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This book is a collection of individual photographs and 

photographic essays made by women from Baghdad, 

Basra, Falluja, Kirkuk and Mosul in 2006/7. These women 

were not photographers or writers, but were brought 

together by their need to tell their stories.



INTRODUCTION
In the aftermath of 2003, Iraq was left without an effective government or civilian 
infrastructure and its people became increasingly vulnerable to the arbitrary violence 
of those exploiting the chaos. By 2006 so many journalists had been targeted and 
killed or kidnapped that it had become almost impossible to work and the sources 
of news from Iraq were largely military and governmental. The story of what was 
happening to ordinary people in Iraq was not being heard. 

At that time I was living in bordering Syria. I had been working for many years 
internationally as a photographer and had become frustrated with the increasingly 
corporate nature of the media. It demanded stories, which had little to do with the 
concerns that motivated me, or even the type of photography that moved me. On 
the other hand, I felt deeply privileged to be in contact with so many inspirational 
people on a daily basis. The more time I spent away from Europe and USA, the 
more I realised how much interference, often in the guise of aid, there was in the 
affairs of other countries, leaving people with neither a sense of ownership of their 
own history or a role to play in determining the direction of their country’s future. 
I became aware of how flawed and narrow the dominating ideas shaping foreign 
policy and development were. The system by which information was gathered and 
interpreted made no sense to me. Why should the interpretation of a foreigner flying 
into a region for a few weeks, be privileged over the understanding which people 
have about their own society? 

In Damascus, I met many Iraqis who’d fled. I was repeatedly stunned by the 
magnitude and often surreal nature of the violence they described, and the extreme 
lengths to which people had been forced to go in order to survive. One man rolled 
up his sleeve and showed me his name, address and phone number tattooed on his 
arm; if he was killed and his body thrown on the street or he was blown up in an 
explosion, or beheaded, he could be identified and his body returned to his family. 
It had become common practice, he told me. 

I also heard, again and again, of the enduring courage, determination and activism 
of women in Iraq. In 26 years of almost continuous war and 13 years of the most 
savage sanctions in history, Iraqi women had been sustaining the society while their 
men were fighting. They were the breadwinners; they kept their families together 
– and all this while dealing with the psychological fallout from a generation of 
Iraqi men whose whole youth was spent at war. Since 2003, they had been battling 
to hang on to hard won constitutional rights, which conservative religious parties 
were trying to reverse - basic rights relating to inheritance, marriage, divorce and  
child custody.

In London, along with millions of others, I had demonstrated against the war. As 
a British citizen I felt the enormous weight of what my government was doing in 
Iraq and a responsibility to help make a record of what was happening. I decided 
to do a participatory photography project, Open Shutters Iraq, with a group of Iraqi 
women. It was not going to be about making beautiful pictures, but about taking 
photographs that expressed what they wanted to say and how they felt; about 
communicating experience, not only events.

I remember my first phone conversation with Irada al Jabbouri, the Iraqi project 
manager in Baghdad. She took leave from her job to work on Open Shutters Iraq 



and at great personal risk travelled around the country, using a range of IDs and 
disguises, to find the women who would participate in the project. “This is not a 
project” she told me, “This is a dream, a dream I want to live for my daughter, so 
she can grow up and understand what is truly happening now”.

It was impossibly dangerous to do the work in Iraq, itself, but Syria was a feasible 
alternative. There the women could come from Iraq to learn photography and share 
their experiences before returning home to shoot their photo-stories. 

We lived and worked together in a traditional house in the Old City in Damascus. 
The women came from all over Iraq and had no previous photographic experience. 
I realised that before starting to make photo-stories, the women needed to have the 
space, trust and creative tools to reflect on their lives. This process began by telling 
them about my life, the personal experiences which had made me who I was today. 
I wanted to establish a sense of equality, trust and openness. 

I will never forget the morning I asked them to make blind lifelines. We put 
on some gentle oud music and, pens in hand, they closed their eyes. The room 
was charged with emotion as they tried to recall every moment of their lives and 
consider how they had been affected. I walked around the tables watching their 
faces and bodies change with the line they were drawing, their hands stiffen and 
tense as the line went down – a particularly traumatic memory – and their shoulders 
and forehead relax with recollections of happier times. Each of them was somehow 
isolated in her darkness with only the sound of marker pens scratching across paper 
to remind her of the presence of others. Without words I saw them travel through 
wars, sanctions, broken marriages, grief, love, happiness, times of resistance, 
achievements and small triumphs. Eventually the lifelines evolved into full ‘life 
maps’ with scrawled poems, observations, quotes and personal snapshots. I asked 
each woman to present her ‘life map’ to the other participants. Although, most of the 
women had always lived in Iraq, this was the first time they could listen to others 
from such a diversity of social, religious and political backgrounds. I was nervous 
and wondered if dialogues might instead become raging arguments. Although there 
were moments of tension, everyone tried to respect each other and I watched the 
women’s faces as they listened to each other; full of patience and compassion.

I had lived in the Middle East for some time, but nothing had prepared me for 
the stories I heard. Everything I thought about Iraq was shattered. I had no idea 
of the severity of the Iraqi experience in the last few decades; no one had escaped 
unspeakable loss and trauma and no one had had a moment to recover.

Everyday, they would also study different elements of photography, go out into 
the alleyways of the Old City to shoot and review their photos later in a slide show. 
There was an urgency to master all the techniques of photography and to use to say 
what they wanted. 

When the time came to return to Iraq, they had decided on a subject to shoot. 
Their choice of stories was bold, intimate.

On the logistics form, the women were asked how they would protect 
themselves and minimise risk; several of them wrote the same answer: “I will 
leave it to the will of God”. This caused a lot of laughter at the time. It wasn’t 
quite what I’d expected, but finally their point was crystal clear. When the world 



around you is falling apart, whatever precautions you take or preparations you 
make, in the end it’s completely out of your hands.

Death threats (unrelated to the project) , militia kidnappings, bombings, curfews 
and border closures were among the obstacles bravely overcome during the six 
weeks of shooting in Iraq – not to speak of the power cuts, road closures, petrol 
queues, lack of water and blocked telephone networks that were part of daily life. 
Despite all of this, when the time came for editing, small groups of the women 
arrived back in Damascus with huge amounts of shot material, which they edited 
and wrote about in five-day workshops.

Their stories are a unique witness to the human crisis that is hidden behind 
the news reports where people just become numbers. They are a testimony to the 
bravery of a group of women living through the unthinkable horror that the invasion 
of Iraq had become.

I would like to thank Index on Censorship for their dedicated support, United 
Nations Development Programme for funding the project and the Prince Claus Fund 
and kind donor who prefers to remain anonymous for financing the publication of 
this book.

I would like to thank the project manager in Syria, my translator and dear friend, 
Nawara Mahfoud, Maysoon Pachachi, who made a film about the project and whose 
support and friendship was invaluable and changed the very nature of the project, 
and Irada Al Jabbouri whose courage and strength inspired us all.

I would also like to thank all the other people who helped to make this project 
possible, who are too numerous to name. And, finally, my heartfelt gratitude and 
love to the women who came from Iraq to tell their stories.

I write this in memory of two of them, Sajida, Um Mohammed, who we have lost 
to the effects of depleted uranium and a shattered Iraqi health service and Sarwa, 
who was killed in Mosul by an armed group targeting vocal women. 

Eugenie Dolberg
Tehran, 2010
 



ETCHED IN WORDS AND IMAGES
My daughter sleeps in her bed, while I sit at the table writing, in the heart of an 
enchanted city of beauty and calm. I question a woman called Irada, who lives in 
a country called Iraq in 2006/7. She says ‘I don’t want to place life in the coffin of 
language’, even though I did try to say what was happening at that time and place. 
We had to speak, then, in a context where you only heard gunshots, the blast of car 
bombs, roar of fighter planes and the shouting of politicians with their militias, and 
the media for whom we were numbers, erased in every new broadcast, only to be 
replaced by new ones. Was it bravery that made us try to speak? No, definitely not...
it was fear that brought us together...a fear that this moment would pass as so many 
others have passed over the decades, without our having said what happened. We 
were afraid that we would end up as individuals, just talking about ourselves to the 
Other, and not about our collective experience; the Other who at a certain point in 
time, had control over what was being said.

I spent months trying to find the women. Once my friend, Yahya Al Kubaisi 
convinced the families of two of the participants from Falluja that I was of good 
character, I was able to talk to them about the project. I assured them it was not 
linked to any political organisation and had no suspect funding. This all had to take 
place over a period of days via constantly and suddenly disconnected telephone 
conversations. At the time, access to Falluja was denied to anyone who was not 
from there. I almost lost my mind when I suddenly realised that Mariam’s passport 
would expire two weeks before the project was due to begin. Renewing the passport 
required her to get new identity documents - the old ones had been burned in the 
first attack on Falluja in April 2004 - and then we had to find a way to get those 
documents to Baghdad.

My neighbour Luma’s friend, who lived in Kirkuk, suggested Niran. I went to 
meet her and her family, and she was ready to travel with us to Syria and her family 
accepted. A while later, though, her 20 year-old sister and 5 year-old nephew, Sinan, 
were killed in an explosion in a street market and that destroyed Niran’s desire for 
life. My friend, Narmin Al Mufti, in Kirkuk, suggested Lu’lu’a as a replacement.

I travelled to Mosul with forged ID papers and prayed I would not need to 
use them. My heart sank when I saw my friend, Bushra Bustani’s house, its 
windows blown out and its doors hanging on their hinges; a car bomb had gone 
off two streets away only the day before. She was to take me to meet a potential 
participant and her family, but I was too embarrassed to ask that of her in the 
present circumstances. We cleared up the shattered glass in a corner of the kitchen 
and spent the night drinking tea, wrapped in blankets and huddling around the 
kerosene stove. We reminisced about our trip to Beirut in 1992, full of mishap 
and comic misadventure – trying to avoid talking about the violence, which was 
overwhelming Iraq like a bulldozer without brakes. At dawn I returned to Baghdad 
without having met Betool’s family. It was pointless to go see them without having 
someone to introduce and vouch for me – especially since the stories of Iraqi 
women being trafficked were all over the media.

It was the women who found me and not the other way around. I hesitated to 
choose Sarwa; I tried to discover shared expectations of the project. During our third 
phone conversation, she said she couldn’t stop dreaming about the project and she 



wasn’t just dreaming for herself, but also for her mother. Her words convinced me 
that I wanted her on the project. I asked her to find a partner from Mosul, where 
she lived, and she chose Antoinette, who I accepted immediately.

I first saw Lujane at Baghdad University, in the middle of a vehement verbal 
attack on a man, whose only response was silence. A few days later, I saw her again 
and invited her into my office. I told her about the project; she was interested and 
suggested Sarab, who she contacted right there and then; she was painting the walls 
of her brother’s house where she lives.

There were 3 women in Basra who were keen to participate in the project, but one 
by one they all had to drop out for different reasons. Finally I found Noor through 
the father of one of the women I had approached. She introduced me to Hana’, a 
hairdresser who still managed to keep her salon open even though intense militia 
violence had enveloped the city in depression. From the salon we went to meet 
Hana’s widowed mother, but she doubted that Hana’s uncles would ever allow her 
to travel without being accompanied by someone else from the family. The mother 
and daughter hatched a plan. They would say that Hana’ was going on a pilgrimage 
to the Sayida Zeinab shrine in Damascus and while there, she would buy a tattoo 
machine to use in her salon. I promised to help and asked Raya, a participant from 
Baghdad, to arrange for Hana’ to learn tattooing in Damascus in her free time. 

Winter 2006. People were leaving Baghdad in unprecedented numbers; you had 
to book your flight at least a month in advance. The women from Kirkuk and Mosul 
flew from the airport in Erbil. The two from Falluja preferred to go by road to 
Damascus, rather than risking the trip to Baghdad in order to fly from there. And 
as for those of us coming from Baghdad, we had to travel south to Basra by road in 
order to fly back north to Damascus. 18 hours before our flight, Hana’ phoned saying 
that she couldn’t join us because her brother in Baghdad had been forced out of his 
house and had returned to the family home in Basra, and now it was impossible for 
her to come with us. Just as I was about to give up on finding another particpant 
from Basra, my friend Muwaffaq Al Rifa’i suggested Sajida, Um Mohammed. As 
soon as I met her, I knew this is who I’d been searching for.

Yes, indeed, it was not me who found them, but they who found me; so that they 
could finally tell their stories and move on. They etched them in words and images 
during the days we spent together. Sarwa and Um Mohammed have passed on 
and their stories have ended, while the others are still writing theirs, in a country 
rushing headlong towards obliteration.

Irada Al Jabbouri
Iraqi Project Manager
Istanbul, 2009



A FORM OF RESISTANCE
I am a London-based filmmaker, Iraqi by origin, and by the time Eugenie first talked 
to me in the summer of 2006 about filming the Open Shutters Iraq project, I had 
made two other documentaries about the country.

I arrived in Damascus in December, with my camera and no crew and began 
filming. I soon saw what was different about Eugenie’s approach. From the 
beginning, she emphasised the importance of the emotional content of the image 
– yes, you had to learn about light and composition, but without emotion, a 
photograph was just a picture. She tried to get the women to ‘think emotionally’; to 
identify what a photo expressed or made them feel, to discover what they wanted 
to express in their own photographs.

The ‘life maps’ were the turning point. As the women listened to each other – 
spellbound – their own stories and experiences began surfacing, were recognised and 
‘remembered’. In the end, the women, each with the thread of her life in her hand, 
had woven together a fabric of the collective experience of Iraqi women over the past 
few decades. The process was dynamic and transformative, occurring within the 
context of a creative project where something, which would communicate to others, 
could be made. The work the Open Shutters participants produced was remarkable 
for its emotional force and clarity. 

During the 1991 Gulf War, like so many other Iraqis outside the country, I sat night 
after night watching TV; the ‘fireworks’ exploding in Baghdad’s night sky and the 
‘smart’ bombs taking out their targets as if in some video game. I was traumatised 
to the point of losing my grip on the English language, which I had spoken all my 
life. Words became separated from their meanings and I struggled to remember 
names of the most ordinary objects – ‘table’, ‘salt’, ‘window’... but maybe what was 
really being lost was the ability to speak about the loss – to mourn, in fact. I finally, 
however, found my voice by making a film about Iraq and, at that point, I began 
to understand that you sometimes try to repair, in creative work, what has been 
shattered in the ‘real world’. 

I think for all of us, the women taking their photographs and writing their texts, 
and for me making my film, this was a form of resistance, an assertion of existence 
in the face of all that was being un-made – both inside and outside us. 

Maysoon Pachachi
Filmmaker
London, 2010





Year
3500 BC BCE Sumerian civilisation in what is now south-eastern Iraq
633 AD Muslim conquest of Iraq
680 Imam Hussein, who became the most important figure in Shia Islam
 murdered in Kerbala in central Iraq
762 Foundation of Baghdad, the new capital of the Abbasid Caliphate rulers of
 the Muslim world
945 – 1225 Persian and Turkish invasions and conquests of Iraq
1258 Mongol armies under Hulago invade Baghdad.
 The Tigris runs black with the ink of the looted libraries
1347 Bubonic plague decimates the population
1401 Tamerlaine, the Mongol conqueror, sacks Baghdad
1508 Baghdad conquered by the Safavids of Persia
1534 Iraq conquered by the Ottoman Turks
1914 - 1918 First World War and the Arab revolt against the Ottoman Empire
1916 Secret Sykes-Picot Agreement between Britain and France
 dividing up the Middle East into spheres of influence
1920 British mandate over Iraq established Popular rebellion in the south of the 
 country against British rule
1921 Feisal I crowned first King of Iraq
1927 Discovery of oil in Kirkuk
1948 Uprising against British influence
1958 July 14th Revolution establishing a republic
1963 First Ba’athist coup
1968 Second Ba’athist coup
1972 Nationalisation of the oil industry
1979 Saddam Hussein becomes president of Iraq
1980 - 1988 Iran-Iraq War
1990 Iraqi invasion of Kuwait
 The most comprehensive sanctions in history are imposed on Iraq
1991 US-led forces evict Iraqi army from Kuwait
 Uprisings against Saddam’s rule are brutally put down
1997 Oil for Food Programme
1998 UN arms inspectors leave the country and a brief bomb attack by US forces
March 2003  US led forces invade Iraq
April 2003  US forces enter Baghdad
 Iraq is placed under US and UK military occupation

CHRONOLOGY









On my way to college, I pass the time 
reading the black banners mourning 
those killed by all this madness and 
violence. They hang on the walls of 
houses and at the intersections of roads. 
I see this coffin on the taxi and I wonder 
how this person met their end. It rarely 
happens now that Iraqis die from old 
age or illness. I used to feel sad for 
families mourning their loved ones, but 
now if someone dies naturally, I think 
how lucky they are. Shamous, Baghdad
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Previous page
A while ago on the radio, they announced 
a campaign to beautify Baghdad. So,  
we expected the concrete barriers and 
barbed wire to be removed. We were 
surprised to see hundreds of Iraqi flags 
painted on the concrete walls instead. 
Lujane, Baghdad
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I took this picture of my mum’s and my 
shadows on the concrete barrier near 
my school. It’s just next to the school 
guard’s house that was blown up.  
My mum goes everywhere with me.
Dima (age 6), Baghdad
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Our water was cut for six continuous days. I woke, stepped 
out of bed and found myself ankle-deep in water. One of 
my brothers, checking whether the water had been turned 
on, forgot to close a tap. Our carpets, mattresses, everything 
was utterly soaked. And several flats in our building were 
completely flooded. It seems we weren’t the only ones who 
forgot to turn the taps off. Lujane, the building where I live, Baghdad
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Next page
Electricity, oh electricity...Her Majesty has announced her 
arrival in our house – the bell we installed especially for that 
purpose just rang. My mother runs to turn on the washing 
machine and then the vacuum cleaner so she can hoover 
up our dreams scattered all over the house, with the ash of 
our cigarettes. My father switches on the iron hoping he can 
finish pressing his shirt, which hides in its fabric, the story 
of a life frayed by war, shock and the separation from loved 
ones. My sister, with her Sumerian eyes, turns on the radio – 
maybe she can hear Fairouz singing, “Beirut enjoys the glory 
of its ashes”. Raya, Baghdad

WI�U �Ç�W�HB�Ç
sKFO��UBOB	�çUMF{è�Ód���qOK'Ç�UN�èb��XO�K��XMK�Ã®®�ÁU�dNJ�Ç®®®®�ÁU�dNJ�Ç�
qOGA���U�bF��Ùd �è�f��*Ç�W�U ��qGA���i�d��w�Ã�w�U�è�®®bOF �Ç�Ëb(Ç�

ÉÇuJ*Ç�qGA��w�Ã�®�U�dzU�
�ÏU�Ñ�l��Êd�UM��w��Ç�UM���Ã�jI�K���WOzU�dNJ�Ç�W MJ*Ç�
Éd���s��ÃdN��dL��ÊU�UJ��t�� �Ã�5�� ëÇÑÇd��éu
�êc�Ç�tBOL�� îw��qLJ��æÃ�w����Ã�
UNîK��u�ÏÇd�Ç�qGA��W�d�u �Ç�æuOF�Ç�ÊÇÐ�w�	Ã®®®�W��_Ç�âÇd�è�ÊU�bB�Çè�Èèd(Ç�

ÏÇbG� –�U�Ñ�®®®©ÏU�Ñ�s��b���ÊèdO��¨�wMG��w�è�ÒèdO��lL �





This pile of junk attracted my attention. 
When I went to investigate, I found a 
woman inside baking bread in a mud 
oven. The Americans promised us 
skyscrapers when they invaded, but 
obviously, these have shrunk on the 
way between New York and Falluja. 
Tijan, in my city, Falluja

March 13, 2007. Airplanes are hovering 
in Falluja’s sky; they’re dropping bundles 
of wooden logs by parachute. Thank 
you America for state of the art heating 
technology. Mariam
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My brother parked his car in front of 
our house…the Americans wanted to 
drive their Hummers down our street…
the car was in their way… 
so they drove over it and crushed it…
when we complained, they trotted 
out the same sentence they always do 
when they kill someone by mistake or 
damage a house…“we are so sorry, we 
are really very sorry”… Mariam, Falluja

When the Americans invaded Falluja, 
we didn’t know whether we were crying 
for the dead or because we were afraid. 
Whenever I leave the house, I say farewell 
to my mother – it is as if we are all 
carrying our blood in a spoon – trying not 
to spill it. Mariam
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Since the beginning of the occupation,  
the life of minorities has been fraught 
with danger. I am Mandaean and 
there are now only a few thousand 
of us left in the country...like many 
other Iraqis we’ve been displaced, 
kidnapped and forced to leave...in some 
places our graves have been violated, 
women have been forced to cover their 
heads... On her wedding day, my friend 
Areej insisted on all the proper rituals, 
determined to feel a bit of happiness.
Shamous, Baghdad

“$100,000 to get your son back…otherwise, 
you’ll find him on your doorstep – hacked 
to pieces in a garbage bag”. My father went 
to deliver the ransom money in the Thawra 
area - there was intense fighting that night 
between the militias and the Americans. 
He came back without my brother. There 
was a curfew. We spent the night walking 
the streets with our neighbours calling 
his name…he was 12 years old...we were 
afraid they would throw him on the street 
and the dogs would attack him. Shamous
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If someone is not home by 5pm and 
you cannot reach them by phone, 
everybody in the family is paralyzed 
with fear and the image of their body 
riddled with bullets and thrown on a 
rubbish heap. The only time we can 
breathe again and relax is when we are 
back together under one roof. And if 
we are lucky enough to get one hour 
of electricity, we all gather together in 
front of the TV. Sarab, Baghdad
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We now have to use a petrol stove to heat water. Jamil came 
into the room carrying a book – he tripped and boiling hot 
water spilled over him. His 9 year-old body was burned  
and scarred. Antoinette, Mosul

��U��W�dG�Ç�q	b��qOL��æU��ÁU*Ç�5� ���WODHM�Ç�T�Çb*Ç�åb�� ��æÇ�UMOK��ÑU��
®çuA�è�ÊÇuM
�l ��Ç�ÇÐ�çb ��âd��Ç�®ÑU(Ç�ÁU*Ç�tOK��VJ �Çè�d�F��U�bM��t����

q�u*Ç –�XO�ÇuD�Ç�

Next page
I call my niece Hajir my small box of secrets. There are 
fewer girls in her class than there should be – sometimes 
parents are afraid and keep them at home. In other 
circumstances when life has become tough, or parents have 
been killed, girls are often expected to stay home to help 
raise the family. Women are a majority of the population in 
Iraq – what will our future look like if a lack of education 
marginalises these silent casualities? Sarab, Baghdad
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Angel is 85. She never married. She raised her brother’s 
children from when they were small. Recently she fell and 
broke her hip but she may as well have lost her legs because 
the operation she needs is no longer available. Cancer or 
debilitating breakages are not a priority in these extreme 
times. Angel’s family have no time to take care of her and she 
has been abandoned – she gazes into emptiness all day long.
Antoinette, Mosul

February 14th, Valentine’s Day; we send text messages to each 
other on our mobiles. Instead of exchanging news of death and 
destruction, we try to create a space where we can live our lives, 
where we might be able to catch our breath. Antoinette
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DESERTED



LUJANE, BAGHDAD 
I used to stand on the steps of our house and cry while I watched my father putting 
his bags in the car. He was always traveling on business. Sometimes he took me 
with him. Other times, I was left waiting for his return. Every night, we used to sit 
around the TV and play dominoes till I fell asleep on his lap and he’d carry me to 
bed and tuck me in.

I really wanted to study medicine, but I had to study engineering. One of 
my schoolmates had much lower marks than me but she was the daughter of a 
Baathist, and could study what she wanted. I remember thinking “If my father was 
a Baathist, I could have studied medicine”. I was angry and bitter. My bitterness 
deepened when my only surviving brother was arrested. He was legally exempted 
from military service, but a man wanting to extort money from my father tore up 
my brother’s army record and my brother was imprisoned. We heard nothing for 
two weeks. Then one day when my mother went to visit him in jail she found him 
on the street on his way home. She collapsed. His clothes were torn and his beard 
had grown so long he looked like an Afghani fighter.

After university, I worked in a government office but I was unsatisfied and 
decided I needed change. I studied literature at night school. This time, my marks 
qualified me for what I wanted to do and I started my masters. My mother became 
ill and my nights were divided between studying and caring for her. Every night, 
I drank five or six cups of coffee to keep me awake. I got my degree and began 
teaching at university. I loved my work.

We started hearing that Iraq might be invaded. “We’ll be worse off than the 
Palestinians” I said to my colleagues. They all laughed. But today, with all that’s 
happening in the country, they’re not laughing anymore. 

One day, I came home from work and everyone was very upset. The dominant 
militia in our area had come to our house and threatened to kill us if we didn’t 
leave the neighbourhood immediately; we were the ‘wrong’ sect. I stormed out 
of the house in a rage and went to their local headquarters. I tried to talk to them 
reasonably, I tried to use logic and in the end I felt I got the better of them. But, in 
fact, Iraq is not ruled by reason these days. Eventually they forced us out of our 
house. As Baghdad changed, so did my life. The streets of the city are empty of 
everything but destruction, concrete barriers and barbed wire.



DESERTED
I watch Baghdad everyday. I stand on our balcony: miles of terrible traffic jams, 
concrete barriers, checkpoints – dividing our city into a thousand pieces and 
delaying our journeys to work. 

Every morning the sound of Fairouz singing on the radio battles with the car 
horns, ambulances, sirens and the blasts of explosions.

I’m a lecturer in a college. Normally, it would take an hour to get to work,  
but these days I arrive as the day is about to end. I try to use the time in the taxi 
reading. One day the Americans had closed a road, our driver turned around and 
took another route down a dirt side street. Suddenly there was heavy gunfire - 
someone trying to drive through a checkpoint. I sat watching, clutching my handbag 
in my lap. When I got home, I wanted to watch TV. I reached into my bag for my 
glasses. They were smashed and splintered. Rummaging around, I felt something 
cold and metallic: a bullet casing. I will never forget the terror I felt – that bullet 
could have gone through me.

I really miss my friend, Nahla but I can’t visit her anymore because she lives 
in Haifa Street and it’s too dangerous to go there. There are always gun battles 
between sectarian militias and the National Guard. One day, a woman ran out onto 
her balcony to drag her generator into her flat so it wouldn’t be hit and explode. 
She was shot and killed by a sniper. The woman left behind a 10 month-old baby. 
The story of the Haifa Street Sniper is a legend in Baghdad. I used to love walking 
down the street, but today, of course, like everyone in Baghdad, I change my route 
to avoid it. The only time I went near it, was to take my photographs. A group of 
kids shouted “Where do you think you’re going? You’re going get killed!” National 
Guards stopped me, I tried to persuade them to let me through, but it was useless. 
They don’t allow anyone onto the street but neither they nor the Americans do 
anything about the snipers.

I woke up when the phone rang. “I’ll meet you in Bab Al Mu’adham”, said my 
friend. Our house is in Salihiya and I had to take a safe route down the Muthana 
Airport Road and over Sarafiya Bridge. I took a cab, the road was absolutely jammed 
with traffic. Maybe a party leader, Member of Parliament or an American officer 
was passing, the roads were closed and everyone was forced to take a diversion via 
Sarafiya Bridge. I waited for almost 2 hours, then got fed up and decided to walk 
the rest of the way. I crossed the bridge…I remembered the seagulls picking at the 
bread people threw into the river. When I reached the other side, I saw the coffins 
of people killed by an explosion the day before. 
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This might seem like yet another statue 
of Saddam Hussein, but they destroyed 
all the statues of him, one by one. And 
now they’ve destroyed Iraq and we’re 
about to collapse altogether. This is 
the last statue left in Baghdad; Adnan 
Khairallah, the Minister of Defense 
during the Iran-Iraq war, is still standing 
in Shuhada’ Square. Otherwise,  
it’s empty. Shuhada’ Square, Baghdad 
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Another empty street…Shuhada’ 
Street.. I would walk here every Friday 
on my way to Al Mutanabbi Street, 
where I would meet my friends and 
buy books. … But all this has ended. 
Now Fridays are curfew days.
Shuhada’ Street, Baghdad
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This is Sheikh Ma’rouf Street, parallel 
to Haifa Street. It was always bustling 
but bit by bit, there were fewer and 
fewer people; less and less movement 
and life…as in all of Baghdad. Since 
the Haifa Street Sniper arrived, Sheikh 
Ma’rouf Street has completely emptied 
of people. Sheikh Ma’rouf Street, Baghdad
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Al Umara’ was the best restaurant 
and patisserie in Baghdad. It’s in the 
Karrada area, which was relatively safe 
at the start of the occupation. My father 
used to love to buy us baklawa from 
there. Now, with all the bombings life 
has stopped. The Al Umara’ restaurant & 
patisserie, Karrada, Baghdad
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Haifa Street is mentioned in many 
Iraqi songs, but today it is deserted: 
just armed militias and units of the 
National Guard firing at each other. 
…even the palm trees are wilting.
Haifa Street, Baghdad
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Shuhada’ Bridge was one of my 
favourite places in Baghdad…We used 
to really enjoy watching people fishing, 
spreading their nets, absorbed in their 
work and singing their songs…seagulls 
raced to pick up pieces of bread; 
people would buy a hot loaf from a 
nearby bakery, stand by the railings  
of the bridge and throw crumbs into 
the river…the fish…the seagulls. 
But now, the bridge is closed.  
Shuhada’ Bridge, Baghdad
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This is a street in the Mualimeen 
neighbourhood in Bagouba. 
Armed groups control the whole city 
– they call it the Islamic Emirate.  
A lot of sectarian killings happen 
in this street. Innocent people are 
slaughtered in the Islamic way –  
“Halal butchery”!!!
Mualimeen, Bagouba (Diyala province)
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“For the good of Iraq, open your 
eyes”. These adverts are repeated 
again and again on TV. They want 
Iraqis to inform on terrorists and 
anything that seems suspicious… 
The government spends millions of 
dollars on adverts like these, pasting 
them up on concrete barriers, in 
public squares and empty streets…  
Concrete barriers, Baghdad
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STRIPPED BARE



RAYA, BAGHDAD
As a small child, I lived in Algeria, and when my brother was born, I learned that 
babies actually come from their mother’s womb and not from a stork in the high 
mountains, as my father had said. In my attic refuge I looked at clouds and drew 
what I imagined their shapes represented. I asked my mother what ‘God’ meant. She 
said He was the Giver. His first gift to me was the bicycle I’d wanted for so long.

We took a plane home to Iraq – but I was homesick for Algeria. In Baghdad, my 
Algerian accent made me a stranger. Every Friday, I walked around the city with my 
father and brother...from Shawaka we crossed the Tigris by boat to Souk Al Sarai 
and ended up in Mutanabbi Street. My parents taught me how to love Baghdad and 
I finally felt I belonged… 

The Iran-Iraq war. In my classroom I heard the scream of air raid sirens. Mourning 
banners were hanging on all the walls and everyday there were processions, taking 
the dead to be buried. My father refused to admit all that was really wrong inside 
Iraq and I felt alienated from him. He was forced to join the Popular Army and sent 
to fight on the frontlines for many months. 

I was desperate to go the College of Fine Arts, but my uncles said it wasn’t a ‘decent’ 
place and my father refused. I went on hunger strike for three days - in the end, my 
father brought me the application forms himself. My friends and I dreamt of a time 
when there would be peace and we could set up our own studio in Rashid Street. 

The Iran war ended in 1988 only to be replaced by the Gulf War in 1991. This 
time, my father conceded how corrupt the Ba’ath Party was. But he said “ I am 
an Arab and Arabs don’t abandon their comrades in times of trouble”. My father 
was arrested in 1998, but Clinton was generous enough to bomb General Security 
headquarters and he was set free. “Our earth is bitter and produces only bitterness” 
he told my brother. “Leave”. My father said he knew that the original values of the 
Ba’ath were destroyed the day they came to power, but he’d been too proud and 
stubborn to admit it. He kissed us goodbye and left the country

We were crippled by sanctions and my friends and loved ones fled, leaving their 
keys with me. Maybe one day they’d come back to the city of the Tigris. I married 
and ‘God the Giver’ returned with my son, Bashar. But my husband and I had big 
problems and eventually I escaped by climbing out of a window, clutching my son 
in my arms…

April 9, 2003. The statue fell...‘smart’ bombs...‘smart’, but they killed our loved ones 
yet again. Hülagü has invaded our city in new guises - the beards of fundamentalist 
Islamists, the turbans of traitorous muftis and the masks of ugly thugs.

And ‘God the Giver’ has left, taking his bags. He’s grown bored of our wars.



STRIPPED BARE 
I just didn’t feel like going to work and couldn’t be bothered to get out of bed. I’m 
afraid every time I go out, I’ll hear we’ve lost another friend. I’m beginning to hate 
hearing the news...someone was killed, another lost his hand in an explosion...nothing 
but death and destruction.

I told work I’d be coming in late and sat down for a cup of coffee and chat with 
my mum. She began talking about how beautiful the weather was. That made me 
melancholic. For me, good weather is an invitation to walk around Baghdad’s streets 
talking with my friends – Abu Nawas Street, Rashid Street, Mutanabbi Street - I drank 
my coffee in a hurry and smoked a cigarette that I didn’t enjoy because all I was 
exhaling was pain and frustration. I went to work...A few hours later, a colleague ran 
into my office “They’ve assassinated Al Mutanabbi”

What did he mean? – The poet, Mutanabbi, died centuries ago. He said there had 
been an explosion on Al Mutanabbi Street. I screamed. “Has the Mongol leader, 
Hülagü come back? Have they sacked the city again? Will the river turn the colour of 
ink as it did when they threw all our books into it 800 years ago?”

Two days later I went with my friends to Al Mutanabbi Street to mourn another 
monument’s collapse while we sit impotent, our hands tied, voices silenced and 
our will defeated by the weapons of war. I walked along the street looking for Abu 
Hossam and his bookshop, looking for the Shabandar Café and its clientele, looking 
for Adnan and his customers. Ash. Everywhere.

Alas, Mutanabbi. You were proud of your sword, and of your nights, and now they 
are breaking your mighty pen and quills – they are cutting out our tongues with a 
sharp sword and our nights are pitch black. I stand in the ruins of the Shabandar, 
the only remaining literary café in Baghdad. I am dazzled by the ash and blackness. 
Where did all the poets, writers, journalists, retired people, liberals, Communists 
and even Ba’athists go? Where are all the photographs of Baghdad in the 20’s and 
40’s that used to line the walls?

During sanctions, poets, writers, intellectuals of all kinds, had to sell their books, 
on the pavements here, to feed their children. When the statue fell, we rushed to 
see if we could replace flimsy photocopies of books that we’d been forced to make, 
with proper bound volumes. I watch people’s feet and I remember how my own 
feet grew year after year as I walked down this street. What an illusion to think 
that my son would also be able to grow up here. We stand mourning the ashes 
of the books, the destruction of the street and the bodies of our sons, which we 
can’t even find. We didn’t kiss them goodbye - they are not buried in the ground, 
but between the ashes of our books and our dreams – dreams that one day, our 
country will be well again.





He is a poet and when they asked him what he felt about 
losing the place dearest to his heart, he responded by ripping 
off his shirt and exposing his bare skin - a protest against sons 
of this city who are ripping off its clothes and stripping it bare.
Al Mutanabbi Street, Baghdad
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Next page
My father used to walk all around Baghdad with me and my 
brother. He introduced us to the great history of our country. 
I wish that I could bequeath to my son what we inherited 
from our father - but they have killed this dream. They 
bombed Al Mutanabbi Street. Al Mutanabbi Street, Baghdad 
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Two days before the explosion, we were talking to Ahmed. 
Everything in his house had been stolen, including his 5000-
book library. During sanctions we had to sell our books so 
we could live, but Ahmed preferred to starve. We suggested 
that he go to Al Mutanabbi Street – maybe the thief would 
try to sell his books there. But they were faster than we 
were; they burned Ahmed’s books, Mutanabbi’s books, 
Baghdad’s books. Al Mutanabbi Street, Baghdad
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Previous page 
The Tigris mourned Baghdad when the Mongol leader, 
Hülagü, invaded the city and threw all the books and 
manuscripts into the river – the water turned the colour 
of ink. Now Baghdad mourns its Tigris, which has become 
a hostage to barbed wire. Neighbourhoods have emptied 
– their residents forced to flee for their lives. And the 
sky has turned grey and black. We are lost - between the 
grieving mothers – in streets where once we loved each 
other like brothers. Al Mutanabbi Street, Baghdad
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The Shabandar Café was the only literary place where we 
could still gather, the only café I could sit in without feeling 
I had to be ashamed of my female body; religion has named 
my pear breasts contemptible and the lavender between 
my thighs a disgrace. They were born from wombs just like 
mine, but they have abandoned God and his mercy.  
Al Shabandar Café, Al Mutanabbi Street, Baghdad
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This is the bookstore of Adnan Al Jabri, the “happy martyr”...
that’s what was written on a black banner hung on the ruins 
of his shop front...Adnan was proud that his shop was full 
of books from the best publishing houses, but empty of 
books written by people claiming to be sheikhs and Islamic 
scholars. He refused to give in to their continuous threats 
and now they have stolen his life and his history. Bookstore of 
Adnan Al Jabri, Al Mutanabbi Street, Baghdad
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“Hush-a-bye, my little boy, sleep
Your enemy is sick
And far away, in the wild...”
My son has gone to sleep under the ashes and refused to 
be separated from the books he loved, and the poets: Al 
Sayab, who celebrated the rain, Zahawi who confronted 
oppression, Rasafi, with his sarcasm, Jawahiri, who sang 
the praises of the Tigris...
And here is my son sharing the wind with them – with no 
grave and no headstone. Al Mutanabbi Street, Baghdad
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Next page
We stand here in silence, remembering the people we loved 
now buried with the books and manuscripts. Here we are 
standing where they left us; Adnan, Ghanim, Kutaiba, 
Kadhim Mohammed Abu Hassan, Bilal, Bariq, Lu’ay, Bassem 
and many, many others whose names we do not know.
Al Mutanabbi Street, Baghdad
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LU’LU’A, KIRKUK
“I fell asleep for a moment...they were dressed in white with the faces of angels...  
they took you out of your cradle and carried you away... I was afraid. ‘Where are you 
taking our child?’ ‘Don’t be afraid, we are her guardians’ they said ‘we will always 
look after this lu’lu’a (pearl)’” My grandmother described the dream she had the 
day I was born.

My father was studying in Hungary and my mother was at work all the time. But 
my grandmother refused to have me raised by a nanny. She took me home with her 
when I was just 40 days old. My grandfather visited Turkey every year and from there 
he would drive to one of the European countries. I would sit next to him in the car as 
we drove to Austria...Greece...Yugoslavia. He used to buy me coloured pencils and 
kids’ magazines in English and Turkish, my mother tongue. My grandfather started 
teaching me Arabic when I was four.

My grandmother died of cancer and I was left alone with my aunt and 
grandfather. When I was 13, my mother took me back to live with her.  
I went ‘home’ to my parents and my brother, and I felt like a stranger.  
My mother was my teacher in secondary school and I was terrified of her. It 
was she who chose that I would study veterinary medicine in university, which I 
wasn’t interested in. We had to examine animals in their pens and when I came 
back, my friends would laugh at me. “Go away – you smell like a barnyard”.

The sanctions were tough for everyone and the mood was dark. My aunt, who’d 
raised me, was like a real mother to me. She became ill and I used to rush home 
from college to feed and bathe her. When she died, I really lost something. I miss 
her. I was introduced to Mourad and one day, he asked me to marry him. I asked 
‘Why?’ He smiled “Maybe I’ve started to love you”. We got married two years after 
I graduated. 

I opened my veterinary clinic. One week after we got married, my husband left 
me and went to Mosul to finish his degree. And once again, I was left alone – a 
stranger in an empty house.

I was watching TV with my mother-in-law. We cried when we saw Saddam’s statue 
fall. We didn’t like Saddam, not at all, but the scene was very ugly and I was angry that 
they didn’t tell us about all the people who had been killed that day.



CAGED
Saturday, 10.10am, December 4, 2004. I was sitting in my clinic with Jamal, a trainee 
doctor. A client came to see us. He said he owned 800 sheep who needed treatment. 
Jamal and I got into a white pick-up with the man. He was dressed in a traditional 
Arab dishdasha. Ten minutes later, we were stopped by another pick-up. A man got 
out, pulled me out of the car, hit me. The client shouted to me. I felt guilty – maybe 
he was being kidnapped because of me.

They took us to a cave. They beat me on the head with a pistol butt and the 
walls started to swim. I felt the sting of rubber hoses on my skin; the client was 
whipping me! They drove us around the hills for hours. No signs of life. They 
dumped us into a hole in the ground, poured petrol all around and threatened to 
set it alight. “So be it – burn us if you’re going to, but tell me why”.

...They took Jamal away...“The phone rang and rang” he said, when they brought 
him back. “Your husband screamed when I told him what had happened and I could 
hear the whole house was in turmoil around him”. After that, they took us into a mud 
room with no door. The creeping darkness scared me. Jamal was trembling with fear 
and cold. The whole time I just cried and recited the Koran. For the next 3 days I 
didn’t sleep. They gave us dirty water to drink and I was never hungry. On the third 
day, they told me that my family had paid the ransom and they separated me from 
Jamal. He was crying “I’m afraid they’ll hurt you if they separate us”. In fact, the way 
they were looking at me scared me. I will never forget one man’s face – his green eyes 
watching me with a kind of wild hunger.

“If you shout or look back at us, you’ll die”. I got out of the car and walked 
towards my husband’s uncle who was waiting for me. A few blocks away,  
I saw my husband. He didn’t hug me and his face terrified me.. 

“Did they rape you?” everyone asked – everyone but my husband. “No”. Had the 
family’s honour had been preserved? Had I been raped? That’s all that seemed to 
matter to them. 

My husband left me to go on the Haj. All night, every night I cried bitterly. 
I struggled to track down my kidnappers. One of them was arrested.  

A representative from his tribe offered me money to drop the charges. I was 
suffocating, but my family had borrowed $20,000 to free me and I had to pay it 
back. A few days later I signed the paper agreeing to drop charges, and I wept.  
I felt like I’d swallowed poison.

Months later I started to work as a journalist. I try to talk about my pain and 
the pain of others I’m not allowed to go anywhere without my bodyguards. Every 
time we hear that a women has been abducted, my husband stops talking to me for 
days. He’s told me many times that I’ve destroyed his life...that I’ve shamed him.



Even though time has passed since I was kidnapped,  
the memory of their ropes lives on in my wrists and the 
threat of being beaten by their fists is no less present than  
it was that day. They are always here. Violence is in my  
every heartbeat. My relentless brain insists on calculating  
the distance between me and the nearest gun, over and  
over again. I try to keep my home full of beautiful things,  
but the guns have invaded me and conquered. At home, Kirkuk 
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Next page
My mother says she is glad my grandparents are dead 
and cannot suffer the shame of my kidnapping. She tells 
my husband “keep her at home”, “don’t let her work”, 
“be careful what she wears, make sure she’s covered 
completely”, “I don’t want people to look at her”, “I am 
afraid for her”. My husband has distanced himself from me.  
I sit among them, I love them, but I am not really here.
At home, Kirkuk 
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Since the kidnapping I haven’t spent 
one day without my bodyguards. If I go 
to the market, they accompany me from 
shop to shop. When by chance I meet a 
friend…I stop to chat… but I lower my 
voice so they won’t hear. In the car…
the phone rings…I talk to my neighbour 
in a somewhat formal, unrevealing way. 
There isn’t one detail of my life that 
these two bodyguards don’t know.  
It leaves me wondering “How are they 
judging me?” At home, Kirkuk
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I felt alive when I used to watch the 
bustling street below. For months after 
I was kidnapped, I hardly looked out 
of the window at all…I’d make sure 
that my face was completely hidden 
behind the curtain. I would spend my 
days crying, reading the Koran and 
beating myself. At home, Kirkuk
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I open my eyes in the morning...I see the gun by my bed. 
My husband and I go to sleep ‘decent’ these days. The threat 
of an attack lies between us. Every night we talk less and  
less before we sleep and we don’t laugh together in the 
morning anymore. At home, Kirkuk 
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I’m growing tired of my fear...heavy...my husband’s neglect. 
I travel to forget...I pack my things and leave. I search for 
a place where I can be free of my burden, but my world 
follows me wherever I go. Weeks or months later I retreat 
home...defeated...nothing new... At home, Kirkuk 
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I used to go to these hills when I needed to breathe, to 
free myself of pent-up emotions and let off steam. That’s 
where they drove me the day they abducted me. We drove 
for hours and hours until the landscape, so familiar to me, 
began to swim and I was completely disorientated. They 
put me in a hole and covered me in petrol. For three days, 
the smell didn’t leave me. I remember everything I went 
through in that empty land...My body has healed, but I am 
left with a fear I can’t get rid of...every time I pass here,  
my wounds are torn open again. Twoazkarmato, Kirkuk
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FRIENDSHIP



DIMA (AGE 6), BAGHDAD
I love Iraq...I don’t want to live anywhere else...No, I don’t want to leave it...
Everyone I love is here – my granny, my aunt, my uncle, all my family and friends...
When I was very young and lived outside Iraq with my mum and dad, I didn’t have 
any friends. My mum and I would stay in the flat all day long – yes, it’s true my 
mum used to play and draw palm trees with me, but I didn’t have any family there 
or friends...I was lonely...and my mum was lonely too.

I feel like Iraq is becoming empty...Everyone we know and love is going away 
and leaving us behind...like my friends - Nazaline and Aya and Hayat...A lot of my 
schoolmates miss classes. In my classroom, we used to have three rows of desks, 
ten in each row, and two of us sat at each desk. Now we only have 2 rows and there 
are just 5 girls in each row.

I love our area. It’s the best neighbourhood in Baghdad. Nothing bad happens 
here...well, once a sniper shot a woman while she was walking past the generator 
in our street. My friend Nour’s mother and brother saw him and told us. My aunt 
called my uncle to tell him not to come back that way and she and I took a different 
route to school that day. I told my aunt to call my mum. I was afraid she’d come 
back that way and the sniper would kill her too. But my aunt said ‘your mum comes 
home a different way, anyway, so don’t worry’

If we have our own army, why are the Americans here? Why don’t they kick 
the Americans out of our country? Anyway, don’t the Americans have their own 
country? Why have they come here to ours? 

Why are so many people dying here, when they’re not sick or old?
One day Eugenie (sometimes I call her by a funny name but she doesn’t get angry) 

asked me “do you want to take photographs?” I was really, really happy and I didn’t 
let my mother use the camera anymore...I took pictures all the time...of myself, the 
house, the other girls in the project...I even took pictures of the toilets and bathroom 
and I took a picture of the tortoise in the house where we learned photography...she 
was called Tank Mother...it’s not her real name...it’s what we called her...

In Baghdad I love taking photos of my friends...My mum doesn’t like me taking 
pictures of her...I really love taking pictures of people without them knowing... 
I love taking photos of myself a lot – I’ve taken so many pictures of myself...
sometimes, I laugh and say ‘it’s amazing how much I like myself!’



FRIENDSHIP
Nour and Zeinab are my best friends now. When I get back from school, I do my 
homework and have my lunch quickly. Then they come over and we go out into 
the garden and play all sorts of games. When sunset comes, their mums or brothers 
come to take them home and my mum makes me go into the house...she never lets 
me stay in the garden. She always locks the door.

A few times, not many...my mum lets me sit on the bench in our street with my 
friends...she stands close by and sometimes my aunt or my grandmother sit by the 
garden gate and keep an eye on us...When I see a strange man pretending to be a 
beggar, I run and hide in the house and my friends run away to their houses too. 
He might steal us from our families and they would have to give him money to get 
us back, but probably he wouldn’t give us back anyway...so we hide in our houses 
and he doesn’t know there are kids here, and he gets tired and leaves...It’s better 
that way, isn’t it?

My mum takes me to school and back because there is no school bus. We 
registered 5 times, but all the buses stopped coming. The first driver was Aya and 
Tuqa’s father – they were at school with me. He used to take us to school everyday, 
but then suddenly he stopped coming. Then Muhanad, my friend Nour’s uncle, 
started driving us to school. He stopped coming too. The third driver just drove us 
home one day and that was that. The fourth bus was packed with children, we were 
like sardines, sitting one on top of the other – because there aren’t enough school 
buses – but then that bus stopped coming too.

Note from Dima’s mother:
Dima is six years old and my only child. I fear for her in school, in the street, at the 

gate of the house, and the garden. I always lock our gate and watch constantly from 
the window, in case one of the children manages to open it and run out into the street. 
A car might be passing and they might be kidnapped. It happens all the time.

I have to send Dima to school by bus, because walking is too dangerous, but the 
drivers are constantly being forced to leave. One fled his area because of sectarian 
pressure. The brother of another was kidnapped and killed and he left the country. 
Another simply disappeared and we don’t know why. Dima’s whole school life 
is unstable, with 4 changes of teacher in her current and first year. Sit Ibtesam 
was her favourite, but she left after an armed group invaded the playground and 
abducted the sweets kiosk owner. There was a gunfight in front of the gates, and 
a man passing by was killed in the crossfire. An hour later, the gang released their 
hostage, having kidnapped the ‘wrong’ person. Soon after, a bomb exploded in front 
of the guard’s quarters. Parents became very frightened to send their children to the 
school, and Dima’s class has now lost 60% of its students.  



Nour and Farah at my house. They are 
my neighbours…I played with them 
everyday… but I can’t play with Nour 
anymore because after I took this photo 
some people made her and her family 
leave their house... My garden, Baghdad
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This is Abu Nizar’s school bus. It’s called the ‘Squeeze and 
Crush’ bus because Abu Nizar, the driver, arranges one 
on top of the other to fit us all in, as if we are sardines in a 
tin. These are my friends Zeinab, Siham and Fatima – my 
neighbours. Outside my school, Baghdad
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This is a picture of my friend Nour in front of Nazaline 
and Aya’s house... they are not here anymore… I don’t 
want to talk about sad things, I don’t want to say whose 
house this is, or where they went or why. If I do, the 
picture won’t be beautiful. My street,Baghdad
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I am inside the house. These are my 
friend Nour’s hands. She’s in the street, 
on the other side of the garden gate 
shouting ‘Dima, Dima’ so I can let her 
in quickly. My house, Baghdad
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Farah is like an old man sitting on his 
chair and praying. My street, Baghdad

WO�U��Ç�W�HB�Ç
u�è�wKB��wK�Ç�Òu�F�Ç�q���W�b�Ç�vK��Éb�U��Íd��

ÏÇbG��w��UM�O��VM��W�Ï�®w
dJ�U�

Next page
Nour and Zeinab in our garden. They 
are my best friends. I love them a lot.
My house, Baghdad
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Nour’s skirt blown up like a balloon in the wind.  
My garden, Baghdad
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Nour climbing our garden wall – looking at the street.  
I am in the street taking her picture. My street, Baghdad
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DETACHED



SARAB, BAGHDAD 
My mother sold all her jewellery to pay for a house for us. She worked day and 
night, carrying the bricks to the builders with her own hands. 

We grew up…and she cared for us…we were happy in that house. But suddenly, 
with no warning, my father decided to sell it, and that’s when our problems started. 
“It’s my house and I can do what I want”. He left us.

My mother got ill. The arrest of my brothers in 1995 was the final straw for her; 
‘I need to see them again so I can die in peace”. But she only managed to see my 
brothers in prison a few times. Her health got worse and worse till she stopped 
being able to speak. She communicated with signs and gestures.

I remember the sound of the phone ringing. I raced home to find my mother’s 
coffin in the middle of the room, surrounded by candles. There was a light rain 
and the calm chanting of the Koran – it stilled my heart. It was the first death 
I’d ever seen.

I felt I was losing everything I loved. 
I tried to keep her dream alive, I didn’t want to lose her twice so I finished 

university and got my degree. My two sisters left to get married but I stayed – alone 
with my old father in a small, suffocating flat – made even tighter by my father’s 
rejection of me, and his anger whenever he thought I might marry and leave him. 
He was old and senile and said terrible things about my mother.

I went to work and I tried to dream again. We moved in with my brother and 
his family.

“Baghdad Airport is now under the control of the American forces”: We were all 
sitting on the steps, listening to the radio. I cried. I felt I was losing my house and 
my mother all over again. ‘How could Baghdad have fallen so easily?’

My father died just months later. I was relieved. I was sad.
I carried on going to work. One day I went to get my new ID papers from a 

government office. I was searched and let into the building. Moments later, a car 
bomb exploded nearby. I remember the smell of blood, people screaming, and 
running. I found shards of shrapnel in my headscarf.



DETACHED
One year and five months after the occupation began, the company I worked for went 
downhill. They didn’t get any more contracts and work stopped, so finally I left.

I started watching people through my window. I noticed a shocking thing: 
everyone who walked by looked nervously over their shoulder – terrified, expecting 
a sniper’s bullet or a mortar attack. And sometimes, days went by and I saw no one 
in the street. Where are the people? Why don’t I see anybody? Are they just like me, 
scared to leave their houses?

I hide in my room and try to block out the non-stop sound of bombs. I try to 
escape by sleeping but the damned sound keeps waking me up. There is no escape 
anymore. I go to sit with my brother’s family and all I hear is “an explosion happened 
here or there and so many people have died…” I don’t want to hear about death or 
explosions anymore, I am forced to retreat to my room.

My little niece, Hajir, kills time with me. She comes into my room and she listens. 
I talk about everything, not caring about whether, being so young, she can really 
understand what I’m saying. One day she’ll leave me too – to get married or to 
study – to live her life.

My sewing machine helps me to survive my loneliness. I work on it and feel 
some kind of achievement: a dress for a child, or a curtain for a neighbour. I can 
communicate better with my sewing machine than with people.

Every time I try to break my isolation and leave the house, something happens 
which forces me back home. Once I went to visit my sister. A few moments after 
leaving her house, a car bomb exploded nearby. I didn’t know where I was – people 
screaming, smoke everywhere…my phone was ringing, but I couldn’t even move 
my hand to answer it. Suddenly I saw my sister running towards me in terror, 
barefoot. All I wanted to do was to get away. I was very afraid the explosion would 
be followed by another one. I ran into my room. I tried to silence the noise in my 
head, but it wouldn’t go away. I couldn’t sleep for days. 

Once again I tried – I went back to work. One day on my way in, I saw a man 
lying on the ground covered in bloodstained newspapers. It was at the Baya’ bus 
station. I hurried past – I’d never seen a murdered person before. I took a taxi to 
the Bab al Mu’adham area. I was distracted, scared and confused – people walk 
past a dead body on the street and they don’t even seem to notice. Murders are too 
ordinary in Iraq these days.
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I wake up in the morning and the first 
thing I see is this airship. It’s one of 
four that watch Baghdad day and night. 
I want to hide and watch this thing that 
is watching us all the time. I do wonder 
how it is, that with all this technology, 
they don’t manage to limit the violence 
cursing our lives. All the way up there, 
are they just watching the victims?
The view from my window, west Baghdad 
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I watch my street through a crack in  
the gate. Even if somebody passes,  
I only catch a fleeting glimpse of their 
shadow to remind me there is a world 
beyond my garden wall – a world that 
my fear detaches me from. 
Sitting at my window, west Baghdad
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I put on my coat and go into the garden, 
willing myself to open the gate and go 
out and not to think about the blood-
soaked newspaper on the pavement - 
covering the murdered man’s face. And 
I find myself back in that dark basement 
flat with my father all those years ago.
My garden wall, west Baghdad
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Next page
I fill my solitude with fantasies of 
what might have been - all the possible 
scenarios unfolding around certain 
times in my life – the husband I would 
have loved and cared for, our lives 
cradled in the walls of the house my 
father sold from under us. I dream I am 
sitting by its garden gate waiting for my 
children to come home from school.
The view from my window, west Baghdad
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I so want to know the world, but the 
streets are all explosions, mud and 
sewage. They stopped maintaining the 
roads a while ago. The workers are 
frightened of being killed. The never-
ending bombs are destroying what has 
already been destroyed. I’d rather stay 
home. Outside my door, west Baghdad
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My brother’s family took me and my 
father in when I couldn’t look after him 
on my own anymore. They are kind to 
me. As I wash the rice, I imagine that I 
am inviting them for lunch in my own 
house, with my husband and children.
At home in Baghdad
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I spend long hours at my sewing 
machine. The immediate world around 
me disappears. The electricity cuts and 
I’m back in the darkness of my room. 
My sewing machine is as lifeless as I am.
At home in Baghdad
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I run into my bedroom, hoping to 
calm my fear. Awakened by gunfire 
and mortars, I’m denied even the 
quiet refuge of sleep. The view from my 
window at night, west Baghdad 
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MOTHERHOOD



ANTOINETTE, MOSUL
When my sister married the house was full of celebration, but when I asked my 
mother to reduce my household chores so I could study and go to university she said 
“Do you think going to university is any way for a girl to provide for her family?”

So, I starting working and was happy. One day, I came home to find the parents 
of my brother’s friend asking for my hand in marriage and I was engaged to Nidhal. 
He was doing his military service. The war with Iran had just started so I wasn’t able 
to see him for a long time. I felt like I didn’t know him at all and wanted to end my 
engagement. I spoke to my father “Don’t even think about it” he said “I will kill you, 
it is out of the question for our girls to do something like that.”

Two and a half years passed. When we realised the war wasn’t going to end any 
time soon, we decided to get married. My husband could only spend a week with 
me after the wedding before he had to go back to his barracks in Mosul. In the first 
6 months of our marriage, I saw him 3 times. I resigned from my job and followed 
him there where I could, at least, see him once a week. 2 years later our daughter 
Sara was born. 

I was watching TV - they said the war had ended and I literally leapt for joy, 
forgetting for a moment that I was pregnant. My husband finally came home to me 
and we lived together for the first time. In 1991, they stole him again when the Gulf 
War started. People said that Saddam would attack Israel, and the Americans would 
go crazy and bomb us with chemical weapons. We put white tape over our windows 
so the glass wouldn’t shatter, we stockpiled water and put together first aid kits. I 
stuffed gauze strips with cotton and coal to use as protection against chemical attack. 
Our nightmares didn’t come true, but, still, the sky was filled with dense black smoke 
– fires, explosions and black rain...I gave birth to my son. He wasn’t fair like his 
siblings, and we laughed: “Maybe the smoke darkened his skin”.

The sanctions were hard. We had to sell everything to eat; my gold jewellery, our 
furniture and clothes. The kids were growing up and I registered at university. I 
felt that at last I could realise my old dream. I used to walk to college clutching 
my books, with my daughter at my side on her way to high school.

April 9, 2003 – We sat watching TV in my husband’s family’s house. They were 
tearing down Saddam’s statue. I cried silently. I looked at my 3 children. Their faces 
were sad. “Are you really crying for Saddam?” my sister-in-law asked angrily. “On the 
contrary, I am crying for the destruction that our country will inevitably suffer”. 



MOTHERHOOD
My daughter, Sara, and I ran to the kitchen window to see what was happening. 
Three American tanks lumbered down our narrow street, tearing up the trees by 
their roots. They stopped in front of our house. I was terrified. I looked at Sara. 
Maybe they’d stopped because they were annoyed we were watching them. Missiles 
had been launched from our neighbourhood the day before and they were searching 
the area. 

They kicked our door again and again. I forbade my children to go anywhere near it. 
My husband let them in. They sprawled on the living room couches. My three children 
and I sat together on one sofa. I was trembling.

“Are you Christian?” They must have noticed the cross hanging on the wall.
“Yes” my husband answered.
“Do you support our presence here?”
“No...you’ve brought nothing but fire and destruction”
“So, you love Saddam, then?”
“Of course not, he burned the best years of our lives and he brought you here, 

didn’t he?”
“And the present government?”
“They’ve achieved nothing – today even more of us are dying”
Suddenly one of them looked at my eldest son. My heart stopped. I didn’t know 

whether it was the heat or the terror that covered my face in sweat. They asked my 
children’s ages... “What do they study?...What do they care about? How do they 
spend their time?” I was burning. I just wanted them to leave.

I have three children; Sara, 22, Emad, 17 and Eyad, 15. One day, about a year ago, 
Eyad left to go to school. Half an hour later we heard a lot of shooting and the heavy 
rumble of explosions. Our normally quiet neighbourhood was thrown into turmoil. 
Our neighbour’s daughter ran back home, screaming and shaking. There had been 
skirmishes and the Americans had invaded her high school to use it as a base from 
which to attack the armed militias. “Abu Emad, I want my son. I want him now” I 
shouted to my husband. I ran out into the street and waited there in my pyjamas 
until I finally saw him coming back with my son. 

Everyday I say goodbye to my daughter and send her off to university. I kiss her 
and stand at the window praying she’ll arrive safely. I call her several times while 
she’s on her way. If I hear any explosions, I insist that she keep talking to me until 
she gets there.

I am torn. My life and that of my children is in Mosul – our house, our memories, 
everything that we know and that means anything to us. But, am I not being unfair 
to them if I choose to stay? And if I left, where would I go? What kind of future can 
I possibly offer them?





In the early hours of the morning, before the rest of the 
house is awake, I steal a moment with my daughter and  
all the struggles of the day ahead seem worthwhile.  
My exhaustion melts away the moment I hear my children 
calling ‘Mum’. At home in Mosul
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I sit drinking my morning coffee and I get distracted.  
I think about my daughter. She says to me “we’re trapped  
in the house and the terror in our streets is never-ending –  
I’m just afraid that my future will end before all this does...”  
I feel torn and deeply sad...I can try to find her work in 
Erbil, but I’d collapse if she left my side. I would live in 
constant terror of her being hurt. At home in Mosul
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Next page
Even if I’m tired and depressed, I jump out of bed at 7am.  
I don’t want my kids to be late for school or university.  
I prepare breakfast, while they’re getting dressed. I kiss 
them goodbye and pretend to be very busy doing housework, 
but deep inside I’m burning – praying that they reach their 
schools safely. At home in Mosul
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My husband and I get home from work, tired. He sits and 
watches TV while I cook lunch and talk to the kids. Sara’s 
graduating from university in a year’s time and my two boys 
want to study outside Mosul. I try to keep them close. I’m 
afraid that the exhaustion of living in Iraq will make them 
drift away from each other and from me. At home in Mosul

WO�U��Ç�W�HB�Ç
®®U�Ã�qGA�Ãè�ÒUHK��Ç�b�UAO��w�èÒ�fK��®®5�F���qLF�Ç�s��w�èÒè�U�Ã�q�Ã��
ÌÑU	�W
ÇÑb�Ç�êUM�Ç�b�d�è�åU��bF��Ìd���
�ÉÑU
�®äUH
_Ç�ËÏU�Ãè�ÁÇbG�Ç�dC�Ã�

r�bF�O
�âÇdF�Ç�VF�è�âU�Ñ�Ç�æÃ�vA	Ã®®rNMO��ÇÑu ��oK	Ã�æÃ�ULzÇÏ�äèU�Ã�®q�u*Ç�
q�u*Ç�w��w�O��®wM�è�iF��s��rNCF�

I was a very shy child. I used to be terrified of sounds and 
of the dark. I stammered until late into my teens. Since 
I became a mother all that has stopped. I will not allow 
anything – the explosions, or the armies, or anyone to 
implant fear in the hearts of my children. At home in Mosul
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I cook on the petrol stove; electricity 
and gas have become dear visitors who 
rarely honour us with their presence.  
I help my kids with their studies, do 
the laundry and keep an eye on the 
food. It might take as much as four 
hours to finish cooking. After coming 
back from work the next day, I spend 
an hour heating the meal. All this 
work, but it means I can see my whole 
family sitting down to a meal together, 
just as we used to. At home in Mosul
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I look out the window, watching the street and the faces of 
the people in the cars. Strange thoughts go through my head 
– maybe a car will stop and a terrorist will abduct my son for 
ransom on his way home from the shop. Sometimes I wonder 
how long we can go on living here, like this. So many families 
have been forced to leave for one reason or another.                         
At home in Mosul
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Next page
Even in the few moments I steal for myself, I’m thinking 
about my children. They stay up studying and working on 
the computer. I lie in bed worrying about who will turn off 
the generator; maybe a bullet will come from somewhere... 
I can’t fall asleep till I’m sure they’ve all gone to bed.  
I don’t want them to feel like I’m restricting them, but I 
can’t overcome my fear. At home in Mosul
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SLEEPLESS



MARIAM, FALLUJA
My brother, Marwan, was sixteen when he was arrested, accused of killing a man, 
who we’d taken pity on and given work to… after searching all the police stations, 
we finally found him, his shirt stained with blood and there were burns all over his 
body…after so much torture, my brother confessed to a crime he didn’t commit and 
was sentenced to ten years in prison…my older brother Ziad was accused of being 
an accomplice and sentenced to death even though he was in Kuwait doing his 
military service. He was withdrawn from the front and imprisoned for six months. 
We knew he was being tortured…my mother cried the whole time…

Marwan was released in my second year of university and we believed that joy 
would finally come back into our lives… One day, my friend and I were chatting in 
our garden…we heard a car screech to a halt…my blood ran cold…I remembered 
how my father had been hit by a car and killed…then I heard the gunshots...the 
family of the boy my brother had been accused of killing, killed my older brother, 
Ziad, in revenge…my mother ran out into the street, barefoot…without covering her 
head…we ran after her…the police closed off the area…they didn’t let us get close 
to him…Ziad was taken away in an ambulance…my mother stood looking at a pool 
of his blood, not knowing what to say…she sat down on the ground…and without 
being aware of it she steeped her hands in my brother’s blood and beat her head…
and her face…and her breast – screaming “oh my son, my son”

In my last year of university…they tried to make us learn how to use guns… 
I always ran away from the training…I’m afraid of guns.

“Baghdad has fallen”…we heard it on the radio…a year later in April 2004 the 
Americans invaded Falluja…I remember my brother saying that the tribal leaders 
would never accept the shame, or allow them to search our houses or our women. 
At first we thought there would only be fighting on the streets… then the electricity 
was cut… the phone rang “Your cousin, Ahmed, has been killed”…I locked the door 
so no one could leave the house, but my brother wrenched the key from my hand 
and they all ran towards my cousin’s house…I tried to stop my uncle from going…
he pushed me to one side and ran out…just a few minutes later the phone rang again 
“Someone has been killed right outside your door”. My mother and I ran out the 
door…she screamed “They’ve killed Abdulwahab”…the sniper lowered his gun…  
I approached my uncle’s body… he looked like he was sleeping …after my own 
father died, my uncle Abdulwahab had become like a father to me…he taught me 
about all the countries he’d visited.

Finally, I presented my master’s thesis. I was beaming until I glanced over to the 
empty chair where my uncle should have been. 



SLEEPLESS
April 2004…The Americans bombed Falluja…For three days, we crowded into the 
innermost room in the house, windowless and furthest from the street and a sniper’s 
bullet… I heard our neighbours next door packing frantically…We fled, a white flag 
flying from the car window…all escape routes out of the city were blocked by the 
occupation…We slept outdoors, sharing our bread with another family - and they 
gave us water…Finally, the Euphrates River offered a way out…It was calm enough 
for the men to swim across - the women, children and old people crossed by canoe…
We went to my grandfather’s house in Koubeis.

I counted the minutes and hours till I could go home…Finally they said we could. 
We were under siege – barbed wire, concrete walls and innumerable American 
checkpoints everywhere…I felt like my city had been transformed into a huge 
concentration camp…My brother told me that when the bombing had stopped, 
they’d combed the city arresting or killing whoever was still alive…the municipality 
buried the bodies that filled the streets, and moved the corpses buried in people’s 
gardens to the cemetery…And I thought to myself: “The dead should be honoured 
with a proper burial, but during the invasion we were forced to bury our dead in our 
gardens”…The stench of death filled the streets…They changed Falluja into a city 
of ghosts…We arrived home…Everything was smashed – couches, beds, electrical 
machines…Our neighbour, Um Abdullah, found her husband’s decaying body 
on their bed when she got back…We started re-building our houses but we were 
besieged and isolated from the rest of the world…

Less than seven months later, we heard a voice shouting over a loudspeaker “If 
we find any man here under the age of 45, he will be killed”…We left our house…
what happened this time was even uglier…The Americans and the National Guard 
set our houses on fire – like candles to light their way…My graduation pictures were 
burned, everything was burned. They killed everybody, even an old man who was 
praying in the mosque…Not even the house of God was safe from them… 

People sifted through the ruins of their houses, face and hands covered in ash…
We collected the charred remains of our possessions and started yet again to re-build 
our houses…We tried to feel alive again…We were invited to my cousin’s wedding in 
Syria…My brother and a cousin stayed behind to guard the house…Two days later, my 
cousin, Mohammed, was killed by the Americans as he went out the door…He was 
shot in the leg and, as he tried to crawl away, they opened fire riddling his body with 
bullets – like a sieve…They raided the house later, shooting their guns off in every 
which way…His wife clutched their baby and screamed and screamed…

The Americans occupied our house at 3 am…I woke to my cousin’s screams… 
a laser beam from a soldier’s gun shone in the middle of her forehead...I grabbed a 
sheet to cover my head…I’ve now moved my bed to face the door…I don’t sleep… 





Another night of heavy shooting and gunfire in Falluja… 
I try to sleep but I can’t…my nights are invaded by the 
quiet agonies kept at bay during the day…I get out of bed… 
I pace up and down my room…who will we be crying over 
in the morning? At home in Falluja
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Next page 
Everybody is sleeping. I wander around the house, quietly 
make tea and sit at the kitchen table. These are the bullet 
holes in the wall of our kitchen…it opens onto the terrace…
during the first invasion of Falluja we were unable to enter 
the kitchen for days…the snipers shot anything they could 
see moving…. At home in Falluja
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The Americans occupied our house more than once…in 
the black of night…they came…they kicked in the doors…
suddenly they were standing above us…all night I wander 
around the house shoving tables in front of all the doors… 
so I’ll hear them when they come. At home in Falluja
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Next page
I surrender to my bed…I lie down and feel the discomfort of 
the crumpled sheets…the room is stuffy and I want to open 
a window, but I can’t. I close my eyes and try to sleep…the 
sound of guns fills my static room and I open my eyes again 
– for hours and hours I stare at the ceiling of my room… 
At home in Falluja
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When they raid our house, I become paralyzed – like a 
piece of wood. I don’t know how to react. They leave in the 
darkness, just as they came in the darkness…I have moved 
my bed to face the door… will they come back tonight?
At home in Falluja
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Next page
The gunfire pulls me out of bed…I want to know what’s 
happening…I go to the kitchen window…I forget for a few 
moments that I might be shot…by them…picked out by their 
flares…for a second or two I don’t remember the bullet holes 
in the door… At home in Falluja
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Previous page
I drape my black shawl in front of the camera … I feel I only 
see in darkness now. At home in Falluja
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I can’t work, I can’t go anywhere - God didn’t create us so 
we would be buried alive inside our houses – we want to 
be free, we want to live our lives. The world is bigger than 
this tiny space I wander in somewhere between sleep and 
consciousness… between night and day. At home in Falluja
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UM MOHAMMED, BASRA
We moved to a smaller house, but it felt big because we were happy there. When 
the war with Iran began, my brother put on his army uniform and left for the front. 
The joy drained out of the house.

There was a knock at the door; my brother had been killed. My mother screamed, 
tore her clothes and ran out into the street – barefoot. We ran after her. She was not 
conscious of herself - lost. Later we discovered he’d been wounded in the leg and 
was lying in hospital in Nasiriya. The injury saved his life and he was never sent to 
the front again.

We’d hardly caught our breath, before we found ourselves in the middle of yet 
another war. The Iraqi army had occupied Kuwait. Seven months later, they were 
defeated. I remember our soldiers’ returning; their feet were swollen, they’d walked 
the muddy roads all the way home, and the fighter planes had continued to bomb 
them even after the ceasefire had been declared.

Encouraged by America, uprisings against the government began in the immediate 
aftermath of the war. My youngest brother, Fadhil, joined and I followed, not because 
I was opposed to the regime, but because I was frightened for him. I was shot.

Helicopter gun-ships flew over our heads, above them hovered the American 
planes – watching. Day after day, artillery fire rained down on us. The regime stayed 
in power and arrested thousands of people. My brother was sentenced to death. 
They tortured him badly, he confessed to nothing. We paid bribes and used any 
influence we had to get him out. I hugged him and he winced with pain. He’d been 
beaten with cables. They’d hung him from his feet.

I married and was about to deliver my second child when my brother was arrested 
again. They said they would hang everyone who’d participated in the uprising. My 
family rushed to comfort my mother. Alone in the house, that night, I gave birth 
to my baby girl. The umbilical was wrapped around her neck. She cried twice and 
then she died. The sanctions had ground us down and Iraq had become a very small 
place to live in.

We decided to emigrate. We gave all our money to a friend so she could change 
it into dollars for us. We never saw that ‘friend’ again. So, we rented a house in 
Baghdad and lived there.

Three years later, the Americans decided to “liberate Iraq”. Sahaf, the Minister 
of Information, appeared on TV: “We will repel those animals”. Those “animals” 
managed to occupy Baghdad in just three weeks. Minutes after George W. Bush 
declared “Operation Iraqi Freedom”, thirty-nine rockets shattered the silence of the 
city’s night.



BITTER 
As the first bombs fell in the middle of the night, I threw my children’s things into 
the car. We fled Baghdad to return to my city – to Basra – to safety.

Some people in the new local government had had strong connections with Iran 
during the time of Saddam. They promised that things would be different. They said 
times had changed. They didn’t speak in our accent and their private conversations 
were often in Farsi. Everyday there were more and more foreigners. And everyday 
the piles of rubbish grew.

I started the Basra Women’s Union. When I’d come home from work, my three 
children would greet me at the door, their faces blank with boredom in our desolate 
house - empty of everything but beds and mats on the floor.

I walked through Um Al Broom Square – I couldn’t believe it - the Karnak Cinema 
was a bombed out, ruined skeleton. I saw so many films there when I was young.

The amusement park near our house was looted and all the rides destroyed by 
people stealing the metal and brick. Even the palm trees were set alight. The last 
time I passed by there, I saw that instead of children playing there were grazing 
sheep. And in place of the green lawn, there were heaps of garbage drowning in 
stagnant water.

Basra was always full of life and open to new ideas. I remember poetry readings 
and concerts at the Cultural Center, listening to popular music and watching dance 
performances. Now, since the occupation, the religious parties have taken over all 
the buildings in Basra. Everything is black now; the mourning banners for martyrs 
– for those who are dying now and for Imam Hussein, who died more than 1300 
years ago.

Women are compelled to wear black robes and veil their faces.
There are only men on the streets, with their pock-marked faces, looking at me 

with rage. Their beards look dirty, lice-ridden.
One morning I found a leaflet shoved under my door. “Sinner, stop your work. 

You and your daughter must wear proper hijab...” I noticed the spelling was bad. 
Everything in Basra is forbidden now: laughter, coloured clothes, music, walking in 
the markets, going to the parks. Everything beautiful has been stolen from my city.

And the British who came in the name of liberating Iraq, just watch it all, smiling. 
Yes, we have been freed from life and we have begun a mourning, whose end we 
do not know.
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This is old Basra…now…I remember 
how I loved its houses and its shanashil 
(balconies)…its river with the boats 
plying up and down…nothing is left 
of it but ruin and destruction, broken 
bricks, collapsing houses. Everyday,  
the river shrinks - it’s full of garbage
The old city, Basra
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This place used to be full of life.  
I used to love walking down the 
Corniche holding the hands of my 
children and talking to my friends. 
Today, the Corniche is empty. Men and 
women walking together are asked to 
prove that they are relatives or husband 
and wife. Now the place is full of the 
hum of traffic. The Corniche Shat Al Arab, 
Basra
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The last time I visited this building, 
my husband and I met up with a group 
of writers and artists. This used to 
be a busy cultural centre. Today, as 
everywhere else in Basra, it has been 
taken over by one of the religious 
parties, which have swallowed up 
my city since the beginning of the 
occupation. They put their black 
flag in the mouth of the dragon, 
announcing the death of happiness.
A former cultural centre, Basra
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I was five years old when my uncle 
took me to see ‘Abla and Antar’at the 
Al Karnak Cinema. When I grew up, 
I’d stop to look at posters of the stars 
and advertisements for coming films. 
After the occupation began, those 
who wanted to end the ‘corrupting’ 
influence of films, demolished  
the cinema. The Al Karnak Cinema, Basra 
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The religious men who are running my 
city, on behalf of God, have destroyed 
the statues of the city because they say 
they are haram (forbidden). Women’s 
bodies are ‘shameful’, it seems, even if 
they are made of brass. Tayaran Square 
in Basra. 
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Next page 
Everything in my city has been looted, 
stolen and burned and the British 
army has just laughed and called  
the thieves the Ali Babas of Basra. We 
visited this ruined piece of land many 
times when it was an amusement 
park. After the occupation, the rides 
were all stolen, even the bricks. And, 
for some inexplicable reason, the palm 
trees were burned. A former amusement 
park, Basra
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Basra’s people were martyred in  
the Iran-Iraq war…in the Gulf War…
in the uprising against Saddam 
Hussein…in the bombing during 
the occupation of the country…and 
they are still being martyred, now by 
terrorist militias, by the British…this 
young man is sitting talking to a loved 
one who has been killed. Al Hassan Al 
Basri Cemetery, Basra
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I came back to Basra from Baghdad 
the day the invasion began. I loved my 
city and was proud to be from there.  
It used to be a crossroads of people and 
cultures, a place of warmth, beauty and 
elegance, generous-hearted and open 
to the whole world. Now, everything 
we loved about the city has been taken 
from us; it is not the place it was and  
I feel the bitterness of this loss.
By the Al Ashar river, Basra
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All over our city people have painted 
religious slogans and pasted up posters of 
Imams to attract blessings and riches…
sometimes because they are afraid of the 
religious parties controlling Basra
Um Mohammed, Souk Al Ashar, Basra

I walked into the market to buy a black 
abbaya and hijab...ever since I was a 
child, I’ve hated these things. These days 
I have to buy them for my daughter and 
persuade her to wear them! The religious 
militias will not leave her in peace if 
she walks in the street with her hair 
uncovered. Um Mohammed
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Khaled was twenty-three years old, 
he worked as a hairdresser in a salon 
opposite the Qouriya police station.  
A small truck stopped…the driver 
jumped out…got in another car and 
sped away. Khaled rushed out of the 
salon, shouting “car bomb, car bomb” 
to warn people in the square…then the 
place exploded. Nothing at all remained 
of Khaled except this picture, shown to 
me by his friend. Lu’lu’a, Kirkuk
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Um Hussein lives in the bathroom of 
a secondary school. She’s more than 
70 years old and all her children have 
left her. Her only companions are her 
weak heart, her broken hip and her 
blindness. It is strange that she bears 
no anger towards either her children or 
her country. Noor, a secondary school in 
the Ashar area, Basra

The ‘perseverance and courage’ of Basra 
was used as propaganda by the former 
regime and now Basra’s mourning of 
its children, killed and dumped in mass 
graves, is also being used as propaganda 
- this time to prove how fascist the former 
regime was. Either way, Iraqi people 
are erased from the picture and Basra’s 
citizens are still grieving. Noor
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This is the Natural History Museum. 
Our science teacher brought us 
here on a school trip…the place 
was full of stuffed animals and the 
remains of ancient human beings…
after the occupation, everything was 
destroyed…the building demolished…
Um Mohammed, Natural History 
Museum Basra

The sound of bombs doesn’t scare me as 
much as their ugly words full of hatred. 
They said “Death is closer to you than 
your skin”. That was the second death 
threat I received. This time I got it in a 
text message on my mobile. Noor and 
I were taking pictures. I didn’t tell her 
about the message. I tried to hold myself 
together and not collapse. Um Mohammed
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Abu Zeinab is a very poor man…he is carries his 10 year-old 
daughter, Zeinab, who has cancer…the illness granted us by 
the ‘liberators’ with their internationally prohibited weapons…
Abu Zeinab took his daughter to Iran for treatment…he came 
back broken with pain…he didn’t have $2550 – the price of 
Zeinab’s treatment Um Mohammed, A Khaleej quarter in the 
Fao area, Basra

Bush (the father), called it ‘Desert Storm’ and Saddam Hussein, 
the ‘Mother of All Battles’, but we just called it ‘Purgatory’. 
They filled my city with depleted uranium and now hundreds 
of our children suffer from the cancers that it causes. I wonder 
whether my daughter, my daughter’s daughter or my daughter’s 
daughter’s daughter will suffer in the same way. I have a 
searing rage in my heart. Um Mohammed
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In my country we now prepare our graves, as we prepare a 
cradle to receive a new-born baby. Noor, the Hassan Al Basri 
Cemetery in Al Zubair, Basra

After the occupation, people started searching for their missing 
children. They looked in the security prisons, but didn’t find 
anyone there. People said they could hear voices from cells 
underground. My father and brother went to see. They told us: 
“They were calling the missing people’s names, beating on the 
ground – they put their ears to the concrete…they thought they 
heard knocking in response. They eventually managed to dig up the 
earth and break through. Of course, there was no one there”. Noor
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These boats provided a living for 
5000 families…they used to fish 
and sell their catch both inside and 
outside Iraq. The port was flourishing, 
economically vibrant. “Ever since the 
beginning of the occupation, no one 
in the Iraqi government has thought 
to visit this area or to try to solve its 
problems…to provide gas so the boats 
can move…to clear the mud banks 
from the water” said Abu Nour, head of 
the port, with a despair and anger that 
he couldn’t hide. Um Mohammed,  
the port of Fao, Basra

¬WKzU��á�Â�W L	�âÒÑ�ÑbB��ÈÑÇuI�Ç�çc��X�U��
®t�ÑU	è�âÇdF�Ç�q	ÇÏ�tFO�è�pL �Ç�bO��s��gOF��

dJH��r��ä����Ç�cM�”�U�ÏUB��Ç�d�Ïe��æUJ*Ç�Çc��æU��
æUJ*Ç�Çc��ÉÑU�e��WO�ÇdF�Ç�W�èb�Ç�w��5�èR *Ç�s��êÃ�

®®ÈÑÇuI�Çè�sH �Ç�dOO ���Ïu�u�Ç�dO�u��®®tK�UA��q�è�
d�b��¬Ñu��u�Ã�w�d�	Ç “wLD�Ç�ÊU�
d��s��çUO*Ç�êd��

ÁUMO��­�bL���åÇ�®®�t����lD� ��r��VC�è�v
Q��v
d*Ç�
ÉdB��Ç –�èUH�Ç�











When we were young the sky
Was clouded in winter
And the rain fell…
And every year, when the grass grows, we get hungry
Not a year has passed when Iraq has not been hungry
Noor, ‘Song of the Rain’, Badr Shaker Al Sayab (Iraqi poet)

Previous page
I went on a trip with friends...I was choked by the sight of 
our palm trees…they’d been decapitated. The owner of the 
boat told me that his father had died of grief over his palm 
tree; he couldn’t bear to see his life, the life of his father and 
his grandfather torn up by the roots. In the war with Iran 
in the 1980s, the palm trees were victims, in the 90s, during 
sanctions, the poor of Basra sold their palm trees to the Gulf 
States – cheaply. After the occupation, our palms are now 
being burned – and I can’t understand why. Noor, Basra
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Basra is a port sitting on a sea of 
oil…. It was always fertile ground 
for agriculture. Despite all of this we 
live in extreme poverty. Everything is 
polluted – dirty quagmires of sewage 
and rain - The greater the destruction 
around us, the more we fear one 
another and the harsher the looks we 
give each other. Noor, Basra
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When the US army invaded, they 
closed off most of the major roads. 
The concrete barriers and barbed wire 
have become an essential part of the 
architecture of our Baghdad. Before the 
occupation, this was a huge, crowded 
bus station where everyday thousands 
of people travelled in and out of the city.
Lujane, Al Alawi area, Baghdad

I went to see my friend at Mustansiriya 
University. I was horrified to see pieces 
of human flesh hanging in the palm trees. 
The day before, a man had blown himself 
up near a van taking female students to 
the college…as people rushed to help the 
wounded, a car bomb exploded killing 
rescue workers…and a few minutes later 
yet another car bomb went off, killing 
anyone who was still alive… Lujane
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