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The Last Migration: Jad El Hage's tale of
diaspora and love

Novel draws on author’s experiences as a journalist in Europe

Rayyan Al-Shawaf
Spedial to The Daily Star

BEIRUT: In the wake of his in-
amorata Claire’s unexpected
death, a devastated Ashraf Saad
meanders about aimlessly, try-
ing in vain to extract meaning
out of life as a peripatetic
Lebanese journalist based in
London’s derelict Shepherd's
Bush district. His daughters
and ex-wife thousands of miles
away inAustraha, and his moth-
er steadfastly refusing to leave
a Cana now devoid of miracles,
Ashraf finds succor only in
drinking binges with fellow
Lebanese reporter Marwan,
and a frustratingly brief but
wistfully redolent visit from
Claire's daughter Francoise.

Not even loyal Anna,
Ashraf’s petite but fiery Irish
buddy, can alleviate his down-
trodden spirits. On the verge of
capitulation, Ashraf meets and
falls for Jenny, an attractive
masseuse who does wonders
for his perennially troubled left
shoulder. But no sooner does a
relationship of sorts develo
andAshmfFl‘:egin to heal - botl
emotionally and [Ehysically =
than he realizes that he must
confront a new and perhaps
even more formidable adver-
sary, unrequited love.

ubtitled A Tale of Diaspora
and Love, The Last Migration
draws heavily on Lebanese
writer Jad EF Hage’s experi-
ences as a Europe-based jour-
nalist for the Arabic-language
Al-Hayat newspaper. Having
rnered scant attention when
rst released (in Australia), the
book has recently made its way
to the Middle East, where it has
met with modest success.

Related in first-person, The
Last Migration chronicles
lovelorn Ashraf Saad’s tumul-
tuous odyssey against the back-
drop of simmering tensions be-
tween Lebanon and Israel in the
mid-1990s. Hage's first work in
English, the novel boasts a num-
ber of appealing features, but
never solidifies as either per-
sonal drama (Ashraf’s love
problems are hardly unique) or
wider social commentary (the
implications of a large Arab di-
aspora in theWest are dealt with
only superficially). One cannot
but feel that this book is essen-
tially light reading, peppered
throughout with a few substan-
tive issues as ballast.

Though Hage's English is flu-
ent, too often his choice of
words sounds an undeniably
awkward ring, This is perhaps
best attributed to the gﬁt that
the sentence structure of the
novel is 100 studied, the fastid-
ious author deeming it neces-
sary to augment Ashraf’s every
thought and emotion with a
grandiloquent metaphor, often
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having something to do with
powerful environmental forces
and shipwrecks (“I was over-
joyed but still heavy with sor-
row, like a shipwreck nearing
land and constantly pushed
back by the waves” ... “The
smell of roasting coffee beans
fell over me like a warm blan-
ket over a shipwreck.”) A
heavy-handed, almost turgid
style is the result, especially
wxen at the center of all the
overblown imagery are Ashraf’s
often banal sentiments.

There are two literary de-
vices Hage employs to general-
ly good effect, however, both
serving to enhance his story's
appeal: the practice of relating
memorable anecdotes, and the
description of the protagonist's
sexual escapades. Not every
anecdote is winning, of course,

|| Despite entertaining
segments, the book
remains inchoate in
many respects

and his portrayal of the physical
act of love does not break any
major barriers, but such attrac-
tive features help offset some of
the more uninspired stretches
that plague this book, despite its
relative brevity (184 pages).

Just when we are ;goul to
write off alcohol-friendly Mar-
wan as strictly a cardboard
character, his only purpose to
get childhood [riendp Ashraf be-
sotted, an unexpected twist is
introduced, as we are provided
with a glimpse into the man’s
true aspirations. A delightful
story involving the allure of
landscape gardening, the Bibli-
cal significance of Cana, and
Lebanon's poet laureate Said
Akl, serves to explain Marwan’s
current job as sportswriter for a
Lebanese newspaper and his
longing for an entirely different
life. And the account of Ashraf’s
wedding night with his now ex-
wife Sabina, a disastrous affair

remmiscent of a shockingly
powerful scene n Israel Arab
film-maker Michel Khleifi's
Wedding in Gahlee, effectively
encapsulates the absurdity of
outdated Arab sexual mores.
Elongated and refined, these
and other sketches, such as a
few of Ashraf’s more raucous
childhood tales, would make
very engaging short stories.

A youthful ebullience per-
vades Hage's zesty descriptions
of Ashraf’s more successful sex-
ual encounters, both in flash-
back with the late Claire. and in
the present with current com-
panion Jenny. Writing in Eng-
}ish and therefore freed from
the stifling restraints of the
straitlaced Arabic literary es-
tablishment, Hage, though nev-
er quite explicit, parlays a fer-
tile imagination and an exuber-
ant attitude into several very
sensuous scenes. After the
more mawkish ruminations on
love and loss found throughout
the novel, and the ethereal po-
etry - excerpted from Claire’s
personal journal - that ushers
i every chapter, such earthi-
ness is most refreshing.

There are serious problems
with much of the story, howev-
er, and the most manifest is
Hage's caricaturesque depic-
tion of Westerners as ultimate-
ly dysfunctional beings. In sev-
eral countries, directly or
through indirect reference, we
are treated to an endless caval-
cade of loveless women, trans-
vestites, transsexuals, religious
extremists, college students
posing as prostitutes, suicidal
teens, child molesters, and a
general array of offensively pa-
thetic characters.The eccentric-
ities of these people are over-
done, and at times one wonders
whether Hage situated Ashraf's
London residence in Shep-
herd’s Bush solely for its ex-
ploitative promise, something
especially apparent in the gra-
tuitous story of a former men-
tal patient and his supremely
annoying habits,

In marked contrast to the
surrounding perversion and
decadence, those Arabs depict-
ed by Hage as residing in West-
ern countries emerge as istands
of stability, largely unruffled by
their neighbors’ depravity. For
example, though Hage briefly
alludes to the gang problem rife
among Lebanese youth in Aus-
tralia, the expatriate Arabs to
whom we are actually intro-
duced - both in Australia and
the UK - are all remarkably
well-adjusted as well as strik-
ingly liberal in outlook. Signif-
icantly, the exceptions - like
Ashraf’s ex-wife Sabina - have
been corrupted by elements of
the host country. There is no
talk of culture clash, or Islamic
fundamentalism. indeed of any

of the common difficulties thal
accompany immigration to Lo-
tally different countries. To his
credit, however, Hage does
tackle a few of the problems
faced by Arabs in 1,h_'elr pative
socicties, and Ashraf’s conver-
sations with fictitious Moroc-
can author Nassri Mahmoud
produce some trenchant criti-
cisms of the state of literature in
the Arab world. )

The tense relationship be-
tween Ashraf and his daughter
Layla, who. along with her sis-
ter Reem, lives in Australia, 1s
a lingering issue never fully ex-

lored. [.:\3']:1‘5 open rebuke of
ier father in a long letter
seems as though it might final-
detonate the latent envy she
eels at the attention he lavish-
es upon Reem. Yet the issue
seems to evaporate as soon as
Layla gets a boyfriend - a sad
commentary on Hage's appar-
ent faith in escapism.

Anna, Ashraf’s trusty Irish
pal, is a real virago by most ac-
counts - including Ashraf's
own. Muliebrity fortunately as-
sumes many different forms,
however,and Anna's increasing
importance as the novel pro-
gresses allows us to appreciate
her as a possible romantic rival
to Jenny, who seems incapable
of properly returning Ashraf’s
affection. Nevertheless. as a
character Anna remans some-
what ill-defined, the author re-
lying on her only intermittent-
ly and never allowing ber to de-
velop an existence outside the
world of Ashraf’s needs. Only
with the novel’s conclusion is
her true purpose fully revealed,
but by then it is too late to ful-
ly flesh out her role.

The story climaxes just as a
period of increased military ac-
tivity along the south Lebanon
border culminates in Israel’s
sanguinary Grapes of Wrath op-
eration. Launched  against
Lebanon in April 1996, 1t in.
cluded the shelling of the UN
comgound at Qana, causing the
deaths of one hundred and three
civilians sheltering there. This
tragedy, along with the unex.
I)ecled turn Ashrafl’s persona]
ife takes, makes for a well-craft.
ed ending tying together
AshraPs romantic yearnings, his
mother’s desperate existence in
Qana, and his daughters’ lives i
Australia. Indeed, it is the cop-
clusion that gives the book its tj-
tle, the hope being that a fina]
migraton will inaugurate g
more tranquil existence for the
novel’s central characters.

Alas, the tautest of knots can.-
not salvage a perforated bal.
loon; despite entertaining seg-
mentsand the author’s flair both
for humorous tales as well as the
mysteries of physical love, the
novel remains inchoate in many
important respects. ’
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