
Husen Latif, Tireless Witness  

  

I met Husen Latif for the first time at the protests that began on February 17, 2011. In his tradi-
tional Kurdish clothes, he stood with demonstrators to demand that the Kurdish government recog-
nize the rights of the people. Since the first days of the Turkish invasion of Rojava, he has been an 
active protester on the streets of Slemani, traveling 65 km from Derbendikhan to participate. His Fa-
cebook account is its own avenue for resistance. He uses literature and art as tools to rebel against 
traditional thinking. He believes that “poetry is a continuous revolution to rescue humans from the 
past, to open new horizons. Good literature can’t be written without new thought.” 

  The earliest of these five new poems was written just before the March 2018 launch of the Turkish 
military operation codenamed “Operation Olive Branch,” when Turkish forces and their proxies in-
vaded the majority-Kurdish Afrin District, and the most recent was written during the early days of 
the October 2019 Tuksih invasion of Rojava, codenamed “Operation Peace Spring,” which led to 
the displacement of over 300,000 people and the death of hundreds of civilians. Each poem directly 
and indirectly discusses what is presently happening. Four of them were originally published on Fa-
cebook, an important venue for poetry in this region, where literature that debuts on social media is 
afforded a serious place in the literary conversation.  

“Avesta,” the first of these poems, refers to the primary collection of religious texts of Zoroastrian-
ism, one of the world’s oldest continuously practiced religions, centered on a dualistic cosmology of 
good and evil, founded by the Iranian teacher Zoroaster. The three words repeated throughout the 
poem—kardeş, agha, and yaba—are the Turkish, Persian, and Arabic terms used to respectfully refer 
to individuals one does not know, as we might use “sir” in English. In “Where Is God” the poet ref-
erences many of the traditional garments of the Kurdish people, including their shoes—the klaw, as 
well as the traditional Kurdish flute, the shimshal. His poem “Songs for Life” describes an untimely 
guest, the enemy, as an ox. When the enemy knocks at the door, its owner asks who is there, and is 
answered in each of the languages of Kurdistan’s occupiers. They all come as death personified, to 
take life from the Kurds. The poem’s final strophe contains a number of culturally specific refer-
ences. Sayyab (1926-1964) was one of the most influential Arab poets of his time; Withered Flowers 
was his first collection, published in Cairo in 1947. Garmian is a place in Southern Kurdistan that is 
known for its warm, dry climate, occasionally reaching temperatures of over 122° Fahrenheit in the 
summer. Anfal, Saddam’s genocidal campaign against the Kurds, was carried out in Garmian, and 
many of its villages were destroyed during Saddam’s campaign of Arabization. Sepheri is a Persian 
poet who, in his poem “Footsteps of Water,” attempts to find God through the beauty of nature. 
Latif invites the poet to seek his origins in the flora of Mahabad, the capital of the short-lived Kurd-
ish Republic of Mahabad, whose leader Qazi Mohammed declared independence in 1946. The re-
public stood for a single year. The revolutionary Turkish poet Nazim Hikmet spent much of his life 



in prison or in exile because of his political beliefs. Latif advises Hikmet to go to Kobani to dream of 
a better life. Kobani is a Kurdish city in Syria, near the southern border of Turkey. The city was un-
der siege by the Islamic State between September 2014 and January 2015, and more recently threat-
ened by the Turkish invasion of Rojava. By October 15, 2019, Kurdish forces had accepted the assis-
tance of the Syrian Army in a bid to stop Turkey from invading the town. 

In times of war, it is easy to ask ourselves: what does poetry matter at a time like this? As Husen 
Latif’s recent poems demonstrate, writing poetry can be an act of witness. Here in Kurdistan, poets 
have long been our tireless witnesses. Our grief is not divided into the four nation states that cur-
rently encompass our traditional homeland. No matter whether we are writing about the majesty of 
the olive gardens of Rojava or the beauty of our intimate courtyard gardens here in Slemani, we are 
all Kurds. 

 

Pshtewan Kamal Babakir 

Slemani, Southern Kurdistan  



Avesta  

 

 

1 

 

Snow falls. 

Kardeş, agha, and yaba 

Threaten the region,  

And Mr. President plays golf! 

 

 

2 

 

Snow falls. 

Kardeş, agha, and yaba 

Want to divvy up the earth like the slices of a cake, 

And Mr. President’s wife offers a piece of cheese to her dog! 

 

 

3 

 

Snow falls. 

Kardeş, agha, and yaba 

Lie in ambush for their prey.  

Mr. President’s daughter makes headlines with her new bra. 

 



 

4 

 

Snow falls. 

Inside the olive garden 

Two fires burn in Avesta’s eyes:  

The flames of Zoroaster and Prometheus!  

 

 

5 

 

Snow falls. 

Life approaches freezing.  

The sun comes down to the olive garden 

To borrow some heat from Avesta’s eyes 

For the surrounding stars! 

 

 

6 

 

Snow falls, unceasing.  

And Avesta’s eyes burn, unceasing.  

 

 

Posted on Facebook on February 17, 2018 

  



Where Is God 

 

That child in the cradle  

That girl with the headband  

That woman and her feqiane sleeves 

That man and his klaw and jamanah  

That shepherd and his shimshal  

Bury the bird with the straw in its beak  

So that God understands that the one who killed us  

Hid His Quran in his pocket 

Bury all of them with their clothes on 

With the open wounds on their chests 

And bury me with this pencil and notebook 

A notebook filled with the wail of a child 

With the wail of a woman 

With birds that smell like smoke 

With the world’s silence  

While we are in the heat of our mourning! 

God does not read Kurdish  

God does not know Kurdish  

He may recognize us by our clothes  

If he doesn't 

His eyes have been clouded with war’s smoke  

If he doesn't hear our voices  

His ears have been clogged with the boom of cannons 

If he is not there  



It might be that the soldiers  

Have hidden him  

In some corner of the prison in Diyarbakir 

Or that they might have killed him in a dark alley in Kirkuk 

Bury us with our clothes 

In another century 

In another ten centuries  

A team of geologists will come looking for  

Oil  

Gold  

Or water 

They will find water 

The water will taste like our blood 

They will find oil 

The oil will smell like our blood 

They will find gold 

The gold will glimmer like our eyes 

They will find us  

And then history will be ashamed forever 

 

 

April 2018  



Metamorphosis  

 

 

a child 

She was playing on the street,  

She heard the soldiers’ footsteps,  

Screamed, and became a dove!  

 

 

 

 a girl 

At the spring  

She was doing the dishes.  

Startled by the sound of an aircraft, 

She screamed, and became a pine! 

 

 

 

a man 

He dreamed  

His son’s body was before the soldiers.  

He woke up and became a mountain! 

 

 

 

a mother 



The soldiers took the girl 

From where she sat; she cried 

Until she became a river! 

 

 

 

a dervish 

At the river’s edge 

He meditated on the thought of God.  

War came and he became a cloud! 

 

 

 

 a village 

It smelled like heaven,  

The soldiers turned it into hell! 

 

 

 

a forest 

It was green.  

War came.  

It became a desert.  

 

 

The Dove—is a child.  



The Pine—is a girl  

The Mountain—is a man 

The Cloud—is a dervish  

Hell—is a village 

The Desert—is a forest 

A poet was writing down his memories. 

War came... and turned him into a melancholic star.  

 

 

Posted on Facebook on September 9, 2018  



Songs of Life  

 

Hard  

Hard  

Hard  

He knocks on the door with his heavy hands. 

Before opening it, I ask, Who is this untimely guest? 

He responds in Arabic, Open up. It is me, death.  

 

Taq 

Taq  

Taq  

Like an ox, he attacks the door with his horns. 

Before opening it, I ask, Who is this untimely guest? 

He responds in Persian, Open the door. It is me, death. 

 

Bang  

Bang  

Bang 

He knocks on the door with his hooves.  

Before opening it, I ask, What is this untimely guest? 

He responds in Turkish, Open the door, it is getting late. It is me, death. 

 

I open the door and say, Sayyab,   

rewrite your Withered Flowers set in Garmian,  

Sohrab, seek your origin in Mahabad’s flora, 



Nazim Hikmet, don’t go too far, dream of a better life in Kobani,  

And I will sing for life in Kurdish.  

  

 

Published on Facebook on October 14, 2019  



Mohammed  

   

Oh fire: cool down 

cool down 

cool down 

cool down 

cool down 

cool down 

cool down 

Cool down and be cooler and be cooler  

Cold, cold, cold, cold, and cold 

 

…….. 

  

Cooler, cooler, cooler, cooler 

Cooler, cooler, cooler 

Cool, cool, cool 

Cool 

A bit cooler 

Even a bit cooler 

Be cool, be cool, be cool 

Be cool, be cool, be cool 

Like Serê Kaniyê and Gre Spi Springs  

 

It is not Abraham who burns, it is Mohammed 

 



  

Oct 22, 2019 

 

 

 

 

 

Translated from the Sorani variant of Kurdish by  

Pshtewan Kamal Babakir and David Shook  



Husen Latif (1974-) is a Kurdish poet, literary critic, and translator from Derbendikhan, in the 
Slemani Province, where today he works at the Department of Electricity. He started writing when 
he was 17 and has published two books of poetry to date, The Letters (2012) and The Doors Open 
with a Smile (2016). He has also published two books of literary criticism, The Theory of Multi-genre 
Literature, which won third prize at the 17th edition of the Gelawej Literary Festival, and Looking 
into Tragedy: Ahmadi Khani and Sherko Bekas, which came in second at the 18th edition. At the 
19th, he won first prize for his poem “War’s Ulterior Motives.” At the 21st, he won third prize for 
his poem “Brothers.” With Karzan Ali, he has translated three books of poetry by Mohammed 
Maghut from Arabic into Kurdish.  

 

Pshtewan Kamal Babakir is a filmmaker, archivist, and translator who works as a primary investiga-
tor for Kashkul, an arts and research collaborative based at the American University of Iraq, Sulai-
mani, where he manages its archive of visual art and has served as the organization’s liaison with Is-
mail Khayat, its 2017-2018 Artist in Residence. He graduated from the American University of Iraq, 
Sulaimani. Babakir has acted in a theatrical adaptation of Sherko Bekas’ book-length poem Now a 
Girl is My Homeland, and has directed, produced, DPed, and edited many documentaries. His films 
Red Land and Not For Sale have been screened at film festivals around the world. Babakir was the 
film editor for SulyOn and founded DidiMn, two Kurdish cultural websites. His writings and trans-
lations have appeared in World Literature Today, On the Seawall, and Loch Raven Review. He recently 
moved to Iowa City.  

 

David Shook is a poet, essayist, and translator based part of the year in Slemani, Southern Kurdi-
stan. The most recent of their dozen-plus book-length translations are Jorge Eduardo Eielson’s Room 
in Rome and Pablo d’Ors’ The Friend of the Desert. Recently published translations from the 
Kurmanji and Sorani variants of Kurdish include work by Çîmen Adil Alî, Ciwan Qado, Ferhad 
Pirbal, Jaff, Kosari, and Xoşman Qado.  


