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Lavender
Mahmoud Chreih

Forests of lavender

From far and near

Echo in memory

Fragrance that brings you here
A joy for the lonely heart
Lamenting lost romance

Yet dreaming of a spring shower
Will soon awaken my desire

Beirut 2022
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Call Me Allen
Mahmoud Chreih

I always dreamt of meeting Allen Ginsberg. It was in Vienna in
the summer of 1993 that my dream came true. The Vienna School of
Poetry announced his arrival to conduct a four-session seminar on how
to write a poem. The fee was reasonable and encouraging.

He walked in the seminar with slow strides, as if stepping on
separate clouds. With large, bulging, black eyes moving right and left
under heavy eyeglasses, he cautiously said good morning that
reverberated in the lecture hall. In a dark suit and a shirt, whose pocket
was loaded with mechanical pencils with erasers, he sat at ease on a
heavy, wooden chair. This was at the Vienna School of Arts. He
looked at the students with a doubtful, thoughtful gaze. He was silent
for around ten minutes and we were perplexed. Then he suddenly said,
“l am Allen Ginsberg!” After a short pause, he asked us to have our
hands rest on our knees, sit straight, look at an imagined horizon for
five minutes, contemplate and then write a poem about what each of us
thought during those five minutes. With this act accomplished, he
asked us to read our poems aloud and in turn. He just listened as he
was looking out from a French window at the green Stadtpark of
Vienna. In fact, he never commented at all throughout the seminar.
Once, a student raised his hand and said, “Professor Ginsberg!” to
which he quickly responded, “Call me Allen!”

He only gave advice at the closing of the first seminar: “Keep
pens and papers on a little table near your bed. If an idea comes
through a dream, jot it down. Make sure you write it in its first form, as
later it will no longer be the same, since a poem of that idea
corresponds to its timely dream.”

In another seminar, | asked him, “When do you write?”” He said,
“Daily at noon, 1 walk on 5" Avenue in New York. | stop for a
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moment and look up at the sky, then | look down at where | stand and
say to myself, ‘Look how little you are, Allen!” Just of this moment I
compose a poem.”

Once, | walked with him at the end of a seminar. He asked me,
“Do you write poems?” | hesitated to answer. He quickly said, “You
are the best poet if you are not published!” And added, “Tell me who
wrote the poem, | tell you how bad it is!”

Then, to my surprise, he asked me if | could translate some of his
poems. What an honor! | translated some of his poems into Arabic and
they appeared in a literary magazine issued in Mexico City. | posted
him a copy of the magazine to New York. A few weeks passed by and
he sent me his collected poems. We agreed to meet in April 1996 in
New York. The morning | arrived in Cincinnati on my way to New
York, the TV news announced Ginsberg’s death!

At the end of the last seminar of his poetry-writing course, he
yelled at me, “You come here!” To my surprise, he gave me a signed
copy of Howl in its first edition.

At the end of his stay in Vienna, the Vienna School of Poetry
arranged a ceremony at the University of Vienna Auditorium. The hall
was packed. He only sang while playing the banjo on his knees and
whistling through a harmonica. What fun! He started with Blake’s
“Tyger” and
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