Migrant Birds Following the traditions of Arabic Poetry

By Achmat Esau

The Crypt of St Benedicts Church in Newton, Auckland, was the venue for the launch of a book entitled Migrant Birds by Br. Ahmed Zaoui. Migrant Birds is his collection of 24 poetic contemplations. Br. Ahmed Zaoui is an Algerian refugee who was imprisoned for 2 years in late 2002 after seeking asylum in New Zealand. He was imprisoned despite the independent NZ Refugee Status Appeals Authority recognizing Br. Ahmed Zaoui as a legitimate refugee. This “passionate advocate for peace and democracy” reflects his painful experiences of incarceration in the 24 poetic contemplations in Migrant Birds 

The diverse audience present were united in their support for Zaoui’s quest for justice and freedom. The book launch coincided with the 17th day of the holy month of Ramadaan where a small group of Muslims present was invited to break their fast with Zaoui, his hosts and other guests.

Deborah Manning, Zaoui’s lawyer, spoke with passion as she related the events, which led to the writing and publication of the 24 contemplations. She spoke of the tremendous loneliness and despair as a result of the hardship of imprisonment, but also of 

the amazing strength and humanity of Ahmed and those who surrounded him in this dark hour. For the first time in public, Deborah was able to freely shed tears of sadness, frustration and despair that such an injustice could occur in our “free land” New Zealand.

Br. Ahmed Zaoui was bighearted and spoke of how poetry has been his “means of survival” at a time of great trials and tribulations. In his physical and psychological incarceration he was motivated by: the guards and inmates who shared his space; by the visits of friend and foe; by the beautiful memories of his beloved homeland; and mental torture of being away from his loved ones. Br Zaoui paid homage to many, with special praise for Riemke Ensing, the poet, who encouraged him. Riemke reading of “He will come back, the one I’m waiting for” had the audience mesmerized. This poem of Zaoui was named the most important NZ poem of 2005 by Emma Neale, the selecting editor for the online project Best NZ Poems 2004. She describes the poem as the most important for “its role as a nexus of politics and aesthetics”.

The honoured guest, Bill Manhire, NZ literary figure, spoke of the circumstances and motivations surrounding these contemplations. His reflections revealed the variety of content covered by these poems and also indicated Zaoui’s unique skills and ability to cross barriers of emotions and language. Bill spoke at length of Zaoui’s virtuous attitude and spirit, his appetite for hope and contentment. With Migrant Birds Br. Ahmad Zaoui continues with the old tradition characteristic of the Arabic poetry. Our beloved Prophet Muhammad (Sallalahu Alayhi Wa Sallam-may peace be upon him) is reported to have encouraged poetic recitals by his companions as he declared, “In some poetry there is wisdom.”

The pre-Islamic or Jahiliyah period was one characterised by a high degree of perfection in the field of poetry. The annual gatherings at the commercial fair of Ukaz, near Makkah, would host a regular poetry festival where the crafts and skills of poets and reciters alike would be heard. The most acclaimed poems were written in gold letters and hung on the walls of the Kaabah at Makkah. Poets and poems played an important role in the Arab society as they reflected on history, provided lessons in the art of soothsaying and also a powerful tool of spreading propaganda. Praise and criticism of tribes and individuals seem to have been part of the earliest forms of poetry. There was also the battle of words where poets in verbal combat settled their score on stage instead of the killing fields. 

The early Arabic poetry, which caused a division in society and encouraged a life of sensual pleasure in wine and gambling, did not find favour in the emerging faith of Islam, which preached a virtuous lifestyle and fostered unity. The true value of the retention of poetry lay in the study of linguistics of which the Glorious Qur'an was considered the ideal and highest level of perfection.

The Arabian Peninsula is a sparse, empty and barren terrain. It is also a landscape of moving sand dunes changing the terrain with every windstorm. However, to the poet it is a landscape where memories are valued and recalled with great passion. This terrain, which forms, disappears and reinvents itself, is like the scribe who creates, erases, recreates and extends all the time. The power of the poem and the poet lies in memory. Memory of those who praised, those who suffered humiliation, those who are loved, cherished and despised. 

Memory is a weapon. In the words of the great South African poet and revert to Islam, Don Mattera: “Gone. Buried. Covered by the dust of defeat- or so the conquerors believed. But there is nothing that can be hidden from the mind. Nothing that memory cannot reach or touch or call back. Memory is a weapon.”

But in the hands of Br. Ahmad Zaoui, his painful memory is not a weapon to attack but to defend.
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