitchy terrors and can no longer venture out into bedtime reestablishment of trust. ‘Go upstairs and lock your door,’ she yells at me from behind bolted doors. Ever so weary I drag myself obediently back up, temper spent, feeling only sorrow at such futile misunderstandings – all because I have apparently neglected to pay her enough attention while we were at the sea. Some truth to it, since vanity for sunshine and beach exposure overcame my capacity for patiently abiding her confusions with engineers, plumbers, cooks, and tribal guests. Totally lacking, the openness of trust. Back in the room I roll a [consolation] spliff to calm me down, can’t read, can’t sleep, can’t touch that little mess of food. Light out and door banging in draught. Awake this morning for my flight, no breakfast, aunty downstairs, the time for departure arrives, bags carried down plus clutch of useless pretty things, dried foliage from the native soil. Can’t touch the pretty little breakfast laid out perhaps in a slight spirit of apology (?), 2 cafés au lait instead and for Persephonesymbolic reasons rather than any appetite, three glistening green olives from their Mediterranean dish. Wrapped their stones in a Kleenex to leave my dish unused. We’re late. Muhsin, the noble Bedouin officer, waits outside in strong sunlight by much-avoided silver sedan. We step out at last, I in cream suit I came in and blue and white striped shirt, poor aunt in black embroidered caftan – how ageing these long oriental-hostess robes of widowhood have become as her adopted style of weeds. finally the time, the moment, for which I have been waiting since our dreadful separation last night arrives. Whatever the rights or wrongs I don’t wish her to be angry, nor to add fuel to her already tragic circumstances . . . Never mind the money. If it pleases my fate, may I never have a penny; these material dependencies small sustenances of last resort morale must cease (must accept a totally autonomous world stripped of all aid or comfort whatsoever – man needs to support himself entirely solo in this shipwrecked world.) I take her hand and bow deeply and kiss it, touch it to my forehead, Arab traditional gesture enacting respect for elders and one’s parents . . . people who guide us briefly before they go accomplished with a slight bumping clumsiness of execution (it’s not a gesture from a world I am accustomed to) but I bend myself to it with wholehearted sincerity to entreat her restoration and pardon, without words. Into the car, through golden fields, to the airport where I wait.17
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King Hussein ibn Talal and Wasfi al Tall in Aqaba. Late 1960s
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Wasfi, Ali and Diala. Early 1960s


For the rest of their lives, this fury and regret suffused an entanglement made up of all the elements of suffocating love. But the signs of trouble were all over the place long before Wasfi died. Since the last of his Bristol University days in the late 1960s – which he would not have finished had it not been for Saadieyh’s cash – Ali understood her expectations of him and saw the lie that would inevitably eat into their affections. He knew his part well, he knew all his lines, in this charade between him and Saadieyh, ‘whose pride and joy is the false image of me, whose respect for learning and getting ahead in the world and making a success – full marriage, and begetting lots of healthy offspring, etc, etc, who sees me alternately as future ambassador, university professor, good taste guide, etc, etc’. So long as the plot remained the same and the roles were faithfully played, Saadieyh could always be relied upon to extricate him from his habitual penurious state and re-launch him in his ‘natural place among the butterfly colony of the race . . . ’18


Had Wasfi lived, Ali might – just might – have gotten away with it. The ‘beldame’ would have been too busy, too satisfied, to fret about him. But with Wasfi dead, every favour carried with it a price tag. Against every dollar, the usual litany of pleas and appeals had to be sounded. The code words, the concessions, the accolades, the expressions of loyalty to her and Arabhood itself, pack every surviving letter of Ali’s to Saadieyh. Read a few and you will have read them all.


London, February 6, 1970:




I thank you with all my heart, my dear Saadieyh, and hope that God will give me the opportunity, and Allah Yishhad (God is my witness) that one day, when I am firmly on my feet, that I will show you my profound gratitude, not only because of your financial care, but because of the morale boost you give me . . . and the example you set through your generosity . . . I will not forget my country, my family and the magnificent culture in which I was born.





Two years later from London, on November 1, 1972:




There is a bill outstanding for the deposit on the little flat in Curzon street . . . about 19 sterling pounds, so at last I will pay this . . . Last month also another 20 sterling pounds came from you, which I thought was sent especially for this bill, but I was so penniless that I spent it on my own debts instead . . . Anyway dearest Saadieyh, I don’t want you to spend any more money on me. I’m a grown man now and have to stand on my own two feet . . .





One year later from London, on January 19, 1973:




You and me – we are the same, except that you are more established, respected and well known, and you have your own house. I have no one but you in this entire world. I think that we two have only each other . . .





One year later from London, on March 28, 1974:




There has to be a solution to this problem . . . Diala needs to go to university and Hala should stay in Kuwait. How can this be done? You know that for the moment I am planted in the West . . . I don’t want Hala . . . to be all alone. I have always wanted to be a good son . . . You are my only family . . . I will never ever leave you, as you write in your letters. You should never think that I am going to turn my back on the Middle East . . .





Almost a year later from London, on January 10, 1975:




The money you sent me paid for my rent but not my bank debts . . .





A little over a month later, on February 28, 1975:




. . . I am hoping that I will finally be able to send [Hala and Diala] some money . . .





Sometime in 1978, months after he moved to Cairo:




On the day of my journey . . . I cried every time I saw someone . . . I am so taken with the people and this city . . . but I know as well that you are the only one who understands me and who would allow me to finish my work here19





But Ali’s rhetoric, year on year, had become so stale, his endearments so repetitive, his needs so incessant, his requests so patently self-serving, that they simply did not work on Saadieyh any more. In ripostes that blended glee with dismay, she stroked his needs and stoked his fears, eagerly feeding naked hunger for comfort while shunning every other overture for love. ‘Get off my shoulders, you are killing me,’20 she often hissed in his ears, only moments before or minutes after she sang to him, ‘Ali, mon cher.’ On and on this yin and yang went. It was as if he and Saadieyh were all alone in this world – him and her, two Jabris of a kind. Round and round they twirled, recklessly dancing over smothered aspirations and brittle dreams. From afar, to a tortured soul like Diala’s, they seemed such a happy nephew and aunt, ticking the lovely days away. Up close, it was a sorry sight; a few scenes of bliss and laughter, many more of choking rage.


There was space for Hala and Diala in this melodrama: in Ali’s diary entries, brief and too far between; in some of his letters to Saadieyh repeating puzzlements and heartfelt ‘que faire’; in telegrams between Saadieyh and Hala, fatigued from harsh accusations and bloated with blame – always about money, always about the bequests of the dead. Each sat in their little corner, picking at the scars of old wounds while inflicting new ones. As Ali and Saadieyh jostled with each other, Hala wrestled in Kuwait with Majddedine’s partners and collected growing mounds of legal papers. To the two of them, she was obsessed, disturbed. To her, they were meek, foolish. And in the midst of all this stood Diala in Kuwait, in her late teens, coping with motherly tirades, clutching some fun-sounding London letters from her brother and receiving the occasional kind gesture from her aunt.


Nothing changed with the passage of years. Not one of these four individuals turned the page. Each nursed their pain into a full-blown frenzy and used it like a chisel to cut into the hearts of the others. For years, Hala refused to see Ali, blaming him for not being enough of a man, enough of a son. For years, Saadieyh screamed about the burdens of financially supporting them, while the other three complained about the scraps thrown their way. For years, Hala tore into Saadieyh for squandering every opportunity for a reversal of fortunes. For years, Diala faulted Saadieyh and Ali for living the ‘Dolce Vita life’21 while she and her mother wasted away in Kuwait. ‘Any pussyfooting around you see from anyone on this issue is bull. That’s where my youth went, that’s where Hala’s youth went . . . she needed taxi fare from me . . . the woman who used to give sapphires as gifts.’22


So thin-skinned against even the most usual of belittlements, Ali simply could not comprehend why everybody wanted so much of him when he was capable of giving only so little. ‘You see these,’ he held out his painterly hands to his sister years later, after one of their violent rows about past wrongs, ‘this is all I can do,’23 he finished in resignation. For all those flights, for his absence, for all those unintended injuries, he could only offer her cryptic confessions on his private page: ‘Diala left today . . . The heartbreak, the empty flat, her words, her flowers, her brief happiness, now gone to face terrible days alone while I’m in comfort and oblivion! . . . Meanwhile, the clothes she washed and hung and folded for me . . . What did I ever do for her?’24


Why would a family made so small by bad circumstance and misfortune hack at the binding ties of kin and slide, eyes wide open, towards such despair? Why would people who could feel love for one another succumb to so much rancour? Why do the moments of tenderness hang on for dear life in their flashbacks and letters and diary entries? Hala’s words to Saadieyh in 1974 about Ali as a ‘compassionate and loving man’,25 his own fleeting descriptions of his mother’s beauty and wit, are teasers, lines beseeching you to come to them in a sea of prose that keeps pushing you in the opposite direction. Saadieyh’s letters to Diala that begin with ‘ma chère enfant’, and Diala’s to her, writing of new jobs, of bigger salaries, of journalism courses, of life seemingly on the mend, fare no better.26 Only in Ali’s voluminous missives to Diala do love and humour survive intact; like roads battered by a deluge of bad memories, they take you into lives too beaten down by the grim days to cuddle the good ones.


‘A set of pretty helpless individuals, I’d say. Very old blood . . . and very bad drainage. How else can I explain it to someone who has never experienced being part of a family falling apart.’27 That more than suffices for Diala, the last of the line. To her, ages ago in 1975, Ali offered this take: ‘Any account of our common heritage, Darling Seester, is like a Chinese labyrinth, filled with the bones of uncompleted riddles and non-terminated sentence structures that died for lack of air!! . . . ’28


* * *


1998. Summer. June. Saadieyh is dead. Twenty years Ali has been in ‘exile’.* Now what? Where now? This Jordan Ali sleeps in, heaves and sighs; like him, it is too tired, too broke. With barely a moment’s thought, it waves away expectations and ignores so much love. All for naught, these paintings and hard work to shield the old stone from concrete and resuscitate the green in the midst of grey. This country of withering palms and sleepy Jordan valleys, of cosy Amman hills and ancient neighbourhoods with a likeness only in faded photographs, is no sanctuary after all.


After Saadieyh’s death, he kept carping on to his friends and sister Diala that ‘all is lost now’ – omissions everywhere, damned hectic days that refused to slow their pace into a gentle walk, a trickle of words in journals once chock-full of colour and poetry. Rut. Ali was in a rut, stuck at fifty-seven in an ‘Arab milieu that’s finally destructive; desultory; chloroforming; amnesiac’.29


And those Jabris, that past, this family, ‘dust in the mouth’ all; tears and collapsed castles in the air and spent fortunes and dead heroes and bizarre mothers and contemptuous widows and hard uncles and bitter sisters. Nothing, nothing at all, but that name, Jabri. ‘I am Ali al Jabri. That is who I am.’ He would always pronounce it thus – Ali DDjaabri – and stop there, keeping secret all those faces and stories that decorate soft memories and hang over hard recollections.


There was nowhere to be for Ali in this kingdom. There was nowhere for him to go. It seemed to him such a waste of a journey after all these years of grind. It all started out with so much love for things as they were, such yearning for modernity to soften its changing ways. He was a painter constantly on the prowl for discarded native textures, inanimate or made of vibrant human clay. There is not a thing in any of his paintings which he did not live and did not know. ‘I used to see him strolling in our markets, carrying a large sketchbook and gently contemplating passersby, or peering into the small shops, the old houses, the sellers, the people,’ George Sayyegh recalled in his critique of Ali’s exhibition at Jordan’s National Gallery in 1983. ‘ . . . A man in search of man, of the meaning of life, in the heartbeats of the streets. One day, he was in Ma’an holding his notebook and that pure gaze which asks life about life as if inquiring about the secrets of things.’30


Jordan, at once adored and loathed, had finally folded itself into a dead end. Much like the weariness that wafts through Cavafy’s The City, even after the revisions of a poet finally reconciled with his Alexandria,31 Ali’s ennui fanned despondence over his own country.




You said: ‘I’ll go to another country, go to another shore,


find another city better than this one.


Whatever I try to do is fated to turn out wrong


and my heart lies buried like something dead.


How long can I let my mind moulder in this place?


Wherever I turn, wherever I look,


I see the black ruins of my life, here,


where I’ve spent so many years, wasted them, destroyed


                                                                   them totally.’


You won’t find a new country, won’t find another shore.


This city will always pursue you.


You’ll walk the same streets, grow old


In the same neighbourhoods, turn gray in these same houses.


You’ll always end up in this city. Don’t hope for things elsewhere:


There’s no ship for you, there’s no road.


Now that you’ve wasted your life here, in this small corner,


You’ve destroyed it everywhere in the world.





Life in Jordan had become ‘a Borgesian torture only an extreme masochist would follow with such relentlessly immaterial logic’.32 He was ‘shuffling from room to overstuffed ageing white room . . . book-papers, files, portfolios, detritus from former creations like a Schwitters Merzbau assemblage’, and writing about ‘the diminishments of appetite, the desuetude of worldly involvements . . . and just the daily grind of a banal un-celebrated life in a very provincial town of the Arab world’. Amman itself, always a bit of a stranger, had become alien, uninviting, ugly. ‘We live on the edge in terms of what the daily nervous circuit can apprehend, as we absorb atrocity on atrocity just across the border while over here (even under my very flat – the hottest spot in Amman!) . . . babes in baretummy leopard skin halter-ensembles do valet parking with their nokias . . . 2 different cultures co-exist: the Islamic poor and the licentious rich and I seem to partake of both in my willed semiexiguousness and make-shift existence.’33


True, Ali was always a nag, confusing real grievances with imagined ones and crying over both with equal zeal. But that was Ali. To him there was nothing contrived about this crash. Whisky at midday was a daily reprieve, cheap wine in the evenings a sure thing. You could easily have called him beautiful once – blond hair, eleven inches on top of five feet, a strict waistline, a Roman head, blue, blue eyes, a straight moustache over straight lips. The teeth, a minor concession to imperfection, hit the wrong note, parted and weak and mildly dreadful. Now, not half-way bad, he looked a very tired, worn-out impression of his younger self.


There were times he tried to recall every friend and write the name of every dear one. Name after name after name dots his journals, reminding him of compassion and its warm embrace. He drew heart shapes next to Antonia, wrote thoughts about Diney, dates above John, impressions for Ronnie. Every few pages he asked ‘Ou es tu, François?’ a question he never stopped asking after François left for Luxor in 1987 to head the French archaeological mission at Karnak Temple. There were blessings for Hazem and Fadi and Essa and Widad and Nuha and Rula, scribbles about Raghida and Nawal. These jottings were not new to Ali – his diaries were always replete with the stuff of daily living and its characters – but they were suddenly urgent, frantic, as if he was trying to freeze-frame a fading life.


Ma’an, Petra and Aqaba, his three old, grumpy, much-loved aunts, in thoughts and dreams, came to him every other morning and lingered until the wee hours of the night. Every time he repaid the visit, the mementos of yore grew pale and the bitter images of today stayed.


Ma’an – that way station on T. E. Lawrence’s route to ‘his’ victory – was ‘bereft after all these years of total ignorance, neglect, philistinism & destruction from every sector of high rule & local admin, with me as the happy responsible 1! Sole guardian of its irreplaceable cultural features! How wonderful to end up with nothing and how does that make me feel.’34


Petra had ‘collapsed to no better than the Bedouin’s kiosks of hot Miranda! Junk from everywhere but Jordan35 . . . Hip Hop Petra . . . full of mixers and the sites are upside down. The itch is for the fixers and the money is pouring down . . . the hotels they keep rising all wonky and askew with a godamn license . . . ’36 Now he can enjoy ‘breakfast on a terrace with the aroma of sewage floating around . . . ’37 he wrote to his friend Ronnie in 1998.


And old, old, sweet Aqaba: this one’s demise he had prophesied ages ago.




The people and the place are being bulldozed right out of the picture, dumped into mid-50s type Nasser era authoritarianist mass housing units out on the edge of the desert. Their watery shoreline dwellings once splendidly oriented to a traditional way of life pulverised to make way for the new regime of modernised standardisation. Police, corruption, graft, perjury, the marauding secret agents wrapped up facelessly in their kaffiyehs [traditional head gear] a real cockroach nest of vipers’ collective of false practice and personal gain for the powerful at the expense of the weak.38





* * *


Today, in a drawer, sits a hand-painted proposal to Aqel Biltaji, Aqaba Regional Authority’s one-time director, to preserve Hafayer, Aqaba’s palm shorefront. It was presented in 2001. On two private walls hang lifelike, grainy renditions of Aqaba’s rundown backstreets and two of Petra’s carved Nabataean stones shimmering with the spectacular colours bestowed by one very bright spring day. Had the Aqaba paintings been life-size, trompe l’oeil would have found you a heartbeat away from the sun-soaked alleyways. These were Ali’s last brush strokes. For a man who insisted he was a preservationist, a man for whom the title of painter seemed offensive in Amman (yes, let’s give them art that matches their panties)39 it did not escape his notice that the only preservation of his that lasted was where he was at his most brilliant: on canvas. In this, he saw no consolation at all, only miserable failure. A mournful fixation on ‘dislocation, disturbance, disruption, disculturation, dissolution, disappearance . . . ’40 pervaded his last commentaries and finally stamped his last major work. For ‘Disorientation’, a multifarious project that brought together many of the Arab world’s artists under the roof of Berlin’s House of World Cultures in February 2003, Ali’s posthumous contribution was room-size enlargements of his photographs of the massive, high-tension electricity poles that line the new Amman-Aqaba highway and follow ‘that topography of jagged ravines (their now traceless memories of the Arab Revolt campaigns of 1918) to the city-enclave on the Red Sea shore’. For him, there was no depiction more apt than this of Jordan’s ‘degenerative urbanism’.41 Possibly even of his own.
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