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A Woman Without Shores

Introduction

Souad Al-Sabah published her first collection of poems, Early
Flashes, in 1961 when she was barely nineteen. It marked the
beginning of a life-long journey of poetic exploration and
achievements which has yielded fourteen volumes of verse and
promises to yield more. Al-Sabah’s creative, intellectual and
emotional energies have continued to grow and expand over the
years and, judging by her latest poems, show no signs of
flagging. Indeed, her most recent volumes — A Woman Without
Shores, Take Me to the Borders of the Sun and A Poem is a
Female, the Female a Poem - show her at the height of her
poetic powers and technical prowess, in full command of her
idiom and still capable of capturing the essence of an experience
in its fleeting moments, sensuous impressions and subtle
nuances.

As one of the leading poets in Arabic, Al-Sabah has an
invigoratingly fresh, distinctive voice, at once pensive and
passionate, delicately lyrical and vibrantly dramatic. Whether
she speaks of love or politics, and whatever the mood, her

poems are consistently vigorous, provocative and exhilarating.
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You never feel that she comes to poetry with a fully formed idea
or a clear subject. Rather, the poem strikes you as a
battleground of conflicting impulses and thoughts, a sensitive
register of a profoundly sympathetic mind struggling to make
sense of its own experience of the world without preconceptions
and define itself in relation to it. The struggle is never
conceptual or abstract; we experience it through a
well-contrived persona, continuously projected in a variety of
moods and situations, in different, vividly evoked environments,
as both an involved party, in the grip of the experience, and a
detached observer making incisive comments. In this struggle
too, almost invariably, the intimately personal is also intensely
political.

Indeed, one could say that Souad El-Sabah’s perception of the
world, herself and own experience is grounded in a sense of
paradox which informs all her work. As an Arab woman in a
conservative society, she seemed destined by history and culture
to one sphere — the private, feminine and domestic — where she
felt an alien. Inwardly driven to seek her real spiritual home in
poetry and responsible public action, both traditionally male

domains, she was deeply resented and made to feel more of an

4




A Woman Without Shores

alien, something of a monstrosity in fact. Her liberal, mind and
independent spirit clashed violently with the culture she had
imbibed as a child and which continued to besiege and cripple
her; and though a lover of Kuwait, her homeland, she did not
hesitate to unleash her fury against what she perceived as the
forces of darkness, indeed of death there. The violence of the
invective, its urgency and the corrosive mode in which she
expresses it betray a personal sense of danger, a feeling of
terrible threat which suggests, in turn, a postmodern awareness
of the insidious power of ideology, of the fact that however hard
one tries to rid oneself of it, traces of it could sediment at a
deeper layer of one’s consciousness and continue to lurk in the
hidden recesses of the mind, imperceptibly influencing one’s
thoughts and deeds. In her battle against the dominant,
repressive, patriarchal ideology she inherited from her native
culture, Al-Sabah seems to realize that there is no final victory,
that the battle has to be fought over and over.

Nowhere is this fear and hatred of oppression more powerfully
expressed than in The Night Fatima Was Arrested, one of her
wittiest and most vigorous and scathing satires. It begins with a
shocking, three-line statement, all the more disturbing for its

seemingly neutral, matter of fact tone:
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This is a country where female poems are circumcised
And the sun is strangled as it rises

In the interests of family security;

The tone, however, soon changes to one of rising anxiety in the

rest of the stanza and the shift is effected by the use of repetition

in an obsessive manner and short, breathless one-foot lines:

(A country) Where a woman is slain if she dares to
speak,

To think,

To write,

Or love,

In order to cleanse the family honour.

The pattern is repeated in the following stanzas in which the

homeland is metaphorically transformed into a mythical

monster that feeds on its offspring and where animal and nature

imagery is used to expand the meaning and identify the

oppression of women as a violation of nature and a heinous sin

against life:

This is a land that has devoured its women
Then lain back happily

Under the lacerating sun, in the midday heat.
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This is the mythical land of Wak-Wak where thinking
is forbidden,

Women are slaughtered on their bridal beds like
camels,

Fish are forbidden to swim

And birds to fly...

This is a land which hates the rosebud that blooms,
Resents its fragrance,

And only dreams of sex and bed.

Thi‘s is a land which has closed its skies
And mummified its women,

Declaring their faces a source of shame,
Their voices a source of shame,

All thought a source of shame,

Poetry, a source of shame,

And love, a source of shame,

Together with the green moon and blue letters.

This is a land which has abolished spring from the

calendar,
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Abolished winter,
Abolished eyes and weeping.
This is a land which has taken leave of its senses

And chosen to live in a coma.

What could these slumbering, indolent, indifferent
cities want from me —

A predatory, savage fighter?

If it is my mind they want,

I'd rather not have one.

What should a woman do with all her rains?

All her rivers?

How can she grow flowers and roses,

Out of this stony, arid land?

What do they want from a woman in our land?

Do they want her boiled?

Do they want her grilled?

Do they want her flesh and fat kneaded and baked in a
pie?

Do they want her a sugar doll
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Ready for copulation at all times?

Do they want her young and ignorant?

Well, the above are the ten commandments a woman
should observe

To preserve the family heritage.

The poem ends on a desperate note of affirmation which reveals
a sharp awareness of the lethal dangers that beset the quest for
freedom:

I am sorry,

But I will never give up my sharp nails

And will go on, as always,

Marching ahead of the caravan,

And will fight for this till death —

My enemy’s death, or mine.
The title of the poem quoted above, named after a famous
Egyptian television serial based on a novel by Sekina Fuad, and
some of its mythical and culinary imagery draw on popular
culture and reveal another interesting aspect of Al-Sabah’s
dialectical imagination: the eclectic combination of elements

and motifs from the (high) classical and (low) popular cultural
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traditions. To the classical poetic heritage she owes the
structural solidity of her verse and some technical features.
From the popular heritage, she derives her lively rhythms, vivid
idiom and many images and allusions. The fusion of two
hierarchically differentiated legacies, with their respective
idioms and frames of reference, generates a kind of productive
tension on the linguistic, stylistic levels which reflects and
consolidates the dominant thematic dialectics of male and
female, the individual and society in her poetry.

In the case of the male/female binary opposition which
underlies most of her love poems, acting as generative matrix, a
synthesis is attempted and sometimes temporarily achieved
through the Jungian concepts of anima and animus. El-Sabah
subtly hints at the existence of a masculine principle (animus) in
the female unconscious and of a feminine principle (anima) in
the male unconscious. Patriarchal cultures, however, are keen to
suppress this ambivalence in the interest of a clearer, differential
opposition of male and female. Souad Al-Sabah is aware of the
artificiality of this sexist opposition and its ideological
directives and ramifications. She recognizes that the ‘female’

and ‘male’ identities imposed on men and women by culture are

10




A Woman Without Shores

detrimental social costructs which limit, stunt and warp the
natural growth of both into well-integrated, creative, loving
human beings. A person who is inwardly split and lacks a sense
of human integrity and dignity, she believes, is incapable of
loving. This explains the ambivalent attitude towards love we
come across in many of the love poems: the longing for
physical and spiritual union with the beloved and regarding this
union as the fountainhead of life and creativity, on the one hand,
and, on the other, the fear of forfeiting one’s integrity and
independence of spirit and, therefore, one’s humanity in such a
union.

In The Moon and the Beast, one of her most powerful poems,
this divided feeling towards love comes across very vividly in a
startling combination of tender sentiments and violent imagery.
The poem also clearly points to the root cause of the problem,
blaming it on the patriarchal culture which enshrines male
dominance and female submission, and expresses a sense of ris-
ing frustration which reaches a desperate edge:

Two forces fight within me:
The desire to be your love

And the fear of becoming your prisoner.
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The moon wrestles with the beast,
The white with the black,

The existentialist with the Sufi,
Revolution with counter revolution
The craving to be with you

And the urge to kill you.

Two seas battle within me:

My temperate, feminine sea

And a masculine one of yours,

Planted with mines and pirates

And teeming with savage fish.

My sandy shores struggle against your waves,

And my forests against your tropical rains.

Loving you, I face

Two choices and have no third:

To retire into the copper cell of your chest,
Or walk out into the sun of freedom;

To surrender to the force of history,
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Or take up arms against it;
To submit to your authoritarian discourse,

Or mutiny against your heaven-inspired, sacred words.

Deep inside me

Resentment merges

With maternal feelings,

A sense of security

With a foreboding of imminent storms.
I live out my days with you
Suspended

Between the trees of fire on your lips

And an abysmal void below.

When I am alone, your voice assaults me
Like a wolf with flaming eyes.

It leaves a gash in my neck,

A wound in my memory,

A stab in my waist,

A slit in my sheets.

And every night it kneads me like a dough,
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With cinnamon, saffron

And spices hot.

I am torn, into a thousand shreds,

Between your civilized paper-cover

And real aggression on females,

Between the fire of your words

And your frosty kisses,

Between your patriarchal views

And narcissistic postures,

Between your boundless liberalism

And equally boundless reactionism.
The thematic dialectic of the individual versus society which, as
I mentioned earlier, constitutes another dominant element in
Souad Al-Sabah’s poetry, is sometimes projected in the poems
through another dialectic in which nature is the thesis and
history the antithesis. In this context, the individual is defined as
a free woman and identified with nature, not as a sentimental-
ized concept, but as a living, productive/destructive force.
History, on the other hand, is seen as a male product which
consists mainly of feuds, violent, bloody deeds and acts of

aggression. No wonder the persona who speaks in the Revolt of
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the Leather-bound Chickens, who describes herself a “a woman
from a distant sphere/ A distant star,” describes her lover as one
who has “emerged/ Out of a dusty book™ in whose eyes she
could “see the era of the Mamelukes live again/And glimpse the
slave market.” She berates him for guarding the shameful
legacy of capitalist greed and female oppression bequeathed to
him by his ancestors: “Carry on, she says,”

As your ancestors used to do

When they bought women

As if they were estates

And regarded them

As a source of humiliation

And a shameful disgrace.

Carry on as jackals do,

Spreading terror through the desert,...

I’'m not the woman for you, sir.
Look for another

That looks like a carpet

In the court of Harun Al-Rashid.
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Carry on

The same as all the tribe’s men:

Invade, decimate,

Advance, retreat,

For in the history of your ignorance

There is nothing new.

Carry on

The same as jackals do,

But you can never eat my flesh

Or shear my wool.

For know you that my body is sacred land....
Given the dialectical nature of Souad El-Sabah’s poetic
imagination it is not surprising that, structurally, her favourite
poetic modes are the dramatic monologue and the confidential
public speech. Whether the subject is love or politics, she
assumes a silent audience who listens, be it a lover whom her
persona addresses in intimate surroundings, in a situation
fraught with conflict and tension, or a congregation of
sympathetic listeners in a public arena. But even when she opts
for the solitary mode of the confessional soliloquy, the poems
often take the form of a dialogue with the self and the same

dramatic quality is discernible. This makes her poetry best
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appreciated when orally delivered. In such recitals, Al-Sabah
turns a poem into a lively dramatic performance which thrills
the audience and tickles them to laughter sometimes even as it
challenges their inherited views, cherished ideas and hallowed
assumptions. But even in print, one cannot fail to be struck by
El-Sabah’s astringent wit, her delicious, often sardonic sense of
humour and her ability to turn irony into a lethal weapon.

Unfortunately, even the best of translations cannot do justice to
this aspect of the poetry which relies in part on punning and
local cultural references. The title of the last poem quoted
above, The Revolt of the Leather-bound Chickens, for instance,
involves an intelligent play on the word “leather-bound” —
“mujallad” in Arabic — which when used, quite unexpectedly, to
describe chicken immediately evokes a similar word, “mujam-
mad” which differs from it only in one letter and means “frozen.”
This kind of word-play is far from gratuitous, intended merely
to amuse. In the context of the poem, it can suggest a cluster of
related meanings: one can detect a hidden comparison between
the ‘covering’ or ‘binding’ of women in some societies, which
freezes their existence and degrades them to the level of con-
served, marketable edibles, and the mental rigidity of their

males who, like the lover in the poem, are prisoners of the dusty

17




A Woman Without Shores

(and no doubt leather-bound) book of history. And since frozen
chickens are an invention of modern, industrialized society and
usually sold in supermarkets, their appearance in the context of
a culture which, under the thin veneer of civilization, is far from
modern or industrialized, constitutes a sharp, satirical dig at
cultural hypocrisy.

The word-play also paradoxically identifies the commodifica-
tion of women as “frozen chickens” with their false valorization
as treasured, “leather-bound” or “mummified” cultural
possessions. Compared to frozen chickens, women are seen to
fare much worse: unlike their feathered sisters they never thaw,
are never literally consumed and never provide real
nourishment to anybody. Like the speaker in The Moon and the
Beast, they seem doomed to live out their days suspended
between trees of fire above, which they can never reach, and an
abysmal void below.

Souad Al-Sabah has been described as a feminist, which she
certainly is in thought and outlook. Her feminism, however,
does not stop at the liberation of women. It aspires to liberate
men as well, and children, and even nature from the destructive
attrition of man. Its ultimate dream is of a human race,

unfettered in mind and body, free to create and love.
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Poem I

Exceptional Wishes
For

An Exceptional Man

Epigraph

“A world of difference between us, sir:

For I am the civilization, while all tyrants are male,”

1

Happy new year...
Happy new year.
I’d rather we said to one another

Happy love.

How cribbed and cramped words seem
When we repeat them just as others do.

I do not wish my feelings
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Copies of the wishes of others.

I will not have a love pre-packed in postcards.

I love you when the year begins. '
I love you when it draws to an end. I
Since love extends beyond all time,

Beyond all known space,

I much prefer we wished each other

A happy love -

One that rebels against the theatrical rites of speech,

A love that breaks the rules,

Opposes origins and roots,

The whole order of things,

A love that seeks to change

All that the lexicons of love contain.

2

What do I want on new year’s eve?
What a child you are to ask.
How could you not know my love?

It is you and nothing else I want.
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O, you, who are attached to my jugular vein,
No gift can stir me as a woman;

Perfumes do not thrill me;

Flowers do not thrill me;

Dresses do not thrill me,

Nor does the distant moon.

What would I do with necklaces and bracelets?
What use to me are jewels?

O, traveller in my blood,

O, voyager in my veins,

What would I do with all the treasures of the earth,

My one and only treasure?

3

My lord,

With your fingers you shape my life afresh,
You write me and direct me,

Break me and put me back together,

And can kindle my revolt, and shifts and turns,

The midnight chimes are glorious,
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And this snow, a music which speaks to us,
And I am praying you may always love me,

So hear my prayer.

Chopin

Is playing by the fireside.
Tell me “I love you”

The more to believe

I am a woman.

Tell me “I love you”
That I may turn at once

Into a translucent pearl.

ok

My lord,
For twenty years you have remained concealed inside
my veins.

You wrap me round with your coat
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As hand in hand we tread the snow,
If I can have a shelter in your heart,
What else could I desire in this world?

G

So long as you remain with me,

The year will be far happier than could ever be.
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Poem II

Confessions of a Wintry Woman

4

My madness knows no bounds;

My mind has no boundaries;

My follies, though innumerable,

Can never have an end.

I wonder my extravagant nature vexes you,
Who can get cross when flowers are in excess?
This is the way I have been since I lived:

My womanhood is crushing,

My passions always burning,

My shores forever lashed by thunder and by lightening.

This is the way I have been since I loved:
My sails unfurled,
My braids undone,

My veins wide open,
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My rivers mocking dams.

So, don’t stand so flustered and so dazed
Before the hurricane.

For know I am a woman

Whose cravings have no end.

vy

This is what I am, my lord,

This is how I am

Without paints and makeup.

My love is wintry;

And when the winter ends,

I do not feel a woman.

My love is wild;

And if I do not crack the crust of things,

I do not feel a woman.

Suicidal is my love...
If into the sea, one night, you threw me,

You would find me walking on the waves.
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And like a child is my love...

You touch my waist but once

And I take flight and glide between the sky and earth.
Therefore, do not chastise the child in me.

Without it I become

A wooden butterfly,

A flower made of paper,

A white, empty canvass.

S

O, you

Who sit like a sultan ruling over paper.
O, sultan,

Pen your words on my bracelet,

On my dishdasha V;

Pen them on my eyelids,

On the wind and the waves,

On the rain drops,

And on the gulfs and bays

1. Dishdasha: a kind of head cover worn by women.
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I wish I were

An ‘a’, an ‘0’ or an ‘e’,
Or a tiny flower

In your orchard of words.
If only I could, my friend,
If only I could.

O, my liberator

Who released me from the power of time and place,
If you could know how much you dazzle me,

How happy I feel,

And how secure!

In your cosy home,

Everything excites me...

The red carpets,

The flowers,

The paintings,

The smell of tobacco that clings to the walls,

Even the seats when they feel secure excite me.
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0, you

Sunk in your leather chair,

Can you see me through your forest of paper?
O, you

Planted in my depths like a rose,

How jealous I feel my friend

When your hands play their melodies on those sheets.

I am jealous of the smell of ink,

The scent of silence,

The fragrance of the burning wood,

The crackling fire.

I am jealous of the love letters you write,
The house cat you cuddle,

The handle of the cup you hold.

o

My lord
Who sit at the end of the world,
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Do you remember me?

I am the woman you moulded out of sea foam,

And ruby stones

And coral reefs.

I am the same

You used to call when you desired her

Qamar El-Zaman @,

O, you, who at your hands my womanhood took form,
Who shaped my waist,

And put the wave into my hair,

Made the seasons for apricots and those for pomegran-
ates.,

Your love has given me a homeland

More beautiful than any I could ever have.

2. Qamar El-Zaman: literally, “Moon of all Time,” is a name frequently
given to beautiful men and women, especially princes and princesses, in The
Arabian Nights.
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Poem III

Suppositions

Supposing,

Supposing you

Were not my love,

What would I be?

What would you be?

How could I tell I was a woman
Without you hiding under my eyelids?
What good is love my friend

Unless it rides the sea of madness?

Supposing

Supposing you

Were not my love,

What then would be the sense in life?

How would the suns go round without you?
Who would bring the spring,

Allow the corn to grow,
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And teach the nightingales their song?
How could the streams flow,

And plants grow from our lips?
Would civilization hold?

Would poetry,

Painting,

Sculpture?

Would languages survive?

If you took your arms away

One day and left,

What would the place look like?

How could I face all the little things around me?
How could I bear the smell of coffee,

The colour of the cups,

And dry the tears my dresses would shed?

How could I resist your tobacco smell

And flee the circles of smoke?

How could I look at the house clock
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If you left,

Knowing you had stolen time as you went?

If you left,

I ask myself,

Where would the moonlight go?
For whom would the stars shine,
The flowers spread their fragrance?
And who would brush my hair
And comb the hair of trees?

And when November comes,

Who would encircle my waist

And give me shelter from the rain?

My man
Who roam my cells
Like fate
And divine decree,

I ask myself.
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If we retired one day from loving,
Who would colour the rainbow,
And light the sunset fire,

And move the string to sing?

Supposing

Supposing —

Though I don’t like to suppose it —

That you were not my love,

Who then would fill the universe with beautiful verse?

Who would adorn the earth?
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Poem IV
Fingerprints
What do I do with the heritage of emotions

You planted in my blood

Like a Jasmine tree?

What do I do with your voice
Still pecking like a cockerel at the face of my sheets? '
What do I do with the imprint of your taste

Stamped on the furnishings in my room?

And the porcelain statues scattered in the corners?
The paintings we chose together?

The books we read together?

The souvenirs we picked up in cities all over?

The shells we gathered on the Caribbean shores?

Tell me dear sir,
What do I do with this heavy legacy of memories
You left on my shoulders

And on my lips?
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I have tried, more than once,

To rid myself of you and it,

But was ashamed to sell my past,
My feelings,

And my braids

In public auctions.

Where could I go

When you have all the maps of the world?

At which café could I sit

When you have monopolized all the coffee trees,
And the very smell of coffee?

Which language could I speak

When you hold all the keys to my tongue?

I tried deporting you

To the other side of the moon.
But when the moon came up,
You returned with her beams

And, sketched on my window pane, I found your face.
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I tried to send you to your mother

Who had taught you to be spoilt and messy,

To love collecting stamps...

And women.

She, however, sent you back by registered mail
With her best wishes.

I tried putting you in a boarding school

To learn something of love,

Something of poetry,

Something of chivalry.

The headmistress, however,

Sent you back at the end of the first day
After you had quarrlled with all the teachers
And set fire to the girls’ clothes.

I tried to uproot you from the dust of my memory;

You clung to my tissues
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