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Nathalie Handal is an accomplished and acclaimed poet, playwright, director, producer, 
editor, activist, literary travel writer, and Professor at Columbia University. She is the 
editor of the foundational collection, The Poetry of Arab Women: A Contemporary 
Anthology (2001), and co- editor of Language for a New Century: Contemporary Poetry 
from The Middle East, Asia, and Beyond (2008). A longtime curator of a travel column, 
“The City and the Writer,” for Words Without Borders, her writing can be found in 
Vanity Fair, Guernica, The Guardian, The New York Times, The Nation, Ploughshares 
and elsewhere in path breaking edited collections, anthologies, and journals. Her work 
“has been translated into fifteen languages” (WLT 13), spans four continents, and 
traverses such themes as exile, loss, love, diaspora, return, occupation, dispossession, 
memory, and absence.  

She is the author of five collections of poetry including The Neverfield (1999), The Lives 
of Rain (2005), Love and Strange Horses (2010), Poet In Andalucía (2012), and The 
Republics (2015) as well as poetry CDs Traveling Rooms and Spell. Her plays: Men in 
Verse (2011), Hakawatiyeh (2009), The Stonecutters (2007), La Cosa Dei Sogni (2006), 
Between Our  

Lips (2006), and The Details of Silence (2005), have been produced in venues such as the 
John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts, the Chicago Cultural Center, The Bush 
Theater and Westminster Abbey.  

Nathalie Handal’s The Republics brilliantly documents a transnational constellation of 
personal monologues and testimony from Haiti and the Dominican Republic. These prose 
poems— rendered as “flash reportages or semi-témoignages”—skillfully portray 
devastating personal histories and community pain in the wake of the 2010 earthquake 
(74). The Republics is a faithful homage to the island of Hispaniola tracing an 
ethnographic geopolitical intimacy that chronicles the burdens and responsibilities of 
survival while remaining rooted in an urgent politics of hope. These poems ache in their 
grief, violations, and fervor for voicing the voiceless. Handal’s searing portraits create a 
cacophony of loss and redemption that console, connect, and implore us all to listen.  

Writing Time  

In “My Country, My Words,” Handal affirms her early affinity for writing poems saying: 
“Words and their infinite character and power have not ceased to seduce me.... I want to 
write everything as to not forget anything. I want to write time, even if time rewrites itself 
too often and too frequently for me to ever stay long enough in it...” (Handal 42). Handal 
is “writing time” in The Republics beginning with an austere catalog of how time 



“rewrites itself” in an instant in her poem “The Sound,” “...The city fainted in forty 
seconds. The birds died under their wings in forty seconds. Bodies piled up, unnamed in 
forty seconds. Blood on wheels, walls, rubble, bones aching against hearts in forty 
seconds. A breath moved the dust, forty seconds,...Death on its back, lying where we are 
accustomed to wish, forty seconds....The ash of forty spreading the dark farther than we 
can see” (4).  

Poetry as Resistance  

Handal lays bare the gaps and fissures that lurk in the space of silence in the wake of 
human catastrophe. In “Galaxy of Men,” the speaker urges, “ Subtract sound from song, 
subtract color from skin, from the hissing bullets that hit a telephone pole and make a 
nation stutter. That’s what we’ve come to master, a place where stares measure a 
country” (23). Recognizing poetry as a mechanism for resistance, Mahmoud Darwish 
famously opines, “Against barbarity, poetry can resist only by confirming its attachments 
to human fragility like a blade of grass growing on a wall while armies march by” 
(Handal, “Mahmoud Darwish” 24). This “attachment to human fragility” is what 
Handal’s poetics captures so succinctly in her efforts to lay claim to “small gestures” 
(The Republics 74) and to champion what Lisa Suhair Majaj calls Handal’s 
“epistemology of unearthing the unspoken” (614).  

Poetry as Monument  

Handal, reflecting on what she learned from Darwish, explains, “he helped me to see that 
there are pieces of the emptiness that can become worlds, and those worlds can become 
books, and those books can become monuments, and those monuments can represent 
hope...” (Leuzzi 171). The Republics inhabits a similar trajectory in its world-making 
endeavor, carving from “the emptiness” a monument to human frailty and resilience, all 
the while remaining attentive to the architecture of “quietness” and the echoes of the 
“unsaid” (Leuzzi 178-179).  

Poetry as Prayer  

Recollecting “...the wisdom revealed to [her] by three special Haitian women,” Handal 
explains the life lessons she keeps close from her time coming of age in Haiti: “Lucy 
[taught her]—that love is quiet; Anita—that laughter despite misery is the uniting force 
of the soul; and Rosanna— that silence is a hymn” (Morgenstern-Clarren 15). You will 
discover in this collection an abiding love for country, for home, for restitution, for 
empathy, and for peace. Laughter opens hearts at the most vulnerable of moments and 
silence sings a lamentation for those who have survived the horrors of natural disaster, 
imperialism, empire, and history.  

Handal has embraced poetry as “our natural prayer”(Leuzzi 174). With the utmost 
humility, Handal’s poetry touches the divine in all of us. She invokes the celestial and 
speaks of “Galaxies” and “Twilight” as she makes whole the divided hemispheres of the 
island of Hispaniola.  

 



Handal’s ethic of care makes her one of the fiercest and most remarkable Arab American 
poets writing today. It is my sincerest pleasure to award the 2016 George Ellenbogen 
Arab American Book Award in Poetry to Nathalie Handal for The Republics. Please 
welcome her...  

	  


