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WELCOME NOTES

On behalf of myself, the author, the organisers, the participants and the
coordinator, we pay respect to the original owners of this land we are standing on,
past, present and future.

We welcome you all, and thanks to Mrs Sana &5
Abokhalil, the coordinator of this event, and to | Ay
Dr Ali Abusalem and his “Algethour” Cultural [
organization for linking us to Melbourne and the
whole world by the technology available to him. ' §
In that respect, our gathering is broadcast live
through ZOOM and Facebook.

We thank Mr Kennedy Estephan for
accepting to launch the collection.

Our special thanks to all volunteers who
assisted in setting up the place, the devices and
organizing the catering.

Our programme tonight will start with Mr
Kennedy Estephan who will be launching the
collection by a speech in English, followed by Dr
Ali Abusalem for a speech in Arabic, and finally
by a speech in Arabic by the author, including
reading two poems from the book, in Arabic and
in English.

The evening will end with book signing and light supper.
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A tapestry of emotional landscapes alive
with imagery and charged with passion that
refuses to be quenched.

Kennedy Estephan



KENNEDY ESTEPHAN

Good evening, everyone. And welcome to the launch of In italics, Bee-horoof
Ma’ila, by Dr Raghid Nahhas.

I’'m honoured to be here amongst you tonight to help launch the book and
share some thoughts on the work.

Before I do that, a little confession to make: when Raghid had first asked me
to be one of tonight’s two keynote speakers, I was in two minds about it. ’'m not a
poet. I'm not well-versed in poetry. The art of the spare and the subtle is simply
not one of my strong points. In other words, I wasn’t sure I'd be up to the task. So
I expressed my concerns to Raghid. I even suggested sending him a copy of
tonight’s speech in advance should he have any qualms or objections to it. But he
declined the offer, deeming it unnecessary.
He wanted me to speak my mind. Honesty,
not praise, was what he was after. And if
that doesn’t speak volumes about the man,
then what does, if I may ask?

Except tonight’s speech is not about &
the person, but his work. Though to make
such a statement is to sound paradoxical.
For what is art, after all, but an expression
of one’s true nature; a glimpse of a hidden
self sometimes unknown to the artist
himself. Until it escapes its confines like a
long-withheld breath, and then seeks a
physical form be it through the strike of a
note, the stroke of a brush, the click of a
shutter, the scratch of a pen. But I'm
digressing her. So easy to lose the thread
and go off at a tangent when talking about
creativity, its origins, its many shapes and disguises. Better get hold of myself and
return to task at hand, and that is to discuss Iz I#a/ics in some depth and highlight
some of the ideas and themes embedded within its pages.

As you probably know, reviewing poetry is not an easy task. Interpretation may
or may not be literal, expression may or may not be linear, themes can be either
straightforward or too vague and subtle. They can be easily misinterpreted.

Thankfully, I did not encounter any difficulties when reading Ir Ifalics. The
themes are clear, the imagery relatable, the verse lyrical and fluid. It’s a rich
collection of poems. An assortment which, to borrow Raghid’s own words from
his leading poem, Poetry, ‘has all the colours of the spectrum, mountains and
valleys, streams of wine, and a sweet body neither forbidden nor sanctioned.’

In terms of content, the book can be roughly divided into two parts. In one
part, the poet takes us through a journey that spans space and time. From the
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ancient eucalypts of Kuringai National Park admired through the eyes of a migrant;
to a town square in Lebanon ravaged by a maelstrom of contradicting histories,
religions, accents and ideologies, and where the poet vents his pain and frustration
at the sorry state of affairs; To Damascus, his boyhood scape and the cradle of too
many precious memories, but which now regards him as a broken and estranged
lover; To a troubled Gaza, where the poet lives through the pain of a mother who
has recently lost two of her children to the ongoing conflict. These are
contemporary issues. Different settings, different perspectives, different imagery,
but always breathed into life by Raghid the humanist. But then as you read on the
themes change, the poems become more personal. And like italicised text the work
itself gradually tilts away from the social and the political, and leans more towards
the private and the intimate—that uncharted, if not perilous territory of what’s
‘neither forbidden nor sanctioned.’

From a wife hearing her estranged husband whisper another woman’s name in
his drunken sleep; to a doomed man falling for a lover who, he knows all too well,
would soon consume him like a killer spider and laugh at his deluded dreams; to
the fervent soul aching for a woman with a passion that’s simply beyond his
control. The poet is the butterfly seeking love’s nectar, the bird soaring for a
muse’s embrace, the tree reaching out for the long-awaited moon. He’s also the
observer, the watcher, the figure in the shadows burning for a loved one while she
stands a few steps away basking in the attention of those around her.

I’s an ardent soul, the poet’s. So passionate and demanding are his own
desires he’s willing to give up on God, prophets, philosophers, humans and stars
for the promise of a reunion with a lover. This is not to say that a woman is a mere
vessel for love; an object of beauty to admire, lust over, chase and claim. For the
poet a woman is more than that, much more. She’s the Fate Maker and the Queen
of Heaven. She’s the goddess, the muse, the inspiration. She’s the Hypatia of
intellect, the Fatimah of the Immaculate and the ultimate symbol of humility,
purity, resilience and compassion. No need for the poet to empower her; for in
humanity’s turbulent history a woman was and will always be the pacifier, the
hope, the beacon, a troubled heart’s ultimate refuge.

So yes, In Italics is indeed alive with imagery and charged with passion that
refuses to be quenched. My only concern—and I’m sure Raghid wouldn’t mind me
saying this—is the lack of inner conflict in the work. The poet’s voice remains
intense and assured throughout. There are no inner struggles to reveal, no self-
doubts to share, no demons of the mind to grapple with or admit to. What was
missing, I felt, was a certain level of introspection: self-analysis; an inner journey to
accompany the outer one; a seismic shift of perspective whereupon the poet turns
his attention inwards for a change and delves deeper into an inner being with all its
complexities and complications. A flawed poet was what I was after. A man with a
chink in the armour. A fellow being I could identify with and relate to at a much
deeper level.

While on this subject, a memory comes to me. A couple of years ago, Raghid
and myself were in his study discussing a range of literary issues, when the subject
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of one of my stories came up. The story itself was initially written in English. Set
partly in Lebanon, it was about a kid who’d lost his cherished grandfather during
the war. To cut to the chase, Raghid told me that particular afternoon that the
story itself had reminded him of his own grandfather, and that he’d actually shed
generous tears reading it. He then fell silent, gaze turning inwards, and was lost in
thought for a lengthy moment. I waited him out, did not want to cut in. Needless
to say, I could not read his thoughts at the time. But I knew for a fact that his
reflections were deep; those on a puzzling world where joy was touched with
sadness, passion with bitterness, fulfilment with emptiness, certainty with doubts,
insecurity, fear and transience. This is the inner journey Raghid can share with us.
The kind of material that would further enrich the work and make it the more
poignant. To see the world for what it truly is, Yin and Yang interconnecting, black
and white forever mingling into shades of grey, and then turn that into poetry.

I think this is it for me tonight. As I said before, I'm not schooled in poetry. So
any thoughts I have on the collection are intuitive and by no means intellectual.
But before I wrap things up, I’d like to thank Raghid for providing me with the
opportunity to help launch the book tonight. To an author who’s toiled over his
work for months if not years on end, a new title becomes almost as precious as a
new-born child; a child you’d only entrust to those you believe in. So thank you,
Raghid, for your trust. I hope I did not disappoint. While at it, I’d also like to thank
him for his prolific output in the last decade or so and the accomplishments he
made be it as a publisher, translator, mentor or, more recently, an author and a
poet in his own right. That he’s a pioneer in the diaspora literature goes without
saying. Just to mention Kalimat and the mammoth effort it must have taken him
and his humble circle of advisors to keep it in publication for six years in a row is
enough to prove my point. Last but not least, I'd like to thank you all for being
here tonight despite Covid and its ramifications. A book is worthless without its
readers. You are an author’s real treasure. Don’t you ever forget that.

Happy reading, happy night. And a safe 2022.
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RAGHID NAHHAS

I welcome you all and thank you for your presence, cooperation and support.

My talk is going to be in Arabic, but at the end I will be reading two pieces
from the book in Arabic, each followed by its English version.
These pieces, I believe, speak about my work more than the talk I am giving.
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READINGS

Raghid with fellow poet Buddy Elhaj
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Raghid, receiving a precious gift from fellow writer/researcher Makki Kashkool
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Raghid with fellow journalist Oula Bayad, Editor of
ArabAustralia and Alnojoom
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POETRY

Letters are only letters
Words are only words

tor the poet to hold and play:
basic ingredients.

Like in music

few notes meet

and symphonies are born:
we arrange letters

go beyond phrases
construct expressions
sentences

paragraphs

texts

books

encyclopaedias ...

the culture of nations
the culture of humanity.

Poetry is a big bang
cannot be diminished

by letters or punctuation.
a daring rage in space-time
touching the limits of planets and stars.

Poetry is conceived in the kernel of being.
It grows in wheat grains

gives spikes their golden colour.

If its Shaitan touches a fruit

it ripens like the red of pomegranate.
Bees buzz to the rhythm of its music
butterflies flutter

birds sing

trees dance

and the moon sees her reflection in water.

Poetry is images and shades

far beyond rhyming and versification
impossible to get by a mediocre bard
when they reach the impossible.

It has all the colours of the spectrum
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mountains and valleys

streams of wine

and a sweet body

neither forbidden nor sanctioned.
It is passionate

about the full moon

and it throws itself

into the bosom of the crescent.

The mind?

The poet asks sitting on hilltops
stitching with the needle of his passion
thorns for the fruits of love

roses with the smell of conscience
spreading freely

unburdened by texts

or dry rhyme

or deadwood.

Poetry is a pomegranate seed
tossed among the planets P _
under the shade of stars. Raghid with Michael Rizk
From planet to planet

it becomes a thousand gems

the drizzle of clouds

falling on a reclining body

touching a heart agonised by its yearning

so hope sprouts.

Poetry is images and shades
and ideas from the strings of
a woman playing violin.

Poetry is the birthplace of the soul
and its sanctuary.

It will last long after

worms consume our flesh.

Poetry is the maker of gods

the creator of cosmos
and time.
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MY DAMASCENE LOVER

Here I am in Damascus

perturbed, angry and in ruin.

I dwell on my memories

trying to weave a thread

between present and past.

I return empty-handed, except

tfor the pounding of my enchanted heart
singing the praises of your love.

I secretly ask myself,

‘What do I want from Damascus?’
Damascus has lost its meaning
since the warmth of your eyes
departed her sky.

You return an echo of

the moans of my pain,

tearing my heart and soul.

‘What do I want from Damascus?’
Damascus has lost your voice for years.
Have I come to collect

the remains of my soul

or to awaken the shadows of

my shattered past

in this desolate Damascene noise?

Only your image consoles me.
Only your eyes comfort me under
these overpowering Damascene lights.

After the last exhausted tear
sleeps on my cheek,
I travel in my dream to you.

With friend Mounjed Dagher
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SPEAKERS

KENNEDY ESTEPHAN

Kennedy was raised and, for the most part, educated in Beirut. He migrated to
Australia in 1987, and has been working as a science teacher since 1989.

A winner and finalist in many short-story competitions, some of Kennedy’s
work appeared in literary magazines, anthologies, online websites and local
community-radio broadcasts.

Kennedy released a collection of short stories (1he Day it Rained) in 2006.

Kennedy was also one of the four successful recipients of the 2020 Varuna

Residential Mentorship Program for the manuscript he’s currently working on—A4
Good Heart.
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ALI ABUSALEM

Dr Abusalem is a cultural, academic and information activist. He is the founder of
‘Algethour’ and its editor since 1999. He launched it electronically in 2021 as a site
concerned with Arab Culture, celebrating various literary and artistic works.

His qualifications in this area include a PhD in information from Queensland
University of Technology, and an advanced diploma in journalism.
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RAGHID NAHHAS

Dr Raghid Nahhas is an Australian of Syrian-Lebanese origins. He migrated to
Australia in 1988.

A researcher and scientific adviser, he is a graduate of American and British
universities. He worked in his scientific field in several countries and organisations
for about twenty years.

He also worked professionally as an interpreter, translator, editor, manuscript
assessor and publisher. His last public service work was with the Department of
Community Services.

His interest in literature started at an early age, and has published many articles
in this area.

He published and edited ‘Kalimat’, an international journal of creative writing,
between 2000 and 2000, in Sydney.

In addition to the present collection, the total of his books is two prose
collections in Arabic, and two bilingual poetry collections. He has eleven
collections of literary translations, both of poetry and prose.
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WORKING TEAM

Cootdinator: Sana Abokhalil
Emcee: Roukaya Borhan Chaaban

ZOOM & Facebook: Ali Abusalem

Sales: Oula Bayad
Devices: Mostafa Alzaqzouk
Photography: Kilda Eid

General: Izzat Abokhalil
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