Poems by Gulala Nouri

Translated by Ali Harb







Translator’'s Reflection

There is an omnipresent melancholy in the poetry of Gulala Nouri.
In her writings, there is a search for a home away from the home-
land that always comes up short, rendering her a perpetual stranger.
The poet does not revel in that state. On the contrary, Nouri seeks
belonging.

The Iraqi poet observes those who live around her who are
unburdened by the suffering of estrangement and the trauma of
war. Life for them is a “straight line,” she writes, drawing a contrast
with her own tumultuous experiences. Those differences highlight
the tensions between the poet in the diaspora and her immediate
surroundings.

Nouri’s poetry is deeply personal, but that struggle to rid oneself
of the agony of being an outsider is not uncommon among immi-
grants. The human condition she describes is universal despite the
uniqueness of her own experiences. Even though sadness is preva-
lent in her poetry, her writings do not reflect self-pity. She is defiant,
almost rebellious. She questions the pain, but as she notes in one
of the poems translated below, pain needs no excuse to be present
sometimes.
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No Flowers On My Doorstep

My home sits on the corner of an intersection
like the final corner of my life,

small and divergent.

[ leave the door open often,

for I have no jewelry to fear for

And on my doorstep, I place no potted plants.
Flowers are not for me,

[ tell the wooden ladder.

They are for the women who engineer

the width of the lines of their marriages

and the length of their secret affairs

They are not for me.

Flowers are a quiet anxiety linked to precise thinking about water

and I am a multitude of oceans catching a torrent of tears
coming from every direction

Doorstep flowers are delicate and pampered

but I am a forest who doesn't tire of intense staring.
[ promenade with the reptiles

and dine on meteors of dead friends souls

Flowers are not for me.

I've been bereaved many times

when people have plucked them from me —

sometimes for departing soldiers,

and other times for soldiers returning in caskets.

There, my flowers are orphaned of light

and I am orphaned here in this house on the intersection

On the opposite corner,

my neighbor, who has baskets of flowers on her doorstep,
has never known war.

She draws a straight line to define life

while I define war as a series of near misses and survivals
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Like an Oak Leaf

In the vacant streets of Dearborn,

[ fall like an oak leaf,

like a child with no playmate

except the cold wind of February’s ice

It takes me in all directions

It blows me away lightly for a time, tumbling me under luxury cars,
then hurls me onto the quiet homes

of families watching funny movies,

or sitting gleefully around a meal

[ have no aim as a leaf except the abyss

My limbs get worn out from moving in all directions

and I crumble . . .

Some of me settles in the corner of a knafeh shop,

other bits at the Dollar Tree store,

while another part gets singed by a cigarette carelessly tossed by an

addict

As for my core, it gets stuck in the gutter of a dead city,
overlooking heads that seem never to have left their place
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Dissecting Pain—My Will for the Washer of the Dead’

Bind my corpse tightly

Put a lot of musk on it

so I don’t smell your dead bodies
lying all around me

Stop the angels from accompanying me
so they don't steal the papers of my life,
the way my poems did,

and so I can curse liberally

without a wag of their wings

Don’t wash my lips, please

Those kisses, in which I never lied, are my treasure

And don’t praise your god when I smile

That’s just me poking fun at this ablution

For my sins are many

Bury them with me

They'll be my only company when I am sent back as a stranger
as [ always have been here

[ love my unruly knees

Leave them this way

And do not braid my long hair

I ove it just like this—disheveled, angry

I don’t want to bid farewell to the house

where I died dozens of times

[ won’t miss a single corner of it

Spare your efforts

Let my final day among you pass without trouble

and repeat my name —from now on I am no longer a funeral

!'This poem refers to rituals of preparing the dead for burial in accordance with Islamic
tradition.
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And please, I do not like the common white

Let my shroud be red

[ have an adequate bundle of red lines that I crossed
Place all of them on my chest

These are my children who birthed me again and again

And lay me on my left side at last

unto an eternity
very close to my heart
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No Excuse Needed

To sleep whenever you want

For slumber to take you seamlessly away

from the webs of dead spiders in your head

And whenever you finish your gentle dreams,

to wake upon a window flirting with a beam of light
that dries out the nighttime nakedness of a garden

To close your door whenever you want,

and to open it if you seek a different breath

To walk on your own two feet

without looking around

For your tear to freeze like the frost of Michigan
before it exhausts your eyeballs

To smile simply

To not feel guilt when you chuckle

To stand without anxiety while your passport is stamped
To know the itinerary of your trip

and not fear talking about your life

with the stranger traveling by your side

To talk about your sorrows,

as if singing a folkloric note,

then thank the audience gleefully and proceed

To eat your bread flavored with friends” non-betrayal
on a long and winding road

To look in the mirror daily

and remark: Thank you for everything

Where then does pain find the audacity
to sit in my living room with that face?
In one sentence:

Pain needs no excuse
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