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Introduction

Born in Kirkuk in Iraqi Kurdistan in 1967, Kajal Ahmad is one of the
leading women poets in Kurdistan. She started writing poetry at the
age of nineteen and has since published seven collections of poetry.
Her work has been translated into Norwegian, Swedish, German,
French, Persian, Arabic and Turkish. She has worked as a journalist
and her essays about women’s issues were collected into a book,
The Book of Woman, published in 1999. She also translates from Arabic.

Kajal's first collection, No, was banned from publication by the
Baath government in 1988. When I was displaced from my home
and living in Iran in 1991, I obtained a handwritten and photocopied
version of this collection for the first time (secretly put together
under the dictatorship and smuggled into Iranian Kurdistan). It was
immediately clear to me that this woman poet was what Kurdish
poetry needed. Unlike other women poets, whose voices were tamed,
and who wrote in the same manner as the male poets, Kajal Ahmad
was daring and she wrote about the world as she saw it. She portrays
the connections between her oppression as a woman and her
subjugation as a Kurd in Iraq very well. In a patriarchal society where
anything to do with a woman'’s body is taboo, she writes its desires
and wishes. Her poetic voice is neither bitter nor angry but full of
irony and delicious humour. In ‘Birds’ she makes the familiar seem
strange and foreign. The fact that Kurds have fled their homelands
and flown to other countries makes them similar to migrating
birds. Unlike birds, however, they ‘still never realise their dreams
of settling, of forming a colony. They build no nests.” They remain
homeless and stateless, no matter where they go.

‘Kinder than Miriam’ was written in the 1980s when many women
outlived their sons who were killed by the Iragi dictatorship. She asks
the women not to wait any more, simply to witness the death of their
sons. She calls on them to ‘purchase’ their son’s lives with their own.
Women should not just sit at home and wait, but actually take part in



the battle of life. ‘Stone is Better’ is written after the end of dictator-
ship and the rising to power of Kurdish factions in the early 1990s.
Witnessing the civil war between the Kurds, and the corruption, she
is disillusioned about love and freedom: ‘we are killed in the name of
love/deceived in the name of struggle.’ She is tired of life and believes
that ‘stone is better than humanity.’ The original poems are strongly
musical, which move even those who don’t understand or agree
with them. Through her poetry she has become an example to many
young women who struggle with oppression, gender barriers and
lack of acknowledgement on a daily basis.

CHOMAN HARDI
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BIRDS

According to the latest classification, Kurds

now belong to a species of bird

which is why, across the torn, yellowing pages

of history, they are nomads spotted by their caravans.
Yes, Kurds are birds! And even when

there’s nowhere left to fly to with their pain,

they turn to the illusion of travelling

between the warm and the cold climes

of their homeland. And naturally,

[ don’t think it strange that Kurds can fly.

They go from country to country

and still never realise their dreams of settling,

of forming a colony. They build no nests

and not even on their final landing

do they visit Mewlana' to enquire of his health,

or bow down to the dust in the gentle wind, like Nali.?

1 Mewlana Jalaludin Rumi (1207-1273)
2 Refers to a famous line from Nali, 19th-century Sorani Kurdish poet
(1798-1855):
I sacrifice myself to your dust — you gentle wind!
Messenger familiar with all of Sharazoor!



10

s

lasales (Su542lS dp,bd Sile
swoul 8 5o ol

55006 35, e 5

3955 o5 @ossly dl speca 546 o)
(Gouingels a5 puliiy wlad oy,

LlSs jiudidl (Saaas 33,
890050 53 Ve pds
dlos Gasien)

sostaoldisnl e gh e
(sl cauliy g aals



THE LETTER

On a simple sheet of paper,
the moon sent these simple lines
to the sun’s house:

‘After all these years

of waiting for you,

I feel too shy to ask:

Why don’t you marry me?’
And the sun, by way of
one of the stars, replied:
‘After all these years

of hiding from you,

[ don’t want to tell you:

I don't dare.’

11
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DIRECTIONS

Whenever he was in the mountains,

wherever he took off his shoes,

they would always point towards his city

but he never thought that this might mean

his homeland would be liberated.

Now that he’s in his city,

wherever he leaves his shoes,

they point towards lands beyond his

but he never dreams that the day

might come when, without seeing

the mirage that exile always sees,

without any direction from his shoes,

he will travel through the heart of his country,
store myth in his grandmother’s wooden chest
and, in the cellar of a happy house,

close many colourful doors on it

like the doors in his childhood stories.

13
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THE LONELY EARTH

Neither do the white bodies of the universe
say good morning to her
nor do the handmade stars
give her a kiss.
Earth,
where so many roses, fine sentiments are buried,
could die for want of a glance, a scent.
This dusty ball is lonely,
so very lonely,
as she sees the moon’s patched clothing
and knows that the sun’s a big thief
who burns with the many beams he has taken
for himself
and who looks at the moon and the earth
like lodgers.

15
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PREGNANCY

Unlike her friends,

she can’t boast a waist any more.

Her hips don’t swing and sway.

She doesn’t dare

to ride the wheel

and the ship of Serchnar?

as she used to when she was engaged.

She is pregnant

which is why she’s prettier than the girls around her,
prettier than the men who at evening

pass by her lament.

Among the neighbourhood women,

she looks the most love-stricken

and the liveliest.

Looking at her

makes you long for watermelon.
And you learn to dream

of a baby’s cry or laughter

as you knit a sock

or a little jumper.

Her waist isn’t as slim
as a reedpipe any more.
The time for skirts
expands

and for jeans
disappears.

3 The wheel and ship are fairground rides.

17
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Lipstick’s now ignored

along with high heels and mirrors.

Her heyday for wearing
ballgowns and swimsuits is over.

Now she talks
to her own womb.
Unaware of us or of herself.

May God make it good,

this nine-month search

on the roads of life and death.
May God make it good,

this fate which women face.

19
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STONE IS BETTER

Bewildered as leaves on the wind’s wing,
drear as the space between motes of dust,
lustful as the gaze of fire, colourless

as water’s dress, the days pass.

Stone is better, its dead life weightier

than the words of philosophers who

for a while deceived us, then left us bereft.

Its wisdom, like the hair ribbons

of primary school children, is simple and lovely.
When it wishes to be holy, it gives birth

to descendants like the ‘hero stone’ of Sheikh,
the prayer stone and black stone of the Prophet.
When it longs for eternity, it becomes

an architect and sculptor. Whenever

it wants to play with girls all day, it becomes

a fivestone and hopscotch pebble; it makes
women tell it their secrets before they press it
against the crumbling headstone of holy men.
To reach man'’s greatness, it sits on Sizeph’s shoulder
until he stands for all human futility.

In fact, the stone of patience, the stone of stoning,
the burial and stepping stones, are brothers.
The wishing stone, the grinding stone,

the dolmeh and hammam stones, are sisters.

Our rocky geography is a defiant truth

born from a mountain. I wish I had been born
from a watery being, brimming with life.

Or from an airy substance, ever-changeable

and moody. Or descended from a living fire,
like all temples that are forever Zoroastrian.

21
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Our geography is rocky which is why

our poems brim with talk of seas, captains
and ships we've never seen.

Our geography is defiant too which is why
pockets of our history are caked

with the crumbs of revolution and its victims.
It is also stubborn.

Our history is rocky which is why

our dreams are rife with massacre.

[ want a new era and a new people,

a people who are poets and an era that is poetry.
[ want a different road, a road

[ will walk in the morning thinking of
birdsong and cooing, not of my own murder.
Because I want something different,

[ am like a waiting apple.

[ am worn out. [ want to say goodbye to love.
Stone is better than humanity.

It’'s only because of all the lies, wars,

and oppression, that I say this.

We are killed only in the name of love,
deceived in the name of struggle.

Our courage is so small,

it gets lost in great pockets of fear

and we give up. I am worn out.

[ want to say goodnight to life.

I want to be divorced from life.

Stone is better than humanity.

23
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THE FRUIT SELLER’S PHILOSOPHY

My friend! You were like an apricot.
At the first bite,
[ spat out the core and crux.

*

My old flame! Sometimes
you're a tangerine,
undressing so spontaneously,

and sometimes you're an apple,
edible

with or without the peel.

*

Neighbour!

You're like a fruit knife.
There’s never a time
when you're not

at our dinner table.

But forgive me if I say —
you're a waste of time.

X

Dear homeland, you're like a lemon.
When you are named,

the world’s mouth waters

but I get all goosepimply!

£ 3
You, stranger!
I'm sure you're a watermelon.

[ won’t know what you're really like
till I go through you like a knife.

25
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KINDER THAN MIRIAM

Marys of my country! When death becomes a necessity,
let us mothers face it first and not our children

Our nation is as lonely

as Father Adam was

before the fertile

arrival of Mother Eve.

Our nation is lonely

and I am lonely.

Boredom has grown

like a fungus in my heart

but I haven’t wearied.

My laughter was once

like warm bread in the mouth,
now it curls at the edges.

Ah, poets, I have been

like a pregnant woman

but I haven’t miscarried my poems
nor has poetry miscarried me.

Jesus, when are you coming?

[ am standing on the Sirat,*

about to fall from the bridge.

[ have cried so much

in the house of love and poetry
that the pool of my tears

is covered in algae.

With or without poetry, I'm waiting.
Waiting to cross, waiting for you.
Talking to no avail and who knows
if it's all about me or the earth?

4 Sirat: the bridge mentioned in the Qur’an which must be
crossed to reach heaven.
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After a wave of nausea,

you fell from the wound of my mouth.
You were a sheet of light.

After your birth

words bled and never stopped.

Blood made me a poet,

the mad poet Miriam.

Before you were born, I came

and built a bridge myself

between the land of my heart

and the sky of your skull.

(The bleeding still goes on —

will it be for ever?) At that time,
the cross hadn’t found you yet.

It searched for you everywhere.
Had I known it would be unkind,
right there at your birth,

I would have told you to return

to the safe womb of your mother.
Had I known they would call you
the Son of God, I would never
have let you come in the first place.
How can God be the father of my son
if I have never spent a single night
in his embrace? And if I have,

why call me the Virgin Mother?

Tell me, light of my eyes!

who do you think is the purer,
me or Miriam?

Who is more in love?

Is the wound in my heart
deeper than hers?

29
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It’s not for me to say

but you, light of my eyes,

loving singer, Jesus, tell me!
Don'’t call me Miriam

or you'll hurt my pride

and my heart will break.

Surely, as a mother, I am kinder.
Miriam and I differ in this:

were [ unable to purchase

your life with my own,

I'd rather go blind and keep

my eyes eternally open.

If I couldn’t be crucified

in your stead, how could I sit by,
complacently in a corner?

And in this, too, we differ:
unlike her, I couldn’t give you away,
not to anyone, not even to God —
my heart wouldn’t let me.

God is no mother whose heart
burns with pity and who grieves
over losing a child.

Motherhood is a grave sorrow
and I became a mother

while I was still a virgin.

Since I gave birth to Christ

and you doubt my virginity,
raise your knives, I don’t care.
Jesus of sand ... Jesus, father ...
What am I here for,

if not to expose the world’s lies?
[ won’t wait for you to die.

Just this once, my only child,
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instead of holding your grey
and grieving guitar,
embrace your mother’s corpse.

I'll die first, I'll make sure of that.

[ won't live to see the day
that your death lies in my lap.
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from ‘All the Incomplete Definitions’
RAIN

It sparks lightning
and broadcasts thunder.
It cancels drought

in the calendar’s leaves.
It weeps for all the trees that stand
and for all the stones that sit.

It may give life
but it drowns
my will to live.

[ have tried on every legend like a cloak
and rain is the one cloak
that never fits.
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