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JEAN GENET (1910–1986) was born in Paris. Abandoned by his mother at seven months, he was raised in state institutions and charged with his first crime when he was ten. After spending many of his teenage years in a reformatory, Genet enrolled in the Foreign Legion, though he later deserted, turning to a life of thieving and pimping that resulted in repeated jail terms and, eventually, a sentence of life imprisonment. In prison Genet began to write—poems and prose that combined pornography and an open celebration of criminality with an extraordinary baroque, high literary style—and on the strength of this work found himself acclaimed by such literary luminaries as Jean Cocteau, Jean-Paul Sartre, and Simone de Beauvoir, whose advocacy secured for him a presidential pardon in 1948. Between 1944 and 1948 Genet wrote four novels, Our Lady of the Flowers, Miracle of the Rose, Funeral Rites, and Querelle, and the scandalizing memoir A Thief’s Journal. Throughout the Fifties he devoted himself to theater, writing the boldly experimental and increasingly political plays The Balcony, The Blacks, and The Screens. After a silence of some twenty years, Genet began his last book, Prisoner of Love, in 1983. It was completed just before he died.

AHDAF SOUEIF is a novelist and a writer on political and cultural affairs. Her latest novel, The Map of Love, was shortlisted for the Booker Prize in 1999. She was born in Egypt and lives in Cairo and London.
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“Put all the images in language in a place of safety and make use of them, for they are in the desert, and it’s in the desert we must go and look for them.”

—JEAN GENET




Manuscript note at the top of the final proofs of this book.




INTRODUCTION

WHEN Prisoner of Love was first published in France in 1986, Le Matin declared that “Genet was assuredly one of the greatest French prose poets of this century, reaching the same heights as Proust and Céline. Un Captif amoureux has all the sacred fire and poetry of his earlier works.” Yet today several bibliographies do not list the book, and even readers familiar with Genet are sometimes unaware of its existence. I was amused to see that when the French theatrical Compagnie Lara adapted Captif into a play and performed it in April 2002 as part of the Prague Writers’ Festival (dedicated to Genet), the performance was mentioned in the British press as “a new production of Genet’s last play.”

In fact Genet’s last play, The Screens, about the Algerian revolution, was written on the eve of Algerian independence from France in 1961. Three years later, following the death of his companion of some nine years, the high-wire artist Abdallah Bentaga, Genet (having, it is said, destroyed his manuscripts) left France. His relationship with his homeland had never been simple. Born in 1910 and abandoned as an infant to the assistance publique, he had by the age of fifteen been jailed for petty theft. At nineteen he was sent to Syria as a volunteer for the Foreign Legion, which he deserted seven years later, setting off on a vagabondage across Europe towards France and jail once more. Genet’s extraordinary 1940s saw him in and out of prison while producing the great narratives that won him the admiration and solidarity of Cocteau, Sartre, and André Breton: A Thief’s Journal, Miracle of the Rose, Our Lady of the Flowers, Funeral Rites, and Querelle. In the 1950s he created the plays which are his great bequest to European postwar theater: The Balcony, The Maids, and The Blacks, followed in 1961 by The Screens.

“Obviously,” Genet said in an interview in the early 1980s, “I am drawn to peoples in revolt . . . because I myself have the need to call the whole of society into question.” But if all Genet’s preceding work subverted the values and arrangements of society, The Screens was the first to engage with a specific revolt. Perhaps it was this that then drew other “transgressors” to appeal to him. And Genet responded. He wrote an hommage for the young revolutionary Daniel Cohn-Bendit in 1968, smuggled himself across the Canadian border into the US to speak on behalf of the Black Panthers at Stony Brook in March 1970, and, in the autumn of that year, turned up in the Palestinian bases in Jordan. He was to stay until the end of May 1971 and then—intermittently—through the end of 1972. His involvement with the Palestinians is the story of Prisoner of Love.

But Genet did not, as it were, go home and start writing. Another ten years were to pass before he started work on the new book. During this time he was to say in an interview for Australian radio: “I no longer have the need to write. . . . I have nothing further to say.” Then, in September 1982, Genet (at the request of his Palestinian friend Leila Shahid) visited Beirut and found himself in the middle of the Israeli invasion of the city. He was, it seems, one of the first foreigners to enter the Palestinian refugee camp of Chatila after the Christian Lebanese Phalange, with the compliance of the Israeli command, tortured and murdered hundreds of its inhabitants. There, pushing open doors wedged shut by dead bodies, Genet memorized the features, the position, the clothing, the wounds of each corpse till three soldiers from the Lebanese army drove him at gunpoint to their officer: “ ‘Have you just been there?’ [the officer] pointed to Chatila. ‘Yes.’—‘And did you see?’—‘Yes.’—‘Are you going to write about it?’—‘Yes.’ ”

The essay “Four Hours in Chatila” was published in 1983, and in October of that year Genet began writing Prisoner of Love. It is as if, through the long years of virtual silence, everything was being saved up for this last book which he finished just before his death of throat cancer in 1986. Serious and playful, romantic and unflinching, literary and factual, Prisoner of Love is a coming together of everything that was Genet: his art, his politics, and his humanity.

But Genet is at pains to point out that “I’m not an archivist or a historian or anything like it.” Prisoner of Love accumulates its power through a staggering display of leaps between times, places, styles, and modes of consciousness. Taking in events from the beginning of the twentieth century to the time of writing, shifting from polemic to lyrical, from exposition to prophecy, fusing disparate bits of the world into living images, it resists definitions and summaries. “This,” said Genet, “is my Palestinian revolution, told in my own chosen order.”

His revolution is—at the beginning, amidst the hills of Ajloun—“a party that lasted nine months. To get an idea of what it was like, anyone who tasted the freedom that reigned in Paris in May 1968 has only to add physical elegance and universal courtesy.” And at the heart of the party were the young guerrillas, the fedayeen.

The party, however, was being held in grim circumstances. Expelled from their lands in 1948 and again in 1967, these Palestinians were refugees in King Hussein’s Jordan. Radicalized by the Arab states’ defeats in both wars, they had started to take matters into their own hands by forming guerrilla organizations. In 1970 there were at least five such organizations operating in Jordan and the King had started to fear them. Their raids across the border brought Israeli attacks on Jordanian villages, and there were several skirmishes between the fedayeen and Hussein’s Bedouin troops.

Although Arab governments tried to contain the conflict, it escalated until, on September 6, the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine, led by George Habash, hijacked three airplanes. They demanded the release of some one hundred Palestinians from Jordanian jails and blew up one of the planes—after releasing the passengers and crew. On September 16 the King launched a full-scale attack on the Palestinians. In the civil war that raged for ten days, some three thousand Jordanian and two thousand Palestinian fighters were killed. It was at the end of this “Black September” that Genet arrived at Ajloun: “War was all around us. Israel was on the watch, also in arms. The Jordanian army threatened. But every fedayee was just doing what he was fated to do.” What they did was train, discuss revolution—and make music. One of Genet’s recurring images is his memory of two young fighters “drumming on wood, inventing more and more cheerful rhythms” on a pair of deal coffins—coffins that were clearly destined to be either their comrades’ or their own, for “nearly all of them were killed, or taken prisoner and tortured.”

The root fda in Arabic signifies something relinquished in the certainty of gaining something more precious: a ransom, perhaps, or a sacrifice. “What made the fedayeen supermen,” Genet wrote, “was that they put the predicament of all before their own individual wishes. They would set out for victory or death, even though each still remained a man alone with his own sensibilities and desires.” In them he rediscovered one of the central themes that had occupied his earlier work. In Miracle of the Rose Genet had written, “Only children who want to be bandits in order to resemble the bandit they love . . . dare have the audacity to play that character to the very end.” In the Palestinian fedayeen in 1970 he found young men—boys almost—with the audacity to play the revolutionary to the very end. And with them, this “pink and white” sixty-year-old French eminence, although he never thought of himself as Palestinian, felt “at home.”

One of the unique qualities of this book is that Genet never exhibits any of the characteristics we have learned to expect from white men or women writing about Arabs. He has no inclination to “go native,” and he never goes in for generalizations on “Arab customs” or the “Arab mind” in either his descriptions of the Palestinians or his reflections on them and his feelings for them. More than that, his opening scene, where he finds himself sipping tea among the women in the camp at Baqa—women who laugh and joke when he asks if their husbands would mind his presence among them—is set up as a swipe at “orientalist” references and as a joke at his own expense: “Something told me my situation was not what I’d have expected from my previous knowledge of the East: here was I, a man, alone with a group of Arab women. And everything seemed to reinforce this topsy-turvy vision of the Orient.”

From then on, in image after image, Genet fuses together his own French, Catholic world and this new one he is experiencing: the Bedouins dance, “twelve or fourteen soldiers holding arms like Breton bridegrooms”; an annex of the Fatah office makes him think of “the 1913 Russian Ballet: with five Parisian stage-hands standing by, several Nijinskys in striped costumes flecked with moss and dead leaves waiting to leap on-stage in Le Prélude à l’après-midi d’une faune”; a Circassian village on the Golan Heights, after six years of Israeli occupation, is like a village “in Normandy after the landing at Avranches. Looted by the Yanks.” And then, in what becomes a motif of the revolution throughout the book, the image of a young fedayee, Hamza, and his mother is “linked to that of the Pietà and Christ.”

But if Genet was bouleversé by the fedayeen—as his friend Leila Shahid put it—he retained a clear eye for the circumstances surrounding them: “[The fedayee’s] brightness protected him, but worried the Arab régimes. . . . What was it the Arab world so urgently needed, that the Palestinian resistance should come into being?” In training not just his eye, but his heart and his genius on the Palestinian revolution, Genet also sees the world surrounding it: the Palestinian leaders who are the “servants of two masters,” the Arab rulers “faithful allies of America,” America—“Does she support Israel, or just make use of her?”—and Israel—“If you’re against Israel you’re not an enemy or an opponent —you’re a terrorist. Terrorism is supposed to deal death indiscriminately, and must be destroyed wherever it appears. Very smart of Israel to carry the war right into the heart of vocabulary. . . . ” And the revolution itself?


There’s a shop in Châtellerault where I once saw a knife as small as a penknife with blades that opened slowly one after the other and then gently shut again, after having threatened the town in all directions. . . . Open, this small provincial masterpiece swelled up until its forty-seven blades resembled a porcupine at bay or the Palestinian revolution. That too was a miniature threatening in all directions: Israel, America, the Arab kingdoms. Like the penknife in the window it turned on its own axis and no one wanted to buy it.



Time and time again as I read Prisoner of Love I found myself wishing that Genet were alive today. As Edward Said wrote in 1990, he “fully intuited the scope and drama” of what the Palestinians were living through, recording “a seismographic reading, drawing and exposing the fault lines that a largely normal surface had hidden.” And in doing this he was also reading the future. It could be said that for Genet the enemy was always the rigid form: a movement that became a government, a revolution that turned into an authority. The Palestinians were the antithesis of rigidity; he was captivated by the flexibility of their identity. It could embrace, it seemed, anyone who wanted to be part of it: German and Cuban doctors, a French priest, a nun, two young Frenchmen called Guy, a young Israeli who had renounced Zionism; everyone was welcome at the party. And—as is testified to by Genet’s failure to realize that the fedayee leader he knew as Abu Omar was in fact a Christian—“Palestinian” always came before “Christian” or “Muslim.”

Yet this openness itself, Genet saw, could in the prolonged absence of victory prove a weakness. In a passage just after the middle of the book he examines the French expression entre chien et loup—meaning “dusk”: a time when one creature might metamorphose into another. For a moment Genet pulls back from his image: “In order to record the next phase of the story,” he suggests, “perhaps I ought to draw back at first and take a run at it.” What he’s taking a run at is his fear of the fedayeen metamorphosing into Islamic militants; the “logical conclusion” of his feeling that “the expression entre chien et loup, instead of connoting twilight, describes any, perhaps all, of the moments of a fedayee’s life.” The proposition brings “howls of protest . . . from the PLO officials.” But Genet’s premonition is so strong that—uncharacteristically—he records the exact date of its occurrence: “As one of their leaders told me today, 8 September 1984, that such a thing was impossible, let’s pretend this digression was never either written or read.”

This remarkable passage is very much Genet at work. Like a miraculous street artist he beckons us over to watch as he paints prophetic lines and shadows on the pavement. The image complete, he walks away with a shrug.

But what he has to say is of tremendous importance, and he knows it. There is no doubting that once again he has nailed his colors to the mast of the oppressed, to the “metaphysical revolution of the native”—in this instance the Palestinian, as before it had been the Black Panthers and before that the Algerian revolution. Said reports that in Beirut in the fall of 1972, speaking of Sartre’s strong pro-Israeli stance, Genet had said, “He’s a bit of a coward for fear that his friends in Paris might accuse him of anti-Semitism if he ever said anything in support of Palestinian rights.” Genet would probably not have been surprised to see otherwise admiring critics, like Edmund White, fearful that such an accusation might be leveled against them, seeking to separate the genius of the book, somehow, from its politics. Similarly Clifford Geertz has written that “Genet is, for all his empathy for the Palestinians’ predicament, not so much a partisan . . . as a connoisseur of pure rebellion.” Genet himself would have rejected such expedient distinctions. “It’s not the justice of their [the Palestinians’] cause that moves me,” he writes, “it’s the rightness.”

And yet, if the Palestinians found in Genet a passionate friend and a thoughtful interpreter, Genet, writing in the early 1980s, found in them the subject that would draw from him a powerful and layered articulation of the themes that had informed his work of the 1940s and 1950s: the heroism of the outlaw, the beauty of the constant, willful overturning of the established order, the transfiguration of eroticism into chastity, the power of a nonreligious spiritual life, the weightlessness of death, the continuation of a feeling beyond the life of the individual who felt it, and the tensile and creative relationship between the image and its reality.

This is a book about the Palestinian revolution (with some pages about the Black Panther movement), but it is also about art and about representation. In The Balcony, The Maids, and The Blacks the central theme is the relationship of appearance to reality. For Genet the image is central both to art and to life. It can make reality more bearable and keep memory alive:


Every district in the camp tried to reproduce a village left behind in Palestine. . . . Nazareth was in one district, and a few narrow streets away Nablus and Haifa. Then the brass tap, and to the right Hebron, to the left a quarter of old Jerusalem. Especially around the tap, waiting for their buckets to fill, the women exchanged greetings in their own dialects and accents, like so many banners proclaiming where each patois came from.



But its mask can also be used to manipulate reality to sinister ends. Genet cites the murder of three Palestinian leaders in Beirut by three pairs of Israeli commandos camping it up as ringletted queens who


kissed one another on the lips to shock the bodyguards into thinking they were just shameless, giggling Arab pansies. . . . Newspapers all over the world described the assassination, but none of them called it terrorism on another country’s sovereign territory. No, it was considered as one of the Fine Arts, deserving the relevant Order and receiving it.



Then, and most importantly, there is the image which needs to be created in order to convey reality, to make it, so to speak, real. “It’s not enough just to write down a few anecdotes. What one has to do is create and develop an image or a profusion of images.” And this is the task that Genet has set himself in Prisoner of Love. For an image, he suggests, is “the only message from the past that’s managed to get itself projected into the present.” It is a measure of Genet’s pinpoint accuracy, the hardheaded realism that accompanies his poetics of the image, that today—two decades on—the Palestinians are more than ever embroiled in an “image” battle, while Genet’s friend, the onetime Black Panther leader David Hilliard, is embarking on a fight to rescue the image of his group from a new and different group calling itself by the same name. “This is about more than the ownership of a trademark,” Hilliard is quoted as saying, “it’s about who controls and defines history.”

In his 1982 interview for Australian radio, Genet insisted that the work he had done of his own accord—the novels written in prison—had been done in the certainty, because of the certainty, that it would never be read. His plays he dismissed as having been written on commission, except for The Screens which—because of its cast of 107 characters—he had thought would never be performed. In Prisoner of Love the possible absence of a reader is at once reassuring and troubling: “This book will never be translated into Arabic, nor will it ever be read by the French or any other Europeans. But since I’m writing it anyway . . . who is it for?”

Sartre had written—in praise of Genet’s work—that “he reduces the episode to being merely the manifest illustration of a higher truth. . . . He reconstructs the real on every page . . . in such a way as to produce for himself proof of the existence of God. That is, of his own existence.” It is not surprising that, in l982, Genet brushed this aside with “[Sartre’s] book called Saint Genet was really about himself.” For in the work that he was about to embark upon, unconstrained and uncommissioned, Genet was engaged upon a project at once more artful and more truthful. The Palestinians, he saw, were no good at making images:


The . . . journalists, describing the Palestinians as they were not, made use of slogans instead. I lived with the Palestinians, and my amused astonishment arose from the clash between the two visions. They were so opposite to what they were said to be that their radiance, their very existence, derived from that negation. Every negative detail in the newspaper, from the slightest to the boldest, had a positive counterpart in reality.



It is this reality that Genet devoted his final years to recording. He feared the revolution’s defeat and “the evidence, rarely accurate but always stirring, vouchsafed to the future by the victors.” Age and illness were against him. Pain was there too. In the last months he refused painkilling drugs to retain the lucidity that he needed to create, for the future, his image of the reality of the Palestinian revolution: “Would Homer have written or recited the Iliad without Achilles’ wrath? But what would we know about Achilles’ wrath without Homer?” Genet the great subversive image-maker knew that he had found his subject and his subject had found him.

—AHDAF SOUEIF


TRANSLATOR’S NOTE

IT IS EASIER to understand the oddities and above all to appreciate the beauties of Genet’s last work if one knows something about the history of its text.

Genet worked on Un captif amoureux for several years, sometimes from notes written at the time of the events described, more often from memory. During the last two years, when he knew his days were numbered, he devoted all his remaining time and strength to the book, doing without pain-killing drugs so as to stay as lucid as possible.

His accidental death while the book was being prepared for the press presented his French publisher with a problem.

At best Genet had cared as little for accepted rules of grammar and composition as for conventions of conduct, but a deliberately subversive style had been raised by physical and psychological factors to a level of anarchy unusual even for Genet.

Rough inter-cutting of different elements and chronologies; articulation of argument through bizarre images rather than logic; abrupt linking together of usually unrelated themes—often such features still seemed to need a finishing, integrating touch.

Even possible errors of transcription, both from the original manuscript and from such proofs as Genet lived long enough to correct, could not be decisively checked: the whereabouts of the original manuscript were by then, typically, unknown.

Establishing a definitive text would be a matter of long search and research, and would be eventually attempted for a scholarly edition of Genet’s collected works. Meanwhile, Genet had been very eager for the book to appear. His publishers therefore chose to fulfil his wish and to publish the existing text as it stood.

Prisoner of Love will be truly translated only if and when a more perfect original is achieved. Till then, it seemed worth trying to reflect as well as possible the astonishing trajectory of Genet’s imagination. At its most inspired moments it produces new and exhilarating insights into the way mind may function—a twentieth-century “dissociation of sensibility.” And perhaps, after all, disdain for “finish” was only one aspect of the state of being that enabled Genet to set down his last, strange, “Metaphysical” poetry.

—BARBARA BRAY


A NOTE ON THE TEXT

AFTER ASSEMBLING the various elements for his last book, Genet hesitated for a long time before choosing its definitive form.

He had at one point proceeded to compose the work by juxtaposing, on each page, several texts arranged in columns or in the form of squares on a chessboard, to make use of the interplay between red and black typography. He decided instead on a more readable presentation of a continuous text that he wrote, integrating earlier fragments, during the last two years of his life. Consequently, the story unfolds on many levels and in various time periods, a practice that could already be noted in his “Four Hours at Shatila.” Above all, he played very freely with the subtleties of writing to express the nuances of his thought and his sometimes contradictory positions and reflections.

The translator’s task of transposing a book’s complexity into another language is especially difficult when the book’s disorganized appearance nonetheless represents the intention of an author who conceived it as an essentially literary work.

The French edition was printed according to the author’s instructions on the two sets of proofs that he read and corrected.

Genet perhaps wanted this work, which was revised until it reached its definitive state, to be marked by the independence of his personal reflection and his poetic vision.

—LAURENT BOYER,
for Éditions Gallimard
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PRISONER OF LOVE


ONE


THE PAGE that was blank to begin with is now crossed from top to bottom with tiny black characters—letters, words, commas, exclamation marks—and it’s because of them the page is said to be legible. But a kind of uneasiness, a feeling close to nausea, an irresolution that stays my hand—these make me wonder: do these black marks add up to reality? The white of the paper is an artifice that’s replaced the translucency of parchment and the ochre surface of clay tablets; but the ochre and the translucency and the whiteness may all possess more reality than the signs that mar them.

Was the Palestinian revolution really written on the void, an artifice superimposed on nothingness, and is the white page, and every little blank space between the words, more real than the black characters themselves? Reading between the lines is a level art; reading between the words a precipitous one. If the reality of time spent among—not with—the Palestinians resided anywhere, it would survive between all the words that claim to give an account of it. They claim to give an account of it, but in fact it buries itself, slots itself exactly into the spaces, recorded there rather than in the words that serve only to blot it out. Another way of putting it: the space between the words contains more reality than does the time it takes to read them. Perhaps it’s the same as the time, dense and real, enclosed between the characters in Hebrew.

When I said the Blacks were the characters on the white page of America, that was too easy an image: the truth really lies where I can never quite know it, in a love between two Americans of different colour.

So did I fail to understand the Palestinian revolution? Yes, completely. I think I realized that when Leila advised me to go to the West Bank. I refused, because the occupied territories were only a play acted out second by second by occupied and occupier. The reality lay in involvement, fertile in hate and love; in people’s daily lives; in silence, like translucency, punctuated by words and phrases.

•

In Palestine, even more than anywhere else, the women struck me as having a quality the men lacked. Every man, though just as decent, brave and considerate, was limited by his own virtues. The women—they weren’t allowed on the bases but they did all the work in the camps—added to all their virtues a dimension that seemed to subtend a great peal of laughter. If the act they put on one day to protect a priest had been performed by men it would never have carried conviction. Perhaps it was women, not men, who invented the segregation of women.

By the time we’d had our very light lunch it was about half-past twelve. The sun shone down vertically on Jerash and the men were taking a siesta. Nabila and I were the only two people awake and, not wanting to be in the shade, we decided to go to the camp at Baqa nearby. At that time Nabila was still an American. She got divorced later so as to stay with the Palestinians. She was thirty years old, with the beauty of a heroine in a Western. In blue denim jeans and jacket, her black hair falling loose to the waist but cut in a fringe in front, she was a shocking figure to be walking around the camp at that hour. Some Palestinian women in national dress spoke to her, and must have been astonished to hear the boyish figure answer like an Arab of their own sex and with a Palestinian accent.

Whenever three women get talking, after a few polite exchanges they are joined by five more, and then seven or eight. Although I was with Nabila I was forgotten, or rather treated as non-existent. Five minutes later we went into a Palestinian woman’s house for a glass of tea—an excuse for continuing the conversation in a room that was cool and out of the sun. The women spread out a blanket for the two of us to sit on, added a few cushions, but remained standing themselves as they made the tea or coffee. No one took any notice of me except Nabila, who, remembering I was beside her, passed me a little glass. All the talk was in Arabic. My only interlocutors were the four walls and the whitewashed ceiling.

Something told me my situation was not what I’d have expected from my previous knowledge of the East: here was I, a man, alone with a group of Arab women. And everything seemed to reinforce this topsy-turvy vision of the Orient. All but three of the women were married, probably each to a different man. Perched there like a pasha on my cushions, I was in a rather dubious position. I interrupted the torrent of words they were exchanging with Nabila and asked her to translate.

“You’re all married. Where are your husbands?”

“In the mountains!”

“Mine works in the camp!”

“So does mine.”

“What would they say if they knew a man was here alone with you, sprawled on their blankets and cushions?”

They all burst out laughing.

“They will know!” said one. “We’ll tell them, to embarrass them and have a good laugh at their expense. We’ll tease our wonderful warriors! And perhaps they’ll get cross and pretend to find boys more amusing.”

The women all seemed to have nothing to do, and to talk a lot as they did it. But in fact each of them looked after one or two male offspring, changing their nappies and suckling or bottle-feeding them so that they would grow up into heroes and die at twenty, not in the Holy Land but for it. That’s what they told me.

This was at Baqa Camp in 1970.

•

The fame of heroes owes little to the extent of their conquests and all to the success of the tributes paid to them. The Iliad counts for more than Agamemnon’s war; the steles of the Chaldes for more than the armies of Nineveh. Trajan’s Column, La Chanson de Roland, the murals depicting the Armada, the Vendôme column—all the images of wars have been created after the battles themselves thanks to looting or the energy of artists, and left standing thanks to oversight on the part of rain or rebellion. But what survives is the evidence, rarely accurate but always stirring, vouchsafed to the future by the victors.

•

Without warning we were on the alert. Europe received a jolt, and I’m still amazed. Three years before—I quote—“some film directors in Tel Aviv had scattered boots, helmets, guns, bayonets and human footprints on the sands to simulate a débâcle later edited in a studio in Los Angeles.”

There was nothing new about the representation of battles, whether victories or defeats. Each side had its tricks and its experts, and artists attached to its army to cover the Egyptian campaigns. Draughtsmen and painters depicted after the event whatever the victor permitted. In 1967, I was told, Israel prepared, shot and cut in advance a film showing Egypt’s defeat, and on the seventh day showed it to all the world’s television, proclaiming their victory over the Arabs. When Nasser died the brilliance of his funeral eclipsed his death. The cradle, the football, you could call it the coffin, pitched and tossed in the air and practically flew over the heads of the crowd, which though visibly angry was perhaps at the same time amused.

Hussein, Boumédienne, Kosygin, Chaban-Delmas, Haile Selassie the Lion of Judah and other heads of state or government were lifted up by fists packing—flesh and bone together—fifteen kilos; by shoulders inured to the crates of Cairo shipping agents or the assembly lines of truck factories. The celebrities were picked up and then set down on the rostrum as delicately as a silk stocking held between finger and thumb. But the toughs of Egypt kept the coffin for themselves.

It was a good game. The ball disappeared into the scrum, then reappeared in another corner of the screen. Several players grappled for possession. Whose furious kick would send it flying into eternity? The pall-bearers walked faster and faster, as if dead drunk, their mad rush forcing the Koran to follow. Legs, feet, throats and the bier all got carried away. The bearers hurried the coffin along more nimbly than the All Blacks, and then it was swallowed up in the crowd. The whole world was following the match on the screen, and could imagine the bier passing from foot to foot, fist to shoulder, crotch to hair, until from the soil of Egypt the crowds, the pall-bearers, the reciters of the Koran, the coffin and the rugby players all vanished, leaving nothing but haste ever accelerating until it reached the grave. The sound of the gun salute was drowned by falling spadefuls of earth. Despite the guard, two or three thousand feet, relieved of their load, danced on the grave till morning, moving at the absolute speed that must belong to the One God. I couldn’t help thinking of a World Cup in Oriental Funerals: this one would certainly have scored.

Not long after, in September 1970, when Hussein of Jordan was in danger of being beaten by the fedayeen, America came to his aid. Neither Nasser’s morale nor his heart having held out, the rugby match at once muscular and sentimental that we saw on television was a ceremony designed to wipe out the débâcle of 1967 and conceal those ushered in by 1970. Was the deceased only in hiding? The earnestness of the spectacle on the screen was as naïve as the kisses showered on the lips, hair, gold chain, ear-ring and eyes of a player who’s just scored a goal. Is the spectator’s applause for the goal or for the kisses? Has one out of ten sweating lads disappeared beneath the rest? Is he hiding? The Raïs’s body had vanished. He who was the sun of a people would merge into the cedar of his coffin, and all would be ratified by time. The Arab people was skewered on an age of nations. The countries of the world were getting restive. New wars would be needed. Nasser would come in handy again, transfigured by comic strips.

•

Even before I got there I knew my visit to the banks of the Jordan, to the Palestinian bases, could never be clearly expressed. I had greeted the revolt as a musical ear recognizes a right note. I often left my tent and slept under the trees, looking up at a Milky Way that seemed quite close through the branches. At night the armed sentries moving around over grass and leaves made no sound. They tried to merge into the tree-trunks. They listened.

The Milky Way rose out of the lights of Galilee and arched over me and the Jordan Valley before breaking up over the desert of Saudi Arabia. Lying there in my blanket I may have entered into the sight more than the Palestinians themselves, for whom the sky was a commonplace. Imagining their dreams, for they had dreams, as best I could, I realized I was separated from them by the life I’d lived, a life that was blasé compared with theirs. Cradle and innocence were words so chastely linked, for them, that to avoid corrupting either they avoided looking up. They mustn’t see that the beauty of the sky was born and had its cradle in the moving lights of Israel.

In one of Shakespeare’s tragedies the archers loose their arrows against the sky, and I wouldn’t have been surprised if some of the fedayeen, feet firmly on the ground, but angered at so much beauty arching out of the land of Israel, had taken aim and fired their bullets at the Milky Way—China and the socialist countries supplied them with enough ammunition to bring down half the firmament. But could they fire at stars rising out of their own cradle, Palestine?

•

“There was only one procession. Mine. I led it on Good Friday in a white surplice and black cope. I really haven’t got time to talk to you,” said the priest, already red with anger.

“I saw two. One with a banner of the Virgin Mary . . . ”

“No. What you refer to as the second procession and the Virgin Mary—they were no such thing. Those louts marching along blowing bugles? Fishermen of some sort who’d have done better to stick to their own concerns. They enjoy causing a scandal.”

But two processions had passed one another before my very eyes, the first led by the Lebanese priest, the second preceded by the blue and white banner of the saint and, according to the irate cleric, made up of hooligans and sailors quick-marching to the harbour.

I heard later, from a Benedictine, that there really were two processions. The first, despite the accompanying band, moved slowly, with an assumed melancholy. A group of musicians and male and female singers were performing what should have been a joyful requiem when this lachrymose parade was intercepted by another, composed of jaunty young men charging along blowing bugles. At their head was a stout young fellow holding up a picture of the Virgin Mary.

I recognized her from the folded hands, the white-edged clouds against the blue sky, the golden stars as in a Murillo, and the toes resting on a sharp-looking crescent. But I ought to have realized the truth from the stars, the blue of the sky, the quick marching, the bugles, the gaiety, the sweaters and rubber boots of the sailors, the absence of women—in fact the whole procession, and in particular, as my informant pointed out, the stars and the moon, ought to have enlightened me.

Although they described a perfect orbit around the lady, the stars were exactly the same in number as those in Ursa Minor. The blue was that of the sea. The fringed clouds were gentle waves. The crescent was Islam. The buglers played a merry tune because they were on the right road, and they didn’t think twice about cutting the other mournful procession in two. The strapping lads in their gumboots were fishermen, and the picture of the woman, who didn’t have a halo like the Virgin Mary, symbolized the Pole Star.

This was what the Benedictine told me to start with. He went on to say that the lady in the picture was neither virginal nor Christian but belonged to the pre-Islamic “Peoples of the Sea.” Her origins were pagan, and she’d been worshipped by sailors for thousands of years. In the dimmest of nights she infallibly showed them the North, and because of her the worst-rigged ship was sure to reach harbour safe and sound.

But the Benedictine couldn’t tell me why the second procession was so cheerful that particular day, the day the Son died, leaving behind one who’d been a mother at sixteen and was very like the lady on the banner. Since he didn’t want to go into it, I told myself, silently, that perhaps the buglers’ high spirits that Good Friday represented the triumph of paganism over the religion of the Son.

•

That night at Ajloun I saw the Pole Star to my right in its place in Ursa Minor and the Milky Way dissolving into the Arabian desert, and I couldn’t but wonder that, in a Muslim country where, as I still believed, woman was something remote, I was able to conjure up in my mind’s eye before falling asleep a procession of men, apparently unmarried, who’d captured the image of a beautiful lady. But she represented the Pole Star, eternally fixed immeasurable distances away in the ether, and belonged, like every woman,1 to a different constellation. The fishermen were masturbators rather than mates, and the word polar applied as much to the woman as to the star.

Though I was lying still in my blankets as I looked up into the sky, following the light, I felt myself swept into a maelstrom, swirled around and yet soothed by strong but gentle arms. A little way off, through the darkness, I could hear the Jordan flowing. I was freezing cold.

•

It was for fun as much as anything that I’d accepted the invitation to spend a few days with the Palestinians. But I was to stay nearly two years. Every night as I waited half dead for the capsule of Nembutal to send me to sleep, I lay with my eyes open and my mind clear, neither afraid nor surprised, but amused to be there. On either side of the river men and women had been on the alert for ages. Why should I be any different?

•

Meagre though it seemed at the time, I’d had the privilege of being born in the capital of an empire that circled the globe, while at the same time the Palestinians were being stripped of their lands, their houses and even their beds. But they’d come a long way since then!

“Stars, that’s what we were. Japan, Norway, Düsseldorf, the United States, Holland—don’t be surprised if I count them up on my fingers—England, Belgium, Korea, Sweden, places we’d never even heard of and couldn’t find on the map—they all sent people to film us and photograph us and interview us. ‘Camera,’ ‘in shot,’ ‘tracking shot,’ ‘voice off’—but gradually the fedayeen found themselves ‘out of shot’ and learned that the visitors spoke ‘voice off.’

“A journalist who’d been driven around for a few yards by Khaled Abu Khaled would claim to be a friend of Palestine. We learned the names of towns we’d never dreamed of, and how to use apparatus we’d never seen before. But no one on the bases or in the camps ever actually saw a foreign film or photograph, television programme or newspaper article about us. We knew we existed, we must be doing surprising things since people came from such far-off places to see us—but did the far-off places exist?

“And the journalists used to stay about two hours: they had to catch a plane in Amman to cover the Lord Mayor’s Show in London in six hours’ time. Most of them thought Abu Amar and Yasser Arafat were two different people, possibly enemies. Those who got that right would multiply the numbers of Fatah and the ALP2 by three or four because they counted all the members’ pseudonyms as well as their ordinary names.

“We were admired so long as our struggle stayed within the limits set by the West. But nowadays there’s no question of going to Munich, Amsterdam, Bangkok and Oslo. We did get as far as Oslo once, and it snowed so hard we could make snowballs as it fell and chuck them at one another. In our own sands, on our own hills, we were a fable. When we went down the steeps of the Jordan at night to lay mines, and came up again next morning, were we ascending from Hell or descending from Heaven? Whenever a European, man or woman, looked at us . . . ”

This story had to be transmitted through another fedayee acting as interpreter, but the fedayee who told it gave me the impression he’d recited it often. It all came out so pat I was able to grasp what he said without waiting for the translation. Did he see that from my expression? At any rate he started to address me directly.

“Whenever Europeans looked at us their eyes shone. Now I understand why. It was with desire, because their looking at us produced a reaction in our bodies before we realized it. Even with our backs turned we could feel your eyes drilling through the backs of our necks. We automatically adopted a heroic and therefore attractive pose. Legs, thighs, chest, neck—everything helped to work the charm. We weren’t aiming to attract anyone in particular, but since your eyes provoked us and you’d turned us into stars, we responded to your hopes and expectations.

“But you’d turned us into monsters, too. You called us terrorists! We were terrorist stars. What journalist wouldn’t have signed a fat cheque to get Carlos to sit and drink one or two or ten whiskies with him! To get drunk together and have Carlos call him by his name! Or if not Carlos, Abu el-Az.”

“Who’s he?”

In 1971 Hussein’s prime minister, Wasfi Tall, was killed in Cairo—had his throat cut, I believe—by a Palestinian who scooped up his blood and drank it. His name was Abu el-Az. He’s in prison now in Lebanon, held by the Phalangists. The fedayee who was talking to me was one of his colleagues—I shan’t give his name. I’d thought before then that “drinking someone’s blood” was just a figure of speech for “killing,” but according to his friend Wasfi Tall’s murderer had lapped up his gore.

“Israel calls everyone in the PLO terrorists, leaders and fedayeen alike. They show no sign of the admiration they must feel for you.

“As far as terrorism is concerned, we’re nothing compared to them. Or compared to the Americans and the Europeans. If the whole world’s a kingdom of terror we know whom to thank. But you terrorize by proxy. At least the terrorists I’m talking about risk their own skins. That’s the difference.”

•

After the 1970 agreement the streets of Amman were policed by patrols of fedayeen and Bedouin, often mixed. The airy, quizzical fedayeen could read and understand all the international signs and symbols, while the Bedouin turned them over gingerly in their slender, desert aristo fingers and handed back residence permits, passes, safe-conducts, driving licences and car papers upside down. Their dismay was obvious. And after being humiliated by the Palestinians in 1970, they were only too delighted to kill them in June 1971. There was no reason for the slaughter, but there was joy in it.

Today almost the whole of Amman is like the district which is still called Jebel Amman and remains the most fashionable part of the city. The walls of the houses were built of stone embossed on the outer surface, sometimes in the style called diamond point. In 1970 the solidity of this luxury district was in sharp contrast to the canvas and corrugated iron of the camps. The fact that the tents were of many colours, because of the patches, made them pleasing to look at, especially to a Western observer. If they looked at them from far enough away and on a misty day, people thought the camps must be happy places because of the way the colours of the patches seemed to match: those who lived beneath such harmony must be happy, or they wouldn’t have taken the trouble to make their camps such a joy to the eye.

Who, reading this in the middle of 1984, when it was written, can help saying the Palestinian camps have increased and multiplied? Just as they did before, perhaps four thousand years ago or more, they seem to have sprung up all over the world, in Afghanistan, Morocco, Algeria, Ethiopia, Eritrea. Whole nations don’t become nomads by choice or because they can’t keep still. We see them through the windows of aeroplanes or as we leaf through glossy magazines. The shiny pictures lend the camps an air of peace that diffuses itself through the whole cabin, whereas really they are just the discarded refuse of “settled” nations. These, not knowing how to get rid of their “liquid waste,” discharge it into a valley or onto a hillside, preferably somewhere between the tropics and the equator.

From the sky, from the pressurized air of the cabin, we see quite plainly that while the fortified countries and cities, tied to the ground like Gulliver, made use of their nomads—the privateers, the navigators, the Magellans, Vasco da Gamas and Ibn Battutas; the explorers, the centurions, the surveyors—they despised them too. And it got better and more comfortable still for the banks when, thanks to the gold in their cellars, money could “circulate” by means of bits of paper.

We oughtn’t to have let their ornamental appearance persuade us the tents were happy places. We shouldn’t be taken in by sunny photographs. A gust of wind blew the canvas, the zinc and the corrugated iron all away, and I saw the misery plain.

•

The words sailors use were probably arrived at quite naturally; but what a strange language they spoke when they were lost. They weren’t yet poets—landsmen moving over and resting on peaceful earth, with plenty of time to imagine the wide expanses of ocean and its abysses and whirlpools. They were just simple mariners travelling around the world without a hope, unless heaven or their mothers’ prayers intervened, of an unexpected return to known shores and familiar hearths. Yet what curious words they found for a beach or a piece of wood or canvas—words like fo’c’sle and poop and topgallant.

The surprising thing is not the wildness of their invention, but that the words still live on in our language instead of having sunk like a wreck. Invented in wandering and solitude, and therefore in fear, they still make us reel and our vocabulary pitch and toss.

When you go from Klagenfurt to Munich you take a little train that snakes loop after loop through the hills, and the Austrian ticket-collector walks down the corridor with the gait of a sailor in a rough sea. It’s the only relic of the sea in the mountains of the Tyrol, all that remains of a terrestrial and maritime empire on which the sun never set. But Maximilian and Charlotte had the same rolling gait when they sailed to Mexico.

“The deep” is as expressive a term as most of the old but un-forgotten phrases used in navigation. When sailors lost their way in loneliness and fog, water and endless pitching, perhaps hoping never to emerge, they also ventured verbally, making such discoveries as shoals, Finisterres, breakers, tribes, baobabs, Niagaras, dogfish. It was in a vocabulary that would have sounded strange in the ears of their widows, remarried by now to some shoemaker, that they told travellers’ tales no one can explore without both dread and delight.

Perhaps the waters of the deep are as impenetrable as the darkest night: no eye can pierce its thousand walls, and colour there is first impossible and then superfluous.

Amman can be described in these terms. It’s made up of seven hills and nine valleys, the latter consisting of deep crevasses that banks and mosques can never fill. When you come down from the best districts of the city—the highest and most wealthy—you descend into the deep, surprised at being able to do so without a diving suit. You notice your legs are more sprightly, your knees more supple, your heartbeat quieter, but the shouts of the passers-by and the noise of the traffic—and sometimes of bullets—seem to struggle against one another like rival teams in some new game. Now the shouting predominates for a moment, now the traffic din, producing a confusion in which nothing is clear except what’s called a muffled roar, though it’s really your own hearing that’s impaired.

So much for your ears. As for the eye, in the shops of the “deep” it encounters windows all grey with dust. Of course the dust was still Arab even though the goods I saw on display were Japanese, but the even layer of particles, soft to the eye as the down in an ass’s ear, was a kind of darkness. Not total darkness, though. A sort of submarine gloom. You might say the grey dust made Amman a city of the deep.

What did it mean, the soft film falling on the latest models of Japanese electronics from that most chic of archipelagos? Did it signify the rejection of an absurd but creeping sophistication? An attempt to bury it for ever? Was it the symbol of the inevitable future awaiting everything? A way of taming the fiercest technology?

But would astronomy ever have become almost as pointless a branch of knowledge as theology if sailors, despite their dread of the deep and its reefs, hadn’t told of the heavens and its galaxies?

From Amman, city of the kingdom of David, a Nabatean, Roman, Arab city going back into the mists of time, there arose an age-old accumulation of stench.

When we gave up believing in a Providence that steered us by the shoulder, we had to fall back on chance.

It was by chance I found out about the two networks by which some young men from North Africa who wanted to die for Fatah—the only organization every Arab had heard of in 1968—made their way to Egypt. Bourguiba, preferring diplomacy to war, had banned the volunteers from Tunisia, though they did pass through. Did he shut his eyes to it? Did approaching senility make him take too long an afternoon nap?

Some strange words ask to be understood more than others equally unfamiliar. Even if you hear them only once their music stays with you. The word fedayeen was one of these. In the train from Sousse to Sfax I met a group of six young men, laughing and eating cheese and sardines. They were in high spirits because the recruiting board had found them unfit for military service. From what they said I gathered they had pretended to be mentally defective or mad, or deaf from self-abuse. They must have been about twenty. I left them behind when I got off the train at Sfax, but a few hours later met them once more by a fountain, again eating food out of tins. Instead of returning my smile or my greeting they seemed embarrassed. Some started to study the holes in their Gruyère. Others, who had recognized me, began a whispered but urgent conversation from which I learned—unless someone told me directly—that they’d got off the train at Sfax too, but on to the rails rather than the platform, so as not to be seen by the station master.

The next day a lorry took them to Médenine, where they stayed in a small hotel. They crossed the Libyan frontier during the night.

This was in the early summer of 1968. I often used to go to Sfax. A waiter in my hotel asked me if liked Tunisia. That’s how, after a preliminary exchange of glances, amorous encounters always begin. I said I didn’t.

“Come with me this evening,” he said.

We met outside a bookshop.

“I’ll read, and translate to you as I go along.”

The shopkeeper handed us some slim volumes of Arabic poetry hitherto safely concealed, as he thought, under piles of other books. Then he opened a door and showed us into a small room, where the young man read me the first poems dedicated to Fatah and the fedayeen. What impressed me most was the elaborate decoration at the beginning, to the right, of each line of verse.

“Why are they hidden?” I asked.

“The police don’t allow them to circulate openly. The southern part of the country is being developed by engineers from America and Vietnam. Bourguiba doesn’t want any trouble with the US or Israel. And our government has recognized Saigon. Come with us tomorrow. Three of us are driving forty kilometres out of town.”

“What for?”

“You’ll see. And hear.”

The poems, at least in translation, left me unmoved, except for the beauty of the calligraphy. They were about struggle and disaster, but I couldn’t make anything of the imagery, which was all about doves and damsels and honey.

The next day at about five in the evening the youths drove me out into the desert. They stopped the car where two tracks crossed. At six o’clock we listened to Bourguiba delivering a speech in Arabic on the radio. Every so often the boys would interrupt with sarcastic comments. Afterwards we started to drive back to Sfax.

“What did you come all the way out here for?” I asked.

“For two years we’ve amused ourselves listening to Bourguiba speechify in the desert,” they said.

Then, more seriously, they showed me a place where two tracks met in the sand. One went south with the caravans of female camels, the other went north through Tunisia. Both came from Mauretania, Morocco and Algeria and led to Tripoli, Cairo and the Palestinian camps. Those who took the northern route hitch-hiked or jumped rides on the train. The ticket collectors looked the other way, as I was told by a ticket collector himself. The young men who went south mingled with the Bedouin caravans. King Idriss’s border was open to them, and after a few weeks’ military training in Tripoli they went on to Cairo by train, and then on again, I forget how, to Damascus or Amman.

I don’t mean to say a whole flood of fighters from four or five North African countries used this illegal detour to come to the aid of the Palestinian camps. But that was how I learned of the appeal the Palestine resistance exercised on the Arab nation as a whole, and of the reverberations and almost immediate response it awakened. Of course the fedayeen had to be helped to reject the Zionist occupation, America or no America; but I sensed additional motives. Each of the Arab peoples wanted to throw off old yokes: when Algeria, Tunisia and Morocco shook their leaves they’d brought down the French who’d been hiding in the foliage. Cuba had got rid of its Americans in the same way. In South Vietnam they were only hanging by a cobweb. And Mecca, not so much sought after as it has become since, still didn’t have many pilgrims.

•

It was about then that the minister Ben Salah introduced the figures 49 and 51 into Tunisian conversation. Fifty-one per cent of the country’s profit went to the government, forty-nine per cent to private individuals. Fifty-one per cent of the population was male, forty-nine per cent female. Perhaps as a joke Ben Salah cut the merchants down to size: souks and French trees were pruned back and carpet sellers grew thin and seemed to be searching the ground for their lost branches. Bourguiba’s sky-blue eye was fixed exclusively on Washington. Meanwhile, in every village along the coast and from north to south, potters indefatigably turned out millions of jars—replicas of the age-old amphorae that sponge fishers are always finding at the bottom of the sea, full of oil preserved by the mud since the days of ancient Carthage. Every morning there were more jars, still warm from the just-quenched oven. I could see Tunisia dwindling away: all its clay being sold to girls from Norway in the form of terracotta amphorae. In the end, I thought, it’ll disappear altogether.

•

A few weeks later, about the middle of May 1968, I came across the same slim volumes of Arabic poems to the glory of Fatah, but without the decorations, in the courtyard of the Sorbonne in Paris. I think the stand they were on was close to Mao’s. That August the Soviet Union nipped the Prague Spring in the bud.

•

The young Tunisians I saw in the south of the country then were about eighteen or twenty: the rutting season, the age of conquest for its own sake and for the sake of sex; the age for making fun of the moral values your parents talk about and never practise. The younger generation were all the more wild and even brazen because Nasser encouraged their rebelliousness, and because they were preparing to die. As you’ll have realized, while some of the young men in Tunisia were as I’ve described, the rest were preparing to be a nation of waiters—a hierarchy of waiters and head waiters in cafés and restaurants. Floor waiters in hotels were the highest on the ladder to Heaven. They went about almost naked, and those who were good-looking, even though some of them were married, would often leave the country, travelling first class with some Swiss banker, or more rarely some Swiss banker’s wife.

So 1968 ended, and in Amman the Palestinians’ struggle against King Hussein, muted at first, grew more intense.

I’m still itching to say a few more words about amphorae. I saw them being made. The clay was on the wheel and the potter was turning it with his foot. He reminded me of a countrywoman working a sewing machine. But when the amphora was almost finished the potter took it off the wheel, threw it into a box and broke it. An assistant kneaded the still malleable pieces together and added them to the mass of clay still waiting to be worked.

What had happened was that at the last moment the potter had made an irreparable mistake. Because he was tired, or for some other reason, one of his fingers, or more likely his thumb, had pressed down too hard and produced a hole or some similar flaw in the side of the jar. So he had to start all over again, or the amphora wouldn’t live up to its supposed three thousand years.

Even now—they’ll never grow up—Japanese potters still play with accidents. Whether it arises from the clay, the wheel, the kiln or the glaze, they watch out for any irregularity and sometimes even emphasize it. In any case they use it as a starting point for a new adventure. The shape and colour may be perfectly classical, but spoiled by a scratch or being under- or over-fired. So they pursue and develop the flaw, struggling fiercely, lovingly with and against it until it becomes deliberate, an expression of themselves. If they succeed they’re overjoyed: the result is modern. Never Tunisian. But not many Swiss bankers take up with Japanese potters.

To the other reasons I’ve given for the more lively part of Tunisian youth going to fight with the Palestinians, we might add that it was fed up with age-old amphorae.

In their own country the young Tunisians I mentioned before could easily look around and find others to lord it over: the fellahs from some god-forsaken part of the south as yet unrecorded on the rainfall map couldn’t express themselves very well; French tourists were equally impressed by dusky eyes and by their gift of the gab. Their rapid prattle sounded as if it might owe something to amphetamines, but in fact this forked generation had merely learned to string phrases together from French television news-readers: “Problems concerning the social fabric and rising delinquency aside, it will depend entirely upon ourselves to succeed at all levels in obtaining the highest possible output, creating a market in quality products even though the imminence of new scientific developments might call for ultra-sophisticated state-of-the-art equipment.” But outside Tunisia none of these squirts ever breathed a word, either in Arabic or in French. It was deeds that were needed, and gutsy ones—but siesta starts at two in the afternoon.

Bourguiba was asleep on his back.

It had been so pleasant dreaming about the Palestinians, and nobody knew yet, except in Israel, that all the Arab countries of Asia would expel them. No one knew, but everyone wanted them to be driven out and was secretly working for it.

One Palestinian alone was enough to cause a commotion. Their arrival in Tunis in 1982 was a facer for the languid Tunisians, part Turk, part wop, part Breton: more than a thousand Palestinians and, in their midst, Arafat himself.

•

It’s at this point, neither sooner nor later, that I must say what Fatah was. But already those who dreamed up the various names of the Palestine movements were using Arabic as if they were both philologists and children. So while I’m going to try to explain the word, I know I can never bring out all its meaning.

The consonants F, T and H, in that order, form a triliteral root meaning fissure, chink, opening; also a breakthrough before a victory, a victory willed by God. Fatah is connected with the word for key, which in Arabic is meftah—the three basic letters preceded by me. The same triliteral root gives Fatiha, that which opens, the name of the first surat of the Koran. The first surat itself begins with Bismillah.

Fatah, then, or rather F.T.H., corresponds to the initials of the Flasteen (Palestine) Tahrir (liberation) Haraka (movement). In their French or logical order the three letters would give Haftha, which if it exists at all is meaningless. To get F.T.H. the order had to be reversed. Some overgrown children must have had a good laugh over that.

I see three hidden meanings in the three words Fatah, meftah and fatiha. Fatah—chink, fissure, opening—suggests the expectation, the almost passive expectation, of a God-willed victory. Mefta —key—suggests almost visibly a key in an opening or lock. Fatiha also means an opening, but a religious one, the first chapter of the Koran





































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































	WESTERN DREAM OF THE EAST	BEDOUIN’S DREAM

	Tent	Air-conditioning

	Travel	Ease

	Camel	Mercedes

	Dancing	Their old folks break-dancing

	Virility	Farid el-Atrach
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