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The Price oI Freedom:
A Reading ol
Ghada al-Samman’s Belrut ’75

By George Nicolas. El-Hage, Ph.D.

Professor of Arabic and Comparative Literature

“Beirut has ruined me, that’s all!”

“That’s not true,” he replied, “You women all accuse
Beirut of ruining you when the truth of the matter is that
the seeds of corruption were already deep inside you. All
Beirut did was to give them a place to thrive and become visible. It's given them
a climate where they can grow.”

“She wondered to herself...if they had allowed my body to experience
wholesome, sound relationships in Damascus — would | have lost my way to this
extent?”

A sense of alienation, pessimism, and ultimate nihilism, which stems from
al-Samman’s existential viewpoint, envelops the main characters in Beirut ‘75.
The protagonists (Yasmeena, Farah, Ta’aan, Abu’l-Malla, and Abu Mustafa)
feel trapped, alone, and disconnected from each other and from society. Each
character’s personal struggle sheds light on some negative aspect of Lebanese
society as seen by al-Samaan in 1975. Each character is exploited in some way,
either sexually, politically or economically. Although these underlying evils of
Lebanese society may have existed, al-Samman only shows a unilateral view
colored by her own perception of reality. She fails to offer a multidimensional
and more realistic view of the society at that time. In addition, she fails to
successfully convey the depth of existential crisis that each of her characters
endures, consequently resulting in characters that remain shallow and who do
not convince the reader that their tragic demise is warranted.
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The first chapter of the novel repeatedly foreshadows the characters’
impending doom; nevertheless, the reader is still left with a sense of bewilderment
at such an astonishing and violent end to an otherwise ordinary set of characters.
Did they really merit such a catastrophic conclusion of events? Several reviews
have been very critical of such a sensational conclusion, and some critics, as
well as many readers, have been shocked and dismayed. The author loves to
admit, though, that she herself was puzzled with this conclusion as she tries to
justify it to the public:

During the writing of this novel, its characters were simply leading
themselves to their tragic deaths. | was constantly trying to stop them
from doing this, but | was unable to. Although | created them on paper,
these are live characters, and | do not force them to behave according
to the critics’ desires or even my own wishes. It was inevitable that | let
them meet their death in the pond of violence in which they swim, the
pond that is full of land mines and which is called Beirut... the recent
events in Beirut proved the clarity (of my vision )...hence, the violence ...
the explosion...

According to al-Samman, her characters were doomed because they were
trapped in a “pond of violence,” otherwise known as Beirut. Instead of finding
hope and redemption there, they each become entangled in the socio-political
issues of Beirut in 1975. From al-Samman’s political and existential view, Beirut
is viewed as a “fallen city,” and consequently, not only its citizens but anyone who
enters it is doomed to fail. For al-Samman, Beirut is Dante’s hell, a place for lost
souls with no hope of salvation.

Throughout the novel, the characters seem pathetic in their limited grasp of
reality and in their inability to alter their catastrophic destiny. They seek a childlike
and immediate fix to their problems. They do not grow, mature or ripen with
experience. Rather, they succumb to their unyielding desires and destructive
instincts. Their mad search for an immediate solution to their poverty, coupled
with their uncontrollable passion for money and fame, prove to be a sure formula
for disaster. But of course, they all blame Beirut!

Take Yasmeena, for example. Coming from a humble origin, she has been a
Syrian school teacher in a nun’s convent for the past ten years, and she journeys
to Beirut only to escape her miserable life and an oppressive society. For her,
Beirut is more a fantasy than a reality. It is Paris, Hollywood or Manhattan. She
has already formulated her own simplistic version of how Beirut is and has a rather
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ideal perspective even on
the way love relationships
in Beirut should be. A poet
at heart and on paper,
she entertains a beautiful
dream of publishing her
poems, but she fails to
consider that becoming
a poet comes with a dear
price and a serious lifetime
commitment. She cannot
wait to arrive and pluck the
fruit of fame and wealth that she imagines awaits her at the gate of the city of
dreams. Yasmeena, like Farah, comes prepared to conquer Beirut, to “take it by
storm.” She assumes that the possibilities are endless and she is ready to do
whatever it takes to overcome her humble origin and forget her poverty. With such
determination, what could possibly stand in her way? How can she possibly fail?
Although she has a lot to give, she is, nevertheless, naive, and lacks intellectual
maturity, self pride and a sense of the historical reality that prevailed in the Arab
world at the time. She is a failed Romantic and by no means a true representative
of the Arab woman of her generation. As it turns out, the only thing that she is
immediately ready to offer is her body under the pretense of love and marriage.
She manages to silence her brother’s voice and buy his pride with a monthly fine
that she agrees to pay him to supplement his meager income. She falls victim to
the same old tradition that she tries to escape and superficially deal with.

How did Yasmeena end up dead and mutilated at the hands of her brother?
Was this the author’s intent from the beginning? The author explains:

| had decided, for example, that...Yasmeena...would become a
prostitute...While writing the story, Yasmeena rebelled and decided to
choose a life of poverty and confront society. She had something in her
real character that made her take this path. She emerged out of the
paper, stood over my lines and screamed in my face ... rebelling against
my wrongful attempt to alter her private destiny which she can only chart.

Yasmeena remains naive, wrapped up in her own bodily pleasures trying
to secure a life of comfort and wealth under the pretense of love and marriage
to Nimr whom she had met only three months before and under unknown
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circumstances. She naively, or cunningly, believes that pretending to be Nimr’s
mistress in bed, on a remote location on his yacht in the Mediterranean, will
secure her a life of wealth and luxury and protect her against a background
of poverty and monotonous employment. She even allows herself to believe,
that after one hot night with Nimr, she can overhaul the prevailing social system
in Lebanon by sweet talking Nimr into convincing his father to list the equality
and freedoms of women among his priorities when he runs for parliamentary
election. Her virtuous self awakening at the end comes only as a result of her
being rejected by Nimr. And her tragic end comes when she no longer can pay
to silence her brother’s alarming sound of “honor” that was suddenly awakened
when his pocket runs empty of Nimr’s money.

Both Yasmeena and Nimr are guilty of using each other for their own self-
serving purposes. In addition, Yasmeena, like Farah, is not a true representative
of the thousands of Syrian workers who traveled to Lebanon in the sixties and
early seventies seeking better job opportunities and honorably earning their living
with sweat and labor. Had Yasmeena arrived in Beirut and shared a humble room
with her brother, found an honorable job as a school teacher, continued to write
poetry and pursued her dream of publishing a book, her destiny may have been
quite different. Had she met Nimr under different circumstances, perhaps as a
hardworking Arab woman who was trying to improve her lot and with it, the status
of women in her society, we would have certainly identified with her and been
extremely sympathetic to her tragedy. Instead, it is very difficult to sympathize
with her plight the way she is introduced and from what the author reveals about
her past and future aspirations. From the taxi that transported this average
girl to Beirut, Yasmeena mysteriously jumps to an expensive yacht where she
immediately plunges into a life of luxury and wealth. She is already fulfilling her
dream and willingly offers her love to Nimr. She will initially do anything that will
preclude her return to poverty and the suffocating environment in which she grew
up.

It is important to point out, as Samira Aghacy does, that in the works of many
Lebanese women authors writing around the same period, the protagonists
who journeyed to Beirut experienced the city as a liberating force from their “...
traditional community that is closely aligned with a rural mentality.” They see “the
city and the village in ontological opposition between repression and freedom,
backwardness and progress, and past and present.” Unlike Yasmeena and
Farah, who become totally alienated, depressed and mentally disturbed, those
protagonists saw the “nurturing city as a symbol of well-being, independence,
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and freedom from shackles.” However, al-Samman’s two main characters fail
to immerse themselves in the bounty of opportunities that Beirut had to offer.
Although Beirut afforded them the appropriate escape from the tyranny of the
past symbolized by their parents, stifling jobs and closed-minded communities,
nevertheless, they were incapable of standing on their own in order to realize
their potential. Instead of listening to their inner voice, they remained totally
dependent on outside forces to secure the futures that they had romantically
envisioned. Because they were motivated by the wrong reason, mainly personal
“glory,” and were driven by selfish dreams of wealth and fame, they ignored the
call of their conscience to return to their villages or to get a job and make it on
their own. They did not want to simply survive; they wanted to quickly become
rich and famous. Yasmeena sought deliverance through Nimr, who is himself a
slave to tradition, and Farah sold his soul to the devil, replacing his dominating
father image with that of Nishan in total submission and “obedience.” Instead of
rejecting the authoritative figures that they had left behind, both Yasmeena and
Farah simply replace them with a more corrupt and tyrannical symbol, thus failing
to “define for themselves a new identity” and become part of a larger cause or
community. Although in her published interviews, al-Samman clearly argues that
sexual freedom is inseparable from economic, social and political freedom, her
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characters, Yasmeena and Farah, do not strive to obtain the rest of their rights in
order to become really free. Their struggle for identity and independence should
have been waged on many fronts instead of being confined primarily to “the
theme of sexuality, of the privilege of orgasm and self gratification.” Based on
her personal and existential reading of Beirut's climate at the time, al-Samman
presents us with “a world view that fits [her] preferred self-interpretation.” This
results in characters who actively choose to use their bodies as a means of
asserting their freedom instead of opting “for an effective public role and demand
social and political rights.” In the vast city, they actually capitalize on the liberating
element of “anonymity” as an avenue for “unrestricted wandering, sexual freedom,
and the pursuit of sensual gratification.” Both Yasmeena and Farah want to be
free and equal with the Beiruties. What they fail to consider is that through “work”
and self- reliance rather than “sex,” they could have achieved “personal growth
and social development... [in this] existential city.”

On a higher allegorical level, Yasmeena’s obsession with sexuality, with
Nimr’s body and the discovery of her own appetite for sex and the pleasures of
intercourse makes us wonder whether the author meant her to be a prototype
of the deprived Arab woman throughout the ages. Suddenly, this new phoenix-
like image, this modern Sheherazade, Yasmeena, comes forward to release
this tension and serve as a spokeswoman for all her Arab sisters. Yasmeena
declares:

| love it [sex]. | became addicted to it. | longed for it. For twenty-seven
years... | was forbidden to enjoy sex ...in my blood dwells the desires of
all Arab women for the last thousand years...Away from Nimr... | run the
risk of sliding deeper into insanity... My hunger for his body is more than
a thousand years old.

Compare this with al-Samman’s response to the question, “Who is Ghada
al-Samman?” Al-Samman says: “| am an Arab woman from the desert. | am two
thousand years old. They have attempted to bury me alive in the desert, but
failed. They have killed me many times, and | would always rise from my ashes
to fly... And write.” Although al-Samman denies that Yasmeena in some ways
represents her, there are striking similarities between the two. Both Yasmeena
and al-Samman are viewed as “fallen women.” Yasmeena becomes an outcast
as a result of exercising her sexual freedom. Al-Samman becomes exiled for
promoting a sexual revolution. Both are Arab women who become victims of a
double-standard tradition that denies women their sexual freedom, while granting
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men theirs. Yasmeena’s and al-Samaan’s sexual liberation comes at a very high
price. In addition, in “Chapter One” of Beirut ‘75, Yasmeena'’s taxi ride into Beirut
is almost identical to al-Samman’s recollection of her own first journey into Beirut
in 1964. Al-Samman writes about herself:

| ride my car and depart from my quiet nest.. in Damascus, to Beirut,
in order to chase my dream of freedom... Like a person goes towards
his destiny leaving everything behind him and without noticing that
he has just taken a decisive decision in his life...| carried my eternal
dream of freedom...and | spread my secret wings that long to soar
across the coastal horizon... Everything that is “I” in me, was drawn like
a compass... towards Beirut, the freedom, Beirut, the dream... | shiver
with love towards the unknown...as if it were yesterday...

The overlapping of autobiography and fiction continues as the story of
Yasmeena and Farah unfolds and their feelings towards both Damascus and
Beirut are revealed from the moment they ride the taxi until they arrive in Beirut,
exposing further similarities with the author's sentiments, fears, anticipation and
hopes. It is not coincidental that both the author and her characters arrive in
Beirut on September 14th, the eve of the Feast of the Cross. The manner of
description through which the author blends fiction and fact is unmistakable if
one compares the opening chapter in Beirut ‘75 and al-Samman’s details in an
interview given on July 28,1983 about her arrival to Beirut. As she tells us about
her feelings while she drives her car through the winding roads from Damascus
to Beirut, we find it difficult to distinguish her voice from that of Yasmeena and
Farah. She tells about her fear and panic as she hears the echoes of explosions
of fireworks celebrating the Feast of the Cross across the hills of the Lebanese
villages and sees the bonfires blazing on the hills and mountain tops. She is
truly afraid as she is reminded of the consecutive series of military coups d’états
that she endured in Syria and wondered in horror, “Does the curse of violence
follow me wherever | go? Did the dream of freedom end even before it began,
crushed like an ear of grain under the boots of a soldier?” She talks about how
she had a flat tire that almost cost her her life on those winding, narrow and high
mountainous roads leading to Beirut. Interestingly, the taxi that Yasmeena and
Farah were in also had a flat tire.

There is actually more of al-Samman in Yasmeena’s character than al-
Samman is willing to admit. For both, Yasmeena and al-Samman, Beirut was
their destiny, where they were determined to be free, independent, famous and
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successful. Beirut was the genie at the beach, the land of endless opportunities
that they both loved and yearned for. Al-Samman goes on to boast that even before
Beirut had become a love lyric on every lover’s lips and a topic of poetry, songs
and international news, “Beirut was the title of my earliest books and even later
ones... we had fallen in love with each other.” Furthermore, both Yasmeena and al-
Samman had been high school teachers in Syria, yet they both chose to abandon
that profession since they found it stifling and unsuitable to their nature. Both were
convinced that Beirut would give them the “opportunity to publish [their] poems in
her newspapers.” Both were obsessed with the image of flying. Yasmeena says,
“My heart feels like a bird hungry to fly.” Both loved music and were in a perpetual
state of love. For Yasmeena says, “Music had always evoked within her a hidden
store of mysterious emotions. She imagined herself to be a lover, not in love with
anyone in particular, but in a perpetual state of amorous bliss, with a constant
readiness to love, to suffer torment.” Both Yasmeena and al-Samman desired
a life of luxury. They both had
a sense of adventure, and both
decided to intentionally never
look back. Al-Samman threw
the flat tire away in a gesture to
forget everything about her past.
Yasmeena, likewise, vows she
will not look back at Damascus
anymore, saying, “‘Adieu,
Damascus, adieu!”

In spite of this, it is Mustafa,
the fisherman’s son, who al-
Samman admits represents her the most. According to the author, only Mustafa
was able to achieve victory over his destiny by not searching for an individual
solution and by not joining the group that was the reason for his misery.
Instead, he committed to a cause, she says, to a collective effort in pursuit of
justice, bread and happiness. Mustafa remains the only character with a vision
and hope for salvation. He is able through his personal insight and intellect to
bridge the vast gap between a Romantic quest and an existential destiny. He
seems to have emerged with an imaginative power that allows him to alter his
fate and that of his fellowmen to harvest a better future. However, it is rather
ironic that all along, Mustafa did not even consider joining his “comrades” until
after that fateful night of extreme sexual frustration, repeated masturbation
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and shameful sexual intercourse between his parents in their small, crowded
room where Mustafa is perpetually a forced witness to a rather humiliating and
dehumanizing experience. We are left wondering about the genuine intentions
and ambitions of this “intellectual” character/hero who overnight is transformed
into a rebel and armed “with the will for struggle, which is alone capable of
changing the world.”

The reader is also left to wonder what kind of novel this is. Is it meant to
be a psychological study, an erotic experience, a sociopolitical commentary,
a historical novel, a suspense story or simply a fictitious journey? It certainly
possesses all these elements without explicitly declaring one of them to be its
major theme. However, | argue that Beirut ‘75 is an existential novel that tries
to divorce itself from the basic tenets of its own identity by adopting additional
characteristics that color it but fail to deliver the protagonists to salvation. The
tragic flaw of the characters is that they remain trapped between two worlds.
They are primarily Romantic beings who set out on an existential quest that can
only lead to disaster. From the taxi that carried them to Beirut, they embark on
a quixotic journey, and each carries within himself his own seeds of destruction.
They share the ride and the sense of calamity, but - with the exception of Mustafa
- they remain alone and each a “stranger” to his fellow man and to humanity at
large. While they are infused with the existential elements of despair, alienation
and failure, they all lack two basic ingredients of Romanticism: hope and
imagination. Hope can negate despair and alienation, while imagination can help
turn failure into success. The Romantic imagination can redeem “fallen nature,”
presented here as Beirut, which cannot help itself. Imagination can redeem man,
who can do it on his own, but who needs the impetus of an example. Neither one
of these remaining characters is equipped to serve as an example or redeemer.
Unfortunately, these particular characters are not endowed with such power;
hence, the aridity of their vision and their suicidal fate. Even Mustafa’s daring
attempt to change the course of his destiny and, consequently, the destiny of
others, remains suspect yet hopeful because the novel does not forecast or
confirm the outcome of his new political stand.

Amid all this, Beirut remains silent and unable to defend itself against
numerous accusations, some true and some false. Beirut is portrayed as a cruel,
heartless, inhospitable and damp place, stripped of all of its positive qualities.
We never hear in the novel that Beirut is the cultural capital of the Middle East
and its intellectual and literary center. In this novel, Beirut’'s psychological and
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spiritual climate rather parallels the surrealistic and existential climate that
permeates Camus’ The Stranger. The Beiruties remain voiceless, faceless,
weak, marginal, and are described as being mostly corrupt and unpatriotic
with anti-Arab sentiments. They are even ridiculed for conversing in French,
which is ironically, the first language that the author herself learned even
before learning Arabic. It is clear that al-Samman wanted to depict them as
a distorted version of Eliot’s “Hollow Men” who inhabit a “Waste Land,” and
not an elegant and hospitable city like Beirut. The manner of representation
of the main characters to symbolize a whole society, and through it, a whole
country, remains lacking. Moreover, the only character who was indeed, like
Beirut, a “victim of circumstances” beyond his control, was Ta’aan. All of the
other characters had the potential of changing the course of their destiny. They
all had a choice to make and they made their choices, except Mustafa, based
on greed, lust, pride, selfishness, self-glorification or inherent weaknesses and
ignorance. These are all sins, and the characters, as human representations,
should be held accountable for their choices.

Man as a thinking being can help make his own destiny, and effect a change
in the circumstances that affect his life. The author herself has taught us this
by her own example. Having a dream and selecting the right path to attain
this dream can be two different things. We should accept responsibility for
our decisions instead of blaming the “other.” In this novel, the reader is forced
to look at Beirut through the eyes of a cast of characters mostly foreigners:
Yasmeena, her brother, Farah, Nishan, and even Abu’l-Malla, all inflicted with
a strong sense of estrangement and a deep rooted desire to achieve fame
and wealth at any cost even if it meant signing a pact with the devil and selling
their souls. Some, like Nishan, have made a choice, good or bad, lived with
it, accepted the consequences, paid the price, turned to an evil dictator and
pervert, but without turning against humanity at large and without attaching the
blame on friend and country. Others, like Yasmeena and Farah, gifted in many
ways, plunder their gifts and capitalize on “body and voice” with an extreme
sense of naivety and greed, to achieve wealth and fame. As for their basic
humanity and emotional depth, they are certainly bankrupt. On the other hand,
concerning their nationalistic commitment, political awareness, intellectual
maturity and the ultimate socio-political causes in which they had a chance
to get involved, and perhaps make a difference, these characters, other than
Mustafa, show no genuine concern other than shallow lip service. These are
“frustrated” characters “who attempt to escape the boredom of a too-sheltered
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existence by launching into experiences on the fringe of social acceptability...
who have chosen madness, sexual deviation, or conscious martyrdom in order
to escape the stifling embrace of tradition...” They have a very narrow horizon
and remain too self-absorbed in their own personal state of affairs and individual
destiny, unable to embrace a more altruistic outlook.

The scene of the Israeli air raids over Beirut is a truly alarming one repeated
twice while Yasmeena and Nimr make love on the yacht and while Farah roams
aimlessly in Hamra Street in Beirut. According to al-Samman, only an animal,
the monkey, feels the shame of the enemy airplanes allowed to fly over an Arab
capital, while Yasmeena and Farah become troubled and reminisce about such
times when they were visited by these evils and witnessed destruction and fear.
Nimr and the inhabitants of Hamra go about their business as if nothing had
happened. The author makes it clear that they had grown accustomed to such
“visits,” and she criticizes them for doing nothing. While that may be the case,
what she, however, fails to point out, and which is much more significant, is that
the reaction from the rest of the Arab capitals was also mute and indifferent.

In Beirut ‘75, al-Samman pinpoints many of the evils that plagued Lebanese
society which supposedly led to the civil war. We certainly agree with al-
Samman that Lebanon’s social and political system embodied injustices and
preferential treatments, but we also concur with Awwad’s observation when
she writes: “Clearly, however, al-Samman’s personal feelings and emotions
interfere with her intellectual grasp of important Arab issues, thus causing
her to propound generalizations of dubious value and create a set of fairly
nondescript characters.”

Al-Samman’s list of reasons for the war looks more like a Communist
manifesto than a realistic representation of the complex causes of the war.
What happened in Lebanon was not exclusively an internal civil strife between
the rich and the poor, the Moslems and the Christians, in as much as it was, in
reality, the wars of the foreigners and the Arabs fought on Lebanese soil. The
author certainly knows this. Moreover, since al-Samman is primarily, even in her
novels, a journalist, who tried to justify the causes of the Lebanese war to the
press, it is befitting to quote from Ghassan Tueini, one of the most prominent
journalists in the Middle East today. In a recent speech that he delivered in the
country of Dubai, on October 7, 2003, Ghassan Tueini said:

Part of Lebanon’s anger is because the wars of the Arabs with Israel,
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as well the wars of the Arabs with the Arabs, while they ceased at the
boarders of other countries, they still continue to be fought on its land.
These wars were actually carried forward from its borders to its heartland
and transformed it into an experimental playground (for death) and a
battlefield for political liquidations. Lebanon has become the homeland
of all revolutions and counter revolutions and the testing ground for
certain political regimes and for its idle armies, the likes of which you
know only too well. Lebanon has also become the substitute home
for those rulers seeking to establish on its land false glories that they
certainly do not enjoy in their own countries where the constitution...
and moral values, have been taken hostage by militarism and hereditary
republics... and you wonder, after all this, why my country Lebanon,
is inhabited with anxiety and why its... body bleeds with what the wars
have left behind, why its mind is perplexed and why it oscillates between
its deep disappointment and its dreams of peace. Yet, in spite of all this,
Lebanon remains and continues to be, the platform of freedom for all
the Arab countries where in most cases, people continue to be hostages
and victims of their own military regimes.

What Lebanon lacked was a strong central government, a military regime
that ruled with an iron fist. This was obviously, but luckily, neither the destiny of
Lebanon nor the will of the Lebanese people. Thus, in the absence of a strong
army and a dominating political party, Lebanon remained weak, unable to defend
itself, yet miraculously enduring. Ghada al-Samman’s continuous involvement
in writing about the war in Lebanon and scrutinizing its causes and effects, in
analyzing it and making judgments about the Lebanese society, can only confirm
llham Shoukry’s observation that “The writings of the Syrian authors can only
mean, in one way or another, that the Lebanese war is, after all, a Syrian affair.”
There is no Arab literature, in general, that primarily focused on the Lebanese warr,
hence, “al-Samman, a Syrian writer, appears absolutely exceptional regarding
this point.” No one can deny the underlying class struggle in Lebanon prior to
1975, but one must also remind all the critics who wrote about Beirut ‘75 and
claimed it a “prophecy” that heralded the Lebanese civil war, and, supposedly,
addressed all the evils and the causes of that bloody war, that this was after all
a “regional war” having the root of its causes in the Arab - Israeli struggle and
the massive and overwhelming military presence of the PLO in Lebanon that
certainly tipped the balance of power and helped create a hostile environment
not conducive to a peaceful coexistence. Even al-Samman herself admits,
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“The Lebanese war, has no doubt, affected every artist and writer, Lebanese
and Arab...since the Lebanese war has Arab roots and causes, it no doubt, has
touched the conscience of every creative Arab mind...our Lebanese war is an
Arab war that belongs to us all.”

Although on more than one occasion, al-Samman clearly states that she
does not belong to a particular political party nor does she advocate a certain
regime, yet it is obvious that she supports Arab nationalism and wants Lebanon,
for example, to be a wholesome and indivisible part of a greater Arab nation from
the Gulf to the Ocean. The author adopts a clear political stand and emphatically
states, using the plural pronoun, “We,” wanting us to understand beyond any
doubt, that she speaks for an obvious political ideology. Al-Samman says:

We do not wish for Beirut to reclaim its previous position. We reject that
everything returns to the way it was. We have offered tens of thousands
of victims so that Beirut does not regain its previous status, but instead
for her to have a future status with new foundations... We want to make
out of Beirut a real center for Arab enlightenment... In the creative sense
not only in the commercial sense ...We aim to play an Arabic role that
goes beyond the role of serving as an excellent hotel... Our ambition is to
create a new vision...”

It becomes evident that al-Samman’s “political stance... is one that calls for
the unity of the Arab world through the awakening of a pan-Arab nationalism.
She believes that the cause of Lebanese unity is inseparable from the creation
of a unified Arab world.” This passionate political view, in spite of its glorious
consequences, should it materialize, has certainly narrowed the author’s ability to
come to terms with some of the underlying causes for the war in Beirut. Lebanon
is, above all, an Arab country “which has been especially imbued with the spirit
of modernity” and its contributions to the Arab cause and the advancement of the
Arabic language, literature and thought are pioneering and unparalleled. Although
she repeatedly praises the climate of freedom in Lebanon in comparison with
each and every other Arab country, yet she seems to deliberately neglect the
cause of this very free air that “she breathes” and goes on to reject Lebanon’s
western complexions:

. | am also against Westernizing Lebanon, against partitioning it,
and against the continuity of its decayed... political system, its unjust
social class system, against the authority of the minority, whose interest
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is associated with imperialism, over the welfare of the majority of the
laboring people... And against covering the just struggle of the Lebanese
masses... with the masks of religious sectarianism and against the
isolationist and suspect calls that confirm that Lebanon descends from
a Phoenician mother and an American sailor from the sixth Fleet who
passed on the shores of Byblos.

Lebanon’s relationship with the sea is rather unique. It is really the ingenuity
of its people that made the sea a vital extension to its borders. Perhaps the reason
for Lebanon’s constant staring westward towards the Mediterranean, instead of
only looking eastward, is emotional rather than political. Let us remember that
Lebanon is the only Arab motherland that has more children living across the
ocean than those residing within its borders.

Although the novel explores many of the underlying ills of Lebanese
society, it does not offer any plausible solutions. It focuses on portraying the
dark, pessimistic and existential side of society rather than attempting to also
balance the picture by shedding a positive light on the other side of Beirut: the
city of education, art, tourism, music and poetry. Because of such intentional
deficiencies, the novel remains a one sided representation without the benefit of
presenting a multidimensional tableau that captures life in all its vitality, diversity
as well as shortcomings, in a hospitable city that never closed its doors in the
face of any visitor, Arab or otherwise.

Through her political stance, Ghada al-Samaan’s identity crisis and existential
viewpoint surface. She is clearly conflicted, yet she serves as an example of a
Romantic character who has found a way out of her own personal “nightmare”
and existential quest. If there is one character in Beirut ‘75 who offers any real
hope, it is Ghada al-Samman herself. Her autobiography proves that she was
able to rise above her personal circumstances and write courageously. She
chose to stay in Beirut and reach out to her fellow man and woman versus falling
into suicidal despair. Her daring novel and lifestyle remain an example of hope
for those who have none. Ghada al-Samaan will always be a lover of Beirut, and
Beirut will always love her. On many occasions, al-Samman has proven to be
more Lebanese than many of the Beiruties themselves. At moments of ecstasy
and serious contemplation she writes:

| will not leave Beirut... | am now racing with death, and because of this
| try to write, | write as if | will die tomorrow...Beirut is the ... dream of the
Arab writer wherever he was... a dream stabbed with daggers drawn
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under various names and nationalities, just like Julius Caesar, it died
... and the Arab writer cries for her more than any other Arab citizen
because it was the city of the free word in the midst of an Arab world
whose love diminishes daily ... In Beirut the word roamed freely without
a guillotine ... Beirut was always the home for artists and writers for the
cursed and the exiled... It will remain a symbol for freedom...a dream
that | chase but will never desert... | will not forget that she embraced
me when every one else rejected me... | bear in my heart the loyalty and
the dream.”
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Dr. Said Hany is a retired pediatrician, from Jiddi Bou Hasan
Ras Al-Matn, Lebanon; living in Rochdale, Sulaiman Hany
NW England, UK. He has three children - LEes=
Naysam (soul of the breeze), Nima (Grace/
prosperity, and Ramaya (the sound of gently
falling rain, and four grandchildren - Aaliyah,
Shara (old Arabic - beauty), Brody & Yara.
His father won the BBC Arabic Poetry
Competition in 1945 for the African Continent
(he was in Ghana then).
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Sulaiman Hasan Qasim
Hany (1894 — 1977) was my
grandfather {jiddi) who was
also my supporter, guide
and best friend.
He taught me about care,
charity, social contribution,
friendship, and most of all,
about love.
When | graduated from
medical school, he said to
me that | still need one more
W degree, a certificate of lifel
Thank you jiddi.

DRUZE TRILOGY DRUZE TRILOGY DRUZE TRILOGY
1- Philosophy 2- Theology 3- Genealogy
.'E:::::T‘ o R

Said Hany
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New CWfert

By: Youssef Abdul Samad

Translated by: Dr. Mansour Ajami

The Great Separation

You were the dream
before you became the city
while I was
in the depth

of your parts.
Like those before me,
May they be blessed,
[ came to be blessed by
their glory
in the homeland of exiles,
and of those exiled

in their homelands.

For them

your fire was lit,

and your voice called out
those like them.

[ heard your voice,

I came.

Walls of water and hardship
had fenced you.

There you were! before me,

a tree of desires.

Your accessible fruits
were kept away from me.

I was hungry,

thirsty for a fruit.

When I put out my hand
and was about to pick one,
you whispered to me:

«Let the water of the deep
wash your hands and mouth
before you taste my fruit.
[ refuse to belong

even to those who are

in my veins

unless they draw near me
with knowledge.
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I am the one season

for all seasons,

I am the alphabet of languages,
and knowing me is love.»

Lock me up in a bud,
I will grant you my buds
that you waited for.
I promise you:
the letters of my name
will not injure you.
Let me sit in your shadow,
[ like shadows.
I wish to move over
to the shadow.
[ wish to live away
from light,

in the shadow.
‘Do not leave me standing

so clearly
in the memory of mirrors
that I shall be forgotten!
Let me enter you!
Outside your walls
lie spacious prisons,
and the seconds devour the days,
Inside you lies freedom,

and time is lost

in its own seconds.

People suffer and
the earth sweats
so you can eat and

groom yourself.

Oh, how beautiful and splendid

is
the dress you wear!

How sweet are the feasts you
serve!

How beautiful are your
long-necked buildings
with their pendants
and necklaces:
herds of giraffes!
How pliable are your ribs!
They extend, bridges, tying you
to all your parts,
to your cities,
fo other cities,
You, city of mutiple cities
in one.
Glory. be to you!
1o you belongs what the earth
brings forth,
what the mills press.
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To your body belong the best of
clothes and perfumes.

How beautiful is your bejeweled

neck!
How pleasant are your colors!
How perfect is the yield of
your hands and minds!

1o you belongs the past

and its possessions,

the present

and what it possesses,

the future

and what it holds.

Blessed are you among the cit-

ies!

No funerals shall be held for

you!

No elegies shall be read for you!

You wear a thousand faces

as if you were an eye

that knows no sleep.

O you, whose sleep

is forever slain.

The sun and the moon are one,
They do not set from

your sky.
The day and the night

race each other
in your days.
You have no end and
no beginning;
no before and

no after.

You are before, after,
the beginning,
and the end.
Were you to squeeze the depth
of the earth
and the dimensions
of time
into single oneness,
we would escape from you
to you
from what within you
from what is within us
from fear
and peril.
1o you, we return
with longing
Sorrow
and joy.
Quietly, We tread
alongside death

56
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In your rooms--

the cultures.

Thieves, killers, beggers

the blind, and dapper guests

inhabit your sidewalks.

They all await
the making of
the miracle
the wonder.
How perfect you are in your
opposites
and contrasts!

You are the funeral- wedding,
death- birth.

Take me to you,

so together we can walk

in silent land;

and on the sidewalks of time
we Sit,

embrace,

and sip the wine

of ages;

and with apetite, joy,

and delight

we eat

all we desire.

As in the depth of a
harmonious embrace,

[ slip under your cover
looking for warmth:

in subway cars,

where gardens of people
grow.

Subway cars that run

under your skin

to Downtown Manhattan
and Wall Street.

Looking for the beautiful others,
for radiant laughs crowding
leafless branches,

all pumping blood into the
arteries of land.

Were you to halt,

the earth would

fall.

[ know you well

I love you well.

You are man

or woman

for those

who know you well.
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The Great Exile
When your hand
and those of other nations
shared in the blood of
my country,
When you burnt my country,
I panicked,
1 yelled in your face:
«I breathe, I feel,
and do not share
in anybody s blood,
but you do.

The heart of the city
is steel;
its body,
stones.
[ distanced myself from you
to the great exile,
to the wasteland,
to Down Under,
where things are read
upside down,
where words become fish
and chickens,
where poems become farms

for bird and animal.

I would come to you
hidden in my clothes,
and with two of my friends,
I would roam your streets.
On the longest of your streets
I would ask my friends
to stop,
remember, cry,
and recite:
Halt! Let us weep and lament
over the memory of
youth
and falafel”,
on Broadway, street of
old houses;

over the memory of
a beloved

whose memory sprouted in
my imagination

and blossomed on

my fingers.

Many a company of revelers,
if they sang,

eyes would well,

and tears would stream forth.
Abu '1-Abbas’® would visit,
bearing news

more delicious

58
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than the best of food;
news about his

many beloved.

He would cry,

and make us cry

over such farces.

A woman would greet him,
and in haste,

he would say:

“Are you content that your
love

will surely kill me? »

We would ask him about his
beloved,

pretending not to know,

then we would blame hin,
and laugh.

And pretty girls would visit us,
to eat

our food?,

or our love.

In my exile,

In my self-exile,

exile from my homeland

and from you,

the taste of bagel,

pastrami with New York's pickled

cucumbers

at Katz and Carnegie Delli,
would pursue me.

I would travel to you
for a fine dinner

at « Window on the World, »
forced to close by the bomb,
on the 107th floor

of the World Trade Center.
The world, beneath me,

my hands touching invisible
magnetic threads that tether
the globe to itself,

fo the stars.

I would fly over for a warm sit-
ting

in «Sign of the Dovey or in
“Tavern on the Greeny
where clusters of light,

in splendid colors

hang down,

and only the eye

would pick the clusters.

I would crave sitting

with all my being

in the shadow of the

organ s sound

under the deluge of
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infinite lights piercing the
stained glass windows of
the enduring wonder,

the church,

musing over the grandeur
of the church,

the nexus between

time and space,

the church of churches,

The Cathedral of St. John The
Divine.

Return from Exile

In the wasteland,

In the land of Down under,
the manna that descended on us
from its desert sky

became a haunted favor,

and quails became swarms of
flying creatures.

We departed.:

empty-handed,

But full-hearted.

Where would we go?

My country is on fire.

Rancor had killed my country.
Where would I walk, stop,

60

or step?

The whole earth under my feet,
after they killed my beloved,

is the size of a ball.

A playing ball is indeed

very small.

We returned to you
all love and passion.

We returned to the impossible
date,

to the shepherd who

lost us,

to the shepherd whom

we lost.

Silent hunger lay in our heart,

but the thirst in our mouth

yelled:

We strayed!

We were lost

in the wilderness,

in the desert!

But we returned.
Where is your bread,

your water?
There is no quenching of thirst

no satiety
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without your food.
We live on your daily bread.
Spread your food.
Pour your drinks
for the returnees
from travel,
from exile.
Separation sickened us,
touch our hand
bless us
We will heal ourselves.
You are still

crucified
in the cold,
patiently

giving walkers
what they want.

You are still
soaking in water
flooding the worry of the ocean
with deep sleep
in your eyes.
Tell those who claim
to know you:
«You only know but one thing,
and many a thing was withheld

from you.»

I returned,
newly-born,

to our old love,

to my old notebooks,
to my old beloved,
to the beginning
from the beginning
to...

o you.

1 search for my beloved
for my country

in your face.

In you awaken the dreams
of the beautiful

on earth.

They dream of your touch,
of a part of you,

of your moveable things,
of a bottle of perfume that
hides a part of you,

of gloves,

an umbrella from

your street vendors,

of silk scarves
from Saks Flfth Avenue,
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or sandals from a store

on Madison Avenue.

The Russians Arrive™®

After the country of ice
had broken up,

Olga and Lina

came from the

country of ice.

After long despair,

and longer waiting,

Olga and Lina

came out of the bondage
of the cold,

to the freedom of warmth
in the city.

I had met them

four years before,

One face on two bodies
One voice from two mouths
A woman and a mirror
Twins in one!

In Rome, they dreamed of you,
of coming to you.

Four long, short years later,
They awaken from

the absurd dream

in an impossible
awakening:

in your running streets
your chanting churches

in temples of art

in alters and

houses of learning

in dance and sex theaters

in concert halls

in evrything in you.

They try to uproot you

to carry you

to transport you

with your past

and your future

with what and who is in you
and on you

to their Viadivostok,

fo the Russia

where the most beautiful of them
save what they do not eat
for an ornament from you.
They dream of your lights that
reach every darkness,
because, there, they are

under cover.

At the end of the day
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when the day had fled from
its dying hours
from your buildings
from your bridges
from under and from
above your water
and from the smallest of
your parts;
In the final fading moments
of the day,
We, in the time machine,
while your skyscrapers
soared like
the tower of Babel.
Your people, disparate of
race,
color,
and tongue,
resemble the people
of Babel.
You look like Babel.

Your houses of justice are a part
of Babel;

The Babel that my country forgot

because its people did not

offer it

sex and bread.

In Princeton,

at the end of the day,

in the university chapel,

Four, of four different cultures
met, united by lust,

despair, and loss.

The sweet scent of a

Cedar of Lebanon tree
soaring on campus.

In the chapel's colored hall,

al-Razes and John the Dama-
scene

stood,

eternity behind them.

A plaque of gratitude for
the interpreter of history™
faced us,

and the bearer of the cross,
nails in hands,

stood,

filling the church.

All of them came from my coun-
try.

I almost screamed in the
face of those

who gazed at us:

You are strangers!

But they, they are
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from my country.

There we were!

Four, from many places.
Mansour, who looked in every-
thing

for something

he could not find;

Olga and Lina

poring over things
stationary but fleeing
forever from then.

The minutes and the seconds

dropped

like autumn leaves

from the tree of the day.

1 am the fourth of the three,
empty-handed,

1 try to seize the wind
looking for something new
under the sun,

for a retreat to retreat.

I look deeply into the faces
for things

hidden behind things,

for the city

behind the city,
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for the face of
my beloved,

for my country,
and for...
to fill the void.

Notes

1- Amir’s Falafel, the poet’s own restaurant
near Columbia University.

2- He is Dr. Mansour Ajami, scholar, poet,
critic,musician, and humorous conversa-
tionalist. He has taught Arabic language
and literature at Princeton and Columbia
and other universities.

3- The late Monsignor Louis Risha and
the poet would sit in front of the poet’s
falafel restaurant on Broadway and pass-
ersby, mostly women, would enthusiasti-
cally greet the poet. Father Risha would
bemoan his situation and recite:

Those whom you never hoped
would ever greet you,

have greeted you.

Had it not been for your falafel
nobody would ever greet you.

4- Russian twins, who had dreamed of New
York city all their lives and finally, and
with great difficulty, managed to visit it
and the poet.

5 - Professor Philip Hitti, who taught his-
tory at Princeton University for a long
time. He founded the first Near Eastern
Studies department in the country.
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RABITAH: POETS IN THE PARK
A MONUMENT TO THE EARLIEST

ARABIC-SPEAKING COMMUNITY
IN THE UNITED STATES

Linda K. Jacobs®

Washington Street Historical Society (WSHS) was founded in 2013 to preserve
the memory of the first Arabic—speakingMunity in the United States, which
grew up on Washington Street on the Lower West Side of Manhattan beginning
in 1880. Until the 2015 publication of Linda Jacobs’ book, Strangers in the West,
this community was largely unknown and unstudied. It was, however, the “Mother
Colony” of the Arabic-speaking diaspora in the United States, and the intellectual,
economic, and religious center of that diaspora. The early immigrants, from pres-
ent-day Lebanon and present-day Syria, the great majority Christians, began as
peddlers and soon made their mark in many fields, becoming textile importers and
manufacturers, entertainers, bankers, music composers, and poets and writers.
The Pen League (al Rabitah al Qalamiyyah), founded in New York in 1916 and then
again more permanently in 1920, flourished in the rich literary culture of the early
colony. Comprising at various times about ten members, among them Kahlil Gi-
bran, Ilya abu-Madi, Ameen Rihani, and Mikhail Naimy, they published books, jour-
nals, and essays and poems in Arabic and English for which they became famous.
It is to this group and the women writers of the period that WSHS is dedicating a
public art monument in New York City.

4 )
* Linda K. Jacobs has a Ph.D. in Near Eastern Archaeology/Anthropology and spent many
years working on economic development projects in the Middle East. She is the author of Digging In: An
American Archaeologist Uncovers the Real Iran (2012); Strangers in the West: The Syrian Colony of New
York City, 1880-1900 (2015; 2nd Edition, 2023); Strangers No More: Syrians in the United States, 1880-
1900 (2019), and a forthcoming book on various members of the early Arab diaspora will appear

in 2023. All four of her grandparents were members of the New York Syrian/Lebanese Colony.
S J
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Entitled “Rabitah: Poets in the Park,” the monument will be a permanent installa-
tion in Elizabeth H. Berger Plaza in New York City. Just steps away from the original
Arabic-speaking neighborhood, “Rabitah: Poets in the Park” will comprise a series
of richly-hued mosaic panels with quotations from the Rabitah writers. On the
park’s central mound, a free-standing sculpture of the Arabic word al Qalam will
be visible from all parts of the park and beyond. The monument has been designed
by the Moroccan French artist, Sara Ouhaddou, who was chosen by the City of New
York in a juried competition, in which more than fifty Middle Eastern artists were
considered. The mosaic quotations and sculpture will be rendered in an abstrac-
tion of Arabic calligraphy developed by her, a concept that has become an import-
ant element of her artistic practice. The monument will be seen by the thousands
of New Yorkers and tourists who pass through this park every day on their way to
and from the Financial District. Major funding has already been obtained.

We hope to unveil the monument during Arab American Heritage Month in April
2024.

To complement and enrich the viewer’s experience, WSHS is developing a web-
based touring app in Arabic and English that virtually recreates the Arabic-speak-
ing neighborhood on the Lower West Side, on the one hand, and illuminates the
art installation, as part of that community, on the other. As the user walks up
Washington Street, the nineteenth and early-twentieth century neighborhood will
be virtually reconstructed with vintage photographs, text, music, essays, and links
to further reading, providing a rich sense of the early community. The tour pauses
in Elizabeth H. Berger Plaza, where the app will provide translations of the quota-
tions, poetry readings, and essays and interpretations of the poets’ work in Arabic,
English, and other languages, and then continues on to the last three remaining
buildings on Washington Street. Available for free worldwide, the app will allow
people everywhere to learn more about the early community and to appreciate
and enjoy the work of the early immigrant poets and writers. The National Trust
for Historic Preservation, an agency of the American government, is funding the
development of the app.

This permanent installation will be the first monument of its kind in the United
States and given the importance of New York City in the history of the Middle East-
ern diaspora, will be a source of pride to Arab Americans and Arabs everywhere.

We ask for your support for this important project and to continue the work of
WSHS in memorializing this vital piece of Arab American—and American—history.
Please contact me (ljacobs78@gmail.com) for further information.
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