Poetry from the Middle East

	
	Sojourn Forever
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	I deliver to you all the keys of my city

And appoint you its governor

Expel all its counselors and take the chains

Of fear from off my wrists.

I have worn my robe woven with threads of care

And have made from the light of your eyes my eye shadow

And in my hair I placed a sprig of orange blossom

You once gave me

And I sat waiting on my throne

And asked to sojourn forever in the gardens of your breast.

Your fragrance drifts in my fancy

Like a sword of steel

It pierces the walls and the curtains

And it pierces me

Annihilating the fragments of time

And annihilating me


Then you leave me to walk barefoot

On the broken glass of mirrors and depart.

	
	

	
	Translated from the Arabic by Salwa Jabsheh and John Heath-Stubbs
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	Many ships have asked for sanctuary

In the harbor of my eyes

I refused asylum to all of them

Your ships alone

Have the right to take refuge

In my territorial waters

Your ships alone

Have the right to sail in my blood

Without prior permission.

	
	

	
	Translated from the Arabic by Salwa Jabsheh and John Heath-Stubbs
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1

Living is no laughing matter:

     you must live with great seriousness


     like a squirrel, for example—

I mean without looking for something beyond and above living.


I mean living must be your whole occupation.

Living is no laughing matter:

     you must take it seriously

     so much so and to such a degree that,

for example, your hands tied behind your back, your face to the


wall,

or else in a laboratory

     in your white coat and thick glasses,

    you’ll be able to die for people—

even for people whose faces you’ve never seen,

even though you know living

     is the most real, the most beautiful thing.

I mean you must take living so seriously

that even at seventy, for example, you will plant olives—

and not so they’ll be left for you children either,

but because even though you fear death you don’t believe it,

because living, I mean, weighs heavier.


2

Let’s say we’re seriously ill, need surgery—

which is to say there’s a chance we won’t get up


     from the white table.

Even though it’s impossible not to feel sad about going a little

too soon,

we’ll still laugh at the jokes being told,

we’ll look out the window to see if it’s raining,

or we’ll still wait anxiously

for the latest newscast…

Let’s say we’re at the front,

for something worth fighting for, say.

There, in the first offensive, on that very day,

we might fall on our face, dead.

We’ll know this with a curious anger,

     but we’ll still worry ourselves to death

     about the outcome of the war, which might go on for years.

Let’s say we’re in prison

and close to fifty,

and we have eighteen more years, say, before the iron doors will


open.

We’ll still live with the outside,

with its people and animals, struggle and wind—


I mean with the outside beyond the walls.

I mean, however and wherever we are,

     we must live as if one never dies.


3

This earth will grow cold,

a star among stars

     and one of the smallest—

a gilded mote on the blue velvet, I mean,

     I mean this, our great earth.

This earth will grow cold one day,

not like a heap of ice

or a dead cloud even,

but like an empty walnut it will roll along

     in pitch-black space…

You must grieve for this right now,

you have to feel this sorrow now,

for the world must be loved this much


if you’re going to say “I lived” …

	
	

	
	Translated from the Turkish by Randy Blasing and Mutlu Konuk




	
	The Strangest Creature on Earth
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	You’re like a scorpion, my brother,

you live in cowardly darkness


     like a scorpion.

You’re like a sparrow, my brother,

always in a sparrow’s flutter.

You’re like a clam, my brother,

closed like a clam, content.

And you’re frightening, my brother, like the mouth of an extinct


volcano.

Not one,

    not five,

you are millions, unfortunately.

You’re like a sheep, my brother.


When the cloaked drover raises his stick,


     you quickly join the herd

and run, almost proudly, to the slaughterhouse.

I mean, you’re the strangest creature on earth—

stranger, even, than that fish


that couldn’t see the ocean for the water.

And the oppression in this world


     is thanks to you.

And if we’re hungry, if we’re tired, if we’re covered with blood,

and if we’re still being crushed like grapes for our wine,



the fault is yours

—I can hardly bring myself to say it—

but most of the fault, my dear brother, is yours.

	
	

	
	Translated from the Turkish by Randy Blasing and Mutlu Konuk
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	one window for seeing

one window for hearing

one window that as a tubular body of a well

reaches at its depth into the heart of the earth

and opens to the vastness of this blue-colored recurrent kindness

one window that fills the little hands of loneliness

with the nocturnal gift

of the fragrance of the generous stars.

And thence, it is possible

to invite the sun to the desolation of the little geraniums

one window is enough for me.

I come from the realm of dolls

from beneath the shadow of paper trees

in the garden of an illustrated book

from the dry seasons of the barren experiences of friendship


and love

in the dirt-alleys of innocence

from the years of the growth of the pale letters of the alphabet

behind the desks of the tubercular schools

from the moment that the children could

spell “stone” on the blackboard

and the startled starlings flew off the aged tree.

I come from within the roots of the carnivorous plants

and my brain still

overflows with the cry of horror of the butterfly

that they had crucified

in a notebook with a pin

When my faith hung from the frail rope of justice 

and throughout the town

they tore to pieces the heart of my lights

when they blind-folded the childish eyes of my love

with the dark kerchief of laws

and from the anxious temples of my dreams

sprang out fountains of blood

when my life amounted to nothing, any longer

nothing except the tic toc of the clock on the wall

I understood that madly I must, must, must

love

One window is enough for me

one window into the moment of consciousness and observation


and silence

Now the walnut plant

has grown tall enough to explain the meaning of the wall

for its younger leaves

ask the mirror

the name of your savior

the earth that trembles beneath your feet

is it not more alone than you?

The prophets delivered the message of destruction

to our century

Are these continuous explosions

and poisoned clouds

the echoes of holy verses?

Oh friend, oh brother, or blood-kin

When you reach the moon

record the history of the massacre of the flowers.

The dreams, always

fall from the height of their naïveté and they die

I would smell the fragrance of a four-leaf clover

that has grown upon the grave of old concepts.

The woman that was buried in the shroud of her expectations


and her chastity

was she my youth?

Will I again ascend the steps of my curiosity

to greet the good God who walks upon the roof top?

I feel that the time has passed

I feel that “the moment” of my portion is of the pages of history

I feel that the table is a false distance between my hair and

the hands of this sad stranger.

Speak a word to me

The person that bestows upon you the kindness of a living body

Would want from you what else but the perception of the sense


of existence?

Speak a word to me

I, in the shelter of my window,

have communication with the sun.

	
	

	
	Translated from the Farsee by Ardavan Davaran


