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Introduction

Al-Saddiq Al-Raddi was born in Sudan in 1969 and grew up in
Omdurman-Khartoum where he still lives. He started his career as 
a journalist and became the cultural editor of the Sudanese daily, 
Al-Ayyam, before moving to another newspaper, Al-Sudani, where he is 
currently the head of its cultural section. He is also the editor of the
online website, Sudanese Ink. His poetic talents were revealed at an 
early age when in 1986, at the age of 17, he won the first prize in a major
poetry competition; in the same year he became the youngest member
elected to the Sudanese Writers’ Union. In 1996, he published his 
first two collections, Ghina’ al-‘Uzlah (Songs of Solitude), and Matahat 
al-Sultan (The Sultan’s Labyrinth) at once, revealing a body of work
which immediately established him as both a distinguished new voice
and as one of the formidable poets of his generation. His third 
collection, Aqasi Shashat al-Isgha’ (The Limits of the Screen of Listening),
appeared in 2000.

Al-Saddiq’s advent onto the literary scene was part of a changing 
literary sensibility in Sudan in the 1990s. He belongs to a new genera-
tion of Sudanese writers whose cultural formation took place in the
vacuum created by the exodus of most Sudanese intellectuals in 
the 1970s and 1980s who had been forced into exile as a result of
increasingly harsh political and social pressures. As a result, his poetry
is afflicted by a sense of orphanage, having little or no connection to
the dominant tradition that prevailed in Sudan before these upheavals.
This was later heightened, in Al-Saddiq’s case, by his abandonment of
traditional poetic metre with its lyricism and soothing musicality,
when he chose to write what is known as ‘prose poetry’ in Arabic,
which is analogous to free verse in English. The 1990s were the heyday
of the prose poem in Arabic literature, which constituted a poetic 
rupture with the past; the new Sudanese poets, bewildered by the 
disastrous death of grand narratives, embraced its aesthetics of quiet
contemplative reflections that were clearly suited to a world wallowing
in defeat, crises and corruption.

Gone were the days of lyricism and hope, of collective vision and
optimism, of oratory and joyous musicality, and the new poet was
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busy discovering the diction and form to suit his Songs of Solitude. He
found guidance and solace in the poetry of the Sudanese, Muhammad
Abdul-Hayy (1944–89), who died prematurely but is widely considered
the father figure of Al-Saddiq’s generation. Abdul-Hayy’s poetry 
displayed a clear aversion to the hackneyed expressions and sonorous
musicality that had dominated Sudanese poetry for generations. 
He shunned the predominance of ideological concerns, instead 
developing a keen interest in complex imagery, multilayered
metaphors, mythic allusions, succinct diction, terse and well-struc-
tured poems, all the while keenly aware of the contradictions inherent
in his position as an African poet writing in Arabic. These are also 
the types of poems that Al-Saddiq writes, for he once said that he
attempts ‘To radically change poetic language by enabling it to become
multilayered, concerned as much with poetic structure as with
thought, culture and metaphysics’. The metaphysical dimension of his
poems is what distinguishes them from those of his contemporaries,
and it is this multilayered structure that makes him so difficult to 
translate. Al-Saddiq also said, ‘If the poem ceases to be multilayered,
with a complex and sophisticated view of life, it ceases to be modern.’

The harsh climate and ruthless everyday reality of Sudan, with its
cruel poverty and closed horizons, is balanced by and juxtaposed with
its rich spirituality and fecund tradition of fantastic and mythical 
literature, which almost has a concrete presence in daily life. The 
poet captures these contradictions and renders them in poems like
‘Lamps’, ‘Everything’ and ‘Theatre’, poems which employ the binary of
the beloved / homeland and transform it into an existential stance. 

In 2005 he participated in the PTC’s first World Poets’ Tour, and 
this encounter with another culture sharpened his poetic desire for 
a new type of poetry which manifests itself in ‘Small Fox’, ‘Garden
Statues’ and ‘In the Company of Michelangelo’ with their suppressed
internal yearning. They open a new way forward in his poetry, and 
are a testimony of the valuable impact of the work of the PTC on 
the world of poetry. The ‘drowning man’ foundering ‘in treacherous
waters’ of ‘Everything’ and the lamps that ‘are extinguished / in the 
far-flung houses’ of ‘Lamps’ are now being freshly cast in the bronze 
of that experience in ‘Garden Statues’.

s a b ry  h a f e z
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s m a l l  f ox

Suddenly – a small fox, playful,
floods your wounded heart with joy
He searches your face with his singular gaze,
knows you’re at one with his vagabond stance

That very night I longed for you,
I missed your exquisite arousal,
I yearned for that moon we named together 
After the squirrel had slipped off,
we needed nothing
but night, and the last dregs of wine

And as for me – I am drunk with thirst,
I am shaking with desire for you –
but here there’s not a fox to be found 

Khartoum, 14 June 2006
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g a r d e n  s tat u e s

The last night . . .
the first night . . .
. . . between them – clarity

. . . .  . . . .

You left that glass of memory to memory –
let its essence transmute all these nights into gold

You left the voice of Ali Farka Toure
soaring
through the silvered light of a room,
a room inlaid with the jewels of minutes and hours

You left your hands lost in the familiar characters of a vanishing keyboard

You left a wooden rocking-horse
an old teddy-bear propped on a chair
the neighbouring gardens 

You left the sun still toying with the sky at eight in the evening

You left a window open
on a morning arrayed with morning

You left a flower labouring towards morning

You deliberately left that peacock arrested in the field of beauty

. . .   . . .   . . . 

Whatever time is left of that night
will never return . . .

These jewels will never return
A sail will never quench its thirst for the horizon
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And when you left
you were cast in the bronze of that experience
you were consumed and yet complete
you were fashioned from mother-of-pearl
you were made of unadorned clay

Weekdays returned, empty handed
Routine returned

And silence reigned

London, 5 April 2006

13



14

1

..

 ) ( ).. (.  

:

–
––

!

2

1

2



i n  t h e  c o m pa n y  o f  m i c h e l a n g e l o

1

The kings who have gone
left us the relics of their forgettable names –
like Aleece or Kush

They left us their peculiar crowns
shards of skeletons
fish-heads
unpronounceable words
kohl-sticks
commandments
and eulogies graven in stone

Yet you are 
lit up beside me
wherever your throne sets down

Live blood in dead veins –
you truly are unforgettable

2

You accompany me
to the gates of ancient Rome
reaching the ends of perfection
as you envisage grace threading each tender aperture
as you envisage the faultless line and the perfect circle

Let us be brothers in stone
hand in hand
fingers entwined –
and then,
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on the threshold of a bar
we clink our glasses
as you add the last touch
to a face already dreaming its history

3

Which of us is the key?
Your door or mine?

4

Silence is bliss
Life is bliss
Creation is bliss

Even though his chair is empty
even though he is gone 
darkness is alight

with the presence of his embrace

5

What is the key?

London, 30 March 2006
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l a m p s

In the water
in silence at your side
in a fire that draws us close
I drift –
and only you can call me

. . . . . . . . . . 
A bird enters spring
like a lance
Your eyes flash their secrets
A kiss grazes the rainbow
The rain rains

But the streets are empty of my friends
Lamps are extinguished
in the far-flung houses
and the lost heart echoes in its lonely chamber

You give your blessings to those who depart
and leave the rest to fate
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e v e ry t h i n g

Let the wind blow from a fisherman’s mouth,
from the span of a sail to the shell of a boat, 
unlocking the mouth of the river –
So, shout, drowning man, when you founder
in treacherous waters 

At dawn, the river embarks in silence
Riverbanks glean suns from the scales of dead fish
Jostled by eddies, the aroma of flotsam and jetsam
bakes in the shade

Becalmed, a breeze freights the stillness 
Sails lazily unfurl

They sail all night from afar,
ploughing the river with ritual persistence,
staring darkness straight in the eye

You set sail at dawn,
infused with the tincture of a heart
that had beached your whole life ashore

And yet, another beloved
is offering you heaven on earth in her glance,
demanding only the perfection of poetry – everything!
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o n ly

A lazy noon
stirs me from your memory to this glass of tea
and a wondering embrace

In a mood busy with inquisitiveness
I smell the lees of the scent
that lingers
behind you

I sense your shade in the shadows
in the dregs of all that gossip –
Oh you sinner!

Like a rumoured prophet’s advent
you slide from the ripe fruit of sleep
afire with ideas, your flashing wit
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t h e at r e

1

All these wars
make the world unhomely
make homes rust apart
make you fall asleep, riddled with calamities

All this love 
yet loneliness still cuts you to the bone

All this death
just so we can meet –
nothing more?

2

Write
to set the world ablaze 
so poetry quickens in your hands
and inflames you with desire

Write, and wipe the slate
Infected by writing
you sweat in agony
from a bedsit
to the street and out into the wild

Write
in full knowledge
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of everything that’s in your hands
both quill and string at your disposal
Write
certain of what electrifies the body
sure of how to rig the scene

3

This little world beneath you
made of boredom, balsawood and string 
jerks between your fingers in a dream
Spirited away
you drink it in like scent

Are you scared of scorpions? Are you scared of blood?
Take refuge in the wings
But beware the spotlights, beware of being fingered

This little world beneath you
is here to give you all the answers
Is it worth the precious ink that wrote it –
the cost of these fresh tears?

4

Light stings the page of your face
And it strikes her
as she dusts the faded wardrobe near the bed –
like a dagger, suddenly 
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it rends the dark
blazing with the whole world’s brilliance,
leaves her flushed,
spoored, wet
and flat out in astonishment 

5

We latch on to bewilderment, to ink, and to departure
Living in our dreams, unfurling handkerchiefs,
we bring news to the bars of mirrors and nausea,
smoke-rings, gossip, tales
From the oneness of white we plumb our ink,
from the oneness of all directions
Tears merge
Surprise arrives
All around you tombstones rise

6

Waiting in front of a door that’s behind you,
I watch it open with a rabab
so you can go back to the past with your spotless future,
refilling your boats with light after they’d rotted through ashore,
restocking the wares of your mighty stories
like a bird refurbishing its nest
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Those who went before you
live in a stupor,
their lanterns barging through your door
The flush of dawn
blackened
by the taint of dusk
Your face is familiar,
but what about the face in front of you
faced towards the door behind you?
. . .  . . . . as you go back to the past with your blameless future 

7

The price of war: perpetual loyalty;
eschewing tomfoolery;
feigning naivety

The price of love: ceaseless quarrels 
with the fathers of procedures
and the mothers of proficiency

The price of death: eternal life
in the grave of love and the theatre of war
Life at the ends of obedience
Life at the end of the world
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