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A crucifixion icon:


I well nigh died. My wounds


Walk under windows. Like myself,


They are glowing with love


For the churches of Antioch,


My body is a house of mysteries, and my grief


Iconic ink.
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The night is born in a rose. Mirrors


Shine among shades. Here’s a barrier


Behind which I grope, trying to read an icon;


In it


Was blossoming 


A rose of wounds (or that’s what I imagined)


I saw the script, red and blue,


Strutting in nature’s dress,


So that it will, as poesy intuits, be a night


That befits the stars of calamity.
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The ink has changed its own quills,


The light its own gates and lanterns,


The shade has changed its own path, -


They are all writing eulogies for Byzantium,


And I alone am the lover of her mysteries –


I enter the core of an icon,


And, within it, I start my journey.
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I stare at it –whence have migrated


To its hollow,


And how have my fancies permeated it?


These here are images of myself, and here’s a trace,


And these are ponds filled with the waters of my song


And attended by the birds of my ardent love, -








I remembered an icon that used to teach me how to polish


The earth and, with love, make it a mirror for my convoy,


And how to become reflected in my own bitterness.
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Through the windows, in the invisible shades,


Its things become visible –


What shall I say to an icon’s things?








What shall I say about the thing, when, in its silence, it indulges,


And I am the one who divests it of its belongings,


And the one who invests?


With my tongue prompted by an eloquent mentor,


I shall say:


All silence is innocent


And errant is speech.
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Maybe this void was filled with an icon


That was my self and its belongings.


Maybe this void was threads with which


Was woven the fabric of its dreams.


Maybe it was a light shed upon it and a beacon for it,


Maybe it was a bridge to bring together


Its delusions and its days, -








Maybe this void is my path towards it.
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A day wearing a shade,


A day wearing a line,


Between them,


A day unclad.


Days having


The sparkle of meaning, and all the cinder


Of its paste,








Days


That silently disperse – here in this icon.
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The ages drift


Between line and shade


They proceed through the light, between its meander,


And they blend the passion of places


With the passion of lovers.











That is an icon


Whose interpretation illumes


The paths of those who have strayed.
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What is wrong with us today:


The night has not whispered our words


To its lanthorn, as is its wont. A wind


And Sab’een1 shakes in its storms,


And I am unresponsive.





The face of an icon,


In whose light I become vagrant,


I disperse, I inquire, I get resolved,


And, in its silence, I converse with my darkness. 





1 A village near Aleppo. It was a fiefdom Seif-uddawla bestowed on Al-Mutanabbi. He was also endowed with Al-Saff, a Farm in Al- Ma’arrah, from which he departed in his flight first to Damascus and then to Egypt. Al- Mutanabbi refers to this fiefdom saying: 


From his house to his fief I travel, riding his horse, wearing his clothes, and being armed with his sword.
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How could I remain composed


When I am the witness giving his testimony:


An icon went out to see people,  


And Tigres started


Singing its passion for it,


And Aleppo started showing its affection for it.


And I, together with verse, were scribbling 


To guard it, 


Weariness was its other guard,


It was flesh and blood:


A fiery sigh and a golden tear,


How could I remain composed?
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My wounds befriended those ships, identified with them,


Wedded their fragrance


To winds that blew, if only once,


In concord with their desires.





It eluded us


To have one single shore


For our waves –


I was perusing an icon


And teaching my verse


How to come to its abode.
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An orchard of spectres enchanted


With events – all you can remember of it


Is trees warm,


Roses, and a hedge.











A well guarded gate


The guard is oblivion and the gate is the world:


Do you know how to read this icon?
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She does not fight. She came


From Qussantina1, and she extended


Her hand o the banks of Quweiq.


His hands overwhelmed her


And she submitted her anguish


To his embrace.


That is an icon


The sea has gathered its waves, its shells,


And its boats of dreams from the streets of Antioch,


And has joined her in Aleppo


In order to embrace her lofty grieves.

















- M -

















Pictured.


As though


In time immemorial. Every shade


Is a cloud.


Lines


Like imagined rain strings.


His hands, his eyeballs,


A store of books and revelation.


An icon my imagination has, with its ink,  tinged,


As though by a god painted, -








Is Christ still a child?
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The space that talks about it


And directs its knights to it


Does not wish to be manifest


It does not wish to materialize:


It is not represented in words, nor is it painted.








An icon it is –


A spacious extended horizon


And the space that I talk about


Is enclosed like a womb.

















- O -

















Its ink is its sea


And it has fire, earth, and air as an alphabet.


And with its quills,


It spells its regions.











Bud after bud


My ink blooms


In the gardens of its days –


Maybe, tomorrow


It will, little by little, surround its dreams.
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A thirst


That seats the sun in the shade of a bough.


A thirst


That makes the cloud a jug of grief


And suspend it from a bud.





A thirst


Like the sand reading its waves


And wrinkles being scribbled in the face of a fount.








A thirst,


What icon


Will in me gush forth its streams?
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Surprise my futurity, -


My eyes have got drunk, what visions


Emerge, clothed in my whims – an extent and an echo?


Its shades and its lights are waves and sails


That carry me through horizon after horizon:








An Icon


In whose dimensions I got lost in passion


And started reading in it Allah and eternity.
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This is it


I shall whisper to Byzantium


That a dome of peace and love


Links me to the stars that shine in her hair.





This is it


I shall openly declare that I am companion to an icon:


I become reflected in its lineaments


And I deeply penetrate into the earth, into what is left


Of its myths.





This is it


I shall openly declare that I embrace an icon,


And, in its colours, I shall write down the history of my love for it and the history of its fires.











1 It is reported in various glosses on Al-Mutanabbi’s verse that the Arabs used to modify foreign names so that they served their meters. They would omit some the letters, as Al-Mutanabbi, when he uses “Ristotales” for Aristotle. “The Arabs”, Yazgui concludes, “are quite indulgent in their use of foreign names”, (Sharh Al-Yazgui, pp.277-78).
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The sky here, between these few shades,


Flutters in the shape of an eyelid,





And the stars are pollen 


Drifting from colour to colour.





Birds took me upward the spheres


Of outer space.


And walked to the forest without effort, -


Some of those chains that tied me are broken,


The earth is lenient,


And the light is covered with its own dreams.








Call me, o light, an icon.




















- U -

















The light is revived, -


Mild straw, spikes trussed 


With an autumn sun.


The fields are parchments and the words are seeds.





The light is revived,


A soul flaps over the field. We harvest, we load –


The day has leant


To go back home. Our shoulders


And our neighbours’ shoulders


Swagger under the fruits,


Like an icon.
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That’s an icon:


Like a deep river,


Its grief is peerless, isolated below its waves.


And I would like my own grief


To be like it: to live peerless and isolated


In the depth of my soul.





The golden colour at the riverbank opens its gates,


And says to those who on them knock: enter!


The golden colour has embraced its own ascent,


And departed, lavishly flowing in its grief. 
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I imagine an icon


In which imagination is


A web of cloud and dust:


An image


That descends in a passionate language


From the peaks of imagination, -


Humans that survive only


In visions, only in spectres,


And they have the passion of gods.
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I imagine an icon


In which there are no churches, no mosques, no temple.


I imagine an icon: balconies


Whose light is their own age,


On whose heads


Is a loving moon, in whose hands


Is a freedom sun and ecstasy.








I imagine an icon


Poetry being its initiation,


And its destination.
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Gold over gold, I sprinkled my grief


In the light, and my musings took its scope for bedding,


Seeking the distant gleam and hoping


That its ink would respond to my parchments,


And I was glad I had not gained what I desired,


And I was glad to be the happiest loser:








An icon –


I gave its space


A confident look,


And got a confusing view.
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Nay, meaning is not Byzantine


Or Arabian


Who said the sun extends its hand


To the chain,


And who will say the wind becomes a stone?


- Shall I say meaning is a star mystified


In a turning orbit?
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Silence spreads its wing, a star


Laying its eyelashes beneath clouds.


- What do we read in an icon?


What do we seek


In the mysteries of a blazing language?


Another firebrand?


Blood that mocks the killer?








 A house of colours upon a grassy hill:


A flock of birds drawing the house, lamps


Scribbling the doorstep.
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Like an icon I see him1, -


In him I do not extol


What others would have him symbolize: the knight of Taglib,


Or the hero of the Muslims


Fighting the Romans. These


Are fiddlesticks


To which my verse cannot respond


(It could not have responded earlier, were it not for certain flaws),


In him I extol his sense of beauty,


The art of friendship, his love for poetry,


And his diving in its deeps,


In him I extol the faithful friend.
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1 The reference is to Sif-U-ddawla.











1
29

