Four Scenes and an Epilogue
(or no coherent story)

Salwa Aleryani




1 Waiting to begin

On a late afternoon in October 2020, I wrote my mother asking if she knew
someone who worked at the Central Bank of Yemen in Sana’a.!

She answered. il sileg Bases pan gae @iy Bl

17:37

I’m looking for someone who could photograph the main waiting area of
the bank. I told you, remember?

For months I had been tracing artifacts and buildings that appeared on
Yemeni coins and banknotes and as time passed,’ and the exterior of the
building emerged in 100s and 500s, in reverse, I had a desire to see its

interior.

The waiting area was where I imagine myself sitting, I said — but I am not
sure what I am waiting for.

Early the next morning
she forwarded Shadia’s answer.

[11:40 MYT]

Her voice came with a family dialect I had not heard in a long time.
That night when I fell asleep I dreamt that Shadia, her sister, and her niece,
had come to visit me.

Soalib o2 Jad

I did not mention the bank again.
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My photographs and writing here began with a recognition of an occasion-
al act of forgetting: forgetting that I was in a foreign country. I began also
with a fascination with the most trivial signs of national difference, with
the mild unfamiliarities of foreign currency.’

— Allan Sekula
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2 Landscape in obverse

In Rabih Alameddine’s novel, The Angel of History, Jacob, the protagonist,
a Yemeni-born poet, recounts his departure from Cairo where he grew up,
quoting Brecht, “and in a poem Bertolt Brecht compared himself to a man
who carried a brick to show how beautiful his house once was.”™

Shaharah Bridge is a site I have never visited,
and a town with houses I have not lived in. I have
come to know its features as well as one knows
the obverse side of a coin.

Thickness
1.75 mm

Composition

stainless steel

Value Mass Diameter
10 Yer 6.05¢g 26 mm

[1I0YER 1995-20009, still in circulation]

The Shahara footbridge can be found in the Ahnum mountain range in
Amran, northwestern Yemen. Built in the seventeenth century, it connects
two mountains — Jabal al Emir (,uedl Jus) and Jabal al Faish (Giuwall Jus) —
stretching across a deep gorge where the two mountains meet.

Before the bridge was built, and for as long as people had lived across the
two mountains, there were difficulties getting supplies to the villages across
each side. Although both mountains are within shouting distance of each
other, villagers had to climb all the way down to the bottom of the gorge
and then back up the other side.

Village elders today pass down the story that its architect Salah al-Yaman

was in awe at what stood before his eyes after it was completed. Unable to
fathom the construction of such an incredible bridge, he lost his mind.’
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In a science-fiction story by E. Hamilton, Humati, the main character is

a woodcutter who finds himself in the forest, following a strange magical
rite, with his sense of perception strangely altered. Within this rural Babel,
a place of confusion, his sense of time is completely slackened, and the
forest and its inhabitants take on a strange power before his very eyes.
The plants, trees and grass follow a rhythm and movement that he has
never seen before. In this hallucinatory vision, objects that are static or at

least characterized by almost imperceptible movements, slowly come alive.

This is what might happen if we could see the movements of the Earth’s
crust in immeasurable slowness — we would see mountains, plans and
lakes take shape before our very eyes.

— Luigi Ghirri
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3 A bridge by any other name

On one evening in May 2013, two young men were killed for overtaking
a wedding procession in Sana'a. The assailant was affiliated with a well-
known tribal leader and senior member of the General People’s Congress

(GPC) party.” The two victims belonged to a civilian family from the South.

In the days that followed protesters marched but no arrests were made.

One month later the governor announced that an ongoing bridge and
tunnel project in Bayt Baws district, close to the location of their murder,
would be renamed Khatib and Aman Martyrs Bridge

ol edldg S G

Construction was completed in 2014.
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4 s aill xy aell @)j = CW}} r—<5)\e.ﬁ Qs

A few years ago I came across this sentence, “in a system based on prices,
there can be no solidarity between millions and pennies.”™ I have thought
about it often ever since — and every time I press a coin into my hand.

Each year millions in paper and metallic currency is taken out of circula-
tion. Worn and damaged paper notes are destroyed, shredded, granulated,
or partially burned, and metal coins are turned into scrap and sold.

What can I possibly say about monetary policies? I have neither the exper-
tise nor the lived experience to tell the story.

What I can tell you is that Mohammed al-Qaisar lives in Taiz and repairs
damaged banknotes.!°

For the past six years the depreciation of the YER has led to massive infla-
tion. More recently, shortages in banknote liquidity meant that damaged
and worn banknotes previously withdrawn from the market were put back
into circulation. The most affected by this shortage were the smaller de-
nominations, the 10 — 20 YER coins, and the 50 — 100 YER banknotes.

In small grocery stores and public minibuses customers and passengers are
often given sweets or chocolate instead of change.

Occasionally this exchange breaks into a fight.

And from here begins al-Qaisar’s story.

* P'm crazy about your visit, I mend all kinds of banknotes.
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My father would tell how once, long ago — centuries? years? — the lottery
in Babylon was a game played by commoners. He would tell (though
whether this is true or not, I cannot say) how barbers would take a man’s
copper coins and give back rectangles made of bone or parchment and
adorned with symbols. Then, in broad daylight, a drawing would be held;
those smiled upon by fate would, with no further corroboration by chance,
win coins minted of silver. The procedure, as you can see, was rudimentary.
Naturally, those so-called “lotteries” were a failure. They had no moral
force whatsoever; they appealed not to all man’s faculties, but only to his
hopefulness.!

— Jorge Luis Borges
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~ Epilogue

Initially I thought that the subject of my writing would be the curious path
that tracing the illustrations on banknotes and coins has led me through.

I imagined that I would neatly write:

o my surprise, I found that many
Z of the panoramic and archeological
illustrations in YER banknotes were
engraved from photographs by German
orientalists, Richard Gerlach and Hans
Helfritz [mainly from, Sonne iiber Arabien:
Bilder aus dem Jemen (1960) and Land Ohne
Schatten (1934)] and from the American
Foundation for the Study of Man, founded
by American archeologist turned oil tycoon
Wendell Phillips.*

But I am still far from untangling the legacy of these photographs, the
whereabouts of the artifacts today," and the ways in which the buildings
and landscapes depicted shifted and followed along the lives of those of us
who still — or no longer — inhabit them.

I assure you that I am even farther from telling a coherent story of the past,
while more than ever the present unfolds with uncertainty and ambiguity:.
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All forms must bear within themselves the possibility of becoming
something else.!*

— Marisa Merz
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