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Ammiel Alcalay’sfromthe warring factions,
a wide-ranging work in three movements, opens
with an identically titled long poem that finds its
center of gravity in the 1992—-1995 war in Bosnia.
The poem is followed by a “Discussion” on poet-
ics and cultural perspective with poet Benjamin
Hollander and, finally, by “A Note on Materials &
Processes,” in which Alcalay explains his histori-
cal and textual approach and lists the many and
various sources for his poem. The poet assumes
here therole of cultural transmitter and translator,
one who juxtaposes documentary evidence with
individual experience and emotion, not so much
for aesthetic effect, but out of necessity: “I1t seemed
to me that Shelley needed to meet these European
Muslimswhose remainswere strewn across asmall
plot of land in Southern Europe, near a town that
had once been aRoman silver mine.” Alcalay “pil-
lages” even his own earlier writing, acknowledg-
ing that the global mix includes his personal his-
tory and artistic production: “I felt that it was im-
portant not to jettison parts of other, older selves,
but to bring them along for the ride into this new
world | now inhabited.” Rather than remaining
passively filed away in libraries and archives, the
past continues to interact dynamically with our
present circumstances and concerns.

Alcalay has his muses, and chief among them
are the forensic anthropologist William Haglund
and the poet Jerry Estrin, whom one might call a
cultural anthropologist. Inhis“Notes,” Alcalay ex-
plains that “no place / not rome,” the second sec-
tion in the poem “from the warring factions,” is a
“meditation” on Estrin’s poem on the Gulf War,

“Rome, A Mobile Home,” and that if “from the
warring factions” is an epic, then William Haglund
isits hero. The careers of both Haglund and Estrin
have involved digging into the ruins. In such good
company, Alcalay embarks on his own salvage
operation, his own project of reconstruction.

Mird isin The Museum of Modern Art.
Miroisin Saragjevo.

A famous playwright is on stage at Symphony
Space and
over the air on NPR.

The announcer calls me twice during a break
to find
out how to pronounce the name | zeta.

Izetais Miro’s wife.

They have adog.

It is December 1%, 1993.

At the beginning of “Old Bridge,” thefirst section
of the poem, we find ourselves in a fluid space,
simultaneously in New York City and Sargjevo, a
geographic shiftiness that Alcalay anchors to the
bottom of the page with a specific date, as if he
were shooting a documentary film. As the poem
continues, heretofore overlooked relationships be-
ginto seem inevitable, and we suspect that we will
be remiss if we fail to notice the connections. We
learn how essential it isto pay attention to details,
such as the critical importance of an accent mark.

And so our research project gets under way,
with from the warring factions as our roadmap for
finding out, our reading list that bleeds out into
theworld inamyriad of directions. A reading strat-
egy that focuses only on the text at hand will not
suffice here, because Alcalay’s poem is made both
from what lies outside of it and from all that is

pulled in. Without some familiarization with what's
outside, it becomes difficult to read the poem. Put-
ting anew spin on didactic literature, Alcalay drops
names of people, places, and events that must be
investigated. He asks us to consider both the prox-
imity and the distance between Miré the Spanish
painter and Miro the director of the Obala Theater
in Sargjevo. The first Miré’s name has much cul-

Alcalay’s vital book works
against monolingualism and
cultural chauvinism, against

a blindfolded view of history, and
towards global literacy.

tural currency. It is one that many Americans will
recognize. The second Miro’s name, assuming that
the reader realizes that the differently placed ac-
cent mark is not a typo, does not have the same
resonance, but perhaps should. After the Obala




Theater was destroyed by shelling early in the Bosnian war, Miro de-
cided to transform it into an exhibition space—the Bosnian equival ent of
MOMA and Symphony Space in one roofless location.

Throughout his poem, Alcalay connects landscapes with historical
events. In“Old Bridge,” he starts out from his neighbor’s backyard where
arrowheads were found at “385 10th st. Brooklyn,” then travels outwards
to Manhattan, Bosnia, Iran, Irag, Palestine, and Rome—societies literally
built upon the graves of other societies. In America, we can dig up and into
the genocide of indigenous peoples, just as“Haglund knelt down and traced
the dimensions of the grave in the dust caked to the side of his vehicle.”
Physical location and history interact in complicated ways. For example,
we can read the line “buildings taken out on the way to work” both as a
reference to the destruction of the World Trade Center towers on Septem-
ber 11, 2001, as well as to the razing of the leather, butter, and milk dis-
tricts of lower Manhattan in 1967 that made way for the construction of
those same towers.

Already torn apart, the fractured documents that Alcalay weaves
together undergo a sort of alchemy until they form a new whole, each
element of which has a distinct identity and a significance that are both
amplified and transformed by proximity to all the other pieces. This ef-
fect makes “from the warring factions” adifficult poem to quote from or
excerpt. One feels compelled to reproduce whole pages, since the ways
in which words float or block up on the page carry meaning beyond that
of the words themselves. In section three, “migration/hegira,” for ex-
ample, fragmented lines rise and sink, sometimes in sequence, at other
times separated by longer passages. Discrete “voices’ fall to the bottom
of the page and bear the weight of white space above them, asif they too
have been dug from their graves to be examined carefully and individu-
ally, unburied from whatever context had covered them over with forget-
ting.

“not so much the house but the roses:
they tear me apart”

“have you considered the water you drink?’
“the fire you kindle?

“the birds above
spreading their wings and closing them?”

“asif they were the
stumps of fallen trees....”

Alcalay manages to both ground us in a specific historical mo-
ment and place—" the magnet drawing everything towardsit...is
the 1995 massacre at Srebrenica’—while at the same time, and
without losing any of the particularity of that moment, he catches
us up in the seemingly in-every-place and at-all-times net cast
by a“multitude of hired assassins.”

The fifth and last section in “from the warring factions,”
entitled “night of unity,” is“apolitical and literary commentary
on all that has preceded it.” Such commentary prepares readers
to view the discussion and notes that follow the poem as inte-
grally related to the poetry. Alcalay even includes a passage from
aletter written to him by Benjamin Hollander, who is his inter-
viewer in the “Discussion” section of the book:

“what is interesting and appealing to me is how you slow
down the pace, how you use quotations as a model of
reflection, a slow motion historical record, weighted and
measured, where the isolated citations act as
characters....At the same time, they are ethereal, asif
outside the record. Asif they were/are from the warring
factions—past, present and future—come to address us
about the history they’ ve witnessed.”

Alcalay thus incorporates into the body of his poem a critique
presumably written while the poem itself was still in process.
And, so, we are reminded that thereis an earlier version of this
poem, one that does not include this excerpt from Hollander’s
letter. Perhaps even the published version we are reading now
is, finally, not definitive, not finished.

From the warring factions remains an organic piece of
writing, still growing, still reaching out into the world. As it
does so, Ammiel Alcalay’s vital book works against
monolingualism and cultural chauvinism, against ablindfolded
view of history, and towards global literacy. Asonething leads
to another, at stake may be nothing less than our survival.
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