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Between two Book Fairs

By Betool Khedairi 

I was getting bored waiting for Fox News to come back on; their weather charts seem to take forever. Just when the little suns covered by fluffy clouds on either side started turning into mute miniature fried eggs, the phone rang. An Iraqi historian called asking me to join her for tea at the Konrad-Adenauer Foundation in Amman. 

We had Swiss coffee instead, and were asked to share our views on the future of publishing in Iraq. How can there be a printing business with lack of  water, electricity, maintenance of equipment and security.  

No publishing houses are operating in Iraq. It is a losing business. Before the last war, publishers were restricted by government permits. Now if a writer wants to give his friends copies of his poetry or short stories, he has to get them typed and then photocopied.
The newspaper printers are also making losses. They are waiting for financial sponsorship from advertisers, but if the economy does not pick up, they will continue to wait. Although publishers are losing 50% of their investment, more than 160 newspapers are now being printed in Baghdad. The collapse of the Iraqi regime, which had an iron hand on all sectors of publishing, brought about an unimagined freedom. People can now say what they want, and 80% of the newspapers represent emerging political parties and groups.  After that, Pro-American and Anti-American writings started spreading
Ironically, there was a demonstration in the streets of Baghdad by those working in the local printing industry. Instead of asking the Iraqis to print the school books and create jobs for the unemployed, it was said that the Americans where going to bring in their own text books. The conclusion was: It’s not only about Trade, Oil, and McDonalds. It’s also about books.  

A few days later, the honorable gentleman at the foundation invited my historian friend and I to the Frankfurt 2003 Book Fair. Although we were independent visitors, it was interesting to join forces with the members of the Iraqi delegation: the Dean of the German Department at Baghdad University’s College of Arts, the Director of Cultural Relations Department who was also a professor of Environmental Pollution at the College of Science, a high school headmistress, a professor in Arabic Calligraphy, the grandson of the owner of a renowned cultural outlet in Baghdad; “Al Muthana“ bookshop and the president of Mustansiriya University. 

As I was a Graduate of this university I had to ask him: How come you Baathists are still in the picture? Weren’t you supposed to be “de-baathified”? 

His thick moustache wiggled: ‘We are in the business of education, not politics. We were elected to stay in our positions.’ 

I remembered asking an American official in Jordan a while ago: ‘How does the CPA (Coalition Provisional Authority) differentiate between the positive as opposed to the negative Baathists? How can they tell them apart’ His big green eyes sparkled as he answered: ‘Trial and Error!’ 
We attended two events in Frankfurt. The first one was what I’d like to call the upstairs panel: “Iraq and Afghanistan: A Better Future for Books”. The second was the downstairs panel: “Sending books to Iraq”. Upstairs, we were joined by an Iraqi publisher residing in Germany, and two Afghan publishers. Their attitude was that the clash between politics and prose meant playing with death. The heir of the “Muthana” bookshop told us how their bookstore had been burned to the ground. He kept a straight face when he talked about hope, and I could see stubbornness and pride in his brow. 

In the press conference downstairs, we met the Germans on the panel. They represented the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Goethe Institute, the Frankfurt Book fair, the Archeology Institute and an economist. There were no interpreters - you had to ask a friend sitting next to you to do that; and there was no media coverage! 

I noticed that they use the word “because“ frequently. Parallels were pointed out like: “Our countries are similar, because, we both got rid of dictatorships”. “We can compare Iraq and Germany, because, we both suffered as a result of wars”. “No matter how long this will take, we can make a change, because, books will have an important role in rebuilding civil societies”. “Because we were shocked to learn that your libraries were ruined; we think that books will not mend wounds, but they will help create bridges between us.”

The library of the German Language Department had been burnt down, so the Germans decided to send 10,000 books as a gift to Baghdad University. They would be dispatched in a few months. They looked elegantly serious as they tried to decide on what to send out there: post-war German literature, language books, education, science, music or theatre? 200 titles are being picked out. Another guideline was suggested “We do not have enough books about Iraq, let us get books in and start cultivating a dialogue with Iraqis.” An old man in the front row, an Iraqi archeologist residing in Germany shouted out “Send them fairy tales, that will teach the Iraqi students about democracy.”

Every year, the Frankfurt Book Fair chooses a featured country. In October 2004 the book fair guest country is going to be ‘The Middle East’. The Arab League, representing 280 million Arabs from 22 Arab countries, distributed a leaflet stating that their program will emphasize The Dialogue of Cultures. This consists of highlighting Arabic books: the Koran, stories from One Thousand and One nights, why Qais went mad over Layla, Islamic literature, and some modern literature with a sprinkle of contemporary arts. I wonder if there will be an Iraqi booth amongst the aisles. I would like to see at least one person sitting there, with a poster saying: Please visit the websites of “Salam Pax” and “Riverbend”; young writers, male and female, with a superb command of English. A new Iraqi generation of digital publishers, who, in spite of the promised democracy in Iraq, wish to remain anonymous.  

As we left the book fair, while gliding through the corridors on a conveyor belt, a compatriot of mine said to me:
- Without their books on our shelves, we are naked.
I said:

-  And to think that our ancestors invented writing! 

End of the moving walkway. Mind your step.

A few months after the Book Fair 2003 and a few months before the Book Fair 2004; still no books have been sent to Iraq. I wonder about what is being said that it is because of a problem of logistics! Now back to Fox news.  

Betool Khedairi, born in 1965 of an Iraqi father and a Scottish mother, lived in Iraq until she was 24. She now lives in Amman. She is the author of a novel, A Sky So Close which is being translated into French, Italian and Dutch. www.betoolkhedairi.com
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