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Rwanda needs to be told. Rwanda, land-locked and secretive, is tradition as well as 

tradition annihilated (in 1994). It needs to be told, but by whom? 

   I was invited to go to Rwanda during the spring of 1999 to inspire and teach some 

Genocide survivors to express themselves in writing in general, and to write about their 

Genocide memories in particular. I could only do this because of my own commitment to 

Rwanda. I had written about   Rwandan everyday life and extraordinary violence and pain, 

mostly as seen by the eyes of women and endured by women, in books and reports since 

1992. 

Foreign reporters have come to Rwanda and left again, bazungu, as they are. Muzungu 

(bazungu, pl.) is a Kinyarwandan term for the person, most often the white man, who 

moves from place to place, belonging nowhere. Some bazungu reporters have written 

fragments of stories, political, personal, honest or not, about how Rwanda was seen by 

them to fall apart in 1994. In this sense, Rwanda has long since been told - by Europeans 

and North Americans to other Europeans and North Americans. 

   Most Western (war) reporters did not know Rwanda before the 1994 Genocide. In their 

reports, they told about atrocities. The otherness of the Rwandan in the Western reports of 

1994 was extreme - and dark. Reporters with no historical or intuitive pre-knowledge could 

not possibly know what the losses endured on the land of the one thousand hills meant, 

and still mean, in the context of personal existence, history and culture as lived by 

Rwandans in Rwanda. 

   What I mean to say is that Rwanda needs to be told by those who know the atrocities also 

as loss. To know the loss, you must be marked by it. This loss must make a difference to 

your emotional, imaginative and cognitive state of mind. You do not know loss if loss is 

not also in you, at least for some time, at least as common human destiny.

   The Rwandan loss did not happen in the way nature «happens». This loss was made to 

happen by some to others, categorized in a very specific way as Tutsi. The Western powers 

were absent in a very present way in Rwanda in 1994.

Some decades ago, Nazi Europeans were determined to kill other Europeans, be they Jews, 

Gypsies or Slavs. Some of those who were persecuted, especially Jews, decided to do 

their utmost to survive - in order to tell the story. This for them was life´s duty, in the light 

of the religion of the Book. Such an absolute duty may be a source of energy and 

imagination. Some Jews may have survived the Shoah because of this imaginary book, or 

story, that had to be told. 

   Thousands of books, literary and/or (auto)biographical, have been written and read about 

the shoah, which is Hebrew for annihilation. Gypsy survivors did not share the above-

mentioned passion for the book. Few non-Gypsy poets, storytellers and scholars have 

«adopted», or identified with, the persecuted in the Gypsy camp, be it in Oswiécim 

(Auschwitz) or elsewhere, in order to report what happened, or imagine what may have 

happened, there. 

   The destruction of the European Gypsies, in Romani called the porraimos, has not 

become a European refrain, or that kind of knowledge which every adult European lives 

and dies with the way the shoah of the Jews has.  

There is hardly any passion, or urgent sense of necessity, as experienced by us, in Europe 

or the US, in year 2000, to read about the planned and extremely quick killing of about one 

million Rwandan bodies. Those who wrote about Rwanda in 1994, when this place 

appeared from the jungle as evil and disaster, did so in the fast rhythm of news reports, 

often limited to statistics, sensations and clichés. There was a striking absence of Rwandan 

voices in the reports then. This absence can be easily understood, as the dead do not speak 

and the persecuted do not want to reveal themselves by speaking. The killers may have 

been ambivalent in respect to telling their story. They were sometimes anxious to sing 

hymns of victory after what was later on called «the massacre dessert» by a survivor who 

took part in my writing class in 1999. But some killers may also have been confused about 

a possible punishment. The concepts of guilt and punishment have been utterly confused 

by the painful position(s) of the Rwandan clergy in 1994, before and after. One survivor 

wrote, in 1999: «The church back then was not the house of God. It was the house of the 

jungle knife.»

   Added to the absence of Rwandan voices in 1994, was the probability, if not the fact, of 

the Western reporter´s wish to remain unwounded, or unmarked, and write and photograph 

from a safe distance; or to be extra brave, right there, in the dung and the dump, near 

massacred bodies, in the now of apocalypse as experienced by him, the unique foreign 

reporter. Whatever this is, it is not knowing and telling Rwanda´s loss. 

  Some Western reporters, like Philip Gourevitch, in «We wish to inform you that 

tomorrow we will be killed with our families» (1998), have touched the dimension of loss 

in more recent stories from Rwanda. 

   In 1999, a survivor said to me that even the newborn should know the Genocide in 

Rwanda. 

Rwanda was barely a name for us in northern Europe before April 1994. It is now defined 

as a killing field only. Rwandans who survived live on with our image of them as killers 

and powerless victims, ad infinitum. They are more. They can speak. Some of them want 

to write. One woman in 1999, in a group of survivors, wrote: « It was eternal, each and 

every second». She also wrote: «I cried to the Invisible. And the air answered Thou shalst 

not exaggerate.»

The massacres in Rwanda during the rainy season of 1994 were, if only very slowly, 

officially named Genocide. As soon as that term has been declared and accepted as a fact by 

the UN, another level of political and ethical responsibility on the part of «the world 

community» opens up. 

   There was, in Rwanda, long before April 1994, a determined plan to annihilate the 

country´s Tutsi population. We do not know how many were killed. We may know, if 

such is our wish, that every person counts as much as another, «the believer as much as the 

decapitated one», to speak with the French philosopher Edmond Jabès in ´The Book of 

Questions´. A Rwandan face is as much a face, and a Rwandan voice as much a voice, as 

an American, Russian or Norwegian face and voice. No one is more, or less, than another. 

Wounded people endure. This is more amazing than the rest. People are more than their 

losses. 

   How to know who is Hutu and who is Tutsi and to count them? And who has the 

authority to discern and to judge? The philosophical question remains whether a person can 

be Hutu or Tutsi. 

   In Rwanda, many inhabitants knew they were both. By 1994, some Tutsi had escaped 

the category of Tutsi by paying for this administrative transformation of their identity, like 

some kind of ransom. By Rwandan law, you are what your father is. But this cannot mean 

that you are not at all what your mother is, if your mother is what your father is not. The 

logic of «ethnic» categories is limited and limiting, to say the least.

    No doubt, these categories mean something else now than they did only six years back. 

If your mother was killed for being «Tutsi», then being Tutsi for you now is loss. Maybe 

there is also stubborn pride. And you are then, almost by definition, not a killer.
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I was in Rwanda for the first time during the fall of 1992. I stayed then in an extended 

family of moderate Hutus. I barely knew «what» we were. The terms «Hutu» and «Tutsi» 

were not used at all in our household, at least not to my knowledge. We had other 

concerns, as the mother and her youngest daughter were both HIV-infected. I did, 

however, know that some of our neighbours were «Tutsi». In general, people described 

themselves, the Rwandans, as people with many secrets. My Rwandan story has layer 

upon layer of secrets and revelations and my Rwandan experience is complex as I stayed in 

1992 in a Hutu family and in 1999 with Tutsi survivors. Some of the people who spoke to 

me in 1992, as Tutsi or moderate Hutus, were massacred in 1994. In 1999, I also got to 

know that the neighbourhood I had lived in in 1992, was a killers´ nest. 

   Killing is not one and the same thing always. There are different methodologies of 

murder. The one practiced in Rwanda was intimate. Neighbour killed neighbour. Tutsi 

survivors live on as the neighbours of killers. If the killers are in prison, then they live with 

the killers´ families. There is no exit and no other territory for the poor. 

In the colonial history of Rwanda, being Hutu and being Tutsi meant enjoying or lacking 

opportunities during the then regime. The colonial lords said yes and no in different ways 

according to the «ethnic» line. The tension of «ethnic» identities was institutionalised by the 

Belgian colonizers in the 1920´s. Only then did it become deadly. Rwanda´s Tutsi 

population, pastoral and kingly, with a striking sense of pride in tradition, almost vanished 

in 1994. Humanity has lost a particular web of culture. The two hundred thousand and so 

who survived, traumatised, mutilated and often raped, mostly keep their secrets. Some are 

ashamed that there´s still pain five or six years later. 

Even before colonial times, the categories of «Hutu» and «Tutsi» suggested different 

cultural traditions. Tutsi women´s dresses were different from those of the Hutu. So were 

the traditions of oral poetry and the significance of, and the rituals concerning, the cow. An 

amazing administrative order reigned in Rwanda before colonial times. 

   In 1994, being Tutsi or the defender of Tutsis meant being exposed to being killed for 

that very reason. How did the killers know each one person´s «identity»? The killers knew 

because the «ethnic» identities were known by the mayors (burgomasters) and other 

administrators at each and every administrative center on the hills. These administrative 

cells organized the 1994 killing frenzy to a high degree. The «identity» of Hutu or Tutsi 

was also known by the neighbours. Sometimes killers, for instance at the road blocks, 

could see who belonged to which group. Tutsi women were believed to be more beautiful 

than the rest. Some beautiful Hutu women were for that very reason killed in 1994.

   We´ll never know how many were killed, as we do not know how many lived in the 

country by April 1994, how many fled, and how many returned from exile in neighbouring 

countries from July on, when the army of the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) «won the 

war». One survivor in Bugesera, in the east, put it this way in 1999: «The dead bodies 

were floating in the Nile all the way to the Mediterranean Sea where they reached the 

beaches of Europe.» 

   This was his way to express the immensity of the disaster. The heaps of dead bodies 

were so big that not only Rwanda, but Europe as well, was covered by them. How come, 

then, that the Rwandan bodies were not seen by the Europeans as a challenge to reflect and 

to act? 

No doubt, acts of massacre were committed by the RPF as well. This army, made up by 

Tutsi in exile in Uganda, had entered Rwanda in October 1990. As I listened to refugees´ 

stories in the Benaco camp of Tanzania in June 1994, a strong refrain was exactly this, the 

massacres of the RPF army. I still do not know to which degree these stories were 

fabricated by genocidal demagogues to cover up or reduce the extent of their own atrocities. 

   Very few refugees in Benaco had fled from Genocide. They had fled from an enemy 

army. For a Rwandan Tutsi it was almost impossible to flee. All you could do as a Tutsi 

was to hide. Some Tutsi survivors now say that very few Rwandan Hutu did not 

participate in the raids of genocidal killings at the time. A survivor said in 1999: «I saw the 

faces of my friends changing.» They had not been «Hutu» before. All of a sudden they 

became something else, and murderous. An another survivor said: «My hill has become a 

desert».

   Tens of thousands died from chaos and diseases in the refugee camps of Goma during 

the summer of 1994. The proportions of disaster in the camps were so striking, sometimes 

called «apocalyptic», that they tended to overshadow the fact of an almost «final solution» 

in Rwanda in the Western media. The hills of Rwanda were near to empty that summer. 

Some survivors have later said that only fat dogs remained on the hills. 

   White people were present to make history in the camps of eastern Zaïre, white people 

who had urgently fled from genocidal Rwanda. 
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The story that needs to be told, is about genocide, as violence seen and smelled, and as 

loss, in Rwanda, called by some the most godforsaken country of all, and by others the 

beauty of one thousand hills. The «events» of 1994 are vibrant still. As an immense 

absence and as an explosive fact which is still mostly untold, and definitely unwritten. It 

may be most explosive in the killers who hide on the hills or wait in prisons. There is so far 

no national consensus about what happened in 1994, even though there is an institution of 

ceremonial mourning in April each year. Most people do not participate in the April 

ceremonies. After all, most Rwandans now belong to the families of the killers or killer-

allies. 

   This is not to say that Rwanda has no pre-genocidal history. She certainly has a history, 

mostly oral, interpreted by different segments of the population in different ways, and 

added to that, a very oppressive colonial history. The colonial traces, administrative and 

mental, were strong and striking in 1994. These traces still remain. But the population is 

not the same any more. Little less than a million Tutsi were killed, many killers and killer-

allies fled the country. Other people came in, as Tutsi exiles or immigrants, from 

surrounding countries, to grow and govern the land and to exploit what could be exploited. 

They may be «ethnically» the same as those who were killed, but mentally and historically 

they do not know Rwanda´s horror and pain.  

   The immigrants barely want to listen to the stories of horrors that some survivors may 

need to speak, and for this very reason often hide. As I listened to survivors´ stories in 

April/May 1999, the pain of humiliation was more profound than most. They would not 

speak the pain of their complex losses in public as they feared to be scorned. 

   The recent immigrants want fertility and wealth, re-construction, and not memories of 

radical reduction. They want to grow, not to hurt.

Murder is the act of ultimate power or the ultimate act of power. He ( or she!) who kills 

does not speak any more. Murder may be the act of the poor and powerless who suddenly 

gather to execute what was unheard of till then. The paramilitary militiamen of Rwanda 

were called interahamwe, which means «those who fight together». They have also been 

described to me as «those who had no shoes». 

   Killers deny and annihilate the bond between themselves and those named «other». The 

act of murder says there is and shall be no bond, and no Other. Killers invent holes of 

silence in the texture of the web of life and meaning. The killer may imagine and name the 

persecuted (and then killed) Other in different, mostly derogative, ways. In Rwanda, the 

most frequent term was cockroaches. Some Rwandan killer demagogues had studied in 

Europe and may have been (and be)  aquainted with Nazi ideology. 

Rwanda needs to be told in different genres, be it reports, essays, political and cultural 

history, biography, poetry and more. It needs to be told from there. The main distinction is 

between the oral and the written. Another distinction is, of course, between secret and 

story. This distinction is subtle and complex. We know from dictatorial regimes, like the 

one of Ceaucescu in Romania, that poets there concealed and revealed in the same poem. 

Romania, however, is a country with a long tradition of written poetry.

   Rwanda´s culture still is profoundly oral. What is important is being sung or spoken. In 

this sense, it´s closer to Gypsy tradition than to the Jewish. What is oral, may vanish. It  

can only be kept alive as long as people are alive to keep it. Not only bodies were killed in 

1994. Vessels of traditions disappered with them. Structures of meaning were annihilated. 

   Those who died cannot tell the story. Those who killed, are unlikely to speak in public. 

Their stories remain encapsulated in their individual minds or, most probably, in family 

circles. The immigrants do not know «the events» of 1994 in their own bodies. Some of 

them may know the «events» in the bodies, or losses, of family members. 

   Those who were persecuted as Tutsi and barely survived, may or may not have the 

passion and the energy to tell their story.  
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This text is also about an unexpected passion to write, there, in Rwanda. A small group of 

Rwandan survivors gathered, in April 1999, to write sentence after sentence about what 

their eyes had seen in 1994. There was no payment or recompense. In spite of a myriad of 

obstacles, they came to write, and to write only. 

   Those I worked with, had founded an organization called «Justice» some months earlier. 

One of their objectives was to collect material for a book of testimonies. I was invited into 

this effort. We met first at the place of a widow named Epiphanie. It was Palm Sunday. A 

storm had damaged her house during the night. This did not prevent her from wanting to 

concentrate upon «the book». We were six people that day. I suggested that everybody 

wrote at least one sentence about «1994» that first day. They did so. Their common subject 

then was how each one had escaped the massacres. They spoke much more than they 

wrote. Our working language was French. 

   Epiphanie´s children had urvived in the marshland helped by a Hutu neighbour who was 

later on killed for that reason. We visited the helper´s widow bringing her two bottles of 

beer. That´s how to say that we are on this land together

  After our writing effort on Palm Sunday, all of us walked down ino the dump, my 1992 

neigbourhood. That killers´ nest.

We met every afternoon, always indoors. Sometimes we had neither tables nor chairs. 

During Easter vacation we were, however, allowed to use a classroom at a vocational 

school. There was chalk and blackboard. It was April and rainy season. Some feared the 

rain. The rains of April 1999 reminded everybody of the rains of April 1994. They wanted 

to write what they had smelled, heard, lost - and escaped - during the rainy season of 1994. 

Some then said that they saw it still. Others said it was fading away.    

   Some had strongly the vision of a book of testimonies. Augustin, forty-five years old, 

said: «Other survivors talk and weep. We are those who want to write.»

   Why, according to them, such a book of Rwanda´s pain? To begin with, they said they 

wanted the book to tell us, the bazungu, what happened in Rwanda. Had we known, we 

would not have betrayed them. They never wrote about the betrayal of the bazungu, or of 

the UN. This was only spoken about. They wrote only what they wanted to be 

remembered. They certainly wrote what they, as persons, actively wanted to remember. To 

write, so that disappearance would not be total. A book wherein those, the dead, who had 

been loving, could still be loved. Where the dead, could speak and be spoken. In a certain 

sense, they wanted to write first of all for the dead.

   They had seen body fragments. To write a story, even a fragment of a story, means an 

effort to make sense. In an oral culture like this, the simple effort to write is immense. In 

the Rwandan context, sense certainly needs to be made, to be constantly remade, as it was 

torn asunder during the massacres.   

Marie, a woman of fifty, said: « Grenades were thrown at women who were running 

naked. Somebody had told them that those willing to run naked would not be killed. So 

they ran. Grenades were thrown at them in spite of the promises. I expected my turn. I lost 

twenty kilos. I waited for the big day of death to come. No sound was to be heard from us. 

My brain contained only verses of the Holy Scripture. A Tutsi, like a lamb, does not shout. 

Had we heard screams from the parish church, we would not have endured. We heard only 

the bullets. It´s five years ago. There´s no sound from the international community either.» 

  Hers is a very factual and unsentimental story spoken from life´s edge and with a strong 

dramatic talent. Marie also said she´s usually hospitalized during the month of April each 

year as she can neither eat nor walk in that month. April is only memories for her. In 

respect to April, there is no present time, there´s only 1994. 

   In some, even faith in God died in 1994. Others now speak about God, and God only. A 

woman who saw me waiting for the bus, introduced herself as the mother-in-law of Jesus. 

As I must have looked profoundly surprised, she explained that her daughers had all been 

killed. As martyrs, they were «married to» Jesus. That is how she herself had become his 

mother-in-law.

    Instead of telling their stories, many pray. This is the case with some killers or killer-

allies as well as with survivors. In my prison photographs, many Bibles can be seen.

   Some survivors know there is also art and some kind of faith to be had in art as vessels 

of expression, be it dance and song, or oral poetry. I did not walk all the way of traditional 

art with them. As they strove to write what was done to them and what they experienced in 

1994, they sometimes, and suddenly, invented new sentences and forms. Marie said: «I 

want reality. I want the real date of grief, not the date of the government.» One person said: 

«Writing is dangerous. Writing is strange. Proverbs are easier for us than details.»

  Sometimes, they came close to the that kind of breathing, pain and freedom which simple 

and raw honesty and art may have in common. One woman wrote: «Only ravens could eat 

back then.» And another: «That day, as I was thinking about grandma, the neighbours 

approached me with arrogance.» 
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From the minute of our conception as humans, we are exposed to each other - and to 

dangers.     Our very blood is with the other. Our breathing, too. This does not stop as we 

are expelled from the womb. But our living space, slowly, widens. We learn to walk. We 

may walk away .

   Rwanda, small and land-locked, may be called a «womb of a land». There was and is no 

way out. There is, for poor Rwandans, no other land. HIV-infection is a hidden, and 

mostly untold, story. From time to time there´s hunger. There´s always malaria. 

   How many stories of collective death and dying can be held in people´s consciousness 

and told at the same time, in the same locked-in place, by the same mind and bodies? 

   One element of the killing procedure of 1994, was the road blocks. Those who were 

persecuted were locked in on all sides. The killers had systematically taken over the 

topography of the land. 

There´s now above all traces. Consequences, visible and invisible, of massacres. 

Memories and denial. Murder as a fact with no energy for memory at all. Revised murder. 

Falsified stories and memory ridiculed.  

   A survivor is a person, a Tutsi, who was persecuted in order to be killed, but who was 

not killed. At the core of conscious survivors´ Rwanda are memories of those who were 

dismemembered in 1994. Some survivors want to forget, others want to remember. Some 

want to remember part of the time and forget part of the time. The survivors should, 

according to the norms of the then regime, have all been dead, as «cockroaches». Their 

(Hutu) neighbours may look upon the survivors with a look saying: How is it you still 

walk, speak, breathe? Murder may be performed by the eyes, still. 

   In their own imagination and judgment, the survivors may be dead. Some live immersed 

in themselves and with the dead only. They know no others. Some want their memories to 

cease to be, as Rwanda as it used to be has ceased to be.

The survivors carry the load and the chaos of genocidal images wherever they go or hide. 

They may bury them as an encapsulated body, called «April», called «1994», inside of the 

body of present day life, so filled to the brim with trivial obstacles. Once a year, this buried 

body is opened up and becomes raw pain again. Mostly, it happens with the April rains and 

the public memorial ceremonies of that month.

   I know people who have been almost, though not fully, reduced to traces, to the past 

tense, to what happened five years back. They may also call themselves «victims». But 

they speak their own voice. In some, I have seen a rare integrity. They escaped and they 

carry, till they die, the vessel of a special kind of knowledge. 
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One day, as the members of our group strove to write sentences, a young woman, 

Janvière, made a list of 61 names, her dead. She could write only that. Augustin, then, said 

he had begun to forget the names of the dead. He insisted they all had to write the names of 

the dead for the book. If only the names. The young woman said she had no brains any 

more. The massacres had taken her brains away. Janvière, who had said she had no brains, 

nursed her neighbour at the time and stayed with him in the hospital. She was also present 

the night he, a survivor, died. A survivor of the massacres should not die now. Each and 

every one survivor must live on, they said. They are so few, they have no one to lose. 

Rwandans who have been more immersed in death than most, nevertheless desire life. One 

way, of course, is giving birth. To again multiply and become many. But there´s the high 

rate of HIV-infection in the country.

   A sixteen year old girl was in the parish church hiding when the killers came. She was 

eleven back then. She hid for some time, maybe days, beneath the corpses in the church. 

After that, in a dump outside of the church. Now, she is studying to become a judge in 

order to work for justice. We went to Easter Mass together. She said that they, the Tutsi, 

must suffer a lot. One night she wanted to talk confidentially with me. About what? About 

AIDS. The boys know nothing, she said. They act as if AIDS is non-existent. What am I to 

do? she asked me.

   Sexuality is no way to escape from the images of death any more. Death is in the intimacy 

of the embrace, as well. We know now that HIV was a deliberate killing device in 1994. 

HIV-infected militiamen raped Tutsi women as part of a strategy to impose long-term pain 

and humiliation.

How can I live? Janvière with the 61 names asked. She was only an orphan. How can an 

orphan live? Among the 61 names were those of her mother and father. 

   In the traditions of Rwanda, orphans cannot fully live. A son and a daughter lives in his 

or her mother, father, brothers and sisters and in the extended family. There is no other 

place. There is the hill where you were born. You cannot marry according to tradition if the 

right person does not accompany you on the path of the hill. If you are a Tutsi girl, the man 

who wants to marry you must present a cow to your father. The mother and father of both 

must be there to give and to receive the cow. The cow is at the core of life´s tradition. The 

killers of Rwanda killed the cows as well. They knew then that they killed meaning, «the 

milk of life».

The would-be writers in Kigali used simple notebooks to write in. Some had no money to 

buy such a notebook and no money for the bus transport. Each one came from different, 

sometimes far away places, for the simple reason to write. Marie said she gave me the best 

she had. Which was her story. I prefer to think that she gave it to herself, or to her people. 

   They had seen what they loved become fragments. Bodies, homes, schools, churches. 

Evil was where evil should not be. Between husband and wife, between mother and child. 

In front of the altar. Daily life is harsh and demanding five years after. Everything is 

lacking. Food, transport, electricity, schools. Nothing can be taken for granted. It must be 

found or invented. I was often thinking about the connection between hunger and memory. 

Memory may take or give energy. What if there is no energy in the first place because there 

is no food? What happens to the memory processes in undernourished bodies?

    We were at the edge of many dangers as we wrote. Would someone maybe remember 

too much and would pain then explode? Or rage? Would there be unending tears and no 

place to go? I did not know their «black holes».

   They did not seem to fear their own holes. Instead, they said: Teach us! Tell us what is 

important for a book and what the method is. Again and again, I said: honesty. And details. 

As many details as you can. That´s what makes a text strong. We mostly worked on the 

level of the sentence. They never asked me to comfort them. They certainly wanted me to 

know those nightmarish one hundred days which, even though they represent the negation 

of all beginnings, nevertheless constitute the raw material they have for stories. 

   They also have the childhood memories of the ever green hill, the cow, the lullaby of 

mothers. 

I was defined as somebody who imparted of a methodology with which to travel from 

nightmare to story. As they confronted me with a raw material beyond that of any European 

story I´d ever read, I had to be professional and precise about the elements of storytelling. I 

could barely allow myself to even ask whether it would hurt or heal them, or both, to tell 

their story. 

  The reader, to begin with, was the self in them that had not fully told their story before 

and not fully listened to it before.

   Words on paper may last. For my group, this meant hope, as well as even more 

profound pain. The hope of memory, the pain of the presence, even in the future, of the 

same memory intensified because it could be read. It had become textual. It was a thing, on 

paper. On one level, my Rwandan students made murder continue as they wrote. Marie 

said she would never write about the killers, as that would mean to pay tribute to them. She 

would only write about her loved ones who deserved her mindful heart. Writing for her 

had a certain magic power. It made a difference. 

The absence of an arm, or even a mouth, did not prevent them from writing. Neither did 

lack of money, mother, father or children who once used to be. Almost-insanity did not 

prevent them. A girl with a totally ravaged mouth wrote: «Mother/ I do not exaggerate/ You 

are beautiful/ For nine months I lay in your belly/ You walked so carefully/ With no pain at 

all/ I was beautiful then/ But they damaged my face/ With bullets/ How can we be 

reconciled?» 

   As Augustin said he had not been able to bury his mother, because no remains of her 

could be found, I invented a new definition of what writing may be about. I said that to 

write is to  create remains. Augustin repeated this sentence over and over again, as he wrote 

about his mother who left no trace. He wrote his mother into existence. And writing her, he 

buried her. 

Some days I gave the group words to associate upon, for instance verbs like see, hear, eat, 

drink, fear, lose. Some of their individual sentences, invented in the light of those words, 

are strong like «bodies». Like this one: «I´ve seen dogs eat mothers.» They sound like 

metaphors. But this is what people actually saw. 

   Isaac is nineteen and lives with his father in Kigali. He travelled for more than an hour to 

reach our class. He was as punctual as a person can be in Kigali. His right arm is maimed. 

Isaac clung to the paper, as if he believed in it. His said that his father never left their home 

as he did not want to see the killers out there in the streets. 

   Isaac wrote: «Before, I had arms». «I heard the killers say, crush those insects and give 

the baby the dead mother´s breast. The baby then got the blood from the mother´s breast.»  

«I ate what was in the mattress.» «I drunk my own blood on the floor.» «I feared the 

jungle knife, the machete.» «I lost my mother».

   Isaac told the group about his damaged arm and the blood which was pouring from his 

wounds. He was hit by a bullet and believed to be dead. He had to be immobile and 

invisible in order not to reveal he was still alive. At a certain moment, he was very thirsty. 

Only his own blood was available. He bowed down to drink his blood on the floor and he 

drank it. 

  One night, as I was alone with Isaac and Marie, there was a special intimacy between us. I 

challenged Isac to write a poem starting out with the word «blood». He wrote: «My blood 

was like a river/ I drunk without wanting/ I swam in it/ Like a swimmer/ My blood was my 

nearest friend/ My rescuer now and forever.»

   Isaac gave form to the nightmare of a broken body. Blood is such a strong substance. It´s 

the juice of life. To share blood is intimacy beyond limit. To lose blood is to lose life. 

(There´s an important mythology of body fluids in Rwanda.) Isaac took his blood back as 

he drank it. He invented a poetic rhythm and sounds with the quality of a song. A poem re-

creates the one who creates it. That same night, Isaac wrote another poem. «Suspended 

activities/ Sleep abandoned/ Wild household/ Meals at odd moments/ No food for to-

morrow/ Walking with no legs/ Thinking with no brain/ Unending thoughts.» 

  Let´s imagine that Isaac spoke his words in Europe or the US in year 2000. Would 

anybody want to listen? 

Augustin from the marshland of Bugesera is forty-five years old. When the killings began, 

he was having a beer in a bar where nobody recognized him as a Tutsi. He remembers all 

the faces and names of the waiters of the bar that night.

   He wrote: «My mother was cooking when the killers came. Her dead body was burnt in 

the fireplace. There were only ashes afterwards, there was nothing at all of her to be found. 

When I spoke to my mother for the last time, two weeks before the killings, I asked her 

which childbirth had been the most painful one. Shen said it was when she gave birth to 

me. I then asked her if she slept with my father still.» 

   Augustin is the one who was profoundly relieved by my definition of writing as a way to 

create remains. He re-created his mother to whom he must have been very close as the 

youngest of ten -  and the only one to survive. As he and I one day travelled through the 

marshlands of Bugesera he pointed at tens of places with wild grass and bushes, only to 

say that here, and here, and here, there used to be a house. His father´s, his brother´s, his 

sister´s, etc. There is nothing any more, no trace, only a church filled with cooking 

utensils, mattresses and prayer books. Hundreds sought refuge in that church. Augustin 

said he understood what details were about as he saw the remains in that church. 

   Some decades back, Tutsi from Ruhengeri in the north were ordered to be deported to 

Bugesera near the border to Burundi. It´s an area of tse-tse flies and malaria, a no man´s-

land. The soil of Bugesera proved to be fertile and the Tutsi there became rich and many. 

More than 75 000 were massacred in 1994. The scenery has a very special kind of beauty. 

The river flowing through the region was filled with dead bodies flowing «all the way to 

the beaches of Europe» during the months of spring 1994. 

Marie, fifty years old, was my practical and intellectual helper. She was the wildest one and 

the most disciplined, too. No doubt, she was more traumatized than the others. She wrote 

that she escaped the killings because she nursed «a child who cannot be called a saint», 

probably in order to say she was rescued and blessed by «this child», her brain-damaged 

but adult son. (But only the Vatican has the right to call somebody a saint!) She spoke more 

than anybody else and she wrote more as well. The book of testimonies was her vision and 

initiative to begin with. As I said that I wanted to interview her, she said no, adding that 

she did not know if there were Rwandan killers in my country, and they had no right to 

chase her any more. 

   Marie is the foster mother of many. She used to be a college professor. She one day said: 

«I want reality. I want the real date of mourning, which is April 7th, not the governmental 

one, which is April 1st. We are the people who drowned. We sleep well now, as there´s 

nothing anybody can steal from us any more. But we lack the words we need. I cannot 

pray now as I did back then. I lost my intelligence quotient. I lost sight. It lasted a century, 

and a lightning.»

  Sometimes she fell into a big black hole. She would then say it was the trauma. She was 

the one to write: «I have seen dogs eat mothers.» About her mother, she wrote: «My 

mother was eighty years old, the healer and adviser of everybody on the hill. Those who 

had been healed by her, killed her. They cut her into pieces. They threw the pieces away. 

The animals ate them. In July 1994, we found a part of her arm. We were very happy to be 

able to bury her.»

   The night of special intimacy, with Isaac and me, she wrote a poem: «Nothing counts/ All 

of a sudden/ Each one might die/ In different ways/ Shot or burnt alive/ Cut or raped/ 

Nailed or tortured/ Small and big, no exit/ No memory of daylight/ No date nor hour/ Only 

maybe/ The Second of Liberation». 
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I left my would-be writers in May 1999. I do not think they speak to the paper any more, 

not without a teacher. They certainly should. I have seen surprising sentences made from 

«ashes». But the survivors´ life is in Rwanda is much too harsh. I can only hope they keep 

their texts carefully. What we had together, was very simple. It was just a beginning. End 

and beginning touched, so to speak. 

  Who wants to know what those «who have seen it all» cannot escape knowing? The gap 

is growing on this planet between those «who have seen dogs eat mothers» and those who 

eat well - and look in other directions.    

Wera Sæther

Fredrikke Qvamsgate 9, 0172 Oslo, Norway, phone/fax 22200929 e-mail: 

wera.sether@eunet.no

11

1
11

