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ANGELA’S ASHES 

THROUGH A SYRIAN REFUGEE’S EYES 

BY KINDA NASSLI 

 

 

 

 

Training materials by:   

Karen Fenlon edited by Dr. Sarah Sartori with input from Dr. Rita Sakr, Maynooth University.   
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KINDA PRESENTATION WORKSHEET. 

 

Kinda Nassli – Cultural Awareness Trainer 

Kinda Nassli is a former Syrian TV host. She is also a graduate from Aleppo University with a 

bachelors in English Literature. Kinda discovered that in Ireland the secret of finding identity 

is not only by building cultural bridges among people, but also in discovering already existing 

bridges among human beings, which she did by making the link between Irish author and 

educator Frank McCourt, and Syrian poet and feminist Nizar Qabbani.  

Contact Kinda at kinda.nassli@mu.ie  

 

INTRODUCTION 

Kinda Nassli has kindly shared her wonderful presentation with us. In it, Kinda tells the story 

of how watching the movie Angela’s Ashes one night helped and encouraged her to change 

the direction of her life, giving her hope as a Syrian refugee in Ireland. She tells us how Frank 

McCourt’s autobiography gave her an understanding of Irish life, Irelands history and its 

culture, and to appreciate the gift of prosperity and flourishment. She thanks Ireland and 

everyone who supported and helped the Syrians arriving here, helping them to live in peace 

and to begin a new life and education journey.  

After watching the presentation and engaging with the training materials. We hope it will give 

people a greater understanding of the incredible journey a person has to undertake to enter 

a country as a refugee; the emotions, the struggles, the challenges, the bravery, the 

persistence, and the fight to rebuild a better future. 

 

 

 

mailto:kinda.nassli@mu.ie
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Before showing the presentation, we recommend doing an exercise with the group.  

The aim of the exercise is to get the group thinking why people are forced to become 

refugees. Exercise adapted from (Training for Transformation 2001, P. 111). 

Part 1 20 Minutes  

• Ask each participant to draw themselves on a sheet of paper.  

• Ask participants to list all the things beside their drawing of themselves, that they need 

in their daily lives. (food, water, shelter and so on). (10 Minutes) 

• Ask them to look at the items and see how long they could exist without each item. 

• Ask them to mark R beside any item they believe is a Human Right. 

Part 2 15 Minutes  

• Put the large group into smaller groups of four to share what they have written. 

• Give each person a copy of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights available below.  

• Ask them to see how may items that they listed that are included in the document. 

 

Part 3 15 Minutes  

• Go back to the large group and ask people to share what surprised or challenged them, 

about the exercise. 

•  Ask everyone to reflect and take some notes on the following question. 

• If the rights of a person are not fulfilled in one place or country should a person have 

the right to move somewhere else where there is hope for a better life. Why and why 

not? 
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Show the group the video of Kinda Nassli’s presentation                 12 Minutes  

 

Post-presentation Exercises  

 

After the group have watched the video presentation. You could ask them to do a reflective 

essay. Or you can have a large group discussion on the presentation (see guiding questions 

on pp. 6-9).   

 

 

Excerpt and Translation from Nizar Qabbani’s poem – 

 

“Why Does the Exhausting, Son of the Exhausted, Fail in the Test of Human Rights?”  

- translated and supplied by Dr. Rita Sakr Maynooth University. 

 

 
Uprooted we are like trees from the earth 
Displaced from our wishes and dreams 
[…] 
Travellers outside time and space 
Travellers who lost their wealth… 
Lost their possessions, lost their children, 
Lost their names, lost their sense of belonging… 
And lost their feeling of security. Qabbani 
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(Training for Transformation 2001, P. 111) 
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Guiding discussion questions 

 

1. FEELINGS AND THOUGHTS 
 

How would you define the word ‘refugee’? 

Which part of the presentation touched you the most? Why?   
How are you feeling after watching the presentation? 

When you hear the word ‘refugee’, did you ever think about the person, who they are?  

Have you ever thought about what life was like for people before they became refugees? 

How would you cope with leaving your house, living in tents for years, with no education, care, 
electricity, adequate food or even toilets?  
 
What feelings or emotions would you imagine that you would experience if starting a new 
journey after arriving in a ‘safe land’?  
 
Possible feelings; Loneliness, isolation, shame, humiliation. sadness, fear, confusion  
 
What challenges do you think people typically face when they start this new journey after 
they arrive in a ‘safe land’? 
 
Possible answers; language barrier, stereotypical judgement, stigma, self-stigma, the forms 
they have to fill out, the questions they have to answer, the countless interviews and 
explanations. 
 
What other thoughts do you have around this? Do you think it shows bravery? What do you 
think happens to the hopes and dreams people have?  
 
What do you think arriving in a new country means to refugees?  
Possible answers; Safety, education, employment, happiness. 
 
How do you think refugees deal with the trauma they might have suffered? Do you think 
trauma can impact on people achieving their hopes and dreams for the future?  
 
Stereotyping and judgement of refugees can block their way to normal life. Have you ever 
been stereotyped or judged? 

How did this experience make you feel? 

 
Have you ever thought been in a situation where you had to rebuild yourself? How did you 
feel taking those initial steps?  
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Excerpt and Translation from Nizar Qabbani’s prose ‘Bird’ 
 

Supplied and translated by Dr. Rita Sakr Maynooth University 
 

Had every bird required a permit from the minister of the interior… 
To fly… 
Had every fish required an exit visa to travel… 
Then all THE fish and birds would have become extinct… Qabbani 
 
 

1. Nizar Qabbani wrote this in the 1970’s. How relevant do you think it is today? 

 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

HOW DO WE CONNECT? 

 
How can we hold the gate/door open, or help someone to open the gate/door for another 
human being who needs you? 
 
How can we cancel all boundaries between people and replace them with keys and bridges? 
 
A simple action like raising your hand to your new refugee neighbour to say ‘hello’, may 
change their feeling about their life, make them feel welcome, confident and that they belong 
in their new homeland.  
 
What other ways can we reach out to connect? 
 
___________________________________________________________________________ 

 
 
Brainstorm other actions could you do, that might make a refugee feel more included. For 
example; 
 

• Engage in conversation.  
 

• Discover what we might have in common. 
 

• Learn about each other’s cultures.  
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Consider culture: 
 

• Are there some values that cross all cultures? 
 

• Do all cultures have positive and negative elements in them? 
 

• What are the main causes of intercultural conflict? 
 
___________________________________________________________________________ 

Consider safety: 
 

“Without education and knowledge of each other.  We carry a fear with us. That 

fear stops when we are educated, and knowledgeable, then we feel safe”. – Kinda 
Nassli 
 
 
What does the word safe mean to you? 
 
Is there safety in knowledge? 
 
___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Excerpt and Translation from Nizar Qabbani’s poem Red, Red, Red 
Supplied and translated by Dr. Rita Sakr Maynooth University 

 
Never think…there’s a red light 
Don’t talk to anyone…there’s a red light 
[…] 
Don’t leave your cordoned coop, 
For there is a red light… 
Don’t love a woman…or a mouse… 
For the light is red against love. 
[…] 
Don’t travel with an Arab passport. 
Don’t travel again to Europe… 
Because Europe—as you know—has had enough of the trivial 
You are persecuted, suspected, and deported from all maps… Nizar Qabbani 
 
 

1. How relevant do you think these words are today? 
2. What does this poem make you think of in relation to what’s going on in the world 

today? 
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CONNECTING WITH AN AUTHOR 
 
 

1. Kinda share some images in her presentation that had a great impact on her, she 
showed the similarities between Frank’s Limerick in the 1940’s and Syria today in the 
2020’s. 

 

• Do you have any images in your mind similar to any of the photos Kinda shared in the 
presentation, an image from a book, poem, place, event, that means something to 
you? 

 

• How does that image connect you to a time, place, event? 
 
 
 

2. Kinda told us that Frank McCourt’s story enlightened her heart and taught her to 
understand more about Irish life, and to appreciate the gift of prosperity and 
flourishment. 

 
Has an author ever had this type of impact on you? Who? 

 
 

3. Kinda told us that reading Frank McCourt’s story of his struggles, his story of 
emigration helped her to adjust to her new life.  

 
“Ireland had opened her doors to our learning English language, to attend bigger 
schools and to living a safe life”. – Kinda Nassli 

 
Do you believe that a book can have the power to change your life or someone else’s 
future? 

 
 

4. Kinda expressed that Frank McCourt changed her life by reading his biography. 
 

If you were to write a biography, what could you write that might help or encourage 
another person to follow their hopes or dreams? It may change their live too. 
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QUOTATIONS 
 
 
Here are some excerpts from Frank McCourt’s biography and Nizar Qabbani’s writing that 
highlight the similarities Kinda Nassli discovered in their writings.  
 
Suggested activities: 
 

1. Share these quotes with participants and ask them to choose one that resonates the 
most with them and to say why.  

2. Stick to the walls of the room and ask people to stand near the one they are most 
drawn to. 

3. What comparisons can participants find between the two quotations? What is the 
key message being communicated, or the key emotion being shared? 
 

 
___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

SPRING IN LIMERICK 

Sometimes two birds will be singing to each other across a field, and I have to stop and listen 

to them and if I stay long enough more birds will join till every tree and bush is alive with 

birdsong. If there is a stream gurgling under a bridge on the road, birds singing and cows 

mooing and lambs baaing, and that’s better than any band in a film. -Frank McCourt  

 

DAMASCUS 

I am a Damascene .. If you cut my body open, It shall spill grapes and apples 

And if you open my veins with a blade, You shall hear in my blood the voices of those who 

left 

Planting another heart .. Heals those who love, but my love cannot be cured 

The minarets of Damas cry as they hug me, And for minarets .. like trees ..  have Souls 

Jasmine has rights in our homes .. 

The domestic cat will fall asleep where it pleases 

Coffee grinder is part of our childhood, How shall I forget? the fragrance of cardamom 

my roots .. my heart … and my language, all are here 

How shall I explain? Adoration cannot be explained? – Nizar Qabbani 
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LEAVING LIMERICK  

The man at Oroidin’s Travel Agency says: Nine days at sea, September October, best time of 

the year, your own cabin, best of food ….do you, have it? I do p. 356 

On my days off from work, I walk around limerick and look at all the places we lived, the 

windmill street, Hatststonge street, which is really a lane I stand looking at Theresa 

Carmody’s house, I sit at the graves of Oliver and Eugen in the old St. Patrick’s Burying 

Ground and cross the road to to St. Lawrence ‘s cemetery where Teresa is buried. whenever I 

go, I hear voices of the dead and I wonder if they can follow you across the Atlantic Ocean. I 

want to get pictures of Limerick in my head in case I never come back. 

Now there are days I don’t want to go to America, I have strange feelings and sometimes 

when I am sitting by the fire with Mam and my brothers, I feel tears coming and I’m 

ashamed of myself for being weak – Frank McCourt 

MISSING DAMASCUS 

This is September, Mother, 

and here is sorrow bringing me his wrapped gifts. 

Leaving at my window his tears and his concerns. 

This is September, where is Damascus? 

Where is Father and his eyes. 

and where is its comfort.  

And where is the stairwell laughing at the tickles of blooms , 

and where is my childhood.- Nizar Qabbani 

___________________________________________________________________________ 
HELP        

St. Francis is no help, he won’t stop the tears bursting out of my two eyes, the sniffing and 
chocking and the God or Gods that have me on my knees with my head on the back of the 
pew before me and I’m so weak and with the hunger and the crying I could fall on the floor 
and would you please help me God. There is an arm around my shoulders, a brown robe, 
click of brown rosary beads, a Franciscan priest – Frank McCourt 
 
If you are a prophet, free me 

From this enchantment, 

From this disbelief. 

Your love is blasphemy, so cleanse me 

From this disbelief 

If I am precious to you, take me in your hands. 

I love from head to toe. 

I am breathing under the water. 

I am drowning, 

Drowning. 

Drowning. – Nizar Qabbani  
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MOTHER  

You never know when you might come home and find mam sitting by the fire chatting with a 

woman and a child, strangers, Always a woman and a child, Mam finds them wandering in 

the streets and if they ask Could you spare a few pennies? Her heart breaks. She never has 

money so she invites them home for tea and a bit of fried bread and if it’s a bad night she 

will let them sleep by the fire on a pile of rags in the corner. The bread she gives them always 

means less for us and if we complain she says there are always people worse off and we can 

surely square a little from what we have – Frank McCourt 

I send my best regards to a house that taught us love and mercy. 

To your white flowers, It has been two long years, Mother, 

with the face of Damascus being like a bird, digging within my conscience, 

biting at my curtains, and picking, with a gentle beak, at my fingers. 

It has been two years Mother, since the nights of Damascus, 

the odors of Damascus, the houses of Damascus, 

have been inhabiting our imagination. have been planted in our hearts. 

As if the orchards are still perfuming our conscience. 

As if the lights and the rocks, 

have all traveled with us. – Nizar Qabbani 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

LOVE 

 
 Oh God, oh Teresa do you see what happening to me at long last I don’t give a fiddler’s fart if the 
pop himself knocked on this door and the college of cardinals gathered gawking at the windows oh 
god the whole inside of me is gone into her and she collapses on me and tells me I’m wonderful and 
would I ever consider settling in Poughkeepsie                                    
 she’s crying and I’m crying for I don’t know what’s happening to me If I’m killing myself catching 
consumption from her mouth, I’m riding to heaven I’m falling off a cliff and if this is a sin, I don’t give 
a fiddler’s fart. – Frank McCourt 
 

I WANT TO LIVE 

 
Help me to get out alive 
From the mazes of firm lips and black hair. 
My battle with you is not equal, 
For I am not like a small fish 
Swimming in a tank of fluid copper. 
Help me to catch my breath, 
For my pulse is no longer natural, 
And my time has become subject to the temperament of your breasts. 
If they sleep, I sleep. 
If they awaken, I awaken. 
Help me to distinguish between the beginning of my fingers, 
And the end of your spine. 
Help me to travel the map of your body, 
For I want to live. – Nizar Qabbani  
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WOMEN 

Then he calls to Mam; Angela, this chamber pot is full, and she drags a chair and table to climb for 
the chamber pot, empty it in the lavatory outside, rinse it and climb back to the loft. Her face gets 
tight and she says, is there anything else your lordship would like this day? And he laughs, woman’s 
work, Angela, woman’s work and free rent – Frank MCourt 

A Letter from A Stupid Woman 

(A Letter to a Man) 
My dear Master, This is a letter from a stupid woman 
Has a stupid woman before me, written to you? 
My name? Let’s put names aside 
Rania, or Zaynab, or Hind or Hayfa 
The silliest thing we carry, my Master - are names 
I am frightened to tell you my thoughts 
I am frightened - if I did - 
that the heavens would burn 
For your East, my dear Master, 
confiscate blue letters 
confiscate dreams from the treasure chests of women 
Don't become annoyed, my dear Master, 
If I revealed to you my feelings 
For the Eastern man, Is not concerned with poetry or feelings 
The Eastern man - and forgive my insolence - does not understand women 
but over the sheets. Nizar Qabbani 
___________________________________________________________________________ 

WOMEN  

Dad says, the good catholic woman must perform her wifely duties and submit to her husband or 
face eternal damnation P. 216 

I HAVE NO POWER 

Never believe what a man says about himself, that he is the one who makes the poems 

and makes the children 

It is the woman who writes the poems 

and the man who signs his name to them 

It is the woman who bears the children 

and the man who signs at the maternity hospital, that he is the father 

You are the tree of femininity that grows in the dark, needs no sun or water 

you the sea princess who has loved all men, and loved no one 

slept with all men… and slept with no one 

you are the Bedouin woman who went with all the tribes 

and returned a virgin 

Stay that way.' – Nizar Qabbani  

https://allpoetry.com/A-Letter-From-A-Stupid-Woman
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DAD 

When you have your father to yourself by the firer in the morning you don’t need Cuchulain or the 

angel or the seventh step or anything, before bed we sit around the fire and if we say, Dad tell us a 

story he makes up one about someone in the lane and the story will take us all over the world, up in 

the air, under the sea, and back to the lane – Frank McCourt 

 

FATHER   

  
Your Father died?  
Dose east remember Fathers' eyes?  
In summer's memory there are vines from Father, and the  
planet's memory   
I hold you in my clear pupils  
Till people thought I was you  
I even raise you in my voice tone  
Then how come you are gone, yet still in me   
If our Jasmine would flourish   
There are a thousand golden mouths at home  
We have opened our doors to July  
Because in summer, Father must come. – Nizar Qabbani  

 
 


