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Introduction

 

This anthology of modern Arabic novel-writing and short stories in English translation includes the work of seventy-nine writers from fourteen countries, from Morocco in the west to Iraq in the east.

Readers may be surprised to find the work of a writer from Yemen, for example, alongside that of one from Tunisia. Can it be that both writers are employing the same language? How is it that classical Arabic has remained virtually unchanged over the years and continues to be the language of short stories and novels and newspapers throughout the Arab world? How is it that Arabic did not follow the way of Latin and give birth to a whole litter of different yet related languages? The answer is that classical Arabic as written is the language in which the Holy Qur’an was revealed, and Muslims have therefore been reluctant to allow changes to it. The advantages are obvious: with a knowledge of the written language you can read the daily paper in Casablanca or Baghdad, and hold a conversation with an educated Arab no matter how distant his native country happens to be. It is only the hapless illiterate peasant of Morocco who, finding himself suddenly transported to Iraq, would be as much at sea as he would be in the streets of London.

For the writer, the natural choice is to employ only the written language. Some writers—the Egyptian Yusuf Idris, for example—use the written language for the narrative parts of their writing and the colloquial for the dialogue. This can sometimes create difficulties for the reader who is not familiar with the particular colloquial dialect. I recently started to read a novel by an Iraqi writer I admire and found myself faced with whole sections of dialogue whose meaning I had to guess at. In rare cases, both short stories and entire novels have been written wholly in the spoken language, and recently—perhaps to show that the spoken language possesses such potential—a translation of Shakespeare’s Othello in colloquial Egyptian Arabic was published.

Most writers, however, avoid the colloquial altogether. I recollect arguing many years ago the written/spoken case with the Egyptian Nobel laureate Naguib Mahfouz, who writes his dialogue in a simplified form of the written language. He pointed out the advantages of a text that could be read from one end of the Arab world to the other, and ended up suggesting that when reading such dialogue, Egyptian readers would automatically perform in their minds the necessary minor changes to render it into the colloquial. At least for the moment, as the instrument for the writing of literature, the classical language reigns supreme.

In the West, modern fiction was a natural extension of a literature that already existed. The situation in the Arab world was different: after the great flowering of classical Arabic literature between the seventh and fifteenth centuries, there followed a long period of cultural sterility. It thus happened that modern Arabic fiction emerged, not through the development of a literature that already existed, but as a result of Arabs coming into cultural contact with the West for the first time some hundred or more years ago.

From reading the literatures of the West, it was but a step to translating them, and the next step was to produce original creative works. The birth of the Arabic novel is dated to 1929, with the second (and more successful) printing of Zaynab by Muhammad Husayn Haykal.

But many were the prejudices that had to be overcome. The idea of an author creating characters and making them inhabit worlds of his creation not only was foreign to the Muslim Arab mind but was even regarded as almost unacceptable. Take, for example, the ever-entertaining stories of The Thousand and One Nights. This anonymous work, so esteemed throughout the world as a masterpiece of imaginative literature, remains for most Arabs a work unworthy of serious consideration. Arab men of letters have long looked askance at the extravagances of The Arabian Nights, as the book is better known in the West, finding them suitable only for minds incapable of appreciating other forms of literature, and grudgingly admitting that the stories might have some merit only when the outside world lavished praise on them. Had The Arabian Nights been held in higher regard by the Arabs themselves, it might well have given rise to a modern Arabic literature before Western literature made its mark.

I remember in the very early days reading the work of a young writer of short stories and feeling that he possessed talent. To my mind, nobody was in a better position to help him get published than Mahmoud Teymour, regarded as the pioneer of the Arabic short story. On one of the occasions when I met up with Mahmoud Teymour at his favorite café, I handed him one of the stories. I was taken aback at a subsequent meeting when he handed the story back to me rather brusquely, observing that certain subjects were not suitable for literature—in this case the description of a donkey urinating as it made its way along a dusty track. Although Arabic literature has come a long way since then, much that is readily acceptable in the West can still sometimes find fault with the religious authorities. In the West our sacred cows have long been slaughtered.

Even so, it has taken a long time for the West to begin to acknowledge the new Arabic literature. Sir Hamilton Gibb, professor of Arabic at Oxford University and one of the few orientalists to have taken an interest in the modern literary renaissance, summed up his views in the 1963 revised edition of his Arabic Literature: “All of these productions, however, short stories, novels and plays, remain bounded by the horizons and conventions of the Arab World; when translated into other languages they are often more interesting as social documents than as literary achievements.” It was not an altogether fair judgment, resulting perhaps from inadequate reading of the literature available or from the wholly academic approach that had for so long been brought to the study of oriental languages. It should be appreciated that up until very recently Arabic was studied in the West as a dead language, much like Latin and Greek. The small band of Arabists were happier surrounded by piles of dictionaries, dealing with a poem written in pre-Islamic times, than they were with a modern short story.

It was in Egypt in particular that the foundations were laid for a renaissance of Arabic literature. In the middle years of the twentieth century, the country was fortunate in having a small group of talented men of letters who were open to trying their hands at the new genres of writing that had been introduced. Among them were the Teymour brothers, who were pioneers in the realm of the short story. Also noteworthy as a writer of short stories, and more important as the author of the seminal novella The Lamp of Umm Hashim, was Yahya Hakki, a diplomat and lawyer who had lived abroad and knew several foreign languages; he also contributed to a new movement through his imaginative editing of a magazine that encouraged young writers. Tawfik al-Hakim was a figure of great influence. He had studied law in Paris but decided to devote his talents to literature. Almost single-handedly he brought into being an Egyptian theater, not to mention contributing at least one masterpiece in the area of the novel. Another writer, primarily of short stories, was Yusuf Idris, a doctor who abandoned medicine for writing and who, like no one before him, wrote from deep within the Egyptian ethos. Yusuf Idris also showed that the rich spoken language of Egypt was not to be despised and could be employed as an effective tool in the armory of the modern Arab writer of fiction.

Over much of this formative period there presided the figure of that remarkable man of letters, Taha Hussein, who, blind from early childhood, occupied various official positions in Egypt, including that of minister of culture. He founded and edited an influential magazine that introduced its readers to the writings of such literary figures of the time as T. S. Eliot, William Faulkner, Samuel Beckett, and Albert Camus. He also contributed to the Arab literary renaissance with several of his own writings, including critical works that shed fresh light on the literature of the past and an autobiography of rare accomplishment.

This renaissance in Arabic literature was not confined to Egypt. In such countries as Syria, Iraq, and Lebanon, the new genres of writing were being practiced with success. In the countries of North Africa, where Arabic was having to compete in literature, as in the affairs of daily life, with the language of the occupying power, an Arabic renaissance was being slowly achieved. Sudan, too, was soon to give to the modern movement a writer of singular talent in Tayeb Salih.

It might be said that the achievements of modern Arabic literature were properly recognized only as recently as 1988, when Naguib Mahfouz became the first Arab writer to be awarded the Nobel Prize in literature. That the Nobel committee could come to such a decision was made possible by the existence at that date of a fair representation of modern Arabic literature in English and French translations, languages familiar to the members of the committee.

The various translations of volumes of short stories and the occasional novel invariably came out from small, specialized publishers, often under a university imprint, and were aimed in the main at students of Arabic. I myself, back in 1947, had published—at my own expense in Cairo—the first book of short stories translated from Arabic, Tales from Egyptian Life, by Mahmoud Teymour. Around this time I had read Naguib Mahfouz’s first realistic novel, Midaq Alley, and felt that it deserved to be translated. Having completed half of the translation, I recognized the futility of trying to find a publisher for a translation from a literature that was still unknown, and I consigned my efforts to a bottom drawer. Some years later Trevor Le Gassick translated the novel and found a publisher for it in Beirut—and Midaq Alley still holds its place among Mahfouz’s favorite works.

While still teaching at Fuad al-Awwal University (now Cairo University) in the 1940s, I decided to collect material for a volume of short stories intended to give a picture of what had been achieved by the modern literary movement in the Arab world, and I was determined to find a London publisher. This proved more difficult than I had foreseen. It was only by one of those strange strokes of fortune that on one of my visits to London I happened to meet somebody who knew somebody at Oxford University Press. I was naturally delighted when the volume was accepted for publication by such a prestigious publisher, though I was surprised that it was accepted as a work of scholarship rather than for the literary merit of the stories. Its acceptance was also conditional upon the book having an introduction by a leading Arabist. Professor A. J. Arberry, at the time in ill health, and admittedly not an expert on the modern literary movement, kindly agreed to write it. The publication in 1967 of Modern Arabic Short Stories, though not in itself a success, nevertheless led to some sort of recognition. (The Naguib Mahfouz story that was included in the volume remained for some time the only example of modern Arabic writing to be included in the Norton Anthology of World Masterpieces.)

It was also through Oxford University Press that I met the editor of Heinemann’s African Writers series, where several of my translations were published. The question came up about translations of Arab authors who were not African, giving rise to the Arab Authors series, in which more than twenty books were published. Failing to gain the support of the Arab world, Arab Authors was closed down, and mere months before Naguib Mahfouz was awarded the Nobel Prize, the American University in Cairo Press, which already had nine translations of Mahfouz’s novels in print, bought the rights to the titles in the series. With the appointment of Mark Linz as director of the AUC Press, I suggested that the Press institute a yearly prize in Mahfouz’s name for the best novel written in Arabic and that the prize include the translation of the work into English and its publication in Egypt and the United States. Mark Linz and I paid a visit to Naguib Mahfouz, who received the idea of a prize in his name with enthusiasm. The prize was set up in 1996 and is open not just to Egyptians but also to writers from all over the Arab world. Soon it was felt that, apart from the prizewinning book, there were other Arabic novels that deserved to be translated, and for the first time a fund was set up to finance the translation of such works. Until this time, modern Arabic literature had had to rely on the enthusiasm of a few competent translators to undertake translations of works they admired in the hope of finding favor with one of the few specialist publishers of Arabic fiction in translation. Not surprisingly, many worthwhile works, particularly if they were of daunting length or difficulty, had remained neglected. One sign that this new literature is at last poking its head out of the academic cupboard is the recent inclusion of Tayeb Salih’s novel Season of Migration to the North in the Penguin Modern Classics series.

For the reader coming to Arabic literature for the first time, several hurdles present themselves. No doubt in the same way as early readers of the masterpieces of Russian literature boggled at characters with names like Raskolnikov, so too with Arabic literature one must accustom oneself to unpronounceable names. More important, though, is the unfamiliar social background: the foreign reader of fiction that has been written in Arabic is, as it were, eavesdropping on another culture. The Arab world is of course largely Muslim, and so the subject matter of Arabic fiction, not merely the setting, will inevitably differ from what the American or European reader is used to. Sex and love, for example, are handled differently in Arabic fiction than in Western fiction, for it should be remembered that Arab society is by and large conservative and conventional, with most marriages arranged, and sex outside of marriage regarded as sinful. When a writer oversteps the bounds as set by society, the work is often banned. This happened with Tayeb Salih’s Season of Migration to the North. The Moroccan writer Mohamed Choukri’s autobiographical For Bread Alone, translated by Paul Bowles, was banned in Egypt. And yet the recent novel The Yacoubian Building, by the previously unknown dentist Alaa Al Aswany, has escaped unscathed, even though it paints an unflattering picture of downtown Cairo, with at least one explicit gay sex scene. It quickly went into a second edition, unusual for an Arabic novel, and was immediately translated into English. It now has been made into a film.

Many Arab writers have no experience of the outside world or of a foreign language, and their reading of world literature is confined to works translated into Arabic. Thus a reader of Mohamed El-Bisatie’s A Last Glass of Tea will find that every one of its twenty-four stories takes place in villages around Lake Manzala in the Nile Delta. But readers in the West have shown themselves capable of relating to cultures that they come across for the first time in fiction, especially when captured by a master’s hand. The works of Naguib Mahfouz, for example, have sold very well in the United States; they feature Egyptian characters who never venture beyond the boundaries of their native country (in the same way that Mahfouz himself has chosen to live between the cities of Cairo and Alexandria). Tayeb Salih’s novella The Wedding of Zein, whose characters all inhabit the same Sudanese village, is a work of singular charm and appeal—Kingsley Amis admired the urbane technique that was brought to bear on such outwardly primitive material. The Libyan writer Ibrahim al-Koni, whose substantial body of work has only recently attracted the attention of translators, also focuses to good effect on a narrow and virtually unknown area of the Arab world—that of the Tuaregs of North Africa. It is a testament to the talents of these Arab writers that they are able to make the unfamiliar universally appealing.

After publishing an anthology of Egyptian short stories in 1978, I was interviewed about it by a woman from the BBC. She expressed surprise and disappointment that it contained not a single story by a woman, and that women hardly featured—except in a casual way—in the stories themselves. Of course she was right—and it is one of the West’s criticisms of the Arab world today that women do not feature sufficiently in public life; it is also true that it has taken time for women to participate in the renaissance in Arabic literature. Today it is interesting to note that, after Mahfouz, the two Arab writers most widely read in the West are women: the Egyptian Nawal El Saadawi and the Lebanese Hanan al-Shaykh.

I’ve arranged the writers in this anthology not according to country—I prefer to treat the Arab world as the one cultural unit that it is—but in alphabetical order by family name (ignoring the definite article “al” or “el”). The names appear as the writers themselves have chosen to write them, rather than in accordance with academic rules of transliteration. A short introduction about each writer precedes one or more examples of his or her writing, either a complete short story or an excerpt from a novel.

—Denys Johnson-Davies


Ibrahim Abdel Meguid
(b. 1946)
EGYPT


Ibrahim Abdel Meguid has combined critical and creative writing throughout his literary career. His novel The Other Place was awarded the Naguib Mahfouz Medal for Literature and was published in translation by the American University in Cairo Press in 1997. His latest novel, also about Alexandria, is entitled Birds of Amber. He is a consultant for cultural matters at the Popular Culture Council. No One Sleeps in Alexandria, from which the extract below has been taken, describes how the Second World War affects the lives of an assortment of Egyptians who settled in Alexandria, Egypt’s second city. Two of the main characters are a devout Muslim with peasant roots and a Copt; the novel looks at their unusual friendship and explores the delicate question of religious differences.



FROM No One Sleeps in Alexandria

During the past few weeks, the city of Alexandria had built a number of open shelters in the poorer neighborhoods, but the inhabitants use them to relieve themselves. That forced the municipality to assign policemen to guard the shelters, and stopped the building process. The military court in Alexandria, under the emergency law, held a session to try a poor girl who was practicing prostitution without a license. She was fined three Egyptian pounds. A house in Karmuz was raided for being an unlicensed brothel. When the police surrounded the house, the owner shouted, “Where’s Goebbels? Where’s the Gestapo? I am Hitler!” But the valiant policemen were not fooled. They arrested him and gave him a sound beating on the back of his neck. The newspapers received a great number of letters asking about the beautiful Hollywood actress Norma Shearer and whether she would remarry after the death of her husband. The answer was in the affirmative, that the prospective husband was the actor George Raft, with whom she had a close relationship while her husband was still alive. People were also wary and cautious, as the Italians were a stone’s throw away from Alexandria. That was why, when the air-raid sirens were heard several times in the daytime, they realized immediately that these were no longer drills, and when they saw anti-aircraft guns blasting away, they were certain that the time of drills was gone.

Strict orders were given to drivers to paint their headlights dark blue, after it was noticed that they had become lax about it in the past few months. People were instructed to paint their windows and to apply adhesive gauze strips vertically and horizontally to the glass from inside so that it would not fly around if shattered. People were also warned not to assemble on the streets during raids, and that all vehicles must come to a stop and passengers get out of the cars. Landlords were instructed to vacate the ground floors of their buildings and to convert them to shelters for people without access to the public shelters. People whose property was damaged as a result of the air raids were told to apply as soon as possible to the city of Alexandria to get new building materials—wood, steel, and cement—to repair the damage or to reinforce old buildings.

That night when Magd al-Din awoke, people heard the intermittent sound of the sirens and felt it was different from earlier ones. It was accompanied by unusual scurrying about and panic; there was more worry in their hearts. The daytime air raids the previous week had been shorter and had not caused any obvious casualties or damage. Tonight it seemed that real war would come to the sky over Alexandria.

It was midnight and very hot. A few people walking on Ban Street quickly went into the nearby houses and stood in the entrances. Two taxis stopped; one of the drivers did not leave his cab. One of those standing in the entrance of a nearby house looked at him and invited him to come in to be safe, but he said, “If the house falls on top of me, will I live?” It seemed to make sense. Those standing in the entrance looked at each other, but they could not violate the civil defense regulations. Standing in the entrance of a house was safer than being out on the street in the open.

Even though the moon was not full that night, it was bigger than a crescent, and it lit up the streets and betrayed everyone.

Khawaga Dimitri, his wife, and his two daughters had gone downstairs to Bahi’s empty room and turned off the light. Lula had also joined them. In the confusion, she did not think to wear something to cover her shoulders and arms. Her husband did not join her there. He was the solitary type. Besides, he lived on the first floor, so what good would it do him to move to another room? The truth was slightly different. As soon as the air-raid sirens sounded and the guns began blasting away, Lula shook with fear and moved closer to her husband, who hugged her tight and reached to take off her panties. She heard the footsteps and voices of Dimitri and his family and tried to break away from her husband, who held on and wanted to have sex right then and there. He thought that was the best way to overcome fear. She resisted him and also resisted her own desire, which lit up as soon as he touched her. She was thinking of what would happen if the sounds of their lovemaking were to reach the ears of Dimitri and his daughters. That was why as soon as she was able to break away from her husband, she dashed out and joined them in her long, white nightgown, her shoulders and arms lighting up the eyes of those standing in the dark.

Magd al-Din was guided in the dark by Dimitri’s voice and did not let go of the hand of Zahra, who screamed as soon as she got in the room, “My God! Shawqiya is upstairs!” Magd al-Din had to go up to bring the little girl while Zahra stood with the others in Bahi’s room.

The guns fell silent but the all-clear was not sounded. The silence lasted for a long time, and so did the people’s patience. They all pricked up their ears to hear a slow, calm droning sound like rains coming from far away. The buzz grew in volume, as if swarms of killer bees were coming to the city, like a storm gathering on the horizon to overrun the desert, or armies of locusts homing in on green plants: ZZZZZZZ. That was sound of the German and Italian planes coming in for their targets in large formations, coming in close to the city and close to the ground. The sounds of bombs and explosions and the flashes of lightning passed quickly in front of the closed windows, penetrating the shutters and the glass.

“Open the windows so we’ll know what’s happening,” Dimitri exclaimed. Magd al-Din was close to the window so he opened it. In front of them the night looked like daylight, white and red, and engulfed in a river of blue smoke. The sky was burning to the north and people on the opposite side of the street screamed as they saw the smoke. Magd al-Din, Dimitri, and the women watched the light come in from the north and burn bright into the south, like a sword brandished by a celestial warrior. Magd al-Din began to recite the beginning of Sura 36.

“Yasin, By the Wise Quran, verily you are among those sent on a straight path, a revelation of the Mighty, the Merciful, to warn a people whose forefathers had not been warned, so they are heedless. Already the word has proved true of most of them, for they are not believers. Verily We have placed yokes around their necks to their chins so that their heads are forced up. And we have put a bar before them and a bar behind them and so We have covered them up so that they cannot see. God Almighty has spoken the truth.” Then he repeated, “And We have put a bar before them and a bar behind them and so We have covered them up so that they cannot see.” He repeated the verse, his voice growing louder, and as he swayed the moonlight revealed him to everyone, though he was completely oblivious.

“And We have put a bar before them and a bar behind them and so We have covered them up so that they cannot see.” Zahra began to repeat after him, and his voice kept getting louder. Sitt Maryam kept repeating, “We ask you God, the Father, lead us not into temptation but deliver us from evil,” while Dimitri repeated with her, “We ask you God, Our Lord, lead us not into temptation, which we cannot endure because of our weakness. Give us help to avoid temptation, so that we might extinguish Satan’s fiery arrows.” His voice and Sitt Maryam’s voice grew louder, “And deliver us from evil Satan by Jesus Christ, our Lord. Amen.” Magd al-Din raised his voice even louder, “O God I ask you to lift every veil, to remove every barrier, to bring down every obstacle, to make easy every difficulty, and to open every door. O God, to whom I appeal and resort in hard times and in easy times, have mercy on me in my exile. Amen, Lord of All Creation.” Magd al-Din, still swaying, began reciting the Quran again after his prayer. Dimitri continued his own prayers. The words intermingled in such a way that one could only make out that they were the prayers of sincere souls devoting every bit of their being to God, the Savior:

“By the wise Quran, …”

“O God, our Lord, …”

“… on a straight path …”

“… lead us not into temptation …”

“… a revelation of the Mighty …”

“… deliver us from evil …”

“… whose forefathers had not been warned …”

“… because of our weakness …”

“… true of most of them, for they are not believers …”

“… us from evil …”

“… and we have put a bar before them …”

“… that are Satan’s …”

“… that they cannot see.”

Amen. Amen.

Voices come from the street, men, youths, frightened women, and crying children.

“Where’s it coming from?”

“The searchlights or the bombs?”

“The bombs.”

“From Mina al-Basal, Bab Sidra, and Karmuz.”

“All the bombing is in Karmuz—the houses are shaking.”

“The searchlights are not stopping. The guns in Kom al-Nadura, Kom al-Dikka, Maks, Qabbari, and Sidi Bishr are all going at the same time. More than a hundred planes!”

“The sky is full of the blue flies of Death!”

“Where has all of this been hiding, so that it appears all at once?”

“Khawaga Dimitri, get out, the houses are going to collapse,” a voice came from outside.

“Who’s that?”

“Ghaffara.”

The voice was nearby and muffled. Ghaffara looked in on them from the window. The women had gathered in a corner close to each other. As soon as Camilla and Yvonne saw him, they screamed, “Mama!” They heard a muffled voice coming from behind the fez-mask that he had tied on his face.

“Have no fear, ladies. This is Ghaffara’s anti-air-raid mask. Khawaga Dimitri, Sheikh Magd al-Din, please forgive me. I know you, and I was friends with the late Bahi. The houses in Karmuz are falling down and they are shaking here. You’d be better off coming out and standing in the street.”

He was looking from behind his glass eye-pieces at Lula’s arms and shoulders gleaming in the dark as if they had black covering in the daytime. Dimitri and Magd al-Din came out but the women did not.

Translated by Farouk Abdel Wahab
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Ya Khabiir

I was on my way back from Hayfan after spending two days on a law case at the governor’s office. As usual, I didn’t get any results. The legal procedures would continue, but nothing would be resolved.

It was late in the day. I was walking alone, many worries gnawing at me. I had already chewed more than two bundles of sharari qat, which tossed and turned in my stomach. Although I usually don’t like walking alone at night, especially for long distances, I had quelled my fear this time and hit the road with my stick while continuing to chew qat. I felt zeal and hate building up inside me. The cool evening breeze, water flowing into small ponds by the side of the mountain, and the vision of the valley in the distance were combining to create sad and revolutionary tunes in my mind.

“Ya Khabiir! Ya Khabiir!”1

I turned and cursed the voice that broke my solitary thoughts. Then I trembled slightly when I saw a man. He ran after me barefooted, wearing a short sarong and carrying a gun. His eyes were red from chewing qat.

“Where are you going, Ya Khabiir?”

“To Qutabah,” I answered, a sense of loathing filling me. As much as I hated death, I detested soldiers even more. “Then we’re on our way together!”

I continued on my way, followed by the soldier. All the thoughts in my head vanished; only the sound of the soldier’s footsteps remained as they forcefully hit the earth. I turned back from time to time to look at him. Adrenaline began to rush through my blood. I hate soldiers. I fear them and have never walked with any of them. Common stories that spread throughout our village about their savage and brutal violence now led me to believe that this man intended to kill me. What would prevent him from doing so? He might think that I had a lot of money. What would stop him from doing away with me? There was no one here to see us. The road was deserted. We had reached the middle of the mountain, and the nearest houses were far away at the bottom of the valley or at the top of the mountain. He had a gun while I had nothing but a thin stick.

The idea began to grow in my thoughts so much that I imagined seeing the soldier take his gun off his shoulder; I imagined the sound of his footsteps to be the sound his gun made as he cocked it to shoot. I stopped by the side of the road, pretending to pull out a thorn in my foot so that he would go ahead of me, but he stopped after a step or two and looked at me. I wished he would just go on, but he waited.

“Do you have a thorn?”

Then, as he looked up at the evening sky, he said thoughtfully, “It’s a bit dark. You won’t be able to see.” I nodded my head in agreement.

He walked ahead of me this time and I could hear him breathe, letting out a pained sigh from time to time. He tried to hum a sad Sanaa tune, but soon he stopped and, instead, resumed sighing.

He was tall and broad-shouldered, with a tribal manliness about him. He looked as though he could carry the mountain on those shoulders. He swung the gun as if it were a feather. The thud of his feet on the ground was so strong that I imagined the earth to cry painfully.

“Why don’t you talk?”

“What do you want me to say?”

I was still afraid of him. I saw his head move as he put more qat in his mouth. From behind the clouds, the light of the moon crept softly. I heard the man’s voice; it was simple and deep, with some harshness of the northern accent.

“Ya Khabiir, did you have a law case? My God, what’s it with you people from Hujariyyah, that makes you love going to court? Any one of you who has two coins in his pocket files a lawsuit. Why can’t you live in peace like the rest of God’s creatures without such headaches?”

As he was talking, he scratched his head as if he were contemplating a very difficult problem, then continued. “Or do you think that there’s justice only through the regional governor, and not through the local officials? Justice is dead; it was eaten by those with fat bellies. As for you, you civilians, you take a hundred or two hundred riyals and pour them right into the mouth of these fat bellies like bottomless pits. While our stomachs are empty, right?”

I couldn’t answer him, for the last thing I expected him to talk about was justice, courts, and fat bellies. We civilians had come to see the soldiers as a force for repression and injustice. They were the ones who carried out the governor’s orders. We Yemenis could never forget how the soldiers abused us.

But the soldier didn’t wait for my answer. He sucked on the qat in his mouth and said, “You live here in Qutabah and I live in Hashid. There I have a home, a family, a wife and children, thank God. But we have no money, no land. The sheiks took our land from us, and we became soldiers trying to get an income. They said there was gold in Hujariyyah. We came here. But, I swear to God, there is nothing here but greed, looting, and envy. Everybody here wants to rob his brother, his friend. Yes, you may have money, but you have no honesty, no morals, no love or care; I swear if I died back home it would be much better. At least then I would be near my wife and children. True, we would still be looking for work and be hungry. But we wouldn’t be filing lawsuits against each other. Those fat bellies only got fat with your money.”

As I neared him I asked, “Okay, but why do you loot and steal from people?”

He sighed deeply and said, “Loot and rob people? Not all soldiers loot and steal, Ya Khabiir. But, I say that whoever does loot and steal is no worse than the governor. You give the governor one hundred riyals under the table, but if you give a soldier one riyal, you say the soldiers looted and robbed you. Look, the soldier is no different from you; another governor steals from him in his own hometown, both justly and unjustly.”

He stopped and looked at the sky; then he unloaded his gun from his shoulder and turned to me. He said, “It’s evening, time for the evening prayer. Will you be the imam and lead the prayer?”

“No, you lead the prayer.”

Translated by Abubaker Bagader and Deborah Akers


 

1 An address of respect for a learned professional.
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Rhythms in Slow Time

Coiling up his little body, the child passed through an opening in the wall of the central courtyard and reached the enclosed space that was connected with the house on its east side.

A while ago the crazy north wind had blown, carrying away sesame and cotton twigs from the roofs of the houses and gathering up the dead leaves from the branches of mulberry, tamarisk and lebbek trees, and now, under the walls, the leaves and dried twigs had come to rest. A dust-coloured donkey and two black goats, and over there at the far end was a small hutch, the chicken house.

The child was content, nobody was watching him. Squatting on all fours, he put his small hand through the narrow aperture.

Inside the hutch, the small hand was fumbling about in the darkness and a small body was dodging the hand: the squawks were uninterrupted though stifled, then came the desperate beating of the two wings of a living body.

Suddenly, there burst out from the aperture a white hen; with a leap it slipped out of the boy’s hand, quickly crossed the floor of the enclosed space and made towards the east side; with three thrusts of its white wings it leapt upwards, jumping from the wall opening to the spacious central courtyard.

Over there lay the filled water jars on the mud roof, and a large jar for storing water sat on a three-legged stand: the outer surface of the storage jar was green, the colour of the grasses that grow on the verges of waterways.

The white hen had spread its white wings, carrying its feet quickly, wildly, from the ground into the air, from the air to the ground, scattering dust behind it—and suddenly it disappeared.

A white aeroplane ran along the ground of the small airport, behind it a white ribbon of smoke, and suddenly the aeroplane flew off to some unknown land.

In the wide open space were discs of dough on wooden boards awaiting the sun veiled behind the mist of the wintry day, and the mother was looking at her two daughters and the discs of dough.

A moment ago the dust was asleep on the surface of the central courtyard because of the water sprinkled by the youngest of the girls, and now five handfuls of dust lay on the discs of dough, scooped up by the palm of a child from the quantity of dust that lay on the surface of the central courtyard.

The mother grasped hold of the small boy and angrily set about beating him with her hand on his backside.

The cat, which had arched its back and jumped onto a wooden box without a lid when the white hen had run off, still had its back arched, fearful, ready for an approaching enemy, its eyes ablaze, their colour deeply black, deeply gleaming. The cat still stood on the edge of the box.

The child was still weeping; he had screwed up his face and had blown his nose so that a skein of snot hung down from it. “Dirty,” said the mother. The child replied, frowning, still crying: “I’ll kill it.” Said the mother in a resolute tone of voice that did not frighten the child: “I’ll kill you.” The child grasped the sleeve of his shirt and, gathering it up in his small hand, wiped the snot from his nose.

On the rope fastened by two nails to the east and west walls, a shirt that the child had taken off that morning dangled by its two sleeves; traces of dried, mud-coloured snot were visible on it.

The mother looked at his sparkling black eyes (the well is black, hollow, deep and full of secrets and terror) while the boy moved away from the courtyard, again crying. He said: “O Lord, give me peace of you.” Said the mother: “Don’t go over there.”

The cat leapt down from the box to the ground of the central courtyard. Bereft of its misgivings, it felt ashamed of its sensation of danger as it introduced its head into the opening in the wooden box: the two small black cats were awaiting it, also its granddaughter, the grey cat. Resting its supple body, it turned over onto its right side, shook its nipples and presented them to its little ones to suck at.

In front of the house lay a black dog. The child, still crying, picked up a large stone and struck the dog. The dog jumped up and barked. The child stopped crying and looked at the vast expanse in front of the house. The branches of the nearby nabk tree looked like an uneasily suspended mist. So did it appear in the sparse light of day, while the white hen under the trunk seemed very small, coming and going in confusion as it went on looking for somewhere safe to lay, and he would get hold of the egg and boil it and eat it or he might go to the mill and swop the egg for three pieces of sugar-cane.

The youngest of the girls attended to sprinkling the courtyard with water so that the dust would again abate. She was wearing a dress of coarse printed cotton with large red and yellow flowers. The elder girl lit the kerosene lamp and hung it up in an aperture in the east wall.

The darkness thickened where the stars had disappeared from sight behind the black, tightly knit mist, and a savage silence had taken hold. (The frogs, retaining their right to be refractory, then set up a continuous croaking; the dogs too barked intermittently; the female cats proclaimed to their toms their right to procreation.) The houses, the lanes, the date-palms and trees had merged, forming an intensely black mass.

In the riverside room, the mother’s arm remained on the small child’s chest, her palm exactly where his heart lay; alongside them lay the two girls, their breasts rising and falling in regular movement. The lamplight winked with the cool draught of air that penetrated through the solitary blocked-up aperture. On the bed opposite, the old man who was head of the household coughed and spat. From underneath the bed he took a water skin made of a rabbit’s pelt filled with warm water; he drank a couple of mouthfuls, then, wrapping round his body a woolen waistband, he went back to sleep and to snore.

The fire had died down and its smoke was thick on the ceiling, which was supported by the trunks of date-palms. The air that penetrated through the aperture in the wall grew cooler; the aperture was blocked up with the cover of a wall diary. The diary had writing on it and pictures of people in military uniforms, also congratulation to the Egyptian people on their glorious army from the owner of the sweet factories who had sponsored the calendar.

The weather was steadily moving towards the coldness of morning. On top of the minaret of the large mosque there was someone watching the mist that had formed an arc, blanketing the houses and reaching to the cloud-covered horizon. Expanding his chest and blowing out ringlets of white vapour, he prepared to give the call to dawn prayers.

Translated by Denys Johnson-Davies
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The Discontented

The official left the meeting room. In the hall one of the custodians walked toward him and stopped. The official stared at the familiar face before him. The two men embraced, each asking how the other was and blaming one another for first breaking off the ties of kinship.

“Let’s go to your house,” the official said. They quickly departed in his luxury sedan. The official again inquired about his cousin’s news.

“My pay is very low,” he replied. “The children are endlessly in need of things, costs keep rising, and no one gives a damn about us.”

“If only you hadn’t left school,” the official said, a note of censure in his voice.

“It was bad luck,” the custodian answered bitterly. He scowled. A long silence ensued. The official realized his mistake and regretted his sharp words. The custodian, staring straight ahead through the car’s windshield, muttered to himself. “Fortune, my cousin, lifted you to high office and dragged me to the ground, though you were once as wretched as the rest of us.”

They came to the outskirts of town where the government had built housing for poor families. Directed by the custodian, the official stopped his car in front of a small house.

Inside, the official sat cross-legged in silence while the custodian surreptitiously observed him. Despite his fine suit, he seemed at home in the house. He looked down, where through holes in the worn mat, the cement floor appeared. He was perspiring in the heat and sluggish air.

Outside, beyond the open door, lay a large vacant lot full of trash and the remnants of ruined shacks.

Children ran in, one after another. Swarming about him, they seemed to the official to be more numerous than they actually were. The small room spun around him in confusion.

“I wish the house were more suitable to your higher station,” the official heard his cousin say after another long silence. He did not know how to respond for he knew the poorer man was comparing their two lives. The custodian busied himself with pouring tea into inexpensive glasses.

“Some people are doomed to menial work,” he said as he finished.

“All work is honorable and never menial,” the official replied, feeling uncomfortable.

The custodian pulled nervously on his thick mustache with his thumb and index finger, then pursed his lips.

“I’ll find you a better job,” the official said in a conciliatory tone.

He stood up to leave. Outside more children surrounded his car, and scurried away at his approach. As he opened the car door, he saw that they had scratched “Long live Morocco” on it with a sharp tool. Before leaving he gave his address to his cousin and suggested he contact him again.

Urged on by his wife, the custodian finally arranged to visit the official. But when he arrived at the latter’s house, he felt intimidated by its grandeur. A European-style edifice in the middle of a green lawn, it was surrounded by rose beds and slender willow trees. He hesitated, then pressed the doorbell, and for a moment heard nothing in the deep silence but his own breathing. A servant opened the door and showed him into a spacious parlor containing an unimaginable assortment of furniture and objects. Dazzled, he gazed around the room, that first impression settling permanently in his mind. He wondered what sort of wood was on the walls, where the rugs and housewares had come from, and how much it had all cost. Realizing that the roses in the glass vases were the only things with which he was familiar, he sneered inwardly at his own incredible ignorance.

The official greeted him and invited him to take a seat. He had found his cousin a job as a supervisor on a government farm outside Casablanca.

A supervisor? A government farm? Casablanca?

“But I know nothing about farming,” he stammered.

“You have only to oversee operations and distribute wages,” the official said. “You’ll make twice what you’re earning now, plus free housing, water, electricity, and all other living expenses. And you’ll be surrounded by water, greenery, and fresh air. What do you think?”

The custodian did not answer. He tried to imagine himself supervising peasants from Doukkala and Chaouia. He rose to leave, saying he had a train to catch. His cousin said the new job would start on the first of the following month. At that, the custodian’s anxiety grew. He forced a smile and hurried out of the house.

The first of the month came and the custodian drove off as usual on his motorcycle, roaring into the traffic, which soon swallowed him.

That same day, the official received a cable from his cousin. “I cannot accept your offer,” it read, “as it would create difficulties in the children’s education. Thank you anyway.”

The official exploded in anger. “It’s useless trying to help the man! He’ll die as miserable as he lived!” His voice lowered. “And these are the men who blame the government for their wretched lives!”

“Some people are born to follow orders and others to give them,” his assistant said, unaware that the two men were related.

The official wadded the telegram into a tight ball, then with a flick of his thumb tossed it into a wastebasket.

Translated by Barbara Parmenter
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Dreams Seen by a Blind Boy

It’s a Friday and the blind boy is in the company of his mother on the road to the graveyards. In the graveyards are mourning women with grandfathers and fathers and mothers and husbands and sons in the earth.

In the Qur’an, which the blind boy has learnt, there is compassion for all.

His mother sits him down where the women want and he recites: “Say: He, Allah is One, Allah the Everlasting Refuge …” Then he recites: “Say: I take refuge with the Lord of mankind, the King of mankind …”

He receives bread, leavened and unleavened, and his mother doesn’t take him back to the house until her baskets are filled. On other days his mother would take him in the mornings to the Sheikh, where he would recite, with the rest of the boys, verses from the Qur’an; he would hear too about the life of the Prophet and would learn that the Prophet was born a child like every other child and that he was poor and an orphan. When, though, he became a man he had said to his people: “Your gods are of stone, but Allah is the Light of the heavens and the earth,” and he said to the slaves: “Men are equal like the teeth of a comb.” He rode a strong horse, in his hand a sword of fire, and he led them to where he killed ignorance and built for people a shining city.

The Sheikh, though, would strike him with the wide piece of wood when he made a mistake in repeating things about the Prophet’s life. They were not in his mind as the Sheikh would have liked but were down in the depths of his heart, aglow with soft and joyous light. They would glow too during his night of dreams when he would see the Prophet in his white robe riding on his white horse, in his hand the green standard and the gleaming sword. And he, the young blind child, would see, between the horse’s legs, the light and the horse’s shadow on the yellow sand, and he would stretch out his little hand wanting to grasp the standard with the three stars, or the sword that sparkled in the sunlight.

At other times he would see himself wearing a flowing robe, on his head a red tarboosh with a black tassel, standing on the high pulpit, the people wide-eyed in front of him, saying things to them that illuminated their hearts, that shed green light for them on their paths.

Then he is standing in the prayer niche, decorated with designs and Qur’anic verses, with the people behind him, rising to their feet as he rises, bowing in prayer as he bows. He says: “Not of those You are angry against, nor of those that are astray.” And with the voice of a single strong man they reply: “Amen.”

At last he awakes, opens his eyes and finds that they are still looking at everlasting darkness.

Benumbed by the night’s dream, he gets up and performs his ablutions. Feeling with his stick along the ground, he makes his way to the nearby mosque, where he stands behind the Imam and intones with the people: “Amen.” When the sun shines and the people are moving about in the streets, his mother takes him to the Sheikh, where he slips in between the other boys, recites verses from the Qur’an and listens to the life of the Prophet. On Fridays he recites to the dead so that the baskets may be filled with leavened and unleavened bread.

Translated by Denys Johnson-Davies
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FROM Dongola

By January first, three years after Awad Shalali had left, she had received no further letter nor any telegram giving the date of his arrival, and yet she waited for him, as if his arrival were a certainty. The Temperature of her readiness rose. She incensed the house and perfumed the water jug, swept the whole house, and prepared some fowl and sacrificial animals. She dyed herself with henna, put on perfume, and dressed in her most expensive silk, so that she looked like a fabulous bride. She got to the station before everyone else, with a tray of popcorn and dates. A question ran through the village: Who was Halima waiting for? Hushia al-Nur thought this over in her mistrustful mind, and thought, God help us. Everyone had the same thought, and questioned her sanity. Otherwise, what could explain all this fevered activity to meet a man who was still far away? The train had whistled and arrived, let off its passengers, and taken its dreams on to Aswan, and Halima still stood there dazed, until a woman spoke to her.

“The train is gone, Halima.”

“Train?”

“He’ll arrive safe and sound tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?”

“God give you patience.”

“Patience?”

She left the station in despair, utterly shattered, and went to the telegraph office.

“Yazid Effendi, is there any news?”

“Bless you, Cousin.”

“Any telegram from the man?”

“Who’s the man?”

“The effendi, Hushia’s son.”

“What, aren’t I the only man?”

“All you do is joke.”

“You should greet me first, Halima.”

“I swear by the Prophet’s tomb, you are stupid.”

“It is a duty to greet people, by God.”

His hand, offered through the little window, was an open invitation to friendship and innocent affection, but his welcoming smile did not hide predator’s fangs like those of Hamad Tawfiq. He was just a shy teenager. She was not afraid of him, even though he was one of her pursuers, because his amorous efforts never made it farther than the telegraph office. But a question perplexed her: did he do this with all the women who came in here, or was she the only one? Whatever the case, she would never respond to his overtures while she was married to another man. He might be the one she wanted, though, if she became free through a divorce. There was nothing wrong with keeping him ready for the day he was needed. She smiled and gave him her hand. He clasped it between his two hot, trembling palms. She loved his heat, and her body quivered slightly. She felt uncomfortable and withdrew her hand. She left, adjusting her clothing. She almost fell; her heart pounded with joy and fear.

Translated by Peter Theroux
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The Doctor’s Prescription

She asked the pharmacist for some tranquilizers, and he wanted to know whether she had a doctor’s prescription. The question surprised her, since she wasn’t requesting sleeping pills. He understood her request, he replied, but a prescription was also necessary for tranquilizers.

She pleaded with him: the tranquilizers could do no harm, she said, and she had gotten used to them. He responded that it wasn’t a question of what she was used to, there were dangers involved.

“Do you mean suicide?” she interrupted.

“Not exactly,” he replied, “but there are dangers.”

She asked him what types of tranquilizers he had in stock. He said he had only one kind and mentioned its name. It was a tranquilizer with a very limited effect, perhaps not even enough to help calm her hypertension, yet he worried that people might use it to kill themselves.

Do you realize, she asked, that if someone wanted to commit suicide with this tranquilizer, he would have to swallow hundreds of pills? That means dozens of bottles. It would take hours to swallow them, and an enormous amount of water. All that liquid would upset the stomach, and the long time needed to take the pills would provide an opportunity to reconsider the death wish. The person would have to be determined in this matter, since the pills would require even more time to take effect, and while that was happening the person might begin to despair of rushing too quickly to depart this life. One could go out like this any time, but one wouldn’t be able to bring back life. Thinking over the reasons that compelled attempting suicide, one would see that they weren’t as important as thought, and one might consider another chance and seeing if one could cope with the problems.

As this person began to feel drowsy, the instinct for self-preservation would take hold and she would think that she’d made a mistake, that life is more powerful. She’d try to call for help and drag herself to the nearest window or door to shout, so people would hear… One would open her eyes in the hospital, stomach having been pumped, an intravenous feeder attached to an arm, and friends all around. One would repent, and life would seem beautiful after nearly being lost.

So you see, such mild tranquilizers are hardly appropriate for suicide.

“With an intelligent woman like yourself,” the pharmacist says, “who thinks through all these stages, I suppose there’s no concern about …”

“About any of the dangers you’re thinking about,” she answered. He gave her one bottle of pills. She thanked him and left.

At the second pharmacy she needed to repeat the story.

At the third pharmacy she was given a bottle before finishing the story.

At the fourth, a few sentences sufficed, and so on at the fifth, sixth, and all the others.

The newspapers reported that a woman was found dead in her bed. On the table next to her were a number of empty sleeping pill bottles and a note. “I came into this life without anyone consulting me,” the note read, “but life never understood me, so I’ve decided to end it after sufficiently convincing myself that I can no longer endure this lack of understanding between us. This decision to end my life is mine alone.”

As people read the news and looked at the smiling face in the photograph they shook their heads in sorrow. “Poor thing. She killed herself in a moment of despair,” said some. “It seems that the one she loved wasn’t faithful to her,” said others. Psychiatrists contended that she was in full control of her senses when she made the decision to commit suicide. The pharmacists, after recognizing her picture in the papers, told no one of her conversations with them.

“We all tried to help her,” her mother kept repeating between tears.

She did not take her secret with her, and yet no one said, “How much she loved life!”

Translated by Barbara Parmenter
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I Saw the Date-Palms

It had been a long winter and I could make myself wait no longer. I put on my old overcoat, wound my woollen scarf round my head and went outside. After passing through several streets I reached the trees. I looked them over, checking each one closely. When my eyes found nothing on the dry boughs, I reached out to run my hand along the branches, probing them with care. Sometimes my hands would stop and my heartbeat would quicken; then I would discover that what I felt was not what I was looking for but just a knot on a dried-out branch. I was confident, though, that I would find them—the stiff, tiny, globular buds.

The colour deceives you at first. You think it is nothing, but if you look carefully you will find that it is a bud. Its greyness is not really grey, nor is its dry touch really dryness. If you go on watching it, and if you wait, it will enlarge and open, revealing its
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