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"Lay Down Your Arms"!
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POETRY. PEACE. Poetry starts with the letter P. Peace starts with the same letter. Poetry might be the language of the soul. Peace might be the soul of the universe. Is it simply a coincidence that the two words both start with the same letter, with P? I think not. Then P is the common starting letter for POETRY and PEACE. However, the word power also starts with the letter P. POETRY, PEACE, POWER. Poetry might be the power of peace. Peace might be the power of poetry. The power of poetry might bring peace. The power of peace might bring poetry. Poetry might empower peace. How can poetry empower peace? How can poetry spread reconciliation through peace, or peace through reconciliation? Reconciliation between human beings? Peace between civilisations? Reconciliation between cultures? Reconciliation and peace between citizens in the same country or nation?

If one agrees that poetry is in general a very meaningful and powerful and appreciated part of almost all cultures, civilisations and societies, this means that poetry must have a role to play in the history of humanity and the history of the nations, as well as in the itinerary of individuals. Even the politicians and the decision-makers in all states and societies, or at least many of them, often show great appreciation for poetry and poets. Not only that, but many of these personalities also frequently use excerpts from ancient or modern poetry to endorse their ideas, opinions or points of view. Therefore, it might be said that poetry is one of the most influential arts in a variety of cultures and societies.

Guns and bombs are the weapons of wars. POETRY is a weapon of PEACE. Poetry always remains the inner human voice which opens doors for life and rejects all forms of war and destruction. Poetry was, is, and always will be a wonderful vehicle for the values and magical beauty which are able to evolve inside men and women that will of life, will of love, will of peace, against all that denies the values of both life and love. It is the will of life and love which is able to bring peace and reconciliation. Poetry and war are certainly two strong opposites, except when poetry is also a way to fight against all kinds of injustice and oppression and dictatorship. Someone who grew up in a culture which appreciates and respects poetry will not be someone who easily becomes involved in any kind of war or absurd conflict or violent acts. Such a person will not easily agree to carry weapons and kill and destroy.

When talking about the bond between Literature and Peace, and especially between Poetry and Peace, one of the first images which immediately comes to my mind is that of Alfred Nobel, the founder of the Nobel Prizes. This ingenious scientist who invented an explosive which he named 'dynamite' and which brought him a huge fortune and fame, was the same man who wrote poetry and drama and had a passion for literature, but his father was not pleased with Alfred’s interest in poetry, and wanted him to become a chemical engineer. Nobel, who spent all his life working on scientific experiments and registered 355 patents, ended up writing in his will that “much of his fortune was to be used to give prizes to those who have done their best for humanity” in different fields, including literature and peace. He established a prize to be dedicated to "the person who shall have done the most or the best work for fraternity between nations, for the abolition or reduction of standing armies and for the holding and promotion of peace congresses".

When reading about how Alfred Nobel also dedicated prizes to peace and literature, one is struck by two facts in his biography that might have been the strongest turning points in his life, and constituted the spark which led him to dedicate part of his fortune to peace makers and peace promoters, and another part to a great body of work in literature which has often been awarded for great work in poetry.

The first fact is that some of his experiments caused accidents that killed several people, including his younger brother. The second is the lifelong friendship that Alfred Nobel established with his one-time secretary, the Austrian Bertha von Suttner, with whom he later exchanged letters for many years. She became involved and very active in the peace movement, and wrote the famous book Lay Down Your Arms.

On the one hand, there is dynamite which is a massively dangerous and destructive weapon in war. On the other hand, there are the awards for those who have done their best for humanity and for fraternity between nations. A contradictory picture but also one of the deepest messages, and a strong lesson to learn, behind which stands the potential poet Alfred Nobel!

We move from the expression above “massively dangerous and destructive weapon”, to its opposite “massively peaceful and constructive weapon”, in order to look at the role which poetry activities and festivals play in building bridges to peace. In that respect, the International Poetry Festival of Medellin seems to be a very meaningful and powerful proof that poetry is really able to bring about peace and reconciliation. The crowds of people we see every year as a huge audience during the festival readings and activities tell us indirectly about people’s aspiration for peace and serenity as expressed through their love for poetry. One can read on their enchanted faces and in their delighted eyes that kind of charming thirst for serenity, for peace, for the joie de vivre. I myself come from a land, Lebanon, which suffered decades of war, which witnessed destruction, cruelty, great loss of life and all the kinds of pain that human beings bear – cannot bear! – in war. May Colombia soon win the battle for a sustainable peace empowered also by its poets and the International Poetry Festival of Medellin which has always led a very noble fight for peace, employing poetry as its only weapon.

I believe it is worth trying, through poetry, to tame violence and hate, to convert them into a pure will of the generations to build a future on the authentic basis of prosperity and serenity, on the sacred respect for the life of all human beings everywhere and at all times. I believe that we can all start to give our children little poetry books as gifts instead of presents which are directly or indirectly symbols of war and violent conflict. I believe that we should tell our children that even toy weapons, virtual and electronic war games, or even just violent games, are in a way harmful to the global spirit of beauty in our universe.

Why not all cry, with Bertha von Suttner: "Lay Down Your Arms"!

Let this be, for us as poets and through poetry, that powerful cry in the universe that


“will make the guns fall blind and deaf, maybe even death, racing towards a baby, will protest its action and disown itself, noticing on the little one’s face a smile that makes it crumble”.​[1]


HANANE AAD
Lebanon/Austria 
© November 2016
NOTE This article was originally written for the magazine of the International Poetry Festival of Medellin, Colombia, in which Hanane Aad took part in 2017.



Why did I forget, or am I about to forget, that I am now,

or from now on, a warm and free hand,

whose pen will raise it to the apogee of joy and freedom!
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The Mill of the Soul
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Now “I am dead I notice” that I have started to be able to dedicate myself to the writing, since this moment, the moment I moved to the river banks, of which I was always dreaming, and had wasted a whole life before reaching.

O God! How comfortable I feel because I died, because I finally took down from my shoulders the charge of what is called life, or world... Could you believe that a great happiness covered me in my coffin? Could you believe that in my deep death I found my pen pushed miraculously into my cold closed hand?

Am I to believe that only my right hand regained its warmth? I don’t know how it differs from my body’s warmth when I was still alive... O God! Am I to believe, or would you believe with me, that death transformed me into a warm hand just when I understood at the moment of crossing that I am now able to write till drunkenness, till ecstasy, till ardour, till freedom, till crying, till madness, till childhood, till divinity, or rather till all these together!

Please, let me believe that only my pen, which is not a part of my entity, accompanied me to my cemetery, that I am the warm hand which carried its pen till death, that I am the free hand whose faithful pen broke through the high and impenetrable border between life and death. Let me believe that my beautiful and friendly pen, my pen so tender, so honest, so generous, so full of unbelievable sincerity ever since my early youth, that it came here with me.

O! It is my right hand to which the warmth came back after my death, a warmth not like my body’s warmth when it was still alive! Now I remember that I always wore my watch on my right hand! How lucky I am! My hand’s warmth and my pen and the watch that I always wore in my right hand! Just now I understood why! So that I would have the time here! The whole time! In my right hand I have carried the time till here!

But why do I feel dizzy with happiness?! Even though I have no head now. I am rather a warm hand which will write with its warmth and its pen all that the woman to whom it belongs could not write when she was still in the heart of life. O! My watch was always on my right hand, so that I could hold the time whenever I liked. I wanted to master time and turn its two hands myself, the small one and the big one as well, just as a true poetess turns the mill of the soul.

Why did I forget, or am I about to forget, that I am now, or from now on, a warm and free hand, whose pen will raise it to the apogee of joy and freedom! Why not, since the pen fulfilled the prophecy of accompanying the one we love until death! That is right, I paid no attention to asking whether it was the pen itself that loved me until death, or me who loved the pen until death? But, why all these questions?! What is important is that somebody loved somebody else until death, and even after death, so at least the saying, or the prophecy – I don’t know exactly which – won’t become a dead tradition! Yes, the crucial thing is that I now have the freedom of writing, and also have white time rising from the watch which I always wore on my right hand without knowing for a long time why.

God! In the name of your God... I ask you forgiveness! I forgot for a moment that you are the God of gods, but tell me please, should I write by my hea...rt (qal...bi)? Or by my pen (qalami)? Just now I understood! Rather, at this moment I realized that I must have died, in order to notice that there is only a small difference between my pen and my heart! Only one letter!!! And what must I know more? It would be enough that the letter M (Arabic Mim) slips from my pen, and then opens and becomes a B (Arabic Ba) till I start to write from my heart! How beautiful it is to write from my heart! How dangerous it is too!

But I won
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