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T fie plane 
landed 

with 
sucfi 
a jolt

that I had to wonder if Beirut was not still expressing itself with 
full violence.

After 12 years of absence, my heart is tight. Brigitte 
Schehadé and Emile Attieh who meant so much to me (so long 
ago) during those years at the Ecole des Lettres were passengers 
on the same plane. Their presence was an omen.

At five o'clock in the aftemoon, when we arrived, the 
shadows of Beirut had already lengthened. Everything was 
familiar to me. Everything. I was immediately enveloped in that 
feeling of relaxed résignation which says that things are the way 
they are. I was merely a pair of eyes, benevolent ones of course, 
in the indescribable pleasure of being at home.

I am writing to you from an eleventh-floor apartment with 
a view of the sea from three sides. I'm reunited with that sea 
again, the one that I love above ail, and, I often fear, more than 
anything in the world, in particular the bit located along this part
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of the Corniche and the Bain Militaire. I never really left her 
behind.

The first twilight I witnessed upon my arrivai was amazing 
in its purity: an ethereal blue fading into a pink that was equally 
ethereal and deep. The soft clarity of the light suffused me with 
the knowledge that over the fifteen years of war, tortures, crimes, 
and bombings, there was an impalpable veil of purity that could 
never wear out because it belongs to the infinité. And this 
reservoir of innocence, of a future, of an intangible beauty, I had 
immediately seen, on the way from the airport to my home, in 
the eyes of many people: those of the porter who carried my bags, 
those of the office worker from Simone's family's business who 
met us at the airport... It was quickly apparent that in this city of 
Lebanon, everything can melt into a transfigured memory.

Last night, I called on Janine Rubeiz, and we went out to 
dinner together. In Raouche we bought flower necklaces from 
children who were hardly six years old. Two children were sitting 
on a low wall; one of them was singing in a voice that might 
have belonged to someone much older than him. It created in me 
a lingering grief. Janine scolded the little singer, telling him it 
was time for children to be home and in bed. A young man 
passing by followed us to say: "Madam, these two children have 
no home. They have no one. They belong to the Street."

After dinner, the air was still warm, the night was brilliant, 
and the crowd strolled silently through the noise from damaged 
music tapes whining out melodies painful to hear. A woman 
rushed up to us, whimpering, crying: "Help me! Help me! For 
fear of God, help me!" Then another leaped forth, spun around, 
shrieking with mental agony, her madness etched into her face 
like smallpox, terrified by her own despair, her hunger... it sent 
chills up my spine. This is the work of war I said to myself (as if 
that could be an answer!). In this crowd of unemployed people, 
resigned to misfortune, the chances for these two desperate 
women to be rescued are nil.

I slept very poorly last night. In the heat, with the window 
wide open, I listened to the sound of the sea, her breath...
I thought of our country, our cultures, this land that has been so
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mortally destroyed. I must say that Beirut clings to me like hot 
wax, even in slumber.

People have ail sorts of stories to tell me. They insist on 
praising the heroic feats of a war that shouldn't inspire any pride. 
But for the stories of women, it's something else. The women 
have kept contact with the earth, if I may say, in the ancient 
rôles of witnesses and memory keepers. They have surpassed 
themselves: their strength has overcome their habits and their 
préjudices. Thus Janine's mother, who is ninety years old, still 
lives alone in her apartment atop a building full of deserted and 
half-gutted offices, in the French Embassy quarter, which is now 
in ruins, abandoned, and off-limits.

You know, this war has had several faces, several "phases"
I might dare say, so that the early years are not erased, but 
replaced by more recent battles... The latter always appearing to 
have been the hardest. Thus the beginnings are obscured by fog, 
and no one wants to talk about them.

I look at the sea, as if there had never been anything else to 
do in this city besides looking at her. But the heart of the city is 
rotting, burdened with a heavy sorrow, and this entire "western" 
sector, which used to be charming (as you know) is plagued with 
cars that are wearier than the people. In the conversations, 
someone's death is always inevitably announced. This person, 
that person... struck down in a game of chance.

It sometimes seems to me that this fifteen-year war has 
been an immense tribute to death. They love death in the East 
because they love the sacred. Everything is sacralized: the 
person, the family, the tribe, the clan, the State, money, 
women... And the sacred is whatever is fixed, unchangeable: 
hence death. It calls for sacrifice, and we're sealed in a circle.

Do we love death because we don't know how to live? Is it 
because we would rather lose everything than settle for less? Do 
we confuse célébration and death, and stage the bloody 
célébrations that we have seen? Is the belief in an afterlife so 
strong that people die lightly, out of distraction, négligence, or 
excess of faith? Excess of life?.,.

As the building has no electricity, I am writing you by the 
light of a kerosene lamp. It reminds me of my early childhood,
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when our bedrooms were lit with this kind of lamp. But this 
place is the absolute opposite of the house we had.

Today, I made a trip to Hamra to buy myself a bathing suit. 
It was a pleasant surprise to find so many young women in the 
stores, working as sales girls and cashiers. This part of the city 
has become more Arabie: no one feels obligated to say "Bonjour" 
and "Au revoir", to please a customer. There is a certain 
authenticity despite poverty and disaster. You know how firmly 
this city was convinced it was the centre of an Orient it had 
never bothered to know, and now it seems to be outside the 
interest of the Great Powers. It allows its wounds to show 
wherever it is unable to conceal them, without récrimination, 
without tears, without begging. The dignity of the little people is 
what impresses me the most. Some vestige of ancient virtues has 
survived, exactly the way some houses have remained intact. To 
make the connection.

Once again, this evening, I found myself on the Corniche. 
Simone and I, again, stopped near Dbaibo, to buy a necklace of 
jasmine (and breathe in the sea). Simone chatted with the little 
boy, another child, not the one of the other night. She asked him 
where the flowers had come from, assuming he had picked them 
in his family's garden. He replied, with an astonished air, "But 
we live in a single room. There are ten of us." Then he explained 
that they purchase the flowers and weave the jasmine and 
"filleh" necklaces at home, and that it's a very expensive 
opération. "Oh!" he cried spontaneously, "How I wish I could 
retum to the South!" And then he continued, as he looked at the 
abrupt cliff that drops off in front of La Grotte aux Pigeons: 
"Many young people commit suicide here," measuring with his 
eyes the few yards that were between him and the abyss: 
"They're twenty, twenty-five years old, many, many, kill 
themselves." And then he said no more. And we went home.

The main event of the summer is, of course, the retum 
of those exiled by the war. Everyone is talking about the 
sumptuous, outrageous, delirious réceptions they have given 
and are still giving. Not less than 300 guests per "evening"! 
People's talks are filled with their gowns, the sums they spend, 
the banquets. This excess itself has a taste of death. It cornes
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from far away, the ancient times when, in this part of the world, 
every feast contained sacrificial rituals. Yet one has to admit that 
the care devoted to the préparation of food, which persisted 
among the poor and rieh alike, even as the bombs were falling, 
during the siege, and even in underground shelters, that this care 
was the basis for the survival of a people trapped so tragically.
The luxurious pastry shops are still magical places, like the 
restaurants which remained open. Nevertheless, the current wave 
of opulent parties is somewhat worrisome. (So soon! The peace is 
so fragile that anxiety is quick to rise in one's heart.)

A few beggars can be seen here and there, usually women 
holding sick or maimed children on their laps, seated on caved-in 
sidewalks, near trash bins, as if they felt a secret and powerful 
kinship between their condition and the ruins.

Ruins, ruins, dying buildings whose skeletons are exposed 
by the destruction, and an obsession with houses, especially 
among the women.

The big apartments of the very wealthy are repaired quickly 
as if haste were vital to ward off misfortune. Thus in certain 
quarters, one would have the illusion that nothing has happened, 
but that's a sort of hallucination. The destruction has become 
the truth.

It is the women who speak of the war. The men tend to be 
quiet: they may seek to hide the horror out of shame for their 
group as much as for themselves. What makes it terrible is that 
on the rare occasions when the men do speak of the war, they 
blâme it on others,- they always plead that they were trapped; 
they practically claim they had nothing at ail to do with it. Then 
who committed the crimes, the massacres, the horrors? And if 
one was merely a pawn, is one not responsible for having 
accepted to play the rôle? In this part of the world there seems to 
be a huge reality-problem!

The women talk; yes, they are ready to do so, and it is of 
houses that they talk: they describe with an architect's or a 
doctor's précision exactly whatever happened to each house, and 
balcony, the charred walls, the disfigured façades, the gutted 
rooms. War is enemy to the home.

By their very dimensions great events seem to obliterate
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themselves. Soon the war will have disappeared from the 
conversations, it will assume the fleeting consistency of a 
nightmare. It will be stored in people's memories and will emerge 
again only as a myth, sacralized in its tum. It will die and be 
redeemed in the land of the dead. It will become a legend in a 
land where legends have always been accepted as facts.

The moon is rising this evening, looking like a face in 
prayer. It slides into the sky from behind the Sannine. It rises 
from where the sun rose this moming.

But ail analysing gets to be useless. When it faces the 
problems that these people must confront. A bloody célébration 
has ended, and the people find themselves, the moming after, 
with the food beginning to rot, the dirty dishes, the half-filled 
glasses, the garbage, and the hangover. The orgy of violence is 
over, and now there is amnesia which is setting in and the bill 
to be paid.

Still, I am comforted by the women's stories about the 
behaviour of other women during the war. Their lucidity seems 
to have survived intact, and they are stubbomly défiant, as if to 
say that, having seen the worst, they need no longer fear 
anything. They carry within themselves a cool courage 
illustrated by the story about this woman from the Southern 
suburbs of Beirut to whom was brought the corpse of her son on 
a night when the bombs were falling, and who received it 
wordlessly, without a cry, mastering the situation, aware of 
the need to avoid panicking her other children. Unfortunately, 
the contradictions and constraints create new hells. Because the 
Lebanese feel that riding a bicycle is beneath their dignity, they 
drive cars that are polluting and falling apart. Since it seems that 
they are unwilling to admit their new and grinding poverty, they 
do not go to bed at sundown, or use the old acetylene or oil 
lamps; instead, they have installed huge electric generators in 
their dwellings so that they can continue to watch télévision and 
give parties. The problem is that the generators make an infernal 
racket that brings the distress of the city to a saturation point. I 
wonder if this desire to deny defeat, so praiseworthy in itself, 
doesn't become disastrous when it is a déniai of reality, and has 
not been one of the major reasons for the terrifying length of this

110



E T E L  ADIUAIU
L etterfrom B exrut

water, sait, phosphorus, plankton, ail the minerais in liquid form, 
and the sun covering it ail. To corne close to the sea, to look into 
her until nothing else is visible, and finally, for a fraction of a 
second, to finish in the gaze of this shining mass that has neither 
beginning nor end... to look at the sea is to become what one is.

If it weren't for the sea, Beirut would not have survived its 
dévastation. But there is sait on the ground, in our mouths, on 
our clothes, in our hands,- something that resists putréfaction.

Newspapers are in a pitiful State. Their pages are covered 
with venomous political quarrels and no one is prepared to admit 
that this war ended in a draw.

But the "street" has changed. A woman alone in the 
streets has nowhere to stop,- the cafés are too few and far 
between. The city, which is by excellence a woman's place, 
has become the exclusive domain of men.

That gives the streets an air of safety. Between the 
blackened buildings, along the broken sidewalks and caved-in 
streets, the very presence of the masculine world provides a 
sense of security, says that survival is possible. It's a supreme 
irony: the ones who instigated ail this tragedy must remain as 
our link with life.

But where are the women? In a few stores, perhaps. In the 
houses, of course. And, when they are wealthy, in their cars. But 
the Street, this living artery, excludes them. More out of 
indifférence than hostility. The war was men's business. When I 
walk these streets, I feel disconnected from things, as if I came 
from another world. I indulge in the belief that if greater numbers 
of women went outdoors in the damaged neighbourhoods (and 
not merely at the seaside on summer evenings), if they formed a 
crowd, ail these overwrought, exhausted men, barricaded in their 
shops and businesses, still worried, humiliated, would again find 
in themselves some power for tendemess, some libération.

As I move from the city centre to Ras-Beirut, where my 
heart beats and where the sun sets, trying to think about 
women's condition, I meet the maie inhabitants instead, and I 
feel as though I share their lives and understand them much 
better: mechanics, pushcart vendors, bums, beggars, and 
hustlers... they ail have eyes, wrinkles, worries, and miseries,
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that I contemplate the way I contemplate the sea. I am overcome 
by a profound sense of a homecoming, of a coming to terms in 
this luminous month of August.

It is impossible to conclude. Every theory is a burial. There 
is nothing to say. In this place, ail banalities die.

I've been to the Downtown area, the mother, the matrix of 
the city. It is immense, golden, and green. And it is mainly 
grandiose, as "beautiful" as Baalbek. The Arab East seems to 
know the art of ruins,- these are always more impressive than 
were the original constructions. They have been shaped, always, 
by tragic forces. It is thanks to this strange architectural 
ensemble, which, with its own particular harmony and character, 
looks like the setting of an opéra designed by a god, that we can 
envision the city as an epic taie, an etemally immobile army, a 
saga written with stones, an immortal place where mortals can 
tread.

The Christian militias of East Beirut concentrated their 
attacks, as if to annihilate the essentially Muslim centre of the 
city which was the beauty - and the memory. They behaved as if 
they believed that they had to destroy History in order to assert 
their specificity. But like a man who has murdered the woman he 
loved, the Lebanese will start and have started to become the 
mad lovers of old Beirut. They glean every crumb of memory, 
seal themselves off in a past that stirs our soûls like a hurricane, 
and which we destroyed with our own hands, hands which are 
now groping for phantoms. Our old Beirut is as remote from us 
as the Stone Age.

Today, already September 3, and the weather has gotten 
cooler. Gold and purple vie for possession of the sunset sky. The 
Street is shoddy, but the sky is impérial. Anything is possible!

It's difficult for me to get around in these streets where 
the women are few: life is hard. You can never let down your 
guard: holes, tires, filthy water, and pieces of métal scrap are 
constantly obstructing your way. And the worst, the most painful 
sight: maimed war victims with unbearable afflictions. Some of 
them crawl between the lanes of cars that keep on driving as if
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bound for a funeral. And these strange stares that one attracts, 
and also that one feels like interrogating in tum: Who did they 
kill? What unnameable acts did they commit? I have not 
succeeded in reading them; they're too often opaque to my eyes.
Is it madness, crime, or a new order of things?

The battles have ceased, but the violence remains. It is 
sheathed, but only just barely.

Like a child seeing a soldier, ail you think of asking, when 
you see someone, is "Did you kill anyone?, an innocent one, for 
sure?!" I wish people would be more happy in Beirut, and that the 
people, oddly enough, are happy: it could be that the age-old 
rituals of death have taught us also those of résurrection.

I am unwilling for this letter to end, because its completion 
will mean it is time for me to leave Beirut, and leave the rest 
to silence...

Beirut, August 23rd, 1991
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