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How I became...

Her grief fell from the balcony and broke into pieces, so she needed a new grief.
When | went with her to the market the prices were unreal, so | advised her to buy a
used grief. We found one in excellent condition although it was a bit big. As the
vendor told us, it belonged to a young poet who had killed himself the previous
summer. She liked this grief so we decided to take it. We argued with the vendor over
the price and he said he’d give us an angst dating from the sixties as a free gift if we
bought the grief. We agreed, and | was happy with this unexpected angst. She sensed
this and said ‘It’s yours’. I took it and put it in my bag and we went off. In the evening
| remembered it and took it out of the bag and examined it closely. It was high quality
and in excellent condition despite half a century of use. The vendor must have been
unaware of its value otherwise he wouldn’t have given it to us in exchange for buying
a young poet’s low quality grief. The thing that pleased me most about it was that it
was existentialist angst, meticulously crafted and containing details of extraordinary
subtlety and beauty. It must have belonged to an intellectual with encyclopedic
knowledge or a former prisoner. | began to use it and insomnia became my constant
companion. | became an enthusiastic supporter of peace negotiations and stopped
visiting relatives. There were increasing numbers of memoirs in my bookshelves and |
no longer voiced my opinion, except on rare occasions. Human beings became more
precious to me than nations and | began to feel a general ennui, but what I noticed

most was that | had become a poet.

Ghayath Almadhoun
translated by Catherine Cobham
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We

We, who are strewn about in fragments, whose flesh flies through the air like
raindrops, offer our profound apologies to everyone in this civilised world, men,
women and children, because we have unintentionally appeared in their peaceful
homes without asking permission. We apologise for stamping our severed body parts
into their snow-white memory, because we have violated the image of the normal,
whole human being in their eyes, because we have had the impertinence to leap
suddenly on to news bulletins and the pages of the internet and the press, naked
except for our blood and charred remains. We apologise to all those who did not have
the courage to look directly at our injuries for fear they would be too horrified, and to
those unable to finish their evening meals after they had unexpectedly seen fresh
images of us on television. We apologise for the suffering we caused to all who saw
us like that, unembellished, with no attempt having been made to put us back together
or reassemble our remains before we appeared on their screens. We also apologise to
the Israeli soldiers who took the trouble to press the buttons in their aircraft and tanks
to blow us to pieces, and we are sorry for how hideous we looked after they aimed
their shells and bombs straight at our soft heads, and for the hours they are now going
to spend in psychiatrists’ clinics, trying to become human again, like they were before
our transformation into repulsive body parts that pursue them whenever they try to
sleep. We are the things you have seen on your screens and in the press, and if you
made an effort to fit the pieces together, like a jigsaw, you would get a clear picture of

us, so clear that you would be unable to do a thing.

Ghayath Almadhoun
translated by Catherine Cobham
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I Can’t Attend

In the North, close to God’s boundary wall, enjoying a developed culture, the magic
of technology, the latest achievements of human civilization, and under the influence
of the drug that grants safety, health insurance, social security and freedom of
expression, | lie in the summer sun as if | am a white man and think of the South,
contriving excuses to justify my absence. Emigrants, travellers, refugees go by me,
genuine inhabitants, bogus inhabitants, tax-dodgers, alcoholics, the newly rich and
racists, all of them crossing in front of me as I sit in the North thinking of the South,
composing spurious stories in order to cover up my absence and explain how I can’t

attend.

Yes, I can’t attend, for the road between my poem and Damascus is cut off for
postmodern reasons: these include the fact that my friends are ascending to God at a
rapidly increasing rate, faster than my computer processor, while other reasons relate
to a woman [ met in the North who made me forget the taste of my mother’s milk, and
some are connected to the fishes in the fish tank, who won’t find anyone to feed them

in my absence.

I can’t attend, for the distance between my reality and my memory confirms that
Einstein was right and the energy produced by my longing equals mass multiplied by

the speed of light squared.

I can’t attend but I can be absent, yes, I can be absent with great skill. I’ve become an
expert in recent times and I’ve acquired a diary where I make a note of the times I

have to be absent and I have memories that haven’t happened yet.

| can be absent as if | have never existed, as if | am nothing, as if air has never entered
my lungs, as if I’ve never had enemies before, as if ’'m concentrated memory loss, a

coma transmitted like a contagious disease.
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I can’t attend as I’'m currently busy with the cold war I fight daily with isolation, with
indiscriminate shelling by darkness, with systematic depression, with the attacks of
loneliness that target the kitchen, the checkpoints that stand between me and summer,
the bureaucracy caused by the separation of the legislative and executive powers, the
routine procedures of the tax department. You’ve talked to me at length about the war,
now let me tell you a little about the peace that I enjoy here in the North. Let me tell
you about gradations of skin colour, what it means when people don’t know how to
pronounce your name, about black hair, about the democracy that always favours the
rich, the health insurance that doesn’t cover your teeth because they aren’t part of the
body. Let me talk to you about the tasteless vegetables, the flowers with no smell, the
racism masked by a smile. Let me tell you about the fast food, fast trains, fast

relationships, slow rhythms, slow grief, slow death.

Will you believe me if | say to you that my shoes are tired, that inside me is a wolf |
can’t restrain once he’s smelt blood? Will you believe me if you see on my body the
marks of the bullets that have hit my friends there, while I’'m sitting here in front of a
computer screen? Do you believe in coincidence? My absence is a coincidence
planned with extreme care, a well-considered random act. I’ve discovered by
coincidence that it’s no coincidence that coincidences happen, and in fact the
coincidence is when they don’t happen. The point is, will you believe me if | swear to
you by music? | swear by music that a European residence permit prevents us from

being shot but makes it more likely that we’ll kill ourselves.

Fine, I’ll tell you the truth. I’ll tell you why I can’t attend. It happened on a summer’s
evening when I met a sad woman on my way home. In her hand she carried a forest
and in her bag a bottle of wine. | kissed her and she became eleven months

pregnant...

That’s not what’s stopping me attending. I’ll tell you the truth. Damascus caught me
in bed with another woman. | tried to put things right, to say what happened was a

spur of the moment thing, nothing more, and it wouldn’t happen again. I swore by
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everything, by the moon, fireworks, women’s fingers, but it was all over, so I fled to

the North.

That’s not what’s stopping me attending. I’1l tell you the truth. When I was a child |
didn’t know anything about the market economy. Now, after I’ve become a citizen of

a first world country, I don’t know anything about the market economy.

This isn’t what’s stopping me attending. I’1l tell you the truth. When I was intending
to come, my suitcase collided with an item of breaking news and my language was
smashed to bits, the passersby grabbed hold of the pieces and I no longer had a

language. ..

That isn’t what is stopping me attending. I’ll tell you the truth, I’'m dead, yes, I died

several years ago.

That isn’t what’s stopping me attending. I’ll tell you the truth...

Ghayath Almadhoun
translated by Catherine Cobham
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Ode to Sadness

“Ode to Sadness” was originally commissioned by Winternachten International Literature Festival
2018 in The Hague, Netherlands. The festival asked Ghayath Almadhoun to rewrite the European
Anthem “Ode to Joy” by Schiller and Beethoven.

We love you, Europe, you old continent. I don’t know why they call you old when
you’re young compared to Egypt and Mesopotamia.

We love you, Europe, and pay you taxes as white men do, and put up with
your changeable mood that resembles your weather, and the serious lack of vitamin D
caused by your dark winters. We love you and are saddened by the fact that we will
never get used to this gloomy darkness in your long winters, for here are our
European friends, | mean your original inhabitants who were born in your cold North
to Aryan mothers and fathers, suffering like us from depression and a lack of vitamin
D because, according to the theory of evolution, they too are homo sapiens, coming
from Africa. Your real original inhabitants, I mean the Neanderthals who evolved
during the ice age so they could bear your cold, are now extinct.

We love you, Europe, and we don’t deny that we came to you from backward
third world countries, as you call them. I myself came from Damascus and endured a
lot of clichés, stereotypes and preconceptions from your writers and poets. Despite the
fact that I consider myself a feminist, I’ve become bored and fed up with the constant
superficial questions about the situation of women in the Middle East. | acknowledge
completely that women in Syria only got the right to vote in 1949, but in Switzerland,
capital of your money and the money of our dictatorships and their secret bank
accounts, women only got the right to vote in 1971, and of course that wasn’t in all
the Swiss cantons: the canton of Appenzell Innerrhoden only granted full voting rights
to women in 1991 for God’s sake!

We love you, Europe. We love the freedom you gave us when we fled into
your arms, and we pretend not to notice the racism that you try to brush under the
carpet when you clean the living room.

We love you, Europe, mistress of the colonial past, killer of original
inhabitants, bloodsucker of peoples from India to the Congo, from Brazil to New

Zealand.
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Mistress of the Inquisition, burner of women on the grounds that they were
witches, lady of the slave trade that transported blacks to the new world, creator of
apartheid in South Africa, founder of fascism and Nazism, inventor of the final
solution to exterminate Jews, the final solution that caused me to be born a refugee in
Yarmouk camp in Damascus because you had the audacity to hand over my country
Palestine as a payment, a compensation, and a solution for the Holocaust that was
perpetrated by those of your white inhabitants who believe in the purity of the Aryan
race.

We love you, Europe, and carry your passports that open doors for us as easily
as your bullets ripped open the flesh of millions of Algerians who wanted to enjoy the
freedom called for by your French Revolution.

We love you, Europe. We love your art and hate your colonialist history, love
your theatre and hate your concentration camps, love your music and hate the sound
of your bombs, love your philosophy and hate Martin Heidegger, love your literature
and hate orientalism, love your poetry and hate Ezra Pound, love the freedom of
expression within your own boundaries and hate the Islamophobia, love your
advanced civilization, your secularism, your just laws and the human rights on your
own territory, and hate your racism, double standards, your arrogant outlook and your

bloody history.

Take Nazism and give us Immanuel Kant

Take the Blackshirts and give us Italian wine

Take the genocide in Algeria and give us Baudelaire
Take Leopold the Second and give us René Magritte
Take Adolf Hitler and give us Hannah Arendt

Take Franco and give us Cervantes

Take your things and let us take ours.

Ghayath Almadhoun
translated by Catherine Cobham
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