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Context
A Poets’ Agora’s residency is a widely celebrated programme to pursue personal creative growth
of a poet in the vibrant capital city of Athens, Greece. The residency is designed to allow a poet,
during two fulfilling weeks, to attend multiple contemporary art and cultural events, as well as
to be inspired by the ancient architecture and marvels scattered around the city. Living
arrangements of this residency offer a room in a beautiful neoclassical apartment, with frescoes
on the ceilings, in the center of Athens, in the old quarter of Plaka. The poet is free to draw his or
her own schedule. Some of the poetic work of
the Residency is published in the literary
journal of A Poets’ Agora.
In 2019, I was fortunate enough to receive A
Poets’ Agora’s residency, which took place from
9 May to 28 May 2019. I was honoured when
this Residency was awarded to me – a bilingual
British-Bangladeshi poet from London. But I
was humbled to realize that I was the first
Bangladeshi woman to get this honour. During
the residency, I lived in a neoclassical house
from the eighteenth century in the vicinity of
Mnisikleus in Plaka. The house, situated at the
centre of all the activities, is a historic one,
which, during the reign of military junta in
Greece, not only sheltered the dissenting Greek
intellectual voices, but also served their
meeting places. It possesses all the amenities
that one can ask for and thus provides the
essential environment for any creative work.
For all these, I thank A Poets’ Agora. It was not only a generous host, but was also an intellectual
partner. During my three weeks in Athens, they not only hosted me, but also extended to me the
space, the comfort and the hospitality for a successful poetic residency. I am particularly
grateful to my hosts, the Co-founders of A Poets' Agora, Poet Karine Ancellin and Angela Lyras
for their support, advice and guidance during my stay in Athens.
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Expectations from the Residency and my activities
In the overall context of the Residency, my expectations were threefold:
•

First, to successfully fulfill the basic requirements of the Residency in terms of poetic
work – submission of three poems;

•

Second, to interact with well-known Greek poets and members of the Greek literary
circles, exchanging ideas, views and experiences; and

•

Third, to have a better understanding and appreciation of Greek history, including its
literary heritage as well as Athenian life by visiting different parts of Athens and meeting
and talking to common people of Greece.

I attempted to fulfill my expectations by pursuing various activities. First, I spent the major part
of my residency by concentrating on literary and substantive work including their
dissemination. To that end, I have composed poems, both in English and Bengali, including those
to meet the Residency requirements (appearing as submissions in the next section of the
present Report), wrote prose, travelogues, and daily diaries. I have used different social media
to disseminate those works to a broader audience worldwide. I have posted my activities on line
on Facebook and Messenger, WhatsApp on a daily basis. I have also made live video clips from
different parts of Athens describing various historic sites of the city and put them on social
media.
On several occasions during the Residency, I have had the honour of meeting such celebrated
Greek literary figures (appearing in alphabetical order) as Karine Ancellin, Myrisinin Gana,
Katerina Ilopoulou, Panayotis Ioannidis,
Adrianne Kalfopolou, Orpheus Opergis,
Christo Siorikis, Alicia F. Stallings, and
Ginger Zaimis.
I met these eminent
personalities either in groups over a dinner
or individually over a cup of coffee. We
discussed poetry, recited poems, and
exchanged ideas.

Walking around different parts on Athens such as
Acropolis, the Horologion of Andronikos
Kyrrhestes (popularly known as the Wind
Tower), the Church of Metamorphosis, and
various archeological ruins. I also met many
common people from Athens in cafes, on the
streets and talked to them. It also included
tourists who were visiting Athens during the time
I was there. I have had the privilege of witnessing
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various street performances in Plaka.
Facilitated by Poets Adrianne Kalfopolou, and Alicia F. Stallings, I also have had the opportunity
of visiting two refugee camps in Athens and talked to the refugee people. The camps mostly
hosted refugees from Afghanistan, Pakistan and Syria. I also met a number of Bangladeshis who
are currently living and working in Athens.
Submission of poems as part of the Residency requirements

Plaka’s Perfume
The bottle is transparent.
The liquid looks like milk.
I recognise it, and you would
like the purest silk.
The language on the label was unfamiliar,
so was the look of the bottle.
But it tastes sweet and fantastic
and feels as thirst-smoother,
a little dense and mystic.
But this Greek milk is so similar
to that of British cows’ or Bangladeshi Gavi*
or other cows from wherever.
With that discovery in mind
the song I find“নানান বরণ গাভীের ভাই
একই বরণ দুধ
জগত 4িময়া 8দিখ
একই মােয়র পুত,
সবাই একই মােয়র পুত।“**

“The cows and their creed
may be different in places,
but the colour of their milk
is the same, regardless.”
I love the people of Plaka,
their perfume and the poets.
I enjoy the taste of organic eggs,
and the blood-red juicy pomegranates.
----

*Gavi is cow in Bengali
** The Bengali extract is from Fakir Lalon Shah -a Baul poet from the 17th century Bengal.
Plaka, Athens
10.5.19
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Consent
I wake up in the middle of an Athenian humid night
while the sun and her flowers were asleep.
The notes of a Greek Ballad were fading
from under an ancient Sycamore tree.
As day’s consequences gradually grip people’s mind at nightI wake from sleep to a dreadful dream
I wake to an era that I only read in history
I wake with the raging roar of fascists raping Greece
I hear the whispers of poets’ pastpassed from this neoclassical building of 1837
I hear their silent sighs coming out of layers of anxiety.
I hear people fighting back fearlessly
I hear their noises of resistance outside and
cheers at an ultimate victory.
As I open eyes in my bed,
they meet two huge and heavy rectangular grey shutters
they don’t shut back, rather open gasping at me.
I tread tenderly on the wooden floor
I place my weight softly on their footmarks
to keep from erasing the inscriptions, the music
I barely burden them with my responsibility to reincarnation.
And yet, they give me a positive push from below,
from the dark basement
they give me affirmation to tell their stories,
rebuild their untold words for restoration!
Plaka, Athens
11.5.19
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Amber Acropolis
I sensed the afternoon would be
damp, humid and thirsty.
Then all of a sudden
at the dreamlike drumming noise of thunder
I sprang from my writing table.
I rushed through the white French doors,
out to the marbled Byzantine balcony.
The shower soaked me like syrup,
it was warm, interesting and curious.
It felt as if I were in the April showers in London.
I looked at the distance to check
how this gusty gale and downpour were
falling on mountains, monuments, markets and
the top of the majestic Acropolis.
But it wasn’t storming and raging like the Junta,
rather showering them with love and affection.
Then it stopped,
the tears of relief
rolled down the flat footpath
downhill,
stone to stone
and stopped at the doorsteps of my
poetic Agora in Mnisikleous.
Everything was awash with amber!
Down there,
where the heavy marbled gate was,
the purple Bougainvillea shrugged off
the last few dead and dry leaves,
which were hanging in neglect.
Plaka, Athens
17.5.19
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O Platanos
I live here, behind
Taverne Platanos
under the aura of Acropolis and Parthenon.
The Square feels like an island the oldest, sweetest and smartest
of all Athenian amazing places.
The walking route leads you
into the most picturesque
corners of curious historic
buildings in the ambient Old City.
A few narrow quiet alleys,
old houses with bright Bougainvillea balconies,
ash gates and shutters
standing strong with the signatures of
Mediterranean humans.
At one time
the dwelling was a nightclub district,
with amplified music
penetrating the poignant light
focussed on the ruins of the Roman Agora.
At midday, Platanos Square
brings its own essencea unique silence with gastronomic bliss.
The cacophony of tired tourists turns liquid,
long lasting limestones glow like moonlight,
church bells play Rabindra Sangeet*
tangy juicy citrus lay
all day
on dead leaves like Papyrus
at the historic Hadrian’s Library.
And an assembling vibe
works as a huge brush
through the flood of restaurants, shiny jewellery stores,
attractive tourist shops and cafes
creating a positive synchronicity.
You can recognize it —
can cut out each specific sound,
separate yours’ from the same package,
and you become a vital part of this harmony.
* Songs

written by Nobel Laureate Bengali poet Rabindranath Tagore

Plaka, Athens
26.5.2019
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The Poetic Pairs of Sandals
I was standing
on a cardboard block
in bare feet
with a pinkish flowery frock
in a small sandal shop.
A stocky shop-assistant was
measuring my foot.
The poet from his special chair
gazed at me,
and my dusty pair of boots.
He was stretching leather strings,
fixing buckles and flattening belts’ edges
with a sharp knife like an arrow.
He played a fraction of Mozart
on an ancient piano.
With his salt and pepper hair
hanging on his shoulder
he kept on making new sandals
from catalogue-orders
for tourists, waiting for approvals.
He is known in Athens as a poet, playwright
and a special sandal creator.
He names his sandals as John Lennon, Sophia Loren,
Socrates, Cleopatra or Gladiator.
The final Greek look
evolves with his unique touch
and you can walk on them comfortably
without screaming ouch!
They come in all kinds and colours flip flops, with heals or without,
silver white, red ruby, or blue
sticking together with strong glue.
They are relaxing bedroom slippers,
and you know, they are good for flippers!
It is the special touch of Poet Pantelis Melissinos
what makes them so smooth and smart.
To me, the pairs of Jackie sandals I bought on the day
still feel as if I were softly treading on my loved one’s heart.
Plaka
27.05.2019
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Work in progress - based on the Residency
Beyond the requirements of the Residency, I have
pursued my literary work in three ways: first,
inspired by my A Poets’ Agora’s residency in Athens,
I have continued my writing, extensively and
intensively. Second, impressed by Greek poetry, I
have started translating the work of contemporary
Greek poets into Bengali (e.g. poems by Ginger
Zaimis. Orfeas Apergis). Third, some Greek poets
have also expressed interest in translating my
poems in Greek and I have been interacting with
them. Over and above it, a newspaper interview
and a community TV interview based on my
residency at A Poets’ Agora are in the pipeline.
Impacts of the Residency - a personal assessment
In my view, the impacts of the Residency on me are multidimensional. At the substantive
literary level, the entire Residency was inspirational for me. It motivated me to reach a higher
ground. I now aspire that my work would be more in-depth, creative and refined. Interacting
and working with Greek poets is an amazing experience. Knowing each others’ work,
exchanging views, ideas and experiences have enriched me both as a poet and as a human being.
Through the social media work, I received huge
responses from diverse sections of people. It
increased the number of my readers and followers
worldwide. Such works have not only created
awareness among people from foreign lands about
the history, life and culture of this country, but have
also created an interest in the outside world about
country itself as well as its people.
My walking tours of various parts of Athens have
enhanced my appreciation of Greek history, its
architecture, and heritage. Meeting common people,
including tourists from other countries, on the
streets and inside cafes, and talking to them
enriched my understanding of Greek life and living
as well as
how Greece
is perceived in the eyes of the foreigners. These have
deepened my belief that human values are universal;
unity, and not division is essential for peace around the
world. It has strengthened my belief that at the end of the
day, humanism is all that matters. Listening music on
Athenian streets, witnessing performances in cafes were
such an enriching experience for me!
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My visit to a refugee camp in Athens was a unique
experience for me. As a poet, I was appalled by what they
have gone though, but at the same time, I was encouraged
by their hope, determination and resilience. It was a
pleasant experience meeting my compatriots from
Bangladesh on the street of Athens. Their life, work and
success made me proud of my country and my people.

Moving forward: some suggestions
The way the Residency is organized and implemented is exemplary. Having the privilege of
enjoying it, I suggest a few things for the consideration of A Poets’ Agora for future Residencies.
•

The Resident Poet may be requested to deliver an open public lecture which would
widen the impact of the Residency

•

Some field visits to Greek houses and communities would enrich the experiences of the
Resident Poet about the life and the living of the Greek society

•

A press conference at the end of the residency may enhance the visibility of the A Poets’
Agora and its activities, including the Residency.
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