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Beit Hanoun, Gaza Strip

S
inger Sarah Ramadan and 
three colleagues are using 
music to treat Gaza Strip 
children suffering severe 
traumas from the July 2015 

Israeli war.
Ramadan, Fares Anbar on drums, 

Iyad Rashid playing the violin and 
Saeed Faddel at the electric piano 
take their instruments every morn-
ing to an area destroyed in the war 
to meet children and play music.

Called Play and Joy, the pro-
gramme is sponsored by the private 
Gaza-based Tamer Institute for So-
cial Culture. It is devoted to treat-
ing traumatised children by playing 
music, singing or reading stories.

“The project aims to treat chil-
dren who suffer from post-war trau-
mas caused by last summer’s Israeli 
war on Gaza or those who live in 
devastated areas and know nothing 
about music,” Tamer’s project coor-
dinator, Mohammed Zyara, said.

“The damages resulting from the 
war are seen and felt in every aspect 
of life but they will be fixed one 
day. However, nobody talks about 
the war’s psychological effect and 
when the suffering of the children 
will end.”

On a recent sunny day, Rama-
dan and the three male musicians 
stopped outside a heavily damaged 
neighbourhood, grabbed their in-
struments from the trunk of their 
vehicle and walked to an open lot 
that serves as a playground in Beit 
Hanoun, a town in northern Gaza 
not far from the Israeli border.

Ten children — five boys and five 
girls, aged between 8 and 12 — sat 
on coloured plastic chairs that came 
from a school in the area. Some of 
the children beamed smiles while 
others looked anxious.

“How are you, dudes?” Ramadan 
asked as she greeted them.

“Fine, thank you, teacher,” the 
children replied.

“We came here to play music for 
you and sing beautiful songs to-
gether. How about that?” Ramadan 
asked

The eager reply came quickly: 
“Yes. Yes.”

Before Ramadan started singing 
she told the children that she had a 
game to play with them, saying. “I 
want you to close your eyes for two 
minutes while my friends play mu-
sic. I want you to think about what 
you see from the past and how you 
expect to see them when you grow 
up.”

When the children reopened their 
eyes, they were asked to say what 
they saw.

Iman, 13, said she saw “Israeli 
warplanes bombing houses and kill-
ing children.”

“I hope there will be no more 
wars,” she said. She then quickly 
added that she later saw herself in a 
huge flower-filled garden “painting 
a beautiful portrait”.

“Maybe what I saw was paradise, 
where all the martyrs are,” she said.

Ramadan said the musicians were 
trying “to bring hope to the chil-
dren, to hear from them about their 
dreams and what they see when 
they close their eyes and have them 
listen to music”.

“This is actually how we treat 
children and help them vent out 
what is buried inside them,” she 
said.

The UN’s children agency, 
UNICEF, said in a report that 31% 
of the civilian victims of the 51-day 
Israeli war on Gaza were children. 
It noted that an average of ten chil-
dren were killed daily, the youngest 

was a 3-month-old.
Although the 2,000 Gaza children 

who were physically wounded in 
the conflict were treated, UNICEF 
maintains that an additional 
326,000 children who suffer from 
various psychological problems 
haven’t been treated yet.

Sami Oweida, a psychiatric con-
sultant in the Gaza Mental Health 
Programme, said more than 60% of 
Gaza’s population of 1.8 million en-
countered psychological problems. 
He confirmed UNICEF’s report that 
326,000 children in Gaza need psy-
chotherapy. “What the musicians 
are doing is needed,” Oweida said. 

“It has been almost one year since 

the war ended, but little has been 
accomplished to rehabilitate the 
children with the post-war trau-
mas.”

Although the war officially ended 
with a ceasefire between Israel and 
Gaza’s Hamas rulers in a deal bro-

kered by Egypt on August 26th, ran-
dom skirmishes and Israeli strikes 
continue.

“All what had been accomplished 
within the past 11 months either by 
young volunteers like those musi-
cians or by our mental health pro-
gramme had gone with the wind,” 
Oweida said.

“We’re back to square one. The 
recent air strikes on Gaza brought 
back to those children the bad 
memories of the war.”

Saud Abu Ramadan, based in Gaza, 
is an Arab Weekl y correspondent 
who has been covering the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict for 28 years.
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In Gaza Strip, the healing power of music

Young Palestinian singer Sarah Ramadan (left), Saeed Faddel (second from left in greenish T-shirt) 
and Fares Anbar, (third from left, in a white T-shirt) and holding the drums,  in Gaza.
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In memoriam: Radwa Ashour, Egyptian novelist
Mona Anis

Cairo

Follow, poet, follow right
To the bottom of the night,
With your unconstraining voice
Still persuade us to rejoice;
With the farming of a verse
Make a vineyard of the curse,
Sing of human unsuccess
In a rapture of distress;
In the desert of the heart
Let the healing fountain start
–W.H. Auden on the 
death of W.B. Yeats

T
he publishing house 
Shorouk marked the an-
niversary of the birth of 
Egyptian novelist and 
critic Radwa Ashour by 

reissuing five of her books. Ash-
our’s death last December created 
waves of sadness among the com-
munity of writers in Egypt and be-
yond, especially in Palestine where 
she was much admired for her un-
wavering support of the struggle 
of the Palestinians and the right of 
return for those driven out of their 
homes in 1948.

In her last novel, The Woman 
from Tantoura: A Palestinian Novel, 
published in 2010 in Arabic and in 
2014 in English, she dramatised the 
lives of those Palestinians on whose 
land the state of Israel was created.

Ashour had always considered 
herself to be a Palestinian as well 
as an Egyptian and that affinity was 

sealed when she married Palestin-
ian poet Mourid Barghouti in 1970 
and gave birth to their son Tamim 
in 1977. The anniversary of her 
birth was commemorated in a man-
ner appropriate to the much-loved 
Ashour with poetry readings by 
Mourid and Tamim Barghouti.

The Barghoutis read poems 
mainly about Ashour to a packed 
main hall of the El-Sawy Culture 
Wheel in Cairo on June 2nd.

The elder Barghouti read the 
complete text, for the first time, 
of a long poem he had written for 
Ashour in 1973 when she travelled 
to the United States for her doc-
torate. It sounded like an elegy 
that had been written just a short 
while ago: “I wake up on a poem 
rising at dawn/asking me 
where you have gone./ 
I don’t weep./ I go to 
your bed,/ And find 
in it a poem, wak-
ing up,/saying 
good morning.”

Tamim Bargh-
outi read a new 
poem in Egyp-
tian vernacular 
Arabic that he 
had composed 
as an elegy for 
his mother. 
Entitled The 
Universe has 
Suddenly 
Closed in 

on Me, it included the lines: “Rad-
wa Ashour is a proposal for better 
human beings./Her smile says I 
tried it, and it’s possible./And when 
they let her down/ I see the face of 
the morning is sad.”

Four of Ashour’s works reissued 
by Shorouk had been out of print 
for some time, while the fifth is the 
second part of her autobiography, 
left unfinished at the time of her 
death. The first part of the autobi-
ography, Heavier than Radwa, was 
published in 2013.

The second part derives its 
title, The Scream, from 
the work of Norwe-
gian artist Edvard 
Munch, whose 
well-known 
work The 
Scream

(1893) exists in four versions in var-
ious media. Ashour wanted to have 
one of the prints on the cover of 
the second part of her autobiogra-
phy, which she did not believe she 
would live to see published. This 
wish was granted by her publisher.

Ashour’s battle with illness and 
her extraordinary resilience in 
continuing to write and engage in 
public life during the battle was re-
markable. A month before the Jan-
uary 25th Egyptian uprising in 2011, 
she was told she had to investigate 

a benign nerve sheath tumour be-
hind her ear that she had 

been complaining about 
for some time. 

She went to the United States in 
December 2010, where she was told 
that the tumour had degenerated 
into a form of cancer known as neu-
rofibrosarcoma.

Between December 2010 and De-
cember 2014, Ashour had four head 
surgeries but still completed the 
first part of her memoir, continued 
to teach and supervise academic 
dissertations and participated in 
the revolutionary mobilisation in 
the streets as much as she was able.

By September 7, 2014, Ashour 
could not write anymore. Before 
putting her pen down for the last 
time, she wrote, “Writing is on my 
mind all the time but I dare not go 
near the computer or put pen to pa-
per.”

She was a writer of immense gift, 
courage and integrity as her autobi-
ography testifies. In both volumes, 
but perhaps especially the second, 
one can feel the tension between 
what is represented and what is not 
represented, or, as the late Edward 
Said put it, “between the articulate 
and the silent,” where silence itself 
is an aspect of style.

Novels by Radwa Ashour in Eng-
lish:

Granada: A novel, translated by 
William Granara, Syracuse Univer-
sity Press, 2003.

Siraj, translated by Barbara Ro-
maine, University of Texas Press, 
2007.

Spectres, translated by Barbara 
Romaine, Interlink Books, 2010.

The Woman from Tantoura, trans-
lated by Kay Heikkinen, American 
University Press in Cairo, 2014.

Blue Lorries, translated by Bar-
bara Romaine, Bloomsbury Qatar 
Foundation, 2014.

Mona Anis is a Cairo-based 
journalist and literary critic.
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