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This article explores how two manifestations of cultivated nature emerge as therapeutic in maintain-
ing psychological  well-being for individuals living in contexts of violence.  It  addresses this issue
through analysis  of two contemporary works of  Arabic fiction,  one set  in Iraq and the other in
Lebanon. We ask about the effect of contact with these expressions of nature on the four characters
of Yūsuf, Mahā, ʿAbd al-Karīm and Ismāʿīl, while taking into account that, in therapeutic horticulture,
active or passive contact with nature may promote human health. Yūsuf is the protagonist of Sinan
Antoon’s best-seller, Yā Maryam (The Baghdad Eucharist), 2012 and ʿAbd al-Karīm ʿAzzām is a central
character in Jabbour Douaihy’s likewise best-selling novel, Ḥayy al-Amīrkān (The American Quarter),
2014.1 Yūsuf resides in war-ridden Baghdad, while ʿAbd al-Karīm hails from a leading family with po-
litical weight in the then unrestful city of Lebanese Tripoli. Yūsuf’s niece, Mahā, who is preparing to
emigrate to Canada, and Ismāʿīl, the son of ʿAbd al-Karīm’s housekeeper, Intiṣār, who has been re -
cruited for a suicide mission, will be included in our inquiry as well.

Trauma research and theory
“Human well-being is linked to the natural environment in myriad ways”, as proposed by Bratman et
al. (2019: 1).2 The scientific community today widely agrees that various manifestations of nature are
essential for human physiological health and survival. Moreover, a wealth of studies shows that expe-

1 Sinan Antoon’s novel  Yā Maryam has been translated by Maia Tabet as The Baghdad Eucharist, 2017. Lebanese
author Jabbour Douaihy’s novel Ḥayy al-Amīrkān has been translated as The American Quarter by Paula Haydar,
2018. Another novel set in Lebanon in a time of crisis and war that touches on the subject of contiguity of individ-
ual health with nature or gardening is Ḥārith al-Miyāh, 1998 (translated as The Tiller of Waters by Marilyn Booth,
2001), by prize-winning Lebanese author Hoda Barakat. In the ruins of war-torn Beirut, during a period of the
civil war of 1975–1990, the protagonist, a young gay man named Niqula Mitri, struggles for survival while im-
mersing himself in plans for growing and collecting herbs, fruits and greens in crevices and among remnants of
fallen buildings.

2 As further elaborated by Blicharska et al., “The idea that ecosystems deliver ecosystem services (ES) from which
people derive benefits has gained extensive scientific attention since the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (MA;
MA, 2005)” (2017: 55).
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riencing nature in a variety of forms is associated with psychological well-being.3 In fact, Bratman et
al. have framed the concept of the mental health values of engaging with nature as “psychological
ecosystems services”, and argue that “…the psychological well-being of a population can be associ-
ated, in part, with… street trees or private gardens in both urban and rural settings.”4

Our vantage point for the question of what effect specific expressions of nature may have on an
individual’s mental well-being in distressing contexts in the Middle East is the fact that “[T]he largest
group of people suffering from long-term illness in most of the world are those with stress-related
mental diseases,” among which is post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). This disorder may be gener-
ated by traumatic  events  to  which an individual  is  exposed in  connection with  war,  terror  and
refugee status.5 Despite the “high rates of trauma and PTSD among the populations of the Middle
East and North Africa (MENA), there has until recently been a lack of locally embedded research on
trauma and the politics of suffering in this region,” as observed by Stephan Milich and Lamia Mogh-
nieh.6 With respect to trauma in the wake of violence triggered by civil unrest, low-intensity conflicts
generating war-like situations, state repression and terrorist activities, Milich and Moghnieh elabo-
rate:

As violence, regime oppression, war, and displacement are on the rise in the region, one can detect a
growing locally-informed literature and art production on trauma, the most visible coming from Egypt,
Syria, and Iraq.7

As further explained by Milich: “trauma here is a permanent characteristic of a life, an emotional
experience and a reality that has become normality… For them there can be no return to a previously
existent intact normality.”8 This concept (trauma as a permanent characteristic of life) is, as we shall
see, particularly relevant with respect to the characters of Mahā in Antoon’s novel Yā Maryam (2012)
and Ismāʿīl in al-Douayhi’s novel Ḥayy al-Amīrkān (2014). While Mahā has no hope of seeing an im-
provement in the situation in her country, Iraq, Ismāʿīl sees no prospects for a promising future or
restoration of his family’s dignity in the poverty-stricken neighborhood in Lebanese Tripoli, where
he resides. Both novels, Yā Maryam, henceforth referred to as The Baghdad Eucharist, and Ḥayy al-
Amīrkān, henceforth referred to as  The American Quarter, are situated in the framework of conflict
and war-like situations in the Middle East. They also exemplify the kind of “locally informed litera -
ture” impressed by circumstances of “violence, regime oppression, war, and displacement” spoken of
by Milich and Moghnieh, as referred to above.9

3 Bratman  et al. 2019: 2.  My popularized article in Swedish examining the question of nature and well-being in
times of crisis and unrest and relating to a Swedish news article on the website of Swedish National Television
(SVT) was published in 2021, titled “Natur och välbefinnande i kris- och orostider: Libanon och Irak” (Ramsay
2021). Cf. Ahmadi (2015).

4 Bratman et al. observed that “[T]here is a clear demand from practitioners and decision makers to incorporate the
emerging evidence regarding the mental health effects of nature experience into ecosystem service assessments
and policy.” As far as human physiology is concerned, Bratman et al. specify that among “ecosystem services”
contributing to requirements for physical survival and health for humans are clean water, provision of food, and a
stable climate” (2019: 2).

5 Sveriges lantbruksuniversitet (SLU) (Swedish University of Agricultural Sciences) 2021.  Forskning och publika-
tioner. “Alnarps rehabiliteringsträdgård är ett Living Lab vid Sveriges lantbruksuniversitet i Alnarp. Vi har genom
vår forskning blivit ledande inom ämnesområdet naturbaserad vård och rehabilitering.”  (Alnarp’s rehabilitation
garden is a Living Lab at the Swedish University of Agricultural Sciences in Alnarp. In our research, we are in the
vanguard in the field of nature-based care and rehabilitation).

6 Milich and Moghnieh (2018: 5).
7 Milich and Moghnieh 2018: 6.
8 Milich 2015: 285.
9 Milich and Moghnieh 2018: 6.
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In a study conducted in 2016 on the positive effects of a specific form of horticultural therapy,
termed Nature-Based Therapy (NBT), for Danish soldiers and veterans with post-traumatic stress dis-
order (PTSD) following service abroad, Dorthe Varning Poulsen et al. observed that

[T]he veterans experienced that their conditions and needs due to their PTSD could be remedied by
simply being in the garden, and by performing the NBA [nature-based activities,  present author’s re-
mark].10

Theoretical foundations of their study included historical research evidencing that nature had
been instrumental in improving health for centuries, that during World War I (WWI) a specific ther-
apy, referred to as horticultural therapy, was established, and that “Western soldiers who suffered
mental trauma during WWI and in subsequent wars facilitated the development of a horticultural
therapy.”11 Poulsen et al. had in mind to search for and develop “evidence-based treatments” for PTSD.
Their backdrop was that problems faced by veterans include struggling with PTSD and a “higher
level of general health problems,” meaning that, for any homecoming soldier from war, starting a
non-active military life anew might be a great challenge.12 Further, Poulsen et al. found that “Using
nature as a safe place was important with regard to lowering the participants’ feeling of alertness,”
and “…that the veterans found their own way in using nature in a restorative perspective.” 13 In other
words, nature helped the homecoming soldiers who experienced the consequences of their constant
alertness during service and PTSD symptoms to lower their guard by obtaining a sense of security
and subsequent well-being.14 The kind of nature referred to by Poulsen et al. includes “natural set-
tings ranging from natural forests to specifically designed therapy gardens…”15 More specifically, their
results were based upon observations made from therapy in Nacadia, a forest including a therapy
garden and a forest-like arboretum.16 In this article, nature is represented by cultivated nature in the
form of a domestic garden, a date palm and an indoor NBA (nature-based activity) of attending to
potted plants.

While adopting findings of Poulsen  et al. that “[N]ature has been used for health improvement
purposes for centuries…”, this article also considers the findings of Matilda Annerstedt and Peter
Währborg,  who conducted  a  systematic  analysis  of  existing  research on  nature-assisted  therapy
(NAT). They observed that horticultural activities of (NAT) including “home-based exposure to na-
ture…” may result in improvement of mood and significantly improved capacity to focus attention.17

Annerstedt and Währborg established that treatments without “extra human mammals or other liv-
ing creatures” but involving “plants, natural materials,  and/or outdoor environment” showed that
“NAT could have a significant effect on psychological, social, physical and intellectual therapeutic
goals in diverse patient categories…”18

Others  have  corroborated  the  findings  of  Annerstedt  and  Währborg.  Roly  Russell,  Anne  D.
Gueery, Patricia Balvanera et al. concluded that “…knowing and experiencing nature makes us gener-
ally happier, healthier people.”19 All of this is contiguous with the “biophilia hypothesis,” meaning, es-

10 Poulsen et al. 2016: 3, 12. Included in the NBT in the study of Poulsen et al. were elements such as mindfulness activi-
ties, therapeutic individual sessions and nature-based activities in the forest therapy garden Nacadia “with plant ma-
terial that creates spaces with floors, walls and ceilings that enhance the feeling of being immersed in nature (p. 3).”

11 Poulsen et al. 2016: 2.
12 Poulsen et al. 2016: 1–2.
13 Poulsen et al. 2016: 5, 12.
14 Poulsen et al. 2016: 10–11.
15 Poulsen et al. 2016: 2.
16 Poulsen et al. 2016: 3.
17 Poulsen et al. 2016: 1 and Annerstedt & Währborg: 2011: 381.
18 Annerstedt & Währborg 2011: 372, 382.
19 Russell  et al. 2013: 473.  “The balance of evidence indicates conclusively that knowing and experiencing nature

makes us generally happier, healthier people.”
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sentially, that humans are connected to other living organisms inertly, emotionally.20 Supported by
the “biophilia hypothesis”, Annerstedt and Währborg emphasized one specific aspect of the implica-
tions of biophilia: the therapeutic benefit that interaction with natural elements may have on human
health.21

A variety of nature-based therapeutic methods are offered today, among which wilderness ther-
apy, ecotherapy and therapeutic horticulture have been employed for treatment of veterans suffering
from PTSD.22 The kind of therapeutic intervention of nature applicable in the coming discussions
about the effects of nature on the mental state of characters in The Baghdad Eucharist and The Ameri-
can Quarter emerges as closely affiliated with the branch of NAT defined as social and therapeutic
horticulture. More specifically:

[T]herapeutic horticulture is the process by which individuals may develop well-being by using plants
and horticulture. This is achieved by passive or active involvement.23

While the character of Yūsuf in The Baghdad Eucharist enjoys a tranquil, secluded domestic gar-
den, a place of contemplation as well as NBA in the form of cultivation of a date palm, ʿAbd al-Karīm
and Ismāʿīl do not enjoy all of these horticultural aspects. Theirs is the activity of indoor, potted plant
care, to a degree that they choose individually, be it time-consuming and exacting, as is the case for
ʿAbd al-Karīm, or limited in scope and a newly acquired interest, as for Ismāʿīl.

Against this background, this article makes use of findings that show nature to be a conduit to
well-being for individuals living in societies struck by severe unrest, instability, internal strife be-
tween social, political and religious groups, and overall existential insecurity as the result of warfare
or terrorist actions. We inquire about the effect of plant care, whether in the form of spending time in
and caring for a domestic garden, date palm cultivation or care of potted bonsai. We ask whether the
horticultural involvement of central characters in the novels leads to an improved quality of life
through mental stability, a psychological harmony of sorts and lowering their guard in the midst of
existential threat and personal loss and grief.

In what follows, I will present a set of quotes that illustrate the relationship of the above-men-
tioned characters – Yūsuf,  ʿAbd al-Karīm and Ismāʿīl – to manifestations of nature in the form of a
domestic garden and a date palm in The Bahgdad Eucharist  and potted bonsai in the The American
Quarter. I will also provide examples that are intended to give a backdrop to the precarious situation
in which the characters find themselves and in which the story takes place. Together, these excerpts
are meant to show the novels to be part of the “locally informed literature” impressed by violence,
war and terror actions about which Milich and Moghnieh speak and to which reference has been
given above.24 As far as Yūsuf’s niece Mahā is concerned, our attention will be directed towards her
lack of a direct relationship with a manifestation of nature.

In The American Quarter, ʿAbd al-Karīm’s meticulous care of the bonsai, left behind by his beloved
Valeria, will be addressed and examined. At a certain point in the story, the involuntary jihadi activist

20 Referring to Edward O. Wilson’s seminal work Biophilia, first published in 1984, Annerstedt and Währborg state
that “The premise for utilisation of nature in the treatment of diseases was addressed by Wilson more than two
decades ago. His ‘biophilia hypothesis’, that is, ‘the innately emotional affiliation of human beings to other living
organisms’, spawned research which suggested that our relationships with nature are fundamental components of
building and sustaining good health…” Annerstedt and Währborg 2011: 371.

21 Annerstedt & Währborg 2011: 371. In their systematic review of research providing evidence of positive effects of
nature on human health, Annerstedt and Währborg observed that NAT could function as an effective and rele -
vant resource for human health improving diagnoses, “spanning from obesity to schizophrenia.” They concluded
that “[N]ature’s potentially positive effect on human health may serve as an important public health intervention”
(p. 371 Abstract).

22 Poulsen et al. 2016: 2.
23 Annerstedt & Währborg 2011: 372.
24 Milich and Moghnieh 2018: 6.
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Ismāʿīl seems to gain composure and hope for a more positive future by contemplating his responsi-
bility for his chosen sample of the exotic bonsai, an azarole with bright, red berries.

In summary, drawing on these examples and from the viewpoint of the theories and observations
on the connection between well-being and nature presented above, and with the context of the story
in mind, I aim to shed light on the role of these specified manifestations of nature with respect to the
mental stability and psychological well-being of the characters.  We will  examine whether and in
what way the activity of cultivating a domestic garden, a date palm and an exotic potted plant, all
difficult to maintain, may be connected to sustaining the mental stability of Yūsuf, ʿAbd al-Karīm and
Ismāʿīl, all of whom are central characters in The Baghdad Eucharist and The American Quarter. While
undertaking such an inquiry, we will also take into consideration observations given above on the
positive effects of human interaction with elements of nature and the concept of “biophilia,” namely
that “interaction with natural elements” may be beneficial to human health.25

“Experiencing nature makes us happier and healthier”26

…I was in the sky! Not on board a passenger plane, but suspended from the sail of a glider, in the midst
of white clouds touching the Swiss alp-tops… I thought of nothing else than to recite the Throne
Verse27 and the pleas for God’s protection.28 No sooner had the clouds suddenly pulled back when a
marvel of spectacular beauty that dazzled my mind came into view beyond them; white ice-covered
summits crouching on lofty mountains, pierced by rapids and rivers forming two lakes in the midst of
tree-covered verdant nature, around which were scattered wooden chalets and cattle. The view was so
stunning that a single soul alone was unable to grasp it.
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The lines  quoted above from Saudi  Arabian Abdullah Al-Jumah’s popular  travelogue  Ḥakāyā
Saʿūdī fī Ūrūbā (Tales of a Saudi in Europe), first published in 2013, emerge as a corollary to observa-
tions by Russell et al. That “…experiencing nature makes us generally happier, healthier people.”30 In
the opening page of Al-Jumah’s essays about his travels in Europe, the reader senses that the narrator
lacks words of his own to express his marvel at the beauty of nature while sailing over the Swiss alps
in his glider. Indeed, he is so overwhelmed by this scenic view that the only way he can think of to
express his intense emotions is to recite familiar verses from the Koran. Clearly, the protagonist’s re -
action to the natural scenery finds echoes in the findings on positive health effects on the psychologi-
cal state of individual humans by Annerstedt and Währborg, referred to above.31

25 Annerstedt & Währborg: 2011: 371–372.
26 Russell et al. 2013: 473.
27 Surah 2 (al-Baqara), verse 255.
28 The three pleas for refuge are found in surah 114 (al-Nās), surah 113 (al-Falaq) and in surah 112 (al-Ikhlāṣ).
29 Al-Jumah 2015 [2013]: 11 (Ramsay trans.). Something that testifies to the popularity of this novel is that by 2015,

two years after its publication, it had appeared in 69 impressions as stated on the front-page cover.
30 Russell et al. 2013: 473.
31 In his article about the renowned Iraqi poet Saadi Youssef (1934–2021) from August 2006, posted in the blog iraqibea-

con, July 30, 2008, Jonathan Maunder adds to the understanding of the role of nature in an Iraqi setting. In this arti-
cle, Maunder quotes the poet as follows: “I can be observing a tree, and watch how it is blown by the wind, and how
it looks, but then I can hear the sound of war planes overhead. I believe nature repairs what war does to you.”
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In what follows, we will study passages depicting scenes in which the characters of Yūsuf, ʿAbd
al-Karīm and Ismāʿīl in the novels under study here are in contact with their chosen horticultural in-
terests, in date-palm cultivation, a walled domestic garden and exotic bonsai plant care. While doing
so, we will ask whether these characters emerge as finding mental or emotional harmony when they
interact with plant representatives of nature in the midst of their troubled environment, existential
insecurity and personal loss and grief. As far as Mahā is concerned, we will be asking what the im-
pact of the lack of interaction with nature seems to have on her.

The setting of Yā Maryam – The Baghdad Eucharist
Referring to the situation in Iraq, Sami Zubaida writes in 2015, “While elements of sectarianism had
been variable features of politics and society in earlier times, they had never before been so central
and deadly, with each side negating the other.”32 The main event of Antoon’s novel, The Baghdad Eu-
charist, from 2012, takes place in war-ridden Baghdad during one single day, October 31, 2010. This
date and the final scene in the novel bring to mind the tragedy of October 31, 2010 when Sunni mili -
tant forces attacked the Syriac Catholic Church of Our Lady of Deliverance. At the centre of the
novel lies a generational conflict in which the former generation (nostalgically) longs for the ‘good
old times’ to return, with stability and harmony between ethnic and religious groups, and yet the
younger generation has lost hope for a stable future. This later generation is impatient to ‘get on with
life’ outside the Iraqi setting of internal strife, insecurity, and a continuing war-like situation.

Inspired by the 2010 bombing of the Syriac Catholic Church, the novel is influenced by the situa-
tion that evolves in the wake of former Iraqi president Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait in 1990.
The ensuing United Nations-authorized intervention, leading to the expulsion of Iraqi forces from
Kuwait and followed by comprehensive sanctions on Iraq and the oil-for-food program in 1996, are
all part of this picture. In the wake of the U.S.-led invasion in 2003, internal battles, bombings and
massacres tore Iraq apart, all of which influenced the lives of Iraq’s citizens on personal as well as so -
cietal levels.

As explained by Youssef Bassil, Iraqi society saw an “…increase in the general insecurity in Iraq
including terrorist attacks, theft, assault, murder, hostage taking… [A]n unstoppable humanitarian
crisis in Iraq, and [A]n increase in terrorist attacks outside of Iraq” in the wake of the invasion of Iraq
in 2003.33 With this situation in mind, Geula Elimelekh has summarized The Baghdad Eucharist saying
that it “takes place in the period following the American invasion of 2003 ‒ an invasion which not
only failed to end the country’s raging, internal fighting but rather exacerbated it…” 34 Her observa-
tions highlight the vulnerability of ethnic and religious minorities and the existential threat they be-
came exposed to in the ensuing instability of Iraqi society. Ultimately, she found that a discourse
evolved in which minorities seemed to be viewed as enemies that even required “eradication,” as ex-
plained in the following passage.

In this novel [The Baghdad Eucharist, the present author’s remark] Antoon focuses on the persecution,
discrimination, and displacement suffered by the nation’s ethnic minorities, whose members are con-
sidered alien and ‘other,’ a foreign enemy that must be eradicated by any means often involving ex-
treme brutality.35

32 Zubaida 2015: 5.
33 Bassil 2012: 38.
34 Elimelekh 2017: 245.
35 Elimelekh 2017: 245. Cf. Erica C. D. Hunter, who in 2015 observed that “ISIS’s destruction of churches and monas-

teries continues a pattern that has been on-going since 2006… To date, a total of 72 churches and ecclesiastical in -
stitutions throughout various cities in Iraq have been targeted. Many of these attacks were perpetrated by Al-
Qaeda… ISIS has damaged or destroyed all 45 Christian religious institutions in Mosul…” (Hunter 2015: 13).
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A report on the 2003 Iraq War by Youssef Bassil, published in December 2012, states that up to 1.2
million Iraqis died, almost all of whom were civilians, while two million fled the country and another
two million were displaced within Iraq. Further, “…damage to homes, infrastructure, and environment
was excessive.”36 In line with this report, Bahoora proposes that Yā Maryam (The Baghdad Eucharist)
and other Iraqi novels such as  Kilāb Jiljāmīsh (2008, The Dogs of Gilgamesh) by Shākir Nūrī and
Mudhakkirāt kalb ‘Irāqī (2012, Memories of an Iraqi Dog) by ‘Abd al-Hādī Sa‘dūn all

paint a portrait of a historically pluralistic and diverse society that has changed dramatically in the
context of the pervasive and violent sectarianism imposed in Iraq after the US invasion—a sectarianism
that has reshaped Iraqi identity and endangered its minority populations.37

Zubaida summarizes the string of violent events taking place during the Iranian Revolution of
1979 and the ensuing Iran–Iraq war as resulting in a “…sharpening and politicization of sectarian
boundaries and the emergence of religious Shiʿa parties and institutions as the main opposition.”  38

Zubaida observes that state organization and services declined in the wake of this war and continued
to do so after the ensuing campaign in Kuwait in 1990-91. The sanctions that were imposed on Iraq
thereafter led to escalating violence involving both state and gangs. “…the policy of re-tribalisation
and religious enforcements all forced people to seek security and livelihood in affiliations of kinship
and patronage, of tribe, sect and local powers.” This process of “sectarian tribal fragmentation” and
“state of corruption and arbitrary power…” was further consolidated by the American and British in-
vasion of 2003, as observed by Zubaida.39

It is from the perspective outlined above–Iraq as a nation in which the state is either unwilling or
unable  to  create  security  and  offer  stability  to  its  many  ethnic  and  religious  communities–that
Elimelekh observes that Antoon tends to employ techniques affiliated with magical realism. In his
novel Iʿjām, published in 2004 and translated as An Iraqi Rhapsody, and, in the vein of Theo D’haen,
she argues that this literary technique allows the author to create an alternative world in which the
flaws of the present reality may be corrected.40 As for The Baghdad Eucharist, this realistic novel does
not incorporate magical realism into its narrative despite the prevailing circumstances of terror and
war in which the story takes place. In this novel, it is a manifestation of nature in the form of horti-
culture that “creates an alternative world”, a non-threatening place of rest and security that offers
peace of mind. It constitutes a space in which one of the novel’s main characters, Yūsuf, by attending
to and being surrounded by his garden, may relinquish alertness and relax, something that we affili -
ate with well-being.

36 Bassil 2012: 45.
37 Bahoora 2017: p. 14 of 21 in Oxford Handbooks online (www.oxfordhandbooks.com), Oxford University Press,

2018. To Bahoora’s list of titles may be added Frankenstein in Iraq (Frānkishtāyn fī Baghdād) by Ahmad Saadawi,
2014 and God 99 ( 99الله  ) 2018, by Hassan Blasim, both of which are set in the wake of and influenced by the soci -
etal situation after the 2003 invasion of Iraq. Moreover, the Iraqi poet Saadi Youssef (1934–2021) also make use of
imagery from nature to which reference has been made by Jonathan Maunder (2006) as follows: “The natural en-
vironment of southern Iraq–its date palms, birds, marshes–is a major influence on Saadi’s poetry.” The blogpost
with this article is dated July 30, 2008.

38 Zubaida 2015: 6.
39 “This state of corruption and arbitrary power opened up the field to ISIS and sectarian gangs” (Zubaida 2015: 6).
40 Elimelekh 2017: 238–239. Referring to Astrid Ottosson al-Bitar, Elimelekh observes that Antoon employs meta-

physical magical realism, something “which does not explicitly address the supernatural but merely imbues the
familiar and known with a sense of eeriness and melancholy” in order to deal with the “horrors of life under the
Iraqi dictatorship” in Iʿjām (p. 239).
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The date palm
Yūsuf’s first post in his career after having graduated from college in 1950 is as a “contracted transla-
tor” at  the “Iraqi Date Palm Agency” (Jamʿiyyat al-tumūr al-ʿIrāqiyya).  During segments of time
without any translation tasks, he explores the agency’s library, which offers an abundance of books,
most of which are about agriculture and trade. A volume written by a Western Orientalist, “Sir Roger
Kingsley”, and entitled “The Date Palm in Semitic Civilisations” (al-Nakhīl fī al-Ḥaḍārāt al-Sāmīya),
stirs his curiosity. After having made his way through the book in which he encounters numerous
terms affiliated with date cultivation heretofore unknown to him, he decides to translate it. Especially
interesting to him is that the book is “filled with amazing, historical facts” (kāna malīʾan bi-maʿlūmāt
tārīkhiyya mudhisha).41 From the historical introduction, he learns about the benefits, ethnological
standing and cultural influence on ancient civilizations that are associated with the date palm. He
learns that it was given a “sacred position,” that it provided medicinal substances as well as the “wa-
ter of life.” Moreover, Yūsuf learns, during Hammurabi’s era it was illegal to cut down a date palm, all
of which is expressed in the narrative as follows:

The date palm had retained a sacred position and was represented in inscriptions and images in the
temples of Babylon and Assyria, on the walls of sanctuaries and cities, on arches and column capitals.
They would produce medicaments as well as “the water of life” from dates. The Code of Hammurabi
made it punishable by fine to cut down a date palm. Another article stipulated that farmers may not
neglect their date palm groves and must be alert while monitoring pollination and budding.


روش

داخل الم
دن والع
آاشور وعلى جدران المعابد وم ّلدسة فتوجد نقوش وصور تمثلها في هياكل بابل و كانت النخلة تحتفظ بمكانة مق

ة. وتنص م
ادة

ع نخل

ل من يقط

ريم ك

ي بتغ
أ�دوية و»شراب الحياة«. كانت شريعة حمورابي تقض والتيجان. كانوا يصنعون من التمر ال

أان يسهر على مراقبة الطلع وتلقيحه. أال� يهمل الفلاح بستان النخل و 42أاخرى على 

After Yūsuf has immersed himself in the domestication history of the date palm and spent more
than half of his life working for the Date Palm Authority, this tree becomes near sacred to him as
well. Consider the following passage:

With time, date palm almost became near holy for Yūsuf too since he was indebted to it, as well as to
its millions of siblings, for his livelihood.43 

أاخواتها. أ�نه مدين برزقه لها وللملايين من  ًاا ل أايض أاصبحت النخلة شبه مقدسة لدى يوسف  44وبمرور الزمن 

On the specific day in which the story takes place, he expects to meet Mahā and her husband at
evening mass. He has in mind to make up with her after her outburst and inappropriate words to him
earlier, something that is central to the story and will be treated presently in the section below, The
garden. As he approaches the church, he makes note of the palm tree in the courtyard and sees that it
has grown taller, “its upper fronds practically embracing the cross.”45 He is delighted when he hears
the “rustling of the palm fronds above” his head and feels “happy that a palm tree was in the court -
yard to protect Mary inside the grotto.”46

Yūsuf does not view himself as a diligent church attender. He does however appreciate the church
aesthetics, the rituals, liturgies and chants in Aramaic. In fact, to Yūsuf, mass represents

…a celebration of life, of birth, of death, and of resurrection, not only Christ’s but all of humanity.47

41 Antoon 2012: 45.
42 Antoon 2012: 45. Ramsay (trans.).
43 Tabet (trans.) 2017: 32–33.
44 Antoon 2012: 46.
45 Tabet (trans.) 2017: 77.
46 Tabet (trans.) 2017: 77
47 Tabet (trans.) 2017: 82.
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ًا� بالحياة، بالول�دة والموت والبعث، ليس للمسيح وحده، بل للجميع. أارى القداس احتفال 48كنت 

To him,

Christ  was an immortal sacred tree that withstood storms and floods and came back to life every
spring.49

50أاتخيل المسيح شجرة مقدسة ل� تموت مهما اقتلعتها العاصف وجرفتها الطوفانات.

In other words, to Yūsuf the date palm matches the symbolism vested in the sacraments of the
Syriac Catholic Church to which he belongs and the divinity of Christ. To him, both tree and Saviour
encompass the power to overcome death.

The garden
In the quote from the novel given below, Yūsuf ponders the accusation levelled by his niece Mahā
that he is naïve and that times have changed, something that she finds her uncle will not or cannot
grasp. She is convinced that life in Iraq will continue to threaten individuals belonging to ethnic and
religious minority groups such as her own Syriac Catholic community. He, on the other hand, makes
another judgement of the situation and finds solace and comfort in his garden and caring for his date
palm.

Do I really escape from the present, to the refuge of the past, as she [Mahā, present author’s comment]
accuses me of doing? And what would be wrong with that, even if it were true, when the present is
booby trapped, filled with explosions, killings and ugliness. Perhaps the past is like the garden of my
house, which I love and care for as if it were my daughter and to which I escape from the clamour and
ugliness of the world.

إاذا ك
ان الحاض
ر ًاا،  
ا العيب في ذل
ك، ح
تى ل
و ك
ان ص
حيح
أا الماضي، كما اتهمتني هي؟ وم إالى ملج ًاا من الحاضر  أاهرب فعل هل 

رب
أاه 
تي. 
أاعتني بها كما لو كانت ابن أاحبها و ًاا بال�نفجارات والقتل والبشاعة؟ ربما كان الماضي مثل حديقة البيت التي  ًاا ومليئ مفخخ

51إاليها من ضجيج الدنيا وبشاعتها.

While he is taking in the needs and requirements of the cultivated plants in his garden, it is not
only the question of a one-way communication, the human character subjecting nature to his wish,
but also of listening to and understanding the language of nature in order to care for it in a suitable
way, indeed as if it were his “daughter.” A point to be considered here is that “breaking the silence of
nature” is not only a positive factor for nature in the context of The Baghdad Eucharist.52 After all, cul-
tivating, nurturing and caring for a garden may result in lush growth and thriving plants.

As the reader of the novel is made aware, Yūsuf, representing the older generation in this novel,
emerges as more balanced and at ease in this difficult time for his country than Mahā, who is impatiently
preparing for emigration with her husband, Luʾay. In contrast, as Mahā has observed, her uncle’s attach-
ment to his garden, and the effect that it has on him with respect to warding off the horrors of realities
surrounding it, brings to mind the shielded existence in a cloister as expressed in the following terms.

48 Antoon 2012: 101.
49 Tabet (trans.) 2017: 82.
50 Antoon 2017: 101.
51 Antoon 2012: 11. Ramsay (trans.).
52 We refer the notion of “breaking the silence of nature” to Christopher Manes. He expresses the silence of nature

as a “…vast, eerie silence that surrounds our garrulous human subjectivity… producing the ecological crisis that
now requires the search for an environmental  counterethics.”  His  deep ecological perspective considers John
Dryzek’s observation of the “…need to establish communication between human subjects and the natural world…”
and Jürgen Habermas’s “…notion of a discursively rational community to include aspects of the nonhuman, to
break the silence of nature…” Manes 1996: 16. Cf. Ramsay 2014: 150.
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He spends most of his time listening to old songs and reading, or sitting outside and taking care of his
garden. The beautiful courtyard is like a desert island – it is completely cut off from the ocean of ugli -
ness surrounding it. You can’t even see the street when you’re sitting there.53


رة
أاو يجلس في حديقته ويعتني بها. لكن حديقته الجميلة جزي أا الكتب  أ�غاني القديمة ويقر إالى ال يقضي معظم وقته في البيت يستمع 
أان يرى الشارع. 54ل� علاقة لها بالعالم الخارجي البشع. . . ل� يمكن لمن يجلس فيها حتى 

Certainly, the differences in state of mind between Yūsuf and his niece Mahā may to a consider-
able extent be attributed to the generation gap between them and the historical, political and social
circumstances they have experienced in their different walks of life. Indeed, Yūsuf has experienced a
long life of reasonable tranquillity and harmony with friends from various religious affiliations and a
stable position at the Date Authority, where he becomes “enamored of the date palm.” 55 As for Mahā,
situations of anxiety, distress, and terror have impinged on her life from her earliest days. As a child,
she has been rushed to the bomb shelter together with her parents and her uncle, Yūsuf, with tears
streaming down her face.  She would be “…sobbing in her mother’s  lap as American jet  fighters
pounded Baghdad so hard that the earth shook. Other than her mother, Nawāl,” Yūsuf recalls, “I’d
been the only person who’d been able to calm her.”56 Yūsuf keeps his calm and composure and enters
into conversation with the child while trying to comfort her.

“Hey, what’s going on? Why all this crying?”
She pointed her little hand at the ceiling and said, “That.”
Chucking her cheek gently, I asked, “That? What’s that?”
“Boom, boom, boom,” she answered, her eyes glistening, and then put her thumb back in her mouth.”
“No, no,” I told her, “It’s not ‘boom, boom.’ It’s just raining!57

»هاي شبيكي؟ ليش تبكين؟«
أاقرص خذها: »هذا؟ شنوهذا؟« فقالت »بو! بو! بو!« أانا  إالى سقف السرداب وقالت »هذا« فقلت لها و أاشارت بيدها الصغيرة  ف

إالى فمها. فقلت لها »ل�، مو بوبو. ل� تخافين! هذا مطر...« إاصبعها  أاعادت  58ولمعت عيناها، ثم 

Mahā’s uncle comforts her by assuring her that the banging explosions resounding throughout
the surroundings are, in fact, thunderclaps and pouring rain. In other words, Mahā need not be afraid
of such expressions of nature.

As an adult, Mahā reflects on her uncle’s accounts about the stability of the past, but she herself
has “no clear image of that word in her mind or her memory.”59 Two booby-trapped cars that were
parked in front of the house obliterated her home in al-Dawra. In the explosion, she miscarried the
couple’s baby boy, Bashshār. After this, Mahā swore to never again set foot in al-Dawra. Above all,
she was convinced that the street in which they lived had been targeted because “most of the resi -
dents were Christians.”60

No one knows where the two booby-trapped cars came from that night or how they managed to steal
into the neighbourhood, but it was all too clear that our street was targeted because most of the resi-
dents were Christians […] The only thing I remember is hearing the explosion and screaming. I knew
instantaneously that I would lose Bashar (sic) […] I swore[…] that I would never again set foot in al-
Dawra or return to that benighted [ill-omened, present author’s remark] house.61

53 Tabet (trans.) 2017: 87–88. The Arabic original does not expressly say “desert” island (the present author’s comment).
54 Antoon 2012: 110.
55 Tabet (trans.) 2017: 35. Antoon 2012: 48.
56 Tabet (trans.) 2018: 18.
57 Tabet (trans.) 2018: 18.
58 Antoon 2012: 28–29.
59 Tabet (trans.) 2018: 90.
60 Tabet (trans.) 2017: 104–105. Antoon 2012: 127–129.
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ارعنا

تهدفوا ش
ًاا. اس 
ح

ان واض

دف ك

بط. لكن اله

ا بالض
أاين جاءت أاحد يعرف كيف تسربت السيارتان المفخختان تلك الليل
ة من  ل� 
أاذك
ره ه
و ص
وت ال�نفج
ار وص
راخي. ع
رفت تل
ك اللحظ
ة أان معظم من يسكن بيوته من المس
يحيين ]...[ ك
ل م
ا  أ�نهم يعرفون ب ل

إالى ذلك البيت المشؤم. ًاا  أابد أاعود  أال�  أا قدماي الدورة و أال� تط ُتت  أاقسم ّلشار]...[  أافقد ب أانني س 62ب

Yūsuf, on the other hand, clings to his date palm and garden care while dreaming of a stable, har -
monious past. He enjoys the luxury of spending “most of his time sitting outside and taking care of
his garden.”63 Mahā does not enjoy the luxury of either nostalgic musings over a lost past or garden
escapism. This is not to say that she rejects the idea of taking refuge in a garden with her fears and
sorrows completely. After the destruction of the couple’s home in al-Dawra and the loss of their child
she begins, figuratively, to “visit the garden of sorrows, where Jesus prayed for the last time with his
disciples…” She accompanies him “in the agony that he suffered in Gethsemane as he tried to soften
the bitter blow of his disciples forsaking him” as she kneels down every Friday evening to pray for an
hour…64

Yūsuf, representing the former generation,  takes refuge in his  garden while likening it  to his
longed-for past, a beloved daughter, Paradise “in the heart of Hell.” He even regards it as “an indepen-
dent nation”; indeed, one may propose to him that his garden is in itself a place of exile. Consider the
following remark made by Yūsuf while contemplating the situation at hand:

I escape to it [the garden,  present author’s remark] from the noise and ugliness of the world. It’s my
Paradise in the heart of Hell, or my “region of autonomous rule”, as I call it sometimes.


ا
إانه 
ا من ض
جيج ال
دنيا وبش
اعتها. 
إاليه 
رب 
أاه 
تي. 

انت ابن

و ك

ا كم
ا ل
أاعت
ني به أاحبه
ا و 
تي 
ربما كان الماضي مثل حديقة البيت ال
ًاا. أاحيان أاسميها  أاو »منطقة الحكم الذاتي« كما  65فردوسي في قلب الجحيم 

The peace of mind and harmony of Yūsuf’s positive character emerge in stark contrast with the
tragic, final scene in which he faces his immediate death in a terrorist act. While happy “that a palm
tree was in the courtyard to protect Mary…” a bullet had “found its way to his heart and silenced it.
Seconds before, his lips had whispered ‘yā Maryam’[…]”66 In other words, the reader understands that
Yūsuf leaves this life in a positive state of mind while pronouncing the introductory passage of the
invocation of The Hail Mary.

Mahā, who is late for mass, survives, and later in a television interview explains that she has
unanswered questions, such as the following at the top of her mind: Why did the anti-terrorism
squad wait until three-quarters of the people inside the church had died to rescue the church-atten-
dants? Where was safety and protection in the first place? and, “How long are we going to continue
putting up with such a wretched situation?”67 To Mahā, these circumstances seem to confirm her sus-
picions that the minority group to which she belongs is not desired in her own country, a thought
that is in line with observations by Elimelekh referenced in the introductory section above and which
add to her existential insecurity.68

The setting of Ḥayy al-Amīrkān – The American Quarter
The question in the former section concerned the way in which gardening and the cultivation of a
date palm affected an elderly individual residing in a warlike setting in Iraq, as illustrated in  The

61 Tabet (trans.) 2017: 104–106. The present author would suggest the following translation of the last sentence: “I
swore[…] that I would never again set foot in al-Dawra or return to that ill-omened house.”

62 Antoon 2012: 127–129.
63 Tabet (trans.) 2017: 87.
64 Tabet (trans.) 2017: 111. Antoon 2012: 136.
65 Antoon 2012: 11.
66 Tabet (trans.) 2017: 77, 129.
67 Tabet (trans.) 2017: 127.
68 Elimelekh 2017: 245.
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Baghdad Eucharist. We compared the character’s mental disposition with that of his niece who was
not involved with real manifestations of nature. She also represented a younger generation. In this
section, the question involves the way in which the intricate care of exotic potted bonsai plants in
Jabbour Douaihy’s The American Quarter emerges as a provider of mental stability and peace of mind
for the upper-class individual, ʿAbd al-Karīm ʿAzzām, as well as for  Ismāʿīl Muḥsin, the son of the
family’s housekeeper, Intiṣār. The setting of this novel is the Mediterranean port city of Tripoli, on
the northern coast of Lebanon.

Abd al-Karīm, the only son and heir of the powerful ʿAzzām family, finds himself in a situation of
existential fear involving violence and internal strife between groups in the city and threats from
State Security. Materially speaking, ʿAbd al-Karīm leads a comfortable upper-class life, absorbed with
caring for his bonsai while  secluded within the four walls of the stately family residence and the
walled garden. Ismāʿīl, on the other hand, resides in the cramped and dilapidated neighborhood of the
American Quarter, Ḥayy al-Amīrkān, with his family: his father Bilāl Muḥsin, his mother Intiṣār who
is the housekeeper in the ʿAzzām residence, and his siblings. It is after Ismāʿīl has become radicalized,
joined an Islamist group, and been dispatched on a suicide mission to Iraq to detonate a belt of explo-
sives, that his mother turns to  ʿAbd al-Karīm for help to get her son back. Now ʿAbd al-Karīm be-
comes personally drawn into the midst of the region’s conflict.

In addition to the effect that plant contact has on ʿAbd al-Karīm, we will examine whether  Is-
māʿīl’s fleeting contact with and responsibility for an individual bonsai affects his attitude to his own
future, after he has withdrawn from performing the mission to which he has been dispatched. As we
shall see, fleeing from this act places him in a precarious situation, since he becomes a target for both
the Mukhābarāt, State Security, and the jihadist group from which he has fled.

The novel can certainly be read as an explanatory background exploring a young individual’s
journey towards an Islamist orientation and jihadist attitude. To clarify the scope of the impact that
these factors have on the behavior of  Ismāʿīl would require a psychoanalytical analysis and discus-
sion, something that we will not address in depth here.

Worth mentioning is that The American Quarter exhibits an interest in nature, indeed ecological
awareness, from perspectives other than the ones that will be discussed here.69 At the onset of vio-
lence as the times of unrest set in, ʿAbd al-Karīm finds himself cooped up and feeling trapped in his
home behind the garden walls. For a change of atmosphere, he visits his aunt to spend the day with
her. From her balcony on the tenth floor, he has previously been able to enjoy a panoramic view all
the way to the Mediterranean. Now, he is made aware that all he can see is devastated land. Not a
single tree remains of the green forests that once surrounded the city, and none of the numerous and
vast orange groves has survived. Orchards, trees and greenery have been uprooted and the ground
leveled, subdivided and given way to construct apartment buildings.

The  reader  learns  that  the  enormous  profits  that  rocketing  real-estate  prices  have  promised
landowners had taken precedence over nature, greenery and crops. In less than a week, excavators
have leveled forests and orange trees to the ground. Thereafter the timber has been sold off as fire-
wood.

69 Consult Riegert and Ramsay 2014: 293. A concern for climate change and environmental activism were found to
be transnational themes common to the popular Lebanese blogs that Riegert and Ramsay studied during 2009–
2010. As observed in this article, “Beirut-based bloggers Saghbini and Independence 05 were especially concerned
with environmental issues and climate change.” In fact, Tony Saghbini, one of the most popular Lebanese bloggers
during the run-up to the Arab revolts beginning in Tunisia in 2010, has published a book titled al-Azma al-Akhīra
(The final catastrophe), 2011. In this book, Saghbini brings up the question of why oil cannot continue to be the
main source of power for humanity.
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ʿAbd al-Karīm ʿAzzām
ʿAbd al-Karīm’s psychological problems emerge after his failed marriage of convenience leads to a di-
vorce. His melancholy mood worsens when his life becomes marked by existential threats provoked
by conflicts between different groups in the city and his cooped-up life within the walls of his house
and garden. It is at this point that the situation of unrest and instability markedly increases in the
city, and indeed, affects the entire ʿAzzām family. ʿAbd al-Karīm’s parents take up residence in Saudi
Arabia, while he is dispatched to Paris. Later, he will face another blow when he is left by his beloved
Valeria, a Serbian ballet dancer from the former Yugoslavia, born in Belgrade, whom he met while liv-
ing in Paris. During his lengthy sojourn in the French capital, he has a passionate relationship with
her. After being abandoned by her, he returns to Lebanon, psychologically broken, to a conflict-rid-
den city where he adopts a lonely lifestyle in the family residence, his family having moved to Saudi
Arabia in search of safety.

It is Valeria who introduces him to the cultivation of potted plants. She has four miniature bonsai
trees. As a ballerina, she tells him that she has two concerns at the top of her mind; her feet for the
sake of her profession, and her miniature trees. The bonsai and their cultivation represent her only
interest and pastime outside her career as a dancer: “I have a tiny life as you can see… I take good
care of my feet and my little bonsai trees. That’s about it.”70

Setting the stage in Tripoli
Despite the high standing of the ʿAzzām family and their political influence, they become convinced
that they must leave the country when violence breaks out and escalates. The passages cited below il-
lustrate the initial incidents that lead up to full-blown terror and the killing of civilians who are going
about their daily routines.

The explosions went off at night first, making it difficult to predict what places they had reached, and
no information came the next day about casualties…71

ّللغ في اليوم التالي عن ضحايا... أاماكن حصولها ول� يب ّلوي في الليل ويصعب التكهن ب أات ال�نفجارات تد 72بد

Thereafter,

…the first car bomb went off near the Corniche, hitting a group of morning joggers  who’d reached re-
tirement age and liked to go for light runs together.73


ة

ون الهرول

انوا يمارس
ّلن التقاعد ك أ�صدقاء الصباحيين بلغوا س أاول سيارة مفخخة مركونة على كورنيش البحر في مجموعة ال ثم انفجرت 
74الخفيفة في فوج واحد.

The tensions increase.

[Masked,  present author’s comment] unknown men came and installed a makeshift checkpoint at the
southern entrance to the city and started taking random shots at cars passing by and people inside
them.75

ّلكابها. ًاا عند المدخل الجنوبي للمدينة وراحوا وطلقون الرصاص بشكل هيستيري على السيارات ور ّليار ًاا ط ّلثمون مجهولون حاجز 76نصب مل

70 Haydar 2018: 86.
71 Haydar 2018: 44–45.
72 al-Dūwayhī 2015 [2014]: 44.
73 al-Dūwayhī 2015 [2014]: 45.
74 al-Dūwayhī 2015 [2014]: 44.
75 Haydar 2018: 45.
76 al-Dūwayhī 2015 [2014]: 44.
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Although the ʿAzzām family has withdrawn to a secluded life behind the walls of their home, they
are unable to ward off feelings of fear and existential  threats.  Violence escalates,  and a bomb is
planted near the statue of ʿAbd al-Karīm’s famous grandfather, Muṣṭafā al-Azzām, “which destroyed
its base and sent it tumbling to the ground…”77 Local leaders, “emirs,” or sheikhs with religious au-
thority take control of the city’s neighborhoods, while at the same time delivering inflammatory,
“fiery” speeches from armored cars as they flaunt their weapons. From the following passage, it be-
comes clear that the scenario evolves incrementally into a situation of low-intensity war resulting in
turmoil and spiralling into full-fledged strife between groups.

Next came artillery in the public square: 155 mm cannons positioned on the top of the nearby hills
girded [were pounding, present author’s comment] the old neighborhoods.78

أات مدفعية الميدان، مدافع من عيار  أ�حياء القديمة.155ثم بد 79، منصوبة فوق التلال القريبة تدق ال

At this point, ʿAbd al-Karīm finds his father, ʿAbdallāh, venturing “out on to the porch” to listen to
the sounds of explosions “shattering the night.” When he hears his father “sobbing loudly,” he with-
draws silently so as not to embarrass him. The central event that triggers full-scale internal conflict
seems to be the assassination of Sheikh ʿImād of the Bāb al-Ḥadīd, “the emir of the  Bāb al-Ḥadīd
Quarter, who had a good reputation for helping the poor.” In retaliation, “ten soldiers were killed at
night at the old train station.”80

The consequences of this event come in the wake of this retaliation, when “a group of men sud-
denly barge[d] in on” the supporters of Sheikh ʿImād of the Bāb al-Ḥadīd in whose high quarter Is-
māʿīl’s father, Bilāl has taken up residence. Orders to line up members of the group are given by an
unmasked officer in the State Secturity–Mukhābarāt with the rank of colonel. When an informant
whispers something in the colonel’s ear, Bilāl is hurled out to the entryway, thus escaping the long
shower of bullets of an entire clip of a Kalashnikov as it is poured on the others, all of whom have
been lined up. Bilāl’s near escape from death does indeed save his life, but leaves him with the burden
of suspected collaboration and a loss of dignity.

ʿAbd al-Karīm and bonsai
ʿAbd al-Karīm returns to the turmoil in his own city of Lebanese Tripoli. In his loneliness and despair,
he finds solace in taking meticulous care of the bonsai plants that Valeria has left behind in Paris and
that he has managed to transfer to Lebanon. Caring for his bonsai becomes both his “daily treatment”
– ʿilāj yawmī, as expressed in the novel – and the therapeutic method by which he seems to regain
his composure and a sense of happiness from bygone days of romantic bliss. In fact, as explained in
the story, ʿAbd al-Karīm becomes addicted to the combination of the sound of opera arias while culti -
vating his bonsai.

Listening to the voices of female singers filling the house while he pruned his bonsai trees became an
addiction, one of the side effects of his return flight…81

آاثار رحلة الطائرة... أاشجار البونزاي من  أ�صوات النسائية الصادحة في البيت وجلوسه لترميم  إادمانه ال 82وصار 

77 Haydar 2018: 45.
78 Haydar 2018: 45.
79 al-Dūwayhī 2015 [2014]: 45.
80 Haydar 2018: 45–46.
81 Haydar 2018: 101.
82 al-Dūwayhī 2015 [2014]: 95.
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ʿAbd al-Karīm teaches Intiṣār how to care for the delicate plants. The centrality of these miniature
trees becomes clear in following passages, describing ʿAbd al-Karīm’s concern for the survival of the
plants now that he has returned to his family home after having resided in Paris for several years.

Suddenly he remembered that the bonsai trees were still in his suitcase and would die there in the
dark.
…
He unpacked the shears and the plant food from the suitcase. He inspected a broken branch and some
wilting leaves and then placed the trees in a sunny spot. He lined them up very carefully, the same way
Valeria had placed them in her apartment. The Indian lilac first, then the tea tree, followed by the Japa -
nese maple, and on the far left the wild azarole.83

أاشجار البونزاي ستموت في عتمة الحقائب. أان  أاة  ّلكر فج تذ
...


ق
ّلفها بعناية وف أاشعة الشمس. ص ًاا مكرمشة ثم وضعها حيث تصلها  أاوراق ًاا و ًاا مقصور ّلحص طرف أ�دوية من الحقيبة. تف ّلصات وال أاخرج المق
ّلي. أاقصى اليسار الزعرور البر إالى  ًا�، شجرة الشاي ثم القيقب و ّلول أا ّلقتها. ليلك الهند  84الترتيب الذي اختارته لها فاليريا في ش

In the scene depicted below, ʿAbd al-Karīm is attending to the bonsai plants while drinking his
morning coffee. His devotion to the bonsai and his careful instruction given to Intiṣār to teach her the
procedures of caring for the miniature trees lead the reader to understand that this plant care is time-
consuming and requires both skill and patience.

He drinks his coffee in an unending series of sips, leaning over one of the trees he brought back from
Paris in his suitcase.
Bonsai.
He had told Intiṣār the tree’s name, and instructed her to water it with clean drinking water that had
been boiled first and allowed to sit for twenty-four hours. He keeps a close eye on the leaves, binding
the weak ones with metal twine. All one can hear in the house is soft opera music… or of the scissor
blades snipping at the little branches of the Chinese tea tree.85

أ�شجار التي حملها في حقائبه من باريس. ّلب فوق واحدة من ال يرتشف القهوة جرعات ل� تنتهي، وينك
البونزاي.


رائط

ا بش

ا، يربطه
أاوراقه ّلذ من  أان تسقيها. يلاحق ما يش أ�ربع وعشرين ساعة قبل  ّلقده ل أاسماءها وكيف تغلي ماء الشرب وتر ّللم انتصار  ع
أ�غصان الصغيرة في شجرة الشاي الصينية. ّلقي ال ّلص ين أاو صوت المق أ�وبرا الخافتة...  86الحديد فلا تسمع في البيت سوى ال

When Intiṣār’s eldest son, Ismāʿīl, has disappeared on his suicide mission, she tries to make ʿAbd
al-Karīm notice her uneasiness and take action to help her find her son. The reader understands that
her perspective on the situation is that the prominent political standing of ʿAbd al-Karīm’s family and
his own economic resources may play a key role in wielding the influence needed to help find her
son and bring him safely back to her. ʿAbd al-Karīm, however, remains preoccupied with the bonsai
and has no intention of interrupting the rituals that he deems necessary in order to preserve them.
That is all made clear in the passage below: rather than turning his attention to the sighs coming
from his housekeeper, Intiṣār,

he doesn’t lift his eyes from the bonsai [tea, present author’s remark] tree. He takes out a syringe and
draws some yellow liquid from a little vial… She observes him, and postpones seeking his help until he
finishes his little operation, but he doesn’t put the syringe down until he’s finished misting and shining
all those little green leaves that never wilt.87

83 Haydar 2018: 95–96.
84 al-Dūwayhī 2015 [2014]: 90–91.
85 Haydar 2018: 16–17.
86 al-Dūwayhī 2015 [2014]: 19.
87 Haydar 2018:19.
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تنجادها ب
ه ح
تى

ارورة ص
غيرة... تتابع
ه، تؤج
ل اس
أاص
فر من ق ًاا  أاخرج حقنة وسحب بها سائل أاسه عن شجرة الشاي.  لكنه ل� يرفع ر
ينتهي من عمليته هذه، لكنه ل� يضع الحقنة جانبا

أ�وراق الخضراء التي ل� تذبل. ّلمع بها ال أاخذ عبوة الرذاذ ويروح يل 88حتى ي

Intiṣār repeatedly receives phone calls on a cheap cell phone that she cannot operate, given to her
by Ismāʿīl. Not wanting to disturb ʿAbd al-Karīm while he is caring for his delicate plants, she tries to
wait patiently for him to finish before asking him for help with answering the calls and locating her
son. Thereafter, she pulls herself together, “… presses down on her knees to stop them from shaking
and forces herself to action.”89 Desperate to receive assistance from her employer, ʿAbd al-Karīm, she
wishes to impress upon him her son’s positive attitude towards his miniature trees. Speaking about
Ismāʿīl to ʿAbd al-Karīm, she tries to catch his attention by way of his bonsai.

She lowers her head. “He loves you very much, Bey,” she continues. “After he stopped coming here, he
always asked about your health…”
“…and your trees!” she adds, embarrassed. “He never forgets your conversations and always says what
a wonderful person you are.”90

أاكملت: أاسها و خفضت ر
أاكملت بحياء: ًاا عن صحتك... و أالني دائم إالى هنا، صار يس ًاا يا بك، عندما توقف عن المجيء  ّلبك كثير يح

إانسان طيب. إانك  أاحاديثكما ويقول  أاشجارك! ل� ينسى  91...وعن 

Ismāʿīl and bonsai
As explained above, Ismāʿīl’s father, Bilāl, who participated in an act to avenge the killing of Sheikh
ʿImād of the Bāb al-Ḥadīd quarter, was spared when the Mukhābarāt, State Security, carried out a sur-
prise attack, killing all the avengers except him. The reason for sparing Bilāl’s life remains unclear to
himself and tars him with dishonor, something that seems to spill over into the psychology of his el -
dest son, Ismāʿīl.

During his school years, Ismāʿīl lovingly takes responsibility for his youngest brother who is lame.
He protects him from boys in the neighborhood, who bully him for his awkward limp, at times get -
ting him into fights. 

After primary school,  Ismāʿīl is accepted for vocational training as a mechanic, but drops out of
school. That is when a young man from the American Quarter who has spent time in Pakistan re -
turns as a sheikh and “begins roaming around the quarter’s alleys”, stirring things up. Upcoming par-
liamentary elections have stirred the sheikh to preach against elections; posters portraying humans,
he has held, are sacrilege and voting would go against the precepts of an Islamic state. Ismāʿīl is im-
pressed by the sheikh and takes action, as illustrated in the following excerpt:

Ismāʿīl got fired up and organized a campaign of his own at night. Before sunrise the next day, he’d
managed to tear down or deface most of the posters, and the ones that were hard to reach he splattered
with paint from a distance, smearing the new candidate’s mouth and eyeglasses… A few days later,
some police officers came knocking at the door when the name Ismāʿīl Muḥsin cropped up on the po-
lice interrogation list.92

88 al-Dūwayḥī 2015 [2014]: 21.
89 Haydar 2018: 19.
90 Haydar 2018: 20.
91 al-Dūwayḥī 2015 [2014]: 22.
92 Haydar 2018: 73
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عبة
ًاا، والص 
ويه
ًاا وتش 


ته تنزيق
ّلشحين حص أ�كبر من صور المر ّلل� وقد نال القسم ال إا ّلظم العملية ليلا، ولم يطلع النهار  إاسماعيل فن ّلمس  وتح

م

دما ورد اس

بيت عن
أ�من ب
اب ال 
رق رج
ال ال

ام، ط
أاي 
د 
ّلظارت
ه... بع ّلشح الجدي
د ون ّلطخ فم المر 
د ب
دهان ل
ُتقذفت عن بع 
ا 

ال منه
المن

ّلري... 93إاسماعيل محسن في بلاغ والتح

This is when the baker, Yāsīn al-Shāmī, hears of Ismāʿīl and takes him under his wing by giving
him work in his bakery. Al-Shāmī’s strong religious conviction springs from his time in prison where
he was subjected to severe torture. During his imprisonment, his lifeline became the Qur’an and
Qur’anic recitation, which he could use to communicate with other prisoners.

Falling under the shadow of al-Shāmī, Ismāʿīl joins a radical Islamic jihadist group and is eventu-
ally assigned a suicide mission,  but  finds himself unable to carry out the mission for which he has
been trained. During his journey to the bus terminal in Maḥmūdiyya, south of Baghdad, where he is
to detonate his  explosive belt,  Ismāʿīl encounters a little boy who reminds him of his own little
brother. He realizes that he will not be able to carry out the act. On arrival at the bus terminal, he in -
stead leaves the site, manages to get out of his explosive belt and vest, and hurls the objects over a
wall. Without money or identity documents or anything other than the clothes he is wearing, Ismāʿīl
manages to return to Tripoli in Lebanon.

When Ismail sees the posters with his martyr portrait posted in the city, he realizes that he cannot
return to his family in Ḥayy al-Amīrkān. He is a hunted person, a target for the group he represented
and for State Security because of his affiliation with a jihadist mission. He manages to make his way
in secret to the ʿAzzām residence where ʿAbd al-Karīm receives him. Ismāʿīl and ʿAbd al-Karīm spend
an evening together, during which the host talks about himself, life in Paris, his beloved Valeria, and
the intricate care required by the small miniature trees that she left behind.

Even though the bonsai trees are vital for his psychological well-being,  ʿAbd al-Karīm offers Is-
māʿīl a choice of one of the miniature trees.  Ismāʿīl responds by asking what the point is with the
trees; why cut their roots, mutilate them, and prevent them from growing? The answer given by his
host is that they teach us “patience  – al-ṣabr” and “wisdom – al-ḥikma.” With that,  Ismāʿīl finally
chooses the little azarole with its bright reddish berries.

However, Ismāʿīl is a wanted person and pursued by State Security. When the sirens from the po-
lice cars approach, the host realizes that Ismāʿīl must disappear or else he will be killed. He rushes to
fetch Valeria’s wide black cloak, which he brought with him from Paris as a souvenir, and puts it on
Ismāʿīl while urging him to hurry out the back door. In the blink of an eye, as Ismāʿīl is about to take
off from the wall behind the house, he stops and turns around. He gestures an inch or two between
his thumb and forefinger and says, “I’ll come back for my little tree.”

He hesitated for a moment, and then, from on top of the wall he made a gesture with his fingers indi-
cating the small size of the thing and said, “I’ll come back for my little tree…”94

آ�خذ شجرتي... أاعود ل إالى صغرها: س ًاا بيده ليدل  أاعلى السور وهو يرسم شبر أاضاف من  95تردد لحظة و

In the final scene, the reader meets Ismāʿīl’s mother, Intiṣār, who dreams of the day when she may
arrive at the  ʿAzzām  family’s house in the company of her daughter and expect  Ismāʿīl to step in
through the door. After all, ʿAbd al-Karīm has stated that he will no doubt return. Ismāʿīl must return
Valeria’s coat, and above all, fetch and care for his delicate bonsai azarole.

93 al-Dūwayḥī 2015 [2014]: 70.
94 Haydar 2018: 167–168.
95 al-Dūwayḥī 2015 [2014]: 157.
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Concluding discussion
Both Antoon’s novel The Baghdad Eucharist and Douaihy’s novel The American Quarter constitute ex-
amples of Milich’s and Moghnieh’s “locally informed literature” influenced by a surrounding situa-
tion of social instability, fear, and violence. The question is: how does nature, in the form of a domes-
tic garden with a date palm, or indoor potted plants create a non-threatening space of psychological
tranquillity and peace of mind for Yūsuf in The Baghdad Eucharist, and ʿAbd al-Karīm ʿAzzām and Is-
māʿīl in The American Quarter?

The character of Yūsuf is not portrayed as being afflicted by a psychological or mental disorder. In
Yūsuf, the reader encounters the character of an elderly man and a mature individual, well rooted in
the past and with a particularly deep love and respect for the date palm tree. The date palm has
served as a source of income, and both tree and garden have offered pastime recreation and a sense of
fulfilment, joy and stability during the span of Yūsuf’s adult life. At his age, his agricultural knowl-
edge of the date palm is rooted firmly in his mind to the degree that he experiences himself (spiritu-
ally) related to a specific, individual date palm, namely the one in his domestic garden.

Later, when overall instability, war and terror impinge on his existence, he relates to the garden of
his house and cares for his date palm as if it is “his daughter,” “Paradise in the heart of Hell,” and his
“region of autonomous rule.”

While not considering his church and religion to be of pivotal importance to his well-being, when
on his way to attend mass, he reflects on the rituals of the Eucharist and the life of Christ, all of
which symbolize for him a celebration of birth, life and death in human existence. He equates Christ
with the date palm, an “immortal, sacred tree” that stands firmly rooted while withstanding the vicis -
situdes of life.

Yūsuf’s psychological makeup and actions reflect the observations of Annerstedt and Währborg.
They have posited that a therapeutic relationship between human and nature, without the involve-
ment of “mammals”,  something that we take to mean animals and pets,  might result in positive
“physical and intellectual therapeutic goals in diverse patient categories.” 96 In accordance with the
findings of Russel  et al., Yūsuf emerges as “generally happier” than his niece Mahā who is not in
touch with nature.97 Moreover, the disposition of Yūsuf throughout the story corroborates the “bio-
philia hypothesis” introduced by Annerstedt and Währborg. His interaction with manifestations of
nature, in the form of a domestic garden and date palm cultivation, gives him a sense of security and
helps him lower his guard.98

In summary, by taking responsibility for catering to the needs of a specific member of the natural
environment, that of the date palm, Yūsuf’s character shows NBA to be therapeutic. This also coin-
cides with the findings of Annerstedt and Währborg referred to above. Overall, Yūsuf’s emotional in-
volvement in the cultivated nature of his garden and palm-tree growing represents a form of NBA,
which results in a self-generated NAT. This activity seems to give him a stable mind-set, one that is
focused on the prospects for a better future.

A relevant remark here is that, deluded as he may be, Yūsuf may be living an illusion fostered by
the tranquillity of his closed-off surroundings behind the walls of his garden. His existence is encap-
sulated in his life on a virtual island, cut off from the troubled reality surrounding it. Nevertheless, he
emerges as a well-adjusted person, confident and reassured about the prospects of a stable and peace-
ful future in his own country, even though he is fully aware of the instability and insecurity sur -
rounding him.

Unlike Yūsuf, his niece, Mahā, has not found consolation in contact with manifestations of nature.
Her character is affected by pessimism and anxiety. Arguably, this is a reasonable consequence of her

96 Annerstedt & Währborg 2011: 372, 382.
97 Russell et al. 2013: 473.
98 Annerstedt & Währborg 2011: 371.
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subjection to the disturbing, indeed existentially threatening, surroundings in which she has found
herself since infancy. In fact, her life begins in the midst of war, bombings and subsequent escapes to
a bomb-shelter while fighter jets pound the surroundings. This is the framework of her early life, and
it leads to trauma, as explained by Milich in 2015 and referred to above. No normal reality exists in
her mind to which she can return.99 Near-death experiences have been part of her reality throughout
her life, and she has lost her child in a terrorist attack against her home. Nevertheless, she survives.
These factors may tell us something about nature and comfort. Both characters, Yūsuf and Mahā, re-
side in war-ridden Iraq. One has a close relationship with a specific manifestation of nature. The
other does not enjoy such a relationship. The one in touch with nature is composed and reassured,
while the other, with no interest in, knowledge about, or connection to nature, is not.

Mahā is about to leave Iraq for Canada, and the reader does not learn how she fares, be it in Iraq
or later, in her new surroundings. Does she eventually find peace of mind, happiness, and harmony in
her life? Might being in touch with a manifestation of nature be of help to her, in her distressful war-
ridden surroundings in Iraq? Or, may it become a beneficial factor in her new location, with its de-
manding, hectic, big-city life in Canada, something to which she and her husband Luʾay will most
likely be exposed in their capacity as newcomers to North America?100

ʿAbd al-Karīm in  The American Quarter has spent time in France and learnt to care for potted
plants that demand considerable daily attention.  As far as  he is concerned,  the bonsai emerge as a
lifeline. He expresses awareness of this fact while referring to the importance of the bonsai to his
psychological well-being. A part of this therapeutic effect may arguably also be attributed to a sooth -
ing memory of his beloved, Valeria, whom he cannot or will not forget.

In line with the observations of Poulsen et al. regarding Danish war veterans who “experienced
that their conditions and needs due to their PTSD could be remedied by simply being in the garden,
and performing the NBA,” ʿAbd al-Karīm clearly experiences some mental harmony by performing an
NBA, albeit in the form of an indoor activity.101 He undergoes an NBT of sorts while immersing him-
self in time-consuming and exacting potted plant-care. His NBA takes place indoors and is beneficial
to his mental disposition. It also serves to keep him secure. He cuts himself off from the troubled out-
side environment and concentrates on his plants. In fact, in the face of the prevalent instability and
violence in his surroundings, his only means of performing any kind of NBA may be by ensconcing
himself within the walls of his home. When Ismāʿīl takes refuge in the ʿAzzām residence after having
abandoned his mission, ʿAbd al-Karīm is put at risk even in his own home.

Ismāʿīl does not have Mahā’s privilege in The Baghdad Eucharist, that is, the possibility of emigrat-
ing to a better life in another country. The vast class difference and living conditions separating Is-
māʿīl and ʿAbd al-Karīm seem to play a role with regard to Ismāʿīl’s weak hopes and prospects for es-
tablishing a good life for himself and his siblings. Besides the bleak prospects of achieving a better
life than that of his childhood, the reader senses that his decision to join a jihadist group is related to
the loss of dignity suffered by his father, Bilāl. The opprobrium heaped on him for not becoming a
martyr when participating in a revenge attack for the killing of a popular sheikh, but instead being
spared by the Mukhābarāt, or State Security, marks him with dishonor. The adoption of a pious life
and initiation of jihadist activism may be part of an effort by Ismāʿīl to restore the family to good re-
pute in the eyes of the surrounding social environment.

After Ismāʿīl’s departure on his jihadist mission, Intiṣār makes an effort to catch ʿAbd al-Karīm’s
attention in order to ask for his help in bringing her son back. Realizing the importance that ʿAbd al-
Karīm has vested in the bonsai, she makes sure to point out that, even though Ismāʿīl does not show
up at the house anymore, he not only asks about ʿAbd al-Karīm’s health, but also about that of his

99 Milich 2015: 285.
100 For a study of the question as to whether involvement with nature may be a conduit to integration into North

American society, consult my article “Nature as a Road to Integration: A Saudi Experience” (Ramsay 2019).
101 Poulsen et al. 2016: 3, 12.
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trees. She explains that Ismāʿīl never forgets their conversations, some of which have been about his
bonsai, miniature trees.

Ismāʿīl’s setting is one of poverty and lack of role models and he enjoys little experience of nature.
His first significant exposure to a manifestation of nature comes when he is introduced to ʿAbd al-
Karīm’s bonsai plants and their intricate care. He does not understand why anyone would be inter-
ested in manipulating trees so that their growth is stunted, but accepts the azarole bonsai  offered to
him by ʿAbd al-Karīm. In the dangerous situation when escaping the police and State Security as they
enter the ʿAzzām residence, Ismāʿīl reminds himself of his responsibility to attend to his newly ac-
quired, delicate azarole. He stops, turns around and gestures to ʿAbd al-Karīm to notify him that he
will indeed return for his tree to care for it.

Three of the characters treated in this article,  Yūsuf,  ʿAbd al-Karīm and Ismāʿīl, emphasize the
point made by Bratman et al. that “psychological ecosystems services” should be taken into consider-
ation and included by policy-makers and practitioners in ecosystem service assessments.102 Although
in different measure, manifestations of nature allow these three characters to enjoy moments when
they are not on the alert, something that we associate with relaxation and well-being. Yūsuf and ʿAbd
al-Karīm escape to relative security in a walled garden and a house closed off by a stone-wall. Both
have the luxury of being able to relax in these spaces while concentrating on gardening and plant
care or simply enjoying moments of contemplation and meditation.

Mahā and Ismāʿīl were both born into the precarious situation in which they dwell. Mahā’s way of
handling this situation is to focus on her emigration project. Once a week, she also metaphorically
spends time in a garden – the Garden of Gethsemane – in prayer. We cannot say whether this is
solely a narrative metaphor or whether she indeed experiences her hour of prayer as a time of spiri-
tual devotion as though in a garden. Whether her spiritual contact with a horticultural setting is ben-
eficial to her psychological well-being remains unclear.

As for the young adult Ismāʿīl, like Mahā he has not experienced nature in reality or a life of dig-
nity and security. Still, his brief encounter with the bonsai through ʿAbd al-Karīm seems to make an
indelible imprint on him. While fleeing for his life, he remembers his little azarole and stops to make
sure to inform his host that he will return for it. In other words, while reflecting on the miniature tree
with its bright berries, even Ismāʿīl – at least momentarily – lowers his guard and abandons his alert-
ness, something that we associate with ease of mind and well-being.

Abbreviations
MENA Middle East and North Africa
NAT Nature-Assisted Therapy
NBA Nature-Based Activities
NBT Nature-Based Therapy
PTSD Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder
SLU Sveriges lantbruksuniversitet (The Swedish University of Agricultural Sciences)
WWI World War I
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