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Nathalie Handal’s latest collection 
of poetry, The Invisible Star, is “a 
masterpiece,” as the famed Chilean 
writer Raúl Zurita lauds. Bethlehem is the 
heartbeat of this bilingual English/Spanish 
volume. It is divided into two parts, “A 
City, Bethlehem” and  “Cities, The Star 
in Latin America,” and ends with a series 
of qit’as entitled “The City of Crosses.” 
Handal introduced qit’as – which means 
“fragment” and is a short poem in the 
Arabic tradition – to Western readers in 
her previous collection, Poet in Andalucía. 
Every poem in this book is a celebration 
and a wound that transcends borders, and 
perhaps time. It’s a voyage that is literal 
and metaphorical, symbolic and ethereal.

In the first part, the poems are exquisite 
dream-like por traits of the city where 
Jesus was born. And some inform us 
about the poet. She tells us how deeply 
Bethlehemite she feels in “Talhamiyeh”: 
“I’m an Arab, / the seven quarters / of 
the old city has left me seven keys / 
so I can always enter.” Then she takes 
readers to the streets of her city, beginning 
with the sacred, “an olive tree can open 
us,” to “hear ts…housing maps” to 
confessions and what Palestinians know 
too well, that all walls have “no ideas or 
love.” And reminds us in “Resurrection,” 
that whatever we chose, “silence or 
noise,” “the aloneness of travelers” or 
remembrance, “our eyes widened in the 
light” and the light will keep opening 
the city. 

It is a city that forever breathes inside 
Bethlehemites, wherever they might 
be, as she tells us in part two of this 
indispensable collection. Handal draws a 
map with words, and offers us a compass. 
She takes us to Cuba’s “La Casa de los 

Arabes,” to her father’s “divided heart” 
in the Dominican Republic; then to the 
“Sad Carver of Crosses” in El Salvador 
before making us pause with “Juan Rulfo, 
the Ghosts, the Arabs and the House” 
in Mexico. Next we find ourselves with 
a sculptor from Star Street exiled in 
Nicaragua and Mamoun exiled in Brazil; 
followed with a stop in Barrio Patronato, 
an Arab neighborhood in Chile, another in 
Colombia, where mother-of-pearl crafters 
have found refuge, before reaching Habib 
and Walid drinking ahweh in Peru. These 
poignant portraits of people and places 
on her journey are united in the line: “we 
saw our country in each other’s eyes.” In 
“Turka,” she echoes her experience as an 
Arab in Latin America, and the poem is in 
conversation with “Talhamiyeh.” 

The final series of qit’as is a suite of 
displacement. It presents the many seas 
that exiles have had to traverse since 
British colonization, the Nakba, and 
onward –Marseilles, Cairo, London, and 
more. The celebrated poet herself grew 
up in France, Latin American, the United 
States, and the Arab world. But despite the 
trauma, she ends the qit’as with what she 
presented to us as we entered the book, 
a chariot, and her words accompany us: 
“I know every syllable of my name / in 
Arabic, / every word is a direction.”

Handal has been described as “one 
of today’s most diverse writers,” and 
this collection is her most intimate. 
It transforms Palestinian-ness into 
undividable light. 

Dana Doulah is an ar t and poetry 
enthusiast based in Jerusalem. She holds 
a master’s degree in English literature. 
She currently works as a content quality 
assurance analyst with Thomson Reuters. 

Taher Abu Al Kalbat 
For ty-three years ago, Taher Abu 
Al Kalbat per formed his very first 
circumcision. In 1973, Al Kalbat began 
his career as a roaming motaher (the 
person who performs circumcisions) in 
the streets Nablus. During the past four 
decades, he has set every child who has 
come to him on the path to a new life. 

His career as a roaming motaher, which 
he inherited from his ancestors, is on 
the verge of extinction. Today you can 
find his little clinic in the corner of the 
old city amongst hundreds of vegetable, 
fruit, spice, and butcher shops. Al Kalbat 
inherited the profession that his family 
has been practicing for seven decades. 
His father taught it to him, and he taught 
it to his son Shareef. 

Every male in the Al Kalbat family takes 
pride in this profession, and he and 
his son talk about the tools used in 
classic circumcision and how this job 
requires historical cer tification rather 
than medical.  

Passersby do not notice the ruckus that 
Al Kalbat and his son experience in their 
little clinic in the old city. The motaher 
used to roam the streets of villages in 
Palestine carrying a little black suitcase, 
a scene which now exists merely in 
memory. Today, women bring their 
newborns to him. Al Kalbat claims that 
he can perform the procedure before the 
baby bats an eye, a sign of his pride in 
his expertise. 

Religions, including Islam and Judaism, 
have recommended circumcision; 
and the Samaritan sect in Nablus also 
circumcises their children eight days 
after birth. Even though the circumcision 

process is incredibly sensitive and 
specific, the motaher doesn’t need more 
than an electric iron and a smooth iron 
vise. Al Kalbat has all of his tools in a 
small box. 

A traditional circumcision for children 
doesn’t require a lot of time, and Al Kalbat 
can perform it in less than two minutes, 
but for adults it takes more effort since 
they need to be anesthetized. Al Kalbat 
tells the story of a man in his forties who 
he circumcised in a village near Nablus. 
He laughs a big laugh of compassion for 
a man who decided to perform such a 
painful procedure so late in life!

Shareef, who does all procedures when 
his father is away, is just as good as his 
father in storytelling. He takes a lot of 
pride in his family and profession, and 
confirms every story his father tells. 

There are also little “circumcision 
par ties” that happen at Al Kalbat’s 
modest clinic, that produce material 
for stories every time. Sometimes the 
children pee right after their procedure, 
which always makes people repeat the 
famous saying, “The baby who pees on 
his parents will be wealthy.” The day 
of circumcision is usually one that is 
referred to in a person’s history.

After the procedure is over, Al Kalbat 
hands the child back and says, “Take 
back your child exactly the way he is, 
except circumcised!” Al Kalbat, who 
circumcised thousands of children, 
says that many of them have become 
influential people in society. 


