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Aleading master of contemporary ceramics in Cyprus, Valentinos Charalambous
emancipated this ancient practice fromits utilitarian and decorative dimension, having
elevated it into high art.

Born into a family of Famagusta potters, with both his grandfather and father exer-
cising this craft for their living, he carries within his childhood memories the potteries
(kouzarka) of Varosha, as indelible inscriptions of a ceaselessly unfading past, penetrating
his very soul and body and determining his own life path.

Having studied ceramics from 1948 to 1951, at the Central School of Arts and Crafts
in London, and having later worked with one of the most renowned ceramists of the twen-
tieth century, Bernard Leach, at St Ives, Cornwall, Valentinos is the first Cypriot with univer-
sity education in ceramics and a lengthy academic career, spanning around thirty years,
from 1957 to 1985, as a professor of ceramics at the Institute of Fine Arts in Baghdad, where
he was commissioned by the Iragi government to found a separate Ceramics Department,
in 1968. Being in charge of the Cyprus-Arab relations at the then Cultural/Educational Serv-
ice of the Ministry of Education, for a decade, between 1988 and 1998, he developed close
bonds with Arab artists and literary writers, mainly from Egypt, having intensely dealt with
the intellectual production of the Cypriot and Greek diaspora in Cairo and Alexandria.

The first workshop he set up in Varosha, from 1951 to 1957, next to his father’s pot-
tery, right after he returned from his studies in England, attracted men of letters and scholars
who visited Cyprus, including the historian of the Crusades, Sir Steven Runciman and George
Seferis. There, he experiments with traditional Cypriot pottery, through small vases, bowls,
plates and ashtrays, not only of a circular but of an angular shape as well, sometimes with
oxidation, incisions and scratches, and sometimes with geometric, animal or bird-like rep-
resentations, inspired from the Cypriot ceramics of the Early and Late Bronze Age and that
of the Archaic period.

During his stay in Baghdad, he literally reinvents the traditional Cypriot bowl by dra-
matically enlarging it, so that its internal and external surface would provide ample space for
adrawing and an engraving indulgence. Motifs of popular art and weaving from Iraq as well
as of Cypriot embroidery from Lefkara harmoniously converse with the bowl’s convex and
concave volumes, where they often crop up as two-dimensional reliefs. At some times, he
selects light tones of yellow, green and brown that resemble those of the Cypriot medieval
engraved and glazed pottery which are also used in the glazed vases or jugs of Lapithos,
while at other times he draws on the ochre, the shimmering sky-blue, turquoise, and grey-
blue of Iraqi ceramics.

His oversized bowls turn out to be self-contained installations of inscribed vessels,
imparted with the artist’s practice in Arabic calligraphy on clay. Starting off with large letters
at the bowl's rim, which gradually get smaller in their downward inscription on the bowl’s
sides and bottom, he embarks upon a very unique visual transliteration of Constantine
Cavafy's poems.

Through his exhaustive research into the ability of clay to transcribe the vowels
and more specifically the liquid consonants of Arabic with plastic prosody, which cor-
responds to the Greek intonation, Valentinos Charalambous breathes life into upright
ceramic sculptures whose dynamic elongation encapsulates grandiloquently the rhythm
of the phonemes and the flow of language itself. These very particular works, which have
along with his inscribed bowls become synonymous to his personal style, evolve out of his
older sculptures of the 1960's, whose torso follows the oval shape of the lykethos or the
Cypriot kouza, as well as of the koukkoumara of Varoshia. Their development into either



human-like or architectural structures with a perforated neck furnishes them with a totem-
like, devotional dimension.

The wall ceramics of Iraq had a crucial impact on one of the most emblematic prac-
tices by Valentinos Charalambous, namely that of assembling concise clay schematizations
of castles, ships, Kufic ideograms, Iraqgi and Middle-Eastern folklore significations, arranged
in concentric circles and accompanied at the bottom by wavy laconic articulations of the
Mediterranean sea or the waters of Tigris, Euphrates and the Nile. His first, large-scale wall
compositions, which are narrative and horizontal rather than cyclical, date back to the late
1960's. The history of Cyprus, through symbolic representations of successive eras, is pre-
served in a wall installation, at the reception hall of the Larnaka International Airport, where
it was transferred from the Nicosia International Airport in 2014, whereas the history of the
wine in Cyprus, is delineated as a clay wall installation at the offices of the KEO Winery and
Brewery in Limassol.

Among his recent creations are a series of small, interconnected ceramic flasks
in pairs of two, like binary units, which allude to excavation findings of archetypal warriors,
arrayed as they are in a stance of fight. His poems in Greek, from his one and only published
collection, entitled “The Spider’s Web" also turninto works of art, written as they are with
pen on soft paper, in his own handwriting, which reproduces the type of letters employed for
inscribing Cavafy’s poetry on his bowls

With his constant experimentations in the blending of Cypriot clay, the glazing, the
textures and the chromatic gradations, ensuing through his resort to Cypriot minerals, and
mainly that of celadonite, which he discovered in Kapedes, Valentinos Charalambous achieves
aesthetic perfection in his ingenious work, which evokes an incomparable succinct simplicity.

In an amalgam of ancient, medieval and traditional Cypriot pottery with that of
Mesopotamia and influences from the Arabic and the Western civilization, the trends and
theoretical quests on ceramics, into which he was initiated while in Britain, Valentinos Cha-
ralambous has set a landmark in the evolution of the Cypriot art of clay and is acknowledged
as a central figure in the world history of ceramics.

The cities-soulscapes for Valentinos Charalambous are his birthplace Famagusta,
Baghdad, the capital of his second homeland, Irag, and Limassol, where he has been living
and working since 1985. In his house-workshop, in the historic centre of Limassol, bowls
inscribed with poems, clay sculptures in an upward, transcendental elongation and a pleth-
ora of self-sufficient, fascinating pieces awaiting their assemblage in order to be trans-
formed into wall ceramic installations come into existence on a daily basis, through the
wheel or the electric kiln. Creativity at its utmost is channeled into this exhibition with
new works alongside preceding ones, as a divine gift for Valentinos, who was born in 1929,
having turned 95 on October 25, 2024.

Adapted from Valentinos, Limassol Municipal Arts Centre-Apothikes Papadaki, 2025




@ <> @1

000Q0







UHELITLALHINL S










Arabesque Rhythms, 1998, fireproof clay, 180x70x8 cm




Karyatid, 2014, fireproof clay, 161 cm

Karyatid, 2014, fireproof clay, 96 cm




Arabesque Rythms, 2002, fireproof clay, 96 x34x10 cm

Arabesque Rythms, 1998, fireproof clay, 96 x34x10 cm




Bowl, 2007, fireproof clay, @65x 20 cm

Talisman, 1993-1994, fireproof clay, @251 cm




Bowl, 2024, fireproof clay, @45 x 34 cm

Wall Relief, 1965, fireproof clay, 110x68 cm




Dancer, 2014, fireproof clay, 40 x19x10 cm

Arabesque Rhythms, 1998, fireproof clay, 65x16 x10 cm



Arabesque Rhythms, 2025, bronze, 68x13x10 cm









3000
Years

Younger
Than You

A conversation with Valentinos Charalambous (V), Jan Verwoert (J),
Federica Bueti (F), and George Costa (G)

Who can remember how different reality was, can imagine how lives may be lived
differently. Such knowledge resides in a love of the details that make all

the difference. It's a love supreme that Valentinos Charalambous wholeheartedly
embodies.

WAR, PEACE, SILK, AND VASES

\ Remember what | told you about the cemeteries in Egypt? If young people were taken
on school excursions to see the results of war—to see that a young man of 20 from New
Zealand and a boy of 16 from Dresden are buried under the sands of Egypt—I'm sure this
would go so deep into their hearts, that when the question of war came up, they would be ter-
rified and do everything to avoid it. Having gone through life, | have seen many upheavals.

As achild | lived through the Second World War; then, in 1955, | went through the
uprising against the British for the liberation of Cyprus, and when the king was killed in
Baghdad, in 1958, | was there too. Then in 1963, '64, '65 the Ba'ath party was in power,
people were toppled, new people came in. It has been a life sandwiched between good, rea-
sonably peaceful times and hard war— people being slaughtered.

[ lost my house in Cyprus. | am a refugee in my own country. Not that | feel bitter
about it. | feel that my own artistic way of life really makes up for all of these losses. | have
my studio, | have my materials, | do my work. | have an artistically good life. But | feel sorry for
all those people who have gone through life and face only a void, only emptiness, all this
emptiness, the hole torn by war.

J What about the time before 1958 in Baghdad?
Vv Oh, back then, the country was not poisoned by war or politics. Read Freya Stark,
she is a really important Edwardian travel-writer, who wrote extensively on Iraq and pub-
lished a newspaper in Baghdad. | met her before | ever went to Baghdad; | was only 23, 24 at
the time. She came to my studio one morning, beautifully dressed, wearing a lovely silk
shawl. She came in very quietly and then asked in a British, reserved way: “May | ask you a
guestion?" | said, "Yes, yes please.” And she asked, "How do you work with clay on the wheel
wearing silk shirts?” And | laughed. At that time | used to grow silkworms and take the
cocoons to the village to have the silk woven. | had silk shirts to last a whole life-time and
wore them every day because they were very comfortable. | returned the query. “Dear lady,"”
I said, "I make these, they are worth nothing as silk, but you are wearing the most beautiful
silk shawl!"” And she very timidly said: ""Well,  have a small plant in Asolo."” Asolo is a village in
northern Italy and she had a plant there! (laughing)

| had forgotten about her when, three years later, | received an invitation for a Sun-
day morning cocktail, in the house of the representative of the British Council. So | went
on the boat down the river, having put on my good clothes. | saw the representative and
next to him, there she was, asking, “Valentinos, what on earth brings you here?" | said,
""Do you remember me?" And she said, "'Of course | do, | bought a few things from you, and
I remember your shirts!" Freya Stark drew such a strong picture of Irag and the Middle
East in her writing. So did Wilfred Thesiger. I'm mentioning these two people because from



them you get the inside story of the Arab world, stories of little incidents that happen to you.
You learn something about Karam, the sense of love and hospitality —all that is lost now.

J Did you feel these writers were closely connected to the colonial machinery?

\Y Absolutely, they were the instigators of the changes. The uprising against the Otto-
man Empire, ruling the Arabian Peninsula, was instigated by the British. Lawrence of Arabia
played a key role. He was a spy who promised independence to the Arabs. But the British
never kept that promise.

Let me come to another story, vaguely connected to this, Jan. | had an exhibition in
Nicosia. And | receive a letter from Sir John Birch. Who is this? | didn’t know. But he wrote:
"Dear Valentinos, | was a young officer in 1956, 25 years old, and | had the responsibility of
clearing a village because of hostilities. | had all people gather in a yard to be interrogated.
And you were one of them. You came to me and said: ‘Look here, | can stay, the power is in
your hands, but I'm a potter and | have a kiln on. If anything goes wrong, Nose everythingin
the kiln.! Thad lessons in pottery and knew about kilns, so | let you go and do your work. You
went with the promise to come back the next morning. Which you kept, | was surprised. And
then we became known to each other, | came to your studio, bought a few pieces. Since then
I went into diplomatic service, became an ambassador to Afghanistan, India, the United
States. Now I’'min London, walking my dog. | would love to hear from you.” | wrote back:
"Dear Sir John, or | dare say I'm not going to address you as Sir, we knew each other etc., etc.
Since you have such fond memories of Cyprus, take a plane and come here. | have a house in
the mountains you can stay in.” In no time he answered back and said, "Yes, | have already
booked my flight.” So he came and stayed in my house.

I'll tell you a parallel story. There was a man called Peter Simor, of the same age, who
was also in Cyprus back then. The two never met each other on the island. Peter Simor was a
member of the British intelligence service, which | didn’t know. We worked for quite a long
time in the studio. We collaborated in finding out the secrets of terra sigillata, a technique in
ceramics. Can you imagine this? The war in Cyprus is on, against the British. And almost on a
daily basis, Peter comes to my studio working on the pottery! Fifty years later, John is invited
to Peter’s house in London and sees on the mantlepiece one of the pots | used to make. And
John asked Peter, "Where did you get that pot? 1 have some of these, but lost one.” Peter
said that he got it from Cyprus. “Yes, but who from?" the other one asked. “Remember Val-
entinos!" he replied. So, this pot rekindled the memory of these two people who had never
met each other in Cyprus. And they both wrote to me.

J You could turn this into an Edgar Allan Poe type of story about a pot on the
mantlepiece.
\Y | wrote a little poem on it, actually. | call it a culprit vase, The Culprit Vase: "How did

you dare to stay there waiting for years and years ..." The amazing thing is that we were
young and didn’t care about politics, but Peter wrote in his letter, “I'm sorry, I'm very con-
cerned, how did you keep the balance between the revolution of the Cypriots and a British
espionage officer?"l didn’t know!

AVISIT TO MME GUGGENHEIM IN VENICE

F So you saw the first Venice Biennale, the first one after the war?

Vv Yes, it was very interesting, because | was coming out of the war and | had to be
careful not to ask for things that | could not afford. | stayed at the hotel, near a small giar-
dino, where Signora Guggenheim threw her parties.

J You met her, didn’t you?

\ Yes, three or four years later. | was travelling from Cyprus and was en route to London,
where | had studied before. In those days you would connect Cyprus-Venice and then Venice-
London by train. At the time | was doing a little sketching and | had an exhibition in Nicosia. So
the director of the British Council said to me, “Oh, you're on your way to London, when you go
to Venice, go see Mme Guggenheim." | was a handsome Latino, nobody believes it now
(laughs). So I put on my best clothes, a lot of perfume, and at the arranged time | went to the
Palazzo Guggenheim, around to the back-door, which has a beautiful fer forgé, with stones
from Venice and Murano glass embedded in iron. A man came to welcome me, and | sat down
waiting for Mme Guggenheim. | waited, and | waited, and | waited. But then | smelled the per-
fume, preceding her. And she came in, following the perfume, dressed in rose chiffons; her
nose was enormous, directing her, piercing your eyes. | said: "'I'm Valentinos, etc., what's-his-
name sent me.” ""Yes, | know, yes come, ‘ll show you around, etc.”

So we went round, and everywhere there were pictures of Tancredi, more than 50 of
them. Now, who is Tancredi? Nobody knows him anymore. He was a young Latino at that
time, of my age, a very mediocre painter. She sponsored him. Tancredi here, Tancredi there,
and Tancredi probably in bed. And we went around and around the Palazzo, passing com-
ments, of which | don’t know how intelligent they were. Eventually we went down towards
the entrance to the Grand Canal. And there, she showed me the horse of Marino Marini. |
went red. | drowned in my own perspiration. The rider had an enormous erect phallus. She
saw me and said, "'Valentinos, you're not embarrassed, are you?" | said, ""No, no, of course
not, why should | be? She said, "Well ..., went down a few steps to the horse, unscrewed the
phallus, and put it in her pocket. Thirty years later, a friend of mine went on a guided tour
through the palazzo and mentioned the story to the docent, who said, "Yes, it is very handy.
When the Pope comes, we unscrew it." But now, when you, Jan, went with Polys, you found it
was welded on. So nobody can steal it now.

J But there was a Tancredi painting next to her bed. A very colourful one.
Vv (laughing) I mean, | create stories, | tell lies, actually, at times, as my mother did
(laughing). But this is a true story, Tancredi, Tancredi everywhere.....

J If art history is a bed-time story, why not also a bed-room story? | think the story of
art should be told like this. If you read Colette's stories of Paris, at the turn of the
century, you start to understand what life was about, what happened backstage,
among the performers of the scene.

G The details make the difference.

Yes, the details ...

[



AVISIT TO MME NEFERTITI IN BERLIN

\ Neferneferuaten, Nefertiti— Nefer means beautiful. Neferneferuaten is the beauti-
ful one of the Aten, the new religion. Neferneferuaten, Nefertiti. Nefertiti, the beautiful one,
is coming. Some critics say she has an expression of sadness because she sees the forth-
coming events of the kingdom. She is concerned about the new religion. Her husband Ech-
naton has told everybody off. All the powerful priests and the army have been told off. He
builds a new city, in Amarna, and says, “There is a new god, only one god, Aten, and | am the
representative of this god on earth.” He is the first monotheist in the world. This lasted for
thirty years; then the army and all the prestigious hungry priests came back, and destroyed
all that was visible of his and her presence. They mutilated all and everything. Written in 300
BC, the story of the Pharaonic era completely omits this period of Echnaton and Nefertiti.
They are not there.

J Today we would call them revolutionaries, no? So the majesty of her looks reveals
the knowledge of a different use of power ... but there is something strange. She
only has one eye. Do we know what happened to the other one?

Vv No, it was never found. The prevailing theory is that the bust is a study the sculptor

made for students to copy. So the socket was left without an eye to teach how to make a

socket where the eye can be put.

F Women like Nefertiti were quite independent, weren't they?

\Y Oh, yes, definitely, | mean, there are pictures of 18th dynasty women getting drunk,
profusely, on wine and beer. There is a detail: women would pee standing and men squat-
ting. In the sculptures over there you see that women had long wigs. They put a pomade of
perfumed wax on the wig because it was made of goat’s hair and smelled very badly. So
when they went to a party and it got hot, the wax would melt and give out a pleasant smell to
the wig. They wore jewellery made from lapis lazuli and the garments were beautifully
pleated and woven.

J You mentioned perfume today with Peggy Guggenheim—and we are now talking of
wigs, jewellery, and clothes. From smells to looks —it's a close relationship, no?

\ Yes, they would not leave anything to chance. (laughing)

J But make it happen on all the frequencies ...

\ Look, this is probably Neferure, the child of Hatshepsut, maybe, maybe.

J It says the chief steward of Amun Senenmut and princess Neferure.

\Y, Senenmut, Senenmut! The priest who looked after the child of Hatshepsut. Hat-

shepsut is the first woman who ruled Egypt as a male pharaoh. She was King Hatshepsut,
not Queen. For twenty years.

F So wait a minute, she pretended she was a man?

\Y She ruled officially as a man. Wearing the ceremonial beard, doing everything a man
would do. This is the child, Neferure. And he, he was her lover, Senenmut, and looked after
her child.

J The sculpture is fantastic. The beads emerge from a solid rock, all covered in writing.
Vv The whole population of Egypt was only a million and a half, at the most. The average
worker would die at 20 or 24, others at 40 or 50. When you think that a country of such size,
with so few people — how could they produce all these monuments? Were they all sculptors?
(laughing)

F I don’t know, maybe they worked day and night to make it happen.

Vv Now, the Ka is the creative divine force, which exists before you’re born, goes into
the body, continues through life, goes out of the body when you die. The Ba is the soul. When
— after mummification, which takes about 70 days — you are resurrected, the Ka and Ba
reunite in the body and become Akh, your passport to eternity. Besides that, the Name is the
most important thing a child should have when it is born. And the Shadow protects the
Name. So these are the five elements of an Egyptian person: the Ka, the Ba, the Akh, the
Name, and the Shadow.

J The Shadow protects the Name?
\" The Shadow is the protector of the Name.
J This shadow here?
Vv This shadow, yes, it protects the name.
J And the Ba is the individual soul ... the third one is ...
\Y The Akh, the combination of the two ... Don't look at me like that! (laughing)
J I'd never heard before that the Shadow protects the Name.
G Right, we need the Shadow!
BAGHDAD MEMORIES
J So you were saying, the best way to describe your art is through the ...
\ The poetry of Omar Khayam who's a mystic, philosopher, and poet, 9th or 10th cen-

tury A.D. He is deeply religious. Yet he invites young people to go out, enjoy life, drink, make
merry — because maybe there’s no tomorrow. There's this line—I remember it well: “Could
thou and | with fate conspire to grasp the sorry scheme of things entire and remould them
to our heart’s desire?" | always felt very happy when | read this.... The collection from which
this poem is taken is called Rubaiyat.

J Is that what Irag was like when you came there?

Vv Yes, on Omar Khayam Street by the river, where all these bistros, cafés, and restaur-
ants are, | had endless walks and the atmosphere was completely engulfing. Imagine this
country in 1957 when | went there. Alcohol is for sale only in Christian shops. But beer and
Arak are abundant. The breweries couldn’t keep up with the demand. So when we would go
to a bar we'd be asked, "How many beers do you want today? Six? Alright.” So they would
bring them all to the table, right away, in case they’d run short of drinks later on. There was
asense of ... religion is one side of life, this is another side.



J And that changed...

\Y When Saddam came in, things started to get difficult. Xenophobia was cultivated ...
the party had its way to get to the people and you didn’t know to whom you could talk: Is he
going to report you? The government controlled imports. There could be a shortage of
things. But they were never short of whiskey and cigarettes. Since you're drinking Campari,
it reminds me that, in one instance, the government had mistakenly imported Campari
instead of whiskey. So we had Campari for a long time because of this.

J So you experienced Baghdad as a welcoming place?

Vv Yes! Once | was there for a few months, all the shop owners knew me. | would walk
through the city and they knew | was a teacher so they said, "Daskale, daskale, teacher
come, come, sit down for tea.” God forbid if you refuse it—it was bad manners. In Basra for
example, which | visited around 1958, it was like the old Greek habit: a stranger is invited to
stay with you, without asking questions. It was like that in Basra. People receive you, very
happy to talk to you ... excellent people. In Islam, Karam means benevolence. It is a key part
of the culture. The West has such a wrong idea of Islam and the Arab world. They never think
of its great abilities. Ctesiphon outside Baghdad had the highest unsupported arch in the
world. The Taj Mahal is an Islamic piece of art. There are 3000 years of almost unbroken civil-
isation in Egypt. Why are these things not appreciated by our Western world as much as they
should be? Think of the achievements of Mesopotamia. They counted so many different
individual civilisations. There’s not enough credit for what the Assyrians did, for what the
Babylonians did, for what the Elamites did, or for what the Sumerians did. The first written
epic was Gilgamesh, a Sumerian epic. We boast of Homer, the Greek. But Gilgamesh was
written 2000 years before. These things are not given the right consideration and appreci-
ation. And have we not created radicalism by our own incapacity to understand this civilisa-
tion? Wherever there is petroleum we go and grab it, as part of the Western capacity to grab
things, and problems are created that facilitate this.

J A friend of mine got talking to a British mercenary on the plane the other day and
the guy said, it was clear from the start that their directive in Iraq was to, quote,
"smash open and pillage."” But Valentinos, you can recall the time before war
changed the country. When no one remembers this part of history anymore, it's
gone. But when you speak of a different Baghdad, | would like to think that it's still
real, because you remember it.

AVISIT TO THE ISHTAR GATE

J Before | started recording, Valentinos, while we were facing the Ishtar Gate, you
mentioned that Babylonians had no paper to do designs on before building this
complex piece of ornamented architecture from glazed clay bricks. So if they did
preparatory sketches, they probably did them in clay too. So the medium in which
they did the design was the same medium in which they executed the construction:
clay!

Vv Exactly, it was the only medium. In Mesopotamia, if you want stone, you must travel

hundreds of kilometres away to find any. There’s no rock, the whole area is all alluvium.

J So there is one medium in which you write, produce images, and built gates. No
paper, no stone, no scissors.
Vv Just clay. We rarely think about that, we rarely give them credit for creating all these

things, starting with clay, only clay, nothing else. And it's constructed with so much accuracy.

J Do you recognise the pigment in the blue glaze on the bricks of the gate?

Vv Oh, yes, yes. This blue cannot be achieved except through cobalt oxide. It existed
extensively in neighbouring Iran, in Persia. But look at these bricks. The glaze is a perfect
matte turquoise. Blue is easy but matte turquoise is very difficult to achieve. Where is the
world? Where is civilisation?

J Yesterday, you mentioned you like visiting the collections in Cairo because standing
before the ancient pieces, you said, brings you "down to zero."
Vv Yes, down to zero, complete zero. | don't exist. | feel so happy, because I'm not there.

Then I return to Cyprus and | tell myself: Let's make a few bowls, a few murals. Never mind,
Valentinos you are zero, but you are happy because you are zero. | have been going through
life with a dictum by Marcel Proust: " Our acts consume us but, like the gleam does to phos-
phorus, they show us splendour.” It's one of those things that | kept reminding myself: Val-
entinos, you are a potter, you are consumed by your acts as a craftsman, and the rest shall
take its course.

J Would it be wrong to call this a “happy humility"?

Vv I think it's a happy humility. It's not a sweet tasting humility, but it helps you to go
further when you go back to work ... instead of being boastful. You know there is this tur-
guoise ... it's so... Iwonder if this is ... no, | shouldn’t wonder.

J But you have been such an influential teacher! What was it like, teaching ceramics in
Baghdad, as a foreigner, in the 3505, ‘60s, ‘705?
Vv It was great fun actually. | would say: "Make a vase.” So students would try to copy

my work. But | got angry with that. “Never copy me! It's nothing against you, you are paying
compliments to me, but for God’s sake, don’t copy me. When you take a shower, do you sing?
Of course you do. In what language do you sing?" That way | could drive it in. ""You don't sing
Greek songs, do you? So don't copy me. I'm not here. Sing in your own language!"” Actually
it's one thing I'm proud of. 1 managed never to be copied.

THE STORY OF ANTINOUS, DESERT SKIES, AND LEAVING BAGHDAD

Vv Hadrian’s favourite was a young man, whose name was Antinous. Antinous was a
young athlete, who came from Bosporus, from Bithynia. Hadrian visited the area, took a lik-
ing to this young man for his intelligence, his athletic poise, etc., and asked permission from
Antinous’s father to allow the young man to accompany him on his expedition inspecting
the Roman possessions in the Middle East. This must have taken about six or eight years,
and then Antinous dies. He drowns in the Nile, not far from the place where Amarna was, the
city Echnaton and Nefertiti founded. He was an athlete and a very good swimmer. The Nile is
avery tame river, you don’t drown there. Behind the barge of the emperor was his wife and



princess, on another boat. Well, it is believed that they killed the boy. Hadrian was so upset
when Antinous died that he built a whole city called Antinoopolis, or Antinog. It's still on
modern Egyptian maps of the Nile. When Hadrian built his villa, he ordered that sculptures
of Antinous be made. Some depict him as a pharaoh. He is the most extensively sculpted
young man in ancient Rome who is not a prince, who is not a king, who is not a god. How can
that be? It's for a young person who has the time to sit down and find out ... yes, it's an idea
for your students. Poets have commemorated Antinous. Shelley speaks of an eager and
impassioned tenderness.’ Oscar Wilde writes in ""The Sphinx,"” "'Sing to me of that odorous
green eve when crouching by the marge / You heard from Hadrian’s gilded barge the
laughter of Antinous.” It was the laughter before he died. "'Sing to me of the odorous green
eve" —now, for people who know the Nile, there is this ... it's not a scent, it's an odour, of all
the growth of plants on the Nile. How did Oscar Wilde, who never went to Egypt, know how
to correctly describe this smell that comes in the evening when the evaporation from the
stream, from the river starts? "Odorous green eve," how did he know?

J So from the perfume of Peggy Guggenheim, and the 18th dynasty wig wax smell, we
now come to the odour of the Nile. When you were living in Baghdad, you would
travel through the desert, via Beirut, to go back to Cyprus. What was that like?

Vv The desert sky! This clear sky, where you can see layers of stars! It's not a one-

dimensional sky, not a flat dome; you feel the space between the layers of stars.

You can feel space better, that you are in space, you're a part of space. During daytime, the

desert is asleep. But at night, it is alive. You can hear creatures everywhere. Wolves come

out of nowhere. There are little rat-like animals, called Jerboa. They jump like kangaroos,
jump, jump, jump everywhere. And you don't lie on the ground, because scorpions could be
anywhere. But, even during the summer, when you have 50 degree centigrade during the
day, it's cool and dry at night. You have to cover yourself. Then there's a breeze, it comes
from nowhere, a caressing breeze; it caresses your face. It's the most wonderful, wonderful
feeling.

J Hearing you speak about the stars and the desert gives a different actuality to
astrology, no? At some point, however, you decided to pack up and leave Baghdad.
What was that like?
\ Packing up my things, the belongings of a litetime, my wheel, my machine for wash-
ing clay, everything ... somehow you block your mind as if it's not happening to you. It was
like | was in a film— as if this was happening to somebody else. Retrospectively, it became
very emotional. But at the time, somehow, | went through it. Well, so | was packing my per-
sonal belongings in crates, and among them, of course, | had my collection of shoes. An
officer came to inspect the crate, so it could be sealed and go through customs. He went
through the stuff in anger: How did | dare do this, this was an insult, did | not recognise?!
"Recognise what?" | said. "But you have wrapped your shoes in newspapers! Don’t you
realise, on each page there is a picture of Saddam Hussein?" He was not a Saddami, he was
trying to help me, | could feel it. Otherwise he would have reported me. He said, "For God's
sake, please take the newspapers out and wrap your things again. I'll be back tomorrow."”
So | re-wrapped my shoes and everything else in anything but newspapers.

Berlin, 5—6 March 2017, from Umm Kulthum Faints on Stage, Sternberg Press, 2021
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