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ETELADNAN 
Interviewed by Randa Abul-Husn 

hen she was seventeen she wanted to 
become an architect, but her mother was 
horrified, it's a man's job she had said. 
ConsequenUy, Etel Adnan went to L'Ecole 
Superieure Des Lettres, a literary school in 
Beirut. Her mother's attitude and concur
rently that of society created a barrier 
between Etel and her parents, and she 
dreamed of leaving the country.(1) 
Eventually, she got a scholarship and 
went to the Sorbone in Paris and then on 
to Berkeley and Harvard in the United 
States of America. 

Etel Adnan is a writer 
and a painter. She discov
ered her talent in painting 
later in life, for her moth
er had discouraged her as 
a child. She had told her 
that she was clumsy with 
her hands and Etel be
lieved her. (2) It was not 
until she was 33 that Etel 
was introduced, through 
Ann O'Hanlon, to the ex
perience of painting. (3) 

When Etel went to the 
U.S. she could not speak 
English so she decided to 
paint. They did not teach 
me Arabic in French 
school, so I said I would 
also paint in Arabic. I 
found painting to be an 
international language 
beyond languages. 

Etel Adnan, the writer, 
is also a novelist, essayist 
and a poet. She writes in 
English and has com
posed in French. She says 
that she likes writing but 

had not planned on a 
profession in it. I still 
like architecture. It is 
complete, both socially 
and visually. Writing, 
although complete in a 
dij}'erent way, is some
times more like story
telling. 

In painting she express
es the happy side of he
rself and in writing and 
poetry, the tragiC side. If 
you notice, I did not 
paint the Lebanese war, 
she explained, but I 
wrote about it. She is al
ways and constantly ne
gotiating what she calls 
the two poles,(4) the two 
cultures of her birth as 
the daughter of a Greek 
Christian mother and a 
Syrian Moslem father, in 
addition to the heritage of 
having been brought up 
in Beirut. She has had 
some struggle with her 
Arab identity, and in 
many ways still does . 

Etel writes her discon
tents with history, wars, 
society, and gender rela
tions . She uses each 
language and its corre
sponding culture as her 
battle ground. Towards 
the end of the 50s, she 
stopped writing in French 
for a while as a symbol of 
protest against the 
French occupation of 
Algeria and in support of 
the Algerians in their 
struggle for indepen
dence. I like English, I 
prefer it to other lan
guages because I find it 
more adventurous, and 
it has a beautiful 
sound. I like languages 
just as I like colors. 

Etel told me that when 
she began writing poetry 
in the 60s & the 70s, her 
poems converged on polit
ical issues. She addressed 
herself to the Palestinian 
issue, which was an 
Arab problem, she said. 
Her recent poems are 
more personal. There 
isn't much that I can 
say about politics now. 
Ten or twenty years in 
history are not much. 
Some of the details may 
have changed, but in 
general, they do not, 
she said. For instance, 
the French started the 
crusade against Islam, 
followed by the German 
and British. I don't 
think this has changed, 
it is only presented in a 
dij}'erent way. Terms 
may have changed but 
the facts remain the 
same. 



It was only recently 
th at Etel m ade h er peace 
with Fran ce, the French 
la ngu age and culture for 
their colonial overbearing 
on th e cultural identity of 
th eir protege . I wanted 
to settle my account 
with France. I loved 
Paris as a city and I re
sented it because of its 
colonial system, a sys
tem that destroyed the 
identity of the people 
(that were colonized) . I 
discovered that it did 
not have to be a prob
lem. I can enjoy the 
things that I like about 
France and reject the 
things that I dislike. In 
h er book Paris, When It 
Is Naked, Etel m ade h er 
peace with Fran ce after 
years of residen ce in the 
U.S . (now t ravels between 
Paris , th e U.S . and 
Lebanon) . Paris, When It 
Is Naked is the testimony 
oj a lover whose con
science is s tricken, whose 
awareness has been 
pierced by the jruit oj oth
er knowledge and 
experience. The lover is 
Adnan herself, the object 
oj her desire is Paris and 
the jorbidden fruits are 
her past and present alle
giances.(5) I have solved 
one oj the most important 
problems in my life, she 
said at the end . 

The idea of h er other 
recen t book, Of cities 
and Women (Letters to 
Fawwazl, reveals Etel's 
sensual disposition when 
dealing with interna tional 
issues . The idea began 
when Fawwaz Trabu lsi, a 
close friend who had an 
Ara bic magazine in Paris 
(Zawaya) h ad asked her 
to write an article about 
Feminism . I told him 
that I did not want to 
write an academic 
paper because women 
cannot be confined to 
theory. I told him that I 
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was going to Spain and 
will send him a letter 
because it is a free form 
of writing. In a letter 
you are freer, you can 
wander around, and 
you can contradict your
self. So I sent him a 
letter from Barcelona 
on June 5, 1990. When I 
came back to Paris, I 
discovered that his mag
azine had gone bankrup 
and been shut down, 
but I was already inter
ested in the project. I 
told Fawwaz that I 
would send him letters 
from different cities as I 
visit them. Hence, I 
wrote him from 
Scapulas, an island in 
Greece; Moursia, where 
Ibn Arabi was born; 
Amsterdam; Berlin; 
Beirut (2 letters) and 
Rome on August 7 , 
1992. These letters com
pose h er book, Of cities 
a nd Women . 

I wanted to know Etel's 
connection between wom
en and cities : When you 

write you discover what 
you think. I think cities 
are ideal places for 
women because women 
are freer and can es
cape there. In villages , 
they live under close 
surveillance by their 
communities. Cities are 
more dangerous for 
women and therefore 
good experience. 

I asked Etel if she was 
suggesting any specific 
feminist th em es in h er 
book, s he replied that in 
h er search about cities, 
she h ad not discovered a 
message. I discovered 
that women like men 
are different. Some are 
freer than others. 
Women are oppressed 
and men too, s he said! 
You cannot think of 
one without thinking 
of the other. It is a 
relational problem and 
therefore, a social 
problem. if you want 
to change the life of 
women you have to 
change society. 

PARIS, W HEN ITS NAKED 

OF CITIES & WOMEN 
(Letters to Fawwaz) 

BTELADNAN 
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