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​OMAR SABBAGH
WRITERLY BIOG:

Omar Sabbagh is a very widely published poet, writer, and critic. Over the last two decades, his poetry has appeared in many prestigious venues, such as: Poetry Review, PN Review, Agenda, Acumen, New Humanist, (T&F) New Writing, The Reader Magazine, Stand, Kenyon Review, New England Review, Banipal, The Warwick Review, The Wolf Magazine, Poetry Wales, Philosophy Now, among many others. For Echo was his sixth poetry collection with Cinnamon Press, released in Spring 2024. His first collection and his third were, respectively: My Only Ever Oedipal Complaint and To The Middle of Love (Cinnamon Press, 2010/17). His fourth, But It Was an Important Failure, was published in early 2020. And Morning Lit: Portals After Alia, his fifth collection with Cinnamon Press was published in early 2022. His Beirut novella, Via Negativa: A Parable of Exile, was published with Liquorice Fish Books in March 2016; and his Dubai novella, Minutes from the Miracle City was published with Fairlight Books in July 2019.  He has published much short fiction, too, some of it prize-winning. A study of the oeuvre of Professor Fiona Sampson, Reading Fiona Sampson: A Study in Contemporary Poetry and Poetics, was published with Anthem Press in 2020, and was released in revised, paperback edition at the end of 2021. His book of Lebanese verse narratives, Cedar: Scenes from Lebanese Life, was published with Northside House in summer of 2023; and a collection of his published short fictions, Y Knots, was published with Liquorice Fish Books in autumn of 2023.  RIP: Poems after Gaza & Words after Waddah, a pamphlet registering loss in both a personal and political register, was published with Cinnamon Press, March 2024.  Night Settles Upon The City, a collection out of contemporary Beirut, was published with Daraja Press, Nov. 2024. His latest book is Gazan Days, published with Dar Nelson in June 2025.  He has published (or has forthcoming) scholarly essays on George Eliot, G.K. Chesterton, Ford Madox Ford, Lawrence Durrell, Henry Miller, Lytton Strachey, T.S. Eliot, Hilaire Belloc, George Steiner, Stefan Collini, Vladimir Nabokov, among others.  He holds a BA in PPE from Oxford, three MA’s, in English Literature, Creative and Life Writing, and Philosophy, all from the University of London, and a PhD in English Literature from KCL. From 2011-2013 he was Visiting Assistant Professor of English and Creative Writing at the American University of Beirut (AUB); and he taught at the American University in Dubai (AUD), where he was Associate Professor of English from 2014-2024.  From Fall 2024 he began a new teaching role in English Literature and Creative Writing at the Lebanese American University (LAU).
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For Alia

‘Imagine that someone failed and disgraced came back to his family, and they grieved with him, and took his sadness upon themselves, and sat down together to ponder the deep mysteries of human life.  This is more human and beautiful, I propose, even if it yields no dulling of pain, no patching of injuries.  Perhaps it is the calling of some families to console, because intractable grief is visited upon them.’


Marilynne Robinson, ‘Family’
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Preface

​A Troubled Life Untroubled
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This collection of short stories, ranging from slightly-veiled memoir to autofiction to complete inventions, registers in many different ways a troubled life.  I was brought up with privilege, absolute fortune.  And yet, most of my adult life has been overshadowed by suffering.  

It is said that suffering is relative.  Which is true, perhaps.  But I do believe as well that there is an absolute line beneath which suffering is to be and can only be judged: absolutely.  I really can’t imagine, let alone speak to, the kind of horrors lived by those in Gaza today.  And whether it’s a healthy comparison to make, or an opportunistic one, knowing of and seeing daily such unspeakable horrors, actually renders me that much more grateful for my life and the way I live, however darkened, shadowed by pain.  Indeed, in some ways, having had it so good for the first twenty-odd years of my life, rendered the remaining decades as felt and lived, that much worse.  This has made the picture of my life a study in contrasts, as it were, of light and shade, a certain chiaroscuro, and like a chain of checkered dominoes nudged into dovetailing collapse.  But that said, I have had a second privilege, and the gift of my sometime writerly gift has proved to be a kind of redressing vehicle for all that was incommunicable about the dark pages of my suffering.  I have found an avenue, a veritable boulevard to outlay aspects of my life, in the proverbially Joycean ‘smithy of my soul,’ by which the road of my living finds release, relief, expression.

For me, writing in prose is just as ‘poetic’ as writing in verse.  Words for me, I always say, are like limbs of my body.  When I use words at my best and most true, I always gain a somatic pleasure or undergo a somatic jolt.  And it’s not about rich or dense or sophisticated words.  It has more to do with the rhythms of beauty, the syntactical patterns, the rhetorical shape and shapeliness of sentences.  So, these stories collated in this volume prove mere occasions, excuses even, to make use of the English language, giving me my one undiluted pleasure in life.  Writing, especially in prose, where I believe I am more compelling and idiosyncratic as a writer, is empowering and liberating.  And it’s not so much the imaginative capacity and function that frees, the sense of the choice re-presentation of bits and pieces of one’s world, the configuration and poetics of one’s life rendered pointed, poignant, by way of the literary arts of commission and omission, that tell in this regard.  In other words, it’s not so much for me the inventing of imaginative worlds, loosed from the sadly tragic factual one we happen to live in today.  Content, I’ve said it before, is second in my book to form and style.  I am, in this sense, a dandy-like writer, an aesthete, I suppose.  I immolate the telltale tenors of my life-experience on the altar of their framing, shaping, and expression.  Content is the sacrificial lamb, assuaging the god of one’s expressive and well-nigh performative quiddity.  And so, to reprise, all my lived, felt troubles in life are spent and exhausted, for a little while anyway, when I invest the white page before me with those little black marks that are so much more than tokens readied to be deconstructed in hindsight.  I live for words, and for the life one lives inside and through and on the backend of words. 
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​Mischief in Arcadia

​A Slice of Veiled Memoir

If I were a rich man, 

Dubby-dubby-dubby-dubby-dubby

Dubby-dubby-dee

I’d have all the money

In the world

If I were a wealthy maaannn...

During the first few blissful weeks of marriage, when he and his bride – overwhelmed with the final possession of each other after so long a courtship – had told each other everything, everything to the point of mawkishness, his wife had told him that it was his habit of humming a tune or ditty that had first made her love him.  He hadn’t questioned the sentiment at the time – he said some quite odd things himself.  But thinking it over, he’d once told Amr, he realized that it had actually been verified throughout his married life.  He and his wife rarely fought with each other, and when they did, it was usually over trivial issues.  But always, minutes after the ceasefire in hostilities, busying himself again with something or other, and beginning to hum or sing gently beneath his breath, he’d found himself calmed, and her, calmed too.  It was like a talisman, or something a little less dramatic....

That said, the summer of 2000 presaged fiery drama for this fated pair, and much drama that could never have been predicted from the sometime paradise of a home they’d tried to build and sustain.  With one son ill-starred, to the second and youngest, Mansour and Maram Jallad had poured all their liquid hopes.  But that summer, the brimming cup of their adulation began to spill over...

It was June when his father came to collect Amr.  He was going home for the summer holidays.  The few tentative attempts at conversation that longish drive home soon withered away into a comfortable silence.  As was his wont he let the wind rush through the opened window, closed his eyes, and tried to sleep.  But sleep wouldn’t come.  His mind was too active.  He was excited to be going home after nearly a year away.  It would be, he thought, a rest.  He would see Raja, his dear brother, too.

Over the next few weeks, he readjusted to life back home.  He felt or thought he felt much more at ease than he had been over the last few months.  He spent his days reading mostly.  There was one room in the house that from the age of fifteen or thereabouts he’d marked as his own territory; a special zone for quietness and reflection beyond the more common brouhaha of late adolescent life.

The “Landing” of the house might have seemed a gaudy kind of space at first glance.  As you came over the grand main staircase, plushly-carpeted in crimson, it faced you: a small square open sanctum whose entrance was flanked by mock-Corinthian columns.  Previously, his father had used this room for his morning coffee and fruit.  He’d sit there, early-retired as he was, from eight in the morning till noon, reading four or five different newspapers – two English, the International Herald Tribune, and usually two Arabic newspapers of his choice.  But from the age of fifteen or so, as Amr had transmogrified from impetuous child to bookish, earnest adolescent, he’d hijacked the space, spending whole evenings or weekends lying on one of the sofas beneath an open window, reading voraciously, any wind or sunlight ruffling or warming his hair.

But before that summer of 2000 and the Christmas following, Amr’s descent had begun; the ugly seed had been planted; the apple of his parents’ eyes, felled now, falling.  In the wake of that first year at university, Amr was in love, but from a sharp and needling distance.  And in the wake of that same year, he was to suffer immensities for years to come – all the worse and all the more painful for having had nineteen years of life in comparative paradise.  While he’d always known where his next meal was coming from, it remains the case that each one of us is like a text, and each one of us moves, meaningfully, inside many differently-tailored contexts.  Amr had lived to the age of nineteen a childhood and youth blessed and glutted with such luck, brave, good fortune.  But if it wasn’t for the sheer seamlessness of the luck of his younger life the next few years would never have felt so desperately hard to bear.  The cup was half-full before the cup was half-empty....

The “Landing” of their home in Wimbledon could be found like a pillared enclave at the top of the main, red-robed staircase of the house.  The gilt-toned curtains that draped the windows that looked out onto the front courtyard sported small red, blue and grey patterns, small prancing nymphs or sprites – some kind of classical motif, evincing some small mischief in Arcadia.

The pivotal place that books had played in Amr’s life could be accounted for in the main by the influence of his mother.  Maram Jallad had a degree in Economics, completed at the same American University of Beirut where she had met and been courted by Amr’s father – a young, dashing Nasserite revolutionary and student leader.  But she’d always harbored a penchant for English literature, so it might not seem surprising that she’d pass-on this love to her youngest-born, her most brilliant child.  From the age of eleven or twelve he was offered mealy tomes by Dickens and the slimmer, more elegant tales of Jane Austen.  And Amr had gobbled them up, only hungering for more.  Acceptance from two loving parents was one gift, but motherly encouragement like the above had triggered more than just a rounded, equable personality: it set the tone of his worldly (or rather, unworldly) desires.  When at fifteen asked by his father what he wanted “to be,” Amr had answered, “an historian.”  Mansour had grumbled and then chuckled, saying he’d prefer he become a banker, to invest some of this father’s money.  But in the end his parents were determined by their liberality: he was to become whatever he wished to be.

It was to be expected, then, to love and adore two such parents – loving, adoring, too.

“Mittel-el-Amar, Mittel-el-Amar, hel wallad,” his grandmother used to say of him.  It was always nice to be considered as white and clean-run as the moon.  Amr had deeply embedded memories of his maternal grandmother.  She, too, had been just one more placebo, shielding Amr from the world and its way.

As you walked into his teta’s flat of times gone by, to your immediate right, there was an ornate mahogany coat rack.  Amry remembered it distinctly from those days, because it used to terrify him.  Every time he walked into that flat with his mother and grandmother at his side, he wouldn’t dare look at it directly.  The lighting in the hallway was bad back then, gloomy.  And in that gloom, the dark figure of that high rack of shiny, rich wood used to send pulsing torrents through him.  It must have been because it remained unused, so that it always had the frightening demeanor of a scarecrow or of some kind of gothic-torture device, with its long curling tentacles or antlers high up, which should by rights have been smothered and thus softened by some sort of apparel.  So, he didn’t look at it, but merely felt its ominous presence from the side of his vision every time he entered that flat.  And he never mentioned the state he was in as they lingered briefly at the entrance, for fear that if he complained to his mother or grandmother, he might incur the wrath of the warlock that clearly lurked in that otherwise ostensibly inert object.

The carpeted floor down the spine of the apartment was pale lime in color, which added to the sense of chill.  To right and left down the hallway were unused rooms; a bedroom, nominally for his uncle Wissam, working as an art-dealer in Paris, and who never seemed to come to London; and one reception room, also unused as far as Amr was aware; a room he only ever peeked into once and then left forever, because he saw immediately that it was a forbiddingly adult space, with gilt-limbed rococo chairs and fine porcelain and silver decorating the tables.

However, at the end of this hallway, you reached the real hub, the warmed heart of the place.  Through the kitchen to the right, a small hexagonal space full of jars of cookies to be willingly brought down from their high perch above the fridge at his first request – through the kitchen, you could enter the TV or living room.  The two rooms were not separated by a door, but had a narrow rectangular opening between them, which was draped by a sort of slightly incongruous blood-red threaded material that might have better suited the entrance to a fortune-teller’s at the circus; yes, that, or an opium den.

The back wall was filled with inlaid bookshelves, some of the books from when Amr’s teta had been an academic in Beirut, long before he was born.  To your right, crowding the near corner of the room, was the TV, opposite which, perched on one of the two leather chairs facing it, Amr would sit into the late (and otherwise forbidden) hours of the night, watching cartoons on the Beetamax video machine.

There was “Dungeons and Dragons,” a particular favorite of his, for its exoticism, its atmospheric sepia-tinted skies, smoldering fires, and color-clad heroes.  Amr could still recall a recurring dream he’d had around the age of four – one of those prototypical anxiety dreams about abandonment.  In it, set against a glowering, cloudy, violet sky, a huge dragon, bottle-green, held each of his parents in its ivory talons.  Just held them up before him.  And it would then proceed to test him, to enquire, in tones of the utmost courtesy, as though it were an effete creature, which of his parents was to die and which was to be saved – by him.  He really couldn’t remember which parent he’d choose to save, but he did remember the agony of the choice, dithering before the decision, stalling, trying to figure out a third option; which was always rejected by the dragon.  It seemed, in hindsight (and after reading Jung), that Amr had been in the throes of an infantile neurosis, haunted by a mother-complex.

The alternative, of course, was the epic battle between Tom & Jerry.  Amr was quite healthy in his support for Jerry.  But this support was somewhat indirect, deflected by a third character: the big, bulky, lazy bulldog who occasionally entered the scene.  He was Jerry’s protector, the father-figure, somewhat ignorant of the true goings-on in the Tom & Jerry household.  But when confronted, there was no question: he was a force for the good.  Perhaps it was no coincidence that his father’s jowly face had always resembled a friendly, gracious kind of bulldog?

Mansour Jallad was an intensely sociable man.  He had hundreds of friends, each one a bosom buddy.  Amr remembered the way his father would regularly host a small clutch of his closest friends at their grand home in Wimbledon.  To play cards – one indefatigable feature of the Arab man’s tics and habits.  He remembered the rose-gold lighting in the dining room where they used to play.  The bright light was literally warming, as well as suffused by a more symbolic warmth.  The picture in his mind’s eye was charged with a kind of surging, electric glow, a scene exuding its contents: unconditional love.  Not yet a teenager, he’d walk in on them sometimes, with the overt shyness of a treasured eight-year-old and, amid the large, embracing voices of his father’s friends, slowly walk over to his seated father’s side, saying nothing, only smiling bashfully.  The long, antique dining-table was covered with a thick green felt sheet.  And God!  Even the tenor of that green, of flourishing apple, seemed to waft back to him with its own thickset warmth: cards were, as ever, splayed across the table, and he remembered finding a certain device all the men made use of quite magical.  His mother had collected some chopsticks and had topped them with clumps of blue-tack.  These became the card-players’ trusty tools.  They’d used the lovely contraptions to draw cards in from the middle of the table.  It was so simple an idea, invention; but for him, a besotted child, nothing short of enchanting.  His mother would then walk in bearing a tray of Turkish coffee for the men, and they cheered in greeting.  They all called her “hajjeh,” which meant a woman who’d completed the “hajj,” a journey required of any devout Muslim.  The thing of it was his mother was not in any overt way religious, and certainly hadn’t visited Mecca.  They all called her this and had done so since her early twenties, because she was known to be such a refined and civilized lady.  After delivering the coffee, she would gently entice Amr out of the room again, to let the men continue their game.  And he would obey.  That scenic room remained to this day embossed on his memory: he could still see and smell the curlicues and clouds of cigar smoke, the grueling voices of those dear men.

A revolutionary in his youth, a young Nasserite, a student leader and activist, Mansour Jallad had headed the committee and welcoming party for the visiting Nehru in the late 1950’s.  A man like Nehru would have been an idol for that young generation of newly post-colonial Arab nationalists.  And yet, one image, specifically, remained with Amr after listening to his father’s stories over the years.  He’d spoken with awe of how while walking down a lane of the AUB’s upper campus, a crowd of fawning students in tow, Nehru had stopped by one of the small stone blocks that pitted and lined the edge of the upper campus as it looked-down across the colorful gardens that sloped with staggered bliss towards the lower parts of campus and then onto the glinting, steel-blue blanket of the sea.  Nehru stopped, put one foot on a block, leaned in with one elbow propped on one now-raised knee, his fist beneath his chin, and just gazed onwards and upwards – you could see his soul taking-flight, his father had said.  It was a half-minute, but, as he recounted it, you could almost see the gaze of this great man – blessed and cursed with so much of the texture of revolutionary experience–fly off and away into the empyrean.  It was an image that had stayed with his father, and an image that had then stayed with Amr, too.  In some ways, his father was to him what Nehru had been to his father.

In the late 1950’s, during the war in Algeria, Mansour Jallad had led the student body at AUB, the faculty as well, and effectively closed the university for three days.  It was a protest over the French abduction of certain leading Algerian freedom fighters.  An act in and of solidarity.  But there was some humor in the event as well.  AUB was host to all the good and the grand of Lebanese society.  So, a three-day strike would have made a noticeable impact on some very important people.  When, thus, the Prime Minister of the country called up the university’s President, so the story goes, he asked the latter for an update on the protest, and who was responsible for such a disturbance?!  And then, having asked this, it is told, the then-PM said: “Wait, check that.  Mansour Jallad, of course, and who else?!”  His father, a mere eighteen-year-old, was already notorious in the best sense.  Later, the strike over, he and his comrades were invited for a conversation with the country’s Premier.  That was the beginning of a young man’s sterling reputation.  And indirectly, the beginnings of Amr’s own hero-worship....
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​The Devil’s Job

Dear God,

Though you do indeed have me on metaphysical retainer, I’ve felt a little neglected of late, more like a freelancer than a fully-contracted full-time employee.  That said, the latest commission excites me.  I expect to have much fun with this case, and to exercise all my ingenuity.  The devilments I’ve prepared are wicked, shall we say.  Here’s a little of what I have in store.  I do hope you find it a gauntlet challenging enough?  After all, if the boy isn’t challenged to the requisite degree, it is my understanding, and do correct me if I’m wrong, that he just wouldn’t then qualify as exemplary for the faithful.  In this case, thus, not only am I acting in my role as devil, but also, I suppose, as devil’s advocate.  But then, blessed with my metaphysical standing, I’m good at multitasking.
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