
 

[It is usually assumed the mechanized and trench-war carnage during four years of World War I 
is the transformative event of the 20th century. The film maker Renoir calls it “The Grand 
Illusion”—the “war to end all wars”—entered with parades and enthusiasm, that will end 
quickly and with little pain. The poem “Fatima's Winter,” written during the Reagan 
presidency, also is permeated with a similar delusional fervor of revolutionary action, and 
revolutionary poetics of simplicity devoid of mysteries. Its hero is the Sandinistas as a political 
movement.  In retrospect, knowing that a corrupt, caudilista faction of the movement ended up 
betraying its revolutionary ideals and becoming almost as suppressive as the government it 
toppled, the poem reads like a graveyard of dashed hopes, what a friend calls an “ironic 
anachronism at the poem's heart.” Nevertheless, woven into the same heart, “Fatima's Winter” 
delineates a clear-eyed analysis of the relationship between image, space, technology and 
power—how they are often forces manipulated for political control, as it happens with the 
Catholic Church in the poem. In that respect, “Fatima's Winter” represents a moment, a 
psychic state, eerily similar to our condition today: a tyranny of tweets, lies and false images, and 
a population in stasis waiting to move right or left.] 
 

 
Fatima's Winter, 1990    

 
 
The most amazing thing about Fatima is the approach 
to it. 
For hours you have to climb the hills 
that turn and turn, 
little dirt paths really as a breathtaking 
valley spans behind you. 
One is rising in a dream. 
The last forty five minutes 
driving through a wood one is       
in Fatima. 
One can see the little girl seeing the martyr Christ 
in those rocky hills, 
and her neighbors celebrating that gawky sickly girl... 
 
There are photographs of her. She with her friends. 
She at school. The front of her house. The picture of her brothers,  
her mother, etc. 
It is the first photographic miracle. A modern version of the shadow of Christ. 
The event took place in 1917. 
 



 

 
  * 
 
 
The vast asphalt plaza slightly undulates and rises towards the basilica reflecting the hilly land.   
But on the 13th of May, a lake of people... 
 
a lake of faith, a mountain lake of people, of sick, hopeless, hopeful  
people, a revolution in stasis, a revolution could be starting,  
great events started in the woods. 
 
How can a little mountain village contain such a vast plaza! 
Vastness behind, as one is climbing the hills, a natural wonder. Vastness 
ahead, an incongruous, man made wonder. 
Fatima, the mountain village, the lady behind the veil! 
 
 
  * 
 
If sheep can be turned into goats, 
a congregation of fierce goats, this plaza bulldozed into air, 
now that will be a miracle; 
then they will smash their own myths; 
like the stiff statue being pulled down by ropes 
in the movie Potamkin, 
an ungainly Gulliver in the land of little people; 
then the holy powers in place will see 
how every punk dictator, from the banana republics 
to the jungles of Africa, from Lafayette Square 
to the dusty boulevards of the Shah, 
to the wind swept Lenin Square with its ordered lines 
of adorers, first puts limits on the gathering of crowds. 
 
The cassette tape did it. 
 
The cassette tape did it, which is smaller than a gun, more innocent, more deadly. 
 
The cassette tape did it, without which the Ayatollah, the forerunner of  
the Middle Ages, would not have sent his disembodied voice into the nave  
of every mosque, from exile turned every mullah into an incarnation  



 

of his being, 
filled hearts with the consciousness of evil, of anger, of hatred, of  
western ways, western dams, western riches, western women... 
 
The cassette tape did it, made martyrdom a desire, 
turned sheep into goats, 
 
so that when three soldiers shot thirty-three civilians, the funeral was  
the flood of revolution, the angry crowd with a goal... 
 
The cassette tape did it, made Iran of the twentieth century, its black  
spirit a contribution to the history of revolutions. 
 
Now the lands will shake, the fatted calves in their boots will shake.  
 
All the shah had to do, it seems, to survive was, not to give more freedom,   
or suppress more, or marginally improve the economy, but ban the cassette tape from the land, 
an  
innocent enough cruelty in the history of mankind. But these facts are simple in retrospect. 
 
The lessons can't be carried through. For example, it is too humid in the tropical hills of Central  
America and the cassette goes bust. 
 
But when Central America finds its own voice, its own tool, then watch out. When every 
private hurt,  
humiliation, fate of sickness, trachoma, glaucoma, lice, finds the channel to go public, then 
watch out. 
 
America, watch out. 
 
 
  * 
 
 
Fantasize! 
 
Castro on a cassette tape, that's not it. 
 
Che Guevera on the hills, maybe. Now, if he speaks to a shepherd in Guatemala. 
 



 

Appears in a light and builds a vast plaza of La Revolucion on the Andes hills. 
Maybe. 
 
Men and women on the hills, with bullets slung around their shoulders,  
are looking for the tools, 
maybe. 
The children are looking for the tools, 
maybe. 
 
 
  * 
 
 
Sandinistas, world opinion is a seduction. 
Forget about it but listen to the opinion of your own people. 
You can't convince a hungry person that he isn't hungry, but can convince 
him that somebody else isn't. 
About somebody else's hunger a person listens to propaganda, but about his 
own he doesn’t. 
Sandinistas, listen to your own people, forget world opinion; 
America, Reagan are masters of propaganda. 
Listen to the opinion of your own people, 
that they are pleased and know you to be true. 
And when their private hunger, humiliation, lice 
find a public voice, 
America watch out... 
Then all the fucking T.V. stations 
won't turn the trick. 
 
 
  * 
 
 
My memory played tricks on me. I am reading the guide-book. There was not one shepherd but 
three.  
They did not see the martyr Christ but Virgin  
Mary, not on the rocky hills, but nearer the village, as a light,  
through the low branches of an oak tree. 
 
Miracles are mistakes when they remain mysteries. 



 

Mystery means it stays in the heart. 
We don't want mysteries we want revolution. 
We don't want to hear the murmur of one's heart, 
we want to be heard, 
through microphone, through megaphone. 
The beating of a nation's ten million hearts isn't private, 
isn't personal, isn't a matter of personal taste, personal 
morality. 
It belongs to the laws of hydrodynamics. 
It will burst if not listened to; 
if properly understood, also, it will burst, 
burst over rocks, hills, valleys, will awaken 
the beautiful hills of a nation, 
its shepherds, its young girls, 
its mothers, its bigots, 
its thieves... 
 
In politics there should be no mysteries. 
We want a poetry without mysteries. 
We want a poetry flat as sunlight. 
 
 
  * 
 
 
The voice of Mary, in the shape of a light, appeared to them on the 13th  
of May during the war and made some prophecies and promised to come on the 
13th of each month until November and make more prophecies. Being children, they told their 
parents, who told their priests, who told Rome; being  
children, they told their friends, who told their mothers, who told their neighbors... By 
November 13,  
70,000 people (that's what the guide-book  
says though crowd reports are notoriously unreliable) accompanied them and witnessed the 
miracle  
of light at noon and final apparition. 
 
It isn't clear if 70,000 people saw the Virgin light or saw the three children  
seeing the light. 
 



 

The final prophecies of Virgin Mary, in addition to invocations for world peace, are buried in 
the Vatican archives since they are not suitable, at  
the moment, for public consumption. 
 
The two shepherds, named Fransisco and Jacintho, are buried in the basilica at the square. The 
third, Lucia, is a Carmelite nun in a convent in Coimbra. 
 
The two bodies are truly buried in the church; that's not a myth. Photographs prove it. But, 
despite 70,000 people, there are no photographs of the miracle itself, not even its location. 
 
 
  * 
 
 
        Interview with Sister Lucia 
 
“Can you tell us in your own words what happened on May, 1917?” 
“All inquiries must be referred to Father Church.” 
“What can you tell us about your life here?” 
“All inquiries must be referred to Mother Superior.” 
“Can I take a picture of you?” 
“Here, I have already one for you.” 
Headline: Mother Lucia speaks up and gives us her picture. 
Column: The true message of Fatima is 
    a message of world peace, peo- 
    ple loving each other as bro- 
    thers and sisters and giving 
    up conflict and complaint. A- 
    men. 
 
 
  * 
 
 
“Only part of the message given to the children has so far been revealed,  
the Vatican feeling the complete publication inopportune” 
 
Other miracles occurred, miraculous cures, though the guide-book is not more specific. 
 
Sister Lucia's beatification can not start until she is dead. My guide- 



 

book misspells the word, beautification; an erratum? Perhaps in Portuguese there is no 
distinction, and the guide-book seems to translate a Portuguese text. 
 
“The cult of Our Lady of Fatima quickly spread throughout a war-torn  
world. Pilgrims thronged. Miraculous cures occurred. For a long time,  
the faithful camped out on the barren plain, under a broiling sun or  
amid autumnal storms. A basilica was built, which contains two of the shepherds' graves and a 
bronze crown weighing 7 tons. The beautification of Fransisco and Jacintho Marto is now in 
progress.” 
 
“A statue of Our Lady of Fatima, paid for by thousands of humble offerings, stands in the little 
Chapel of the Apparitions where the future Pope John XXIII prayed when he was still 
Patriarch of Venice. Yet another pope, John-Paul II, visited the shrine in 1982 to give thanks 
for his escape from assassination - and while there was the object of yet another attempt.” 
 
 
  * 
 
 
I realize now why I find Fatima in winter such a depressing place. With  
its horrible Baroque basilica, its oversize crystal cross and a microphone facing the empty plaza, 
the place reminds me of Nuremberg more than anything  
else. 
 
If World War I is the seminal event of our time, an inadvertent, necessary mistake, for the poor 
and innocent a healing machine of destruction, our  
Bar-mitsvah into the modern world, the miracle in Fatima is one of its consequences. 
 
But it is an event suspended in time for 70 years, a revolution in stasis,  
a political block, a mental breakdown, constantly repeating itself, a  
mystery, a ritual, a miraculous fairy tale, instead of an upheaval. 
 
It took me twenty minutes to cross that vast plaza in a desolate, rainy  
day in winter. There were empty parking spaces all around the place with special spaces for 
buses. 
 
The huge crystal cross behind the microphone in front of the basilica is illuminated during the 
festival. 
 



 

Only the Chapel of Our Lady of Fatima was active, a small place, with the statue of Mary 
surrounded by a circular aisle defined by two transparent glass walls, and people, crippled 
people, or mothers with crippled sons,  
or crippled sons themselves, sick people, walked on their knees in this  
aisle round the statue and prayed, and the mass was read every hour on  
the hour. If these bended knees stand up, it will be a miracle. I would  
like to hold the hands. 
 
I wanna hold your haaand... 
 
 
  * 
 
 
Towards the 13th of May, one can't approach Fatima as a tourist. Crowds, pilgrims on foot, the 
sick in jalopies, on stretchers cover the mountain  
roads, the hills. They camp, light torches, sing songs, sleep in the early summer heat, jam the 
traffic. One can only become a pilgrim, a victim full  
of hope, and approach Fatima at a snail's pace. 
 
Then on the square, which is alive as an anthill, one can be a soldier,  
a machine, one of the hopeless, hopeful people, a revolution in stasis. 
 
Oh, Fatima, Fatima, 
Circe, 
the seducer, the harlot 
lover, 
Mary Magdalene, 
the lady behind a veil, 
the misty mountain's 
wonder, 
talk to me. 
Wake me.                          
Wake me. 
 
 
  * 
 
 



 

The most amazing oversight of Fatima is its name, a moslem name for a Christian miracle, 
prophet Mohammad's third wife, from whose loins Ali came, the proto-martyr, from whose 
loins Shiites came... 
 
No, prophet Mohammad's daughter, from whose loins Hossein came, the proto-martyr, the 
fourth caliph, from whose death in Kerbela Shiites came, whose murder split the Islam forever... 
 
No, prophet Mohammad's nephew, Ali, Fatima's husband, the fourth caliph, the first Imam, 
from whose murder in Kerbela Shiites came... 
 
 
   Finis 
 
 
@ Murat Nemet-Nejat 
 
 
 
 
 


