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The Cage
Translated from the Persian by Charlotte Albright and Bahram Meghdadi

A CAGE FULL OF HENS AND ROOSTERS:
neutered, scrawny, scarred, and snake-headed;
cumin-colored, the color of bean flowers, the color of
milk-rice; crested with featherless tails, short-legged; and
misshapen, lame pullets, was placed on the edge of frozen
jub.” In the jub the dregs of tea, coagulated blood, the skins of
sucked and squashed pomegranates, orange peels, dried
leaves and other kinds of crap were all mixed together in the
frozen ice. Near the jub next to the cage, rotten turnips,
cigarette butts, cut off chicken heads and feet, and horse
dung had fallen into the pit.

The floor of the cage was wet, carpeted with
chicken shit. Dust and straw and millet chaff were mixed
with the shit. The legs and feathers of the chickens and
rooters were wet. They were wet with chicken shit. They

were cramped, all of them huddled together and stuck

* A jub is a waler channel. These channels parallel most major streets in Persian towns.
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together like kernels of corn on the cob. There wasn’t even
room to crouch, stand, or sleep. They kept pecking each
other’s crests. There was no room. All of them were abused.
None of them had any room. They were all cold. They were
all hungry. They were all strangers to each other. Stench had
filled the air. All of them waited. They were all in the same
condition, and none of them was any better off than the
other.

Those who had been beaten up hid their heads
under their wings and legs, and their beaks touched the shit
on the floor whether or not they wanted to. Then, they were
forced to touch the millet chaff stuck in it. Those who
couldn’t even touch the shit on the floor of the cage were
forced to pick at the bars and stare outside. But there was
no way out. Even subsistence was not possible in this place.
Neither their cartilage beaks, nor their talons, nor their
angry cluching, nor their force and pressure, nor their
abusing each other helped them escape. But it amused
them. The world outside was strange and cruel to them.
Neither staring and looking painfully, nor the beauty of their
wings and feathers helped them.

They were huddled together and pecked at their
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own shit, and they drank from a broken bowl next to the
cage. After drinking, they held up their heads in thanks and
looked at the false and mocking ceiling of the cage, and
moved their soft, thin throats.

While they were napping, they all waited and
watched. They were puzzled and didn’t know what to do.
There was no salvation. No avenue of existence or escape
was open to them. They couldnt’ escape that cesspool. They
were all biding their time; victims of a mass condemnation
to coldness, estrangement, loneliness, bewilderment, and
waiting. Suddenly, the door of the cage opened and there
was a commotion inside. A sun-scorched, veiny hand, filthy,
ominous and calloused, thrust into the cage and searched
among the caged ones. The hand, with heartlessness, anger,
and indifference, began to plow around among them and
started a commotion. The caged ones smelt that familiar
death-laden smell. They shrank and they flapped their wings
and hid under each other’s wings. The hand moved around
above them, and, like a powerful magnet, shook them, as if
they were iron filings. The hand searched everywhere, and,
from outside, a radar-like eye led it until it eventually stuck

to the end of the wing of one emaciated chick and picked it
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up.

But the hand and the chick struggling in it, cheeping
and flapping its wings, were hovering over the heads of the
other hens and roosters, and had scarcely left the cage when
the other hens and roosters began to scratch and peck and
abuse on another in that cesspool. Coldness, hunger,
confusion, estrangement, and waiting dominated them. They
were all strange, indifferent, unkind, staring at one another
or scratching each other with their talons.

Outside, at the foot of the cage, an old-fashioned,
sharp knife was cutting away at the chick’s neck, and blood
was spurting out. The hens and roosters could see this from
inside the cage. They were clucking and pecking at the bars
of the cage. But the bars of the cage were hard. The world
outside was visible, but there was no way out. They were
looking curiously, in a frightened, expectant, weak manner
at the blood spurting out of their cage mate who had just
been freed. But there was no solution. That’s the way it was.
They were all silent, and the dust of death had been
sprinkled over their cage.

Presently, a red and flashy rooster made a furrow

through the shit with its beak, picked it up and smeared it
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on the erect crest of a cumin-colored, short-legged hen. The
hen squatted down at once, and the rooster immediately
mounted it. The wretched hen lay in the shit, then stood up.
It shook itself and puffed up its wings and feathers, then
started to peck the ground, Then, it molted. It stood for a
while and started pecking all over again.

The clucking and crying of a hen was heard. It
circled around itself and then hastily squatted in the middle
of the cage and abruptly laid an egg with no shell and
covered with coagulated blood into the cesspool of the cage.
Immediately, the sunscorched, veiny, filthy hand, ominous
and calloused, tore into the cage and grabbed it out of that
stinkhole, and, in the same moment, outside the cage, the
mouth opened like a grave and swallowed it. The caged

ones, while waiting, were staring into space.
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1- Translation: The Journal of Literary Tranlation, new
York City, Fall, 1980.
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