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These notebooks came into my possession by coincidence, and I hesitated at length before deciding to send them to Dar al-Adab in Beirut for publication. To be honest, the reason for my hesitation lay in that ambiguous feeling that combines admiration and envy, love and hate. I had met the writer and hero of these texts, Adam Dannoun – or Danoun – in New York, where I teach at the university. I remember I told my Korean student how good-looking I thought he was. It was towards the end of February 2005, if my memory serves me correctly. We had gone out to eat falafel after the graduate seminar and observed the man carefully and cheerfully preparing his sandwiches. He was tall and a little on the thin side, his shoulders broad and slightly stooped. White hairs had grown among the chestnut on his head, making it look as though wreathed with a shining corona, the brightness coming, I think, from his grey eyes, which shaded into green. I told my student I understood now why she was so taken with this Israeli restaurant, and that it had nothing to do with the food but was because of its owner. I was wrong, though: that might have been the best falafel sandwich I have ever tasted. We Beirutis claim to be the best falafel-sandwich makers in the world, and the Palestinians say the Israelis stole falafel from them, which is correct, but I think both sides are wrong because falafel is the oldest cooked food known to man, being pharaonic when you really get down to it, and so on and so forth.


The name of the restaurant was the Palm Tree, and when the handsome man with the pale oval face and the dimple sketched on his chin came over to us and began talking to my student in Hebrew, Sarang Lee, answering in English, turned to me and introduced us. The man then started speaking to me in Arabic and Sarang said, in English, how much she liked his Palestinian dialect and he replied with something in Hebrew that I didn’t understand.


When we stepped out again into the cold, Sarang Lee suggested a drink. I was taken aback, because I don’t go out with my students; I still recall the warning given to me by my Armenian friend Baron Hagop – the one to whom Edward Said awarded the title “King of Sex” – about what they call “harassment” here. He said if a female student were to claim I had harassed her, it would be enough to ruin me and destroy my academic career.


I agreed to have a drink with Sarang Lee because I could tell from the look in her eyes that she had something to say. We had a glass of white wine at the Lanterna café, my Armenian friend’s favourite and the one habitually used by Hanna el-Akkari, a former Popular Front fighter; we often used to go there for a drink and to reminisce about the old days, when we dreamed of revolution.


I said to Sarang Lee with a laugh, raising my glass to her, “We don’t usually drink wine after falafel,” and waited for her to speak. She said nothing, however, and after a seemingly interminable silence, I asked her if she was in love. Immediately, the twenty-two-year-old girl’s eyes shone with tears. I can’t say for sure that she cried, but that is what I thought happened, at least. Then she said she didn’t know, but she loved me too.


The word “love” set off a tremor in my heart that was immediately put a stop to by “too”, since the latter meant she loved the Israeli but didn’t want to hurt my feelings. I had no love in me at the time, especially not for a girl who was countless years younger than me. All the same, I had found in my young student’s academic excellence, her shyness, and her exquisite Asian beauty, something that led me to pay special attention to her. That day, I found I had been strung along. Though “strung along” isn’t the right term here: the girl had never sent me anything but signals of ordinary admiration, such as any student might her teacher. I asked her what she’d said to the “old man” and she smiled and said he wasn’t old and was “the same age as you, my dear professor”, adding, with gentle malice, “unless, that is, you consider yourself old”. I ignored her remark and asked what the man had said. She replied, “He said he was speaking Galilean for your sake, as my professor, because it was close to Lebanese.” She also said there was some mystery there, because, having spent her childhood in Tel Aviv, she knew Israel well but couldn’t work out the man’s precise identity – was he a Palestinian pretending to be an Israeli, or the reverse? – but that, in any case, he was a very special person.


As Sarang Lee pronounced the words “very special”, her eyes gleamed with love. I couldn’t think of anything to say because I had a feeling something strange was going on, and indeed, at another meeting, she let me in on the secret, telling me that the man wasn’t Israeli: “It’s true he has an Israeli passport but he’s Palestinian, from around Lydda I think, but he likes ambiguities and doesn’t mind people thinking he’s Israeli.”


I never again met this man who “liked ambiguities” socially, but my student would tell me curious tales about him, saying she thought he was a womaniser, but charming. I could not have cared less for these anecdotes about the Israeli who spoke perfect Arabic, or the ambiguous Palestinian who spoke Hebrew as though it was his own tongue, or his charm. I was jealous of him, though it was an unspoken jealousy. I don’t know why it occurred to me that he might be an agent of Israel’s Mossad and that that might be the reason for all his ambiguities and disguises, but I didn’t care. That was the sole reason I wanted my student to keep away from him, but when, through a slip of the tongue, I put my foot in it and told her of my suspicions, she got angry and left the Cornelia Street Café. We’d taken to meeting there once every two weeks on average, it being a little out of the way of prying eyes, on Washington Square, which is the centre, practically speaking, of New York University, where I work.


Once, Sarang Lee told me Adam didn’t like me and had said he had doubts about this teacher of hers. He went further, in fact. She said she didn’t want to tell me (though she did) that he had doubts about my intentions towards her and that when she’d defended me and said I’d never made even the slightest allusion to the possibility of starting an affair, the guy got angry and said he wasn’t talking about that sort of thing, he meant something more important, and asked her if she’d read my novel Gate of the Sun, saying writers couldn’t be trusted and one day she might come across herself as a heroine in one of my novels.


Her reaction amazed me: she asked coyly if she’d make a good heroine for a novel!


I don’t want to talk about myself, and if Sarang Lee hadn’t been the cause of these notebooks reaching me, I would never have mentioned my relationship with her, which at no time went any further than flirtatious glances. All the same, I was surprised that the idea of being the heroine of a novel attracted my young friend; and, unfortunately, she actually did end up being a heroine, though not at my hands but at those of my rival. I asked her what he’d said about Gate of the Sun but all she said was that he hadn’t liked it, and it was left to me to discover his attitude on my own, when the Israeli movie Intersecting Glances was shown at Cinema Village on 12th Street.


I’m not going to give an account of what happened at the cinema or of the anger that seized me, because I have no right to parasitise the stories of the author of these notebooks – not to mention that the reader will read the story as Adam Dannoun tells it and can judge between us, just as Sarang Lee will read her story, or fragments of it, in this book, if it gets translated into English. She will then discover that the Israeli who wasn’t an Israeli didn’t love her, because he thought she didn’t love him, and that this misunderstanding, which left its mark on the falafel-seller’s life, had saved the Korean girl from a relationship that would have ruined hers.


When Sarang Lee brought me the notebooks, she said the man had died in a fire. It seems he’d dozed off while smoking in bed; the recording tapes that filled his bookshelves caught fire, and by the time the fire department arrived, he was dead. I expressed my doubts and said the story mimicked exactly the manner of death, in New York, of Rashed Hussein, the great Palestinian poet and translator into Arabic of Bialik. She too said she thought Adam had committed suicide, staging his death to make it an exact replica of Hussein’s, because he was an admirer of the poet and had learned his verses by heart. She added that a week before his death he’d given her a short letter containing his will and asked her to read it only if something happened to him. I asked her to let me read the letter but she refused. She wept bitterly as she related how she, along with Nahum, his Israeli partner in the falafel restaurant, had carried out his wishes, cremating his body and throwing his ashes into the Hudson. She’d been surprised, however, to find that the file containing these notebooks had survived the fire. The file’s blue edges were burnt and it was completely buried under the ashes, but the notebooks were untouched, the texts, written in black ink, seemingly illumined by the flames. Refusing to carry out Adam’s will, she hadn’t burnt the file containing the notebooks; she’d taken it home with her, tried but failed to decipher the Arabic runes, and decided therefore to give it to me, extracting a promise that I would do nothing with it without her knowledge.


Sarang Lee probably thought that I’d do what she’d been unable to, and, given the problem at the cinema, burn the papers, because in a fit of that lack of control that has so often cost me dear, I’d screamed in Adam’s face that he was a nobody who criticised my book because he understood nothing, and that I’d written a story, not history, and couldn’t know the actual fate of characters I’d made up. I don’t know why the guy insisted that he knew the characters in my novel, but he started raving like a madman and it was only when I read these texts that I came to understand what he was talking about.


That day, when Adam left the cinema Sarang Lee had run after him, while I quivered with rage. I told my friend Chaim that the man was a liar, claiming to his girlfriends that he was Israeli when in fact he was Palestinian, and that this identity of his was his main argument against my novel – as though I had no right to write about Palestine just because I wasn’t born of Palestinian parents!


The notebooks given to me by Sarang Lee were ordinary, ruled, Five Star university notebooks, the pages held together by a spiral binding. On the first page of each, we find a calendar, for the years 2003, 2004, 2005, 2006 and 2007, and they can be bought from any stationery store in New York. It seemed likely that the author was planning to write a work long enough to need all these notebooks with their coloured covers.


I read them all three times and had no idea what to do with them. Even today, seven years later, I don’t know why I eventually decided to go back to the notebooks. I then reread them with eyes from which the passage of time had erased all my hatred for the man, substituting sorrow. I grieved for him and grieved for myself, and after much hesitation made up my mind to publish the notebooks as though they were the text I wished I had written myself.


The undeniable truth is that I faced a major problem that made me hesitate at length before taking this decision.


A satanic idea had taken hold of me – to steal the book and publish it under my own name, thus realising my dream of writing a sequel to Gate of the Sun, something I’d found myself incapable of doing. What was I supposed to write about after the murder of Shams and the passing of Nahila? With their deaths, my pen ran dry and I felt I’d lost the ability to write. I entered the depressed state known in Arabic literature as “the lover’s demise”, in which death chokes the lover the moment the beloved vanishes, and it took Daniel Habeel Abyad, hero of my novel Yalo, to rescue me, because he forced me to study Syriac, and in learning that new alphabet I rediscovered love, as a gateway to betrayal.


Plagiarising the book didn’t mean that I would publish the text word for word as I’d found it. It meant rewriting it, treating it as primary material. I told myself I wouldn’t be the first to do so. Indeed, I believe – and this is what I teach my students – that all writing is a kind of rewriting, and that plagiarism is permitted to those who are capable of it. What the Arab critics referred to as “the thefts of al-Mutanabbi” may be the model for the kind of plagiarism that is on a par with, if not superior to, creation. Similarly, Sholokhov, author of the masterpiece And Quiet Flows the Don, one of the greatest works of Russian literature, has been accused of having stolen the manuscript during the Russian Civil War, an allegation that has had no impact on the novel’s importance or its author’s place in the history of modern Russian literature.


After trying to rewrite the text a number of times, however, I found that I couldn’t go on: Instead of being a thief I’d become a copyist, and instead of working on the text I felt it had started to exert a hold over me; I began to feel that my life was dissolving and becoming part of the life of the man, and of his story, and it seemed to be on the verge of taking me over so completely that I feared losing my soul and entering into the maze of his memory. I decided, therefore, to abandon the idea completely.


The reader will notice that these notebooks contain texts that are incomplete, a mating of novel and autobiography, of reality and fiction, and a blending of literary criticism with literature. I don’t know how to categorise the text, in terms of either form or content: it mixes writing with outlining and blends narration and contemplation, truth and imagination, as though the words have become mirrors to themselves, and so on and so forth.


Finally, I wish to stress that this book contains the manuscript in its entirety, as it reached me via Sarang Lee. I have not added a single word to it beyond the chapter headings, which I believe are needed to guide the reader. By the same token, I have deleted nothing from it. I have even retained, as is, the savage criticism that the author directs against my own novel, convinced as I am that the respected reader will see it as an infringement of my rights and an injustice to me and my book.


I have changed the order of the notebooks, hesitating, however, before the one with the red cover, which begins with what is apparently the outline of the novel about Waddah al-Yaman that the author seems in the end to have decided not to write. This I initially decided to publish separately, taking it as the plan for a novel about love whose hero is that Omayyad poet; then I dropped the idea, after discovering that this concept ran through, and was woven into, all the notebooks. I also hesitated before the numerous analytical passages, as the author, rather than deleting them, had left them in place, either because it had never occurred to him that his book would be published, or because he’d thought he’d be able to revise it first.


At first, I decided to put these passages, which are more like sketches, into the footnotes. Then I thought I should print them in bold in a different font. However, I dropped both ideas, convinced that I had no right to do so and that through these passages the reader could join in the intertextual game and explore, as I did while reading the manuscript, the aesthetics of beginnings and the magical nature of the relationship between the writer and his text. Similarly, I have made the preface, which I found on its own in a notebook with a blue cover and which is a short text resembling a will, into an introduction to the work.


The manuscript had no title, and I actually compiled a list of possibilities before eventually arriving at the idea of making the author’s name the title, which thus became The Notebooks of Adam Dannoun. That way, the author of the book would have succeeded in doing what other authors have failed to, namely, transforming himself into a hero of a tale that he himself had lived and loved.


I changed my mind at the last moment, however, just before sending the manuscript to the publisher. I decided that the book should expose a truth to which no-one previously had paid any attention, namely that the Palestinian women and men who had managed to remain in their land were the children of the little ghettoes into which they had been forced by the new state that had taken over their country, erasing its name.


I decided therefore to give the book the title Children of the Ghetto, thus making a contribution, insignificant as it may be, to the writing of a novel that I am myself incapable of writing.


In conclusion, I apologise to Sarang Lee for failing to consult her on the publication of these notebooks as a novel written by Adam Dannoun, while being certain, at the same time, that she will be delighted to find herself numbered among its heroes.


Elias Khoury


New York/Beirut, 12 July, 2015





THE WILL


 


I sit alone in my fifth-floor room, watching the snow falling on New York. I don’t know how to describe my feelings about this rectangular window in whose glass I see my soul refracting. It has become my mirror, in which my image loses itself amongst the other crowding images of this city. I know New York is my last stop. I shall die here and my body will be burnt and my ashes scattered in the Hudson River. This is what I shall request in writing in my will: I have no grave in a country no longer mine that I should ask to be buried there, in the arms of the spirits of my ancestors. In this river, I shall embrace the spirits of strangers and encounter those who find, in the meeting of stranger with stranger, a lineage to replace one they’ve lost. (I realise I’ve just turned two lines of Imru’ al-Qays’s poetry quite unpoetically into prose but I don’t care: no-one is going to read these words after my death because I shall ask in my will that these notebooks be burnt along with me, so that they too can be thrown into the river. Such is the fate of man, and of words: words die too, leaving behind them an expiring wail like the one our souls give out as they disappear into the fog of the end.)


I’ve made this window my mirror so that I don’t have to look at my face in the actual mirror – my face dissolves into the other faces, my features vanish, and thus I fashion an end for the end that has chosen me and put an end to the dream of writing a novel that I don’t know how to write or even why I should. The novel was lost to me the moment I thought I’d found it. That is how things are lost. It’s how Dalia, the woman who vanished from my life at the very moment when I thought the time had come for me to write my life in her eyes, and who’d agreed we should have a child and start, was lost. The beginning, or what we thought was the beginning, was the end. However, the apparent end, which led me to leave my country, seemed more like a false start, when I imagined I could find a substitute for life in writing it. This delusion seized me when the Israeli film director, who was my friend because he spoke the language I’d resolved to forget, suggested that every individual’s life deserves to be a novel or a film.


I’ve put my notebooks in this file and I shall ask that they be burnt and their ashes placed in a bottle, and I shall ask my young friend to mix their ashes with mine before everything is thrown into the river. Strange, my relationship with this young woman who came out of nowhere, and remained in the nowhere from which she came! Did she love me, or did she love her New York University professor? Or did she love the idea of love, and use it as a substitute for the two of us?


When I decided to emigrate to New York, I was determined to forget everything. I even decided, at the moment when I obtained my U.S. citizenship, that I’d change my name, though it looks as though I’ll die before that happens. Death is a right, and the right that death owes me is my death. I’m not ill. Nothing requires that I think of death so unceasingly. Normally, it is the sick and the elderly who die, and I am neither. I’m over fifty and on life’s last lap, as they say. My lust for life has become sluggish due to a woman who decided, in a moment of insanity, to abandon me and her love for me – and she was right: we have to make sure we abandon things before they abandon us. I, though, have begun to rediscover how lust creeps into our joints – and I don’t just mean sex, I mean everything, but especially the lust for vodka and wine that sweeps over me, so that I feel a numbness in my lips, and my ribcage shudders as I sip the first drop.


A renewed lust for life and residence on the shores of death are a paradox that throws me into confusion, but I know that death will be victorious in the end, because death does not have the right to be defeated.


The death whose phantom I see before me isn’t born out of despair at anything. I live in the post-despair age and am neither despairing nor lonely. I have fashioned my own despair and made of it a shade under which to take refuge, one that protects me from a descent into naivety and futility. My loneliness, on the other hand, has been my own choice: as soon as I finish work, I return to my room and start writing. My loneliness is my writing, and shall be my only title. I had failed to write the novel that I wanted to, so I decided to write a great metaphor, a universal metaphor fashioned by an obscure Arab poet who lived in the Omayyad period and died a hero’s death – and then suddenly I discovered that metaphors are futile. New York has taught me that nothing in our world is original or authentic. Everything has become a metaphor, or so it seems to me. Why should I write yet another metaphor to add to the others?


At first, I wrote the metaphor that I’d chosen to express the story of the country from which I’d come. Later, having decided that metaphors were futile, I didn’t tear up what I’d written, but reworked parts of it to allow me to recount the circumstances in which the idea had been born, and the reasons for it. Then, in an absolute fury, I decided to abandon the metaphor altogether, stop writing the novel, and devote myself to recovering my own story, so that I could write the unadorned truth, stripped of all symbols and metaphors. No doubt I’ve failed to realise my new goal but I have uncovered much that had escaped my memory or sunk into its folds. Memory is a well that never runs dry and it both reveals and conceals, either so that we may forget when we do not forget, or so that we may fail to forget when we do, I know not!


I don’t recall ever reading anything about the relationship between anger and writing but my decision to write my own story was a result of rage, a savage rage that overwhelmed my being and that had two, unconnected, causes. One was my meeting with Blind Ma’moun, who took me by surprise with his ambiguous story about my parents which meant nothing to me at first but which began to assume terrifying proportions following the visit of Israeli director Chaim Zilbermann to the restaurant and his invitation to attend the showing of his film “Intersecting Glances”. There, and this was the second cause of my rage, I witnessed the story of my friend Dalia being torn to pieces, followed by the author of the novel Gate of the Sun standing next to the bald Israeli director, introducing himself as an expert on the story of Palestine, and lying.


Both of them told lots of lies, and I couldn’t restrain myself from shouting and leaving the cinema, Sarang Lee at my side. She took hold of my arm and led me to the café, but instead of supporting me, she started explaining that I was in the wrong.


It’s true. I was in the wrong, and what I’ve written is a record of my mistakes. I’ve noted here both my rage and my errors. I told myself it was my duty, that I have to end my life with a story. We live to be turned into stories, no more and no less! This is why I wrote so much, only to discover that silence is more eloquent than words and that I want these words to be burnt.


All the same, I feel like a coward. I’m incapable of committing suicide, incapable of driving these notebooks to commit suicide, and incapable of going back to my country to recover my soul – as Karma, the Palestinian woman I got to know as a sister whom my mother hadn’t borne, and who then disappeared from my life, advised me to do. I ran into Karma again by coincidence here in New York and promised her I would, but I don’t know, I may not be sincere. Probably I’m not sincere but I’m not sure, which is why I gave Sarang Lee a short letter and asked her not to open it unless something should happen to me, and why I charged her with the job I’d been unable to carry out and asked her to burn these notebooks after my death.


I’m not certain I really want the flames to consume these papers, but it’s too late now, which is better. I am sure that the yellow moon which has illumined a small part of the darkness of my soul will do what she thinks is right.


I hesitated at length before making up my mind not to send these papers to any Arab publishing house, not because I don’t believe that what I’ve written is important but out of despair at the relationship between writing and the world of publishing, where writers rush to seek immortality for their names, or any relationship at all with immortality. I don’t believe in immortality, of souls or of words: it’s all vanity. The vanity of vanities, as Our Lord Solomon wrote, is us. I don’t know how poets and authors can dare to write, after The Song of Songs and Ecclesiastes! The writer who was a prophet, a king and a poet, the lover who loved all women, the mighty ruler who reigned over the kingdoms of the jinn, wrote that “all is vanity”, so why add my vanity to his?


I’m sitting alone now. My window is open onto the mirrors of the snow. I inhale the whiteness and listen to the crying of the winds that bluster down the streets of New York. I sip a drop of wine and take the smoke of my cigarette deep into my lungs. I open my notebooks, read, and feel thorns in my throat. I close the window and shut my eyes. My story is like thorns, my life is words, and my words are gusts of wind.





THE COFFER OF LOVE


(concept paper for a novel, first draft)




Waddah al-Yaman


(POINT OF ENTRY 1)


He was a poet, a lover and a martyr to love.


This is how I see Waddah al-Yaman, a poet over whose lineage, and very existence, the critics and the transmitters of his verses differ. To me, though, he represents the most extreme sacrifice of which love is capable – a silent death. The poet kept silent because he was trying to protect his beloved, and the coffer of his death, in which the caliph al-Walid ibn Abd al-Malik interred him, was the coffer of his love.


The title of the novel will be The Coffer of Love and I’m not going to play the allegory game with it. Love is the most sublime of all the emotions – their lord and master, indeed – and is what gives things meaning. Only love, and words, give meaning to life, which has none.


I refuse to write an allegory, for the reader who sees in the story of Waddah al-Yaman a symbol of Palestine will simply reduce it to a human metaphor for the Palestinians and all the world’s persecuted, including the Jews.


I don’t want to go on about semantics – I’m not confident of my ability to write anything on the topic – but whenever I’d read in the faces of my Israeli friends, or in Israeli texts, contempt for, or criticism of, the Jews of Europe for being driven to the slaughter like sheep, I’d feel I was suffocating. I think the image transforms them into heroes and the hollow criticism directed at them only points to the folly of those who think that the power they possess today will last for ever; indeed, that contempt may have been the first sign of the racism that would later spread like an epidemic through Israeli political society.


That discussion is of no interest to me. I love the image of the slaughtered sheep – an emotion I may have acquired from my Christian mother who, whenever she looked at the picture of her brother Daoud, who’d been lost to exile, would say he looked like a sheep because there was something about his features of the Lord Jesus, peace be upon him.


The idea for the story had nothing to do, however, with the “sheep that is driven to the slaughter and never opens its mouth”, as per the Prophet Isaiah; rather, it was conceived when I saw Tawfiq Saleh’s movie “The Duped”, a Syrian production directed by an Egyptian and based on the novel Men in the Sun by Ghassan Kanafani, a Palestinian. The movie shook me to the core; it made me reread the book and decide to write this story.


I didn’t like the cry at the end of the novel. The three Palestinians who got into a water tanker, driven by a man whose name and appearance are shrouded in mystery, died of suffocation in the tank, in which they were supposed to be smuggled from Basra in Iraq to the “paradise” of Kuwait. They died in that inferno before crossing the Iraq–Kuwait border and they did nothing, causing the novel to scream into the driver’s ears that near-stifled “Why?” The Egyptian director, Tawfiq Saleh, changed the ending, though, so that instead of us asking the three Palestinians why they hadn’t banged on the side of the tank, as in the novel, we instead see their hands banging on the sides of film and tank alike.


In both mediums, however, the banging is meaningless as it would have been impossible for the Kuwaiti border officials, barricaded inside their offices, their ears deafened by the sound of the air conditioners, to hear anything, thus making the real question not the silence of the Palestinians but the deafness of the world to their cries.


I’d thought the perspective from which I would write my novel would be different: I wouldn’t devote a single word to Palestine and that would save me from the slippery slope that turned Kanafani’s novel into an allegory whose elements you have to deconstruct to get to what the author wanted to say.


I don’t feel comfortable with messages in literature. Literature is like love: it loses its meaning when turned into a medium for something else that goes beyond it, because nothing goes beyond love, and nothing has more meaning than the stirrings of the human soul whose pulse is to be felt in literature.


I repeat: literature exists without reference to any meaning located outside it, and I want Palestine to become a text that exists without reference to its current historical conditionality, because, based on my long experience of that country, I’ve come to believe that nothing lasts but the relationship to the adim – the skin – of the land, from which derives the name of Adam, peace be upon him, that they gave me when I was born. My name, going back to Our Lord Adam, was the first signifier, and it alludes to a man’s relationship to his death.


Waddah al-Yaman fashioned an astonishing love story, one not lived by any lover before or since. He was unique among his kind – a poet who played with words, rested on rhymes, rode rhythm. In the end, he decided to keep silent to save his beloved and died as die the heroes of unwritten stories.


It never occurred to him to bang on the sides of the coffer, and I, unlike Kanafani, will never ask him that wretched “Why?”


I shall let him die and shall live his last moments in the coffer with him, and I shall give his mistress – for whom Arabic literature provides no name other than the conventional Umm al-Banin, or “Mother of the Sons“ – a name, and so make of her death a final cry of love that will ensure the story a place in the ranks of those of “the lover’s demise”. This mistress – the caliph’s wife – was, I hereby declare, called Rawd, meaning “meadow”. I give her that name because the poet’s love for her began with a confusion over names, in that, following the death of his first beloved, Rawda, he found in Umm al-Banin both his meadow and his grave, and the two beloveds, both killed and both killers, became confused in his mind, and he himself, through the silence that he chose as the correlate of his verse, became the victim, for the only correlate of poetry are the interstices of silence, whose rhythms are matched precisely to those of the soul.




The Life and Sufferings of the Poet
Waddah al-Yaman


(POINT OF ENTRY 2)


Said the transmitter:


“O Rawda of Waddah,
Waddah of Yemen you have exhausted and distressed!


Revive then your lover with a draught
of a clear wine by dirt unsoiled,


Its scent that of quince,
its taste that of wine from the cask, made of grapes unpressed.


Two doves on a branch
make me yearn for you to slake my thirst.


The husband calls to his mate
and each feeds the other with homely bliss.”


So declaimed the lover to his beloved, but the poem got mixed up in the poet’s head: of which Rawda did he write? Had the two women with the same name become one?


What is love? And how can passion so overwhelm us that we become its plaything and go to our fate unresisting?


What is this mystery, which caused a poet – who had gone almost insane as a result of his forced separation from his beloved Rawda and his collapse on seeing her in the valley of the lepers – to leave his homeland in the Arabian Peninsula for Syria, only to meet his end in a new love story?


Did his love of Rawda, the first, die when he encountered Rawd, the second?


How does love begin, and how does it disappear and die?


Ibn Hazm al-Andalusi, God have mercy on him, said, “Love is what the philosophers would call an accident, and an accident cannot be susceptible to other accidents. At the same time, it is an attribute, and attributes cannot be further qualified. The following discussion of love’s accidents and attributes will, therefore, be metaphorical, and will put the attribute in the place of the thing that it qualifies.” In classical Arabic literature, this “attribute”, which swallows the thing described and thus becomes it, has led lovers to their destiny, and destiny is another name for fate, and fate is death. Love itself, however, does not become a destiny, nor is fate transformed into death, unless the poet weaves from it verses, turning the heart and its spasms into words, and eyes and their allure into mirrors. There is no love without an ode to love, no ode without a story that can be written in its margins, at which point the marginalia become a text and the original text a destiny. This is what the poets believed and this is what led lovers to tragedies, for their odes became tokens of their madness and their madness an embodiment of their passion.


Among the hundreds of books on love in the classical Arabic library, I feel a special closeness to The Dove’s Neck Ring, compiled by Ibn Hazm in Seville, a province of Andalus, in 418 a.h. / a.d. 1027. In this book, which presents love’s pain in prose narratives, and lovers’ suffering in garlands of odes, I came across the most accurate definition of this emotion that consumes the mind and takes over the memory, turning imagination into a sort of sickness, a bane into a balm.


Ibn Hazm says, “Love, may God exalt you, begins in jest and ends in seriousness. Its aspects are so majestic that they are too subtle to be described and its true nature can thus be known only through the experience of it.” These words captivated me with their wisdom and their despair. Like everything said about this kind of emotion, however, the topic can be defined only in negative terms, for love can only be described through the endurance of pain, while pain has no names and no attributes.


What caught my attention in the description written by the learned scholar of Andalus was the relationship between “jest” and “seriousness”, which sums up the relationship between love’s beginning and its ending. Probably what the author meant by seriousness was the lived experience, the pain, and, perhaps, the death, but it never occurred to him to deal with a more critical issue, namely the ending of love. Suddenly, the lover finds himself emptied of love, like a vessel whose water has been poured out. This is a seriousness that exceeds that described by the transmitters of love stories. They all halt at the separation, or at that parting of which al-Mutanabbi wrote that it leads at its most extreme to death. Nobody, however, has dared to open the door onto that greatest mystery lurking in the murk of the human soul, the one that obscures the moment when everything vanishes, the one whose pain exceeds all other. I’m not speaking here of the pain of the abandoned lover, of which the bellies of novels and other books are full, but of the pain of the lover who loses his love for no clear cause and finds himself empty and trivial and discovers within himself a deep despair – inspired by the self, not by others or by death.


It is around this despair that I shall write the story of my beautiful poet, Waddah al-Yaman – the tale of his love for two women and of how he died twice over.


Had I the daring of those who write autobiographies, I would write of my own sorrow and pain. I wouldn’t do so because Dalia left me when debilitated by the film she was making about her friend Assaf who committed suicide, but because, with no warning – with no warning, I swear to God! – and for no clear cause, I woke up one day from a heavy sleep, one swimming in the humidity and the suffocating heat of Jaffa, to find that my love, which had lasted ten whole years, had evaporated. I felt that all things were vanity. How could I not have been patient, after all those years during which I’d suffered pain, jealousy and fear, with the woman in whom I had seen all that was most beautiful, most pure, and most tender? Dalia was the light of my eyes. I beheld how she radiated love, and glowed, and I could see light and grope my way through the shadows cast by that light and by joy. Logically, I should have been patient with her in her moment of greatest trial, when it was revealed how her friend Assaf had died. He was fifteen years her junior and was to her like a son whom she’d brought up. She used to tell me of his fragility and say that within him was an artist who wouldn’t be able to bear his compulsory military service in the Israeli army. And in the midst of her work on a film about a friend of Assaf’s who was the first Israeli to be killed in the second Palestinian intifada, Assaf committed suicide, leaving a videotape similar to those left by Palestinian suicide bombers before they go to their death. That day, Dalia had a nervous breakdown and told me, as we discussed her decision to stop working in the cinema, that she didn’t love me and was going to disappear from my life for ever.


I knew she loved me, that what she had told me was just an expression of the crisis in our relationship and that it was up to me to wait for her, and that in fact is what I’d decided to do. I knew love is the art of waiting, had practised that art throughout the years of my relationship with Dalia, and was prepared to do so again and enter the worlds of patience and latency, but I suddenly felt, as I sipped my early-morning coffee and dreamed of a cold shower to remove the traces of the humid night from my eyes and body, that I was mediocre and empty and that I would never love the woman again, or want to wait for her. In fact, I wanted to escape this place that was suffocating me and forget the woman, whose magic had suddenly vanished as though it had never been.


I was struck by grief, not because I’d lost her when she went off I know not where, but because I’d lost myself. I discovered that the greatest pain comes not from love but from its loss, and that I had entered the maelstrom in which the self despairs of itself, which would lead me six months later to emigrate to America and to work in this restaurant. That’s another story, of interest to no-one, differing from the rest only in that it doesn’t interest me either, because it was just a way of using time to kill time, or so I thought until the phantom of Waddah al-Yaman returned to occupy my imagination as my desired image, my dream that had gone unrealised both in writing and in love.


Who was Waddah al-Yaman?


I first met with Waddah al-Yaman in a book. It was 1978 and I was teaching literature and language at the Haifa school. I was teaching the boys the rules of Arabic grammar and struggling with the dual endings, unable to comprehend why they hadn’t been dropped from Arabic as they had from all other ancient languages and not knowing how to rescue myself from the trap of that tongue whose music enchanted me but whose rules I found myself incapable of teaching because I’d ejected them from my memory the moment I joined the Hebrew Literature department at Haifa University. A colleague advised me to read The Book of Songs by Abu al-Faraj al-Isfahani, and in that unrivalled encyclopaedia of verse and song I encountered my poet.


Or rather, no. Before encountering him, I’d mastered the dual and fallen in love with it, discovering that the gateway to the language of the Arabs and their poetry was that relationship between the “I” and its shadow that had been wrought by Arabic’s master poet, Imru’ al-Qays al-Kindi al-Yamani, our grandsire, teacher and caravan-leader to the paradise of music and verse.


Imru’ al-Qays wasn’t a lover like those who came after him, and it is claimed, though only God knows, that the poet never even existed, an opinion advanced by the dean of Arabic Literature, Taha Hussein, in his On Pre-Islamic Poetry. Likewise, that the famous story about his lost kingdom was simply an indirect expression of the story of a certain notable of Kinda and his relationship with Islam. Even the existence of a noble saying by the Prophet Muhammad that “the King Errant” would lead the poets into hellfire failed to budge the Egyptian writer – regarded as a founding father of Arab cultural modernism – from his conviction.


I don’t care whether Imru’ al-Qays was real or invented – what would “real” mean here anyway? We have a story associated with this poet and we have his poems, which is enough to make him real, more real in fact than reality itself. It follows that I fail to understand how writers can defend their heroes by saying they’re fictional and not factual. Phooey to them! I consider Hamlet to be more real than Shakespeare, the Idiot more tangible than Dostoevsky, Yunis more factual than that Lebanese writer who distorted his image in Gate of the Sun, etc. (Here I will have to make a footnote to say that I know Khalil Ayoub, narrator of Gate of the Sun, personally. Indeed, I’d go so far as to say that I know all the characters in the novels I like just as well as I know Khalil Ayoub.)


Imru’ al-Qays taught me the dual, by which the poet’s ego is divided in two, becoming the mirror of a self that refracts against the poet’s shadows in the desert, and the dialogue between ego and ego becomes the starting point for the relationship between words and music.


Getting to know Imru’ al-Qays wasn’t enough for me. I journeyed through the Book of Songs as though on a visit to my memory and observed how my very self had become the receptacle for a literary, poetic and linguistic storm that shook my being to the core and also turned me into two men dwelling in one body. Suddenly, the Arab asleep within me encountered the Israeli citizen who would move from teaching to writing for a small Israeli newspaper published in Tel Aviv. That too is a story that has nothing to do with our current topic and that I believe to be of strictly personal significance.


In the Songs, I came across Waddah al-Yaman, but the only thing about him that caught my attention was his beauty. His is one of the rare instances in the classical literature in which a man is described as beautiful, and his beauty was of such powerful impact that the man was obliged to cover his face. The poetry of his to be found in his collected works, however, falls short of the level achieved by the love poetry of his day. His meagre output cannot be compared to that of Qays ibn al-Mulawwah al-Majnun – “the Madman” – or Jamil, or Umar ibn Abi Rabia, and even though I read the moving story of his death, I failed to notice its significance and importance; I read through the story without paying it much attention, thinking it a fabrication of the imagination and tending to the view that Waddah al-Yaman wasn’t a real poet but a romantic love story to which some verses had been added to provide its hero with a certain nobility. (In those days it was enough for a man to be a poet to attain a social rank that raised him above others.)


The ancient Arabs built their literary legend on the triad poet–prophet–king. This schema began with Imru’ al-Qays, who was a poet and a king, and reached its apogee with al-Mutanabbi, who was a poet and a prophet and aspired to kingship. The traces of this schema remain engraved on Arabic poetry, like a watermark, to this day.


Our relationships with poets begin with a love of their verses. Without such love, the poet loses his personal presence in our lives and we forget his story, or so I believed until I met the Palestinian poet Rashed Hussein. I first became acquainted with Rashed through Mahmoud Darwish’s poem “He Was What He Became” and was startled by Darwish’s daring in comparing the man to a field of potatoes and maize, telling myself that a man who was like a field of potatoes would have to be a great poet indeed. I read Rashed’s three collections of verse and felt let down: I liked his poetry but felt it was pre-poetry, that he was paving the way for the other poets who came after him and writing the sort of spelling-out of the self that precedes mastery of the language in which it is expressed.


When, though, I looked at the picture of the poet on the cover of a book published in America and edited by Kamal Boullata and Mirene Ghossein, I was amazed – a beautiful man carrying within him a brilliance that shone out through his eyes and a poet who wrote his own story by dying by fire in a small apartment in New York.


I found the book at the Strand bookstore on 12th Street in Manhattan in the midst of a display of second-hand books at the

entrance and I paid just one dollar for it. The story of this Palestinian poet’s death in a fire caused by alcohol and his burning cigarette drove me to reread his poems, and I felt that his story was his poetry, and that the sorrow manifested through his words was simply an introduction to the story of his death.


Rashed Hussein didn’t die from love or because of it. He died of despair, and his despair then resembles mine now. The poet died a hero of his own story. I, on the other hand, don’t have the courage to commit suicide, which is why I cannot write my own story the way heroes do. On the contrary, I have to write their stories in order to come close to myself, and by making up stories conceal my inability to be a hero.


It was from this perspective that I rediscovered Waddah al-Yaman, and the story of his love and death, which had seemed to me naive thirty years earlier, took on a new meaning, not just as a metaphor that could serve to express the events of the Palestinian Nakba, as that first reading had seemed to indicate, with the lover choosing silence to protect his beloved, but as an expression of what follows the despair that comes when love dies and dissipates. Thus, the poet’s death in silence becomes the meaning of the meaning, or the moment at which life acquires meaning through death.


I shall have to write the story twice. The first time as the story of the demise of the lover who seeks to protect his beloved’s life and honour, the second as the story of the death that comes to give vanishing emotions a meaning.


Waddah al-Yaman’s story, like that of other lovesick swains, began with love. He fell in love with a young woman and wrote of her and for her, so to avoid scandal her family married her off to someone else, and the poet went insane. In its early stages, Waddah’s story resembles that of “Mad-over-Layla”. Qays ibn al-Mulawwah went insane not because he loved, but because he spoke his love and proclaimed it, the story thus becoming part of his poetry, the man evaporating and being so thoroughly subsumed into it that many scholars have expressed doubt as to his existence, regarding him as mere legend and claiming that most of his verse is misattributed.


Waddah al-Yaman was a poet who went mad, and his story almost fell into the oblivion of the lepers’ valley, where his first beloved was buried alive. Waddah al-Yaman’s greatness, however, lies in his ability to transcend the clamour of words and reveal the eloquence of silence. This is why he died in the cruel way that he did, proclaiming silence as the highest level of speech because it holds within it the eloquence of life, which exceeds in its expressive capacity any rhetorical form that language can devise.


(Note: It seems that instead of writing his story, I’m analysing a story that has never been written, which is one of the drawbacks of the profession I chose for myself. I decided for no clear reason, and after obtaining my qualification in Hebrew literature from the University of Tel Aviv, to become a teacher. And instead of my being attached to a Hebrew school, they sent me to the Wadi al-Nisnas school in Haifa and gave me Arabic literature to teach. In flight from the dolors and incoveniences of that profession, I went to Tel Aviv, where I worked in journalism and ended up being neither one thing nor the other, which is another story that this isn’t the place for.)




The Madness of the Lover


(POINT OF ENTRY 3)


Said the transmitter:


“How am I to describe Waddah al-Yaman to you? I fear my words may lead you where I do not want to go, and instead of being a guide to my poet become a trap, and that you will think that the man, whose beauty bewitched the women of his age, was effeminate. (I use the word ‘beauty’ here rather than ‘good looks’ in view of the fact that writers of the modern age commonly use the latter to refer to male beauty, ‘beauty’ having come to be thought of, for reasons I know not, as feminine or effeminate. Given that the word ‘beauty’ is indeed feminine, I can describe beauty only in feminine terms, for it is both effeminate and feminising, like literature, which only becomes literature when feminised by language, and when it has been given the transparency of water, and the bashfulness of eyes.)”


The man was in love, and love is the opposite of manliness. It takes what we give the name of manliness – generally a collection of empty claims fatal to the emotions – to its extreme, where it dissolves in the femininity of water and attires itself in the translucent whiteness of death.


If Waddah al-Yaman were to speak, he would describe to us the whiteness in which he drowned and how he discovered in the darkness of the coffer of his love a whiteness words cannot encompass.


Said the transmitter:


“Waddah, meaning Luminous, was an epithet he acquired due to his beauty and brilliance. His real name was Abd al-Rahman ibn Ismail ibn Abd Kulal. Many stories are told of his strange beauty. He had a fair complexion, reddish hair, a comely face, fine features and a distant gaze, as though light shone through his eyes.


“The transmitters differ as to his lineage. One story claims he was a descendant of ‘the Sons’, i.e. of the Persians whom Sayf ibn Dhi Yazan called to his aid against the Abyssinians in Yemen; another that his father died when he was a child and that his mother then married a Persian, which is where the confusion lies. In reality, the man was a Himyarite on his father’s and grandfather’s side, a Kindite on his grandmother’s.”


The transmitters trace the story of the epithet that became his name to the conflict that arose, between his mother’s husband on the one hand and his paternal uncle and grandmother on the other, over which tribe he should belong to. They went (as the author of The Songs relates) to the ruler, and he ruled in favour of Waddah’s uncle. “And when the ruler ruled in favour of the Himyarites, he passed his hand over the boy’s head and was taken by his beauty, and he said, ‘Go, for thou art Waddah al-Yaman – Yemen’s luminous child – not a follower of Dhi Yazan!’”


The lack of clarity over his origins had an effect on his story as a poet. This began when he fell prey to passion and became enamoured of Rawda, but this love of her and the madness to which it drove him were not the end of it, as another woman was to appear in his life and make of his death a mirror of the confusion that perplexed both transmitters and critics.


From the moment the ruler gave the youth who had been known as Abd al-Rahman ibn Ismail the name Waddah al-Yaman, his life changed and he came to have two names, a name for oblivion and a name for remembrance: Abd al-Rahman was forgotten and he became Waddah. Legends were woven around his beauty, one of which claims that for fear of its disruptive effect on women, he used to go about wearing a mask.


Said the transmitter:


“Waddah al-Yaman, as well as the Masked Man of Kinda, and Abu Zubayd al-Ta’i, used to attend the festivals of the Arabs wearing masks, covering their faces for fear of the evil eye and to guard themselves, they were so beautiful, against the women.”


The story began when the young man tore off his mask and stood before a brook, drinking in with his eyes a beauty that presented itself to him as the image, reflected in water, of a young woman, who looked, as she gathered up the skirts of her dress to reveal legs like marble, like some nymph emerging from the stream and carrying in her eyes the tremulous shadows made upon its surface by a ben tree.


Rawda, a girl of sixteen, belonged to the Kinda, tribe of the kings of the Arabs, from which came Imru’ al-Qays, greatest of the poets of the Arabic language. The girl raised her skirts and put her feet in the water. When the poet noticed her, he tore off his mask and stood spellbound by the magic of her beauty.


Love stories usually elide the beginning at the very time that they pretend to recount it. What the transmitters fail to mention is that Waddah al-Yaman’s mask fell from his face when he ran towards the image of the girl reflected in the water. He reached the brook, bent to drink, and the girl had no choice but to withdraw and take refuge in the shadows of the ben tree. As the water rose in his hands towards his mouth, he noticed that the girl didn’t rise with it, so he turned around, but he couldn’t see her, so he sat down at the edge of the brook to wait.


Probably the girl rebuked him and asked him to leave, so he asked her to appear so that he could see her. He said he was Waddah al-Yaman and that his mask had fallen off because of her, and he asked her to come forward so that he might see her but she refused. Indeed, she reviled him for his impertinence, and so on and so forth.


The first encounter was one of vituperation, and not, as the poets would have it, of epiphany. The girl wasn’t bowled over by Waddah’s beauty and paid no attention to his beautiful words. She emerged from her hiding place and looked at him with the contempt of a woman who knows she has before her a man who has built his reputation on his attractiveness, and she said he was not as beautiful as she had expected and left.


(Note: The first encounter between Waddah and Rawda resembles that of another Omayyad poet and his beloved. Jamil ibn Maamar, who took his beloved’s name as his second and became known as Jamil-Buthayna, refers to his first encounter with her in terms of a quarrel that reached the point of insult:




The first thing that led to affection between us
at Wadi Baghid, dear Buthayna, was an altercation –


We made some comment and she answered right back –
for every query, dear Buthayna, has its refutation.





This similarity puzzles the critics as it implies that what is passed down is not a factual report but a text containing a good measure of imagination and depending on the replication of a ready-made formula. In return, though, in my opinion, it confirms the importance of the fictional story, its superiority to the factual report, and its ability to convey the diversity of human experience – unlike the true report, which pales in comparison and may have no significance worth mentioning, though that’s something else I don’t want to get into now.)


Returning to my poet, I must tell you that his first encounter with Rawda took place at the Yemeni village of al-Khasib, in an area known for its abundance of water, verdant plains and fields of wild flowers scattered here and there. It is said, though only God knows, that Waddah felt the tingle of poetry fermenting in his veins and wrote numerous verses but didn’t dare to recite them publicly because the poetry was as yet only incompletely formed in his heart and sensibility, and that the daemon, or spirit-companion, or faery, of poetry that dictates to poets their verses had yet to appear to him. (That was what people thought then, and the poets believed them and took to waiting for their faeries to turn up and trim the meanings and the music inside them into shape.) So he went to al-Khasib in search of his absent spirit-companion and sat down in the shade of a ben tree, shaded in turn by a holm oak, to wait for it, the water of the brook before him reflecting in its mirrors the colours of the land; and that was where he saw her and that was where he bent over the water to drink her reflected shadow.


That day, the beautiful Himyarite youth became a poet, and that day he drew his beloved with words.


The young man returned to the brook the next day and saw her again, as though she were waiting for him, and recited to her his first ode, which became his path to the Kindite girl’s heart, and the story began.


Like all lovers’ stories of the period, it was loaded onto the poem’s back, for verse isn’t just the Arabs’ collected poetical works, it is also the repository of their legends. Without it, there are no stories, and without the stories the poetry withers and dies away.


Now begins the tragedy, for Rawda’s parents weren’t simply hostile to the poet, they actually married their daughter off to another man. And the story doesn’t end there: the marriage to an older man brought about Rawda’s death in that appalling fashion and led the poet to lose his wits.


Waddah drew a picture of Rawda in his verse. She was full-breasted, pure of mien, polished of forehead (the latter embellished with blonde hair the colour of the tail of a bay horse), her eyebrows perfectly arched, her eyes as dark as night, her nose chiselled, her arms plump, her hands soft, her waist narrow . . . a sixteen-year-old girl, forced to marry a man of sixty and be his fourth wife – the final stop on the itinerary of his pleasures before pleasure itself dried up and the stooped body fell apart.


Before the marriage, the poet had believed that the story was the truth and that it had swathed him in the character of Antara al-Absi, the poet and knight who fought to reach his beloved, Abla, and whose sword was his sign, his verse his new lineage – a poet who was a slave turned, by virtue of his verse, into a lord and a lord turned into a knight, the poet’s dark skin, once a barrier between him and the lords of his tribe, becoming his mark of distinction, his blackness a foil for the whiteness of his blade.


Waddah believed the story. He was the slim youth who had encountered his beloved, after which they would pick wild flowers and gather truffles, which he would grill for her, and he would drink to her health and suck the wild flowers from her lips while declaiming poetry to her about his love.


Rawda passed a message to him that her seven brothers had shut her away, that his poetry, which had achieved worldwide fame, had made her an object of scandal, and that she feared for him:




“Don’t hang around our house!” said she –
“A jealous man is my father.”


Said I, “Then I’ll wait for a moment of inadvertence,
and my sword is resolute, a hacker.”


Said she, “Around me next are seven brothers.”
Said I, “I am a conqueror, an overcomer.”


Said she, “You’ve exhausted all our arguments!
Come, then, when sleeps the night reveller


And fall upon us as falls the dew
on a night when there is no proscriber and no scolder.”





Rawda listened to his poem and was intoxicated. She watched as the poetry of this Waddah transformed itself into a robe for her woven from the silk of words, and she put it on and it became her second body, and instead of telling him not to come because her brothers were getting ready to kill him, she made an arrangement with him to come the evening of that very day and told him she’d be waiting for him in her tent. All he had to do was creep into the encampment by night and she would come out to him.


The lovers believed the poetry and called the truth a lie!


That night, Waddah al-Yaman fell into an ambush set by the seven brothers. When the poet found himself within death’s grasp, he tugged on his horse’s reins and decided to flee, at which point he heard a ringing laugh and a voice asking him sarcastically about the “hacker” of a sword that the poet had mentioned in his poem, which was now on everyone’s lips and tongue. The poet then turned back, realising that his verse had killed him, and plunged into his brief battle, which ended with him perforated with wounds, prostrate in the desert, moaning in his blood.


The story says that Abu Zubayd al-Ta’i passed the poet as he lay dying and took him on his mount to his people, where he stayed for a year, on his back, suffering bouts of fever in which he beheld the phantom of his beloved, slain at the hands of the seven brothers, the blood pouring from her every part.


When the fever left him, the wound to his belly had healed over, and he was cured, he discovered that the fever’s nightmares had been less cruel than the reality of his healed state. They told him Rawda had been married off to an older man who had, it seemed, concealed from her family that he was a leper, and that the husband had died a few days after the marriage. Rawda, though, had been afflicted with the accursed disease and her family had thrown her into the lepers’ valley, where the sick live in total isolation, receiving only crumbs of food donated by well-doers and waiting to die while suffering bodily torment and spiritual anguish.


Waddah didn’t write any verses about his visit to his beloved in the lepers’ valley. He mentioned that he visited her but didn’t mention what he saw or what she said to him or he to her. All we know about the visit is that, on his return, the poet tore his clothes, rolled in the dust, and went mad, and that he stopped writing poetry.


Said the transmitter:


“Yemeni men of learning familiar with the reports of Waddah and Rawda told me that Waddah was on a journey with his friends and that along the way he asked them to halt and for a while left the path they were on, then came back to them in tears. They asked him what was wrong and he said, ‘I turned from the path to see Rawda, and found that she had become a leper and had been thrown out of her town. So I did what I could to help her and gave her some of my money,’ and he started weeping out of sorrow for her.”


In another version of the report, the poet recovered from his wounds a year after taking to his bed and left for the area of al-Khasib in search of his beloved. On the way there, a company of people saw him and told him Rawda had been stricken with leprosy and thrown into the lepers’ valley, so he went there in search of her, declaiming:




O Rawda of Waddah, O best of Rawdas,
for your family, should they bestow on us a place to stay,


Your ransom is a Waddah whom you drove mad –
so, if you wish to cure, then cure, and if you wish to slay, then slay.





The poet reached the valley only to be taken aback when he found his resolve giving way. He’d gone to Rawda with the resolve of a knight, intending to die with her. He’d made a decision: he would vanquish death with his love. But when he saw her and how the light in those beautiful eyes had gone dead, how her skin peeled and her eyebrows sagged, he was overtaken by fear, his chivalrous urges evaporated, and he felt a desire to flee. Rawda approached him, holding out her arms and moaning softly, so he took some money from his pocket, threw it at her, and began to back away. The woman, skin peeling, body wasted, stretched out her arms to the man standing in front of her as though she wanted to fly, but instead of flying upwards she collapsed as though felled. She covered her face with her hands and her head began swaying from side to side, as though she wanted to say and not say.


The woman didn’t bend down to pick up the money. She let her beloved retreat and sat down on the ground, then dismissed him with a gesture of her hand.


The transmitter doesn’t say what the poet said about his trip to see his beloved and how he’d fled the place at a run, flinging his love aside out of fear of death, escaping to save his life from love.


Thereafter, the poet ceased to be Waddah of Yaman and became Waddah the Madman, lost in the wastes, eating weeds and sleeping under the open sky. The beautiful young man’s mask became a token of his fear of himself and of others. All that was left of the love were the poems, and of the passion the memories, which putrefied like the body of a leper.


The only hope of the poet’s escaping his wilderness and his ever-deeper descent into incoherence and insanity lay in his urge to make the pilgrimage to God’s Holy House in Mecca, to make the circumambulation and to throw the stones, and thereby perhaps reclaim his soul from the devil that had made it his dwelling place.


When I read this story, as told in Arabic literature, I thought that the story of Waddah and Rawda was a retelling of the story of Qays, or “Mad-over-Layla”, the parents of whose beloved refused to let him marry her because he’d written about her in poems, a refusal that drove him to insanity, for which he attempted to find a cure by making the pilgrimage to Mecca. However, I was wrong.


The error arose from the transmitter’s neglect of what befell the poet when he met his beloved in the lepers’ valley. This neglect was deliberate, as what happened disturbed the schema of the victim-lover transformed into a source for an oral heritage that tells how love leads to the death, or madness, of lovers.


Waddah al-Yaman’s madness reveals another face of insanity, that brought about by fear of the consequences of love, or fear of life, which is another name for fear of death.


Love ends in madness. Despite this, madness, or the attempt to cure it by making pilgrimage and praying, ushers in the beginning of a new chapter in the story of Waddah al-Yaman.




Confusions over the Name


(POINT OF ENTRY 4)


Said the transmitter:


“Umm al-Banin, daughter of Abd al-Aziz ibn Marwan, asked permission of al-Walid ibn Abd al-Malik to make the pilgrimage and he granted it, he being then the caliph, she his wife. She arrived, bringing with her slave girls of a beauty never before seen, and al-Walid wrote threatening all poets with dire consequences should any of them mention her name or that of anyone in her entourage. She arrived and was seen by the people, and the philanderers and poets came out to see her, and her eye fell on Waddah al-Yaman, and she fell in love.”


What occurred between this woman and the poet who appeared to those who saw him in Mecca as a bag of bones, a phantom, aimlessly wandering, his glances unfocused as though he could not see, his lips cracked from thirst, forever bursting into prayer, falling to the ground, sluggishly rising again and looking about him as though fearful of the wraiths of love that pursued him, the words crumbling on his lips as Rawda’s skin had crumbled from leprosy?


And what could this woman have hoped to gain by dallying with poetry and poets?


It is said, though God alone knows, that Umm al-Banin wanted to play the game of love-through-poetry, as was the fashion among noble-born women of Quraysh at the time, and to feel that she’d entered the annals of the Arabs in the form of an ode written in praise of her beauty. She hoped the poets would write erotic verse about her as they had about her sister-in-law Fatima, daughter of Abd al-Malik and wife of Umar ibn Abd al-Aziz, and about Sakina, daughter of al-Husein, and as they did about every noble-born Arab woman. She therefore asked Kuthayyir-Azza and Waddah al-Yaman to mention her in their verse. Kuthayyir was scared and limited his verses to one of her slave girls, whose name was Ghadira. The verses of Waddah al-Yaman, however, became his shroud, and another door leading to his tragedy.


The new story began in jest and ended in seriousness, à la Ibn Hazm.


The jest was from the caliph’s wife, who took the game to its outer limits. The seriousness fell to the lot of our poet, who awoke from the daze of his madness into a yet greater daze, entering with this woman into the labyrinths of the name.


The story says that Umm al-Banin had first wanted Kuthayyir-Azza, a poet celebrated for his love of a woman called Azza, which had transported him to such an extreme of lovelornness that he’d abandoned his own second name and taken that of his beloved. Furthermore, he’d followed her to Egypt, where she lived with her husband, finding expression for his love by walking in her footsteps.


The caliph’s wife had learned by heart a poem of Kuthayyir’s in which he speaks of his beloved as though she were divine—




Were they to hear Azza, as I have, speaking,
they’d drop to their knees before her in prostration—





and she asked the poet to deify her too. The poet to whom this line is attributed stood before Umm al-Banin, shaking with fear. He told her that he didn’t dare, and she replied that she couldn’t believe it. He said he feared the caliph’s wrath and had no desire to purchase death with a poem.


No, that’s not how it went.


The story says that Kuthayyir was famous for his ugliness – a short man with a hideous face, and stupid – and people used to make fun of him. Azza fled him, and everything he said about his affair with her came from the workings of his own imagination. Despite this, Umm al-Banin wanted him for the purity of his style and his expressive power. When the slave girl Ghadira brought him to her, she was revolted by his ugliness and refused to remove her veil.


Kuthayyir abased himself before the woman, asking her to excuse him the assignment or the two lines he’d compose for her would cost him his life. The woman got on her high horse and said he was a liar and the transmitters of his verse were liars too, because it was Waddah al-Yaman who had deified his beloved and Kuthayyir had simply stolen al-Waddah’s poem and changed Rawda’s name to Azza’s. Then she drove him from her parlour.
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