





  
     
  


    PENGUIN BOOKS

    An imprint of Penguin Random House LLC

    375 Hudson Street

    New York, New York 10014

    penguin.com

    First published in the United States of America by Viking Penguin, a member of Penguin Group (USA), Inc., 2012

    Published in Penguin Books 2013

    Copyright © 2012 by Bernard Lewis and Buntzie Ellis Churchill

    Penguin supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin to continue to publish books for every reader.

    Photographs courtesy of Bernard Lewis unless otherwise indicated.

    Ebook ISBN 9781101575239

    THE LIBRARY OF CONGRESS HAS CATALOGED THE HARDCOVER EDITION AS FOLLOWS:

    Lewis, Bernard.

    Notes on a century : reflections of a Middle East historian / Bernard Lewis; with Buntzie Ellis Churchill.

    p. cm.

    ISBN 9780670023530 (hc.)

    ISBN 9780143124221 (pbk.)

    1. Lewis, Bernard.  2. Middle East specialists—Great Britain—Biography.  3. Middle East—Historiography.  4. Middle East—History—21st century.  I. Churchill, Buntzie Ellis.  II. Title.

    DS61.7.L48A3 2012

    956.0072'02—dc23

    [B]	2011049267

    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, companies, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

    Cover design: Eric White


		Version_2

	
For Buntzie,

without whose inspiration and guidance
 
this book would not have been written or even started

and without whose presence and participation
 
this last and best part of my life
 
could not have been lived.



One grey hair appeared on my head

I plucked it out with my hand.

It answered me: “You have prevailed against me alone—

What will you do when my army comes after me?”

—Yehuda Halevi

Lord, of your grace all that I hope is this—

Keep the realm of my pleasure prosperous

Avert from me the calamity of chastity

And keep far from me the doom of repentance.

—‘Ubayd-i Zakani

 Excerpts from Music of a Distant Drum
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The Typewriter

Sometimes the machine stares back at me

Somber, silent

A hint of menace?

Sometimes it works with me,

Anxious, eager

For reassurance.

Sometimes it sits in judgment

Hearing, condemning

Pondering sentence.




Introduction

During my long life I have been principally concerned with the study of the Middle East. This interest began when I was still a schoolboy. It has grown ever since, becoming first a hobby, then an obsession, finally a profession. I have tried from the start to understand the society from within—by learning its languages, reading its writings, visiting its countries, talking—and listening—to its people.

In accomplishing these purposes, I derived considerable advantage from the time, place and circumstances of my birth and therefore of my early education. In England in those days, history was an important part of education, and we were expected to have at least an outline knowledge not just of recent and current events, but of the whole sweep of recorded and remembered history of Western civilization, from classical antiquity to the present day. Not only that, but we were expected to study at least part of it in the original languages, notably French and Latin, to which some of us later added German and Greek. King Alfred, William the Conqueror, Richard the Lionheart and the Crusades were a familiar part of everyday discourse. This did not prepare me for the study of Islamic history; indeed in a sense, by inculcating a Christian, European perception, it biased me against it. But it did give me a better understanding of the nature of the historical process, the purpose and manner of historical research and writing.

In my early studies I was mainly interested in medieval history, in the period when the Islamic Middle East was most different from the West, least affected by the West, and in most respects far in advance of the West. I never lost my interest in medieval Islamic history, but it is no longer my primary concern. The opportunity to enter the hitherto sealed Ottoman archives in 1950 was too good to miss; it provided me with a chance to pursue a topic in which I was already deeply interested—the history of the Ottoman Empire. Most of my published work since then has been on the Ottoman and modern periods, or some combination of the two.

But no specialist on the Middle East, not even an Assyriologist or an Egyptologist, can wholly ignore the contemporary scene. My war service gave me an intimate knowledge of some aspects of modern Middle Eastern life and politics. My travels in Middle Eastern countries, my discussions with Middle Eastern leaders, my meetings with Middle Eastern colleagues, and, perhaps most of all, my encounters with Middle Eastern students, and later with former students, kept me in touch with what was going on. From time to time, I ceded to the temptation to make some public pronouncement on Middle Eastern events, usually in the form of an interview or article in some review or magazine or, occasionally, newspaper. And I have occasionally written at greater length on recent and contemporary topics.

For the study of Middle Eastern history, and at the present time one might even add of world history, some knowledge of Islam’s origins and of its scriptures is necessary. Already in my student years I was reading the Koran, the biography of the Prophet, and the extensive literature concerned with them. But at no time did I specialize in these topics. I am not an expert in theology or scripture, and I looked at these, if at all, only with a historian’s eye. I am, by vocation and profession, a historian, principally interested in the history of civilization.

Looking back, I see that by this choice I saved myself a lot of trouble. This was not my purpose at the time but I have become well aware of my narrow and fortunate escape from one of the most difficult and dangerous topics of our profession. Even for Muslims, and far more so for non-Muslims, the study of the sacred biography and the sacred text has become highly sensitive, not so much a field of research as a minefield.

This has not prevented my critics from attacking me for my treatment of Muslim scripture and sacred biography. In this as in other matters, the attacks came from both sides. On the one side I am accused of traducing Islam and its sanctities, on the other of defending and even concealing its flaws. As long as the attacks continue to come from both sides, I shall remain confident of my scholarly objectivity.

Once, many years ago when I was traveling in Syria, I had a long conversation one evening with a professional man of religion, discussing such matters as theology and law and other primary Islamic concerns. At one point he interrupted our conversation and exclaimed in astonishment, “I don’t understand! You know so much about Islam! Why didn’t you become a Muslim?”

Both the question and its possible answers may reveal much about the Islamic world today.

We live in a time when great energies are being devoted to the falsification of history—to flatter, to deceive or to serve some sectional purpose. No good can come of such distortions, even when they are inspired by unselfish motives. History is the collective memory and if we think of the social body in terms of the human body, no history means amnesia, distorted history means neurosis.

Those who are unwilling to confront the past will be unable to understand the present and unfit to face the future. A great responsibility, therefore, falls on historians, whose moral and professional duty it is to seek out the truth concerning the past, and to present and explain it as they see it. I have endeavored to fulfill this responsibility.


1.

Early Days

When I look back over the ten decades of my life, I realize how extraordinarily fortunate I have been. I was a soldier in World War II and I wasn’t killed or even wounded. I was a Jew in twentieth-century Europe and I wasn’t murdered or even persecuted. The first I can only attribute to the fortunes of war. For the second, I must thank my forebears who chose to live in England. I was born in England and have lived most of my life in England and in the United States, that is to say in countries that enjoy liberty and have no need of liberation. I have always known that I may formulate my opinions as I choose, not regulated by government orders or judicial decisions, and that I may express them in a language unhampered by the rules and regulations of arrogant and fussy philologists. The openness and freedom of Anglo-American society and the glorious anarchy of the English language were privileges which I took for granted, until circumstances drew my attention to the absence of these freedoms elsewhere.

I was born in 1916 in London and that, too, was fortunate, though I didn’t realize how fortunate until years later when I arrived in the United States. My parents, Harry and Jenny Lewis, were living at the time in a small town called Maidenhead, up the River Thames not far from London; within commuting distance, but nonetheless a separate town. When my mother was near her delivery time, she decided, as many young mothers did, that she wanted to go to her mother’s house. So she went to her mother’s home in London and for that reason I was born in London in the same place and, I am told, in the same bed where my mother was born twenty-one years earlier.

Why a narrow escape? Maidenhead. In England people rarely if ever ask you where you were born and if they had asked me and I had said Maidenhead, most English people would know the name of the town. But in America you are asked where were you born all the time, in all sorts of different situations and circumstances, and the reply Maidenhead would have been greeted with open ridicule or with furtive and embarrassed laughter.

My maternal grandmother, Anne Miller, came to England from a town called Grodno, then part of the Russian Empire, in 1895, when she was about eighteen years old. Her family sent her to America to marry her cousin, who had settled there some years previously, and who had written to the family, saying, “I am now established; send me a bride.” They chose my grandmother. She was so seasick crossing the North Sea, that having got as far as London, she refused to go any farther. The North Sea was bad enough and she was not going to cross the Atlantic. She argued back and forth with her family. They implored her. At some point her problem was solved. She met and married my grandfather, Joseph Levy, and stayed in England.

It seems that when I arrived I slammed the door behind me, because a couple of years later my mother had a dangerous miscarriage which she narrowly survived. After that no more children were possible; so I grew up as an only child. This has certain obvious advantages and less obvious disadvantages. As I recall, it was sometimes a source of distress. Most of the people I knew had brothers and sisters. I had none. At times I felt lonely. That’s the only thing from childhood that I can recall with, shall we say, some pangs.

For at least a year after this miscarriage my mother was seriously ill, most of the time in bed, and I was sent to be looked after by my grandmother. That was one of the reasons why I had a particularly close relationship with my maternal grandmother, who made the most superb yeast cake with cinnamon and raisins.

My grandmother was thirty-nine when I was born and therefore quite young when I was growing up. The difference between my Eastern European grandmother and my English-born mother, at once geographical and generational, could be seen even in such domestic matters as cuisine. One of my vivid recollections of early childhood is of a discussion between my mother and my grandmother. My grandmother was trying to teach my mother how to prepare one of the family’s favorite dishes and explained the ingredients and the process in terms of taking a pinch of this, a whiff of that, a touch of the other, and letting the preparation simmer for a while. My grandmother was born in Eastern Europe in the nineteenth century. My mother, who started school in London in 1900, was a child of twentieth-century England and wanted precision, which my grandmother seemed unable to provide. I still remember the agonizing, unanswered questions, “How much is a pinch? How long is a while?”

My mother was undoubtedly more modern and more accurate, but my grandmother’s cooking tasted better.

My mother may not have been the best cook but I most certainly benefited from the fact that she was quite fussy about the use of English and was determined that I should speak correctly. I remember asking her, “Can I go out and play with the boys?” to which she replied, “You can, but you may not.”

My relations with my paternal grandparents were cool and distant. My father’s mother died when he was only five years old, leaving two children, my father and his elder brother, Nat. My grandfather remarried, and in due course begat two more sons and a daughter. When I was a child, relations between the two branches of my grandfather’s family were already cool, and at some point a quarrel provided the pretext to break them off entirely. My father remained in close touch with his full brother, Nat, and with his children, Basil and Lily.

My grandfather Lewis had a brother, Samuel, who fell off the roof of the building in which his office was situated, and died. He left a widow, Rose, and six children, four sons and two daughters. The youngest son was almost the same age as I was and was also named Bernard, presumably after the same ancestor. In England my name is pronounced BURR-nerd (no comments, please) and I can tolerate the American Brrr-NAAARD. But, I detest, and am the most unlikely “Bernie.”

During the Depression we lived near Aunt Rose and her family and got to know them well. I developed a very close friendship with my cousin Bernard. As luck would have it, we went to the same school and having two Bernard Lewises, roughly the same age, was a source of endless confusion. Fortunately, we were not in the same class.

My earliest political recollection is from the early 1920s, when I was just starting school and there was a general election in England. At that time the two main parties were the Labour Party and the Conservative Party. Between them there was still a vestigial Liberal Party—a remnant of what had once been the only serious alternative to the Conservatives. I remember the boys at school asked me, and each other, for which party our parents were voting. I asked my father and he said, “We vote Liberal.” I then went back and told the other boys that we were voting Liberal. This caused some puzzlement, as the overwhelming majority were by then either Conservative or Labour. “Why are you Liberal?” they asked, and I went home and put the question to my father. “Why are we Liberal?” My father, without a moment’s hesitation, replied, “Because we have too much money to be Labour and not enough to be Conservative.”

My mother was born in 1895, the eldest of four children and the only one who survived—two died in infancy and the third, Auntie Betty, died in her late twenties. When I was a child my mother and her sister Betty would often go on holiday, together with their husbands, and me, somewhere on the English coast. One evening I complained of a very bad bellyache. Children often have bellyaches and normally one wouldn’t make too much fuss about that, but since Betty’s husband was a doctor, my parents asked him to take a look at me. He did, immediately diagnosed appendicitis, and summoned a surgeon of his acquaintance to deal with it. It turned out the appendicitis was acute and would certainly have killed me if it had not been dealt with expeditiously. The fortunate chance that my uncle was a doctor and holidaying with us saved my life.

My mother’s childhood had been a hard one as her parents were very poor and she had to leave school and go to work as soon as she reached the minimum school-leaving age of fourteen. After she died I went through her papers and found she had been very active in her school’s activities, especially in sports. She had various certificates indicating her excellence in swimming, one in particular, dated 1908, which I gave, exactly one hundred years later, to my granddaughter, Rachel, who received it with delight.

My mother did not pass along the sports gene to me as I was a miserable failure in every one of the few sports that I dared, or was compelled, to attempt. This is the more remarkable in that my father was also active in sports and was an excellent tennis player. Both my parents were regular readers, but in different ways. My mother read novels, and more especially detective stories, but rarely troubled to read the newspapers. My father read newspapers, sometimes several a day, meticulously, but rarely bothered to read a book.

One morning, shortly after the war when I was again, briefly, living with my parents, I got up earlier than my father and was reading the paper when he came in for breakfast. “What are you reading?” he asked. “An article about UNESCO,” I replied. That was just after UNESCO was created, and neither my father nor I nor anyone else had any idea what it was. My father responded, “Oh, who is he? Some corrupt Romanian politician, I suppose.” A reasonable response as UNESCO does sound Romanian and a Romanian as the subject of an article in the English newspapers would almost certainly be a politician and therefore probably corrupt.

Even on his deathbed, when I went to see him and we spoke, literally a few minutes before he died, he was talking very angrily—but in agreement—about an article he had just read in The Daily Telegraph.

Each of my parents had hobbies and concerns. My mother spent a great deal of her time knitting and crocheting, producing all kinds of garments, both for us and for the furniture. I particularly recall the antimacassars—Macassar was then a popular, very greasy hair oil, and people sitting back in armchairs often left rather disgusting oily stains. The antimacassar, a doily often with lace edging, became very common. It was placed protectively over the back of the chair and was considered quite decorative.

My father was a collector of paintings of the English Victorian school, the so-called academic painters. I sometimes wondered why. A brief telephone exchange gave me the explanation. I was chatting with my father on the phone and he said, “I’ve just bought a new painting.” I asked, “By whom?” and he mentioned a name and I said, “I’ve never heard of him.” My father replied, “Anyone you’ve heard of I can’t afford.” When my parents died I inherited the paintings. I kept two and sold the rest since I was not particularly interested in that genre. They were sold at auction in New York and remarkably, the prices they fetched were almost exactly the prices assessed by Her Majesty’s Commissioners of Inland Revenue.

My father was also a soccer fan—at first supporting the Tottenham Hotspurs and then the Arsenal. He used to go every week, religiously, to watch them perform and tried to take me along to interest me in the sport. I was monumentally bored and unable to develop any sort of interest—if anything, it acted as an inoculation.

My father was also very keen on dogs, particularly on what in England are called Alsatians and in America, German shepherds. He bought an Alsatian bitch, Cora—full name, Lady Cora of Cazenove—with a carefully authenticated pedigree. The next endeavor was to find her a suitable mate. This was duly arranged and after a while Cora produced a fine litter. All her pups were given away or sold, except one, which my father decided to retain. This pup was named after Chicot the Jester, a character in a book my father had just read, one of his rare experiments with books. A whole room in our home was devoted exclusively to the dogs. It was the largest room in the house and totally unfurnished. Its front door was by the street and its back door at the garden.

On one occasion Chicot was almost responsible for my premature death at ten years old. We were taking a walk, I holding the leash, when he suddenly saw a potential lady friend on the other side of the road and dashed across to make her acquaintance. I either could not, or did not, let go of the lead and was dragged across the road, the last part of it on my stomach. Fortunately, there was not much traffic and the drivers saw me and stopped. After this I was no longer entrusted with the task of taking the dogs for a walk. The danger was that if I took them for a walk they would take me for a run.

Needless to say, we never kept cats. The cat lover of the family was my maternal grandmother who always had at least one, and usually two. As an adult I have never kept pets for the simple reason I have spent so much of my time traveling that pet keeping would have been difficult and unkind. Both my children, however, seem to have inherited the love of pets. Melanie likes both cats and dogs and has somehow persuaded them to cohabit peacefully. Michael likes cats—indeed it was a cat who introduced him to the young woman who eventually became his wife, my daughter-in-law, Jessica.

My father began in textiles, particularly woolens and then apparel, and eventually moved into the real estate business. My family was badly hit by the Depression. When I was about thirteen we had to leave the house in North Kensington where I spent my childhood and move to a house in a different neighborhood on a much lower scale. One of the consequences of the Depression was that we ceased to have a resident housemaid. Another was that we had to cut down on our travel abroad. And in general, life became more difficult. It also meant changing my schools since at that time one had to be within walking distance of the school. This continued for several moves and several years until gradually things began to pick up.

The first school I went to was a small private school in Kensington. After that, when we were moving around, I went to various schools, but the important one was the Polytechnic London Day School which I entered at the age of fourteen. Before that, I was at Wilson College, a small private school run by a Devonshire schoolmaster and his French wife, William Brimicombe and Marcelle Manusset. Both had a deep love for and commitment to language, their own and each other’s; both felt a kinship with my own attitude to language. They had an enormous educational impact on me, in my use of my English mother tongue and of my first major foreign language, French. As teachers, they were very good on some subjects, utterly hopeless on others. I had an excellent education in English, French, Latin, and history, and they were able to communicate to me the excitement of learning and exploring both modern and ancient languages. Perhaps their most enduring legacy was my knowledge of French, helped by my family’s frequent holidays in France. For several years we would go every summer to Le Touquet and sometimes in winter to the Riviera. I recall the mixture of pride, pleasure and satisfaction when, at the age of thirteen, I read my first book in French from cover to cover, The Count of Monte Cristo, selected and lent to me by Mrs. Brimicombe.

Unfortunately their course in mathematics was mediocre and there was no course at all in science. Looking back, I think I was very lucky that the school closed down when I was fourteen years old. If I had stayed there I would probably never have been able to meet university entry requirements.

It was not easy to find me another school at that time because schools don’t usually accept boys of fourteen. But my parents managed to find me a place at the Polytechnic Day School. I was fortunately able to fit into the class and complete my matriculation. I then went into what in English schools is called the sixth form, where normally one stays for two or three years to prepare for university.

I am greatly indebted to the English master at the Polytechnic, Mr. C. E. Eckersley, who was extremely helpful and effective in recognizing and developing my literary appreciation and capacity. I vividly recall one particular incident. It was the common practice at that time to require students to produce what was known as “the monthly essay.” Two or three topics were provided and each student had to choose one. These essays were then examined, ranked, criticized and explained to the class as an exercise in English—how to understand it, how to write it. Each month two essays were picked. Fairly early in my years at the Poly my monthly essay was one of the two chosen, and Mr. Eckersley explained to the class why. He began with the other one and dwelt on its merits and its occasional defects; and then, turning to mine he said, and his words are engraved in my memory, “This first one is an example of a good school exercise. The other one is something more,” and proceeded to explain the difference between a good school exercise and literary merit. The monthly essay written under his guidance was a great help in my developing a reasonably good English prose style; his comments brought significant improvement and immense encouragement. Unlike his present-day peers he was not worried about my self-esteem and had no hesitation in criticizing my work when he thought it necessary.

At an early age I made an important discovery: that the pleasure of reading a book could be greatly increased and renewed at will if one actually owned it. To begin with, one could choose the time and place of reading the book, unconstrained by the need to return it to a library or other lawful owner. While reading, appreciation of any particular passage is enhanced by the comfortable awareness that it will always be there—the same words, the same lines, the same pages—whenever one might choose to return to it. And even when not actually reading the book, merely looking at it on the shelf evokes that special pleasure which one derives from the ownership of some beautiful and cherished object.

I began collecting books when I was quite young. In those days there were many secondhand bookshops in London neighborhoods where families like mine resided, with boxes on display in which books were arranged according to price: one penny, twopence, and for the rare moments when my normally exiguous pocket money was increased for some special occasion, sixpence. In this way, I acquired the collected works of most of the major English poets of the past and a quite respectable collection of Victorian novelists. Many of the books, indeed most of them, were in poor condition—broken-backed, dog-eared, scarred, sometimes underlined or obscurely annotated in the margins, sometimes falling apart. But they were always complete. On the very rare occasions when I picked up a book and found a couple of pages missing, the shocked bookseller immediately withdrew it from the box and disposed of it elsewhere. “If even one page is missing,” he said, “it is not a book and we only sell books here.”

When I was twelve my father got me a set of the Encyclopaedia Britannica which I started reading avidly. I remember at one period thinking that I would like to be a paleontologist because I had just read the article on paleontology. Another time I thought I wanted to go into metaphysics and so on.

My father was a great lover of Italian opera and a competent, albeit amateur, performer of it. He did actually undergo some professional training, but never became a professional. My mother did not like the idea and her wishes prevailed. From early childhood, I grew up listening to my father performing (most often in the bathroom in the morning) some of the major arias from Rigoletto, I Pagliacci, The Barber of Seville and the rest. He also spent much time singing in the evening and during the weekend while my mother accompanied him on the piano. My father did not know Italian, but as is usual with singers, he was able to memorize and reproduce the sounds with fair accuracy. Like most children, I imitated my father’s performance, uttering sounds that were one step further from reality. I knew no Italian, but from school French and Latin I was able to get some idea of what the text was about. At the age of fourteen I decided to learn Italian. This language was not taught at my school, nor was there anyone in our family or circle of acquaintances who knew any Italian, but this did not daunt me. My father found me an Italian grammar in English, and with his sometimes questionable help on phonetics, I happily set to work. I began with his librettos, of which he had a good collection. After a few months, I was given an Italian book, La Vita Militare by Edmondo de Amicis. At first reading it was a hard struggle, but after a while, I began to enjoy it. When I had finished reading this book, I decided to try another, and, consumed with insane ambition, I asked my father to procure me a copy of The Divine Comedy. This opened a new and wonderful world. Before long, I had a rather better knowledge of Italian than my father did, though, of course, I never approached his capacity for making very convincing Italian noises.

I did not actually set foot in Italy until 1937, when I spent a few days in Rome on my way to Egypt. I never attained much skill in speaking Italian, but my reading knowledge proved invaluable in my subsequent work as a historian of the Middle East. On the one hand, it gave me access to the riches of Italian scholarship in the field; on the other, to the vast Italian historical documentation, so important for the history of the Levant and more especially of the Ottoman Empire where Venice was commercially and therefore also politically active.

•  •  •  •

Along with most Jewish children, in my thirteenth year I was given elementary instruction in Hebrew, or to be more precise, in the Hebrew alphabet, to enable me to recite a few lines from the book of Leviticus for my Bar Mitzvah, a ceremony in the synagogue for boys who, on reaching the age of thirteen, are initiated as full members of the Jewish community. At that time and in that place, preparing for Bar Mitzvah implied only learning the alphabet, memorizing the tunes, and acquiring a sufficient command of the Hebrew script to read the prayers, provided that they were vocalized. In the normal course of events, no more than that was expected of pupils; no more was provided by teachers.

The teacher whom my family found to instruct me in my Bar Mitzvah portion of the Bible and how to chant it was no ordinary teacher, but a true scholar. Leon Shalom Creditor was a native of Dvinsk, in Latvia, who had settled in London many years previously. A journalist in both Hebrew and Yiddish, for whom teaching was a sideline, he initiated me into medieval and modern as well as biblical and rabbinic Hebrew, and enabled me to make the joyous discovery that Hebrew was not merely a kind of encipherment of prayers and rituals to be memorized and recited parrot fashion, but a language, at once classical and modern, written and spoken—which could be learned in the same way as French or Latin, and which held a more direct appeal for me than either of them.

At my Bar Mitzvah party I had, as was usual, to deliver a little speech which was heavily edited for me by my parents and my teacher. I did however add an improvisation which started with:


My parents I can ne’er repay

For how they’ve helped me on my way.

What e’er I say will be quite crude

Compared with my real gratitude.



I wanted to continue my Hebrew studies under Mr. Creditor’s direction after the completion of the Bar Mitzvah ceremony. My family thought it odd, but I insisted. My parents agreed, and Mr. Creditor was delighted to continue my instruction. In the course of the years we proceeded from Bible to Talmud, which involved some Aramaic. Years later, when he was elderly and retired, Mr. Creditor published a book and presented a copy to my parents. He inscribed it “To the parents of Bernard Lewis. He was my pupil, and now I am his.” It was a touching moment.

My study of Hebrew led inevitably to the Old Testament and of course to the established English translations of the Hebrew Bible. The English Bible known as the “Authorized Version” contains a number of mistranslations, some of which have been corrected, others not. Let me take two examples from the best-known passage in the whole Hebrew Bible, the Ten Commandments. The word translated as “kill” in “Thou shalt not kill” does not mean kill but murder, a much more specific and restricted meaning. This has been corrected in various revised versions. Another mistranslation in the Ten Commandments, “Thou shalt not commit adultery,” goes in the opposite direction. In the commandment the Hebrew word rendered as “adultery” has a much wider meaning. Adultery in English is limited and specific—a sexual act between a married person and another who is not his or her spouse. The Hebrew word na’af is a broad general term covering all sexual offenses including homosexuality and masturbation. This error, as far as I am aware, has not been corrected in any of the revised versions. Another mistranslation may be attributed to the prejudices of the translator. In the Song of Solomon 1:5, the Authorized Version reads: “I am black, but comely.” The Hebrew says, “I am black and comely.”

By the time I was sixteen I had a reasonably good command of both written and spoken Hebrew. I did, however, feel the lack of anyone with whom to speak the language. The only person with whom I could converse at all in Hebrew was my Hebrew teacher. I did not know anyone else who possessed that skill. I eventually found a very small number of other people about my own age who were learning to speak Hebrew. I took the step of creating a new group called “Dovre Ivrit,” “Speakers of Hebrew,” to meet once a week and speak Hebrew. One member was a young lady, Minna, about a year younger than I was. This was my first encounter with the opposite sex and I fell madly in love. Hoping to gain her attention I expressed that love in a series of poems that, insanely ambitiously, I wrote in Hebrew. Our relationship was entirely innocent and of brief duration, but it was my first encounter and experience with “love.” We remained good friends until her death, many years later.

During the summer of my sixteenth year I went to Karlsbad with my mother, who wanted to take the waters. One of our fellow guests at the hotel was a lawyer from Tel Aviv, whom we then called a Palestinian but whom today we would call an Israeli. The point was that he was a Hebrew speaker. This was a golden opportunity to speak Hebrew with an adult other than Mr. Creditor. I jumped at it. We were speaking, of course, in English but I expressed a desire to try my Hebrew to which he graciously responded. We had some conversation, not always easy, but on the whole fairly successful. He asked me if I were reading any Hebrew books, and I replied with a list probably longer than he wanted to hear. In passing, I mentioned that I was an avid reader of the poems of H. N. Bialik and had, in fact, brought my copy with me. “Oh,” he said, “that’s interesting. Did you know that Bialik is in Karlsbad now at a hotel not far from here? I know him. Would you like to meet him?” I was ecstatic at this opportunity to meet the greatest living writer in the Hebrew language. A meeting was arranged and, trembling with excitement, I was brought into the presence of the poet. Bialik had no great interest in our conversation and, looking back over the years from the other side of the fence so to speak, I can sympathize with his boredom. But he was gracious and was willing to sign my copy of his book. It remains one of my treasured possessions.

By the time I entered university, I had read widely and deeply in Hebrew, and had even tried my hand, not very successfully, at writing both prose and verse in the language. All this whetted my appetite for more of the same. I had been launched on one of the paths that led to my subsequent career, a fascination with exotic languages.

In the mid-1920s, when I was a schoolboy in England, a great deal of time and effort was spent by our teachers in showing us how to translate. Astonishingly, considering the present-day perspective, we were required to translate not only from but into the languages we were learning; and not only from and into living languages, but also into the classical languages, Latin and Greek. Sometimes the tests went even further and we were required to write what was known as “free composition” in foreign languages, usually in prose, but sometimes even in verse. On one occasion, after a long and deep study of the Latin hexameter, we were told to compose a few lines of Latin verse, in hexameters, to show that we had mastered or at least understood the technique. We were free to choose our own topics for these verses. I chose a German politician with a rather weird outlook who had just made his first appearance in German elections.


Hitlerias

Verba virumque cano, qui primus gente volebat

False Germana exaltare ipsum super omnes;

Canta, pingendi praeclarae nobilis artis

Musa, Jovis nata, acta domum pictoris Adolphi,

Heros, saltem censebat se maximum eorum,

Iste fuit, campos Germanos pingere rubros

Tentavit nigro fascisto sanguinolento

Cruce gammata, Judaeorum atque cruore.

Motu grandi regali tum brachia tollit

Pulchra super caput eius audacter comitatum

Forte salutatum signo collegii eorum.

Salve, Dis altissime valde, tuere fidelem

Legatum hic sollertem atque vicarium adeptum,

Adduce istum tutum rursus denique Hadem.



Eighty years later I find my Latin is not up to the task of a decent line-by-line translation but roughly the poem talks about the housepainter Adolf who wanted to exalt the Germans above all others and flood German fields with swastikas and Jewish blood. It concludes with a prayer to lead him back to hell. His desire was fulfilled and my prayer was answered, finally.

Translating from English into another language was difficult, and I doubt if the results were ever worthy of a second glance from a native user of that language. But it was a useful exercise, and it helped us understand our own literature in our own language. I particularly liked translating poetry, and even tried to render it into English verse or at least into poetic English. That was the origin of an interest which became, at times, an obsession. I began early on to make verse translations from the French and Latin I was learning at school and from the Hebrew that I was learning at home, to which I later added the Middle Eastern languages that I learned at the university. That obsession continued for a long time.

My very first ambition, long before I ever thought in terms of scholarship as a profession or ever as an occupation, was to be a writer. I can’t say exactly when, but I recall that by the time I was Bar Mitzvah I was already writing a great deal; I was churning out prose, verse, essays, poems, even a few stories, at an enormous rate. I wrote in English of course but I also tried my hand at writing in Hebrew. That was not a very successful enterprise. I cherished delusions of a literary career, seeing myself first as a poet and then as an essayist, and until my late teens, I thought that this was going to be my vocation.

I wasn’t quite sure about which subjects I was going to write but I knew that I wanted to write well. Eventually I realized that, while I did manage to write reasonably well, I didn’t really have anything particularly creative to say. I found outlets for my literary impulses in two respects: one was by translating poetry and the other was by writing about history. Writing about history does allow some scope for fulfilling one’s ambitions as a writer.

I continued to write poems now and then, but mainly I translated poetry from various languages into English, even, ambitiously, into English verse and, more realistically, into reasonably poetic English prose. The surest test of one’s understanding of a text in another language is translating it into one’s own. One may believe one has achieved a full understanding of the meaning of a text, only to find, in the process of translation, that one’s understanding has serious gaps and even flaws. The task of translating into English was stimulating, challenging, even exciting, and I continued to do it long after I had ceased to be in statu pupillari.

I started with Hebrew poetry, of which I translated quite an immense quantity. I think there must have been hundreds of them—mostly short poems, but also some quite long ones. I translated some of Bialik’s longer poems, for example, “Metei Midbar” and “Be-Ir Haharega” and some others. These were all done in my teens and late teens, and some of them were even published at the time in various magazines. Most of them were not published. And later, when I learned Arabic and Persian and Turkish, I translated many poems from those languages too, and I have continued to do so ever since. I’ve never done it systematically, and I never even set about publishing them systematically; mainly they were published when occasions presented themselves.

When, for example, somebody was doing a Penguin book of Turkish verse in English translation, I was asked to contribute. The editor of the volume took a more favorable view of my work than I took myself, so I appear in that volume under several pseudonyms. I used my own name for the translations I thought were successful, I used another name for some which I thought were far less successful, and the third name was for others which I thought were quite awful, but which the editor nevertheless insisted on including. The same thing happened with an anthology of Hebrew poetry in English translation edited by Avraham Birman, and I’m in that too under various names, my own and at least two others. In recent years when I have been asked to contribute to Festschrifts and I haven’t had anything suitable in hand, I have used some of my translations of poems.

At some stage in my schooling the question arose of what career I should follow. My mother, like many Jewish mothers, wanted me to be a doctor, but that was impossible. At the school which I attended until I was fourteen I learned no science at all, and by the time I went to high school it was too late to catch up with the class. In my matriculation exams I did well in mathematics but did not even try chemistry or physics or any science. My father wanted me to be a lawyer and I was willing to go along with that. In accordance with normal practice I could go to university and study whatever amused me, leaving the study of the law to evenings and weekends and, more realistically, to a later stage.

I have always had a great interest in history and even as a child wanted to know the history of the other side. When I was at school, history meant English history, and for centuries this consisted largely of wars with France. From that I developed a curiosity about French history and asked my father to get me a history of France in English. He did so and with that I was able to consider the history of Anglo-French wars from both sides. The Crusades and the Eastern Question, both essential parts of the school’s history syllabus, evoked a similar curiosity about the other side. This was no doubt my first step on the path which led to my career as a historian of the Middle East.

The University of London

I had a good academic record at the Polytechnic and my headmaster was very eager for me to try for an Oxford scholarship. However, my father disapproved very strongly and vetoed it. He didn’t like the idea of my going to Oxford as he thought it was just a place where students spent all their time drinking and partying. I enrolled at the University of London in 1933.

The University of London was a loose federation of schools and colleges, each running its own affairs. In my first year I was registered at University College but it was perfectly possible to do courses in other colleges on what was known as the intercollegiate system.

The university had a syllabus called an Honours Degree in History. (Honours Degree in the English system is not a measure of accomplishment but a type of syllabus specializing in one particular discipline.) It was possible to do an Honours Degree in History with special reference to the Middle East, which meant that one had to do some European history, a lot of Middle Eastern history, and also some relevant languages. This gave me an opportunity to combine my interests. At the same time I enrolled in the Honorable Society of the Middle Temple, one of the four “Inns of Court.” Of this, more later.

In my first year I did Hebrew, Latin, history and some Greek at University College, and at the same time I went to the School of Oriental Studies to do Arabic. In my second and third years I transferred to the School of Oriental Studies (renamed the School of Oriental and African Studies in 1938) where I concentrated on Middle Eastern history, but on the intercollegiate system I took a course on the history of political ideas with Harold Laski at the London School of Economics. He was an excellent lecturer and it was an illuminating experience. My B.A. degree was in history with languages, and as I chose Middle Eastern history, Arabic was a requirement.

During my undergraduate years I had an encounter of some linguistic significance with a particularly attractive young lady named Ada, the daughter of a former Soviet Commissar, by then a fugitive and an exile. I was impressed that before the family’s emigration they had been close to Lenin and that as a child Ada had been dandled on his knee. They were Jewish and their position regarding Jewish affairs was, by my standards at least, rather odd. They were profoundly religious and strictly observed all the rules that the Jewish religion imposes on its followers. They were also profoundly and fervently anti-Zionist and rejected the idea of reviving and speaking Hebrew. They did however place great emphasis on Yiddish which they saw as the authentic language of the Jewish common people.

My knowledge of Yiddish at that time was limited to a few odd words and phrases which still floated around in my family. Ada insisted on remedying what she saw as this basic defect and demanded that I learn Yiddish, not only to understand but also to read it. She therefore instructed me in the rules of Yiddish orthography, and provided me with a supply of literature in Yiddish. Eventually we parted but I am grateful to her for enriching my life with some knowledge of an interesting language and the fascinating culture expressed in it. It was also invaluable in that I now can understand the punch lines of Jewish jokes.

There is one other thing that I recall about Yiddish. Many languages have some sort of suffix, added at the end of a word, for a variety of purposes—smallness, affection, intimacy, etc. In English we use only two: -let and -kin (e.g., booklet, lambkin) and both sparingly. German makes much more extensive use of -lein and -chen (e.g., fraülein, mädchen). Italian has a wide range, notably -ino, -etto, -ello and, to magnify rather than reduce, -one. A similar effect is achieved in Arabic not by adding a suffix, but by a change of vowels—from Hassan to Husayn, from ‘Abd to ‘Ubayd, as in the names ‘Abdallah and ‘Ubaydallah. Yiddish has a wide range of such suffixes, but one in particular, -inyu, caught my attention. It is attached to three words and to no others. The three words are father (tatinyu), mother (maminyu) and God (Gottinyu). Clearly, these are not diminutives—the message is not diminution but intimacy. I thought this remarkable. The same theological attitude of intimacy is expressed in a familiar Jewish joke about the hard-up businessman who prays, “Oh God, you help complete strangers! Why can’t you help me?”

As a student of the Middle East, my interests were primarily historical rather than, as with most of my predecessors, teachers and contemporaries, philological and literary. I did however serve a brief apprenticeship in these disciplines and am profoundly grateful for having done so. The first and most rudimentary test of the historian’s competence is that he should be able to read his sources. This is not always easy, as for example when the language is classical Arabic or the writing is a crabbed Ottoman bureaucratic script. And that is not all. The historian of a region, of a period, of a group of people, or even of a topic, must know something of its cultural context, and for this literature is an indispensable guide.

The teachers of Near and Middle Eastern history were mostly not professional historians, and some, I think I can say now, were not any kind of historian at all. They were philologists; people who followed the old-fashioned philological, textual approach to these subjects. They taught courses on history because they were required to do so. I subsequently learned some of the courses which I took had been specially put on because there was this young nuisance who came and said that he wanted to take them. If the syllabus listed a course they were required to teach it, even if only one student wanted it.

Of those who influenced me, among my Middle Eastern history teachers, certainly Sir Hamilton A. R. Gibb was the most important. He did not have a Ph.D. as in those days it wasn’t essential in British university life. The Ph.D. was optional and came in rather late. He had an M.A. In British universities you are not a professor until you are what in American universities is called a “full professor.” There is no such thing as an assistant or associate professor. The equivalent titles are lecturer and reader. So until Gibb was appointed to a chair, he was Mr. Gibb to his students. After learning a certain amount of Arabic, his students came to know him as Amir al-mu’minin al Mister Gibb billah (Commander of the Faithful Mister Gibb in God—a pun never translates well). Gibb was well aware of the fact that he was not really a historian although he studied, taught, and occasionally wrote history. This was a point to which he referred again and again in his conversation and even occasionally in his writings. He had—I wouldn’t call it an inferiority complex, that would be an inappropriate expression for Gibb—let’s say he had an awareness that he was not a real historian. He was a textual scholar, a philological scholar, a literary scholar, a historian of ideas—but he did not feel that he was approaching his subject as a professional historian.

Another professor in the University of London at that time, Norman H. Baynes, occupied the chair of Byzantine history. Under University of London regulations you could not do Middle Eastern history without doing Byzantine history. The Byzantine and Islamic courses were part of the same program; which I think was an excellent idea, and I’m very grateful for the fact that I did two years of Byzantine history and was required to learn some Greek, neither of which I would otherwise have done. That was very useful for a better understanding of medieval history and civilization. More important than that, it meant that I worked closely for two years with Norman Baynes, who was a professional historian of the highest level. He didn’t teach me any Islamic history, Gibb and others taught me that, but Baynes taught me how to study history, particularly how to study the history of a medieval society; an alien society with an alien and difficult language.

At the University of London at that time if you majored in history, you were required by university regulations to choose a special subject: a very limited topic, maybe fifty years of history, which had to be studied in the original documents. I chose the “Eastern Question,” as it was called at that time, the problems generated by the decline and eventual fall of the Ottoman Empire and the disposal of its various provinces, mainly in Eastern Europe. For that I was sent to a “special subject” course at the School of Slavonic and East European Studies of the University of London, taught by R. W. Seton-Watson, who was a great teacher. I was told that I should study the original documents, which meant British documents, French documents, German documents, Austrian documents and Russian documents. And in my youth and innocence I asked, What about the Turkish documents? I was told that they were not important, and anyway there weren’t any. I found this an unsatisfactory answer. There had to be some Turkish documents. In the books that I read on the Eastern Question, Turkey was a stage and a backdrop and all the actors were Europeans. I felt this needed further investigation. So I learned Turkish, or at least enough to read some documents.

Both Baynes and Seton-Watson were historians in the truest and deepest sense of that word, and gave me my basic training in, and understanding of, historical method. They supplemented each other. From Baynes I learned how to deal with medieval history, based on chronicles and inscriptions; from Seton-Watson I learned how to deal with modern diplomatic history based on documents in embassies and archives. Both were superb teachers, and contributed profoundly to my professional training.

With Seton-Watson I was one of a small class. Since Byzantine history was not a particularly popular subject I was usually alone with Baynes or with one other student. Our personal relationship was therefore much closer and his influence far more profound. I remained in touch with him for the rest of his life.

During my graduate studies, I came across an Arabic text which described a Byzantine palace revolution in rather interesting terms. I translated this into English and showed it to Professor Baynes, asking him whether this was of interest. He said that it was, and insisted that I prepare it for publication. This I did, with considerable help from him, and the article was published in 1939—my third.

I should mention the first two. The very first was an article on the Islamic guilds, published in 1937, to which I will return. My second article was an aspect of the Isma‘ili studies in which I was engaged for my Ph.D. thesis. In studying Isma‘ili documents, I came across what I thought was an interesting interpretation of the story of the fall of Adam. With some encouragement from my teachers, I published this in the Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies in 1938.

Legal Studies

Although I had always been interested in the Middle East, it never occurred to me, while studying for my degree, that one could actually earn a living or make a career out of that interest. My original intention, my family’s choice rather than my own, had been to go into the law after graduating from university. In England there are two legal professions, solicitors and barristers. Solicitors mainly do office work—contracts and wills and corporate work and suchlike. Barristers are mainly concerned with litigation. My family thought I would do better as a barrister than as a solicitor. I always liked to talk.

To be called to the bar, two requirements had to be met. The first, in accordance with an old custom dating back centuries, was to “keep terms.” To do this one had to be enrolled as a student member of one of the four Inns of Court, or societies of barristers, and to “dine in hall.” There were four terms a year and one was required to dine in the great hall of the society at least three times a term (for those who had a university degree), or six times (for those who did not), for twelve terms. The dinners were sumptuous, with five courses, well irrigated with sherry before, brandy after, and two wines with the meal, and all for only 5 shillings. They were obviously well subsidized. The idea was that somehow when judges, barristers, and students dined together like gentlemen (and later also ladies), the mores and ethics of the profession, and perhaps also some knowledge of the law, would reach the students by a kind of social and gustatory osmosis.

Sometime in the nineteenth century a second requirement was added—attending courses and passing examinations, but the first requirement, dining, remained. I completed it diligently and successfully. I made a start on the second requirement. I did English constitutional law and history and also Roman law, which at that time was a requirement. Roman law had to be studied in the original Roman sources. So I read the Institutes of Justinian and some other Latin texts. Roman law I liked. I mean, this was right down my alley. It also later proved useful for the better understanding of Islamic political and social thought and practice. Then I had to do criminal law, and that was fun too. It helped me understand detective stories to which I was then rather addicted.

During my brief interlude as a law student, in what is becoming an increasingly remote past, I remember learning two new words, which I had never seen before, and which, for that matter, I have not seen since. The two words are “barratry” and “champerty,” both denoting legal wrongdoing—that is, actions for which a lawyer, under English law at that time, could be disbarred. “Barratry” means wasting the time of the courts with frivolous litigation. “Champerty” means undertaking a lawsuit on the understanding that if one lost there would be no fee, but in the event of a successful outcome the lawyer would get an agreed percentage of the money paid to his client by the defeated opponent. This was regarded as highly unprofessional and could result in disbarment. I was therefore more than a little surprised to find that this is a common legal practice in the United States, and is moreover actively promoted by advertising, another professional offense under the British code.

I have been told that champerty, though not by that name, is now acceptable legal practice in Britain. Some of the legal cases I read reminded me of an episode in my early life when I might have profited from champerty. While I was still living in England my doctor diagnosed a polyp on my larynx and sent me to a specialist to have it removed. The specialist said it was a simple matter. He seated me in his chair, gave me an anesthetic and set to work. When I recovered consciousness sometime later, I found that my mouth was badly battered and several of my front teeth were broken. Needless to say, I was in considerable pain. This grew worse when the surgeon informed me that he had been unable to reach the polyp. It was still there, and still needed to be removed.

The swellings and sores in my mouth in due course disappeared, but the broken teeth were a more difficult matter and required extensive and expensive dentistry. It occurred to me that it might not be unreasonable to ask the surgeon to pay my dentist’s bill. I wrote to the surgeon accordingly, and he refused. I consulted a lawyer who sent the dentist a letter. He promptly agreed to pay. It never occurred to me then, nor to my lawyer, to ask for anything beyond the payment of that bill. Living in the United States, I realize that had this happened here, I might have become a millionaire.

An Apprenticeship in Paris

In 1936 I took my B.A. (Honours) final examination in history with more than a hundred others. When the list of graduates was published, I not only had First Class Honours, but I was the first among the small number who had First Class Honours out of all the branches of history. My father was stunned. He had been worried about my studies and was convinced I’d do poorly as he thought I had been spending too much time with my girlfriend. Getting that “first” was a delicious moment. Being the first of firsts earned me a prize of 100 pounds, which in 1936 was a considerable sum. The one condition attached to the prize was that I continue with postgraduate studies. I was delighted to do so.

At the time when I was just beginning to do graduate studies I was interested, as were many young people, in radical opposition movements, and the Isma‘ilis were the most important radical opposition movement in medieval Islam. This is the sectarian Muslim group of which the present head, by hereditary succession, is the Aga Khan. This was in the 1930s, and like everybody else at that or any other time, I was influenced by what was going on—the French Popular Front, the Spanish Civil War, the rise of Nazism in Germany. One tends to read the past in terms of the present. While I think it is perfectly legitimate to put to the past questions arising from the present, I think one should be cautious in reading answers from the past into the present.

I told Gibb that I wanted to study the Isma‘ilis and he said that he didn’t feel qualified to supervise a thesis on that subject. Looking back, I realize I should have been grateful to him because it’s not all that usual for professors to say, I don’t feel qualified to do this, you’d be better off doing it somewhere else. Gibb did, and suggested I go to Paris and work with Louis Massignon, the great French scholar. Both Gibb and Massignon were Orientalists in the classical sense of that term; that is to say their interests were linguistic, literary, cultural and religious. Both wrote history, but only incidentally, and neither really saw himself as a historian.

I was twenty years old and the idea of going to Paris was very attractive. Paris had much to offer besides Massignon. Gibb wrote to Massignon and he also wrote to an extraordinarily brilliant man, Paul Kraus. Unfortunately Kraus had left Paris and was in Cairo. Gibb had a very high regard for Kraus, and I believe he was at least as eager for me to see and consult Kraus as for me to see Massignon. But Massignon had got Kraus a job in Cairo so I didn’t see him then.

I did meet Paul Kraus a year or two later in Cairo where he had taken up what I can only call a rather vague appointment. By that I do not mean to imply anything sinister, only that the appointment was limited in both status and remuneration. I developed a close association with him which I found extremely rewarding. He was a superb scholar with a meticulous, detailed philological accuracy equal to that of the most extreme pedants in our profession, combined with a historian’s vision of a civilization and its many different aspects. The association was profoundly illuminating and I remain indebted to him. Later, during the war, I was appalled to learn that he had committed suicide. The circumstances and the reasons remain obscure. What a waste!

I spent the academic year 1936–37 in France, working with Massignon and taking courses at various academic institutions.

Louis Massignon was a very distinguished figure, a famous scholar in his day, but also a rather controversial figure. His special field was religious and sectarian history in the Islamic world. He was a moody man and reacted to me in different ways on different days. He had two prejudices against me based on two aspects of my identity; sometimes I was not quite sure what my offense was: was it crucifying Jesus (as a Jew) or burning Joan of Arc (as an Englishman)? He was certainly an effective teacher when he lectured, but my one-on-one sessions with him deteriorated as the year went on. After I left France we maintained occasional contact. As a courtesy I sent him copies of my publications and on one occasion he came to London to give a lecture and I did the honors hosting him.

One of the courses I took was given by Marcel Mauss, one of the great names in the field of sociology. I didn’t know then that he was a great name and it wasn’t until years later when I remarked that I’d take a course with him and saw the reaction of my sociologist colleagues that I understood.

My French improved dramatically of course, and it now became possible for me to begin my study of Persian and Turkish—in French.

One of my favorite














































OEBPS/font/Shift-BoldItalic.otf


OEBPS/font/Shift-Light.otf


OEBPS/image/cover.jpg
“An extraordinary work: erudite, witty, and profound.” — Henry Kissinger

Notes On @
A Century

Reflections Of
A Middle East

Historian

Bernard Lewis

BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF WHAT WENT WRONG?

witH BUNTZIE ELLIS CHURCHILL





OEBPS/image/titlepage.jpg
NOTES
ON A
CENTURY

Reflections of a

Middle East Historian

Bernard Lewis
with Buntzie Ellis Churchill

PENGUIN BOOKS





OEBPS/font/Fort-Book.otf


