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Voice & Verse Special Feature: “Myanmar”

Cooking Up [Democracy Dishes in my Very Own Kitchen]
by ko ko thett

What shall I cook for you people?

You can't afford to be a glutton

if you can't afford a grain of rice.

I will curry your revolution with coriander.
Simmer the mass movement until it gets

very, very soft—irreproachably tender.

I won't allow it to thicken, or it will be tasteless.
Turn social media into a tomb & lemon salad.

I wouldn’t garnish it with my three little fingers.
I will stir democracy dal with the longest

digit I possess. Let me pour out all my fish-sauce
feelings. Blood stains on the kitchen floor are of
no consequence. It’s unavoidable.

I am the Executive Chef. Am I not a better cook
than your mom? I can ride a spatula for

a horse, yodelling like a hyena under

a squeaky buffalo cart. The situation is plain

and simple, an elephant crumpling a paddy

in broad daylight—not just all the five abbots,
and the sangha mandapa, were overthrown;

even the reclining Buddha was knocked

down flat in the process. It’s unavoidable.

You happened to be harvesting frogs in a

holey basket. The idiot lizard’s ashen jacket will
collect nothing but ash. Don't take the burglar
creeping up on you from behind for your husband.
Please help yourself to Brussels sprouts and
Liberty Fries. Now let me serve up more bromides,
as soiled as my oily rags. I will investigate fraudulent
shopping lists, while you work up your appetite.
I have cooked with pots and pans, banged

out of shape, in your hunger-game protests.
After the state of emergency is over, there will be
a new election in the kitchen. I will then transfer
power to my shoe-in, Aloo Party for Our People.

To Charles Bernstein
by Zeyar Lynn

Lives will surely be lost, es

pecially the valued and valu

able ones' history returns as

his story's hysteria wisteria's
woe-begone wonders of mili

-tary mighteous myths the shit

will go on as the gold of the gul
lible the value of the valueless

the jus-tissed of the injusticed

The I of the many I I'T s will not
be vanquished into many me

me me s WE may be killed and

the killing will not stop even if

the killers kiss their killed no
retribution no getting nowhere

to nought in a matrix of murder
ous mushrooming mounts I de
clare I in the form of the many

do die in deathless death as they
live in the death of life to reveal the
future hidden in the futile lives of tr
uth you frame the world as through
a world of righteousness as you live
in the world of wright and we go like
a flapped mirror floating on the moors
of might.
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With the Teeth of a Mad Flower
by Nay Thit, translated by Thiri Zune

—T10 Robert Pinsky's Sarmurai Song

When I don’t have a home,

I live in the pompous tradition

of the streets

A man who carries every aroma from every scorched earth
he’s ever breathed everywhere he goes

His family clouds,

the marching steps of

infinite raindrops,

together with a certain kind of influenza,

ceaselessly shivering him to the bone.

When I don't have a city,

I watch one wound speaking to another wound
through blood

Every wound is the citizens

of that city that does not exist.

Every wound makes the city crowded.

The noisy market fair which gives out nothing
except smokes and possibilities

The repeated echoes of the facade of

the city’s gateway.

When I don't have a country,

I use every guilty conscience as currency.

In the molar hole of memory,

on the more of the broken and rotten teeth,

the easy-to-draw pictures of flowers

some children have last drawn

are fading away.

“The mouth is the place where a society must be rebuilt”;
a mad flower suddenly shouts out.

When I don’t have me,

I collect every other thing I think that would make me me.

162 | # il | Voice & Verse

Voice & Verse Special Feature: “Myanmar”

Map of Myanmar

by Min Nyein Aye, translated by ko ko thett

All that remain are
a pebble in my fist,
a water bottle in my backpack &
a heap of bones.

“What’s next?”,
they asked.
“No next”,
I answered.

No need to climb

the mountains of the past.

No need to row towards

the rivers & rivulets of the past.

The sacred text says
there is a whetstone here;
There is natural gas there.

“What’s next?”,
they asked.
“No next”,
I answered.

For a clue
I will leave this poem
so you can work out

the depth & the breadth
of the country.



Voice & Verse Special Feature: “Myanmar”
Myanmar
by Zeyar Lynn
—Inspired by Bob Perelman’s “China’.
We live as easy prey for the empire. Numberless zero (that’s us). They tell the generals what to do.
The guy who told the gang to stage a coup was very gong hsi but no fa tsai.
It’s the year of the ox. We are boxed oxen billed for the kill.
If the brain you miss, aim at the heart.
The bullet blows your life off.
The bastard son rises also.
I'd rather the world not issue statements; Let us be killed in peace.
Die in front of your life.
A stepfather who points at the gun at least once every whim is a good stepfather.
The landscape is bloody-fucked.
The train sinks you in the drain.
Slippages in the slaughter.
Folks marching along vast stretches of emptiness, heading towards martyrdom.
Don't forget what your body looks like when you are nowhere around your body.
Cots in the nursery caged up like coots, gunned up and gunned down where the generation would normally be.
Even the flags flying at the UN make Myanmar a fucking farce.
Ifit's time to die we get bullets. They taste sweet to us. They Taste Sweet to us.
The guns are glowing. They point at us.
Pick up your body.
“Hey guess what?” “What?” “I've learned how to be shot and killed.” “Damn! Why do some have all the luck?”
The person whose head exploded laughed at the bullet.

As the country fell, what could the world do? Scavenge for loot?
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Slipped dreams.

The sniper looks great in uniform. And the flag looks fucked too.
Nobody enjoyed their own deaths.
Time to rise up.

But better get used to mayhem too.
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A Letter from a Jail Cell
by K Za Win, translated by ko ko thett

Dear Father,

the River, whose stomach

was cut open,

has declared war

on our tiny house on the bank, hasn’t she?
Right in front of the house

you must be looking out for someone
who will help you with

embankment poles

to straighten the river,

to fill her holes with

sandbags.

In the murky water,

which rises like a bamboo lance,

you must be gazing at

the sesame plantation—

laden with fruits

ready for harvest.

You must be thinking

a fistful of rice in your mouth

is about to be fingered out.

Maybe you will find solace

in religion, contemplating

our five foes.

Maybe you will

think of the void

a son’s labour can fill.

One son, two daughters and one son;
The eldest is a poet in prison,

the first daughter, a school teacher,
the second, a graduate in the kitchen,
the youngest, a student.

Your poet son,

is he even employable

as the dah you use to clear weed?
Forgive nothing, Father.

Nothing!

“Son, Pho Chan,

why do I hear noises behind you?”,
you asked on the phone.

“I am at the bus stop

to post a manuscript to a journal,” I lied.
From your liar son in the dock

to thugs who sweeten you

with the tips of their tongues,

“To our benefactor peasants ...”,

because they want to have you from behind,

hate them all, Father.
Hate them all.

A thief is

unarmed.

A thug is

armed to the teeth.

If thieves are ungovernable,

if thugs are ungovernable,

what’s the point of government?
Whatever happens to the jungles
whatever happens to the mountains
whatever happens to the rivers

they don't care.

They love the country

just the way they love to grate a coconut,
from inside out,

for coconut milk.

Plinth by plinth, to make their throne taller,
they will point their guns at the urna
on the Lord Buddha’s forehead.
Their class is that crass.

To cuss at that class

if your religion forbids you

allow me to lose that religion.

I will turn the air blue

on your behalf.

Maybe you don’t know yet.

your son was

set up

for demanding the so-called police
not to harm ordinary citizens.
Someday

your son, who is not a thief

nor a thug

will become employable,

good as your dah that clears weed.
For now, Father,

keep gazing at the plantation

youd ploughed with your naked shoulders.
Keep singing

the anthem of

The Peasant Union.

Yours ever,

K ZaWin

Cell 1, Section 10
Thayawaddy Prison

Note: Poet K Za Win, whose poems started to appear in
Myanmar magazines in 2004, was killed in a protest in Monywa
on 3 March 2021.

Voice & Verse | # {#|165



Pai Thitnwe
by Moe Kyaw Thu, translated by ko ko thett

He always carries a knapsack
full of hooks.

He will hook you up with the Renaissance poet Natshinnaung.
He will hook you up with the post-modern poet Bogyi.

For poetry his car is always at the ready.
He will come walking to you
with his feet in the air.

His hard drive brims with worms,

texts that can barely be read, and

flowers that bloomed and welted yesterday.
There’s no place for him in his own bed.
It’s lined up with books

written by you and myself.

He is a light glacier,
a heavy warmth.
He will always refuel our fire engines.

In the dead of night

he can walk from Sanchaung to Thakayta.
There is no night-sitter’s bed at the hospital
which doesn’t recognise his name.

His honesty is super authentic

it’s punchable.

He is an evening always

drowning in sweat.

When you happen to meet him,

you will notice a green drinking water bottle
at the side of his knapsack.

He has been piggybacking that bottle

just to quench your thirst.

Note: The poem, dated 16 April 2019, is about Pai Thitnwe, one of the poets
who was arrested in Yangon on 27 March 2021. The poets were released on 30

June 2021.
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Spring
by Nga Ba, translated by ko ko thett

Spring, seized,

turned into swallows.

Swallows, caged,
turned into clamours.

Clamours, silenced,
turned into sceneries.

Sceneries, covered up,
turned into eyes.

Eyes, forced shut,

turned into dreams.

Dreams, denied,
turned into maps.

Maps, destroyed,

turned into memories.

Memories, deleted,
turned into roads.

Roads, blockaded,
turned into ancillary legs.

Legs, smashed,

turned into wings.

Wings, clipped,

turned into breeze.

Breeze, detained,
turned into a storm.

Storm, imprisoned,
spawned a million offsprings.

Those offsprings are our
inbreath & outbreath—

swallows in & out of
our nostrils—

our spring





