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THE AGENCY OF ART
AND
THE STUDY OF ARAB MODERNITY

By Kirsten Scheid”

“Sir, do I take what you’re saying to mean that people have
a right to demonstrate?”

“Yes, of course, this shows people are responsible and
aware. An example is the massive demonstration downtown, where
a record number of people are demanding the fall of the
government....”

As the elderly masculine voice intones his list of demands in fusha, my
listening dulls. This is a list oft-quoted in Lebanon since December 20006, and the
rise in gas prices is infinitely more effective in grabbing my attention at the station
where I am filling my car’s tank on Hamra. But then the voice of the young female
student returns with an unusual remark, a challenge to her teacher: “But people are
saying that it’s a bad demonstration, taking as an excuse its [unattractive]
appearance and the garbage everywhere.” Granted I had heard this remark from
numerous friends and colleagues, but it was the last thing I expected to hear on
Itha’at al-Nur radio station, the official voice of Hizbullah, one of the main parties
to the demonstration. At the suggestion that the demonstration lacked credibility
and merit due to its untidiness, the conversation took an even more unexpected
turn:

“Let me explain to you via example. Do you know

Leonardo da Vinci’s famous picture, La Graconda?”

“Yes, but it’s so famous, it’s beyond me to comment on it!”
“Exactly,” the professor pounces, his argument apparently
clinched, “dust cannot detract from its meaning; it is so invaluable.

If people were to focus on the dust and miss the painting, they do

not deserve to comment on its beauty. And if people will focus on

appearances of the demonstration, they are in no position to

comment on its meaning in terms of its civilizational value.”!

(Ithaat al-Nur, March 18, 2007)

In an unpredictable way, the Mona Lisa is about gritty, local, sectarian
politics of downtown Beirut. It tells us how to understand something of what is
going on in the confrontation between government and opposition forces. The
understanding of the absolute, non-negotiable aesthetic and civilizational value that
this painting seems to crystallize displays reality, relevance, and potency when
broadcast on a frequency that many downtown dwellers these days are tuning into,

* Kirsten Scheid is an assistant professor of Anthropology at the American University of
Beirut. Her focus is the anthropology of art, and her doctoral dissertation, at Princeton
University, was Paznters, Picture-Matkers and 1_ebanon: Amibignous Identities in an Unsettled State.
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and when deployed on that channel in response to the ad campaigns promoted by a
set of former downtown frequenters seeking to discredit the “usurpers” of Beirut’s
Martyr’s Square. What this means to me, as a person studying art from a position
in the Arab world, is that the value and meaning of what gets called “western art” in
Lebanon and like areas cannot be understood by confining its meaning-makers to
the West. And yet rarely, if at all, are art histories conducted that look at the
construction of “western” art in the colonial margins. Indeed, histories as I have
encountered them in my field research or heard them at recent conferences tend to
assume that art is a new event in the Arab world.? While these reviewers differ in
the extent to which they regard aesthetic production as a crucial part of ancient or
authentic Arab history, they agree that “art” as defined in Western academies (the
formally stylized, creative expression of a trained, autonomous individual) is at most
a century old in Lebanon and like areas.> Moreover, the art that is discussed and
explored is almost entirely art that seems to reveal a special Arab experience, that
which is patently not of the West. One is much more likely to learn about Mona
Hattoum or Shaker Hassan al-Sa’id than about Mona Trad Dabaghi or Taleb Al-
Doucik. The Mona Lisa, then, would have no role towards the deep comprehension
of life in contemporary Lebanon. That famed painting or art too closely resembling
it, too obviously derivative from it, gets discarded from studies of the production of
art. In this essay I will explore the ramifications of this deliberate lacuna, towards
the goal of suggesting that not only does a miscomprehension of local identity and
agency result but so, too, does a miscomprehension of the non-local. Why should
it be that to make a difference, art must express a pre-extant difference?

Before continuing, I want to make a connection between art histories and
other histories of the Arab world, and from it, a plea for more attention to the
study of activity that has promoted that entity we today display, sell, plunder,
memorialize and otherwise bandy around across the globe as if part of a single
category: art. The problem is similar to that which has been identified as stemming
from a nationalist historiographic paradigm.* Just as the Mandate Grand Liban has
commonly been avoided as “a lacuna, a tragic gap between the fall of the Ottoman
Empire and the achievement of full independence from the French™ so un-
different art is avoided for being a pathetic gap between ancient aesthetic patterns
and modern, individual expression. For a wide variety of Arab nationalist thinkers,
the idea that fine-art painting is imported from non-Arab climes has meant often
that it is to be scorned for its association with colonialism, which is said to have
induced, to quote one, “artistic lethargy and cultural stagnation.”® Treating (or
rather failing to treat) colonial art as unrepresentative of moments in a national
biography is not exclusive to Arabs studies. Nora Taylor notes among non-local
scholars of Vietnamese art history the same hesitancy to approach the colonial
period, the worry that it is less real than the ancient art that preceded it or the
nationalist art that followed it.7 Yet, she carefully distinguishes a local art
historiography that treats the colonial period as the most real moment, the most
flourishing, for how resistance invoked a nationalist form of expression. What is
interesting is that in both historiographies, agency is assumed to lie with the
colonizer, while the colonized simply reacts, to be dominated and passive or
directed and still passive.

The recent interest in art production in former colonies has taken as a
premise that modern art was imported fully-fledged from metropolitan capitals and
applied by cultural entrepreneurs to peripheral settings as part of a process of
modernization.® This style of analysis relies upon the assumption of a stable



quantity, the natives, who at a critical moment absorbed a spreading yet immalleable
external substance, the Europeans. There must be a native who can inflect the
generic Picasso or Cezanne but neither becomes the genuine quantity nor affect the
latter’s social existence. But what exactly was a “native” Lebanese painter in the
1920s or 30s, when Pablo Picasso and Paul Cézanne themselves were local
phenomena? How did these enterprising young souls who found it imperative to
follow their vocation by sailing across the sea define the boundaries of nativity and
the horizons of possible belonging? How did their movement help others define
other boundaries, sometimes isomorphic with the first and sometimes not?
Nationalist visions of art-making have, therefore, prized art that seemed to offer an
authentic or counter-colonial expression of an unpolluted, resilient native self.
Artwork by the colonized that closely resembles metropolitan production has been
systematically discarded as irrelevant to understanding both the local and the global.

Yet if art history has imitated other historical trajectories, it must be noted
that this problem is particularly pertinent in the study of a field that by definition is
assumed to be valuable to the extent that it reveals in the form of expression an
inner self, a cultural essence, unchanging and unaffected by exterior impact.
Contrariwise, metropolitan lifestyles and imperial powers are studied in the colonial
peripheries as ways of finding out how they came into being, what they consist of,
how they work, the argument being that actions on margin reveal truths otherwise
obscured.” Only a few scholars have applied that insight to studying the dominated
through their situations of domination, the copiers and mimic-men who gave birth
to the “original.”10 What I want to suggest is that these acts in a realm defined for
its makers not by place or race but by skill and expression were important acts
society rather than reflections of it. Yet what “society” meant for the actors or
should mean for us who study them retrospectively can only become apparent if we
surrender our historical certainty about the eventual outcome of French cultural
boundaries (place) and self-sameness (race). Only then can we grasp what really
was at stake in the experience of making and viewing painting in peripheral places
like Mandate Lebanon.

To apply my argument concretely, I will explore the handling of art,
colonial power, and agency in two histories that deal with painting that defined the
meeting of Arabs and French. These studies—Alure of Empire by Todd
Porterfield!! and  Orientalist  Aesthetics by Roger Benjamin'>—are valuable
explorations that should be used by any scholar of art at intercultural junctures and
particularly of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. I discuss them here,
however, to contrast their handling of art as social agent and to extrapolate from
that difference lessons for a critical history of art and of the Arab world. Thus, 1
seek to trace a trajectory for studying intercultural encounters through art
production in the Arab world, an area that, despite recent scholarly interest in its
contemporary art production, has been largely neglected as a site for understanding
the role of art in the production of power. The motive for tracing such a trajectory
is to provide a basis from which to respond, in these days of consolidating super-
power and globalizing art scenes, to two intertwined impulses: on the one hand, the
solidification and reification of cultural boundaries that guard the distribution of
resources and access to institutions; and on the other hand, the repeated invocation
of “civilization” as a justification for acts on society, be they associated with
empire-making or resistance-waging.

Vol. 7, Winter 2007 © 2007 The MIT Electronic Journal of Middle East Studies
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CONTRASTING STUDIES OF ARAB ART-MAKING

The fact is very few studies of the Arab world specifically employ the lens
of art to understand social issues. In part, this seems to be a matter of disciplinary
zoning as Lila Abu-Lughod explains, such that the Arab world has not been the site
of a long genealogy of literature begetting new Arab art studies each generation.!?
While the medieval Arab world is recognized as having been full of so-called
“ornamental” art and aesthetic flourishing, the relevance of artistic production in
Arab lands seems to have been eclipsed, according to the standard literature cited
above.'* It is noteworthy that this “eclipse” is held to coincide with the era when
European artists are held to have produced a rupture in their disciplines and
pursued the path of humanism and individualism as men of the Renaissance.’"But
in part, the zone of disinterest is also a matter of disciplinary boundaries that
assume art cannot reveal very much about the workings of social power. Given
that majority of studies dealing with the Arab world in English have been motivated
by a will to understand power, change, hierarchy, and structure, it seems natural that
art should take back-seat to more pressing concerns given the agonistic encounter
between the countries of English-language scholars and countries of their Arab
subjects.!¢ It would be useful to know if art historiography followed a similar
chronology in other regional studies — were Asian, African, or Polynesian arts
embraced for scholatly review once the regions seemed tamed? Certainly this is the
case with indigenous North America and Australia. The purpose of this essay,
however, is to suggest what might come of the recent percolation of interest in art
production in Arab regions. A subsequent concern would be to grapple with the
term “art” itself, to consider what is gained and what lost in its applications beyond
the very narrow circles in which it originated.!”

Does society shape art, or does art shape society? The answer certainly
need not be exclusively one or the other, and yet the studies we have on which to
base an answer are wholly unidirectional. While sociologists of art have keenly
identified the social networks and power relations that make art the production of
so much more than a “gifted” individual, they have failed to explain what precisely
can be deemed the agency of art in social interactions. As a first step to tracing a
new trajectory for studies of art and the Arab world, this essay will review two
historical studies of French imperialist art to highlight their provocatively divergent
conclusions about the agency of art in social interactions that have resulted in
power disparity. Based on this discussion of agency, the essay will move to examine
possible new realms of study in art and the Arab world, with an eye to expanding
the relevance of this sub-field to social and historical studies generally, and applying
its lessons to Arab modernity studies particularly.

It will be clearest to state concisely the difference I detect from the start
and move from there through the examples that explain its relevance. The
difference between Porterfield and Benjamin’s handling of art production is a
methodological one and it involves the direction of the history that is being related.
For Porterfield, the history of French modern art is a story that begins in 1798 and
comprises the persistence of certain strategies despite their varying political fortunes
and uses. For Benjamin, on the other hand, it is a story that looks back from the
triumph of modernism and finds unexpected antecedents for it as a strategy and
subject matter. In other words, the divergence in the authors’ theories of art-
making relates to the opposing stances they take to view history. Ultimately this
plays out in a divergent understanding of artistic agency in society: whereas



10

Benjamin holds to the standard line that many, but not all, French artists were
complicit with their government’s imperial and colonial aims, Porterfield shows
how these artists were in many ways the zzpetus for those aims. In the first reading,
art is ever a secondary effect, a symptom of empire that provides the “cultural
context” for acts of art-making; in the second reading, art and empire are more
intricately tied — a bond that may better explain the imperial French interest in art
and the idea it indexed, “civilization.” In other words, the “Orient” as encountered
and engaged through brushes, canvases, and systems of paintings, was an important
resource for motivating and explaining imperial society as a coalescence of disparate
motives and conflicting stances. The result is that in Porterfield’s study, far more
than in Benjamin’s, visual culture is shown to have more agency as a resource for
social interaction and subsequently for academic inquiry into that social action.
Having outlined the differences, it is useful to explore the reasons for and effects of
this different handling of visual culture.

Porterfield’s The Allure of Empire is not directly about “the Middle East”
but about French interactions with that region over the course of half a century —
the half of the nineteenth century that was crucial to establishing the basis for an
empire that replaced France’s North American possessions. What Porterfield
examines is the process by which justifications for this new empire were formulated
and circulated among the policy-making elite, which included both governmental
officers and the newspaper-reading public. Porterfield’s thesis is that art played a
crucial role in the development of French empire, enabling the various opposing
regimes that governed France to unite the public around colonizing policies even as
they were divided over policies of internal rule. Porterfield refutes the common
notion that French investment in the aesthetic productions of the cultures it
conquered was mere exoticism. Linking Napoleon’s defeat by the British army in
1798 and the establishment of French control from Senegal to Vietnam at the end
of the following century was Art en majuscule.

Painting, in particular, was more than government spin, or what Porterfield
calls “an officially sponsored and widely broadcast rationale”!s: painting was the
very method by which civilizational status became a social index, demarcating both
in its topics and in its style the hierarchy between cultures and justifying the
superiority of France over others.  Porterfield identifies three strategies
continuously used by art-makers (patrons, publics, and artists): 1) setting the French
in the role of the historic heir; 2) contrasting the French and their colonized on the
basis of moral difference; 3) describing the hierarchy of cultures with an
authenticating attention to detail and location. Whether in paintings of battle
cycles, decorations of the metropolis, or formulations of new museums, these
strategies informed a kind of art-making, that as a national identity project, became
a means to promote domination over the colonies and enlist support of those
among the colonized who also sought to change their societies, while at the same
time Art rendered the colonies a point of convergence for the different sectors of
French society that were responding in contradictory ways to the legacies of the
Revolution.. What is important to note in Porterfield’s account of French social
dynamics is that these strategies, given the specific historical conditions, were
especially effective because of their special medium. Art, that was understood as a
medium for one set of viewers to be visual, creative, expressive, formulaic,
descriptive, and objective, rendered the colonies a point of convergence for an
over-arching notion of French national unity and a common denominator for
French identity. As Porterfield argues, “Each post-Revolutionary government
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contributed to and called on this new national culture to justify imperialism in the
proche Orient, as each sought to avoid the political and social fissures bequeathed by
the Revolution. FEach developed a national project, identity, and culture that
fabricated and diffused rationales for imperialism in the Near East.”1?

One of Porterfield’s clearest examples of the agency of art is in the case of
that magnificent early example of public installation art: the Luxor Obelisk and the
ceremonials of bringing it to Paris. Porterfield shows how the public ceremony of
erecting the obelisk in 1833 on the former site of the guillotine became a mass
expiatory exercise in participatory science, one devoted not to killing failed French
citizens but to establishing French civilizational superiority over the most glorious
of ancient empires. With this testimony to French conquering, scientifically and
militarily, of ancient and contemporary Egypt, the site of so much internal strife
and political division was literally cleansed and rebaptized as the Place de la
Concorde. The result, Porterfield reminds readers who think they are examining an
“art historical” event, is that the subsequent Algerian campaign came to be
conceived nationally as both a project upon which the opposing factions of the
French body politic could converge and, also, the proper route for the new “fathers
of Egyptian civilization,” as Adolphe Thiers hailed them and as numerous
contributors to the French press chorused.?

A second example of imperial art-making carries forward Porterfield’s
interest in the work of art: this was a series of paintings that rendered visible and
tangible the “allure of a new imperial culture.”” Despite Napoleon’s dismal
military performance in the Egyptian campaign (1798-1801), the paintings produced
in Prance depicting that campaign are among the most splendid, and most
influential, representations of a Huropean civilizational superiority over non-
European adversaries. These paintings were perhaps the visual analogue of the
tamed Description d’Egypte, but their graphic character made them influential among
a different range of audiences. By detailing the artists’ procedures and methods for
creating authoritative battle scenes, Porterfield shows that these visual strategies
were singularly available in painting in a way that made the war events—themselves
a military failure for the French forces—the basis for the elaboration of a French
political destiny to triumph in foreign lands, a destiny that was at once anti-
revolutionary, Christian, and scientific. Porterfield provides plenty of evidence of
how the pictures were perceived by their contemporary critics who gladly, it seems,
took them as the proof of the wisdom and justice of French imperial ventures
despite other, less palpable evidence to the contrary.

Though succeeding French governments would eventually come to differ
over revolutionary goals and the extent of external engagement, paintings of the
Hgyptian campaign, Porterfield demonstrates, “coined a currency that was then
converted and reused by succeeding and ostensibly opposing regimes, making the
Empire’s artistic deposit an enduring imperial legacy.”?? So much so that even the
Bourbon Monarchy, which took its charge to annul the feats and policies of the
Revolution, sponsored the establishment of a Musée d’Egypte. The story of the
institutionalization of Egyptology as a national science and public symbol of French
national genius provides Porterfield’s third case-study, and this is where Porterfield
most strongly makes his case for art as a realm of ideological work with physical
and material implications. Nineteenth-century Artists, patrons, critics, and salon-
goers converged on Egypt as a “reactionary source for French society,”? as
Porterfield shows by analyzing in detail not only the decoration and exhibition
program of the museum but, also, the multiple political uses to which the tropes it
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spawned were put. For example, the racial identity of Egypt versus France was
worked out in a series of paintings and prints that came to assert tangibly the
whiteness of Pharaonic Egypt against the blackness of its hordes. Porterfield
concludes, “The Musée d’Egypte did not so much reflect a secure empire as it
cultivated imperial desire.”?*

If the previous examples have mostly been military or institutional art, the
case of Hugene Delacroix’s artistic triumph, Women of Algiers applies Porterfield’s
analysis of the flourishing of Orientalist art beyond the confines of a governmental
elite of patrons and critics, even in arenas apparently less deferential to
governmental agendas. Delacroix’s painting has been taken by art historians as the
originator of the ethnographic Orientalist school, marked by faithful rendering of
first-hand observations.  Quashing this productive legend, Porterfield traces
Delacroix’s seminal work to previously unacknowledged textual precedents, thus
showing, in Saidian terms, how dependent it was on prior intellectual structuring of
interaction with an East. As Porterfield shows, if Delacroix’s work was not
unmediated by antecedent representations of the Orient, it was also not, true to
local visual experience, and deliberately so, in as much as it flagrantly relied on the
violation of local visibility codes. Thus, the symbol of Oriental despotism, the
harem, in Delacroix’s painting was physically penetrated and liberated in an oily
medium that not only offered the vicarious experience of liberation to
contemporary French viewers but also justified to them the military “liberation” of
contemporary Algerians. As Porterfield says, “Part of the success of Women of
Algiers and its progeny is that it ewked both desire for the harem women and
repulsion at the Orient’s inferior social and political systems.”?> What this
discussion offers to people interested in studying social dynamics is an
understanding of how a medium that is historically cultivated through carefully
streamlined codes of representation can at once offer difference, or intelligibility in
unfamiliar cultural settings, as well as a firm, apparently nonnegotiable sense of how
to respond to that “found” difference. In this way the medium of art becomes an
immediate social force.

Orientalist Aesthetics by Roger Benjamin can be read as a sequel to The Allure
of Empire, although it was not intended as such. Indeed, though Benjamin does not
take up Porterfield’s work, many of his findings support Porterfield’s argument that
Orientalism, or engagement with a painted Orient, provided a unifying resource for
a French society riven with worries about the practices and meanings of being an
imperial power or a revolutionary collectivity. For example, one generally ignored
aspect of Claude Monet’s Impressionism is the degree to which the painter himself
declared its debt to the time he served as a soldier in Algeria. Thus, Orientalism,
specifically defined as the belligerent appropriation of the foreign and exotic, could
reinscribe the jarring, threatening style of Impressionism in the realm of the
patriotic. Benjamin, however, interprets his evidence, much of it mobilized for the
first time in the study of early modernist French painting, as proof instead of the
disengagement of “high art” from French politics. In order to give his work due
credit, this essay will detail the argument and findings of Benjamin’s wide-ranging
and lavishly illustrated work before proceeding to a comparison of the two works
and their implications for the study of visual culture.

Seeking to explain “Orientalist art in the time of its historical
emergence,”?, Benjamin intertwines two narrative strings. The first string ties
together art world debates about the production of painting based on French outre-
mer possessions as seen through the careers of individual painters. The second links
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a set of institutions that enabled and responded to that painting -- from the
established press, to the Society of French Orientalist Painters with its annual fund-
raising dinners and exhibitions, to the Villa Abd-el-Tif and Jardin d’Hssai?’ that
provided secure places for visiting painters in Algiers, to colonial administrative
funds for “reviving traditional crafts” and travelling scholarships, to museums such
as the National Museum of Fine Arts of Algiers that promoted a “European vision”
far from the metropole.?8

It is important to note that Benjamin's effort to situate Orientalism
culturally represents a retraction of his earlier thesis about the centrality of
colonialism as a set of practices and ideologies to the oeuvre of the artist Henti
Matisse.?? Previously the art historian had argued that high French modernism was
inarguably indebted to invidious politics that it had hidden, thus promoting both
the inevitability of colonialism's politics and the triumph of contemporaty taste. In
his more extensive study, however, Benjamin now asserts that though inescapably
inflected by politics, modernist art was never more than a surface for reflecting
debates raging in society; it could not shape society because it could not create
institutions.  This retraction represents an affirmation of Benjamin’s way of
conceiving of art as the outcome of already structured ways of thinking and doing
rather than as a formative medium in itself. In the absence of findings indicating
that Matisse or other artists were part of a racist conspiracy to control and degrade
the Orient in civilizational terms, Benjamin assumes their art must not have been a
factor in the eventual control and degradation that occurred. Art, in this newer
reading, is stripped of social agency.

Benjamin’s treatment of art as the product of finalized mental and social
processes is unfortunate because it undermines the evidence that he assembles for
seeing art as a formative medium of social power. Benjamin details a multifaceted
debate among French art critics over the value of Oriental subject matter in French
painting, or that entity which when viewed makes “each Frenchman feel he is
becoming more French,” to borrow Benjamin’s quote from nineteenth-century
critic Antoine Castagnary®. A recurring motive Benjamin diagnoses, from Duranty
to Marx, is the fear for French authenticity, the fear that merely addressing a foreign
topic could pollute the French spirit and vigour. For example, a common refrain
among painters travelling south was that the Orient “inverted painting.”3! Benjamin
takes up the case of Renoir’s Impressionism to examine what “problems” Algerian
views posed for painters trained continentally: the cramped urban architecture, the
stretched landscape, the brightened palette, the prohibited models, and so on.
Detailing at length Renoir’s schemes to circumvent these obstacles, Benjamin
outlines the structures that made Orientalist painting possible and characteristic,
such as physically controlled and selected space, currency and clothing bazaars,
needy models and privileged posers, perspectival grids and most fundamentally, the
commitment to a field of prestige based elsewhere, beyond the space allotted to the
Orient. If painting could, potentially, make French viewers feel they were not
becoming French or were even becoming less French, and if such painting was to
be feared and condemned, then we being to see how style could take on national
urgency. Indeed, we begin to see how one may take art about the Arab world
seriously to produce understanding of social dynamics instead of dismissing it as
seriously flawed (rejected with the pejorative label, “Orientalist”) or trivial (rejected
with the belittling label, “just art”).

Contra Benjamin, one could tease from his study of Renoir’s negotiations
with “tricky” Arab men or his costuming of pied-noir children in native clothing to
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understand the experience of these circumventions as the reinstatement of a style
that could be asserted or defended as “European” or “traditionally French.” It is in
light of such data, that revive the experience on the margins of an “Orient,” that we
may discern how style, one of the strategies discussed by Porterfield, is relevant on
the scale of national structure formation, for to some observers, discussions of it
were held to solidify the notion of @ single French identity. While Benjamin himself
does not do this, his research sketches out possible trajectories for the expanded
relevance of art research to studies of Arab modernity. Building on Benjamin’s
reinterpretation of Impressionism, a style of art conventionally seen as apolitical, in
terms of the power that made it practicable one can explore how the style was a
medium by which certain power was crystallized, naturalized, and made socially
relevant.

Benjamin indicates, although he himself does not conclude, that the
pictures produced through the negotiations he details are essentially the
reinstatement of a fragile, faltering cultural identity. To perceive that identity as
fragile and in need of great, ambivalent labor, is to provide a new lens for
understanding the alternative identities that conjured up its outer limits, Arab,
Oriental, Muslim, Colonized, Independent, and so on. Similarly, such effort may
provide a more productive means for coming to grips with the seemingly
contradictory identities that were involved in promoting art and civilization
throughout the time-zone ambitiously named modernity. In other words, one may
see in this art work the “staging of modernity” that Mitchell describes as “the
orchestrating of image and imagination, the managing of the place of meaning in
the social world and the experience of personhood, and the manipulating of
populations and ecologies by their reduction to technical schemes and disciplinary
programs.”?2. Studies of art media may add much to this burgeoning literature on
the modernity as a non-centralized process of exchange.® Benjamin inventories the
relationship between metropole and periphery in the development of modernity as
a cultural and imperial asset: the administrative and mercantile investment in the
Society for Oriental Painters; the government burses for artists who could represent
France to study in Algiers at the Villa Abd-el-Tif; and the controversial
government-sponsored program to “revive” and rationalize Algerian craftwork in
the interest of invigorating French industry and commerce. Despite Benjamin’s
insistence that art cannot create institutions, his research into such programs amply
illustrates the agency of art in empire and citizen formation, and in particular, sheds
light on the structural nature of that agency.

And this points us to another trajectory. Given that so much was at stake
for artists who proved their ability to embody that vague element called Frenchness,
it is unnecessary to accept Benjamin’s own end-point for his research which is
simply to categorize painters who dealt with Algerian views into different styles:
“ethnographic,” like Géréme, or “impressionist,” like Renoir. Both stylistic types
equally, as he shows, found it necessary to refer to the colony to advance their
careers as not just Irench artists but French-rendering ones. From this
convergence, Benjamin concludes that the medium of painting became for French
viewers “visual evidence of the strangeness and difference of a distant land that
could nevertheless be a home to the French and their proudest cultural
achievements.”  Rather than seeing the “strange” land absorbed into given
“Frenchness,” could we not see that French identity coming into practical
realization (being?) through a developing medium? It would be just one step
further to suggest that the “unnatural” means to which painters like Renoir resorted
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in Algeria to carry out painting as they understood it should prompt a
reconsideration of the naturalness and experiential reliability of Europe’s own
amenability to being pictured. In other words, if the Orient /nverfed painting, as the
saying went, then studying that inversion could aid in the subversion of the
definition of the European-ness of painting.

In summary, with Benjamin and Porterfield we have two approaches to the
role of art in intercultural junctures, and specifically European imperialism. As
stated earlier, the difference between the two approaches is essentially a one of
direction: Whereas art-as-reflection leaves us with a rich discussion of the cultural
expression of Irench colonialism — and little sense of what actually fuelled
colonialism other than it’s not being art — art-as-agent offers a demonstration of
how Orientalist cultural production preceded, instead of followed, the material
condition of actual imperial control. “Expression” is a tricky term, as it requires the
postulation of an originating force that eventually finds exterior form, and yet, it
precludes accounting for how that originating force is itself formed. The result in
cultural analyses tends to be an essentializing solipsism. What 1 want to suggest
here, is that grappling with this issue in art may provide a model for dealing with it
in other realms of cultural study. However, to carve the way for such research, one
must be prepared to surrender Benjamin’s methodological assumption that there is
a boundary between the periphery and the metropole that is fixed, like the one on
the map that precedes his introduction and that of so many texts about the region
and about art alike.

MODERNITY AND AN ARAB EAST

As Timothy Mitchell argues, by building on a priori maps, researchers limit
themselves from considering how dealing in Orientalist art was part of a process of
fixing the map, or rather, fixing it at some social levels and not others>> Thus it is
symptomatic that Benjamin notes only in passing that non-Parisian scenes were just
as likely to be served up at the Orientalist salons as were scenes from the Arab Fast,
“almost as if any southern country that was not France was by definition exotic and
could be posed as the Other.”3 Consequently, Benjamin describes “Orientalist
Aesthetics” as an unsteadily developed cultural system for demarcating access to
resources, but researchers could go further actually to analyze it as such in praxis.
Were those painters whose fascination with Algerian landscapes revealed to Marxist
critic Castagnary a deficiency of patriotism and faith “in the beauty of France and
its people,”” the people whose activity could be seen to pervert the very
connection between French birth, French natural environment, and French
commitment? What of the evo/ués (native-born painters) who seemed able to adopt
that relationship at will>? And how important was it to the notion of French
universality or Algeria as Muslin France that painters came to paint not like the
Germans or Italians but “like the French,” as one French administrator avowed at
an exhibition which inaugurated Free France in Beirut (see below)?

By taking for granted the geography of colonial interaction, scholars such
as Benjamin and Porterfield will inevitably lose a sense of the urgency that faced
artists, buyers, and viewers dealing with art in the context of colonial relationships
and who were not always certain how to maintain a center. Questions such as
those posed in the previous paragraph were loudly debated in the specialized and
popular French press, and they provide ample hints to the fact that the very
practice of an artistic tradition was part of the nation-making processes. Nations
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imply capitals, just as disciplines imply codifications and chronologies imply
essences moving stably through time. Each of these ways of describing social
phenomena relies on a stable notion of a center, or cultural core — that which is
often constructed retrospectively. 1f one is willing to rethink a given centrality by
repositioning it in a posited periphery, as Benjamin says he does by placing Matisse,
for example, in the midst of colony-bound artists’ caravans, then one should be
willing to suspend confidence about the relationship between the two. Benjamin’s
reluctance to do so may well be an unintended consequence of his complete
dependence on French sources and his inability to benefit from Arab sources
(written or oral). It is a weakness shared with Porterfield’s scholarship, but one that
points to yet another trajectory by which scholars of the Arab world may read
outside their field to benefit from such rich inspiration and contribute to the
decentering of traditional art historical and power analyses. Decentering discourses
such as modernity, civilization, and art is not merely a matter of offering a new
perspective; it is exigent precisely because of the degree to which such notions rest
for their credibility upon an original essence, a central truth.

If, taking cue from Porterfield and Benjamin scholars of Arab modernity
relinquish their certainty about the outcome of French cultural superiority and
security, we may grasp finally what really was at stake in the experience of making
and viewing painting. From this perspective “copies,” or paintings with advertised
antecedents, will no longer appear redundant or unoriginal. Realizing that at each
moment society is being created through unbounded (though structured)
interactions, we may attend with a little less distaste to the innumerable Arabic-
language tracts in Algerian, or Syrian, newspapers which asserted to 1920s-40s
readers that renditions of the local landscape in perspectival easel-painting format
proved that there was no inherent Arab civilizational inferiority, especially if the
artists executing such scenes were “sons of the country.”? It is relevant to note that
the common phrase for the positionality that validated agency in society was
genealogical and not territorial. Likewise, we can distance our analysis from
Benjamin’s belief that modernist art styles developed in conjunction with the
conviction that “easel-painting could be used to claim the colonies as a vehicle for
the arts,” seeing this belief as the view from a Paris-dominated perspective, and a
view based on the assumption that art-making is a symptom of prior agendas.
Reading the Arabic journals of the period, one may appreciate that from another
perspective perhaps, that of people promoting easel-painting in other locales,
modernism was formulated and realized as a “global” project by people acting on
the conviction that art-making was a realm for establishing a political and cultural
agenda that assumed parity with the would-be colonizers. Their agency, then, helped
give colonial discourses their aspect of assumed centrality.

Towards this goal of exploring the construction of centering discourses in
Arab modernity, it is particularly helpful to consider Benjamin’s biography and
analysis of Azouaou Mammeri and Mohammed Racim, two indigenous artists who
made easel-painting their profession after having learned it in French schools.
Benjamin is able to track their careers from their earliest training to official and
popular reception using both administrators’ accounts and those of popular French
magazines.  Although many such painters through the colonies attained great
popularity among both colonial officials and local audiences, they have been steadily
ignored by both nationalist and metropolitan scholars. Neither completely defined
as indigenous nor metropolitan, such painters posed a challenge to the boundary
between those categories which has led to their being swept under the academic
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rug. It is important to note that in analyzing Mammeri’s and Racim’s art, Benjamin
takes short-cuts that lead him to contradictory conclusions. For example, he posits
a sort of Arab cultural uniformity when he reads Mammeri’s landscapes as
“participatory” celebrations in contrast to FEuropean-rendered “predatory”
appropriations.*”  And yet, because of this very notion of cultural uniformity,
Benjamin never really wonders why men like Mammeri and Racim 4ad to paint (we
are left to assume it is due to some alignment of tastes), why colonial administrators
felt the need to encourage them with an extensive support apparatus, and why they
were taken to exemplify rather than undermine boundaries dividing centers from
their margins.

Likewise, Benjamin finds that stylistically “Western” renditions of Arab
nationalist leaders express the “double-bind” of colonialism for the colonized
(referring to Benedict Anderson’s study of liberation movements), but he does not
see that certain painters may have been re-drawing maps of identity through such
apparently paradoxical activity.  Consequently, when confronted with the
phenomenon of “North African, Saudi, and other non-Furopean[s]”# buying
Orientalist canvases, Benjamin simply discards Said’s insights into the force of
culture at political junctures and declares them nullified.#? If Arabs themselves, he
asks, can buy and like this art, does that not mean that Said was wrong about the
meaning the art conveyed for cultural evaluations? Here Benjamin lapses into
ethnic essentializing to explain the paradoxical activity of members of one ethnic
group vis a vis the representation of other members of that group. Benajmin’s
astonishment at Arabs’ “self-Orientalizing” presumes the existence of a stable,
uniform, and unchanging group self. Geography has so determined his analysis that
he understands art audiences to be acting out their identities rather than creating
them in relation to an array of resources.

Building on original data such as gleaned by Benjamin, scholars of Arab
modernity could ask many more productive questions that are bound to lead out of
the essentialist morass. Exactly who was participating in landscapes like those of
Mammeri? Through what processes does Mammeri come to stand for Arabs, or
other identities? Could not some people who identified themselves as Arabs have
felt that Mammeri was imposing his interests on their relationship to their social
space? For example, one of Mammeri's paintings discussed by Benjamin shows
young boys at a Koranic school gathered around their teacher and leader in prayer.
But had Enlightenment conceptions of space and subjecthood simply revealed their
naturalness to Mammeri’s subjects and non-European viewers so that even pious
men and boys would agree with Mammeri's decision to "participate” in modernist
philosophies by appearing in physical form on an imported canvas? What internal
boundaries were being drawn as Mammeri claimed this imported format for his
social intervention?

Similarly, one may learn much from the very process by which these artists
came to such prominence in French-compiled archives. In Algeria, Benjamin
quotes the response to Mammeri’s work made by Léonce Bénédite, the great
Orientalist art organizer: “This is the first time that a Muslim artist offers us an
exhibition of painting and of painting fully conceived with our Western vision and
methods”.# Meanwhile from archives relating to the French Mandate in Lebanon,
we learn that Gabriele Bounoure, the advisor for public education to the general
delegation of Free France introduced the 1941 colonial exhibition in Beirut with the
following: “A Frenchman can say this, undoubtedly, without being accused of
chauvinism... Noz only is French painting the honor and glory of Europe, but also it is fair to
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adpance that one could not paint but in Paris or according to Paris™*. To appreciate fully the
implications of these assertions, we must not fail to keep in focus the debate
recorded by Benjamin over the very notion of a consolidated entity such as “Irench
painting,” let alone “Western vision.” Focusing on the debates in which easel-
painting intervened, however, requires allowing theoretically and methodologically
for the possibility that art is not simply reflective of social action but central to it.
Locally made paintings, which established the universal feasibility of continental
formulae, compel reconsideration of “local expression” and translocal reality. If
Mandate subjects participated in the universalizing of a “French modernity,” then
how did that modernity become French, and how did it shape Arab self-
conceptions? If paintings are the subject of strategic moves to demonstrate global
affinities and national merit, then whose self do they express?

Scholars of modernity have long noted the centrality of the visual to social
action.* Mostly, however, studies of a visually experienced modernity have
confined themselves to European societies. Studies of modernism in the Arab
world face a complex situation. This is because many of the very strategies and
claims used to colonize the region such as the strategy of asserting its cultural
inferiority or intractability, were the same ones taken up passionately by the people
suppressed by modernist movements, and taken up in ways that deliberately
emphasized the similarity of motive rather than some deep cultural difference. We
can study this either as a confluence of aesthetics (“some Arabs just like French
art”) or as a convergence on activity posited to have cultural and political agency
(people of different social positionings have found certain techniques useful and
have contributed to their promotion). Embracing the latter, agential view is to
suggest that Bénédite and Bounoure were not so centered in French society via art-
making as they were invested in the formation of marginal modernities and far-
flung, multiply motivated selves when they looked to people they categorized
“Arabs” painting in a style they had learned to call and think “I'rench.” To perceive
the effort involved in this interpretation by these P'rench administrators, it is
important to recall that the very Frenchness of the art being viewed was itself a
product of art-making and negotiations formed, as Porterfield revealed, through art.
Therefore, we must be very cautious about naturalizing the outcome of the style’s
Frenchness and, similar, allow for it to belong to and be the product of other
makers, too. The pint is that Frenchness was formed for Bénédite and Bounoure
outside its alleged boundaries and in social interaction that cannot be retrospectively
termed simply “French” in origins.

Indeed, seeing art as formative of social actions, rather than reflective of
them, may release scholars of universalizing projects such as modernity, civilization,
and empire from the analytical boundaries of essentialism. If Orientalist art-making
became a sort of national identity project for Imperial France, it would be useful to
know how people practiced the project based on their different social backgrounds,
at some remove from the originally intended audiences. Though Porterfield, for
example, astutely notes the ambivalences at the very heart of the project, and
embedded in the art works themselves, he concentrates on the convergences, only
to whet the reader’s appetite for learning more about the ways unexpected
audiences interacted with the images. Likewise, it would be worthwhile to know
how diverse sectors of the society that could be called “Arab” or “Syrian” in
relation to the portrayed Oriental world of Matisse or Renoir, responded to the
portrayals. Again, while we have histories of other “European” imports and their
reception (a word I find limiting of analysis from the outset), we do not have it in
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art. This lack, specifically because of the creative and expressive meaning assigned
to art (and other indices of civilization), assigns in advance a derivative position
prior to having fully analyzed the construction of art as a universal category.

For example, Porterfield’s discussion of twentieth-century artists who have
responded from a colonized position to French Orientalist art could stimulate more
studies of the strategies for engaging an imported concept of modernism that were
to some extent attempts to claim space for intervening in and redirecting the
importer's own society. An example of such intervention is the 1958 staged public
unveiling of Algerian women, under the slogan, “wive [algerie frangaise,” which
Porterfield interprets as an ideological and visual descendant of Delacroix’s painting
Les Femmes d’Algiers.  His analysis indicates why, decades after decolonization,
debates about de-veiling “Oriental women” could be so potent even among
supporters of veiling. This returns us to the radio dialogue that initiated this essay.
The very invocation of an art so universal that anyone should recognize its aesthetic
(and spiritual) value and indexicality of civilizational merit (let alone the right to
sovereignty and the rest of the long list the usfag recited) demonstrates that that art-
centering discourse is still very much alive and kicking, in the sense of having
material impact among peoples not known as creators of the La Giaconda but
certainly known as heirs to it through alumm al-hanuna, or France as the protective
mother, a common phrase by which Lebanon’s experience of colonialism is
referenced. This is not to suggest that “North African artists were influenced by
French artists — and vice-versa”™0 as one reviewer blithely summarized Benjamin’s
narrative, for that would disregard the differing valences of “modern European art”
and “indigenous decorative arts” — so clear in their mere titles. Rather, to tune out
the discursive life of “fine art” on Itha’at al-Nur would be to cast from view the
dispersed and debated process by which fine art has become and is maintained as a
civilizational index and an instrument of modernity. Whether or not young female
students aligned with the opposition will be granted the right to comment on
globally famed paintings or locally framed politics, the ability of globalized art to
demonstrate and secure one’s right to comment at all has been, again, secured in
such exchanges. How, by talking about L Giaconda, art, aesthetics taste, and
civilization broadly, do people perpetuate their marginality from access to power?

If, as Porterfield has shown, Empire was not merely reflected in fine art but
was actually instigated, justified, and consolidated by it, then the art as agent thesis
may prompt deeper consideration of the role of forms of “expressive culture” in
the formulation and perpetuations of historical movements that have put people in
antagonistic contact. The bind in which the colonized find themselves vis a vis
modernism, of which they are partners in production but not partners in benefit or
ownership, is a legacy that has not left the region. Recent studies have taken up this
situation in relation to political movements, workers’ mobilizations, residential
patterns, and administrative institutions.*” Given the plethora of visual imagery that
has accompanied colonization, decolonization, and post-independence movements,
the fact that only one of these has dealt directly and primarily with visual arts is
astonishing. (Irbouh’s book deserves its own discussion, but its basic argument
that—French art education in the colonies supported the colonial agenda—means
that again art is held to be shaped by social forces and not vice-versa). Studies of
visual culture have much to offer the topic of modernism and the Arab world
precisely because they tap a field that historically did not adhere to the map-making
that came to divide Oriental and European identities in an apparently natural way.*
The motive and relevance of such studies would not be to appease a perverse will
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to find agency where it has been denied but to prompt more careful consideration
of all the factors that seems to have necessitated interactions that cannot be
circumscribed by the maps and chronologies of the present. Much as Chakrabarty
has found of the investment rational historical consciousness makes in the notion
of anachronism, there is a binary opposition invoked implicitly by current art
studies between art-less and art-full cultures, and it is this premise which threatens
to obscure attention to the “plurality of the now.”# Although the idea of a
civilizational unity is appealing as a call to social intervention, scholarly and political
danger lies in naturalizing Bounoure’s assertion that twenty nations have been
unified into one with a convergence on a painting style. Perhaps the least of these
dangers is that scholars overlook the processes by which plurality inhabits the
unifying notion of civilization (for Chakrabarty it is “time”), and, moreover,
civilization as a powerful notion lives through that very plurality. A greater danger,
however, is when human lives are crushed or dehumanized by the appeal to a
discourse that tries to standardize, evaluate, and determine access to resources. In
this sense, Itha'at al-Nur’s invocation of Mona Lisa is important to note and
confront with a sceptical interest in the production of the potency of social
concepts such as fine art and civilization. Regarding the confrontation of
government and opposition forces in downtown Beirut, we can see that both are
invoking a legacy of mission civilizatrice in order to justify their politics, and that in
relation to that legacy there will necessarily be a group of people defined excluded
from deserving access to valuable national resources.

Lastly, it is important that historical studies and explorations of the
formation of modernism plunge into history via art sources, lest the growing
interest in contemporary Arab art replicate unwittingly the very discourse that
condemned Arabs to colonial status on grounds that civilization would have to be
brought across a cultural boundary to them. Indeed, it should be noted that at the
forefront of those promoting the idea that art is new in the Arab world and comes
to it from inherently foreign sources are many Arab artists themselves. For them,
this statement is strategic, but for scholars and ordinary people, it can be tragic, as is
shown by the systematic plundering of Iraq since the imposition of sanctions in
1991. Art studies and descriptions of peoples as art full or art free do have political
ramifications. While Benjamin and Porterfield were limited to French sources, their
own attention to the polyvocality of those sources prompts dealing with Arabic,
Turkish, Berber and other sources as archives of social processes rather than
reflections of ethnic essences. Along the same trajectory, focusing on art, and
perhaps other areas of material media involving combinations of traditional and
imaginative thought-processes, as agent of the process of social formation, not an
expression of pre-formed social entities, will advance studies of social processes in
the region.
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“CULTURE KNOWLEDGE”
AND THE VIOLENCE OF IMPERIALISM

REVISITING THE ARAB MIND

%K
Frances S. Hasso

“I always knew the Americans would bring electricity back
to Baghdad. I just never thought they’d be shooting it up my ass.” —
Iraqi translator, Baghdad, November 2003!

This essay considers the Orientalist culture assumptions? about “Arabs,”
Muslims,” and “Islam” underlying United States imperial domination practices in
the carly 21st century. Such consideration is particularly important in light of the
revealed U.S.-sponsored abuse and torture of Iraqis at Abu Ghraib Prison and the
explanations and discourses that circulated in response. These culture assumptions
operate as a racializing project® that occurs at least partly through putative
knowledge of gender and sexuality norms. The brutal practices visually represented
in photographic and video images, like other practices unrepresented visually but
documented in the personal testimonies and reports of Muslim and Arab men
prisoners, are constitutive rather than marginal aspects of the U.S. “war on terror.”

Since September 11, 2001, U.S.-sponsored torture has been widely
documented in Iraq, at the U.S. Naval Base prison in Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, in
Afghanistan, and in federal custody on U.S. territory. In April 2004, approximately a
year after the U.S. invaded Iraq, print media, television, and Internet sources
disclosed and began widely reporting on digital photographs that depicted Iraqi
men prisoners in the Abu Ghraib facility being tortured by U.S. military and
intelligence personnel and subcontracted mercenaries.* These and additional images
released later, as well as human rights reports and prisoner affidavits discussing
prisoner abuse, torture and murder, have indicated the extent to which “culture”
assumptions structured which techniques would be deemed effective for the
purposes of domination and control. Methods of subjugation depicted and
described included undressing prisoners and keeping them naked for long periods
of time, photographed separately and in groups; forcing naked prisoners to lay atop
cach other in human piles; forcing prisoners to masturbate; raping prisoners and
forcing them to rape each other or to simulate rape scenes; simulating homosexual
and heterosexual encounters in which prisoners are bound, gagged, wearing hoods
over their heads, attached to metal bars, and/or leashed; creating scenes in which
imprisoned Arab or Muslim men have women military personnel undress in front
of them or smear them with menstrual blood; and forcing men prisoners to wear
women’s panties on their heads or around the midsection of their bodies.> Wendy
Kozol and Rebecca DeCola have noted how the Abu Ghraib photographs highlight
the ironic speciousness of claims that the U.S. invasion and occupation of Iraq was

* Frances S. Hasso is an associate professor of gender & women’s studies and sociology at
Oberlin College. She is author of Resistance, Repression and Gender Politics in Occupied
Palestine and Jordan (2005).
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liberating and civilizing for Iraqis, “precisely because there is no visible sign of Iraqi
political agency.”°

The torture and violence depicted and the second level of subordination
indicated by seemingly casual digital photographing by U.S. military personnel and
mercenaries, clearly intended to demean, debase, and control, reportedly for the
purposes of recruiting collaborators and informants, are premised on and produced
through the prism of Arab and Muslim cultural difference from “us,” or the West,
particularly with regard to gender and sexuality norms. Such cultural constructions
assume the West to be dynamic, modern, and providing potential spaces of
resistance, transformation, and freedom for its subjects. In contrast, the East is
produced as frozen-in-time and always already oppressive, with subjects who are
over-determined by free-standing constructs (e.g. religion, patriarchy, modesty, clan,
honor, and so on). The markers of “east” and “west,” however, are deceptive
because the cultural assumptions of Orientalist racializing frameworks are
geographically unfixed: the “traits” are assumed to be psychologically ingrained,
producing the plural and emancipated subjectivities of those deemed modern, and a
generalized “mind” for those constructed as backward and subordinated, wherever
they are located. Consistent with existing racial notions, especially in the United
States, Arab and Muslim cultural practices and subjectivities are assumed first to be
known, and further to be static and untouched by hybridizing processes, a range of
debates and contestations, or factors such as colonialism, imperialism, ideology,
socio-economic location, and national differences. As a result of such assumptions,
diverse groups of people are misunderstood as an undifferentiated “them.”

The dominant culture knowledge informing the subordination techniques
of U.S. and U.S.-sponsored prison personnel and their superiors, it appears, was
that forced nakedness, homo- and heterosexualized degradation and threats, and
associations with things and subject positions deemed womanly violated modesty,
heterosexual, and masculinity norms (where degradation equals the feminine in
misogynist terms), and thus would be peculiarly effective in demeaning the Arab
and Muslim men prisoners and breaking their will to resist collaboration. Such
(projected?) assumptions are particulatly ironic given the long history of Western
discursive constructions of “the Orient” in travel and other literature as a ground
for “erotic fantasies of aberrant and illicit sexuality,” as Hema Chari and others
have pointed out. Chari insists that these sexual fantasies were often about
subordinating colonized men o colonizing men, while at the same time scripting
colonized men as “aberrant other[s| to fulfill Western psychosocial needs” to both
avow and disavow “sexual desire between men.”” This does not negate Jasbir
Puar=s point that the sexual acts simulated in many of the scenes of Iraqi prisoners
were not “specifically and only gay sex acts.” Also important is Puat’s point that
“race and how it plays out in these scenatrios is effaced via the fixation on
sexuality....”8 Indeed, my point is that the techniques used in the racial-political
subordination of prisoners in the boundless U.S. war on terror and of Iraqis under
U.S. occupation continue to be informed at least partly by specious culture
knowledge about Arab or Muslim gender and sexuality norms. This “knowledge,”
moreover, is hegemonic in the U.S. It appears, further, that in the cases under
discussion, the “culture knowledge” produced by weak social science is privileged
over that found in western travelogues, novels, memoirs, and other writings that
have provided so much grist for post-colonial and cultural studies.
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THE POLITICS OF CULTURE IN THE ARAB MIND

The purported logic behind the torture methods used against Arab and
Muslim men at Abu Ghraib and elsewhere, and many of the narratives that
circulated in response, rearticulated particularistic assumptions about Arab Muslim
“mentalities” and attitudes toward nudity, sexuality, and gender relations as most
famously explored and argued in Raphael Patai=s The Arab Mind? The Arab Mind
focused on what Patai variously called Arab “psychology,” “mentality,” or “mind,”
explaining to Western readers (assumed to be white, Judeo-Christian, and educated)
the cultural habits and ways of being Arab. This agenda is underpinned by a
narrative structure that rationalizes and legitimates Western domination over the
Hastern other by making a case for the civilizational and cultural superiority of the
former. Arab politics as compared to Western politics, and Arab resistance to
“Westernization” B with Zionism and Israel constructed as representative of
Western modernity -- are recurring and insistent themes in the book.

Patai’s study, according to a consultant to the U.S. government for the
2003 Iraq war referenced in an exposé article by journalist Seymour Hersh, became
“the bible of the neocons on Arab behavior,” who concluded that “Arabs only
understand force” and their “biggest weakness...is shame and humiliation.” The
idea was that “some prisoners would do anything B including spying on their
associates B to avoid dissemination of the shameful photos to family and friends,”
and thus would agree to collaborate with the occupation forces upon release.’ In
his April 30, 2004, New Yorker article, Hersh referenced New York University
professor of Middle Eastern Studies Bernard Haykel as stating that while “such
dehumanization is unacceptable in any culture, ..it is especially so in the Arab
world. Homosexual acts are against Islamic law and it is humiliating for men to be
naked in front of other men.”'! Such culture assumptions and the techniques of
subordination informed by them have been notably unsuccessful as indicated by the
strength of the anti-U.S. insurgency; and the anonymous U.S. consultant
acknowledged this failure in the Hersh article published in The New Yorker on May
15,2004.12

Patai’s preface in the first edition of his book operates as a pre-emptive
self-defense that situates the author as a credible academic with no intent to harm.
Patai informs readers that his claims about Arabs and Muslims emerge from his
intensive training in Middle Eastern, Islamic, and biblical studies; informal
relationships with living Arabs; knowledge of Arab and Islamic history and theorists
(who are deployed throughout the book as anticipating his own arguments about a
modal personality); training and experience in the languages of the region, especially
Arabic; and “life-long attachment” to people and things “Araby.” Readers learn that
Patai grew up in Budapest, completed doctoral studies in Hungary and Germany
before attending graduate school at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem in the
“spring” of 1933 (carning the first Ph.D. awarded by the university in 1936, and
Patai=s second doctorate), where he studied “Palestinology, which comprised the
history, historical geography, and topography of the country; and Arabic.”!3 Patai=s
claims to being attached to Arabs and his educational credentials often provide the
basis for defense of The Arab Mind.

In summer 2004, the Middle East Quarterly '* republished the foreword to
the 2002 reprint of The Arab Mind. The foreword was written by Norvell B. De
Atkine, who described himself as a retired colonel in the U.S. Army who served in
Lebanon, Jordan, Egypt, and Vietnam (where he was a combatant), holds a
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graduate degree in Arab studies from the American University in Beirut, and
“teaches at the John F. Kennedy Special Warfare School at Fort Bragg, North
Carolina.”’> While we cannot know from available information how military
personnel absorbed and applied this training, Atkine writes that The Arab Mind
“forms the basis of my cultural instruction [of military officers|, complemented by
my own experiences of some twenty-five years living in, studying, or teaching about
the Middle East.” He adds that he has “briefed hundreds of military teams being
deployed to the Middle East,” who upon returning “invariably comment on the
paramount usefulness of the cultural instruction in their assignments.”!¢ While it is
difficult to argue or provide evidence that such instruction was #of useful to these
military personnel, my point is that the assumptions and putative knowledge about
local culture that such personnel bring with them interactionally comstitutes culture
rather than simply reflecting or respecting its indigenous forms.

Atkine echoes Patai=s stated empathy with and liking for Arabs and
Muslims, and describes The Arab Mind as scholatly, with “neither animus nor rancor
nor condescension.”'” However, since all scholarship is informed by the
foundational assumptions, methodologies, and epistemological understandings and
subjectivities of authors, it is difficult to argue that the book is neutral or apolitical.
The driving arguments in The Arab Mind are clearly informed by Patai=s personal
history and ideology as a European Jewish Zionist who was the son of an activist
Zionist father.!'s My analysis of The Arab Mind_reiterates some of Edward Said=s
criticisms of the claims and arguments about Arab and Muslim character made by
U.S.-based academics such as Sania Hamady, Bernard Lewis, Patai (in eatlier
works), and others in the 1960s and 1970s, whose research represented what he
termed the “latest phase” of Orientalist scholarship.’” A quick search of the
Internet indicates that these works and their authors B dated, over-generalized, and
problematic as they are B continue to be recommended by conservative websites,
bloggers, and websites sponsored by the U.S. state as providing incisive and
accurate explanations of the region and its peoples. In a Google search, for
example, I encountered an unclassified U.S. Central Intelligence Agency document
that positively reviewed The Arab Mind in the context of the overall intelligence
utility of “national character research.”?

The most famous and respected practitioner of this type of research was
anthropologist Ruth Fulton Benedict, whose book The Chrysanthenmmum and the Sword:
Patterns of Japanese Culture grew from research produced at the request of the U.S.
Office of War Information.?! It is not surprising that these personality-type
frameworks have been revived and rearticulated at the dawn of the 21st century,
given the extent to which “culture” differences are used to explain the motivations
of perceived or real enemies of the “west.” The “war on terror” triggered by the
September 11, 2001 attacks in the U.S., and the U.S. invasion and occupation of
Iraq (whose excuses have shifted over time but appears to be primarily motivated
by a desire to control the region’s natural resources), have had few sovereignty,
citizenship, or legal limits. Thus these wars are in special need of an overarching
legitimating framework that describes the targets of the war as culturally and
civilizationally inferior to those using military power to push the mantle of
civilization and democracy.

In defense (published in the “Letters” section of The Nation, September 19,
2005) of their late father and his book, Daphne Patai and Jennifer Patai Schneider
are right to insist that Raphael Patai cannot be blamed for the possible use of The
Arab Mind in the training of military personnel deployed in hostile Muslim-majority
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or Arab fields, or the torture of Iraqi prisoners by U.S. military forces. Patai and
Schneider=s defense is nevertheless disingenuous in its argument that Raphael
Patai=s subjectivity is irrelevant to evaluation of The Arab Mind, as indicated by
their rhetorical question: “Or might it be that Patai=s work is suspect because he is
a Jew, a Huropean?”? It is widely acknowledged and recognized that Seymour
Hersh, the U.S. author of the stories that most famously exposed torture behind
prison walls in Iraq and U.S. government complicity at the highest levels, is a
journalist and muckraker of Jewish background. More problematic is the
daughters= stated assumption, shared by Norvell B. De Atkine, that criticism of The
Arab Mind is the same as criticism of “having some understanding of a foreign
culture.”? The sisters write, for example, that “We would certainly hope that
neocons, the left, the military, the press and others actually turn to scholarship in
attempting to formulate their views of cultures other than their own.”?* Atkine uses
a similar strategy when he argues that critics of The Arab Mind should instead be
encouraging education and understanding of other cultures on those cultures=
terms.?> The argument for the importance of cultural education is a red herring,
however, in that critics of The Arab Mind are likely to agree that cultural knowledge
about other societies and peoples is important, as is knowledge of history and
language, and being open to new information and ways of behaving in unfamiliar
contexts. Such an argument elides the degree to which the cultural representations
in The Arab Mind are accurate or complete, and how such representations inform
politics, policy, and military strategy.

Although The Arab Mind has been widely-read by a certain intelligentsia, it
cannot be treated as explaining torture by U.S. forces (in Abu Ghraib or elsewhere),
especially given the ubiquitousness of torture and other extrajudicial violence in
U.S. wars and foreign interventions. Rather, the book is one source that has helped
to articulate and legitimate longstanding hegemonic European and Western idioms
for understanding and controlling the other, especially the Arab and Muslim other,
in the service of colonial or imperial projects. While there is little debate that
Saddam Hussein was a dictator, it is widely recognized in the region that U.S.
foreign, military, and economic policies have historically worked against democratic
movements in the post-Ottoman and post-colonial Middle East and North Africa,
and the U.S. state has a robust history of supporting policies and individuals that
facilitate the interests of U.S. capitalism. Indeed, as Naomi Klein recently reminded
readers, people who responded to the Abu Ghraib images of U.S. state-sponsored
torture as if it had “never before” occurred suffer from historical amnesia, since
torture by U.S. military and intelligence forces has been quite common-place.
According to declassified School of the Americas training manuals, U.S. torture
methods have included: “early morning capture to maximize shock, immediate
hooding and blindfolding, forced nudity, sensory deprivation, sensory overload,
sleep and food manipulation, humiliation, extreme temperatures, isolation, stress
positions B and worse.”? These strategies of subjugation were used but denied
during U.S.-led and sponsored wars in Vietnam and Latin America. Torture in the
Bush II administrations, in contrast, is publicly embraced and defended by the state
at the highest levels.?”

PERSONALITY AND CULTURE IN THE ARAB MIND
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Because of space and scope considerations, 1 only analyze patts of The Arab
Mind. Most claims about Arab personality and culture in the book are overdrawn.
Moreover, expositions of “the Arab” occur in negative contrast with an explicitly
superior Western mode and way of being, rather than being discussed according to
historical foundations, contextual operations, debates, alternative practices,
hybridities, plurality, and transformations. This is true despite Patai’s occasional
folklorist admonitions to the “we” readership not to judge the other by our
standards. Not surprisingly given its popularity, The Arab Mind is compelling in
some of its arguments, not least of which because it makes some research-based
truth claims that reasonable people can agree with, and people with knowledge of
Arab societies and people can recognize. Patai argues, for example, that there is a
“national [Arab Muslim| character” produced from shared culturally-bound child-
rearing and socialization processes. What social constructionist, clinical
psychologist, teacher, or feminist can disagree that the dominant childrearing and
socialization techniques of a group impact self and subject formation? The problem
with Patai’s formulations is that they are frequently ahistorical, acontextual, and
over-generalizing. Arab childrearing and socialization systems, for example, are
understood by Patai to be rigid rather than flexible and variable, and all-determining
in impact rather than producing different individual trajectories. In his words, there
is a “hold [of] traditional values...over the..Arab mind.”? Within such an
understanding, members of Arab societies cannot be individuals, but are similar to
drones in a Borg-like collective that suppresses creativity, critical thinking, and
individuality.?? The contemporary reader of The Arab Mind can be forgiven for
concluding that there is a primordial Arab-Muslim child-rearing system that by
definition is impervious to change, history, education, migration, ethnic difference,
class, legal context, ideology, television, radio, music, and the Internet.

The Arab character, according to Patai, is “the sum total of the motives,
traits, beliefs, and values shared by the plurality in a national population,” or the
“modal personality.”30 These Arab traits include family cohesion and hierarchical
loyalties, honor in death rather than humiliation, self-respect, and dislike of
subordination to authority.>! Men, he argued, over-rely on verbal utterances without
the ability to follow through because of access on verbalized demand to the
mother=s breast until age three? Child-rearing also impacts achievement
orientations, which in turn explains differentials in national development rates.?
Male virility and manliness are valued by Arabs, as is sexual privacy, although to a
lesser extent than virility.3* Arab “self-esteem” or “self-respect” depends on the
sexual honor of women, courage-bravery, and hospitality-generosity, all of which
Patai defines as “syndromes.”?> The term “syndrome” implies a disease, disorder, or
abnormality. In this case, it appears to be a permanent condition caused by an all-
determining and inferior culture that is inculcated especially through child-rearing,
Arabs, he argued, “are prisoners of their cultural values” and all their actions are
designed to save face.’

Patai discussed the Arabic language as stylistically exaggerated and
elaborate, full of “florid expressions,” giving the language a “delicious quality” in
terms of style. Patai compared this style with non-Arabic, “primarily English,
standards” of expression, which he described as tending toward the “brief,” “dry,”
and invariably “repetitive” in how, for example, people greet each other in the
morning.?” Arabic language style predictably translates into negative political
implications, however, so that “exaggeration and overemphasis intrude even into
Arab political statements and discussion.” This is illustrated for Patai by the
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reported statements of Syrian, Iraqgi, and Saudi Arabian leaders to Palestinian
nationalist Musa Alami on the eve of the “1948 Israeli War of Independence” that
the Arab militaries could easily defeat the Jewish Zionists: “The common
denominator in all these verbal assurances was that they were greatly exaggerated
statements as to what the Arabs intended or hoped to do, as to what they believed
they were capable of doing once they began to fight the Jews; in reality, these
statements were not followed by serious or sustained efforts to translate them into
action.”? Because this claim is premised on an axiom about Arab culture as it
inheres in the structure and nature of Arabic, Patai and those of similar persuasion
have difficulty seecing resemblance between Arab and non-Arab leaders who
exaggerate, lie, withhold information, or manipulate reality and information for the
purpose of reinforcing their own position vis-a-vis their publics or opponents.

Given the circulation of Orientalist discourse about Arab attitudes toward
gender and sexuality in response to the Abu Ghraib prison scandal, it is important
to discuss Patai’s contradictory claims about “the realm of sex,” as he titled chapter
VIIL of The Arab Mind. Patai writes that Arabs consider sex to be “taboo” and
“sinful,” and indeed are “severely” sexually repressed. In the same chapter,
however, he discusses Arabs as “matter of fact,” even open, about sex. Sexual
openness is demonstrated in popular Arab and Persian erotica, whose
“explicitness...is not equaled in the comparable European erotica,” an attitude
learned by children who freely listen to adults, especially in gender-segregated
venues, discuss and banter about sexual issues.?” After stating that traditional Arab
sexual attitudes have changed as they increasingly follow “Western ways,” Patai
follows with a Freudian-inspired grand theory of the “sexual repression-frustration-
aggression syndrome of the Arab personality.”#* He makes many other sweeping
and ahistorical claims about gender and sexuality, such as

Insofar as women are considered inferior to men -- this is a

pre-Islamic concept confirmed by the Koran (4:34) B and insofar as

the main value of a woman from the point of view of the group is

her capacity as potential or actual mother of male group members, if

she commits a transgression which makes her unfit for this supreme

task of womanhood, she seals her own fate: she must die.*!

Variability based on place, time, and individuality are irrelevant in the
service of these generalized culture claims. Moreover, lived realities are treated as
parallel to norms. Even when Patai references empirically-based studies, they often
do not substantiate his expansive statements, as occurs, for example, in his
discussion of Arab versus Western male sexualities in the 1950s.42

Regional cultural precepts in the contemporary period delineate that sexual
relations should be limited to marriage. At the same time, restrictions on sex outside
of marriage by the monotheistic religions have always actively competed with a
range of illicit sexual activities by men and women of all backgrounds. Indeed, a
range of sexual practices and attitudes are demonstrated at various points by Patai
as well. He randomly notes, for example, “Even before the onset of Westernization,
the relative freedom enjoyed by young men and gitls even among the most noble
Bedouin tribes often led to love affairs between them, and many a girl became
pregnant, frequently with tragic consequences.”® It remains true that in most
Muslim-majority countries, Muslim men are allowed to marry up to four women at
a time (a small proportion does so) and sex outside of marriage by women is treated
more seriously than men’s violations. At the same time, using Patai’s framework,
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only “Westernization” can explain individual challenges to male dominance, a
particularly ironic claim since such dominance remains part of most Western
institutions by custom if not by law. Such framings easily allow Occidentalist
reversals (in which the East is superior) by cultural fundamentalists, so that
indigenous challenges to male hegemony or hetero-normativity are discursively and
strategically constructed as inauthentic mimicry of the West.

With respect to virginity and honor, Patai states that: “Both virginity and
‘Grd [honor invested in women’s sexual propriety in patriarchal terms| are
intrinsically parts of the female person; they cannot be augmented, they can only be
lost, and their loss is irreparable.”* While the connections Patai makes between
hegemonic concepts of honor and unmarried girls’ and women’s virginity and
sexual propriety are accurate in most parts of the Arab world, hymen repair
surgeries in Lebanon, Morocco, Egypt and Turkey, for example, indicate that girls
and women are willing to violate and indeed redefine the meaning of these
precepts. It is also important to recognize the existence of girls and women who
marry without being virgins and without undertaking hymen surgeries (or are
unmarried and sexually active). Similarly, many men and women are redefining the
terms and nature of marital contracts, and the nature of the licit in sexual terms.
While empirical research always remains to be done, existing evidence indicates that
changes are ongoing with respect to sexuality and gender relations, and there have
always been differences among variously situated Arabs and Muslims, challenging
many of Patai’s unequivocal statements.

With respect to homosexuality, Patai is again contradictory in his claims
regarding an Arab mind, although he familiarly recoups the idea of Western
superiority. Moreover, Patai assumes the homosexual subject, Western or Arab, to
be male. He writes:

[TThe attitude to homosexuality is more liberal among the

Arabs than it was in the West until the ‘gay liberation” movement of

the last few years. The taboo on homosexuality is not so strong as it

was in America in the 1950s..., and ‘the active homosexual role in

particular is thought of by the Arab students as compatible with

virile masculinity.” In this respect, the Arab attitude coincides with

that of the Turks, among whom performance of the active

homosexual act is considered as an assertion of one’s aggressive

masculine superiority, while the acceptance of the role of the passive
homosexual is considered extremely degrading and shameful
because it casts the man or youth into a submissive, feminine role.*>

Patai states that while “in most parts of the Arab world, homosexual
activity or any indication of homosexual leanings, as with all other expressions of
sexuality, is never given any publicity,” such practices “seems to be common” and
“popular opinion...takes no stand against them.”# Despite this apparent sexual
polymorphousness, Patai concludes that Arab sexuality is marked by “polarities,”
and “in comparison to the West [which has a more “athletic” attitude], the realm of
sex constitutes more of a problem for Arabs and hence elicits more concern and
more preoccupation.”#?

Patai’s sex and gender analyses are weak partly because his arguments often
rest on hegemonic religious and moralistic precepts, rather than how variously
located people respond and behave, and how these responses and behaviors differ
across time and place. As a result, rather than revising his argument or weakening it,
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Patai’s random deployment of research, personal experience, various and sundry
statements by “locals,” and language knowledge (he frequently makes leaps from an
Arabic word root, or masdar, to the meaning and implications of conjugations),
either provide evidence for his argument or are “exceptions to the rule.”’*

The Arab Mind provides few tools for understanding the emergence of non-
heteronormative sexual movements, communities, and identities; generational rifts
(with young people who are more socially conservative or more socially liberal than
their parents); ideological disagreements; class and urban-rural differences, and so
on. Moreover, ongoing cultural and moral debates in the U.S. about abortion, gay
marriage, the heterosexual family, divorce, homosexuality, and birth control seem to
compel different comparisons between “Arab” and “Western” ways. These issues
were not resolved in the U.S. at the time Patai was writing, and remain contentious
today. Specifically, rather than Patai’s easy juxtaposition of a collective Arab mind
against an individualist Western self, notions of liberal individualism are historically
contested in the U.S., and continue to be so, especially for women, people of color,
the poor, working-class people, sex-gender minorities, immigrants, non-citizens,
and intersections thereof. Neither the differences nor the similarities between
Western and Arab or Muslim provide a basis for easy judgments of either as
culturally or socially superior to the other.

GENDER, SEXUALITY AND CULTURE KNOWLEDGE IN THE IRAQ
WAR

While there had not been widely circulated visual evidence of torture and
sexual assault of Iraqi girls and women by 2004, there were reports of their torture,
murder, and rape by U.S. forces directly and by Iraqi forces under U.S. supervision,
including in the February 2004 International Committee of the Red Cross report on
detainees and prisoners in Iraq.* An Associated Press story by Scheherezade
Faramarzi about women prisoners held by U.S. forces in Iraq captures how framing
gender and sexuality as “traditional” Iraqi or Muslim cultural problems distracts
from deeper feminist analyses and critiques of imperial operations. In the AP story,
Faramarzi describes Iraq as “a conservative Islamic tribal society where women are
closely guarded” and writes that nine women Iraqi prisoners between the ages of 20
and 30 were, according to “human rights activists,” being used by U.S. occupation
forces as bargaining chips Ato pressure wanted male relatives to turn themselves
in.” The issue of the Iraqi women prisoners had reemerged because a U.S. woman
journalist, Jill Carroll, had been taken hostage by insurgents and was being
threatened with death unless the Iraqi women were released. Faramarzi writes that
“the practice of detaining women in security raids has become an inflaimmatory
subject in this conservative society, where men sometimes kill female relatives who
have been raped because of ‘shame’ brought to the family.” While the author does
not mention that holding hostage family members of wanted individuals are gross
violations of human rights, she does include a statement from an Iraqi woman
activist working on behalf of women detainees that only “some” men surrender in
response to the arrest of their “wives, daughters and mothers,” % indicating the
limits of U.S. assumptions.

Cultural “tradition” discourses situate Iraqi responses to the imprisonment
of women as uniquely Arab-Muslim and thus a mark of Iraqi backwardness, which
in turn discursively legitimates foreign occupation. Similatly, the Arab “tribal”
culture framework as explanatory discourages a comparative analysis that may find
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nationalist patriarchies to be working similarly when one compares Iraqi responses
to the U.S. detention, rape and/or torture of Iraqgi gitls and women, with U.S.
representations of and responses to the injury, supposed capture and rape by Iragis,
and highly touted U.S. military “rescue” of Private Jessica Lynch from an Iraqi
hospital between March 23 and April 1, 20035 More generally, primordial and
essentialist understandings of gender and sexuality in Arab or Muslim cultures do
little to clarify the social operations of gender and sexual frameworks in various
contexts. Such culture shortcuts miss the possibility that new misogynist iterations
of honor, East/West binaties, and pattiarchies are being developed, and leave
unanalyzed the purposes these iterations serve for the institutions, groups, or
individuals encouraging them. The few press stories that have discussed how
victims and families are responding to assaults, detention, and torture of Iraqi gitls
and women indicate a range of realities, including raped women who have
committed suicide following prison release; released girls and women who have
disappeared with their families; family members who have killed women and girls
who had been sexually assaulted; family members who have refused to do violence
on former female prisoners with support from local religious leaders; family
members and released prisoners who speak publicly about their ordeals; family
members and released prisoners who want to remain anonymous; and one woman,
Huda Alazawi, who reported that she was divorced by her husband following her
release.”? Since 2005, a number of additional rape and rape and murder cases of
Iraqi women and girls by U.S. and Iraqi forces have been revealed. In February
2007, moreover, two Iragi married women did the unusual when they reported on
Arabic satellite stations separate incidents of being gang-raped in their homes by
Iraqi policing personnel.

PFollowing the revelations of torture at Abu Ghraib prison, the most
widespread discourse, especially in Western media sources, explained its significance
and outrageousness within the framework of humiliated, homophobic, and
conservative Arabs or Muslims. For example, Julio Godoy quoted a French woman
academic as saying that U.S. torturers (like their French predecessors in Algeria)
used knowledge of Muslims to design effective torture methods, such as
“humiliating” them through nudism in front of women and using dogs to
intimidate and hurt them.? In an article published in the Dublin-based Swnday
Business Post, Tina Marie O’Neill opined that “reaction in the Arab world to images
of US troops abusing Iraqis in Abu Ghraib prison has been one of predictable rage.
Homosexuality and public nudity are at odds with conservative Islamic culture.”>*
The author does not consider anger to be a rather predictable response from any
group watching abuse by unaccountable power, in this case an invading and
occupying power that used the legitimating language of liberation. The outrage of
torture is trumped by the putative “cultural” outrage produced by images of
nakedness and simulation of pornographic acts.

While many Western and U.S. feminists and queer activists have been
critical of the Iraq war and the torture of Iraqi prisoners, some have at the same
time reproduced the problematic culture discourses discussed in this essay. While
feminist Zillah FEisenstein called the events torture, because of unidimensional
understandings of gendered subjectivities, sexual torture by U.S. white women
soldiers could only be understood as women behaving like men, rather than
recognizing the imbricated gender, racial, sexual, and class subjectivities of men and
women.>> A U.S. on-line queer magazine pundit recognized the way in which
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sexualized abuse portrayed in the released images was treated as exceptionally
outrageous, so that the
thousands of Iraqis [and Afghanis] killed by U.S. bombs,
long-range guns, and by ‘accident’ when their homes are raided or
their cars stopped at checkpoints have bothered few consciences.
But snapshots depicting homosexual humiliation provoked abject
public apologies from the President Bush and Defense Secretary
Donald Rumsfeld....5¢

In the service of a queer agenda in the U.S., this anti-war writer confounds
consensual sex with rape, and the humiliation of prisoners with the games sexual
partners play. Sex is highlighted and violence elided when the author further argues
that it is public nudity, homosexuality, and the presence of women that makes these
events “so outrageous to Muslims.” Such a representation reproduces a
contemporary Orientalist fantasy of backward, repressed, patriarchal Arab or
Muslim societies. In this fantasy, moreover, “out” queers, undressed bodies, and
public sexual expression and displays of affection are assumed to represent the
height of modernity and advancement.

Rather than focusing on its sexualized aspects, or extracting the sexualized
torture from context and history, Arab and other Third World journalists and
editorialists were the most likely to treat the Abu Ghraib torture as part of a larger
violent, subordinating, imperial U.S.-led project in the region that included the
dropping of “500-pound bombs” and killing, non-sexualized torture, and other
violence by coalition forces throughout Iraq.5” These events were seen as part and
parcel of the destruction of Iraqi social and physical infrastructure, as well as
individuals and their communities, who were not “treated with the respect human
beings deserve.”® In Azmi Bishara=s words, the real “perversion” was a foreign
occupation which by definition requires “physical subjugation,” repeatedly
reminding readers to “Ask the Palestinians!”® News reports, editorials, and activists
from the Arab world commonly used the exposés of U.S. torture in Abu Ghraib to
discuss their own repressive militaries and governments; execution in a variety of
countries whose regimes are supported by the U.S. government; U.S.-sponsored or
perpetrated torture and killings in prison facilities in Guantanamo and Afghanistan;
and kidnappings and disappearances of suspects.®0 Many also used the Abu Ghraib
revelations to demand an end to torture by regional states, as well as accountability
for previous torture.S! Discussion of torture by regional states (including rape of
political opponents) in the independent Arab press pre-existed the Abu Ghraib
revelations as well.02

In an illustration of the unbounded nature of Orientalism and its
Occidentalist reversals, some Muslims or Arabs responded to the Abu Ghraib
torture revelations by articulating a “we” that was oppositionally and essentially
different from a Christian or Western “them.” Some of these native commentators
and journalists communicated outrage against humiliation and reproduced
convenient Hast versus West caricatures of culture and homophobia. For example,
an Iraqi (or Iraqi American) male graduate student in Middle Eastern studies at the
University of California, Berkeley, whose editorial was published in the Los Angeles
Times, criticized former U.S. Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld’s specious
distinction between “abuse” and “torture,” but reinforced a sense of collectively
injured Arab masculinities:
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But for a proud nation shocked by photos depicting the
sexual abuse of its men, [the distinction]| represents callousness and
insensitive rationalization in the face of a moral quagmire.... [T]he
photos of U.S. soldiers abusing and humiliating naked Iraqis are a
direct blow to the essence of their pride.... It is also a cruel reality
that all the approximately 10,000 detainees have been stigmatized by
the shame at Abu Ghraib, 7o matter what those detainees claim...
Americans and their allies must understand that Iraq is not a
pragmatic society when it comes to religion, culture and sexual
mores. (emphasis added)?

To conclude, this discourse relies on reified and reductive definitions of
“culture” without recognition of complex social dynamics, change, differences,
historical context, and internal social debates and differences. In this case, while a
number of men prisoners from Abu Ghraib testified to their torture while masked
or did not use their names,%* quite a few pointed themselves out in the torture
pictures, have testified, and are bringing charges against various agents of the
occupation authorities.®> In addition, a number of Iragi men detained at the Abu
Ghraib prison provided sworn and signed statements to U.S. military investigators
in January 2004, before the photographs were widely revealed, which are translated
into English. In these statements, which are published by the Washington Post and
available on-line, the men are explicit and extensive in describing the torture and
violence, including of the sexualized varieties, that they directly suffered and
watched others suffer at the hands of U.S.-sponsored military and intelligence
personnel, as well as their ongoing fears and nightmares, indicating that they are
interested in holding their torturers accountable.® Their insistence on justice also
demonstrates the limitations of the hegemonic culture knowledge that is the focus
of this essay.
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WRITING: - A “TOOL FOR CHANGE”
‘ABD AL-RAHMAN MUNIF

ANINTRODUCTION

Sonja Mejcher-Atassi”

‘Abd al-Rahman Munif (1933-2004) not only described the second half of
the 20 century as “the era of the novel” in Arabic literature,! he himself was one of
the most renowned Arab novelists of the time. He published his first novel a~-Ashjar
wal-ightiyal Marzng (Trees and the Assassination of Marzuq) in Beirut in 1973. It
opened a new world to him. Different from his previous political activism and far
from political power, it — in his own words — presented a new and compelling
means to contribute to the creation of “a more humane, free and just society.”?
Writing turned into a "tool for change," as Munif explains.> Munif’s novels reclaim
a past that has been subjugated to Western versions of history or neglected
altogether. As Munif says in an essay with the telling title “al-Riwaya al-‘arabiyya:
Tarikh man la tarikh lahum” (The Arabic Novel: The History of Those Who do not
Have a History), the novel records history in a different yet truer way than do
history books, because it focuses not on the big events that make history, so to say,
but on everyday life.*

But Munif was not only an outstanding novelist. He was also a
distinguished intellectual and the author of several studies on political, socio-
economic and cultural issues. All his writings were grounded in lived experience.

Born in Amman in 1933 to a mother from Iraq and a father from Najd in
today’s Saudi Arabia, Munif left for Baghdad to pursue his University studies in the
carly 1950s. It was a time of heightened political as well as cultural activity. A
student of law but also a political activist (Munif was an early member of the Ba’th
party which he left again in 1963, when the party seized power in Syria), Munif
participated in the demonstrations against the Baghdad Pact and together with
other likeminded students was expelled from Iraq. He continued his studies in
Egypt where he graduated in 1958 from Cairo University. He subsequently went on
to Belgrade, former Yugoslavia, where he obtained a Ph.D. in petroleum
economics. In 1961, he returned to Beirut, then settling in Damascus to work as an
expert in the Ministry of Petroleum. The Arab defeat in the June War of 1967
marked Munif significantly. The hazima [defeat] not only opened his eyes to the
crisis facing the Arab Middle East; it played an important role in his taking up
writing. The rise of the Arabic novel as a major form of expression in the second
half of the twentieth century, writes Munif, has to be seen against the background
of the Arab defeats since the nakba of 1948, notably the hagima> In 1973, he again
left for Beirut, this time to work in journalism. He edited the cultural journal a/
Balagh. 1t was in Beirut — a city known for its socio-political as well as confessional

* Sonja Mejchet-Atassi is a visiting assistant professor in the Civilization Sequence
Program at the American University of Beirut.
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diversity, freedom of the press and rich cultural life — that he started to pursue his
interest in literature in a serious way. Due to the outbreak of the Lebanese civil war
in 1975, he left Beirut to settle anew in Baghdad. He worked as consultant for the
Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) and as editor in chief of
the journal a/Naft wal-tanmiya (Petroleum and Development). The Iran-Iraq War
(1980-1988) and the repressive political situation in Iraq under Saddam Husayn
drove him away from Baghdad again. In 1981, he moved to Paris from thereon
devoting himself entirely to writing. His magnum opus, the quintet Mudun al-milh
(Cities of Salt, 1984-1989) was mainly written in Paris. Convinced that his and his
family’s place was in the Arab Middle East and not in Europe, he moved back to
Damascus in 1986, frequently visiting Beirut, until his premature death in 2004.

Although Munif turned from political activism to literature, he remained
outspoken about his political ideas to which he remained true throughout his life. In
al-Dimmugratiyya  awwalan, —al-dimuqgratiyya — da’iman (Democracy First, Democracy
Always) published in Beirut in 1992, he expresses his commitment to democracy —
not as a magic key or a solution in itself but as a tool to face, deal with and solve the
region’s problems.® During the so-called “Damascus Spring” (rabi’ Dimashq) that
followed the death of President Hafiz al-Asad in June 2000, the Syrian opposition
openly voiced its discontent with al-Asad’s dictatorial regime. Munif was one of the
first to sign “The Petition of the Ninety-Nine” (bayan al-tis’a wal-tis’in) which called
for political reform, democracy and human rights.” In his last book published
before his death, atIrag: Hawamish min al-tarikh wal-mugawama (1raq: Side notes from
History and Resistance, 2003), he describes Iraq’s modern history as a national
struggle against foreign rule, bringing to mind Iraq’s will to independence in the
light of the country’s renewed occupation by foreign troops. Munif was a fierce
critic of Saddam Husayn. At the same time, he condemned the war on Iraq which
re-ignited his political radicalism of former days.?

The great extent of Munif’s “symbolic capital”™ accumulated over the years
in different cities, gave him a pre-eminent position as an Arab novelist and
intellectual. His intellectual integrity gained him much respect, especially among the
younger generations of Arab intellectuals. But it also caused him setious trouble. He
was deprived of his Saudi citizenship in 1963. He subsequently held different
passports but was not able to solve the problem of citizenship permanently — not
only for his sake but also for that of his children. Having lived in various Arab cities
(Amman, Baghdad, Cairo, Beirut and Damascus), Munif was at home in the Arab
Middle East, at large. Nevertheless, he was aware of the severe loss caused by exile.
He opens his essay “al-Katib wal-manfa” (The Writer and Exile) with the words:
“To be exiled means, to begin with, that you stand accused.”! Munif’s literary
ceuvre is of a transnational character. It can be described according to Georg
Lukacs’ understanding of the novel as being grounded in a changing society (as
compared to the classical epic in which cultural values are reinforced and celebrated
as stable and unchanging) and giving voice to a “transcendental homelessness”
(transzendentaler Obdachlosigkeit).!! In its “transcendental homelessness” the
novel came to stand for a new homeland in Munif’s life and provided him with a
new sense of identity and belonging

Celebrated as the Arab novelist par excellence, Munif has not been awarded
the critical attention he deserves, especially in the English language. His premature
death on January 24, 2004 meant the loss of a great novelist but also the loss of an
intellectual voice that made a difference in our lives, the loss of an individual ready
to take positions irrespective of the difficulties he may face, and the loss of a man
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who knew to enjoy life despite its hardships and spent time in creative seclusion as
well as in joytul gatherings with friends and family. In paying homage to Munif, the
aim of this issue is to make his voice heard anew, to contribute in bringing it back
to life.

The first section is devoted to “NARRATIVE, HISTORY & POLITICS”.
It starts with Ferial ]. Ghazoul’s “Ard al-sawad: A Novel Formulation of People’s
History of Iraq” in which Ghazoul examines Munif’s last novel Ard al-sawad (Land
of Darkness, 1999), a trilogy of approximately 1500 pages, which takes the reader
back in time to Daud Pasha’s rule as governor of Baghdad in the first half of the
19t century. Ghazoul focuses on the creative transformation of Iraq’s history
through the daily struggles of the common people, into fiction. As she argues, Ard
al-~sawad is not only a historical novel but a narrative that brings to the fore the
silenced voices of the dispossessed, deprived even of their history.

In “Upon Leaving the Bridge & Endings: A Redemptive Journey”, Maher Jarrar
depicts the loneliness of the novels’ respective heroes, or better: anti-heroes, Zaki
al-Nadawi and ‘Assaf, as expressing a crisis within their societies which both are
cager to overcome. Whereas Zaki in Hina tarakna al-jisr (Upon Leaving the Bridge,
1976) accomplishes reunion with his community, ‘Assaf in Nzbayat (Endings, 1979)
is only fully accepted by his community after his death. In their protest resonates
the outcry against the evils of Arab societies that Sharg al-mutawassit (Bast of the
Mediterranean, 1975) came to stand for. The novel addresses the non-dif, or what
remains unsaid, of political prisoners through which “writing as a tool for change”
is made manifest. Munif returned to this theme more than fifteen years later in a/-
An wa huna aw sharq al-mutawassit marra nkbra (Now and Here or East of the
Mediterranean Once Again, 1991), to dissect the manner in which political
oppression and prisons have remained a harsh reality in the region. As Elias Khoury
puts it in “Rewriting the Novel”, the prison in the Arab Middle East is “the first
indication of the authority’s crisis and society’s anguish at the same time.”

In “De/Construction: Two Edges of a Magian Love-Story”, Nistine Jaafar
takes us back to one of Munif’s early novels. Qissat hubb majusiyya (Magian Love
Story, 1974) is Munif’s only novel set solely in a European context. It deals with a
perennial theme in modern Arabic literature: the relation between East and West, as
seen through the eyes of an Arab student who falls in love with a European woman.
Although the novel stands out within Munif’s literary ocuvre, its unnamed narrator
has much in common with the more mature characters in Munif’s later novels and
with the author himself, as Jaafar concludes, naming the experience of exile and
loneliness and their readiness to resist political oppression as common features.

Eric Gautier’s “History and Fiction in Mudun al-Milh (Cities of Salt)” brings
us back to the historical value of Munif’s novels. Cities of Salt deals with the
transformation of the Arabian Peninsula triggered by the discovery of petroleum.
Taking it as a case study, Gautier addresses far-reaching questions, such as: Can the
novel fill the gap of history writing, especially with regards to a country like Saudi
Arabia that has not been easily accessible to historians, or does blurring the lines
between history and fiction bring to the fore a reality of its own that may shed new
light on the reality we take for granted?

The second and third section “MUNIF ON ART” and “IN HIS OWN
WORDS” show Munif not in his capacity as novelist but in a different light: as an
art lover. My contribution, “Munif’s Interest in Modern Art: Friendship, Symbolic
Exchange and the Art of the Book”, examines Munif’s rapport with modern visual
art, especially painting. Munif was not only in close contact with artists, such as Dia
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Azzawi and Marwan Qassab-Bachi, he also tried his own hand at drawing as the
special edition of his autobiography Sirat madina (Story of a City) published in Beirut
in 2001 shows. His own article about the late Iraqi artist and sculptor Jawad Salim
(1919-1961) and the Monument of Freedom (nasb al-hurriya) gives evidence of his
profound interest in modern art in the region. It is published for the first time in
Arabic and in English translation with the kind permission of the Munif family.

In the forth section “MUNIF: A BIO-HISTORY?”, Sabry Hafez gives an
insightful and comprehensive survey of Munif’s life, his political and intellectual
engagement as well as his vast literary output which has brought Munif recognition
beyond the Arab world as an outstanding figure in contemporary world literature.
Hafez’ contribution “An Arabian Master” was originally published in the New Leff
Review 37, January-February 20006. It is republished with the kind permission of the
author and the journal. The section also includes a review of Maher Jarrar’s “4bd al-
Rabman Munif wal-Traq. Sira wa-dbikrayat (‘Abd al-Rahman Munif and Iraq.
Biography and Memories, Beirut 2005) which consists of a study on Munif’s novel
Ard al-sawad and a series of interviews with the author. The interviews give insight
into Munif’s life trajectory — so closely linked to political events in the Arab world —
from his own personal perspective.

The fifth section “MUNIEF: POETICS OF A LIFE” provides a
biographical sketch and a list of Munif’s works, his literary texts as well as his
political, socio-economic and cultural studies, in Arabic and in translation. It also
includes a selection of letters (written by the Palestinian-Iraqi writer and intellectual
Jabra Ibrahim Jabra and the Syrian artist Marwan Qassab-Bachi to Munif and by
Munif) that give an idea of Munif’s extensive correspondence.

Munif’s oeuvre makes us discover ever new aspects as we engage in
rereading and rewriting, as Khoury says in his contribution. Munif’s political
engagement, his early involvement in the Ba’th party as well as his eatly call for
democracy, and his reception in the Arab world and abroad are other interesting
facets of Munif’s legacy that are to be addressed in future work. If this issue can
encourage further research, it has fulfilled its aim. A helpful link for all interested to
know more about Munif is the webpage www.munif.org which is currently under
construction by his family. I would also like to mention Munif’s posthumous
publications by his widow Su’ad al-Qawadiri. U al-Nudhur (Mother of Vows) was
written in Damascus in 1970 and tells of Munif’s early childhood in a Qut’anic
school (kuttab). It was published in Beirut in 2005. Asma’ musta’ara (Pseudonyms)
and a/-Bab al-mafinh (The Open Door) are collections of short stories, published in
Beirut in 2006. Furthermore, I want to draw attention to the special issue edited by
the cultural supplement of the Lebanese daily Mulbag al-Nahar no. 621 (1 Feb, 2004)
in homage to Munif.

In conclusion, I would like to thank Ferial J. Ghazoul, Maher Jarrar, Elias
Khoury, Nisrine Jaafar, Eric Gautier and Sabry Hafez for their contributions,
enthusiasm and patience. I also thank the New Leff Review for the kind permission to
republish Hafez’ article. Moreover, I would like to thank Karam Nachar, Zein
Shoueiri and Jim Quilty for their translations and proof-reading as well as Maher
Jarrar and Mohammad Ali Atassi for helpful comments and open ears. Regarding
the visual material, I thank Marwan Qassab-Bachi, Dia Azzawi, Yusuf Abdelki and
Loulouwa Al Rachid.

The issue would not have been possible without the Munif family: Su’ad,
Hani, Azza, Yasser and Laila. I thank them for their interest in the issue, their help
with written as well as with visual material and their friendship.
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Last but not least, I would like to extend my gratitude to the editors of
MIT-EJMES, Maha Yahya and Jens Hanssen, for their encouragement and support.

NOTE ON TRANSLITERATION

The transliteration of Arabic names and book titles varies in HEnglish and
French. Hence ‘Abd al-Rahman Munif in English but 'Abdul Rahman Mounif in
French.
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ARD AL-SAWAD

A NOVEL FORMULATION OF
PEOPLE’S HISTORY OF IRAQ

Ferial J. Ghazoul’

History, and its transformation into fiction, has contributed to the rise of
the Arabic novel. The Lebanese Jurji Zaydan (1861-1914) popularized the historical
novel by focusing on dramatic events in Arab-Islamic history. He wrote more than
twenty novels presenting heroes and romances drawn from chronicles. Though the
Egyptian Nobel Laureate, Naguib Mahfouz (1911-2000), is not known for his
historical novels, he did start his fictional career with novels situated in ancient
Egypt and based on Pharaonic history. Within the last decades, the historical novel
has flourished in the Arab World and is showing technical and structural
sophistication as well as a variety of strategies and modes of appropriation of
history and even re-writing of history. The works of Gamal al-Ghitany, Salwa Bakr,
Bensalim Himmich, ‘Abd al-Rahman Munif as well as works of such Anglophone
and Francophone writers as Ahdaf Soueif and Amin Malouf attest to a wealth of
experimentation with the subgenre of the historical novel. In this essay, I shall
explore how one of the most prominent Arab novelists has innovated by writing a
historical novel of epical stature highlighting “people’s history” — to use a term that
has been popularized by the work of Howard Zinn -- of Iraq.

THE AUTHOR

‘Abd al-Rahman Munif (1933-2003), novelist, economist, historian, art
critic and an oppositional intellectual, turned to fiction after his disappointment and
frustration with party politics.

His last monumental work, Ard al-Sawad, in three volumes covering 1500
pages, narrates imaginatively an obscure but indicative era of Iraqi history — that of
the early nineteenth century during the reign of the enigmatic Daud Pasha.! It is, as
the novel asserts, in the author’s prologue, a love hymn to Iraq. It reproduces the
Iraqi dialect in its dialogue, the variety of Iraqi ethnic groups and classes, and above
all those political passions that constitute both Iraqi dynamism and doom.

Munif is Iraqi on his mother’ side and Saudi Arabian on his father’s side
though he was stripped of his Saudi nationality in his life time for his involvement
in leftist politics. He was born in Amman and he documents in Siraz Madina (Story of
a City) his childhood and the impact of his maternal grandmother on him.2 In Ard
al-Sawad, Munif is writing about his motherland rather than his fatherland.> A
patriotic attachment to Iraq is unmistakable in this novel as well as in his non-

* Ferial J. Ghazoul is a professor in the Department of English and Comparative Literature
at the American University of Cairo, Egypt. She is the co-founder and editor of Alif. Journal
of Comparative Poetics and a renowned author on Arabic literature as well as a translator of
modern Arabic literature.
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fiction book published in 2003, A~LTrag: Hawamish min al-Tarikh wal-Mugawama
(Iraq: Notes from History and Resistance), written after the occupation following
the second Gulf War, and in which he makes use of the historical texts he read in
preparation of Ard al-Sawad* Fictional as Ard al-Sawad is, he does not paint for us
larger-than-life portraits of his compatriots. The Iraqis we encounter in this epic
work have the strength and weaknesses of people everywhere yet their destiny is
shaped by geo-politics: Iraq as a crossroads of different civilizations, coveted by
imperial powers. Medievalist geographers referred to Baghdad as the navel of the
earth, as if it were the center of the universe. He who possesses her possesses the
rest. In many ways, Baghdad is presented in Munif’s work as the target of worldly
ambitions paralleling and contrasting to the position of Jerusalem in the spiritual
realm.

THE TITLE

Though Ard al-Sawad is first and foremost an artistic endeavor, one is often
surprised -- when researching the subject -- how many of the characters are actual
historical figures and how many of the events did take place. To start with the title:
it is both poetic and historical. Iraq was called “ard al-sawad” in the middle ages.
Literally, ard means land and sawad means black but also green. Iraq was called the
black land because coming from the desolate desert, the immense stretches of
fertile land and palm trees seemed dark green to the observers, thus the epithet, ard
al-sawad, the land of blackness or greenness. That is why in rendering it in English,
translators have wavered between calling it “Land of Darkness” and “Fertile Land”
(Abdel-Qadir) The title itself carries within it the possibility of both, an intersection
of opposites, since black stands for mourning and death and green for fertility and
life. Add to the above that “al-sawad” in Arabic refers to common people as
opposed to the elite, to the masses and specifically to the dispossessed, and the
richness of the title begins to overwhelm the meticulous reader.

In some sense Iraq “the dark land” is simply an ironic inversion of its
ancient name.5 It is said that “Iraq” comes from “Uruk,” the Sumerian word (and
city) that means shining and light (‘Ali Sa‘di). Thus, Ard al-Sawad is both the dark
land and the light land. If I dwell on the title it is because it points to a certain
complexity that colors the work by tapping on different meanings, ranging from the
actual and historical to the imaginative and playful. The verbal irony and rhetorical
play of the title are based on historical names of Iraq.

THE PROLOGUE

Munif opens his work by citations from a Mesopotamian literary text -- a
Sumerian epic -- in which the poet sings:
“O Sumer, the great country among all countries
You are immersed in penetrating and constant light”.

Just as the novel of Munif is based on history, the title is based through
evocation on different epochs of Iraqgi history and ways of naming Iraq. Ard al-
Sawad opens with a citation from a Sumerian ode for Iraq then moves to an excerpt
from a Babylonian poem in which the poet bemoans the losses that have befallen
his country.® After “strangers have destroyed Ur” another excerpt laments the city
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in words that could very well have been written by contemporary Iragi poets
describing the devastation that has befallen present-day Iraq:
“O Lord Anana, the city has been destroyed
like shattered pottery. Its people fill its corners.
Its ramparts demolished and the people are wailing;
They wail at the lofty gates, where they used to stroll,
and in the streets, where they used to have festivities -- their
bodies scattered.
In its squares where they celebrated, the corpses of the
murdered are in heaps.”

Just as in the finale of the novel, where a glimpse of hope is based on the

Iraqi governor managing to oust the imperial viceroy, so do these excerpts selected
by Munif from the extant ancient literature of Iraq. They end with an uplifting
hymn to the city and its resurrection:

“The city wears light

And gets the heads of the arrogant to bow.

Strong are thy hands, and generous is thy chest:

No sooner does your terrible beauty shine

than the wrong doers and the wicked fall

into the cracks of the earth.”

Finally, in this prologue, Munif cites an ancient Iraqi narrating his dream to
his mother and asking if the geomancer would interpret it. Is this an invitation to
decipher Ard al-Sawad where the locals overcome in the end the arrogance of the
empire?

THE HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

Ard al-Sawad is essentially about the rise of Daud Pasha to prominence and
power and his confrontation with the British Resident in Iraq, Claudius James Rich,
“who behaved much more like a local potentate than a foreign diplomat”.” Daud
Pasha (ruled 1817-31) was the last of the Mamluk leaders of Iraq, who initiated
modernizing programs similar to those of Muhammad ‘Ali of Egypt, including
founding industries and schools, training an army, and starting a printing press.
Though Iraq was then part of the Ottoman empire governors of different parts
were practically autonomous. The governor of a given province had to consult with
Istanbul and get its agreement to his policy and had to pay taxes. The conflict
between the tribes and semi-autonomous central government in Baghdad was an
issue that often caused strife. Furthermore, the Ottoman empire was weak and the
Huropean colonial powers had their eyes on its possessions. There was a colonial
scramble for the Middle Hast before there was a scramble for Africa in the
nineteenth century. The rivalry for Egypt and the Fertile Crescent was between
France and Britain. Thus Napoleon’s victories and defeats were of instant relevance
to politics, not only to European politics, but to Middle Eastern politics as well. It
had implications for the people in the Arab world as there was a struggle between
powerful European countries over their control. All of that is reflected in this
historical novel of Munif: issues such as which consul general is more influential,
and who speaks better Arabic among the foreign consuls and who throws the
bigger party, are not random conversational curiosities. These exchanges are
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indicative of certain success in the competition between Powers to whose
hegemony the natives were subjected.

HEqually important in this period (eatly half of the nineteenth century) in the
Arab world is the attempt by local rulers, from whatever background (Albanian,
Georgian, etc.), to assert a measure of autonomy not only from the Ottoman
empire but also from the colonial powers. This attempt was accompanied by efforts
to modernize and be, if not self-sufficient, at least not dependent entirely on one
source for its welfare and security. Muhammad ‘Ali Pasha of Egypt is a prime
example and model for Daud Pasha of Iraq, and later for Ahmad Bey of Tunisia.
Thus references by the common people to Muhammad ‘Ali and his Press that
published the Gazette are not simply conversational and anecdotal. It is indicative
of the push to modernize and to find one’s place in the sun. Daud Pasha in his own
way tried to achieve power, control the rebellious tribes, establish a local army, and
guarantee access to goods without reliance on a foreign power. The British in the
person of their representative Resident tried to wage an economic war against Daud
Pasha, foment trouble for him by encouraging opposition, and offering him
weapons that will invariably cause him trouble with Istanbul. As for their method of
attracting ordinary people, it was through offering them material and social
privileges, using intelligence and spying, and above all dazzling the masses with
pomp and technology.

The real life of Daud Pasha was as melodramatic as a life could be. He was
kidnapped from his Georgian family when he was twelve years old and was taken to
Baghdad. There was a political need to have such slaves who would not have any
family connections except that of their patrons and thus they would be loyal clients
to their masters. Daud was sold in Iraq and moved from one owner to another until
he ended in the palace of Sulayman Pasha the Great, Governor of Iraq — himself a
Mamluk and an ex-slave. Having been brought up as a Christian, Daud soon
converted to Islam and developed interest in theological issues. As a Mamluk he
could only excel by proving himself: he showed practical sense, a gift for languages,
and an inquisitive mind. He progressed in the Seraglio of the Governor until he
became the seal bearer of Sulayman-the-Great and ended up marrying the daughter
of his master. All the historical details known of the life of Daud Pasha have been
incorporated in the novel, including reference to extant letters he dictated in
Georgian to his secretary Pietro, addressed to his mother Mariam in Tiflis in 1821
in which he referred to himself as “King of Happy Babylon.” His name was
originally Davit (Daud) son of Giorgi Botsholashvili. His interest in his original
family continued and he supported them financially.?

As for the antagonist Claudius James Rich (1787-1821), he is equally real
and had an equally melodramatic life. He figures with his wife Mary prominently in
Munif’s novel. Mr. Rich wrote a 2-volume description of his travels and stay in Iraq
under the long title of Narrative of a Residence in Koordistan, and the Site of Ancient
Nineveh; with Journal of a 1 oyage Down the Tigris to Baghdad and an Account of a 1 isit to
Shiranz and Persepolis, edited by his widow and published in 18306. Rich’s life is no
less amazing than that of Daud Pasha.

Born in Dijon, France, he was taken as infant to Bristol, England. He got
interested in Arabic at a very young age, and by the time he was fifteen, he knew it
well along with Hebrew, Syriac, Persian, and Turkish.” He was assigned to the civil
branch of Indian Service but was allowed to go to Egypt with the Consul-General.
But there was a shipwreck, and instead he went to Constantinople, and visited other
places before ending in Egypt.!? He perfected his Arabic when he was in Egypt and
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then went to Palestine and Syria and later Iraq “in the guise of a Mameluke” and
then sailed to Bombay.!! There he gained the trust and admiration of Sir James
Mackintosh and married his daughter Mary. He was appointed a Resident
(equivalent to a Consul) in Baghdad. There he chose a place to live which was
central for his political maneuvering and intelligence.’? Around 1813 he suffered
bad health and left Baghdad for a while then again when his health failed him. He
went to Kurdistan and wrote about his impressions while collecting antiquities and
manuscripts. After the clash he had with Daud Pasha, he went to Basra and from
there to Shiraz (in present-day Iran) where he caught cholera and died.

The clash between Rich and Daud Pasha is commented on from the point
of view of Rich’s relative (great-great nephew) in a chapter in a book entitled “Final
Dispute Between Rich and the Pasha 1820-1821”.1% This version insists on the
heroic stature of Rich:

“Rich found himself virtually a prisoner . . . the Pasha
intimated very strongly that he was not to leave, and Rich imagined

he was kept in hostage. . . . [Rich] was feeling far from well; the

affair had strained his nerves considerably and brought back his

feverish symptoms. He knew he could escape . . . but if he did, it

would have looked like flight, which was not to be thought of.”!

Rich himself comments on some of the events he witnessed in his diaries.
After he describes how thriving Baghdad was under the rule of the Mamluk
governor Sulayman Pasha (the father-in-law of Daud Pasha), he writes:

“He left three sons, who were much beloved by the people

of the town for his sake; and much respected, therefore, by his

successors in the Pashalik. The two remaining ones live with their

respective mothers, affluent . . . the eldest, had made himself very

formidable, and finally succeeded, through much treachery and

falschood, in becoming pasha. He enjoyed his dignity but a very few

years, and was overpowered by his own brother-in-law Daoud, who

put him to death, and afterwards reccived from the Porte the

firmaun confirming him in the government.”!>

FROM HISTORY TO FICTION

The first volume of the saga of Daud Pasha starts at the deathbed of
Sulayman the Great with his three sons Sa‘id, Salih, and Sadiq and his four sons-in-
law one of which is Daud Pasha. Early on we recognize how calculating Daud
Pasha is and how politically astute. Knowing that his opportunity is not yet ripe, he
leaves Baghdad for Basra and immerses himself in literary and theological studies.
Palace intrigues of that period were made worse by the Wahabi conquest, which
blamed the Governor of Baghdad for the assassination of Saud ibn Abdul-Aziz.
Feuds and assassinations followed ending with Sa’id the eldest as the Governor.
When the tribes revolted Sa‘id called on his brother-in-law Daud for help. This
annoyed his mother Nabi Khatoun who had refused in the first place to have Daud
marry her youngest daughter. As observed by historian and social anthropologist
Tom Nieuwenhuis, “another factor in the formation of factions within Mamluk-
dominated circles [is] the role of some influential women in the haram™.16

This chapter exposes the setting and the characters and presents the theme
of political struggle and fratricide, the role of women in courtly intrigues, the
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homosexuality of Sa‘id and his infatuation with Hamadi, and the competition
between the two Jewish bankers for the title of sarafbashi (prime financier). The
subsection of the book by Nieuwenhuis, Politics and Society in Early Modern Iraq,
entitled “The Sa‘id-Dawud Struggle (1815-1816)” show how faithful Munif has
been to historical records including names of minor characters and agents.'” The
relation between Hamadi and Sa‘id in the historical text is rather a personal
friendship where Hamadi enjoys “almost unlimited protection by Sa‘id” -- without
any insinuation of an erotic partnership.'® Rather it is somewhat a political alliance
between Sa‘id and Hamadi -- chief of ‘Aqil tribe — as Said “came to build his power
upon tribal forces more than upon Mamluk guardsmen and the ‘Aqgil were the most
loyal and useful of the former”.!” Other historical texts insinuate, however, the
debauchery of Sa‘id but not in any detail. Clearly, what Munif did is combine the
two historical reports and thus created of Hamadi a partner and not simply an ally.2

Munif provides further details about the household affairs of the palace
intrigues and scandals including the insanity of Nabi, Sa‘id’s mother, after she
witnesses the cruel beheading of her own son. Such domestic details are probably
the imaginative additions of the novelist who turns dry chronicles into a literary
work. But many of the characters even the minor political figures are historically
real such as Sayyid ‘Alaywi, Halet Effendi, Jasim Beg al-Shawi, Rustum Agha,
Hamud al-Thamir al-Sa‘dun, etc. The competition between the two major Jewish
bankers, Sassoon and Ezra, and the role of the latter as Daud’s major finance
Controller is partly attested by historical records. The famous Sassoon family of
Iraq established its networks as far as India, partly because it had to seek fortune
elsewhere as it was not favored and some of its members came under the wrath of
Daud Pasha. Munif incorporates certain historical reports about Jews of Baghdad in
the nineteenth century and weaves them in with the story of Sassoon and his rival
Ezra in Ard al-Sawad.?!

Munif definitely had access to the journals of Rich (as edited and published
by his widow) and thus he was less motivated to imagine his thoughts; he could
reproduce his minute reflections as when he renders the following reflection of
Rich in Ard 111:2

“In the colour of the horizon was that perfect black, that

total absence of light, which Lord Byron has fancied in his horrible

dream of the extinction of the sun.”?3

Munif is also helped in depicting the psyche of Mary Rich by an appendix
in the book of Claudius Rich that is entitled “Fragment of a Journal from Baghdad
to Sulimania by Mrs. Rich”.?* Other minor characters that Munif draws in the
company of Rich are historical and add to the colorful cultural scene in nineteenth
century Iraq: Cofa Ovanness, the native secretary, an Armenian by birth; Delli
Samaan (mad Simeon), a Christian who bought antiquities for Mr. Rich; Jaater Alj,
one of Rich’s servants from Lucknow, India; etc.

THE PROTAGONIST

While we can read Daud’s trajectory as that of a Prince, in the
Machiavellian sense of the term, a ruthless ruler who does everything to guarantee
his authority and control, the character is at the same time humanized. This is
particularly so when domestic scenes portray him as a father and as lonely soul
longing for his distant mother.



54

Munif informs us about Daud’s loneliness even though he was surrounded
by admiring courtiers.?> He realized that such admiration is not to be counted on
and he needed to know the truth and what is being said even if unpleasant. He used
two to tell him what is going on: Fayruz in the Salamlik (men’s quarters) and Naila
Khatun in the Haramlik (women’s quarters). Daud came to know Fayruz when the
latter frequented the shrine of Abdel-Qader al-Gaylani. Fascinated by the grave and
learned personality of Daud, Fayruz agreed to be his servant and follower. While
Fayrouz was attracted to Daud as a matter of personal choice, Naila -- older than
Daud and like him brought up in the Seraglio of Sulayman Pasha -- came to be a
trusted nanny for his handicapped daughter. Naila married twice but did not have
children; she turned to worship and prayers.?° She was particularly fond of Daud’s
daughter Muhsina who was born just before Daud’s trip north. The child was loved
dearly by her father but was unable to walk though she could speak well.?”” Munif
describes Naila’s endeavors to cure his daughter, from taking her to various shrines
to doing good in the hope that divine mercy would cure the child. She also took her
to all the medical and pseudo-medical authorities she could find.

Daud Pasha is also humanized by presenting his longing for his Georgian
family: he suffered insomnia and recalled his mother, Mariam in Tiflis, and his
father and two brothers. He wrote them from time to time in Georgian that he
could only dictate but not actually write.? But while paternal and filial passions
mark Munif’s Daud, his love life is hardly touched on, though he had more than
one woman in his life. Being married to Nazli the daughter of Sulayman Pasha -- his
first wife -- did not prevent him from having others. When one of his concubines
got pregnant he would marry her by divorcing one of his four wives, but never
Nazli.

Daud, as portrayed by Munif, was a very private person. He did not want
the common people to know about his intimate life or everyday life. Yet, he was
talked about in the markets and the cafés -- how he fed his own gazelles in his
mansion, how he had a Georgian wife, Mary mother of his son al-Mu’tasim, etc.

PEOPLES’ STORIES

Though Ard al-Sawad revolves around Daud Pasha, it presents in its
unfolding lively characters from all walks of life who make up a social tapestry of
Baghdad in yonder days. These common people frequented Shatt Café (River
Coffee House) in a popular neighborhood in the heart of al-Karkh — the more
popular section of Baghdad as opposed to Rasafa where the wealthier people lived,
Munif is likely to have created these characters, and juxtaposed them to the
characters in the mansions of the Governor and the British Resident.?” The stories
of the many characters that populate Ard al-Sawad are not narrated one after the
other as in the Arabian Nights, but in bits and pieces. We read the incidents related
to Muhsina, the handicapped daughter of Daud, for example, in different chapters
of the book and it is for the reader to connect these scattered bits and pieces to
make sense of this girl’s predicament among the teeming characters of this work.
On overhearing the conversations of these common characters as they interpret
their surrounding world and as they gossip about the elite, we are introduced to the
worldview of Iraqi people in the early nineteenth century.

Some of these common characters add humor to the predominantly tragic
events of this era with its wars, strife, floods, and plagues. Zaynab Kushan is an
example: she appears and reappears in the novel, always complaining about her
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small plot of land that had been confiscated by a former Governor of Iraq. Her
obsession, coupled with her far-fetched ways to get it back — including positioning
herself near the gate of the Governor’s mansion so she can plead her case with
anyone going in or out — is funny and particularly when her complaint and pleas are
in a colorful Iraqi dialect.

One of the most interesting in terms of characterization is the one-eyed
Hoby. He was a defender of the poor and used to work in leather tanning. When
he differed with his boss, and his boss made fun of him, he stabbed him and killed
him.* He ran and became an outlaw. His idea of religion is not orthodox: for him
piety comes from the heart and is not a matter of rituals. He did not fast in
Ramadan, for instance, but he did stop drinking in that month.

Another equally colorful character is Sifo who is the childless water-carrier.
His quarrels with his wife, his stubborn character, his willingness to help, are all
depicted sympathetically. As for Hasun, the groom, the simple and kind soul who
was dazzled by Mrs. Rich riding a horse in a parade, he was egged on all the time.
Having waved at the crowd and in the direction of Hasun, all his acquaintances in
the Café teased him about Mary Rich’s infatuation with him and he took that
seriously with all the humorous consequences. The Barber, the Mulla, the Artist,
have also their intertwined and entertaining stories. But the principal subplot that
runs through the novel and partakes in the life of the Seraglio and the common
people is the tragic story of Badri.

Badri Salih al-‘Ulu falls in love with a dancer named Najma but is unable to
possess her, much that he tried. In describing Badri’s infatuation with Najma and
her dancing as if she were dancing to express her pain and yearnings, Munif waxes
lyrical in moving passages that contrast stylistically to the down-to-earth writing in
the rest of the work.3! He learns that she is in the Citadel, kept there by a jealous
lover. He tries to get a glimpse of her and takes a boat in the Tigris, pretends to be a
poet, and asks the boatman to stop right in front of the Citadel. The illiterate
boatman in the meantime tells him about his travels to India, China, and Java, and
informs him of a book that has been given to him. Badri reads from the book and
the story is a variant of Sindbad’s first voyage where the island on which the
passengers disembark is in fact an enormous whale; and when it sinks the
passengers drown. Later on when Badri has been sent to reside in Kirkuk, he
discovers that Najma has become the mistress of Talaat Baqa, one of the officers
there. As he saw her moving around from one man to another he lost interest in
her.32 Badri eventually gives in to his mother who finds him a bride. On returning
to Kirkuk after Badri completes his “engagement” to Zakiyya, thc girl selected to
him by the family, he learns that Najma has been assassinated. He in turn is
assassinated later on the very day when his bride arrives to join him. It is not clear
who killed him at the time but it turns out later that it was a political crime. Badri
had refused to join the opposition to Daud Pasha that was fermenting in north Iraq
and led by ‘Aliywi, the former army leader of Daud who was exiled to the north.??
In revenge for the reluctance of Badri to join in the opposition to Daud, though he
was tempted by money and power, ‘Aliywi sends two of his guards to kill him and
then when they report that the mission had been accomplished, ‘Aliywi shoots both
of them to keep the person behind the assassination unknown.

In the story of Badri, the mourning of his mother, the depression of his
father, the insanity of his bride as well the initial steps in choosing a bride and the
celebrations -- are all depicted in minute details. We learn from Ard al-Sawad about
Iraqi customs, music and songs, kin relations, and death and wedding rituals as if we
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were reading a source book in social anthropology -- all woven artistically within the
work.

TYPOLOGY OF THE HISTORICAL NOVEL

The historical novel is not new but the kind of historical novel Munif wrote
in Ard al-Sawad is an innovative formulation as it focuses on the pegple and how they
mobilized to help when challenged by catastrophes such as the flood or rallied on
the side of Daud Pasha when confronting the British presence. It has been said that
history is written by the victors, and if that is so, then historical fiction is the re-
writing of history from the point of view of the dispossessed — at least in this case.
Fiction permits the imagination to fill in the silences of history and it articulates the
silenced voices of the subaltern. In that sense, Munif’s magnum opus, Ard al-Sawad,
is more than what is usually called “Documentary-Historical Novel”.3* It is also an
anthropological novel as it depicts the human fabric in its micro-organization: the
rituals, beliefs, prejudices, generosities, gossip, power confrontations, and gender
relations of ordinary folk.

In other words, in addition to being a historical novel based on research
and document, it is also a portrait of a people through a lens positioned below.
When Midhat Al-Jayyar criticized Ard al-Sawad for its too numerous subplots and
plethora of characters and their dialogues, he is really judging it by the expectation
of an organic novel with a climax, where the minor characters are simply there to
help further understand the main characters. In other words he looks for a
hierarchical structure in which there is a definite center.3> However, Munif’s novel is
closer to an epic where we find subplots galore and where an entire national fabric
is exposed. The stories of minor characters and their conversations in Café al-Shatt
might not add to the quest of Daud Pasha, but the novel is not only about the
Governor of Baghdad. It is primarily about the people of Baghdad in the reign of a
given Governor of Baghdad. The compact sequence that is missed by Al-Jayyar
then is not indicative of literary weakness, but of a renunciation of a certain
ideology of a form, characterized by the illusion of sequence centered around a
hero 3

Hegel divided historical consciousness into three types: original, reflective,
and philosophical. What he meant by his tri-partite division is the following. In
original consciousness, the writer recalls the past as it was; in reflective
consciousness, the writer considers the relation between past and present; and in
philosophical consciousness, the writer concentrates on how to write history.’” In
Ard al-Sawad, we see Munif recalling the past in a documentary fashion, and thus we
find original consciousness; insisting on the relation between the ancient past and
the nineteenth century (time of narration) through his prologue (and possibly on
present-day Iraq, if we see in Daud Pasha a mask for a contemporary ruler of Iraq
who sought to consolidate his power and challenge colonial hegemony by
modernizing his country), and thus we find reflective consciousness. Finally, there is
an element of implicit philosophical consciousness in Ard al-Sawad as Munif focuses
on how to write history that presents the voices of the common people of Iraq,
using fictional techniques to restore their voice. His work is novel in the two senses
of the terms: it is @ novel, and it is also a novel way of presenting Iraqi history. Munif
in this novel seems to anticipate the plea of Ranajit Guha -- the South Asian
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historian and one of the intellects behind Subaltern Studies -- to “recover the living
history of the quotidian” and to “recuperate the historicality of what is humble and
habitual” and this can only be done when the historian becomes a creative writer.3
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UPON LEAVING THE BRIDGE
AND ENDINGS

A REDEMPTIVE JOURNEY

Mabher Jarrar”

MUNIF: INTELLECTUAL AND WRITER

When Munif’s fourth novel, Hina tarakna aljisr (Upon Leaving the Bridge)
was published in 1976, Munif had already been celebrated as a creative writer
among Arab critics. His first two novels, al-Ashjar wa ‘ightiyal Marzug (The Trees and
Marzuq’s Murder, 1973) and Qissat hubb majusiyya (A Magian Love Story, 1974),
were regarded as a breakthrough in modern Arab novelistic tradition. M. Badawi
depicts his third novel, Sharg al-Mutawassit (East of the Mediterranean, 1975), “as a
most powerful indictment of the methods of torture employed by a police state, a
remarkably vivid account of the destructive effect of political tyranny on the lives of
innocent human beings, while at the same time being an eloquent expression of
man’s unconquerable spirit.””!

Early in his life, when he was still a high school student in Amman/Jordan,
‘Abd al-Rahman Munif joined the Ba7) party. In the fifties of the twentieth century,
the pan-Arab, nationalist Ba ) party “excited the minds of a whole generation,” as
Patrick Seale puts it.> The Ba %) represented a call for Arab independence, unity and
social revolution, ideas that attracted — together with Nasszrisnz — hundreds of school
students, intellectuals and other circles of the urban petite bourgeoisie in the Arab
World.? Later during his university life in Baghdad, Cairo, and Belgrade, Munif
became an active member in the party and occupied high ranking positions.
Nevertheless, he belonged to a faction in the party that advocated decentralization,
more freedom and democratization. In 1963, the conflict between the various
factions within the Ba %) party became very tense and Munif was expelled from the
party. He gave up direct political engagement altogether in 1965, carrying within
himself a deep feeling of bitterness and frustration towards the decadence, cruelty
and tyranny that took hold of the political life, state institutions and regimes in the
Arab world. This sense of resentment culminated in profound despair and
disappointment after the disgraceful defeat of the 1967 war. Some time after 1965,
Munif turned to the world of literature driven by an urge to speak up, lament and
change.*

Munif’s early novels convey an existential preoccupation, a concern with
the victimized Arab individual living under the sways of decaying, totalitarian and
oppressive regimes. His fourth novel, the one we are dealing with here, attempted a
synthesis of the qualities of Munif’s earlier writing. It explored the experiences of a

* Maher Jatrar is a professor in the Civilization Sequence Program and Arabic Department
at the American University of Beirut. Special thanks are due to Professor Lina Choueri for
her creative engagement in reading the final draft of this paper and also to Professor Ass’ad
Khairallah for his comments and advice.
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lonely man, single-minded and defeated yet constantly strugeling to distinguish
some sign that would help him overcome this sense of failure — which turns out at
the end of the novel to be a communal frustration (p. 213). This voice expressing
defeat, loneliness and emasculation was to be heard in Munif’s first novel, a/-Ashjar
wa ‘ightiyal Margug, although it remained there confined to a few passages and did
not become a soliloquy of self lament as in East of the Mediterranean and especially in
Hina tarakna alisr. More than once, Mansur ‘Abd al-Salam, the main protagonist in
al-Ashjar, reproaches himself:

“How did the story start, oh Mansur? You leap now like a
grasshopper, you rave, you want to destroy the world, yet you
cannot destroy a fly... it is better for you to hold your tongue, to
shut up.” (al-Ashjar, p. 192)

“I want to crucify myself on a palm tree. I want to seclude
myself in a cave on the top of a mountain. I just want nothing.” (p.

190)

“You are only now a scabby rooster, whose feathers are

plucked out, you are bankrupt... just equal to a fly.” (p. 210)

THE BRIDGE

A similar reprimanding tone ardently dominates the narrative in Hina
tarakna aljisr, creating an atmosphere of restlessness and bafflement. The
protagonist Zaki al-Nadawi, an ‘T-narrator, is immersed in the flow of memory
events while secking refuge in hunting - due to a thwarting experience. His refuge
consisted of an open natural space, a desolate wilderness. His only companion was
his three year old dog ‘Wardan’, with whom he shares a single shabby room situated
at the periphery, east of the city.

The whole setting can be viewed from one spot at the novel’s opening, in a
compact scene at dusk when only the howling of jackals fills the nightfall over the
open country in self-contained, physically isolated surroundings by the marshes.
The whole story, covering some two-hundred pages, is an example of a ‘stream of
consciousness’ novel in which space reflects the sense of defeat and loss.

The focal point in the shift to the past is the obsessive memory of leaving
“the bridge”. A bridge is a compelling symbol of contact, mediation and mobility,
of crossing batriers, over-reaching, connectedness and passage.> Constructing such
a threshold that advocates union, re-union, and ‘bridging,” a certain separation is
usually associated with sacrifice.6

The narrative time and span could be concluded from the text. The
“defeat of the bridge” happened some years prior to the narrative time: three years
after the defeat, Zaki met, by coincidence, the senior officer who was in charge of
them (p. 119). The narrative time stretches over some five months, between
December and April (p. 12, 123, 147, 209, 211) of the year “1968”. This date is
derived from a conversation between Zaki and an old hunter aged sixty-four, who
tells Zaki that it has been twenty years now since he stopped hunting for ducks -
from the time when Lake al-Hula fell (p. 169). Al-Hula fell to the Zionist troops in
1948 and was dried up completely by 1957.7 The lake used to be located in upper
Galilee, where the Jordan River — which used to flow through the lake - formed a
natural border with Syria. The marshes, where Zaki spends his time hunting are
located somewhere east of al-Hula (p. 174). These specifications allude,
immediately, to building up a bridge to cross over to the other shore, the occupied
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lands. One should keep in mind here that the simile of crossing the bridge over the
Jordan River has found popularity in modern Arabic poetry and songs referring to
the Crossover back to Palestine ([isr al-‘awda).

At the beginning was the bridge: A metal bridge (p. 116) bolted together
with solid screws (p. 98, 117) by nine soldiers (p. 185; on page 115 it is mentioned
that the number was only seven): Zaki al-Nadawi, the T-narrator, mentions —
besides himself — the names of six other soldiers: Hamid, Ra’if, Dhiyab, Ramzi,
Ahmad and al-Kurdi nicknamed The “Camel” (p. 79-80, 98, 115-118, 125, 127, 135,
185, 187).

It must have been a remarkable time, that of the bridge! During the first
month of a blind, sticky, dusty, and heavy summer, the seven men were building a
‘military’ bridge some four kilometers from the river — the border to be crossed.
They constructed a speckled, silver colored bridge (p. 79, 97), “happy and boastful
like a child” (p. 137), and shining like a “festival of rainbow colors” (p. 97, 99). They
set up a bridge “that represented the last image of joy,” they gave it a name and
sang for it (p. 114, 117, 118, 187). However, when the moment arrived to move it
to the river and cross over it, they left it there ‘alone on the ground’ for seven days
and nights. The men spent the time perturbed, laying down in the ditches like
scared rats, waiting for an order urging them to “move the bridge to the river, to set
it up there, and to defend it until they die!” (p. 125). On the seventh day, the
instructions were clear, “Retreat! Just retreat and let everyone manage his own way
out.” (p. 78, 174)

The story line (fabula) is a concatenation of non-events. Feeling defeated,
Zaki became too inward-looking and although he has the chance of roaming freely
in the fenland, his thoughts have become a prison. There remains no escape for the
reader/addressee from the grip of the narrator’s point of view and his obsessive
lamentations. He fixates his sense of loss and devastation on chasing the ‘Queen of
the Ducks’ (p. 42, 47, 48, 51, 53, 59, 101, 105-106, 131, 135, 201). He associates her
with the bridge (p. 16, 17, 39, 94, 135), at times praising her beauty, and at others
calling her a bitch (p. 14, 29-30, 34, 77, 200), a female demon (p. 62, 68, 95) and a
sorceress (p. 9, 16). The story line flows in a ‘stream of consciousness’ mode, where
the space of hunting and chasing - which triggers unfulfilled expectations and a
variety of stimuli elicited by the succession of day and night, and by the change in
weather - indicates a focus on the interior landscape of the narrator, whose internal
preoccupations are interfering with his ability to match response to reality. The
nature of the story demands a confined, unified setting and a specific timescale, an
essentially wild landscape under a grim changing weather.

The bridge is an elemental force. It is significantly the visual focus that
provokes memory, which takes here a pattern repeating itself by way of conceptual
association with the Queen of the Ducks — which becomes an ‘icon’ functioning as
a symbol that signifies something other than itself.? The bridge becomes an
obsession to which Zaki relates everything out there in the world that is not the
bridge: even time becomes “outstretched in front of us like a bridge” (p. 23). Zaki
asks for the memory traces of the ‘defeat of the bridge’ to be engraved within the
soul of the Queen of the Ducks, the soul of his dog, and in nature, fearing all the
while that such memory can be wrecked by the passage of time.

What al-Nadawi is actually seeking is a bridge of communication between
himself and reality, a bridge which he can stretch out in order to open up a human
dialogue with others, so as to rescue his self-worth. When he sees the old hunter for
the first time, he addresses his dog, Wardan, telling it that he, Zaki, “should stretch
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out a bridge between himself and the man.” (p. 56) The bridge which was a symbol
of traversing to victory becomes a source of failure and “lack” and a drive towards
delusion.

Most significantly, Zaki refuses to acknowledge the death of his father, the
same way he denies that the bridge is defunct (p. 43). In one of his soliloquies with
his dog, he says “had my father been alive, then, we would have achieved a lot.” (p.
38) He carries deep love and respect for his father; he calls him “a sage” and longs
for his company, especially during those moments just before sunset, when he used
to sit with him to watch the swallows in the inner garden of their home open up to
the sky under the grapevine (p. 22-29). The father figure is the only solid image and
authority with which he can identify — although he feels towards the old hunter a
kind of a filial bond - while he deems other authorities, “the big-ones up there,” as
cowards and despondent; he hurls his scorn down on the leaders who have lead to
the defeat (p. 17, 40, 115).

The chase never ends; the Queen of the Ducks does not fall prey, but
rather remains flying and, in its place, Zaki shoots down an owl (p. 195-205). The
Queen of the Ducks, the hope for ‘revenge’ and for change that he carries within
himself, will never fall prey. It is a hunt that would reveal the pattern of desire that
fuels a quest that can be quenched only when his spirit stops lamenting and finds its
way to inner equilibrium and a reconstructed communal identity:

“During a night towards the end of March we sat together,

three men who have a work at the same place. When I started telling

them about the bridge, the telephone-operator — whom I had not

seen for a long time, but whose voice I frequently heard every day —

asked me to stop talking

- For the walls have ears, they will kill you!”

- I replied, “I am not mentioning any specific one; I am just
talking about the bridge!”

- The bridge! Doesn’t it allude to a meaning?

The other man, my room-mate, smiled sadly and said:

- It is always possible to build bridges; what is difficult is to
build human beings- new human beings!

When I left the two men, many strange and confused ideas
came to my mind. I thought about the words they uttered. They
sounded full of hope (literally, it looked bright) and very near to
things that I cherish.. I decided to act in a new way.” (p. 209-210)

The defeat has paralyzed Zaki and made him lose his sense of personal
identity. Yet, to accept what has happened he should embark upon the search for a
new moral system; something which he is not able to instigate, because— more than
three years after the defeat of the bridge — he still feels impotent, and carries the
scars and the ravages of an experience that bears within itself the residues of what
actually represents a collective fright. In this sense, Zaki represents all the
intellectuals cum “soldiers and common people” who have lost the sense of control
over their lives, their trust in the state and its institutions, and still more damaging, a
sense of their identity. After the sudden, accidental death of his dog Wardan, Zaki
decides to quit his loneliness and join his community, “even before the sunset of
the first day, I became lost amongst the jam of the crowds, I started realizing the
sadness in their faces, and I became convinced that all the men knew much about
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the bridge and that they were only waiting... waiting to start something off.” (p.
213)

The critic Georges Tarabishi makes a comparison between Zaki al-Nadawi
and Santiago in Hemingway’s The Old Man and the Sea, where both protagonists are
fanatically chasing a prey. Yet Santiago, Tarabishi argues, shows a decisive will, a
high sense of endurance, maneuvering, and strategic thinking. Zaki reveals passivity,
pessimism, and lack of calculated acts. Tarabishi asserts that, “the core of
Hemingway’s message is that man might be crushed, he might die, but he never
surrenders. Whereas Munif’s message is that a defeated man is a crushed man even
if he is still alive.”” Tarabishi contends further that The Old Man and the Sea
embodies a Promethean, Western spirit born from the determination of the
Enlightenment and Modernity, whereas Hina tarakna al-jisr discloses a sense of
defeatism that is so deterministic and pessimistic leaving no place for human
reasoning and action.'?

This comparison is in my opinion too far fetched and open to question.
Firstly, whereas Santiago is a professional fisherman, who has spent all his life at
sea, Zaki, to the contrary, is an amateur hunter and a frustrated intellectual.
Contrary to what Faysal Darraj indicates, Zaki al-Nadawi is not a mere soldier.!!
Most probably, he is an engineer like his other colleagues who were given a task to
set up a military bridge. He seems to have been a stern “leftist” who believes that
both poetry and religion represent a downfall (p. 136-137). Secondly, the main
theme in Hemingway’s novel is the act of struggle with the fish which indicates
willpower and perseverance — to the extent that the image of the fish is tied to a
specific figure whose story it constitutively defines, functioning thus as a theme,'?
while in Hina tarakna aljisr, the Queen of the Ducks is an ‘icon’ representing the
bridge which is a symbol of defeat and lack of will. Thirdly, Hemingway wrote his
novel at a later stage of his career; whereas Munif was still at the beginning of his
career still probing with different voices and perspectives.

The novel is a symbolic redemptive journey, a voyage across an essentially
terrifying, untamed land of renunciation and self-disdain, and at the same time it is a
cry of protest against authoritarian Arab regimes. The self-indulgence of the T-
narrator is linked to an undertaking that the anti-hero assumes genuinely, namely,
an outcry against the loss of personal freedom, autonomy and authenticity.

ENDINGS

In 1977, less than a year after the publication of Hina tarakna al-jisr, Munif’s
tiftth novel a/-Nibayat (Endings, 1988), appears. In a/-Nibhayat, the theme of a lost
paradise and a lost past is a seminal one. The critic Salah Salih remarks, that “the
events of this novel take place in a village called al-Tiba, located at the borderline
with the desert. The desert demarcates the end of fertility, agriculture and security.
Within this binary opposition between the idea of a beginning and that of an end,
the events proceed emphasizing the existence of successive dearth seasons and their
doggedness.”!?

Whereas Upon Leaving the Bridge is told in the “I-narrative form,” Endings
commences with the observation of an all-knowing narrator who from the first
sentence announces the advent of hardship that prevails over the scene, “drought,
drought again!” In this novel, Munif experiments further with voice and with time-
space chronotopes that organize the centers of the narrative events.'* In Endings,
Munif adopts a more “lyrical” approach, resulting from what Ralph Freedman
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describes as “the transformation of the perception into networks of images, designs
or patterns of imagery portraying the halting of the flow of time within
constellations of images or figures.”!5

Roger Allen, Professor at the University of Pennsylvania and a renowned
authority on modern Arabic Novel, has translated the novel into English and
devoted some nine pages to its study.!® Allen argues that “The omniscient natrator
has a particular eye for detail; one might almost say that it is the eye of a social
scientist, concerned with characteristics and models of usual behavior (noting, of
course, variations from the norms as they have been described). From such an
approach, readers inevitably find themselves drawn into the world created by a
narrator who shares with them an immense concern with nature and the
environment.”

The main theme in Endings is that of upcoming changes to a different,
unpredictable order: drought, madness, ruptures in human relations as well as in the
cycle of nature, struggle between a generation that is withering out and a new
generation that left its village at the edge of the desert in search of a more ‘humane’
life in the city. These massive somber changes have to be dealt with by the
unsuspecting people of al-Tiba, who are overlooked by the state authorities and left
to face their own fate. From one year to the other, the government postpones its
promises to establish a new road and to construct a dam, which would irrigate their
lands and produce electricity, (Endings, p. 32, 37-38).

The villagers are perplexed by the words of their sons living in the city who
assert to that, “this land’s only good for feeding rats. That’s all. But you people keep
hanging on here as though it’s paradise on earth. Give it all up and move to the city!
You’'ll find life there a thousand times better than it is here.” The villagers were
actually “quite prepared to accept whatever was sent out to them and distribute it
with scrupulous fairness...They used to listen to this talk from the big city. They
would hear all about the earth dam which was due to be built.” After the death of
‘Assaf, the villagers of al-Tiba were left deserted: the village mayor tells them,
“You’re on your own when it comes to fighting the government, the army, locusts
and who knows what else” (Endings, p. 71).

The main protagonist ‘Assaf, a loner, was “the great stallion, as beautiful as
a cloud-burst of rain; foster-father of the poor... loved everyone and killed himself
so that people could carry on... ‘“Assaf a giant among men” (Endings, p. 71). ‘Assaf,
unmarried, is somewhere between the forties and fifties, tall, with a slight bow, lean,
yet endowed with a strong physique. Ever since the age of thirteen, after the death
of both his parents, he abandoned the village to live in the mountains and valleys,
sleeping in caves and struggling with wolves. With time, the villagers got used to
‘Assaf and started to treat him as a fool. “No one felt alarmed or threatened by his
scruffy clothes and taciturn demeanor, or even by the string of oaths he would
unleash from time to time when someone pinned him down and started firing
provocative questions at him. People initially regarded him with a leering kind of
sarcasm, and that turned eventually into laughter” (Endings, p. 21-22). ‘Assaf was
filled with silence, he “was something of a mystery” — a man who lives on hunting
together with his dog (Endings, p. 19-25).

‘Assaf, who is an uneasy character, with an uncomfortable desert outlook,
belonged to the old certainties of the desert as opposed to the different rigidities
and aspirations of the invading city. In this sense, he can be seen as a marginal,
liminal character, who leaves the network of social classification occupying thus an
ambiguous, symbolic existence.!” Explaining types of /Zminality, Victor Turner argues
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that, “they consist of a confrontation between that domain which pertains to the
person, that is, social structure and cultural order, and that which belongs to the
individual, that is, the critical and potentially creative destruction of that order.”8
Liminality is a threshold within rites of passage temporally located between and
outside ordinary time.!”

The story line is uncomplicated: During the seasons of drought, some of
the village’s young generation living in the city, arrive in al-Tiba together with
friends from the city in order to organize a hunting trip for their city friends. The
villagers, though worried about the situation, try to persuade ‘Assaf — the son of the
desert, hence a familiar with its secrets - to guide the company in their hunting trip.
‘Assaf refuses vehemently out of great respect to the habitat and its environment;
“All these people want to do is kill animals. They used to kill absolutely everything
in sight,” he argues (Endings, p. 47). ‘Assaf surrenders grudgingly to the insistence of
the villagers. The company, traveling with a four-wheel drive and a Volkswagen,
pounces on their hunting trip. When they arrive to the hunting grounds, ‘Assaf
insists on hunting on foot away from the cars. A ghastly sand storm overshadows
the whole scene, and when the storm is over ‘Assaf is found dead with his dog
trying to fervently dig him out of the massive sand that had covered his body.

‘Assaf’s body is brought to the house of the village mayor (Mukhtar), where
it was laid out with the villagers gathered around it till the break of day. “The worst
thing we did to ‘Assaf, said the Mukhtar, was to let him fight on his own. Even his
dog was better than us. At least it tried to save him. We did absolutely nothing.”
(Endings, p. 75) The villagers gather around ‘Assaf’s body, are plaintive of their
passivity towards all the changes that were befalling them.

The death of the /Zminal ‘Assaf becomes a sacrificial death undertaken by
the community. R. Girard explains “the death of the individual has something of
the quality of a tribute levied for the continued existence of the collectivity. A
human being dies, and the solidarity of the survivors is enhanced by his death. The
surrogate victim dies so that the entire community, threatened by the same fate, can
be reborn in a new or renewed cultural order.”?

The villagers stayed awake that night, gathered around ‘Assaf’s body and
“so began the incredible all-night session, something al-Tiba had never witnessed
before. Almost everyone who was there said something. They talked of many
things. The guests told stories too, but the people of al-Tiba did not understand
them too well” (Endings, p. 77). With this scene starts the second part of the novel
carrying the title, “Some of the Stories from that Remarkable Night.” (Endings, p.
78-128) Roger Allen notices that, “the villagers are masters at telling tales in a
particular way, a very prevalent traditional craft in the Arab world, that of the
hakawati.”?!

There is something in the setting that invites a comparison with a similar
scene that came to be known in Arabic tradition as “The Sayings of the
Philosophers (or Wise Men) at Alexander’s Death-bed.” This is a collection
attributed to the renowned Nestorian physician and translator from Greek and
Sytiac into Arabic, Hunayn ibn Ishaq (d. 260/873).22 Fourteen philosophers gather
around Alexander’s tomb to lament him and say wise, reflective thoughts about
death and the futility of life. This tradition, which came to be connected to
Alexandet’s death, was translated into Hebrew in the first half of the thirteenth
century and thence into Spanish and other European languages to become a part of
the pseudo-Challisthenes _Alexander Romance? 1t enjoyed from an early time great
popularity among Muslim writers, e.g., al-Ya‘qubi (d. 284/897) in his history
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book.),2* and al-Mas‘udi’s (d. 346/956) in his Murw al-dbahab.> Abu Hayyan al-
Tawhidi (d. ca 412/1021) mentions that, upon the death of the Buyid ruler, ‘Adud
al-Dawla (d. 372/983), some philosophers eulogized him in imitation of the
“Sayings of the Philosophers at Alexander’s Death-bed.”?

Munif borrows the same setting of the rite of mourning, where the men
conducting a wake over ‘Assaf’s body tell fourteen tales all of which reveal episodes
involving animals. By evoking these two scenes of the funeral oration genre, Munif
iterates the ‘symbolic’ and ‘singular/fictional” death of ‘Assaf in a franstextual relation
to the ‘unique’ funeral oration of the wise conqueror, Alexander (bearing in mind
that any comparison between ‘deaths’ remains inconceivable, taken from an
external perspective, and superficial).”” But, whereas Alexander represented the
arrogance of power (which the official ‘funeral oration’ constitutes and
consolidates),?® ‘Assaf, remains a liminal loner, son of Mother Nature. Accordingly,
the similarity between Alexander and ‘Assaf rests upon two common traits: wisdom
and having a vision. ‘Assaf’s funeral oration is thus populated by simple villagers
who realize in the deceased a wise hero that died for a ‘utopian’ vision of a better
world of harmony and abundance.

Two of the tales, numbers 6 and 9, are taken from the memorable early
Arabic Kitab al-hayawan (Book of Animals) by the celebrated al-Jahiz (d. 255/868). It
is first with Endings that Munif starts leaning on the rich Arabic narrative heritage,
employing the implicit weaving of stories inside one another, subsequently
generating each other. But, whereas the philosophers in their laments reflect upon
the theme of the futility of life (power, arrogance, wealth and human hopes) in the
face of death, the anecdotes told by the villagers ruminate about the damage caused
by man to his natural habitat and about his cruelty towards animal life.

Roger Allen rightly maintains that the main focus of the novel is not on
individuals, but rather on the village itself, al-Tiba and the community as a whole.
Allen argues that “this is very much a novel that focuses on community and
environment, but readers are gradually — very gradually — led towards a specific
series of events that underline the work’s environmental message.”? Peter Willows
—who reads Endings from the approach of both Gestalt psychology and semiotics—
maintains that these stories, “which follow the death of the messianic ‘Assaf |are] a
sort of grieving process in the book, made whole beyond the sum of the parts of
these many stories.” They contribute, moreover, “to the animal-man image of
‘Assaf who is one with nature.”3

The death of the “messianic ‘Assaf” and the ensuing redemptive grieving
process conclude a symbolic initiation rite, a fertility ritual endured by the
community, where death brings forth rain! in order to close up the stages of the
ritual process. Van Gennep calls them: rites of separation — rites of margin or /Zmen
and rites of reaggegation.’> The dead man’s procession turns into a wedding:

“As it wound its way from the Mukhtar’s house to the
graveyard, the procession was guided by unseeing hands and voices.

The Mukhtar himself had three weapons which he used to protect

his house, but he dispensed with all of them and chose instead to

carry ‘Assaf’s old weapon. From time to time he loaded and fired it,

it almost felt as though he were at a wedding... No one can

remember how it all happened even at the very end. ‘Assaf’s body

had just reached the grave when the women of al-Tiba gave him a

welcome befitting such a man. Nothing was made to seem special or

unusual. Yet no sooner had the coffin arrived and been lowered to

Vol. 7, Winter 2007 © 2007 The MIT Electronic Journal of Middle East Studies



http:/ /web.mit.edu/cis/www/mitejmes/ 67

the ground in preparation for burial than the women gathered in a
circle and started a rhythmic, orderly dance with blended elements
of sadness, joy, pleasure, insanity and anger.” (Endings, p. 136-137)

Although rain is not made as a consequence of this ritual, yet, a substitute is
in sight, the water-dam. The cars, loaded with men, set off for the city and the
Mukhtar was heard saying, “I’ll come back on top of a bulldozer and begin the job
myself. Then al-Tiba will begin to appreciate the real meaning of life, instead of
having to endure this living death it leads every single day.” (Endings, p. 140)

The critic Faysal Darraj, concluding his short depiction of a/-Nibayat,
maintains that “The overall structure of the novel formulates the hunt as an
encircling metaphor that separates between beginnings and endings as well as
between a wicked present and a future that would never come.”

CONCLUSION

Both characters Zaki al-Nadawi in Upon Leaving the Bridge and ‘Assaf in
Endings, are gripped with their loneliness, both of them are solitary and “eccentric”.
Yet, their loneliness, in one of its facets, is an expression of a crisis within their
society. It is the type of solitariness that Georg Lukacs had delineated in the
literature of “traditional realism,” where “the fate of such individuals is
characteristic of certain human types in specific social or historical circumstances.
Beside and beyond their solitariness, the common life, the strife and togetherness of
other human beings, goes on as before.”3* Zaki left his loneliness in order to reunite
with his community, wait with them and plan for a new start (Upon leaving the bridge,
209f.; p. 5 above). It seems as if this start were to be materialized through the
redemptive death of ‘Assaf, which brought forth a new hope in a better life, with
water abundance and in harmony with the environment. The unfulfilled act of
crossing the bridge in Hina tarakna °ljisr was symbolically achieved through the
ceremonial rites of passage initiated through the death of ‘Assaf. Yet, the redeemer is
no more than a witness, a milestone on the road to change that should be
endeavored by the society as a whole.

Although both novels, The Bridge and Endings, belong to Munif’s eatlier
endeavors marked by their “traditional realism,” one might sense that he was
building on the rich experience he had already accumulated in his novelistic career
and was breaking new grounds that would pave the way for his Cities of Salt quintet
(1984-1989) and his trilogy, Ard al-sawad, 1999 (Arable Land).

The closure of both novels can be regarded as symbolic, where the
signified reflects the drastic actuality of real victims of the disintegrated society. In
this sense both novels stand as a protest against the evils of Arab societies; they
carry at the same time a hope in positive change and a better future. More than
once, Munif had asserted that for him, writing represented not only a ‘catharsis’, but
a “tool for change.”?> He perceives the novel as a beautiful means of enlightenment;
he says: “It is not an exaggeration to say that the novel flourishes and blooms
whenever tragedy wins through, injustice becomes general and contradictions
prevail in a certain society. In those vital historical moments, the novel becomes an
agent expressing the people’s condition and a mirror reflecting their miseries and
hopes.”? “The novel, as I understand it and as I conceive of it,” says Munif, “is a
beautiful tool that leads to knowledge and enjoyment at the same time. It makes us
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more aware and more sensitive to the environment we live in and to our human
condition.”’??
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WRITING THE NOVEL ANEW

Elias Khoury"

Translated by Zein Shweiry*
and Sonja Mejcher-Atassi

After his death, I remembered that I never asked him that evident question:
why did he write the novel twice? When I finally asked, the time for answering was
over.

‘Abd al Rahman Munif died leaving the task to us, the readers, to search for
the answer. When we draw nearer to the answer, we discover that it is more difficult
than the question itself and that we have to rewrite the novel countless times, in
order for prisons and their repression and horror to cease being the most insistent
subject in the Arab conscience.

‘Abd al Rahman Munif’s experience extends to a vast novelistic space. It is
bordered by three major works: the two volumes on prisons, the quintet Cities of
Salt and the trilogy Land of Darkness. It was launched by Trees and the
Assassination of Marzuq, then crossed the Bridge to draw with Jabra Ibrahim Jabra
A Wortld without Maps, before it multiplied into biographies, critical writings and
drawings. This experience cannot be reduced to one dimension. It is rich and deep
to such an extent that it lures the reader to be absorbed, if not lost, in its universes.
It is like a voyage into the Arab Mashriq, from the Arabian Peninsula to Iraq and
from Jordan to Syria. It is as if Munif is the Arab writer whose exile drove him to
discover the suffering of this Arab Mashriq. He wrote about it and drew characters
and plots out of it in a way that rewrote history starting from its marginal and
oppressed regions.

The major Arab obscurity is that of prisons. In the strange intermarriage
between the revolutionary and autocratic regimes, between the monarchy and the
republic, produced by militarism, the prison in the countries of the Arabs has
become the first indication of the authority’s crisis and society’s anguish at the same
time.

The authority possesses the legitimacy of naked oppression only, after the
coup d’état had lost its legitimacy and was tainted with failure, corruption, and
defeat.

Society does not suffer from repression alone, but also from the incapacity
to attain a democratic alternative which would save it from the fist of brutality that
led it to its so-called doom.

Amidst crisis and anguish, a new literary art came to the fore. It tried to get
closer to the inside worlds of prisons and to write a major metaphor about the
reality of Arab societies.

* Elias Khoury is a renowned novelist, the editor of the cultural supplement “Mulhaq” of
the Lebanese daily “an-Nahar” and a visiting professor of Arabic Literature at New York
University.

* Zein Shweiry received his M.A. in English Literature from the American University of
Beirut.
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We know that modern Arabic literature has been liberated from the
objectives that dominated classical Arabic criticism for a long time. It tried to break
away from the tandem of eculogy-satire on which the ancient critics had based their
critical theoties, in order to reach boundless horizons where the individual assumes
his unique role in discovering new perspectives to the literary experience.

Nevertheless, the novel of prisons in contemporary Arabic literature might
be the exception that proves the rule. The theme or objective in this literature plays
a very important part. It sets out with writers from Egypt, the Arabian Peninsula,
Syria, Lebanon, Palestine and Morocco to new worlds rendering the prison a
metaphor or a symbolic tale of Arab life. Buried stories are unearthed from beneath
torture, misery, and absence.

Munif was not satisfied with the story of Rajab in the novel “East of the
Mediterranean” but went to Adil and Tali’ in the novel “Here...Now” in order to
insist on the necessity of writing the story.

Between the story and the necessity to write it is the Arab silence that has
turned presence into absence and experience into nothingness. Since his break with
his political experience in the Ba’th Party, Munif realized that the writer’s mission is
to write. He used to write as if he were racing with words and in the process he
discovered his style of writing. He goes back in history, searches in the oral memory
archive, or catches the vibrations of words in order to get to the edge of what has
not been written. This is the essence of the Munifian anxiety which he has placed at
the avant-garde of a new stage in contemporary Arabic literature. It is the stage of
transition from the position to the situation, from the cause to the person. In the
situation, the position crystallizes, and in the person, the cause materializes. There is
no route to these two objectives except through writing.

Launching the history of the Arabian Peninsula in the novel is not less
important than writing the history of prisons. Looking into the Marzugian defeat is
but part of searching for an adequate language, according to Ibn Khaldun. Situating
Munif in the context of the contemporary Arabic novel does not only shed light on
the experience of this great novelist. It also opens the discussion about the silence
that the novel has tried to break, in order to construct a mirror of the Arab soul
which has been scattered and dispersed. Language has been its last resort.

I would like to draw attention to three issues:

1- If we place the two volumes on prisons in context, we find out that they
complement novelistic works inaugurated by the novel “That Scent” by Sonallah
Ibrahim. Ibrahim’s experimentation was built on the incapacity of writing. Written
in the first person, it tries to reconstruct itself through an austere narrative language
that acquires another dimension in Munif’s two novels. Writing is still a vital
concern, and the prison has become a metaphor for society, but Munif immerses
himself in creating his romantic reality through Rajab’s relationship with his mother
in the first novel. As for the second novel, we sense a naked reality, exemplified in
the transfer of the whole prison to Karloff Hospital in Prague, where the sickness
of the society merges with the sickness of the novel’s characters. Hence, writing
becomes a means of dialogue with the self and with history.

2- The first volume of the quintet “Cities of Salt” can be read as something
close to magical realism. However, the novel quickly dissuades expectations and
moves towards a historical realism driven by the necessity of writing what has not
been, and probably never will be, written. Mut’ib al-Hadhdhal, the novel’s legendary
hero, disappears in the first part of the novel. In this aspect, he resembles the
author who is intentionally absent. Hero and author disappear in order for the
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novel to turn into a succession that records history and discovers history’s major
shame.

3- The trilogy “Land of Darkness” can be considered a historical novel in
the classical sense. But we discover that the Baghdadi novelistic texture created by
Munif impels the reader to embark on the adventure of discerning authority’s
mechanisms, the Mamluk Ottoman conspiracy, and the traditional military regime
which has become the foundation of the new military regime.

The common point of the three novelistic axes is the specter of prison, the
mechanisms of oppression, and the suffering of man. In writing, in turning words
into memory anchors and awareness incentives, Munif has opened horizons and
taken us to the hell of the Arabs and the miseries of the oppressed whom the
repressive machine has transformed into ghosts.

How do ghosts talk? When do the dead speak?

This is ‘Abd al Rahman Munif’s question. He was engrossed by shapes and
styles, traveled to cities and rural areas, crossed the desert, and came back with the
scars of the prison on his papers and the hope of opening the doors of hell through
writing.

He whispered his stories bashfully.

However, his words knock on doors and call on us to rewtrite the novel in
order to close the doors of prisons and turn our attention to the art of life.

ENDNOTES

A different version of this article appeared in Mulbag Annabar no. 621, 1 Feb, 2004.
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DE/CONSTRUCTION:
TWO EDGES OF A MAGIAN LOVE-STORY

Nisrine Jaafar®

“Humanity’s noblest sense, sight, coincides with our noblest
faculty, reason. Hach symbolically reciprocates the other. This
hegemony reflects the thinking of Plato and Aristotle...and the
Judaeo-Christian tradition reinforces the Greek tradition. The
Biblical myth of creation states that ‘in the beginning’ all was in total
darkness; ‘then God commanded, “Let there be light” — and light
appeared. God was pleased with what he saw.” (Genesis 1: 3-
4)...The corollary of this vision of light, sight and God is the binary
opposition of the equation of darkness, blindness, death, the Devil
and evil.”!

INTRODUCTION

Similarly to the myth of creation, the protagonist in Munif’s Magian 1Love
Story builds on the look (al-nadbra), as the cornerstone to his fabula. The entire story is
imbued with a religious pulse, which results however in deconstructing religious
institutions — namely, the church in this context. If the ‘I-narrator in Munif’s
second novel? paves the way for the deployment of his narrative by borrowing a
crucial constituent from the story of creation (i.e. sight),? he only does so to shake
the religious edifice and challenge the notion of ‘sacrality’, forcefully transmitted to
human beings through “the sacred fathers” (8, 28, 30, 32, 36, 37, 43, 79).

In fact, through sight, the narrator’s own myth seems to be that of “re-
creation” through fixation on a single object of desire* that he renders more and
more abstract as the narrative gradually unfolds. Nonetheless, the repercussions of
this double-edged re-creation/fixation process only prove detrimental to a “lost”
character who subsequently endures major “internal destruction.”> Hence, the
narrator’s original quest for meaning develops into a confession scheme 4 /a St.
Augustine, addressed to the implied reader rather than to the religious community
that he displays no respect or sympathy for (5-8). This scheme brings out the
protagonist’s vulnerability, fallibility as well as his “hunt” for a hope — solely derived
from his sacred® beloved’s tempting’ eyes.

In his Confessions, St. Augustine admits that temptation is brought forth by
the ‘eye’. Yet, being the Platonic he is, ‘beauty’ for him culminates only in God; and,
it is towards this God that sight has to inevitably be oriented, to avoid the ‘fires of
hell.” While the main character in Munit’s Magian Love Story engages in a narrative
motif which somewhat simulates Augustine’s confessions, he nevertheless refrains
from adopting any moral negativism attributed to ‘sight’ in the ascetic tradition.
That is, the latter harshly condemns “unchastened gazing,”s i.e. #he look or “le regard’’
whenever it diverts from the Creator himself. Conversely though, the T’-narrator in

* Nistine Jaafar is a DPhil Candidate in Oriental Studies at the University of Oxford,
working on Eroticism in the contemporary Arabic Novel.
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A Magian Love Story discerns a new “goddess” through ‘the look’ that he eagerly
starts to worship.!?

Even so, he seems to embrace the ‘Sartrian’ postulation that ‘the look” acts
as a double-edged, fatal and fatalistic instrument.; for, just as Sartre questions the
meaning of ‘being seen’ and the risk embedded in it,"! Munif’s protagonist explicitly
laments the exchange in ‘looks’ with his beloved, which carries him through the
rocky path of constant and unfulfilled yearning (14, 22-5, 29, 33-4, 39).12 This might
possibly elicit the reason why his ‘love story’ is depicted as Magian: always magically
animated but never really rendered tangible.

Amidst such mixed signals and feelings and at the heart of a poignant
psychological mess that the narrator experiences, can ‘seeing’ remain ‘believing’ — as
popular wisdom often reiteratesr Is the reader supposed to believe the protagonist’s
tale about the actual existence of a beloved Lillian? Could it not be the mere work
of a disillusioned man’s imagination, secking to (re)construct a love-story, an
institution or even an iconic figure: anything of worth and value to cling to?

Visibly, the T-narrator is not relying on Cartesian premises to draw his
account. So, what is the sensorial experience he describes doing in the novel, and
how far-reaching is it in re-constructing — if not de-constructing — new modes of
‘seeing’ and ‘believing’?

DISILLUSIONMENT INCARNATE

When Adrian Lyne adapted Vladimir Nabokov’s famous novel Lo/ita into
the big screen, he chose to open the narrative with an intriguing yet important
detail, stated in the first person by professor Humbert — the main protagonist —
who directly relates it to the audience, as if to redeem or justify himself. In fact,
Humbert confesses that his mind fails to function like that of an adult. Stuck at age
fourteen during which he happens to have lost his beloved, Humbert ceases to
develop both at the emotional and psychological levels. Still lingering, despite the
years, in 1921 Cannes — where he had met Annabelle and explored the meaning of
passion with her, prior to her accidental death four months later — professor
Humbert constantly exacerbates his own grief by animating within himself a fierce
sense of melancholy, bordering on madness. It is not until the brisk appearance of
the juvenile Lolita, that he re-embarks on an unquenchable yet hopeless search for
lust and “love”.1?

Similarly to Nabokov and Lyne’s anti-hero, Munif’s main personage in A
Magian Love-Story catches the thread of narration from the beginning, to introduce
his problematic situation: not only is he yearning for a love affair that cannot
possibly materialize; he is also suffering from the loss of his mothet’s affection at a
tender age — a deficit that sharply determines his rapport to women, especially prior
to the unforeseen encounter with Lillian.'* Even though this deep sense of loss is
sporadically highlighted throughout the text (20, 73), its impact is vividly felt in the
narrator’s illustration of his restless life — to the extent that he transforms into an
identical twin of Nabokov’s Humbert; in that, he openly admits to be inhabiting a
man’s body but simply reasoning with a child’s mind (107). Moreover, he regards
the latter as a deficiency, underlying not only his personal trauma but a whole
generation’s struggle!® with a city that “survives on students’¢ aspirations and
ruthlessly annihilates their future prospects” (110).

It is noteworthy here that the novel’s fifth chapter,!” which reflects on the
narrator’s relationship to the host city, also maps out some crucial raisons d’étre for
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his defeat and justifies hence, the sort of jargon permeating the text. Indeed, from
sexual frustration to much-awaited socio-political relief, the journey led by Munif’s
narrator and his fellow foreign students is one of ‘futile mobilization’ in pursuit of
volatile dreams. According to the T-narrator, what deeply marks this pursuit is
mere ‘cowardice’ alone — an impeding motif that occupies considerable space within
the narrative (16-26). The narrator links cowardice to defeat in a riddle-like question
(25-27-108), which simulates the puzzling genesis of the chicken and egg: which
one comes first and which is subsequently engendered? Such unanswerable query
however, traps the narrator in a vicious circle of wondering(s) and wandering(s). His
entrapment renders the thought of meeting ‘redemption’, an idea per impossibile (79)
and imposes a melancholically monotonous tone on the narrated experience. In a
sense, Munif’s main character turns into a pendulum’ (14-19); for, like a “pendulnm’ —
which always indicates time but never dictates it — he is synchronized to outline his
pain, deception and many defeats, but falls short from breaking the strenuous
repetitive motion of his life.

Failing to maintain a firm grip over circumstances compels the narrator to
both reinforce his self-portrait as a ‘coward’ and order the implied readers to
symbolically flagellate him in rebuke (26). However, far from assuming full
responsibility for his declared ‘cowardice’, he blames ‘nature’ for conspiring with
‘the city’ against human beings (23), by casting upon them a major unbreakable
curse. In the narrator’s eye, everything is cursed — even the balcony from which he
manages to first oversee his beloved. He actually perceives this balcony as the vital
‘testimony to his end’ (30).

The notion of ‘ending’ hereby evoked, is expected to bear the protagonist’s
psychological collapse and far-fetched disillusionment alone. Nevertheless, the ‘end’
allegedly imposed on the narrator when he crosses Lillian from his hotel balcony,
paradoxically marks the beginning of a rejuvenated search for meaning. The same
encounter that drives the protagonist insane makes him wonder, in retrospect,
about his five-year ‘ephemeral’ journey at the heart of an ‘alien” host-city (103); and,
it is this encounter — which blurs the lines between ‘reality’, ‘diction” and ‘narration’
— that motivates him to ponder crucial if not existential questions: does the ‘curse’
derive from love or is it an intrinsic, inescapable part of his life? What is love
anyway (34)? Is it a definable entity? How does the idea of desire emanate and how
does it subsequently degrade into a painful outcry (45)?

Even though he reluctantly utters the word ‘Tlove’, the narrator depicts the
latter’s conquest of his heart in almost the same fashion that Idwar al-Kharrat’s
Mikha’il does, throughout the opening pages of Rama wa 'I-Tinnin (Rama and the
Dragon);!8 i.e., both protagonists discern in ‘love’ a drift towards solitude and at the
same time, a bitter-sweet ‘adolescent’ strife to overcome this solitude. Yet, while the
two protagonists tend to examine the probable intertwinement of ‘love’ and un-
consummated adolescence,!” Munif’s shaken narrator oscillates between perceiving
love as a ‘stupid mistake’ (15) or a definite need, transcending the immediacy of
carnal desire. Then again, he does not provide ready-made answers and, for that
matter, does not possess any.

Swimming in a sea of pressing questions, the ‘T-narrator revisits his own
life in a deconstructed narrative, which completely resembles him. The dramatic
incisions that his questions cause within his own memory make it possible to piece
up not only the history of his disillusionment but also the story of his attachment to
Lillian — be it Lillian the woman or the thought thereof. After all, as Kundera
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indicates, “a question is like a knife that slices through the stage backdrop and gives
us a look at what lies hidden behind it.”20

FRAGMENTED FABULA: THE STORY OF A BROKEN NARRATOR

Throughout the narrative, Munif’s protagonist remains anonymous. His
harsh, expressive and scolding “I” sharply addresses the reader and other implied
listeners?! — creating thus, manifold layers of narration, reading and interpretation —
without providing any elicit indication of his identity, nationality or “home.”?> The
only details this character willingly reveals — albeit in bits — consist of his occupation
as a foreign student in an unspecified European country and a shaky approximation
of his age at the time when the main story unfolds.??

In fact, there is a temporal disparity between the process of narration and
the actual development of reported events within the narrated story; for, the solo
racontenr pours his heart out only years later.* Even so, the storyline itself is divided
into manifold but succinct timeframes.

The overall framework, within which the main story develops however, is
that of a ten-day holiday at a seemingly bourgeois hotel in the mountains, towards
the end of summer (9, 27). While the narrator relates his escape to the necessity of
finding some rest (18), his discourse unveils a high level of anxiety and distress that
even nature — with its lakes, pine-trees and bathing spots (9, 10, 40) — fails to
alleviate. The anonymous protagonist seems to face heightened uncertainty vis-a-vis
strangers who share his vacation, vis-a-vis relationships with women and vis-a-vis
“books.”

Based on the stream of consciousness, his discourse reveals all at once, a
sense of self-imposed exile, psychological unsettlement and sharp self-awareness,
which persist even after he moves back to the city — rendering him thus, more
vulnerable and bare before the readers’ gazing eye.

While “stripping naked”? (the deliberate act of completely exposing one’s
inner self) is a perilous endeavor, the narrator ventures into soliciting the readers’
immediate attention — as indicated above — by spilling his words and weaknesses
out boldly; that is, he does not camouflage his excessive sadness (16) or low self-
esteem (8). Instead, he stages these two main components of his personality as
intrinsic parts of the ‘truth-formula’; i.e., parts of a narrative that he strives to
present as viable and non- illusive. It is worth mentioning here, that the narrator is
fully aware of the fact that his words are not necessarily cathartic. Hence, he
constantly guards against the readers’ potential backlashes; yet, he still seeks to
establish a new channel of interaction through their imagined presence — since all
avenues for communicative exchange have been severed, with a surrounding that
merely allows for ephemeral relations.?

If his life has so far resembled the tedious longing for a ‘Godot’ that fails to
come along, why does the narrator take on another addressee who cannot possibly
reciprocate his exchange or offer him constructive feedback? By doing so, Munif’s
protagonist probably tries to lead a ‘normal’ life ‘with rhythm’, in which he no
longer orbits solo; for, throughout the largest proportion of his narrative he only
roams intimate/inner spaces, from which he attempts to extract — in flashback form
— scattered excerpts of an eclipsed life.

In fact, the narrator’s all-encompassing deception begins with the church as
an institution led by ‘potential murderers’; namely, ‘the sacred fathers’, whose
ultimate pleasure is often derived from torturing innocent creatures (37, 141).
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Similarly to Zaki al-Naddawi,?” who renders Wardan the ‘scapegoat-dog’ the sole
recipient of his fury, this anonymous protagonist chases the ‘alleged’ guardians of
the church and makes them — rather understandably — bear the cross of his anger.

While his story is written in a confession-like style, the narrator’s main
purpose is to profoundly challenge the church’s dogma and its inculcation of
distorted beliefs into the pious’ minds.?® This does not however imply that the
protagonist discards ‘spirituality’ per se. On the contrary, it is the intricate yearning
for a ‘spiritual haven’, which fuels his attachment to Lillian’s eyes and contributes to
dissolving manifold ties with his surrounding — material and otherwise.

For instance, failure to derive ‘serenity’ from ‘books’ makes him cast the
latter off, as yet another source of disillusionment (14, 16, 24). While the direct
reason undetlying such intellectual crisis is not explicitly evoked, the narrator —
initially a poetry-avid (88), a painter (77) and art appreciator (101) — reveals great
cynicism towards and low affinity with the printed word.

On a more intimate plane, his disenchantment is intensely expressed vis-a-
vis sexuality. Driven by a palpable sexual frustration, the one-man-show narrator
tries to lead an allegedly ‘promiscuous’ life. His random process of experimentation
is nevertheless accompanied by a bitterly-felt distinction between sex and ‘love™®
(20), which coins the former to a pejorative and degrading connotation.®
Paradoxically though, Munif’s unsettled protagonist excessively probes ‘carnal
desire’ — albeit in vain — for meaning and affection. That is, he engages in a trail of
sexual rapports to different women;3' then, repeatedly — but not coincidentally —
lands on ‘ephemeral” bonds, regardless of their longevity.?? Such for example is the
case with Mira (18-19), whom he ‘unorthodoxly dates’ for about three years.
Actually, his so-called relationship to Mira is depicted as bearing the most
substance;? for, it involves not only sex, but also a blend of emotional, familial, and
mental exchanges?* Even so, the narrator cannot remain faithful to her or,
deliberately abstains from remaining thus. Upon his return from the ten-day
holiday, Mira loses much of her appeal in his eyes (65) and both individuals drift
further apart — despite his subsequent and trivial attempts at winning the ‘fleeing’>
Mira over in bed again.

Indeed, rather than providing the narrator with inner tranquility and
reconciliation, the hotel visit seems to enhance his sense of alienation from people
in general, especially those ‘strangers” who temporarily share the ten-day journey.
Sinking in a world of his own, the anonymous protagonist eyes the surrounding
crowd with a lot of disdain’® (22-23). Hence, he downgrades other visitors’ presence
at the hotel to an insignificant proliferation of unfamiliar faces, yielding two parallel
yet completely paradoxical outcomes: the restraint on his privacy and the
enhancement within his inner self, of even more solitude (10-11). As a result, the
T-narrator tends to merely orbit around his worries, individual speculations and
thoughts. That is, he takes refuge in inner closed spaces, which do not necessarily
procure him a concrete sense of security; for, security (at least in Foucauldian
terms) implies not a complete prevention of disorder, but a certain management of
the latter; and, the anonymous protagonist seems to possess no control over his
chaotic state of being — even after he meets Lillian.

FIXATION/RE-CREATION

Until his encounter with Lillian at the beach, the narrator seems to lead a
tumultuous inner life, running in undetermined directions and primarily dictated by
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the afore-outlined disillusionment. The unexpected emergence of ‘her eyes’
however, engenders what could possibly be deemed a ‘resurrection’. As the sole
‘familiat’ creature around (33), Lillian manages — particulatly through her eyes — to
become the narrator’s subject of focus, then gradually, the center of his fixation(s).
It is neither a pure coincidence nor an element of surprise that her name is
unraveled almost forty pages into the novel — since the anonymous protagonist is
thoroughly consumed by the aura around her /ok alone. Actually, the entire Tove
affair’ is built on the decisive effect of a ‘glance’; from then onwards, the natrator
leaps slightly but not consistently, outside his inner confines — only to soon re-
embrace, an unfocused circular motion in search of Lillian.

Before exploring the nature of this search however, I would like to pause at
the ambivalent effect of ‘sight’” on the narrator — as a major “éément déclenchenr
beneath his desperate pursuit.

While casting a major emphasis on the sacredness of Lillian’s eyes, Munif’s
T-narrator depicts the double-edged corollary that stems from their sudden
appearance; indeed, not only do these eyes fill his heart with Tove’ (14, 22, 25, 29,
33-4, 39), they also constitute a perilous tunnel at the end of which awaits him both
‘madness’ (19) and ‘defeat’ (22) — two symbolic incarnations of psychological death.

The interplay between love, madness and defeat ties — once again — into al-
Kharrat’s vision in Rama wal-Tinnin, where the main character Mikha‘il, ponders
crucial speculations about the expandable and solitary essence of love: expandable
because it bears neither a beginning nor a discernable end; and solitary, because it
kills the ‘beholder’ then ‘resurrects him dead” on a daily basis (6) — as though love
were a relentless but doomed ‘hunt’ for something, someone, anything.

If T elect to employ the word ‘hunt’, it is specifically because Munif’s I’
narrator, who is completely haunted by Lillian’s ‘gaze’, strives — albeit in vain®” — to
possess the object of his fixation and in turn, earn salvation. This being said, he tries
to establish a communication channel with the desired object through ‘sight’ —
turning himself thus into a sort of ‘voyeur’, seeking to relinquish his loneliness.
Nevertheless, voyeurism only buries him deeper in the grave of solitude and, just
like the mythical Sisyphus, his quest for redemption remains bitterly wishful.
Throughout the novel, Munif’s narrator swims in the deep sea of yearning, but
wakes up — over and again — to a sour realization: that shallow foams are but his
sole share of the overwhelming emotional tide he experiences with every ‘look’.
Having somewhat assimilated his ‘sort’, the narrator cynically warns readers against
any ‘grandiose’ final expectations; for, they will inevitably fall on ‘nothing tangible
towards the end of narration’ (59).

Is the entire story based on an illusion then? Is it a dream? Is it the creative
work of the ‘I’- narrator’s imagination, in a desperate attempt to escape emotional
drought?

While plausible answers to such questions may never be reached, it is worth
turning to the protagonist’s idiosyncratic re-creation of meaning, for speculative
reflections. In the process of fixation he undertakes, the protagonist gradually rids
his love for Lillian from all possible ‘impurities’. Therefore, he discards the ideas of
sex and carnal desire (34) from their alleged bond. By doing so, he transposes
Lillian to a different plane than that of everyday life — rendering her half woman,
half Goddess in some instances; and completely divine in others (25).3 The more
divine, angelic or transcendental her depiction, the more she escapes his grip. Yet,
in an almost masochistic fashion, the narrator savors her abstraction and becomes
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more adamant vis-a-vis her pursuit; hence, his engagement in a ceaseless search for
the ‘beloved’, even after they head back to their original urban setting.

In fact, the narrative is symmetrically divided between the protagonist’s
quest at the mountain resort and that which he envisages in the city. Both seem to
mirror and prolong each other; since, the narrator fails to derive a sense of closure
from his earlier ‘hunt’. Indeed, on the tenth and final holiday evening, Lillian and
the anonymous magus* experience a first ‘up-close’ meeting (58). Behind their
dancing-ball disguises, their respective eyes manage to meet and mutually draw
them closer. The whole scene is painted with an intense blend of melancholy and
lust, which transcends however, the immediate physicality of the moment. Lillian
ceases being ‘flesh and bones’; rather, she transforms into a lashing ball of light that
ignites his innermost parts — without really salvaging his aspiration for ‘meaning’;
that is, the ephemeral nature of their encounters,® renders the thought of
possessing the iconic Lillian, an idea per inpossibile (60).

Even so, the narrator lays his love before her ‘gazing eyes’ (59) and
ventures into an everlasting cyclical journey. In the city, the ‘I-narrator almost
relinquishes his average student life and roams the streets for a glimpse of his
elusive Lillian. From this ‘clinging’ attitude, springs a host of pressing questions
about the essence of his search: What does the tale of his love’ for this woman-
turned-icon ensure? Does it render his eclipsed life less absurd or more strenuous?
Is clinging to the improbable idea of finding her, more soothing than holding on to
all other fallen institutions? If the quest for Lillian is a Magian one, then it embodies
quintessential devotion, which fails to result in emotional fulfillment. So, by
embarking on such a tumultuous expedition, is the narrator observing a ritual of
self-torture and annihilation or a process of self-healing? Alternatively, could it be
that the protagonist is simply ‘cursed’ — as he often reiterates in the narrativer

Whether his wrist is tied to a deeply-rooted curse or not, the anonymous
narrator finds himself trapped in a circle of ‘wandering’ and ‘wondering’. As the city
turns into yet another dark labyrinth, his search for Lillian becomes more absurd,
and, from the intricacy of his situation, Munif’s ‘I’-narrator develops a sense of
animosity towards this host city (91). He even accuses it of murdering its ‘progeny’,
i.e. of choking its inhabitants both physically and mentally through the myth of
civilization.#! Actually, a stormy moment of yearning for Lillian unravels the T’-
narrator’s utter disillusionment with a luring and ruthless system of belief, designed
by the city to cynically disappoint its occupants: luring for its vivid promises to sow
the seeds of ‘civilization” and ruthless in its failure to indicate that the latter concept
is merely bogus.

At this stage, the story confers the pre-mature fecling that it would
circularly end where it initially started: with a protagonist who has relinquished
everything. Yet, while the solo narrator promises to trade his entire life repertoire
for a single and final ‘glance’ from the elusive Lillian (105), his mind-boggling
‘fixation’ on her makes him delve into a re-evaluation process — which paves the
way for a slight glimpse of hope. Glossing over the general relationship between
cities and their dwellers, over his particular five-year stay in the unnamed host town,
over the broader concepts of God, religion, sex and friendship, the protagonist
attains a certain level of ‘reconciliation’ that allows him to move on; i.e. transcend
his most mundane concerns.*?

Whether he gives in to ‘reality’, surrenders or adjusts — and the narrative
allows for no definitive assumptions — a single fact prevails: that the centrality of
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‘iconic Lillian’ has prompted a rejuvenated journey beyond the tight confines of his
wretched inner self.

CONCLUSION

“Narration, as a form common to both the novel and history does remain
in general, the choice or the expression of an historical moment.”#?

With an array of distinct characters and a fertile literary repertoire, Munif
has par excellence, ‘historicized’ the Arab individual’s undying struggle with a region
that ‘bathes in oil’ and harbors — among other destructive landmarks — oppression
and political corruption. Subserviently ‘leached’ to ignorant foreign powers, with
their Machiavellian ruses and abusive instructions on the successful conversion of
the oil industry to an eternal curse, this region marginalizes its own people and
often condemns them to permanent exile — even where they do not physically
depart. Almost all of Munif’s novels sharply and ‘polyphonically’** echo these
concerns; even more, they carve them in the reader’s mind, so that History never
leaves the ‘bridge’ of memory and errs in wilderness like the solitary Zaki al-
Naddawi.*

Similarly to al-Naddawi, the solo protagonist in A Magian Love-Story is a
lonesome anti-hero, who holds the thread of narration and lashes the reader with a
convoluted narrative about everything: life, religion, exile, sexuality and crumbling
institutions — but most of all, love. Orchestrating multiple layers of narration, the
anonymous and identity-ridden ‘I-narrator converts his experience with
marginalization, oppression and suffering into language, i.c. into communication —
that begins with the Tlook’ and ends in the ‘word’.

Actually, through the ‘look’ (@/-nadhra), Lillian ensnares Munif’s protagonist
— only to then become, the torch that lights his rocky path and against which he
measures the darkness of his surrounding. This process of abstraction, which
endows Lillian with an almost transcendental connotation, is best achieved through
narration. It is noteworthy that the narrator realizes early on, that words are not
necessarily cathartic and that they would fail in accounting for Lillian’s essence.
Nevertheless, it is only through the ‘multi-layered’ narration he ventures into and
the perennial unraveling of stories within the basic love-story — in an Arabesque-like
fashion — that Lillian actually stands out. As language fails to contain her, as she
escapes the immediacy and ‘mediocrity’ of the word (130), Lillian transforms into
the ultimate abstraction of an icon-model. In her ability to haunt his memory, she
subsequently manages to restore his distilled hope in a future yet to come (130).

Faced with a host of convolutions that render him an exi/#, by widening the
chasm with his surrounding, the ‘I’-narrator seems to bear the same scars as many
other pioneering characters of the Arabic novel; namely, those intellectuals who
woefully endure existential crises vis-a-vis the West —specifically regarding
sexuality.*0 What distinguishes this particular protagonist though, is the fact that his
ever-unconsummated passion constitutes an intrinsic but incomplete part of a larger
whole; i.e. part of a more developed set of worries and concerns. If the ‘I’-narrator
leads an alleged promiscuous life in the host city, it is because he simply lacks
affection and not because he wishes to conquer the West through sex. Underneath
his abundant exploration(s) of women’s arms, lies a vehement attempt at both
retrieving ‘meaning’ and burying his disillusionment — an endeavor which falls short
however, from materializing in any of his experiences. When Lillian comes into the
picture though, the solo narrator perceives in her the belief, the strength and the
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unique catalyst of meaning, he had long been seeking. And, despite his realization
that ‘meaning’ was a prospective ‘vision’ rather than a palpable entity, Munif’s
character insists on following the beloved’s trail — rendering hence his pursuit, a
Magian one in the true sense: somewhat shamanistic, helplessly devoted and
everlasting.

In sum, the fragmented protagonist does not totally surrender and also
refrains from playing the lethal game of silence. In spite of what he recurrently
labels the ‘futility of words’, he keeps narration flowing without turning into a
pretentious preacher or an ideolggue. In his resistance, this character constitutes a sort
of prelude to subsequent Munif-styled creations. Tortured, exiled, sensitive, always
aware but still eager to fight back, this anonymous magus mirrors the outstanding
author who aptly crafts his experimental persona; and, it is based on his model that
more mature characters will develop in Munif’s chef d’ocuvres.
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38 “She is the mother of fertility,” p.25. Translation mine.

39 The narrator describes himself as the ‘most Magian” living creature, p.33. I also borrow the word
Magus from John Fowles” novel, bearing the latter title (1965).

40 Lillian and the narrator meet twice only. On two other occasions, they briefly come across each
other without being able to exchange words or even prolonged glances. In fact, it is not until their
unplanned and last encounter at the train station that they entertain a sort of conversation — albeit a
succinct and time-restrained one.

41 ‘Abd al-Rahman Munif, Qissat Hubb, p.92. Interpretation mine.

42 For instance, attempting to snatch Radmilla from Ivan to satisfy his ego or fighting with Mira for
no viable reason.

43 Roland Barthes, Writing Degree Zero (London: Jonathan Cape Ltd, 1967), p.35.

44 Save maybe for: Qissat hubb majusiyya and Hina tarakna al-jist.

45 ‘Abd al-Rahman Muni, Hin trakna al-jisr.

46 Take for example, Tawfiq al-Hakim, Suheil Idris or Tayyib Salih.
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HISTORY AND FICTION IN
MUDUN ALI-MILH (CITIES OF SALT)
BY ‘ABD AL-RAHMAN MUNIF

Eric Gautier

ABSTRACT

Mudun  al-Milh (Cities of Salt) is a quintet unique in modern Arabic
literature. The novel recounts one century in the history of the Hudaybi Sultanate,
from its foundation to the discovery of oil, which leads to the end of traditional
Bedouin life, and the Sultanate's accession to the modern industrial world. The
history of this imaginary sultanate is, in fact, the future projection of a real country
— Saudi Arabia.

How should this work be classified? Is it a novel or a narrative account?
How can it be considered fiction when behind the related events and characters
loom true events and key figures who have marked the history of Saudi Arabia? It is
worth noting that some literary critics refused to classify this work as a novel. The
author also provoked an angry response from the highest Saudi authorities, who
apparently did not regard the work as fiction. Thus, for researchers who are
scrutinizing the history of Saudi Arabia — a history not easily accessible to historians
and sociologists — there is a great temptation to consider the work a historical
document that may provide a better understanding of the country. Munif enjoys
blurring the lines, deploying an assortment of historical criticism, which endows his
account with credibility and provokes a "real-life" effect for the reader. He plays
with his knowledge of the society in question, mobilizes all reliable historical
techniques in the setvice of the text and, as he puts himself in a historian's shoes,
plays with the truth as well as with what is plausible.

We do not deny the importance of studying literature for the sake
of attaining knowledge of various societies but wholeheartedly subscribe to it. We
believe that sociologists, political pundits and historians have a duty to take literary
works into account and not to brush aside so-called fiction from the fields of
research. This is especially true in the case of a country like Saudi Arabia and a work
like Mudun al-Milh. However, we must not be misled, nor forget the fictional nature
of the work and the fact that each author has his own imaginative universe and his
own perception of space, time, and persons. Researchers cannot limit a novel's
function to a tool for sociological study. A writer is not only a photographer of
reality; rather, he creates his own reality as well. One can ponder this vision of
reality, analyze this creation and strive to uncover the intentions of the author and
his way of seeing the world and giving it meaning.
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HISTOIRE ET FICTION DANS
MUDUN AL-MILH (LES CITES DE SEL)
D'ABDUL RAHMAN MOUNIF

Eric Gautier®

Le présent travail s'inscrit dans une optique de recherche qui se propose
d'étudier comment les écrivains et, de maniére plus générale, les cultures
appréhendent les qualités du monde qui nous entoure. Cette recherche me conduit
naturellement a réfléchir sur les rapports complexes qui existent entre littérature et
réalité. Etroitement liée a I'évolution des sociétés dont elle est le produit, la
littérature arabe contemporaine se préte particulicrement bien a servir cette optique
de recherche. Le roman que nous avons choisi d'analyser ci-dessous le montre bien.

Mudun al-milh (Les cités de sel) est le huitieme roman d'Abdul Rahman
Mounif!. Il s'agit d'une pentalogie sans équivalent dans la littérature arabe
contemporaine, moins par ses dimensions (5 tomes et 2446 pages), que par
limportance des thémes qui y sont abordés. L'auteur y relate en effet la
transformation d'un désert, habité par des tribus bédouines et sédentaires, d'abord
en un Etat centralisé, puis, apres la découverte des gisements d''or noir", en une
monarchie pétroliere, un Etat pseudo-moderne avec tout ce que cela comporte de
bouleversements aussi bien sur les plans environnemental, économique, social et
politique que sur le plan des mentalités. Le roman passe ainsi en revue plus d'un
siecle de T'histoire du Sultanat Hudaybite, depuis sa fondation jusqu'a l'avénement
de la civilisation industrielle moderne.

UNE FICTION AUX ALLURES DE RECIT HISTOREIQUE

Une des caractéristiques principales des romans de Mounif est que les
espaces qui y sont décrits, ainsi que les personnages mis en scéne ont des noms
imaginaires. Mudun al-milh n’échappe pas a cette régle : méme si ’'Egypte, la Syrie, les
Etats-Unis, la Turquie ou ’Angleterre sont évoqués explicitement, a aucun moment
Pauteur ne dévoile dans quel pays se déroule I'action proprement dite. Cependant, il
a volontairement glissé une série d’indices dont la fonction est de détourner le
lecteur de l'espace fictionnel pour l'orienter vers la réalité historique.

L'action du roman se déroule dans trois espaces principaux : Wadi al-‘uyun,
Harran et Mawran (seule lintrigue du tome 4, Almunbatt, a pour cadre d'autres
espaces situés en Allemagne et en Suisse). Wadi al-‘uyun, le premier espace posé par
la narration, est une oasis. Lorsque la compagnie américaine découvre du pétrole
dans le sous-sol de la région, ses habitants se trouvent soudain projetés dans le
vingtieme siecle. Situé a quelques jours de marche du wadi, Harran est un petit

* Eric Gautier est spécialiste de littérature arabe contemporaine. Maitre de conférences a
'Université de Paris IV-Sorbonne, il est actuellement en poste 2 Damas, a 'Institut Francais
du Proche-Orient. 11 a publié plusieurs traductions, dont l'autobiographie d'Abdul Rahman
Mounif Une ville dans la mémoire, (Atles : Sindbad-Actes Sud, 1996). Plus récemment, il a
coordonné avec Jamal Chehayed les actes du colloque La critique littéraire au Moyen-Orient,
(Damas : IFPO, 2006).
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village cotier qui, en un temps record, est transformé en un important port pétrolier.
Enfin Mawran, autrefois « désert noyé dans les sables et 'oubli » se métamorphose
en capitale d'un Etat moderne.

Nous voila donc dans une zone au climat désertique, peuplée d'hommes et
de femmes s'exprimant dans une langue arabe ou l'on décele aisément une
« coloration » bédouine d'Arabie3.

Ces éléments nous permettent déja de situer les événements relatés dans le
roman dans un des pays arabes du Golfe ou la découverte d’énormes ressources
pétroliere a contribué aux changements sociaux et économiques qui ont bouleversé
le rythme de vie ancestral.

En m’appuyant sur une abondante documentation tant historique que
sociologique, et en remettant dans 'ordre chronologique la documentation fournie
par le roman, jai démontré que derriére le royaume imaginaire des Hudaybites du
roman, se camouflait un pays bien réel, le Royaume d'Arabie Saoudite®. Sans entrer
dans le détail, il est facile d’établir un parallele entre ‘Abd al-‘Aziz Ibn ‘Abd al-
Rahman Ibn Saoud et le sultan Khuraybit. Comme le fondateur de 1'Arabie
Saoudite, Khuraybit se trouve en exil lorsqu'il décide de se lancer a la reconquéte du
royaume de ses ancétres. L.a maniére dont il parvient a prendre le pouvoir rappelle
I'éviction d'Ibn Rachid de Riyadh, la capitale du Nejd, par ‘Abd al-‘Aziz. Les deux
hommes sont également convaincus d'avoir vu leurs destins en réve. Sur le plan
physique, ils sont tous les deux décrits comme étant de grande taille et possédant
une force hors du commun. En outre, ‘Abd al-‘Aziz et Khuraybit épouserent
plusieurs femmes qui leur donnérent de nombreux enfants. Aprés la mort de leurs
fils ainés, ils reporterent leur affection et leurs efforts sur deux autres fils qui leur
succédérent aux commandes de I'Etat. On notera enfin que Khaz‘al et Fanar, les fils
de Khuraybit, sont les sosies des rois Saoud et Faysal d'Arabie Saoudite.

Au niveau du récit, l'auteur-narrateur semble assumer son propre discours.
11 s'agit d'un narrateur omniscient qui patle a la troisieme personne. La narration se
veut objective et le récit des évenements est présenté au lecteur comme un récit
historique. A titre d'exemple nous citerons le début du tome 3 (p 9-10) : « Nous
sommes au début du siécle (...) En ce temps-la, tout était sujet a reconsidération et a
nouvelle répartition : les idées, les régions, les Etats, méme les rois, les sultans et les
princes de moindre importance (..) Markhan Ibn Hudayb qui était 1'émir de
Mawran et de ses environs a deux jours de marche, avait été vaincu (...)» Ainsi,
durant la lecture, nous avons souvent le sentiment de ne pas pénétrer dans un
univers de fiction, mais plutdt dans un épisode de l'histoire d'un pays bien réel.
Cette impression est renforcée par 'absence de héros et le grand nombre d'acteurs
en présence (270 acteurs). Poussant plus loin la comparaison entre discours
romanesque et réalité historique, j'ai confronté la matiére du roman aux travaux
scientifiques portant sur I'Arabie et lu les principaux ouvrages de référence sur ce
pays, en particulier les études consacrées aux mutations spectaculaires dont il a été
le témoin depuis que le pétrole a jailli de son sous-sol. ]'ai constaté que Mudun al-
miilh traitait des mémes problemes que ces ouvrages scientifiques. La destruction de
I'environnement et des modes de vie traditionnels, 1'abandon de certaines valeurs
ancestrales, l'occidentalisation, la baisse de l'autorité et de la solidarité
traditionnelles, la construction d'une autorité nouvelle, le développement
d'infrastructures et d'activités économiques importées d'Occident, sont autant de
problemes auxquels sont confrontés a la fois les personnages mis en scene par
Mounif et les habitants de I'Arabie, dans la réalité.
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1l me semble donc opportun de souligner dans ce cas précis la similitude du
travail de l'historien et du romancier, tout au moins dans cette étape initiale, c'est-a-
dire au moment ou chacun d'eux s'efforce de rassembler les données qu'il utilisera
plus tard. Il apparait clairement que Mounif a longuement exploré les travaux
scientifiques concernant I'Arabie Saoudite, de maniére a étre en mesure de poser les
vrais problemes.

A ce stade, il me parait également nécessaire de prendre en considération
l'itinéraire personnel de I'écrivain, fils d'un Saoudien originaire du Nejd, et lui-méme
expert dans le domaine de l'économie pétroliere. Contrairement a beaucoup
d'historiens (occidentaux en particulier), Mounif a pu compter, lots de I'élaboration
de cet ensemble littéraire, sur des données issues d'une expérience vécue. Dans son
ouvrage Alkatib wa-l-manfa’, il écrit ceci :

«Oui, j'ai vécu cette vie lorsque je me trouvais dans les

régions situées au nord de I'Arabie Saoudite, pres de la Jordanie. Il

existe, d'une facon ou d'une autre, entre beaucoup de scénes du

roman et moi-méme, un lien étroit. J'étais proche des débuts du
pétrole. Aujourd'hui, nous voyons les choses dans leur état final et

leur image nous semble lointaine, mais quand on se retourne vers le

passé pour analyser les différents éléments, nous approcher de la

matiére premiere et comprendre comment s'est opéré l'agrégat, on

ne peut qu'étre étonné (...) »

En outre, lorsqu'il explique les raisons qui l'ont poussé a écrire Mudun al-
milh, 11 définit lui-méme sa mission, en tant qu'éerivain, en ces termes :

« En ma qualité de romancier, face a la grande et dangereuse
complexité [de la conjoncture dans les pays du Golfe], qui a ses
racines dans le passé, il m'est appatu nécessaire, pour traiter de la
situation actuelle, d'étudier l'histoire de cette région, de suivre
comment elle a évolué et d'observer les répercussions de ces
évolutions [sut le présent]. En ma qualité d'habitant de cette région
et une de ses victimes, étant donné mes études sur I'économie
pétroliere, et mon travail, depuis de longues années, dans ce
domaine, mais aussi, parce que je n'ai pas encore trouvé la formule
politique qui permettrait de provoquer le changement ou d'y
contribuer, j'ai pensé que le roman serait la formule la plus apte a lire
de facon réfléchie, objective, et esthétique aussi, cette société. Clest
ce qui m'a poussé a éctire les cing tomes de Mudun al-milh, pour
que ce roman soit une des lectures qui servent a comprendre une
société a une des étapes les plus importantes de son évolution. »°

La vision de l'Arabie telle que Mounif la présente au lecteur est donc
intéressante parce qu'il s'agit d'une vision interne, d'une vision formée a partir d'une
expérience vécue. Il s'agit également d'une vision globale : habituellement, un travail
scientifique traite d'un aspect de 'Arabie. Mudun al-milh, au contraire, offre au
lecteur une vision globale du pays, de son environnement, de son systéme socio-
économique, de ses rouages politiques, de sa culture et de sa langue. Son auteur y
explore, sous différents angles, les tensions qui se développent entre les individus et
une société que le pétrole vient de créer. Aucune couche socio-économique
n'échappe a la critique et parmi les quelque 270 acteurs du roman, nous comptons
des représentants issus de toutes les classes de la société. Il est possible d'élaborer
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une typologie de ces différents acteurs : Mut‘ib al-Hadhdhal, Umm al-khosh, Ibn
Naffa®, Mufdi al-Jad‘an, Shamran al-‘Utaybi, Salih al-Rashdan représentent le type
du Bédouin attaché aux valeurs traditionnelles et qui refuse les changements. Hasan
Rida'i, le Hakim, et Husni Karkar sont représentatifs de I'étranger venu a Mawran
pour s'enrichir aux dépens de ses habitants. Ibn al-Rashid, I'émir Khalid al-Mashari
et les sultans hudaybites symbolisent le pouvoir, la dictature soutenue par
'Occident. Al-“Ajrami, Ibn Shahin sont les symboles de l'autorité religicuse
corrompue, etc.

Des questions se posent donc au lecteur : Comment appréhender cet
ouvrage ? Comme un roman ou comme un récit historique ? Peut-on patler de
fiction lorsque, comme nous l'avons vu ci-dessus, se profilent derriére les
événements relatés et les personnages mis en scene, des événements et des
personnalités réels qui ont marqué Ihistoire de I’Arabie Saoudite. Nous rappelons a
ce sujet que certains critiques’ refusérent au livre le statut de roman, tandis que son
auteur s’attirait les foudres des plus hautes autorités saoudiennes. Apparemment,
celle-ci n’avaient pas du tout percu cette ceuvre comme de la fiction. Alors, la
tentation est grande pour le chercheur qui étudie Phistoire de ce pays - lequel reste
difficilement accessible a I’historien ou au sociologue - de voir dans la matiere qui
nous est livtée par Pécrivain, une sorte de document lui permettant de mieux
comprendre ce pays. De son coté, Mounif s’ingénie a brouiller les pistes, en
déployant 'arsenal critique de I’historien afin de doter son récit d’une crédibilité et
de provoquer 1'«effet de réel » chez le lecteur. Il joue de sa connaissance de la
société en question, mobilise des techniques d’accréditation historique pour les
mettre au service de son texte, n’hésitant pas a se glisser dans la peau de 'historien,
jouant avec le vrai et le vraisemblable. Ainsi, il pose parfois un regard ironique sur le
travail de l'historien. Dans plusieurs séquences du roman, "le narrateur-romancier”
critique implicitement l'histoire et la facon dont elle est constituée. 1l insiste, en
particulier, sur le fait que I'histoire est en général I'histoire des vainqueurs. Tome 3
page 147, nous lisons : « La guerre d'Al-“Awali et ses trois batailles sont d'une telle
complexité, les faits sont si enchevétrés, les intéréts de chaque partie si confus et
divergents, les informations sont si contradictoires, qu'il est difficile de les raconter
ou d'écrire a leur sujet. La diversité des rapporteurs, le fait qu'ils se contredisent
souvent, le déplacement des forces en présence, leurs revirements, la disparition de
nombreux témoins - pout des raisons sur lesquelles il n'est pas nécessaire de
s'étendre - transforment l'histoire en une somme de mensonges et de trucages.
Ensuite, si l'histoire est en général I'histoire des vainqueurs et exprime leur point de
vue, ces vainqueuts ont souvent tendance, pour blesser davantage les vaincus et s'en
moquer, a raconter le méme événement de multiples manieres (...) »

La guerre d'Al-“Awali est ici présentée comme un événement historique qui
doit étre commenté. En faisant allusion a la complexité des faits, aux intéréts de
chaque pattie, aux nombreux rappotteurs qui, patfois, n'ont pas été les témoins
directs de l'évenement qu'ils décrivent, 1'écrivain évoque aussi les problémes de la
véridicité du fait historique et, surtout, de l'objectivité de I'historien qui a pour
mission de le commenter et de l'analyser. D'objectivité, il en est une nouvelle fois
question, lorsque le narrateur fait état des nombreuses versions qui ont cours a
propos du coup d'Etat par lequel I'émir Fanar/Faysal renverse Khaz‘al/Saoud. Ce
coup d'Etat est relaté a trois reprises dans le roman : une premiére fois dans le tome
2 (p. 591 a 619), une deuxieme fois au début du tome 4 (p. 7 a 23), une troisieme,
enfin, dans la seconde partie du tome 5 (p. 226 a 245). Dans le tome 2, le lecteur
découvre le coup d'Etat dans les optiques de Shamran al-‘Utaybi et du Hakim Subhi
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al-Mihmalji. Pour Shamran, qui symbolise le peuple de Mawran, la nouvelle du coup
d'Etat et des incidents qui secouent le palais est percue avec une certaine
indifférence, voire de la lassitude. Il n'est pas dupe et sait bien que si le sultan
Khaz‘al est éliminé, un autre descendant de Khuraybit viendra prendre sa place et
rien ne changera réellement. Il n'en est pas de méme pour le Hakim, dont Mounif a
fait le symbole de l'étranger venu a Mawran pour s'enrichir au détriment des
indigenes, et réaliser de folles ambitions personnelles. En ce qui le concerne, la prise
de pouvoir de Fanar est une terrible nouvelle et équivaut a une condamnation a
mort (tome 2 p. 600).

Dans le tome 4, c'est le point de vue de Khazal qui nous est livté. Il est un
des derniers a étre informé du coup d'Etat fomenté par son frere. Lorsqu'il
l'apprend, il se trouve en Allemagne, avec sa suite, en voyage de noces. Ici, c'est une
version négative des événements qui nous est donnée : celle de Khaz‘al et de ses
proches conseillers. Le sultan se considére comme la victime d'une trahison qu'il ne
méritait pas. Un affront personnel lui a été adressé (tome 4 p.18-19). 1l exige de
I'Ambassadeur du Sultanat Hudaybite en Allemagne, qu'il fasse patvenir, dans les
plus brefs délais, un message a son frére le sommant de lui faire des excuses. S'il
refuse, il se mettra hors la loi et devra répondre de ses actes devant la justice de son
pays. Bien qu'il ait perdu tout contréle de la situation, il s'imagine retournant dans
son ancienne capitale pour défier ses ennemis.

La vision du camp adverse est décrite dans le tome 5. Pour Fanar et ses
partisans, 1'éviction de Khaz‘al représente un soulagement, presque une libération.
La quasi-totalité de la famille hudaybite était exaspérée par les agissements du
Hakim et ne supportait plus la main-mise étrangere sur l'exécutif. Avec l'aide du
chef des services secrets et de la police, Fanar devient rapidement le maitre absolu
du sultanat et ne se soucie gucre des "gesticulations" de son frére qu'il sait
condamné a l'exil.

Faire ¢état de ces différentes versions ou interprétations du méme
événement, c'est pour l'écrivain montrer qu'il utilise les méthodes de I'historien.
Mais tout en mobilisant ces techniques d'accréditation historique, Mounif joue avec
le "vrai" et le "vraisemblable". Précisément a propos du coup d'Etat dont nous
avons parlé ci-dessus, il est peu probable qu'il ait pu étre un témoin direct des faits.
11 est donc important de revenir sur l'expression de "vision interne et globale" que
nous avons utilisée précédemment et de faire remarquer que la biographie de
I'écrivain montre qu'il n'a jamais véritablement vécu en Arabie Saoudite alors qu'il a
successivement résidé dans la plupart des pays du Proche-Otient. Si l'on veut
reconnaitre une valeur documentaire au roman cette remarque est essentielle. Elle
est encore plus vraie lorsqu'il est question de la vie privée des sultans hudaybites,
notamment de l'organisation du haram sultanien et de la desctiption des rapports
entre les différentes épouses et le sultan.

On remarquera également, au niveau formel, que l'ordre dans lequel les
cing tomes de cet ensemble romanesque ont été publiés ne correspond pas a l'ordre
chronologique des événements qui y sont relatés. Ainsi les faits les plus anciens ne
sont pas relatés dans le premier tome, A/-%h [L'Errance]. De méme, si, sur le plan
chronologique, le tome 2, Alukhdnd |Le Fossé|, est la suite du tome 1, en revanche
le tome 3, Tagdsim al-lay! wa-l-nahdr [Variations de la nuit et du jout], n'est pas la suite
du tome 2. Il en est de méme en ce qui concerne le tome 4, Almunbatt |Le
Déraciné|, et le tome 5, Badjyat al-zulumat |Le désert des ténebres|.

Réduite Mudun al-milh au récit d'événements historiques serait donc
réducteur de la richesse du roman qui précisément ne suit pas l'ordre chronologique
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et mélange les périodes. En outre, méme si le roman est écrit a la troisieme
personne, et méme si le récit s'affiche comme une narration objective des
événements, c'est bien souvent le point de vue d'un acteur ou d'une classe d'acteurs
qui est donné. Dans le tome 1 par exemple, les événements sont le plus souvent
relatés du point de vue des Bédouins a la fois émerveillés et effrayés par les
bouleversements qu'ils sont en train de vivre. Ils ne patviennent pas a comprendre
poutquoi les bulldozers, percus comme de véritables démons de fer et d'acier,
retournent et dévastent la terre de leurs ancétres. Les arbres apparaissent étre les
premieres victimes des tortures que leur infligent les nouveaux venus. D'autres fois,
c'est son propre point de vue que l'auteur tente d'imposer au lecteur.

UNE VISION NEGATIVE DE I’HISTOIRE DE L’ARABIE

Certes, le roman qui nous intéresse a une incontestable valeur
documentaite : il nous rend accessible I'évolution de la société saoudienne sur pres
d'un siecle de son histoire, évolution vue par un témoin arabe. Cependant il n'est
pas une description simple et objective de la réalité. Dans un premier temps, je le
qualifierai plutot de réflexion sur la réalité ou comme le dit Jamal Barut, a propos de
certains romans syriens, de "récupération™® de la réalité et de I'histoire. Mounif ne
copie pas le réel, il dégage ce qu'il signifie pour lui. Il prend appui sur l'histoire de
1'Arabie Saoudite, mais nous donne surtout sa vision -négative- des transformations
qui ont touché ce pays depuis le début du siecle. D'ailleurs, ce jugement négatif ne
se limite pas a l'Arabie. Il est valable, non seulement pour les autres pays
producteurs de pétrole mais aussi, pour ceux qui ne produisent pas la « pisse noire »
(tome 5 p. 5609). Dans Alkatib wa al-manfa®, Mounif déclare d'ailleurs a ce sujet :
« Cette richesse [le pétrole] (...) a en général des répercussions négatives, au niveau
social, sur les pays producteurs et non producteurs de pétrole. » Selon lui, depuis
que le pétrole rapporte de I'argent aux pays producteurs, une cassure s'est opérée
entre les citoyens de ces pays et ceux des autres pays qui attendent d'éventuels
cadeaux ou émigrent dans le but de s'enrichir.

Dans ce roman, Mounif semble bien décidé a décrire ou plutdt a dénoncer
un systeme et son mode de fonctionnement, sans doute pour mieux le combattre.
Rappelons a ce sujet que cet auteur est aussi celui de Sharg al-Mutawassif’?, un roman
qui fit beaucoup de bruit a sa sortie et qui constitue un véritable réquisitoire contre
la torture et toutes les formes d'oppression en vigueur dans les pays situés sur la rive
est de la Méditerranée. Il se définit lui-méme comme Zagaddumi [progressiste|. Par
l'intermédiaire de ses héros, il se bat pout tenter de sortir le monde arabe du sous-
développement économique, culturel et, surtout, politique, déclarant : « Le monde
arabe est une grande prison. Il faut lutter pour détruire cette prison et créer un
univers plus humain »!.

Que l'on croit ou non a limpact des textes littéraires sur les réalités
politique et sociale, lorsque le premier volume de cette pentalogie, parait a Beyrouth
en 1984, plusieurs pays arabes interdisent sa diffusion et son auteur se voit déchu de
sa nationalité saoudienne. Le sujet abordé par I'écrivain choque les autorités de ce
pays qui lui reprochent de donner une vision dégradante et fausse de l'histoire de
I'Arabie. En revanche, les lecteurs arabes accueillent favorablement cet ouvrage et
méme en Arabie Saoudite, des copies du texte sont vendues clandestinement... En
Occident, et en particulier aux Etats-Unis, les critiques voient immédiatement en ce
roman « une oeuvre majeure de la littérature arabe contemporaine ».!2
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Certains critiques diront, peut-étre a juste titre, que Mounif a tendance a
forcer la note et d'infléchir certaines descriptions dans le sens qui lui convient. C'est
le cas notamment dans les passages ou il nous montre les princes hudaybites
découvrant la technologie occidentale!’, ceux qui sont consacrés aux chefs
religieux!, ou aux trois sultans Khuraybit, Khazal, et Fanar. Les premiers sont
tournés en ridicule, les seconds sont décrits comme des auxiliaires corrompus du
pouvoir, tandis que les troisiemes apparaissent incapables de gérer leur pays et
d'éviter sa transformation en « Cités de sel ». Nous rappelons que cette métaphote
illustre le fait que ces villes qui ont poussé si vite au milieu du désert grice aux
pétrodollars, sont vouées a disparaitre lorsque les ressources pétrolieres seront
épuisées (elles fondraient comme un édifice de sel sur lequel on verserait de l'eau).
L'éctivain proclame ainsi l'urgence de la situation en Arabie et dans les pays du
Golfe arabe : selon lui la baisse des prix du pétrole brut n'est que l'avant-gott de
leur chute. Lorsque le pétrole s'arrétera de couler, qu'adviendra-t-il de ces villes
construites en toute hate? Que deviendront les habitants des gratte-ciel de verre,
lorsque I'électricité sera coupée ? Quand les riches et les étrangers auront fui la
région, ceux qui resteront seront désemparés. Coupés du milieu naturel, quel sera
leur avenir ? En ce qui le concerne, ce roman est un moyen de mettre l'opinion
publique arabe et internationale en garde. A travers la littérature et cette description
négative des transformations qui secouent Mawran, il invite ceux qui se sentent
concernés par les problémes évoqués a une prise de conscience qui devrait les
conduire a un changement positif.

Par l'intermédiaire du roman, Mounif nous fait enfin part de ce qu'il entend
par « progres », en définissant ce qui n'est pas le « progrés». Le pétrole, qui
représente une source de revenus non renouvelable, constituait pour les Etats de la
région une possibilité réelle de sortir du sous-développement. Selon lui, I'occasion
n'a pas été saisie. Quelques individus possedent, a cux seuls, des centaines de
milliards de dollars qu'ils dilapident en privant leurs peuples et les générations
futures de conditions d'existence plus acceptables. 11 insiste également sur la non-
prise en compte des modes de vie et des mentalités des populations locales qui a
abouti a la transformation de ces populations au niveau pragmatique, seulement, et
qui a donné naissance a des individus « égarés » entre deux cultures!s.

UNE REPRESENTATION MYTHIQUE DE L’HISTOIRE

Je pense que contrairement a ce qu'ont pu affirmer certains critiques,
Mudun al-milh est bien une ceuvre de fiction ou s'exprime, non seulement le point de
vue du romancier mais aussi tout son génie créatif. Ainsi, derriére certaines
descriptions en appatence neutres et détachées, c'est l'imaginaire de l'auteur qui
s'offre au lecteur attentif. Pour illustrer ceci, nous nous proposons de nous arréter
quelques instants sur une séquence du roman qui se situe a la premiere page du
tome 1 de notre pentalogie. Le choix de cette séquence n'est pas fortuit : séquence
d'ouverture du roman, elle constitue en effet le type méme du texte dit descriptif et
réaliste, puisque le narrateur y évoque avec beaucoup de précision et de minutie
Wadi 1-‘uytn, I'oasis ou se déroule l'action de la premicre partie du roman. Nous
sommes donc au début de l'intrigue, avant l'arrivée de la compagnie pétroliere. Cette
description est l'occasion, pour le narrateur, de présenter cet espace avant les
transformations, et de l'opposer au désert qui l'entoute. Voici donc un extrait de la
séquence en question :

« Wadi al-‘uyun...
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Soudain, au milieu du désert dur et hostile, surgit
cette tache verte qui semble jaillir du sous-sol ou étre tombée du ciel.
Elle est différente de tout ce qui 'entoure, ou peut-étre serait-il plus
juste de dire qu'il n'existe entre elle et ses environs aucun lien.
D'abord perplexe, ébloui par ce contraste, le spectateur commence a
s'interroger : comment l'eau et la verdure ont-elles jailli dans un
endroit pareil ? Mais ce sentiment d'étonnement s'efface peu a peu,
laissant la place a une sorte de respect mystérieux puis a la
contemplation. Il s'agit d'un des phénomeénes rares par lequel la
nature manifeste tout son génie, toute sa force et reste difficilement
explicable.

Wadi al-‘uyun apparait peut-étre familier a ceux qui l'habitent. Il ne suscite
pas chez eux de grandes interrogations car ils sont habitués a voir les palmiers
recouvrirent le wadi, a regarder les sources couler de toutes parts en hiver puis au
début du printemps. Toutefois, malgré 1'habitude, ils sont persuadés que c'est une
puissance bienveillante qui les protege et leur facilite I'existence. Lorsque les
caravanes approchent, enveloppées dans un épais nuage de poussicre, abattues par
la fatigue et la soif, lorsque dans la dernicre étape, elles accélérent la marche afin
d'arriver au plus vite 2 Wadi al-‘uyun, elles sombrent dans une sorte d'ivresse proche
de la folie. Pourtant, des que l'eau est en vue, elles patviennent a contrbler leur
exubérance et justifient leur attitude en disant que Celui qui créa le monde et les
hommes créa en méme temps Wadi al-‘uyun, a cet endroit précis, pour les sauver de
la mort dans ce désert perfide et maudit. Une fois la caravane installée, les
marchandises déchargées, lorsque les hommes et les montures se sont désaltérés,
une douce torpeur qui se transforme rapidement en un sentiment de bonheur
absolu, s'empare de tout. On ne sait pas si elle est due au climat, a la douceur de
l'eau ou peut-étre a l'atmosphere sécurisante qui régne ici; elle touche non
seulement les hommes, mais aussi les bétes qui deviennent moins obéissantes et se
montrent moins enclins a porter les lourds fardeaux ou a poursuivre leur marche.

S'il est vrai que les oasis d'Arabie sont arrosées pendant la saison des pluies,
que l'on peut s'y désaltérer et s'y abriter du soleil, I'eau y est beaucoup moins
abondante que dans cette description. De méme, le climat désertique est rude, mais
les Bédouins vivent dans le désert qui n'est pas toujours synonyme de mort comme
c'est le cas dans notre texte.

Le toponyme de Wadi al-‘uyun, littéralement le wadi des sources, apparait
ici sous-tendu par une forte connotation euphorique : il sert a désigner un espace ou
le spectateur est frappé par l'omniprésence de l'élément aquatique (sources
jaillissantes, eau douce et fraiche, etc.). L'accent est mis également sur la végétation
luxuriante, I'humidité, et le climat frais et humide qui exerce une influence bénéfique
sut la population autochtone et les caravanes de passage. A l'opposé, le désert est un
espace sec, hostile, et stérile, ou il est impossible a 'homme de vivre. Il est doté
d'une forte connotation dysphorique et se trouve plus ou moins assimilé a la mort
et au diable.

En analysant de maniere précise le passage en question!®, on se rend
compte que Mounif idéalise le wadi et avec lui le genre de vie que meénent ses
habitants depuis des siecles. Cet espace est per¢cu comme un lieu paradisiaque et
miraculeux qui posséde dailleurs les mémes traits catégoriels que le Paradis
coranique. On notera en outre que cette description de l'oasis est truffée d'éléments
lexicaux et stylistiques qui sont clairement « d'inspiration coranique ». En revanche,
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le désert posséde les mémes caractéristiques que l'enfer coranique. Dans une
séquence ultérieure du roman!”, le lecteur constate que ce lieu paradisiaque n'existe
plus, ou plus exactement qu'il a été transformé en un espace déshumanisé, assimilé a
l'enfer et a la mort, apres l'intervention des bulldozers au service de la compagnie
pétroliere américaine.

A travers cette description et son apologie de l'eau et de I'humide, Mounif
nous offre en quelque sorte sa vision du monde idéal et du bonheur éternel. 11
insiste également sur l'opposition passé-présent : le wadi s'oppose au désert comme
la vie et la mort, le paradis et 'enfer, le passé et le présent... On pourrait résumer —
certes de maniére un peu caricaturale — la suite du roman en disant qu'elle relate la
destruction de cet espace, et par déduction, la destruction de la vie, du passé, du
bonheur. Méme si l'on croit reconnaitre, 2 la premiere lecture, un espace
appartenant a une certaine réalité géographique ou humaine, on finit par découvrir
que les ¢éléments utilisés par le romancier sont partie intégrante d'un ensemble
cohérent au service d'un imaginaire fortement structuré. Au-dela de la simple
description, nous sommes plutot en présence d'une représentation mythique de
I'Arabie et de son histoire, puisqu'elle tourne autour de l'opposition entre le passé et
le présent qui symbolisent aussi le bien et le mal. Enfin, dans cet univers dualiste,
plane la promesse du chatiment : la désintégration des cités de sel, celle-ci
intervenant comme une sanction finale symbolisant I'échec de plusieurs générations.

CONCLUSION

Cette étude nous entraine a réfléchir sur le probléme des relations entre
réalité et fiction, historien et romancier. Mon propos n’est pas de nier 'importance
de I’étude de la littérature pour la connaissance des sociétés, concept auquel j'adhere
totalement. Selon moi, le sociologue, le politologue ou I’historien ont méme le
devoir de prendre en compte la production littéraire et de ne pas écarter les ocuvres
dites de fiction du champ de leurs recherches. C’est encore plus vrai dans le cas
d’un pays comme I’Arabie Saoudite — un des pays les plus mal connus du monde
arabe et dont I'évolution contemporaine est difficilement accessible aux chercheurs
étrangers - et d’'une ceuvre comme Mudun al-milh. Celle-ci ne doit pas étre écartée du
champ des recherches qui portent sur I'Arabie, sous prétexte qu'elle appartient au
domaine de la fiction. J'ai d'ailleurs essayé de montrer que l'opposition, établie
habituellement, entre d'une part un travail historique, objectif et s'intéressant a la
réalité, et d'autre part un roman, une oeuvre de fiction, subjective, n'est pas toujours
valable.

Cependant, nous ne devons pas nous égarer et, a l'inverse, oublier la nature
fictionnelle de P'ceuvre, le fait que chaque écrivain a son propre imaginaire, sa
propre perception de 'espace, du temps, et des personnes. Le chercheur ne peut
limiter la fonction du roman a un simple outil/moyen de connaissance des sociétés,
car ’écrivain n’est pas seulement un photographe de la réalité, il crée aussi sa réalité,
ses mythes a lintérieur d'un imaginaire individuel et collectif. On peut alors
s’'interroger sur cette vision du réel, analyser cette création, découvrir les intentions
de Pauteur, sa manicre de dire le monde et de lui donner un sens. Mudun al-milh est
une oeuvre de fiction. Pourtant, cette fiction peut nous aider a mieux comprendre
I'histoire. On se souviendra des mots de la romanciere francaise George Sand qui
disait, a propos de Balzac, qu'elle trouvait dans ses romans « la réalité compléte dans
la compléte fiction ».
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MUNIPF’S INTEREST IN MODERN ART

FRIENDSHIP, SYMBOLIC EXCHANGE
AND
THE ART OF THE BOOK

Sonja Mejcher-Atassi”

Remembered as Arab novelist par excellence, ‘Abd al-Rahman Munif is not
usually known for his interest in modern art. However, it was much more than a
pastime. Modern art occupied an important place in Munif’s life. Whoever visited
him in his apartment in the residential neighbourhood of al-Mizza in Damascus can
attest to this. His apartment is crowded not only with books but also with paintings
by various Arab artists. Most of the paintings were given to him by the artists.
Munif lived with the paintings as if they were real beings, changing their places
frequently in order to look at them anew, keeping them from turning into mere
objects d’art or part of the furnishing.!

Munif’s interest in modern art dates back to the time he spent as a student
in Baghdad in the early 1950s. The years preceding the 1958 revolution in Iraq were
marked by heightened political as well as cultural activity. Munif then was more
interested in politics. He was an active member of the Ba’th party. He left the party
in 1963, when it came to power.? But Baghdad’s cultural life was to have a lasting
impact on him. As regards modern art, Baghdad was a centre of avant-garde
movements. In this context one has to remember the Baghdad Group for Modern
Art (Jama'at Baghdad lil-fann al-hadith) which was founded in 1952 by young Iraqi
artists who later came to be celebrated as the country’s foremost artists, namely
Jawad Salim (1919-1961) and Shakir Hasan Al Said (1925-2004), in addition to the
Palestinian intellectual and writer Jabra Ibrahim Jabra (1920-1994).3 As stated in its
manifestoes, the group aimed at producing art of international significance and local
character at the same time.*

Since the 1950s, Munif not only spent much time in the museums and
galleries of the many cities he lived in, especially when living in Paris in the 1980s,
he followed the development of modern art in the Arab world closely. He engaged
in close friendships and fervent dialogues with many artists. Although not a
professional art critic, he wrote numerous essays on art and artists in the Arab
world, among them Fatih al-Mudarris (1922-1999), Marwan Qassab Bashi (b. 1934),
Nadhir Nab’a (b. 1938), Na’im Isma’il (1930-1979), Ardash Kakafiyan (1940-1999),
Jabr ‘Alwan (b. 1948), ‘Ali Talib (b. 1944), Jawad Salim (1921-1961) and Mahmud
Mukhtar (1891-1934). He was planning to publish these essays in book form, but he
died before he was able to do so.> Munif did not only write about art and artists, he

* Sonja Mejcher-Atassi is a visiting assistant professor in the Civilization Sequence
Program at the American University of Beirut.
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also tried his own hand at drawing, as the special edition of his S7rar madina (Story
of a City), discussed later, shows. Asked about his interest in art, he responded:
“First, I like fine art and thus it is natural to share this

appreciation with the public. Second, there are precedents of authors
and poets who “read” and wrote about the works of artists. This
writing, even if it is not academic, is a parallel reading of a work of
art that may shed light on aspects and discover aspects in it that the
skilled critic does not see. Third, there is a rupture between the arts,
especially in the Arab world, where each art grows separately from
the others, a condition that weakens art in general, at a time when
the novel could build bridges between these arts.”

One of the “precedents of authors and poets who “read” and wrote about
the works of artists” was Jabra. He came to be one of Munif’s closest friends and
served him as a model — not only in his capacity as distinguished writer and
intellectual but also as an author interested in modern art.” Like Jabra, Munif
considered the novel a bridge between the arts. Together they wrote Alam bila
khara’it (A World without Maps, Beirut 1982). This co-authored novel raises many
questions, not only in regard to authorship. It can be considered “a novel on the art
of novel writing,” as Muhsin Jasim al-Musawi suggests,® and, furthermore, a novel
critically reflecting the role of the artist in contemporary Arab society.

Most of the artists Munif wrote about were his friends and like him
outstanding figures in the field of cultural production, be it in Baghdad, Damascus,
Cairo or any other city. Not only did he write about the works of artists, they in
turn produced drawings and paintings that figure as illustrations on his book covers
At a time when the Arabic book market is flooded by cheap and rapid publications,
Munif’s books stand out. It is difficult to say whether he first wrote about an artist
or whether the artist first produced the illustration. Rather, the give and take
between writer and artist is to be understood as a gradual process of symbolic
exchange between friends and outstanding figures in the field of cultural
production.

This article focuses on the artists Dia Azzawi and Marwan Qassab-Bashi
and their contributions to Munif’s books. Just like Munif’s writing on the works of
artists, their drawings and paintings offer “a parallel reading” — of a literary text that
“may shed light on aspects and discover aspects that the skilled critic does not see.”
Methodologically, the article draws inspiration from Laurie Edson’s approach of
reading relationally across the fields of literature and art. Such an approach
challenges our ways of seeing and reading by calling into question the boundaries
usually drawn between the verbal and the visual.”

AZ7ZAWI

The Iraqi artist Dia Azzawi (b. 1939) was part of the so-called sixties
generation in Baghdad and deeply influenced by The Baghdad Group for Modern
Art. In 1969, he together with other young Iraqi artists founded The New Vision.
The group called for a free and creative rapport with Iraq’s cultural heritage,
allowing room for individual approaches.!? Having studied archaeology and art in
Baghdad and headed the Iragi Antiquities Department, Azzawi is known
internationally for combining contemporary artistic practices with characteristics
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drawn from the Arabic-Islamic heritage and beyond it the ancient civilizations of
Mesopotamia. He has lived in London since 1976.

Apart from being a painter, Azzawi has a profound interest in graphic
design, having worked in book illustration and produced many /Zvres d'artiste (artist’s
books) since the early 1960s. The art of illustrating books has a long and very
elaborate tradition in Arabic culture.!? The /Zvre d’artiste, however, originated in
Europe. It emerged as a significant art form in early 20 century France as a
reaction to the mass-produced book.!? It used to be published in a limited edition,
usually not exceeding three hundred copies, and issued unbound (ex feuilles) in a box
or case. Each illustration in the /vre d'artiste was an original. However, its definition
has aroused much scrutiny since the 1960s when new forms of /Zvres d'artiste started
to proliferate worldwide in the general context of socio-political activism.!* The /Zre
d'artiste has become a powerful means of expression for Arab artists.!> As Azzawi
points out, it establishes a link with the Arabic-Islamic heritage in which book-
making was valued highly and is part of contemporary artistic practices worldwide,
at the same time. It liberates art from being a painting, a decorative object hung on
a wall to give evidence of its owner’s refined taste. Issued in the form of a book, it
emphasizes the narrative capacity of images and calls for a visual reading.'® Azzawi’s
livres dartiste are manifold. They range from signed limited editions to offset
multiples and one-of-a-kind volumes. All of them are on Arabic literature — on
classical Arabic literature, like the Mu'allagat or Alf layla wa-layla, as well as on
modern Arabic literature written by such acclaimed authors as al-Jawahiri, Adunis,
Yusuf al-Khal or ‘Abd al-Rahman Munif.

Munif never wrote about Azzawi. However, Azzawi not only produced
numerous book illustrations for Munif’s Mudun al-milh (Cities of Salt), he turned the
novel into a valuable /vre d’artiste. He was fascinated by its minute description of life
in the desert and the transformation of the desert triggered by the discovery of
petroleum.'” Mudun al-milh has been described as “the grand oil novel of the lands
of the Gulf.”18 A visual reading of the novel through the lens of Azzawi’s book
illustrations and Zvre d’artiste, however, shows that there is more to the novel than
the theme of petroleum.

AZZAWTS BOOK ILLUSTRATIONS ;
agaany|. zelalfjaa
Azzawi’s illustrations figure on the i
book cover as well as inside the book of *;”\’
Mudun al-mill’s second edition (vol. 1 and 2), :-‘-:"J"jlu‘
published in Beirut in 1986. They visualize
some of the characters described in the
novel. The book cover shows Mut’ib al-
Hadhdhal (fig. 1) who is a central character in
the novel’'s first volume a/~T7h) (The
Wilderness). In the novel, he is introduced as
a descendant of Jazi al-Hadhdhal who is
remembered by the desert community of
Wadi al-Uyun for his resistance to the
Ottomans at the end of the 19% century.
After “the butchery of Wadi al-Uyun”!
caused by the discovery of petroleum in the
region about forty years later, Mut’ib al-
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Hadhdhal himself becomes a legendary figure in the community’s collective
memory, revered for his resistance to the Americans and their local allies. Azzawi
depicts him in bright colours, his face leaning forward sternly, standing out against a
sand-coloured background. His depiction corresponds to the way he is described in
the novel, when suddenly appearing before his son Fawwaz and other members of
the community.
“At that very moment, as a brilliant flash of lightning rent
the sky, creating fear upon
fear, Miteb al-Hathal
appeared.  He  seemed
enormously tall and rather
white skinned. He had his
staff in his right hand and
pointed it at them from the
other side of the wadi. His
physical form was so clearly
discernible and so extremely
powerful that he appeared
to be closer than the
opposite bank — as if he
were directly over the
water.”’20

Azzawi’s black and white
drawings included as illustrations
inside the book focus on some of
the novel’s other characters (fig. 2-
6). Each drawing is provided a page of its own. However, the incorporation of
Arabic letters into the drawings establishes a graphical likeness to the text. The
introduction of Arabic letters into modern art is a prominent feature in the Arab
world. It is closely linked to an artistic reorientation, as promoted by the Baghdad
Group for Modern Art, that set in ;
with the nakba of 1948 and distanced
itself from the powerful model of
Western art, seeking inspiration
instead from the Arabic-Islamic
heritage, here from calligraphy.?!

In figures 2 and 3, the letters
are clearly legible as the names of
two characters described in Mudun
al-milh: Umm Ghazwan and Ibn al-
Rashid. However, the lattet’s name is
cut in two — whereas “Ibn al-Ra” is
written horizontally, the last part of
the name “shid” continues vertically
— just like Ibn al-Rashid himself is
torn apart between his Arab origins
and his alliance with the Americans.
In figure 4, the letters on the right side of the drawing are clearly legible as “Harran
al-‘arab” (Arab Harran), as the Arab quarters in the port city of Harran are called as
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just below the site of a camp, are only
reminiscent of Arabic letters. Like the
novel’s characters, they are engrossed
in a process of transformation. It is a
forceful and violent process, as the
dismembered body in the drawing’s
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opposed to the American quarters.??
But the letters in the upper left corner
of the drawing do not form any
coherent word at all. In figure 5, the
letters in the upper part of the drawing,

foreground bluntly shows. The miserable state some of the characters are in is in

sharp contrast to the proud figure
of Mut’ib al-Hadhdhal, shown in
tigure 6.

Just as the illustrations
draw on the Arabic visual heritage,
namely the tradition of Arabic
calligraphy, the novel borrows
narrative techniques and idioms
from the Arabic literary heritage. It
incorporates numerous quotations
from classical Arabic literature,
ranging from Imru’ al-Qays to al-
Jahiz and Ibn Qutayba. Allusions
to the Qur'an as well as to popular
salvation narratives, like Sirar
Antara bin Shadad, Zahir Baybars
and Bani Hilal, further enhance the
novel’s bond with the  Arabic
literary heritage. Similar to the
traditional Arabic story-teller (a/-

hakawati), the narrative voice holds on to the oral transmission of events. The use of
colloquial Arabic and numerous Arabic proverbs in the dialogues lends the
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narrative an overall authentic character. Mudun al-milh has been considered “a
break-through in Arabic narrative art.”’?* Its English translation, however, has
aroused less favourable reviews. The American novelist John Updike, for instance,
accuses its author of being “insufficiently Westernized to produce a narrative that
feels much like what we call a novel.”? “Munif may be among the most
misunderstood and underrated Arab writers in terms of his formal
experimentation,” says Stefan G. Meyer, whereas he is “trying to fashion a novel
that is uniquely ‘Arab’ in its view of history as well as in its narrative style.”20 A
visual reading of Mudun al-milh through the lens of Azzawi’s book illustrations,
however, brings this aspect to the fore.

AZZAWTS LIVRE D’ARTISTE

al-‘Azawwi’s  fwre  dartiste  on
Mudun al-Milh was issued in a limited
edition of fifty examples only in London
in 1994. Issued in a box, it consists of a
bound copy of selected abstracts of the
novel’s five volumes printed in Arabic and
English with black and white illustrations
and a folder with six coloured prints,

signed and numbered (fig. 7). The prints él u )‘Q

highlight an important aspect of the novel
that was mentioned briefly, when referring
to Azzawi’s portrayal of Mutib al- CIIES oF TALY 0

Hadhdhal that shows on the book cover
of the second edition: colour. Like the /"
novel, the bound copy of the fivre d'artiste
starts with the lines:
“Wadi  al-Uyoun: an
outpouring of green amid the

harsh, obdurate desert, as if it had ==
burst from within the ground or fallen from the sky.”?

Colour is ascribed a prominent place in the novel from the very beginning.
As Kamal Boullata points out, the
Arabic  language  contains  “an
abundance of words that describe the
visual world” — especially as regards
the different shades of colour.?® In
Mudun — al-milh, Munif deliberately
draws on this legacy. Azzawi’s use of
colour in the prints brings to the fore
the different shades of colour
described in the novel. The majority
of prints focus on the colours of the
desert, different shades of ochre and
brown, interspersed with black lines
and writing. Here, the Arabic letters
are clearly legible. One print includes
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the phrase: “Shame on you all” that Muhammad al-Mudawwar cries out, when he
finds Umm al-Khush dead (fig. 8). It highlights the sheer desperation as it takes
hold of some of the characters, while the Americans and their local allies of
royalties and subordinates go ahead with their business. A couple of prints capture
the colourful life, as it existed in Wadi al-‘Uyun before the discovery of petroleum
in its rich vegetation and abundant water: green, blue, yellow and red. One of them
incorporates  the  novel’s
description of Wadi al-‘Uyun
as “an outpouring of green
amid the harsh, obdurate
desert” (fig. 9).

A central theme in so-
called  jabili  (pre-Islamic)
literature, the desert has
become a prominent theme in
a number of Arabic novels in
the latter part of the 20t
century by authors, such as
Hani al-Rahib, Ibrahim al-Kuni
and al-Tayyib Salih.?’ Munif’s
minute perception of the
desert, however, is rare. Similar to the village of al-Tiba in his novel a/-Nibayat
(Endings), the desert oasis of Wadi al-‘Uyun in Mudun al-milh is more than a
geographical place. It is described as “a salvation from death”, “a miracle” and “an
earthly paradise.” Its description shares many characteristics with the Qwran’s
imagery of paradise.?! Its unspoilt, heavenly character of former days contrasts its
harsh reality after the discovery of petroleum, as seen through the eyes of Mut’ib al-
Hadhdhal’s son Fawwaz, on his return to Wadi al-‘Uyun.

“When they reached Wadi al-Uyoun, it seemed to Fawaz a

place he had never seen before. There was no trace of the wadi he

had left behind; none of the old things remained. Even the fresh

breezes that used to blow at this time of the year had become hot

and searing in daytime, and a bitter cold penetrated his bones late at

night. The men who had gathered there, he did not know from

where, in their tents and wooden houses, were a bizarre mixture of

humanity; they bore no resemblance to anything a man would
recognize”3?

Just as the place has changed, so have its inhabitants who have turned into
“a bizarre mixture of humanity” with “no resemblance to anything a man would
recognize.” The transformation of Wadi al-‘Uyun and the surrounding desert,
triggered by the discovery of petroleum, goes hand in hand with profound changes
in society. Similar to Azzawi’s book illustrations discussed above, the illustrations in
the bound copy of his /Jvre d'artiste focus on some of the novel’s characters. They
capture their agonies and longings in the face of profound social change. It is as if
they were trying to find answers to the distressing question raised in the novel:

“How is it possible for people and places to change so
entirely that they lose any connection with what they used to be?

Can a man adapt to new things and new places without losing a part
of himself?”’33
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Reading across the fields of literature and visual art challenges the powerful
frames and narratives through which we are accustomed to look at the world.
Reading Mudun al-milh through the lens of Azzawi’s book illustrations and /ure
d'artiste encourages us to look beyond the novel’s value as a sociological study of an
otherwise unwritten history — “the grand oil novel of the lands of the Gulf”. It
sheds light on the novel’s local colour, the experimental zeal with which it presents
its view of history from within a narrative that remains connected to the Arabic
literary heritage while it is part of contemporary literary practices worldwide, at the
same time. Only through its local character, argues Munif, can the Arabic novel
attain international significance.

“The motre our novel is local, the more it becomes world-

class. In other words, the closer it comes to sincerity in portraying

the local atmosphere and the deeper it goes into people’s life, even if

they are only a small group, the more it approaches being world-

class.”

Munif’s concern with the Arabic novel’s local character has much in
common with the Baghdad Group for Modern Art’s call to produce art of local
identity yet international significance, as it reverberates in Azzawi’s book
illustrations and /Jvre d’artiste.

MARWAN

The Syrian artist Marwan Qassab-Bashi (b. 1934) left his native city
Damascus in 1957 to study art abroad. He arrived at the College of Visual Arts
(today: University of Fine Arts) in Berlin, Germany, where he was later to be
appointed professor. He has become part of the Berlin art scene and internationally
acknowledged. He is the artist Munif wrote about most extensively, devoting an
entire book on him, Marwan Qassab-Basha: Riblat al-hayat wal-fann (Marwan Qassab
Bashi: Journey of Life and Art, Berlin 1996).

Munif’s and Marwan’s life trajectories intersected briefly in the mid 1950s,
when they socialized among the same group of young intellectuals in favour of
socio-political change in Damascus. When Marwan left for Berlin and Munif for
Belgrade, they lost sight of each other, until Munif was invited to a reading in Berlin
in 1992 and visited Marwan in his atelier. This time, the contact was to last and
became one of close friendship. Keeping in touch through a correspondence, they
exchanged their ideas about literature and art and the world, at large. Whereas
Munif’s letters, with all the warmth and generosity of genuine friendship, retain the
character of a correspondence, Marwan’s letters are written in the form of a private
journal, including stream-of-consciousness passages, drawings and small aquarelles.
In the light of their correspondence, it was likely that Munif and Marwan would
engage in joint projects.

MARWAN’S BOOK ILLUSTRATIONS

Since the mid-1990s, Marwan has contributed significantly to Munif’s
books. His paintings and drawings are displayed as illustrations on the book covers
and, in some cases, also inside the books. Most of the paintings and drawings were
especially produced to accompany Munif’s books, preceded by several sketches.?
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The new edition of a/~-Nibayat (Endings), published in Beirut in 1999, is a good
example. Printed on a yellowish paper, the
book cover shows a drawing of the novel’s
protagonist ‘Assaf and his prey of partridges,
his face hovering above the desert. It is
reproduced in a brown colour above the =~ .
lettering of the novel’s author and title in black It ,
and red (fig. 10). The illustrations inside the ’&&}ﬁ gt&‘\‘
book are in black and white. They visualize =
‘Assaf accompanied by his dog, hunting for
partridges, when he was found dead in the
desert and on his deathbed. A detail of Munif’s o bl ‘/;0 ’ ‘
portrait, painted by Marwan in 1996 while on a -
visit to Damascus, is shown with a listing of
his major publications on the book cover’s
inner back side (fig. 11).  While Munif can
clearly be discerned, the portrait shares some
similarities with the many paintings simply
entitled “Head” that have become characteristic of Marwan’s work. These give the
impression of purely abstract paintings at first sight. The facial traits are in a
continual process of composition and decomposition, as they take shape upon
closer examination. As “facial landscapes,” they show a preference for earthen
colours: red, brown and yellow — the same colours that are used in a/-Nibaya's book
cover. They are reminiscent of the colours of the landscape that Munif evokes in
his novels and that Marwan left behind, when he embarked on a new life in Berlin.
Marwan does not usually work
in book illustration. As he says, he did
not work together with Munif for
commercial reasons but for symbolic
ones, having in mind their close
friendship and his genuine admiration
for Munif’s novels.’® Marwan has been
living and working outside the Arab
wortld since the late 1950s and has only
resumed close ties and more of a
- physical presence in the region recently.’
In 2005, his work was finally presented to a large public in his homeland in an
exhibition held in one of the major historical venues in Damascus, the Khan As’ad
Basha.’® Although Munif was no longer there to share this important moment with
his friend, his portrait — in addition to portraits of his wife and children and a
selection of Marwan’s letters — figured prominently in the exhibition. For Marwan,
his friendship with Munif has been closely associated with a sense of a
homecoming. In the form of book illustrations his paintings and drawings have left
the confines of museums, art galleries and private collections and have been
introduced to a broad reading public in the Arab world. In choosing to work with
Munif — one of the most renowned Arab novelists whose books are being
published in the 10% and 15" editions — Marwan might have been drawn to select
“the most monumental of all scales open to literate art, and not the slightest; the
form that may travel furthest, touch widest, and that could just possibly even last
the longest, if we continue to read.”®
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MUNIF’S DRAWINGS

Apart  from contributing to
Munif’s books with illustration of his

own, Marwan prepared a special edition N
of Munif’s Sirat madina (Story of a City), 33
first published in 1994, which came out A3
in Beirut in 2001 (fig. 12). As Marwan’s

preface “’Indama yarsumu al-katib”

(When the Writer Draws) indicates, the ==
special edition shows Munif in a new

. . ‘/ =
licht. He is not only the author of such M&)‘M/

acclaimed novels as Sharg al-mutawassit AGRE

ot Mudun al-milh, he is also an artist Aucls S’r\ o)
engaging in different art forms: writing g ”
and drawing. The special edition
includes about fifty drawings by Munif.
However, it would be misleading to Tk A
consider Munif doubly talented. The
book is the result of the friendship and
symbolic exchange between two artists
of different artistic fields, one a novelist and the other a painter.

In the preface, Marwan tells about the circumstances in which the special
edition came into existence. It was by accident that he came across Munif’s
drawings during a visit to Damascus in 1995. In his study, in bookshelves next to
his desk, Munif used to keep a number of sketchbooks, small books with plain
white paper. When working on a book, he from time to time reached out for them
and started drawing, interrupting the lengthy process of writing with drawings
executed in a matter of seconds. Munif considered his drawings no more than a
pastime.** When Marwan put forward the idea of a special edition, he first objected.
But after discussing the issue more thoroughly, he agreed. The special edition was
neither to be a Zvre d’artiste nor a livre de luxe, a lavish edition for the collector, but a
book that the general public could afford and would, at the same time, take pleasure
in reading.*!

Sirat madina is usually read as an autobiography. Recent autobiographical
narratives in Arabic literature “have broken with the traditional rural model
inaugurated by Taha Husayn, and have made the city the key site for formative
experience,” writes Yves Gonzalez-Quijano.*2 “The city practically becomes a
character in its own right”, he adds, referring to Sirat madina¥® As the book’s title
indicates — sirat madina (story of a city) — it even becomes the principal character, the
protagonist. Munif places his story into the broader context of the city’s story. Sirat
madina is informed by sociological concerns.* At the same time, it borrows some of
its techniques from the novel, as Munif says in the foreword. It thus engages in a
melange between fiction and non-fiction, as is typical for autobiographical
narratives in modern Arabic literature.*> As Munif says, Siat madina is not a
“historiography” of Amman. But read through the eyes of a person who lived in
Amman at the time — referred to throughout the narrative in the third person
singular as the child — “it might contribute to an additional vision.”#

[E S B SN,
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The city takes on its traits through the people who live in it. Some are
relatives and acquaintances of the -

child, others people figuring
prominently in Amman’s public life
at the time.*” The narrative sets out
in the aftermath of World War I and
ends with the nakba of 1948. The
reader follows the child upon
discovering the city throughout his
school years, until he becomes a
young man, leaving the city for
Baghdad. Through his eyes, he sees
Amman turning from a remote town
on Jabal Amman to an ever expanding city. Giving voice to seemingly marginal
events and people swallowed up “by
the ocean of life, which does not
give many the chance to stop to
catch their breath”* Sirat madina
may be part of “Amman’s forgotten
history”.# As such it partakes in
“writing the history of those who do
not have a history” — a task Munif
ascribed to the novel.”

One of the drawings
included in the special edition looks
like a first preparation for the book.
It has the form of a genealogical tree
(fig. 13). But most of the drawings
visualize characters described in the
text (fig. 14-16). All drawings are in
black ink. They were produced in
one hasty continuous line, as
memory recalls characters and
scenes  spontaneously,  outlining
them roughly in a matter of seconds.
As such they are in stark contrast to
the text and its careful description of
life in Amman. In the foreword Munif mentions the difficulties one faces in writing
about the city of one’s past, turning it into words that are but “the pale shadows of
life”.

“Man’s  narrative
about the city that, to a
certain extent, means
something special to him
does not seem possible. It is
very difficult and sometimes
intractable  because  the
question which arises is:
what can be said and what is
left out? (...)
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Writing about the city of the past, that one loves,
transforms this city into words. The same words, however brilliant,
slippery, significant, or cunning, rarely go beyond being the pale
shadows of life. Or, in the best of cases, a touch from outside, or
only an approach, while knowing that life itself was richer, more
intense, and full of details that are difficult to bring back once
again.”!

Having these difficulties in
mind, the question arises whether
the drawings have enabled Munif
not only to visualize certain
characters and places but also to
capture some of the “details that are
difficult to bring back once again”
with words alone. Several bring
before the reader’s eye the fleeting
character of popular everyday life in
Amman. Just like in a comic strip,
the visual and the verbal here
interact within the drawing. As the
captions tell us, we see ‘Abd al-Ra’uf
and Umm Ahmad chatting in the
street, their neighbour Umm Khalil
watching them.

Art history has long been
dominated by the idea that temporal
succession is the domain of literature
and spatial extension that of painting, as was maintained by Lessing in his Laokoon
(Berlin 1766). But the capacity of visual images to tell a story has increasingly gained
attention.> A narrative along visual images different from that of a verbal text is
presumed to be more erratic, uncontrolled, affective, immediate and hence closer to
the unconscious.” The drawings in the special edition of Munif’s Sirat madina
constitute a narrative in its own right, a starting point for memories and stories to
unfold that have been suppressed in the text by the troublesome question of “what
can be said and what is left out?” Not to be dismissed as the doodles of a great
writer, Munif’s sketch-like drawings capture the people and places of Amman as
memory recalls them spontaneously.

CONCLUSION

Azzawi’s book illustrations as well as his /Jvre d'artiste, Marwan’s book
illustrations and Munif’s own drawings show that visual images do have the capacity
to tell a story and to offer a parallel — visual — reading of a literary text that may
shed light on otherwise ignored aspects. al-Azzawi’s and Munif’s illustrations cleatly
bring to the fore the local character of Munif’s novels, his quest to give voice to the
neglected part of history from within a narrative that not only follows Western
models but remains linked to the Arabic-Islamic literary heritage. It is this very
quest that Arab artists, like Azzawi and to some extent also Marwan, have pursued
in their works.
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Azzawi and Munif have contributed significantly to Munif’s books. Both
share a common fascination for Munif’s novels through which they have kept in
touch — al-Azzawi from his exile in London and Marwan from his exile in Berlin —
with their respective homelands, Iraq and Syria. However, due to the close
friendship, the give and take between writer and artist is more obvious with Munif
and Marwan. The special edition of Sirat madina was born out of this give and take.
Transgressing literary genres, Sirat madina can be described as an autobiography, a
novel and an additional vision to historiography at the same time. The special
edition, furthermore, is a fine example of an illustrated book in which the text and
the drawings represent two different narratives, a verbal and a visual narrative; or,
as Marwan suggests, two different ways of leaving traces.

“In our many conversations ‘Abd al-Rahman repeated more

than once the necessity to leave our traces and to “scratch” what we

can as a duty to bear witness of our generation to the future. If we

succeed it is not bad, if not we have done our duty. I liked his

expression “scratching” for what it contains of will, challenge, and

direct sign of the intellectual’s trace on the issues of his time. I

understand “scratching” as two lines: the line of the word and the

line of the drawing by the writer.”>*

Leaving traces — “scratching” — here is closely linked to bearing witness, to
the intellectual’s engagement with his time and concern for the future. It is the
necessity of leaving traces, of “scratching,” we can conclude, that has motivated
Munif not only to write but also to be interested in modern art and to try his own
hand at drawing.

IMAGES

(All images are published with the courtesy of Dia Azzawi, Marwan and Munif’s
family)

Fig. 1 Azzawi, book cover of ‘Abd al-Rahman Munif, Mudun al-milh. al-
Tih (Beirut: al-Mu’assasa al-‘arabiyya, 1984, 2nd ed.).

Fig. 2-6 Azzawi, book illustrations to ibid.

Fig. 7 Azzawi, livre dartsite of ‘Abd al-Rahman Munif’s Mudun al-milh,
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Fig. 8-9 al-Azzawi, prints of the fre d'artsite.

Fig. 10 Marwan, book cover of ‘Abd al-Rahman Munif, a/-Nzbayat (Beirut:
al-Mu’assasa al-‘arabiyya, 1999, 10 ed.)

Fig. 11 Marwan, portrait of ‘Abd al-Rahman Munif reproduced in ibid.

Fig. 12 ‘Abd al-Rahman Munif, book cover of Sirat madina (Beirut: al-

Markaz al-thaqafi al-‘arabi, 2001, special edition).
Fig. 13-16 ‘Abd al-Rahman Munif, book illustrations to ibid
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THE MONUMENT OF FREEDOM*

‘Abd al-Rahman Munif

Translated by
Karam Nachar*

Jawad Salim and Fa’ik Hasan are considered the two most prominent
founding fathers of contemporary Iraqi art. Fa’ik preceded Jawad in life and
practice, and long outlived him too. But Jawad’s impact on Iraqi art is more
apparent, especially since he was not only a painter, but also a sculptor. In both
fields, his accomplishments were of such a high caliber that they could qualify as a
turning point in their own right in the artistic development of Iraq and the entire
Arab world.

In this brief overview, we will only talk about Jawad and attempt to devote
a later study to Fa’ik Hasan.

Jawad Salim is considered a pioneering artist. Besides his many
accomplishments in both painting and sculpture, he was a theorist, or at least he
had opinions. His opinions were reflected in his behavior, in his stands and in the
few writings he left behind. His accomplishments were possible because of his
unique talent as well as his participation in the many artistic groups that came into
being in Iraq in the fifties and sixties, such as the Pioneers and after it the Baghdad
Group for Modern Art.

But as to how he was able to occupy this place, one has to take into
consideration several other factors. His talent was accompanied with diligence and
experience and enriched with exposure to international art movements through his
studies in France, Italy and England and through his many friendships with artists
from other schools and countries. Moreover, there was his meticulous search in the
environment and in the cultural heritage for roots that could distinguish the art of
the region and set it apart in terms of features, flavor and style.

There is no doubt that the period Jawad lived in was of special importance.
For it was a period of turmoil, interaction and a search for everything new in all
fields. Thus, it was the formative period of contemporary Arab art that gave it its
features and delineated its directions. This had an impact on future generations of
artists; especially insofar as the generation of pioneers paved the way and founded

* Karam Nachar is a PhD candidate at Princeton University's History Department. His
work focuses on cultural constructions and perceptions of modernity in Syria and Lebanon
from the 1930s onwards. Thanks to Jim Quilty for a final review of this article.
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certain traditions which would subsequently serve as norms and markers for later
interpretations.

When you consider Jawad’s short life and the many sufferings and
difficulties which it was fraught with, we cannot but pay him more respect and
show more reverence for his practical and theoretical accomplishments and
wonder: What if he had lived longer and had better working circumstances? What if
his environment had been more ripe for and conducive to a true artistic
renaissance?

But before giving a complete assessment of Jawad Salim’s achievements,
we should stop at the most important stages of his life and know the circumstances
that influenced him.

Jawad was born in 1919 in Ankara to an Iraqi family. His father was a
military officer based there. Jawad was the second oldest son. He was influenced
from an early age by his father who practiced painting as a hobby. He had many
paintings, the most important of which is the one of the seraz in Baghdad that was
painted in the first decade of the twentieth century. His hobby had an impact on all
the children inasmuch as they all practiced painting. The mother, too, had a distinct
artistic taste and practiced certain arts, especially embroidery.!

As is often the case, real talent overshadows what is beneath it. This is
what happened when Jawad’s genius emerged. Not only did the father stop
painting, but he also recognized the superior nature of his son’s talent and took
pride that the hobby had found a member in the family to keep it going. It was a
similar scenario to that of Picasso and his father. Although his brothers and sister
kept painting, and despite the special place Nizar and Nazihah were able to achieve,
Jawad’s talent still overshadowed theirs. They simply did not receive what they
deserved in terms of recognition. This happened not only because of Jawad’s talent
but probably also because of the course of events. Nevertheless, it was ultimately
the recognition of his superior talent — a talent that imposed itself apart from effort
and by the virtue of its mere existence — which became a matter of fact. This is
what happened to Jawad in comparison to his brothers with respect to public
opinion.

Art had absolute priority for Jawad. He had hardly finished his high school
education before he was sent to Paris to study fine arts. This was in 1938, during
one of the most fertile periods in the development of French art and when Paris
was a destination for many foreign artists who took it as a place of residence first,
with some eventually coming to consider it home. But hardly a year had passed
during Jawad’s stay in Paris before World War Two broke out. He had to leave to
Italy, hoping to continue his studies in Rome. But the war was quick to spread there
as well, forcing him to return to Baghdad. There, he was appointed an instructor of
sculpture at the Institute of Fine Arts.

Jawad’s stay in Paris and Rome was a period of preliminary learning. He
had the chance to visit museums, to get to know landmarks and ruins, to get
acquainted with the art scene and to be introduced to many artists. After his return
to Baghdad, he turned to practice, experimentation and the exploration of
possibilities and options in a very rich and dynamic milieu. At that time, Iraq and
the region in general were in a period of political, social and intellectual upheaval. A
readiness to accept and interact with the new was present and forceful. Every
intellectual and artist was facing questions on more than one level and looking for
answers to them.
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Many other factors in that period had an immense influence on the artistic
movement and on Jawad Salim as well. The most important of these was probably
the presence of Polish soldiers, a number of whom were artists who interacted with
the Iraqi artistic community. Jawad was introduced to some of these individuals and
eventually became friends with them after the two groups discovered they had
many things in common. They were all influenced by the new French
impressionism and expressionism, especially the work of artist Pierre Bonnard.

The three most influential Polish artists in the movement in Iraq were
Jabski, Matuchik and Joseph Parima. They engaged in friendships with Iraqi artists
including Jawad. Besides painting and providing models, they were careful to meet
with intellectuals and discuss artistic and cultural issues; furthermore, they often
expressed their opinions concerning the accomplishments of Iraqi artists,
something which had a significant impact on Jawad and helped hone his talents.

In addition to Polish artists, English artists and critics who passed through
Iraq with the British forces stationed there came in contact with Iraqi art and had
an influence on the artistic movement in general and Jawad in particular.?

But this chain of influences was only complete when Jawad came to
discover al-Wasiti and the Baghdad school of art. His unique perspective was
informed by the achievements of this school and set it apart in terms of styles and
colors. His work at the Iragi Museum and in sculptural restoration brought him
closer to ancient Iraqi art and accentuated the historical depth of his approach. At
the same time, Jawad’s network of relationships with experts became more
extensive and his knowledge expanded; it further fostered his understanding and
appreciation of Mesopotamian mythology and arts, things which would come to
have an increasing influence on his artistic work.

On one hand, the diverse springs of Jawad’s education rooted him very
deeply in his country’s soil while at the same time building bridges that connected
him to the currents of contemporary international art, on the other. This led him to
make many important decisions during his artistic journey: his use of popular
subjects, of colors, costumes and traditions, Iraqi folklore, in addition to his
practice of going outside, so to speak, to find subjects, colors and features (in
contrast to painters of the older generation who preferred staying in their
workshops and relying on memory to retrieve shapes and colors, and let their
imagination and desire add, embellish and move). All these factors and others gave
a powerful thrust to the artistic movement and provided Jawad with many
opportunities for a fresh start. It will take time to fully articulate what this start was.

The time between Jawad’s return to Iraq and his second trip to continue
his studies, this time in England, was not a period of idleness. Jawad threw himself
into the flames of experiment and discovery on more than one level. Teaching
sculpture at the Institute of Fine Arts and working at the museum and with his
artistic accomplishments, especially in sculpture, he realized that he was meant for
both painting and sculpture equally. He realized that he liked both to the extent that
he was unable to quit either. The paintings he produced at the time and especially
the sculpture The Mason which he had finished just before departing to Britain
were all indicators that Jawad was to keep practicing both of these arts and that he
was unable to abandon either of them.

But sculpture required its own tools and its own atmosphere, things which
were not readily available, especially in a Muslim country and during the first period
of Jawad’s life. Thus, in addition to a religious ban on idols and the association
between sculpture and paganism, sculpture was an artistically and financially
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demanding art which an individual artist could not always manage alone. This
required the intervention and cooperation of other capable parties, something
which Jawad confronted more than once during his work. These difficulties and
obstacles pushed him to channel his artistic energy into painting, not as a secondary
replacement but rather as another domain for his innovative skills, with certain
artistic possibilities which were not available in other areas. Dividing his time
between sculpture and painting had, in other words, a positive hue. His practice of
one did not mean the abandonment of the other or the dismissal of the possibility
of returning to it once there were opportunities and amenable conditions. It was
also possible for the tools and methods of one domain to benefit those of another
and for one stage to be of help to another, especially once these tools and methods
had matured with practice and become flexible enough to be used positively and
freely across different artistic fields.

Although Jawad Salim was as much a painter as a sculptor, he never
practiced both at the same time. For when he immersed himself in painting, he was
a painter first and foremost. This means that he did not employ his sculpting style
in his paintings; likewise, when he sculpted he did so with the spirit and style of a
sculptor alone. This does not appear to the same degree in other artists who
practiced, or had to practice, these two arts at the same time or alternately.

It is useful to keep thinking about this characteristic of Jawad Salim’s art.
For the artist is often pushed to import some of his tools from a certain field into
another and therefore be known as a sculptor who paints or a painter who sculpts;
his original skill betrays him in a way and proves him much more resilient. Jawad
almost goes through ablutions before moving from one to another. When he carries
the paintbrush, it seems as if he does not work with anything else. The same holds
true when he sculpts, for he seems like a sculptor from the beginning, one who
does nothing but sculpture. This trait requires a great deal of self-discipline and
much practice, in addition to a detailed and objective knowledge of both arts and of
what each of them requires in terms of methods and approach.

Periods occurred in Jawad Salim’s life when he did not sculpt and was just
painting. This was perhaps due to the unavailability of some of the prerequisites of
or conditions for sculpture or because of illness or because he thought the subjects
in mind were more appropriate for painting. This was probably to the benefit of
Iraqi art, since the matter was not limited to his technical skill or theoretical
knowledge. In addition to combining those two, Jawad Salim was moved by a spirit
of research and the desire to root himself in space; he was especially open to
ancient arts, Sumerian, Babylonian and Assyrian, which became tantamount to his
artistic reservoir.

One of the characteristics that distinguished Jawad was that a subject or
idea stayed with him for a long time. Only after he examined a thing’s many facets,
tested its possibilities, and slowly finished preparing for it, would he place it in its
appropriate place or in the medium that best expressed it. The mother, for example,
was an important theme for Jawad and despite the numerous scenes it featured in,
he held back for a long time and intended primarily to articulate it through
sculpture. Thus, once he perfected his tools and was sure he could give the subject
his best efforts, he started working on it. The same thing could be said about other
paintings, like the Siesta. The subject had been kept in abeyance until the flash of
innovation that gave him insight into its articulation arrived.

Although it is hard to divide Jawad into phases or periods of time or to
treat his sculpture apart from his painting, doing just that — even if it remains
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strictly heuristic — helps achieve a better and more complete knowledge of his
artistic careet.

The first trip to France and Italy was like an exploration of the sources of
contemporary art and a contact with its main features in terms of periods, schools
and styles; this was what formed his tendencies and priorities in terms of choices
and influences. But since this period was short and followed by his return to
Baghdad and an accompanying search for and contact with other influences,
Jawad’s artistic character was shaped with a minimal amount of dominant factors,
unlike other artists who fall under the influence of a single school or approach
which eventually becomes hard for them to go beyond. This happened with some
artists, including Iraqis who were influenced by French impressionism and were
unable to depart from it except partially and then with great difficulty.

Jawad kept a distance, sometimes a significant one, between himself and
the dominant schools and styles in Europe at the time. A certain influence by
Picasso was admittedly apparent in his paintings as was the imprint of Henry Moore
and Marino Marini on his sculptures. But these influences had scarcely come into
effect before they started declining and were mitigated by other schools and styles.
The individual innovative prowess of Jawad was solid and supple enough to allow
for a distinct artistic character to emerge. Especially since he was able to absorb and
then adjust to the many elements and influences of what he considered an artistic
horizon that he wanted to achieve and arrive at, in order for something connected
to the progress of world art to also exist in the Arab world. Such art would exhibit a
local character with its own features and approaches and could be linked to the
Baghdad school which was founded at an eatlier time by al-Wasiti; it would also
connect with the spirit of the ancient arts in the region.

Jawad’s return to Baghdad and his stay there during the war and the
sculpture course he taught at the Institute of Fine Arts before his went back to his
studies in England, all made him more mature, ready to be independent and better
equipped to pick and choose what he deemed good for him. An examination of the
works he produced before his second trip and during his stay in England would
reveal their force and the genesis of a distinct character — something not as easily
discernable in other artists.

I do not want to say here that studying did not contribute much to Jawad;
nor do I want to say that he had already been artistically formed before his travels.
But I do want to highlight the level of maturity and knowledge he had, a quality that
allowed him to absorb in short periods of time what others could not in terms of
amount and speed. This will have important implications later on.

Jawad’s studies in England ended in 1949. His subsequent return to
Baghdad ushered in a period of real accomplishments which lasted until his death in
1961. This happened at a theoretical and practical level through his participation —
along with that of others like Fa’ik Hassan — in the formation of the Pioneers
Group. Its purpose was to establish solid bases for art, to build relationships among
artists who had much in common, and to spread artistic culture through collective
exhibitions, the exchange of artistic opinion and critique and finally through
broadening the circle of those interested in fine arts. This time in Iraq and other
parts of the region was especially conducive to such efforts as many events were
taking place. Moreover, possibilities were wide open as a result of popular
mobilization and upheavals especially in the wake of the Palestinian nakba.

Jawad’s return to teach at the Institute of Fine Arts pushed him into the
midst of the cultural and artistic movement. It quickly honed his character and style,
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especially since the period was fraught with ideas and changes on more than one
level. Modern poetry was leading the way with skill and audacity. It provided
brilliant examples of poets who would come to occupy prominent places on the
map of modern Arabic poetry, like al-Sayyab, al-Bayati, Mala’ika, Mardan and
Buland al-Haidari.

Like poetry, architecture was employing new styles and material, both in
theory and in practice. Many original designs emerged in that period, produced by
Makkiya, al-Jadirji, Mazlum and Qahtan Adani. Most of them were attuned to fine
arts. This paved the way for an interaction between the two fields and a relationship
between their main practicioners.

Theater was also making impressive advances and presenting new and
courageous forms and themes. There was of course a group of actors and actresses
who were around the Institute of Fine Arts and contributed to creating new
theatrical standards.

All of this was accompanied by critical writings addressing the practical and
theoretical aspects of art. Leading the critics was Jabra Ibrahim Jabra who played a
prominent role in setting the agenda for most artistic and cultural questions. His
many interests and activities helped him, as did the renewed dynamism which was
growing and looking for what was new that could reflect this dynamism and
articulate it.

In the midst of all this, Jawad was in touch with the most important
representatives of new schools. He was part of an ongoing discussion centered on
all pressing issues, relentlessly looking for answers as well as clear and sharply
defined ideas. Networks which were partly political emerged and expressed
themselves in stances and interpretations that took the form of cultural and artistic
groups. It is, therefore, hardly surprising that Jawad joined and played a prominent
role in the Pioneers Group which was founded by Fa’ik Hassan.

The Pioneers Group’s interests focused on painting landscapes and the
articulation of rural themes in subjects, colors and scenes. This, in addition to the
impressionist touch, is probably the main defining trait of the group. The
intellectual dimension, i.c. the search for roots in the ancient arts of the region or
the revival of styles that were present at an eatlier time, was not a priority for nor of
interest to most members of the group. Though he shared their quest for new
subjects and approaches and valued the talent of Fa’ik Hassan, his colors,
techniques and the new perspective he brought from France, Jawad had broader
aspirations. He sought a new perspective and a special character not only for his art
but for the region as a whole. Jawad’s time with the Pioneers had thus soon come
to an end. He left them and founded the Baghdad Group for Modern Att.

This new group was a turning point in the development of contemporary
Iraqi art in terms of its members, its first manifesto and the exhibitions it later
organized. In one way, it was a response to the social turmoil pervading Iraq and
the region; in another, it was an expression of restlessness, a quest or a desire to
explore the past and the future at the same time. It was an attempt to capture a
certain local mark or character of the region and to make use of its immense legacy
that had accumulated in many layers without ever being defined or seriously
penetrated. Emulating the West or following the same steps or formulas it followed
was not sufficient for progress. It is true that impressionism was an important
development and that living in a certain environment is more important than
imagining it and that the quest for nature was a significant step forward; but, the
search should be for a state that transcends this and rebels against it. This requires a
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new set of ideas, styles and incursions and this was what the Baghdad Group for
Modern Art had set itself to accomplish.

Jabra remarks that this development coincided with the emergence of
French existentialism which was favorably received in the Arab region. A possible
explanation for this is that, unlike previous theoretical currents, existentialism was
not incompatible with the Arab World, the things which ironically encouraged the
positive reception of these new theoretical influences.

The Baghdad Group for Modern Art was an emblem for a very important
period in Iraq’s history, since in addition to its manifesto, the names of its
members, their accomplishments and the critiques accompanying the exhibitions
they organized — especially in the first period — all represent a historical chronicle of
artistic developments and the influence of certain schools and individuals. The
history of the group could thus be perceived as a mirror or a history of Iraqi art, the
stages it went through and the different influences — be they negative or positive —
which have shaped its development.

The group was founded in April 1951. At the beginning, its members
numbered eight. The group’s first declaration included its view of art and the role it
should play in society. The manifesto specified — though theoretically — the
common denominators among its signatories and was supposed to act as a work
plan. However, the absence of established methods and specific artistic allegiances
created certain divergences among the eight artists.

After a reading of the first manifesto by Shakir Hasan Al Said, a lecture by
Jawad Salim took place and an exhibition of the artists’ works followed. This was to
declare the birth of a new artistic group. The manifesto and the lecture emphasized
the importance of the relationship between the artist and the audience as well as the
necessity to take advantage of international modes of artistic expression without
neglecting the importance of the local artistic legacy, i.e. the quest to create an
authentic artistic character.

It is true that many artistic manifestos preceded the one by the Baghdad
Group for Modern Art. Indeed, many had appeared in Egypt during previous
periods. But they were by and large an echo or a derivation of European
developments. The very first manifesto, for instance, which appeared in Cairo in
1938 with the title “Long Live Degenerate Art” was more of a polemical response
to Buropean fascism than an answer to any local need. Another which appeared in
1940 forcefully encouraged the adoption of abstraction and surrealism. The
manifesto of the Baghdad Group came out of a different concern. It yearned to
produce art that sprang forth from the region. The desire for something new and
independent was very strong among the members of the group. The expression of
this burning desire might have seemed puzzling, nebulous and different for each
member; but what is certain is that a new direction or at least tendency was born.

The works of the group varied in terms of number and clear originality.
But Jawad’s works in the first exhibition combined Eastern elements; he used a
local medium of expression with clear influences of Western schools and styles. It
was something that Jawad and others would try to avoid in subsequent exhibitions.

A significant amount of negative criticism was directed at the Baghdad
Group for Modern Art after its first exhibition. But subsequent discussions in the
press and among circles of intellectuals and critics about the manifesto and the
exhibition pointed to an increasing interest in the role art might play in people’s
lives, especially during the circumstances that Iraq was going through. Social
turmoil, political strife and the different methods the authorities tried to curtail
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change were all characteristic of the cultural and artistic life at the time. This would
help consolidate the status of the group, increase its membership and make it more
active and hence generally more effective.

The first exhibition was perhaps embryonic in its interpretations. It was
most likely unable to articulate very cleatly the basic ambitions of its members. But
subsequent exhibitions reflected a tangible development: the numbers of members
increased and the expression of the artistic views of some became clearer, especially
those of Jawad. I am specifically referring here to the ornamental units inspired by
local culture which were most expressive of a new language. Shakir Hasan was
probably the first to introduce this new vocabulary from the very first exhibition,
which most likely helped create this new mode, ie. the use of Arab Islamic
adornment as an expression of identity. Others were quick to follow Shakir’s lead in
subsequent exhibitions. In addition, Jawad employed other expressions of equal
significance, like Sumerian eyes: the big eyes of his characters’ faces, in addition to
the crescent and the arch.

Jawad’s importance does not only lie in picking up these vocabularies and
employing them in his work, but also in the way he constantly reworked and
recreated them. This reached a level where they became of an allegorical nature,
especially since he never employed them literally but always through complex
reproduction. This specific trait not only bespoke his own maturing artistic touch,
but also reflected more broadly on Iragi art, notwithstanding the individual
character of each artist.

The big eyes which distinguished Jawad’s faces have thus become one of
the important markers of contemporary Iraqi art. One could probably add to that
the transparent and sometimes loud colours which Jawad probably picked up
during his interaction with artisans and workers. Black, yellow and their derivatives
were perhaps the colors occupying the most significant parts of his paintings.

As much as these themes were employed in Jawad’s painted works, parallel
ones appeared in his sculpture. The two most recurrent local symbols were those of
the crescent and the bull. The first appeared in many of his works and was the one
constituent element of his sculpture The Political Prisoner which came second in an
international contest Jawad participated in [see image of monument for freedom p.
116]. This work helps us understand the intellectual world in which Jawad lived. It
also clues us into the general spirit of the time in Iraq and the universal pain
produced by the phenomenon of political oppression. In fact, it was the general
theme of that international contest.

The bull also featured in many of Jawad’s sculptures. It was a symbol of
Mesopotamian civilization and a sign of strength and virility. It was almost like an
experimentation of this symbol and it could generate what would become one of
the main themes of the Monument of Freedom, Jawad’s most important work.

Many exhibitions of the Baghdad Group for Modern Art followed, year
after year. The works varied in their themes and in their commitment to the first
manifesto. Eventually, it became clear that the group could do more in terms of
creating an environment conducive to artistic life and production than in actually
forming a certain school or a unified artistic style. This in fact would leave room for
individual interpretation and mobility and, hence, for each artist and his special
character. It also calls attention to this special trait in the artistic development of the
group, something which would appear more cleatly in its second manifesto in the
year 1955.



148

In the fall of that year, Jawad Salim fell ill and was forced to be bedridden
for not a short while. This stopped him from practicing sculpture for some time.
But he turned to painting again and as a result of contemplation and a reordering of
priorities, he was able to finish some of his most important works, making use of
the loud colors he discovered and the preliminary drawings he finished earlier. He
introduced some of his new symbols, especially crescent shapes, something which
led to some of the most important and beautiful results in Iraqi art. The paintings
he finished during that period include “T'wo Boys Eating Melon”, “Music in the
Street” and “The Story of Women and their Great Deceit” which was taken from
The Thousand and One Nights, a telling indication of Jawad’s reading and research in
cultural classics and his attempt to anchor himself in a certain milieu when picking
subjects.

Iraqi art was able to leap ahead during this period, especially in the field of
painting. The group of paintings we just mentioned and those which Jawad called
“Baghdadiat” which dealt with themes from daily life and from the heritage are
probably some of the greatest and most representative of that period. Here, one
should mention that Jawad’s art at this time acquired its special and perhaps final
features. The influence of other, important and serious artists like Picasso, Miro and
Bonnard became minimal if it was not completely gone.

It is only natural that Jawad’s paintings were not all of the same quality or
caliber. They vary in their value or with respect to the new contribution they
constitute, especially since Jawad sometimes painted in order to make a living. This
did not amount to a significant portion of his works, however, and was not subject
to critical assessment as such works were often exhibited in minimal and private
circles. In this regard, Jabra mentions that some of Jawad’s works, female portraits
in particular, were usually sent directly to those who commissioned them without
ever being publicly displayed and that some of the works he did display were sold
before any photographic pictures taken or destination data kept for them. This is a
huge loss for Iraqi art, since the possibility of a complete and accurate evaluation of
Jawad’s work will henceforth remain slim and his production dispersed and partially
unknown.

Because part of our cultural and especially artistic heritage was never
written down or photographed, because living witnesses will ultimately all
disappear, and because it is uncommon for the relevant people to write their
memoirs or to keep a private archive of papers, many facts and events related to
this heritage will eventually fall into oblivion. This is especially the case since
relatives and friends do not consider the preservation of the deceased’s possessions
and their donation to universities, research centers or museums part of their
responsibilities.

When undertaking to write about the Monument of Freedom, Jabra —
Jawad’s friend since the early fifties and privy to all the relevant details of that
period — had to borrow Jawad’s journal and was able to make use of certain details
relating to the monument and to Jawad the person and the artist. He deplores how
he did not keep a photocopy before returning the journal to Lorna, Jawad’s wife.
Despite the sensitivity of some parts, Jawad’s memoirs should be open to the
public; for the artist becomes or should become transparent and accessible once he
moves to the other bank of the river, so to speak. There’s no need for anything to
remain vague and distant; knowing the details would not touch his life or impinge
on his privacy.
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If we add to all this the dominant political environment of that period, the
repression of liberties, the prohibition of any serious dialogue and the elevation of
political issues into a certain set of taboos, secrets and riddles, the consultation of
other writings and parallel modes of expression might reveal part of what was
happening which is never mentioned in official writings and publications.

Given this political environment, one of the possible means of expression
was that of art, through subject selection or the method of expression. Art,
according to regimes and political authorities, doesn’t speak in plain language and
never says something clear and precise. Those in touch with art are an isolated few
and perhaps this is why the authorities usually allow art some marginal room. Art
was able to make use of this room and to speak out as much as possible. Though
rather indirectly, this renders understanding the period somehow easier and hence
makes the exploration and evaluation of periods and environments more possible.

Because Jawad had immersed himself in the cultural and artistic movement
after he finished his studies and returned to Baghdad and in light of the fact that he
was possessed of a variety of concerns and relationships, he developed for himself a
distinctive stature and a publicly engaged lifestyle. Perhaps this was one of the
distinguishing markers of cultural life in Iraq during the fifties. For, in addition to
being diverse, channels among the different cultural domains were open and
allowed for mutual enrichment. As a result, each of them became more relevant and
multidimensional. Modern poetry made an important breakthrough, starting from
Iraq and so did art. The diversity of interests and the multiplicity of cultures and
specializations were important factors in opening new horizons and encouraging
interest among new growing sectors.

In engaging himself in that life and, at the same time, teaching sculpture at
the Institute of Fine Arts, Jawad was gaining in knowledge, influence and exposure.
He was constantly broadening his interest and relationships and transferring his
fascinating explorations into several new fields. The theme of the crescent, for
instance, did not stop with the Unknown Political Prisoner but was soon
transported to paintings, posters and even to the very earrings he used to make for
his wife, Lorna — who was also a painter — and his friends’ wives. Jawad also took
part in designing his friends’ book covers. This meant that art was not just a
technical skill or an isolated enterprise; it was, rather, the very activity, environment
and possibility of informing its surroundings. This in turn contributed to drawing
more people into art’s circle.

As we mentioned before, the exhibitions of the Baghdad Group were
mounted approximately once a year. It was becoming clear that the goals the group
had set for itself in the first manifesto were not easy to accomplish. This called for a
new manifesto which allowed each artist the freedom to express himself in the way
he deemed best. The new manifesto did not mention any common artistic or
intellectual worldview; nor did it refer to the importance of reviving a certain artistic
heritage. The message was clear: to continue to create an artistic realm, but without
any restrictions and to give each artist more freedom to select, experiment and
research based on his own interpretations and conviction.

Jawad did not neglect or abandon sculpture during this period. Big projects
were harder to work on given the time and money they required, but Jawad
continued to produce small or medium-sized sculptures. Schemes for works he
might get the chance to work on were becoming clearer in his mind. The chance
would come soon. Political turmoil had reached a head with the Baghdad Pact and
the adoption of a policy which was at once pro-Western and authoritarian. The
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explosion took the form of a revolution lead by the military in July 1958, and lead
to radical change. The monarchy was overthrown and the elite, which had ruled
Iraq for many decades, was gone.

With the July revolution and the fall of the monarchy, art was called upon
to take part and articulate the great event. Jawad was selected to do the job.

Describing the way Jawad worked on his major works of art, Jabra says that
“an idea with him takes a lot of time; it involves many shapes and trials until it
assumes its final form. This appears in more than one of his works and in the way
his Monument of Freedom finally materialized”.?

Along with Egypt’s Awakening by Mahmud Mukhtar, Jawad’s Monument
of Freedom is the most famous and important contemporary Arab work of art. The
monument and Jawad Salim’s name are mentioned almost interchangeably. It was,
after all, his lifetime’s masterpiece and is considered a special work of art of
international importance.

The work is without a doubt an expression of Jawad’s genius and character,
as a sculptor of a unique artistic vision. But the impact of the work, in some of its
parts and main details, is also the product of the Mesopotamian school in terms of
vision and execution. There were some direct and indirect partners who stood with
Jawad, contributed in thoughts, suggestions and implementation and played their
part, in different proportions, in giving the work its special allure.

Jawad’s choice of relief sculpture rather than three-dimensional sculpture —
the more traditionally European model — shows a yearning for authenticity, for a
return to the origins of Mesopotamian civilization as exemplified by Sumerian and
Assyrian sculpture. It is also representative of the rich cultural life of the fifties,
which has given most of the work of that period a special local character. Anchored
in heritage and the ability to blend different branches and methods of knowledge
and practice, the outcome was always a multi-faceted wealth.

Rif’at al-Jaditji was the most important contributor to the project and stood
with Jawad from very early on. This is probably rooted in their strong friendship.
Their similar artistic views and continuous dialogue informed the work throughout
its different stages. The suggestions and contributions of al-Jaditji were therefore
very important and became more so during Jawad’s illness and after his death. al-
Jadirji played a decisive role in the work’s completion in the form Jawad had always
wanted. This involved a certain risk which al-Jadirtji partly revealed in his book a/-
Ukbaydar aw al-gasar al-billanri. These details are very significant and telling of certain
events and challenges the work faced and are, therefore, worth recalling.

Like Rifat al-Jadirji, the sculptor Muhammad Ghani Hikmat also
contributed in important ways to Jawad’s artistic journey and especially the
Monument of Freedom. He was Jawad’s student in Baghdad, his assistant in Italy
during the preparation of the work, and finally his partner and successor in its
actual execution. Hikmat’s most important quality was perhaps his selflessness,
which puts him in sharp contrast with many others who cither tried to thwart the
project or encouraged state officials to play a more intrusive role in the process. His
contribution is therefore doubly important: first because of his altruism and second
because of his insistence that any work of art is only fully realized when it reaches
its final shape and installation, any intentions notwithstanding. Their friendship
seems to have suffered during Jawad’s illness in Italy. But this was overcome later
and Hikmat remained loyal to his teacher and acted according to this loyalty.

Lorna Salim, Jawad’s wife, also seems to have played a positive role from
the very beginning of their relationship and then after she arrived in Baghdad. Her
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foreign eye was able to discern the unusual in terms of scenes, colors and
relationships and locate the material most suitable for their portrayal. This probably
explains her interest, starting her arrival in Iraq, in picturing old Iraqi houses and
her employment of Islamic ornamental miniatures in her painting. One could
probably examine the mutual influence Jawad and Lorna had on each other based
on common symbols, colors and shapes in their works. Rif’at al-Jadirji mentions a
set of events and details which clarify Lorna’s contribution to the Monument of
Freedom during her stay in Italy and then after Jawad’s death. If she were to write
her life story with Jawad, one would definitely come across some illuminating
information and details about the life and work of this great artist.

Finally, Jabra Ibrahim Jabra’s influence should not go unnoticed. His
friendship with Jawad, his public role in the cultural and artistic life in Iraq, in
addition to his contribution to creating a general artistic awareness, all stand at the
root of this influence. His study on Jawad and the Monument of Freedom is truly
indispensable. It illuminates important aspects of Jawad’s life and provides an
excellent interpretation of the work. I have mainly relied on it to address certain
details of the work.

But before examining these details, we should first remember that Jawad
did not have a preliminary scheme except for the middle section of the imagined
monument. Except for this part — which stood for a solider breaking his chains and
jumping towards freedom and which was partly related to his eatlier sculpture of
the Unknown Political Prisoner — the rest of the work was later developed through
both intentional and spontaneous association. When he was selected to make a
monument that commemorated the July revolution, Jawad only submitted his
scheme for the middle section. The other parts were slowly coming together in his
imagination through continuous discussion with his friends, especially Rif’at al-
Jadiri.

The choice of relief sculpture was linked to historical roots. The model was
meant to go beyond the one bulk principle into that of an open horizon. This
propelled al-Jaditji to propose the idea of an arch across which the monument
would stretch. Perhaps this was a result of banners which had suddenly appeared
and filled the streets, almost like a scream.

On a deeper level, the idea of a banner evokes certain meanings in the
collective popular memory. It includes a call for participation and represents a flag
around which people can convene. It symbolized a bond, in other words, which can
at once delineate an identity and express hospitality and glorification. There was
another important meaning imbued in the choice of the arch: that of the Sumerian
cultural legacy. After all, the arch on which the different castings of the monument
were supposed to stand took the shape of a cylindrical seal, one of their most
important achievements. These different castings were supposed to stand and flow
into one another, in the process narrating a history, revealing events and telling us -
the beholders - where exactly in the world we were.

Apart from the idea of the banner and the cylindrical seal, other
interpretations of the monument come to mind. For example, some see in it the
form of a line of Arabic poetry, containing a first and second hemistich. It is
narrated or heard with a certain poetic rhythm, a voice followed by a silence as each
casting of the monument stands alone and is at the same time in harmony with the
one that comes before and the one that comes after. Others see in the monument a
form with close affinity to the Pharaonic obelisks, since they too tell the story of the
king who ordered their erection, narrating on the way the history of his epoch.
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Again, the monument could be compared to a verse of poetry since they are both
valued according to their length and the number of pillars supporting its structure.

The monument is six meters high, ten meters wide and stretched over a
fifty meter long arch. It is probably one of the biggest monuments in the world.
The fact that the monument records history, means reading it from right to left as it
chronicles three stages of Iraq’s history: The first is the pre-revolutionary period
and its dominant modes of subjugation, exploitation and colonialism. The second
stage is the revolution that destroyed the shackles of the past, with the help of the
army, and liberated the people. The third stage outlines Iraq’s future: the growth,
prosperity and fraternity awaiting it. Agriculture and industry are to pave the way to
opulence and the Arabs and the Kurds are to live together in piece and harmony.
The water of rivers and the force and fecundity of life were other symbols of the
immense potential of the country and the power, progress and glory it was destined
for.

The monument has fourteen castings, alluding to the date of the
revolution. It was also twice the symbolic number at the root of the Babylonian
calendar, a number at the same time both important and sacred. The carth was
made of seven layers and so was the sky, the week was seven days long and the
world was created in seven days. There is no doubt that the choice of the numbers
was far from arbitrary.

There are twenty five humans in the monument, in addition to a horse at
the beginning and a bull at the end. All these creatures are full of vitality, spirit and
promise. Their lively and proud features are coupled with inspiring feelings of
warmth and closeness, so much so that one cannot but think sometimes that they
are about to leave their places and share their lives and feelings with people. The
intimacy one feels with these creatures is indeed a rare occurrence between humans
and works of art. The extent to which the work seems so naturally part and parcel
of its surrounding nature is only another testimony to Jawad’s genius in his
selections and the way he expressed them.

The Iraqi past emerges in the parts of the monument and so does the
future. It is imbued with several symbols of the work, especially in its final section.
It touches the beholder and moves his imagination as he yearns for what is coming.

The monument has proudly stood erect since 1961, telling with eloquence
part of Iraq’s history. It survived the several barbaric American bombings of
Baghdad. But its share of difficulties dates to way before that. From the very
beginning, Jawad was asked in implicit as well as explicit ways to incorporate a
portrait of Abd al- Karim Qasim in his work. When he failed to respond, he
became a subject of harassment, blackmail and downright threat. This reflected
negatively on Jawad’s health and he entered the hospital and stayed there for quite
some time. al-Jaditji brings out many painful details on this subject. This situation
basically persisted until the very last days before the monument was finally
displayed.

Like Mukhtar’s Egypt’s Awakening, the Monument of Freedom faced
many difficulties. This is typical of the Third World where the fad of the moment
governs time, the whim controls decisions, the ego rules supreme, illegitimate
competition underlies judgments and deceit moves actions. The artist is often the
one to pay the price: thus, Jawad.

After all the pressure he went through to add the picture of the leader to
his monument and the virtual siege he was put under subsequently, Jawad carried
on working as his physical condition continued to deteriorate. Ultimately, he was hit
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by another heart attack and despite efforts to rescue his life, his heart stopped in
January of 1961. Only one casting of the monument was by now put in its place,
the rest of the castings were to be raised and positioned by Rif’at al-Jadirji and
Lorna Salim. The monument was fully installed by its due date, and without any
leader’s picture — exactly the way Jawad and those who worked with him had
wanted and struggled for.

Jawad died at the age of forty two. Iraqg’s loss was immense. But it would
find solace in his works, works that tell the story of a distinguished artist and the
history of one of the most important artistic and political phases of Iraq in the
twentieth century.

In my attempt to interpret his most important work, the Monument of
Freedom and to gather some details about it, I have relied on what Jabra Ibrahim
Jabra has written about the subject.

ENDNOTES

* This article war written in Arabic in 1998. It is published here for the first time in Arabic and
English translation with the kind permission of Munif’s family.

U Inam Kajahiji, Lorna Salim, sanawatiba ma’a Jawad Salim (Beirut: Dar al-Jadid, 1998), p. 39.

2 English artist and critic, Kenneth Wood, who came to Iraq with the British forces stationed in this
country in 1944, had a similar impact on Jawad as he was considered a more prominent critic of his
works in this period.

3 Jabra Ibrahim Jabra, Jawad Salim wa-nash al-huriyya (Baghdad: Ministry of Information, 1974).
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AN ARABIAN MASTER

Sabry Hafez"

The premature death of ‘Abd al-Rahman Munif on 24 January 2004
brought to an end the career of not only a major Arab novelist but also one of the
most remarkable figures of contemporary world literature. It is difficult to think of
another writer, in any language, whose life experience and literary enterprise has the
same kind of dramatic range—or whose writing remains under posthumous ban in
his homeland. Among Middle Eastern societies, the Saudi kingdom has notoriously
been in the rearguard of any kind of modern culture. Yet this is the society that was
to produce, however indirectly and involuntarily, one of the most advanced and
incendiary writers of the Arab world, politically active as militant or technician
across five countries, author of fifteen novels—including the most monumental of
all modern narratives in Arabic—and another nine books of non-fiction. It will take
some time for the scale and detail of this achievement to be fully registered. But an
interim account is overdue.

Munif’s father was a Saudi caravan trader from Najd who travelled widely
in the Middle EHast, establishing homes in Syria and Jordan as well as Arabia; his
mother was an Iraqi from Baghdad. He was born in Amman in 1933, the youngest
son in the family, a few months after the first concession to the Americans to
explore for oil was signed by Ibn Saud in Riyadh, an event to which he linked his
own fate. For the arrival of the Americans heralded the beginning of the end of a
world in which merchants like his father could roam freely in the Arab lands,
unhindered by borders or politics. Soon after Munif’s birth, his father died. The
family remained in Jordan, where he was brought up largely by his Iraqi
grandmother, while his elder brothers took up their father’s trade, and provided for
the household. Munif has left us a vivid description of his childhood in Amman,
where he went first to a kuttab for traditional learning of the Qur’an, before being
admitted to an elementary school next to the headquarters of Glubb Pasha, the
British commander who largely ran the Transjordanian state for the Hashemite
dynasty under the Mandate.! Political events pressed on the boy from the start.
Among his first memories were the mysterious death of Ghazi, king of Iraq, in
1939, and the pro-Axis—because anti-British—sympathies of most ordinary people
in Amman during the Second World War. In his early teens, he witnessed close-up
the disastrous Arab—Isracli war of 1948, and the catastrophe that befell the
Palestinians at the hands of Zionist forces with the complicity of the—now
formally independent—Jordanian monarchy; events that made a profound
impression on him. In the summer, he would spend his holidays with the Saudi side
of the family in Najd.

In 1952 he obtained his baccalaureate and went to Baghdad to study law.
At Baghdad University he found an intense political ferment. The campus teemed
with political groups covering the whole spectrum from communists to the pro-

* Sabry Hafez is a professor at the School of Oriental and African Studies (University of
London). He is the author of numerous books and articles on modern Arabic literature,
especially the Arabic novel, the short story and drama.
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British conservatives, with many shades in between, and Munif became an early
member of the Ba’th Party, establishing himself as one of its most cultured and
trusted cadres.2 His Saudi nationality made him a prized figure in a movement of
pan-Arab ambitions, providing him from the start with an advantageous position in
its germinating organization. In 1955 Nuri al-Said’s regime signed the Baghdad Pact
with Britain, Turkey, Iran and Pakistan, unleashing a wave of protests in the region,
and Munif was banished from Iraq for his political activities before completing his
university education. Moving to Egypt, he arrived in Cairo in time to witness
Nasser’s nationalization of the Suez Canal and live through the Anglo-French-
Israeli invasion of 1956. A year later he obtained his degree in law, and in 1958 won
a Ba’th Party scholarship to Yugoslavia, where he studied the economics of oil at
Belgrade University, completing a doctorate in 1961. Arab nationalist fervour was at
its peak and the nationalization of the oil industry in Iraq was high on the agenda of
the Ba’th. The party was preparing cadres who could run the industry in years to
come, and Munif clearly saw his future in this field.

Upon his return to the Arab world, Munif worked for the Ba’th Party head
office in Beirut for a year or so. When, in the spring of 1963, the Ba’th came to
power almost simultaneously in Iraq and Syria, he was critical of the brutality of the
Ba’th coup and its aftermath in the former. This led Salih al-Sa’di’s government to
deny him entry to Iraq when he needed it most, having recently been stripped of his
Saudi nationality as a threat to the kingdom.? In the autumn, when a counter-coup
ousted the Ba’th regime in Iraq, he went to Syria, where the party held on to power,
and worked in the Oil Ministry for a decade (1964—73). But it seems that his years
in Yugoslavia had radicalized Munif, endowing him with too much sceptical
humanism and questioning intellectualism to be a good party member. Gradually
becoming a discordant voice in its ranks, he resigned from the Ba’th in 1965. But he
remained committed to a revolutionary transformation of the Arab world. In the
years after the searing Arab defeat in the Six Day War and the crushing of
Palestinian resistance by the Jordanian monarchy in 1970, he wrote his first book, a
well-documented study of the future of the oil industry. Published in Beirut in 1972,
it laid out many of the basic policies later pursued by the Iraqi Ba’th.4

LITERARY DEBUT

In the following year Munif published his first novel, Trees and the
Assassination of Marzung.> Coming to fiction late, when he was almost forty, he could
draw on first-hand knowledge of political life in several Arab countries, and an
intimate experience of certain kinds of revolutionary organization and their
outcomes. By this time, the scene had darkened neatly everywhere. In Syria, the
radical anti-imperialist wing of the Ba’th leadership had been ousted when Hafez al-
Asad toppled Salah Jedid, in an epilogue to the Jordanian Black September, and a
more repressive regime installed. Nasser, after a vicious persecution of the Egyptian
Left, had expired while publicly embracing King Hussein. Such was the immediate
background to Munif’s earliest works of fiction, architecturally characterized by a
striking dualism. Trees and the Assassination of Marzug opens with two strangers
meeting on a train in an unnamed Arab country.® The first, Ilyas, is an ordinary man
who has lost his orchard in a gamble and the woman he loved in childbirth, and
with them all traditional bearings and peace of mind. Descending into the alienated
world of hired labour, as a waiter, hotel worker, street vendor, he clings to the hope
that a better life is still possible at the next station of his life, that a kinder woman
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and more beautiful trees can yet be found. His fall is representative of the
destruction of a rural community and its way of life that had become the experience
of so many ordinary Arabs, but Munif does not exonerate him from responsibility
for his plight, as the contradictions in Ilyas’s narrative multiply to reveal an
ingrained mentality of defeat, which thrives on accepting fate and attributing blame
for it to others.

The fellow traveller to whom he tells his story is, by contrast, an
intellectual, setting out to serve as interpreter to a French archaeological mission
looking for clay tablets in the desert of a neighbouring country. Mansur too is a
product of loss, formed by a catastrophe on a larger historical scale, the Palestinian
nakbah of 1948. Conscripted to fight in one of the Arab armies against Israel, he
saw at first hand the spirited enthusiasm of the young soldiers of the time, and
cannot come to terms with the way in which the disaster has been absorbed by the
surrounding regimes. ‘I understand that we are defeated once, I understand that we
are defeated a hundred times, but what I cannot understand is that we conceive our
defeats as victory’. Like many Arab intellectuals Mansur then goes on to spend
several years studying in Europe, before returning to teach history at a university,
which from the outset he wants to do with a difference—‘certainly not the history
of the kings, hucksters or pimps who try to look like roosters, but of simple people
who went unnoticed, whose names no one mentioned in a book, or bothered to
inscribe on a piece of marble’. This approach to the past does not endear him to the
authorities, particularly when he draws the attention of students to the farcical way
in which Faisal was crowned King of Iraq in 1920. Mansur’s questioning of the
legitimacy of the Arab regimes, his exposure of the rampant corruption and lies that
dominate public life in the Arab world, and above all his reminders of the constant
Arab failure to check the Zionist colonial project, make his brand of history lethal
and inadmissible. He is interrogated and dismissed. After three years of
unemployment, poverty, humiliation and excessive drinking, he is granted a
passport to go into exile—a condition that would become one of Munif’s most
frequently recurring themes.”

The interaction between these two retrievals of the past, each narrative
woven with stray reminiscences and repeated digressions, gives a sharp questioning
edge to the novel as it probes the sensitive question of continuous Arab defeat
from the perspective of the insider. The university teacher is no more able to
master his fate than the farmer. Typically, Mansur cannot reconcile private life and
public roles; unable to take the Belgian girl he loved in Europe back with him, he
also refuses to stay in Europe for her, and is then no more successtul with an Arab
woman at home. Personal and political failings reflect each other. The conclusion
of the novel takes the form of a third-person report by a journalist. On learning that
his principled friend Marzuq has been murdered by the regime at home, Mansur
tries to shoot himself in the mirror, and ends up in a mental asylum. But what
becomes of his contemporaries is worse. As he tells an old comrade who has
become one of the beneficiaries of the new regime: ‘1 trust that previous
generations were better than ours, for as soon as our generation took the stage, it
descended into corruption, chicanery, nepotism and kleptocracy. It is the ugliest of
generations, but it does not recognize this’. Trees and the Assassination of Marzug can
be read as a lesson in the alternative history for which Mansur suffers exile, its
narrative discourse undermining every official version of the past and present of the
Arab world since the time of the Mandates.
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PRISON FICTION

The positive reception of the novel encouraged Munif to leave his dreary
job in the Oil Ministry in Damascus and move to Beirut, working as a journalist. He
arrived with an unpublished second novel, Sharg al-Mutawassit (East of the
Mediterranean), which Munif held back from publishing for three years. Its subject
was political torture and imprisonment, a theme that would become one of the
most prevalent in modern Arabic literature, and had already produced a certain
body of fiction.® Munif’s novel, however, was of exceptional power and ambition,
aspiring to write the ultimate political prison in all its variations, for it takes us to
seven political prisons and lives with its hero in them for five years, during which
there is scarcely any kind of torture he does not suffer. An epigraph from Pablo
Neruda speaks to the need never to forget such suffering.

In a nameless Arab country, a corrupt tyranny arrests and imprisons all
who would challenge it, and then tortures its prisoners to force them to betray their
comrades and recant their beliefs by signing a document of complete submission to
the authorities, with a putrid justification destroying their self-respect and freedom.
The acceptance of such a document is represented in the novel as being
synonymous with death, and its selection as the starting point of the narrative
charges it with a deep sense of shame and remorse. The story recounts the life of
Rajab Isma‘il, a man from a simple background whose family invest their dream of
a better future in his education, sharpening his sense of duty to work for social
change. While still a university student he joins a clandestine organization, and as
soon as he graduates is arrested and sentenced to eleven years” imprisonment. The
novel consists of six chapters alternating between two first-person narratives, one
told by Rajab as he fights for his sanity and honour, the other by his sister Anisa,
together with whom he had once hoped to write a novel.

In prison Rajab, regularly visited and encouraged by his mother, steadfastly
endures every brutality without renouncing his beliefs or uttering a word that might
help his jailers hunt down others. But after five years of resistance, his mother dies,
a number of his trusted colleagues sign the shameful document, the woman he
loves abandons him and he is afflicted by a rheumatic disorder that enervates his
resolve. Anisa, taking over the right of visitation, weakens his will yet further as she
reports the vivid life outside. To secure his release, he signs the disgraceful
document, and leaves for treatment in Europe with an exit visa granted in exchange
for collaboration with the authorities—a promise to inform on former comrades
abroad. By the time he reaches France he is virtually a spent man. But a doctor who
had fought in the Resistance helps him recover his health and sense of worth,
telling him ‘you need to preserve your anger and fight back. If you succumb to grief
and remorse, you'll be defeated as a man and finished as a cause’.

To redeem himself, Rajab decides to write a novel that will reveal the true
extent of the atrocities occurring east of the Mediterranean, and to travel to Geneva
to submit detailed testimony to the Red Cross of the different types of torture
suffered by political prisoners in his country. But when he learns Anisa’s husband
Hamid has been arrested because of his own failure to file reports on militants
abroad, he sends his testimony to Geneva by post and goes home. The police are
waiting for him. After taking Rajab back to prison, they release Hamid. Three weeks
later, Rajab returns blinded and broken, and within a few days is dead. Barely a
week passes before Hamid is arrested again, held responsible for leaking the
circumstances of Rajab’s death to a newspaper abroad. In a final scene Anisa
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discovers her son ‘Adil collecting empty bottles and filling them with petrol in order
to destroy the prison and release his father.

The optimistic note, passing responsibility for a continuation of the
struggle to the next generation, is not carefully wrought into the narrative, coming
as much of a surprise to the reader as to the mother. But the power of the novel lies
in its bleakness, and the delicate balance it holds between the fate of the prisoners
and the lot of those outside, rather than in this weak ray of light at the end—or
even its suggestion that the writing of a fiction could be an effective weapon against
political oppression, which in the world it depicts must seem like wishful thinking.
Like many novelists’ ecarly works, East of the Medjterranean promises more than it
delivers, but it has a freshness and ferocity that have made it the most enduring and
popular of all Munif’s works. He was himself conscious of some of its limitations,
writing in an introduction to its twelfth reprint that ‘I was aware of dealing with a
taboo subject, political prison, and practised restraint and self-censorship
throughout its composition’. Written in a spare, staccato prose, the novel aims at a
violent precision, whose only concession to formal experiment is its alternation of
narrative voice.

A year after moving to Beirut, Munif published a much slighter fiction,
Qissat Hubb Majusiyyah (A Magian Love-Story), that is a clear anomaly in his ceuvre.
Its theme is one of the perennial concerns of modern Arabic literature, the
incurable fascination with the Occident, and the tale relies on a standard ploy of the
genre, an Arab student in Europe—usually male, but recently also female—
embroiled with one or more Europeans of the opposite sex. Munif’s student
narrator has several such love affairs, of varying depth and length, but becomes
obsessed with his one object of an unconsummated desire, a married woman whom
he meets at a mountain resort. There the exchange of a few looks is enough to
ensnare him and ignite an unappeasable passion. The novel is hopelessly romantic
and works only as a metaphor for a deep fascination with, and the impossible
acquisition of, the Occident. Its appearance was rapidly eclipsed by the publication
of East of the Mediterranean, which Munif gave to the printers the following year, and
whose public impact was deep and immediate.

FORMS AND POLITICS

Munif’s emergence as a major Arab writer at the time of the October War
of 1973 and the ensuing oil boom coincided with a shift of political and cultural
power in the Arab world from its old centre to the emerging peripheries.” The
stripping of his citizenship by the Saudi monarchy had, if anything, enhanced rather
than reduced his cultural capital and sense of identity. Now paradoxically he was
perceived as a Saudi, at the time when his country was at the peak of its power and
prestige, for the chronic unpopularity of the House of Saud in the Middle East was
temporarily suspended in the wake of the oil embargo it imposed in 1973. The
emergence of a talented and progressive writer from this famously backward part of
the Arab world was treated with surprise and delight. A new literary atmosphere
had been developing since 1967, liberating Arabic literature from traditional
narrative bonds to enable a more modernist sensibility, in which a polyphony of
contending voices tended to undermine the authority of plot. The internal cohesion
of the novel came to depend more on the internal memory of the text than any
causal logic of progression from the past, and the individual hero gave way to the
antihero, or to an elaborate network of relationships in which all characters attain
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equal importance in their struggle to make sense of an absurd world, which features
in this fiction as a kind of epistemological maze.!

Munif’s relationship to this wave of modernism, from which he benefited,
was ambivalent. He was aware of its appeal and relevance to the time, and learnt
from it, but never embraced it as wholeheartedly as many of his contemporaries.
For them, the Arabic novel was called on to undergo a radical transformation into
what Adorno once called a ‘negative epic’. For, as Adorno put it, ‘if the novel wants
to remain true to its realistic heritage and tell how things really are, it must abandon
a realism that only aids the fagade in its work of camouflage by reproducing it’.!!
This is not an adage Munif ever quite accepted. He experimented freely with
devices of plot and narrative figuration, where he could be very bold, and had
nothing of verismo in him. But he still aimed at representations of reality that were
readily intelligible to Arab reading publics, not least his Saudi compatriots,
unfamiliar with more radical modernist conventions.!? Was the wide popularity he
thereby eventually gained as an author also a weakness? Naguib Mahfouz once said
that when he was writing The Cairo Trilogy he knew that he was using an outmoded
style, but felt the set of experiences he wanted to depict dictated it.!> Intuitively,
Munif—a generation younger, whose principal forms were far less traditional—
probably felt something similar, controlling or adapting his impulses towards formal
innovation to the historical purposes at hand.

In 1975, after publishing East of the Mediterranean, Munif moved to Iraq to
work in the Office of Economic Affairs of the Revolutionary Command Council
(1975-81). These were years when the Ba’th regime, benefiting from a vast increase
in oil revenues after 1973, was modernizing the country rapidly in a Progressive
Front with the Communists. While there is some uncertainty about his role in
Baghdad at this time, it is clear that he was trusted for his Ba’thist past. He was
made a member of the prestigiousPan-Arab leadership of the international Ba’th
confederation, put in charge of the influential monthly a/-Naft wa-I-Tanmiyah (Oil
and Development), which was lavishly financed by the government, and published
a sequel to his eatlier study of the oil industry, The Nationalization of Arab Oil.'*

Knowing Munif well, as I did, it is hard to imagine this insightful
intellectual and avid reader of literature as an insider to a Ba’thist regime in power.
He appeared rather an eternal exile, whose independent mind, deep-rooted values,
self-doubt and constant questioning would be anathema to party discipline. His
reserved demeanour and fastidious manners in society were often mistaken for
coldness and emotional incapacity. In fact, they were the products of years of
clandestine political activity and a necessary defensive mechanism to protect himself
and guard his time. If anything was deeply ingrained in him, it was an acute sense
that he had started his literary career late and had wasted valuable years, making him
determined to safeguard the primacy of his writing. He once told me that literature
was his passion all along and that he was regularly accused of distracting his
comrades from their political tasks by inciting them to read too much of it.!> Yet
there is no doubt that the long political experience and wide knowledge of the
region he gained from years of clandestine party work gave his writing a pan-Arab
relevance and maturity, along with a sense of detachment, that would help to make
him so widely renowned.
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HUNTINGS

In Baghdad, Munif combined his official duties with a prolific output as a
writer, producing three novels and co-authoring a fourth. The first of these, Hin
Tarakna al-Jisr (When We Abandoned the Bridge, 1976), already showed his
restlessness and capacity for formal reinvention. The novel consists in its entirety of
a long monologue by a lonely hunter, Zaki Naddawi, whose only companion is his
dog. Every day he goes out into the forest, where the only person with whom he
exchanges a few sentences is another old hunter, before returning home with his
game. The novel takes us through many of his hunts, which take place throughout
the seasons, and in several different climates. But his inner thoughts always return
to a bridge on which he once worked as a soldier. Constructed but never used, it
was then abandoned—metaphor for the Arab armies that were built but retreated
without honour in the struggle against Isracl. Wherever the chase takes him, he
remains haunted by the fact that men neither crossed the bridge nor destroyed it
before they withdrew. Like all hunters he dreams of the ultimate game, the
imaginary bird which he calls the ‘queen-duck’. On a moonlit night he finally sights
his quarry, and brings it down. Wading into the water to retrieve it, he finds only
the ugliest of owls—symbol, in Arabic culture, of doom and misfortune. The futile
hunt of the individual ends by reproducing the collective defeat against which his
whole memory is a protest.

Coming close on the heels of this story, a/-Nibayat (Endings, 1977) could
appear in one way a companion piece, since it too tells the tale of a solitary hunter
and his dog. But it is quite distinct as an enterprise, looking forward to aspects of
the world portrayed in Mudun al-Milh (Cities of Salt). For here the setting is the
desert, and the conflict is not only between a traditional community, living
precariously on the edge of hunger, and modern urban rapacity, but between nature
itself and human misuses of it, of which the villagers themselves are not innocent.
Structurally, Endings represents a much more radical break with standard narrative
conventions than When We Abandoned the Bridge. The novel takes place at the time of
a prolonged drought in the desert, which threatens the existence of a community
that is depicted quite impersonally. Now completely dependent on game for
survival, its members need more than ever the ability of the outsider who is their
best huntsman, the enigmatic ‘Assaf, who has always tried to persuade them not to
kill off surrounding species by over-hunting. Knowing the desert intimately, ‘Assaf
exemplifies a bedouin ethos marked by a deep respect for nature and a sense of the
strict limits to be put on the use of its valuable resources. He is willing to put his
unique skills at the service of the community, but not to uphold the privileges of a
few at the expense of the many, since ‘hunting is created for the poor who do not
have their daily bread’. Yet when a group of crass sportsmen arrive from the city in
cars for a shoot, he consents to guide them, and when a terrifying sandstorm
engulfs the party, sacrifices his own life to save those of the sportsmen whom he
disdained. With his death, the novel abruptly shifts register. At an all-night vigil, in
which the whole village participates, fourteen disturbing fables are recounted by the
mourners, each treating of birds or animals and all ending with their abrupt
destruction or disappearance—some taken intertextually from the classical Arabic
of Al-Jahiz.1® The funeral of the hunter becomes an act of collective catharsis,
releasing the villagers to work together on a dam to secure them against future
droughts. In its sharp discontinuity of structure, mosaic use of short stories, and
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poetic impersonality of tone, Endings remains one of the most advanced fictions in
contemporary Arab literature.

COUP-STRUCK TEHRAN, ONEIRIC BAGHDAD

Displaying once again his versatility, Munif followed this experimental
work by writing a realist novel of political intrigue, Sibag al-Masafat al-Tawilah (Long
Distance Race, 1979). Yet it too contains anticipations of Munif’s chef d’auvre of the
next decade, for if Endings presages the traditional ways of the desert portrayed in
Cities of Salt, the subject of Long Distance Race is the arrival of the American empire
of oil that will obliterate them. The setting of this prelude to his great theme is Iran,
not Arabia, and the race is between the British, the waning imperial power in the
region, and their new rivals, the Americans. The narrative time is 1951-53, the years
of the rise and fall of Mossadegh’s government, and the place—unmistakeable, if
never stated as such in the novel—is Tchran. The novel opens with the
nationalization of the oil industry and is narrated by Peter McDonald, an employee
of the Iranian oil company. But this is merely his cover—in reality he is an agent of
British intelligence, which selected and trained him in Zirich, then sent him to
Beirut before dispatching him to Tehran. In Beirut, he has picked his accomplices
and pawns for his work in Iran: ‘“Abbas, a feudal politician and former minister,
Shirin, his intelligent, beautiful and wanton wife, and Mirza, a military man with
intelligence credentials and wide experience in subversive operations. Shirin
becomes Peter’s mistress, but is later quite willing to trade him in for his American
counterpart when she senses that her lover is losing ground. But his most important
ally is Ashraf Ayatullah, specimen of a new breed of Iranian youth, educated in the
West and convinced that their future lies with it, deaf to the ‘language’ of the old
man in power and his rhetoric of national independence and social justice. The old
man, presiding over a loose coalition of progtressive forces, has no strong party
behind him. But his enemies are highly organized: on the one hand the Shah with
the Americans behind him, on the other the British smarting from the
nationalization of the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company.

Prefaced by quotations from Churchill and T. E. Lawrence, the novel
traces the competition between the declining colonial power and the ascending
empire, played out under the watchful eye of an unnamed but ever-present Soviet
menace to the north. Peter is full of contempt for the Americans, ‘pigs with golden
collars around their necks, who never do the right thing at the right time’. The two
predators share only their condescension towards the peoples of the Middle East in
general, and Iranians in particular—the British viewing them as sullen ingrates, the
Americans as primitives in need of civilizing by the United States. As they foment
rival plots to topple a democratically elected government, we are shown the inner
mechanisms of corruption and subversion that culminate in the violent ouster of
Mossadegh, leaving the leader of the Free World, rather than the Mother of
Parliaments, in charge. The novel ends with the sunset of the former hegemon, as
Shirin throws an extravagant party for the victors of the coup, bidding her old lover
farewell with a mixture of nostalgia and scorn.

By the time Long Distance Race appeared in 1978, the political situation in
Iraq had deteriorated, as Saddam Hussein became de facto ruler of the country,
repressing not only the Communists but any alternative centres of power within the
Ba’th Party itself, before assuming the presidency the following year. Privately,
Munif is said to have told friends that the Iragi regime was now little better than the
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Saudi. Certainly, an ominous pall hangs over the city of Baghdad in the novel he
went on to co-author with the Palestinian writer Jabra Ibrahim Jabra, ‘Al Bila
Khara'it (A World without Maps), which appeared in 1982. Jabra, a generation older
than Munif (1920-94), was a distinguished writer of more psychological bent, a
translator of Shakespeare and Faulkner into Arabic, who had long been a towering
intellectual presence in Baghdad. The friendship between the two left a deep mark
on Munif, and produced that most unusual of full-length fictions, a collaborative
work.17

A World without Maps otfers a fresco of a huge city that has descended into
obscurity and chaos. Its authors dub it ‘“Ammuriyyah, but there is no mistaking the
topography and details of Baghdad, whose metamorphosis from the calm town of a
near past, with still rustic values and tribal bonds, into a frenzied metropolis in
constant flux, heartless and impenetrable, is graphically depicted. We are plunged
into a world of perpetual mutation, whose ruling force is disorientation, outgrowing
any attempt to survey it. The impact of a bewildering transformation of space on
the most basic modes of human existence and interaction thus at one level
commands the imagination of the book. The writer at the centre of the novel, ‘Ali
Najib, is himself professionally concerned with problems of urbanization, which are
always viewed dialectically, rather than purely negatively. The city is associated with
the tomb: it buries the characters’ past, hides their origins, entombs rural life and
tribal ethics. But it is also a womb that offers shelter from an often merciless
nature—the chosen habitat of modern humans, yet also their most hated prison. In
this representation, there is no doubt which of these identities is dominant: the
novel is full of satirical comments on ‘Ammuriyyah and the idea of the metropolis
itself. At another level, a world without maps is also, inevitably, one in which any
political direction has been lost. Hopes and ideals have vanished along with every
landmark.

Here, much as in Proust’s A /a recherche du temps perdn, where the creative
process alone can retrieve the past, it is only by the act of writing that the
inscrutable city can be probed. The protagonist of .4 World without Maps is engaged
in writing a novel about ‘Ammuriyyah, the metropolis in which he lives and whose
fictitious nature is disclosed to the reader from the outset. His two previous novels,
analysed and discussed by various other characters, are also about the life of the
city. We thus have two novelists writing about a novelist who wrote two novels and
is writing a third in the course of the text, while at the same time participating in the
life of the fictitious city they are creating. Deliberately, this triple framing makes it
as difficult to follow the plot of A World without Maps as it is to live in the
disorienting grip of the proliferating city. The result is a highly complex form that
involves the devices both of a jigsaw puzzle and a maze. The former is used to
assemble, piece by piece, the real life story of Najwa al-‘Amiry, lover of ‘Ali Najib
and wife of a friend, whose elusive relationship with the protagonist mirrors his
efforts to fathom the mystery of the city and humanize it. The latter composes what
can be called the detective plot of the story: the enigma of Najwa’s murder,
introduced at the beginning of the novel, which remains unsolved at its end. In the
absence of any cartography, no clarification is possible: her death will be as
indecipherable to her lover as the city is to its inhabitants, doomed to remain in the
grip of its maze.
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THE SAUDI QUINTET

A World without Maps was published in Beirut in 1982. A year eatlier
Munif had left Iraq. His departure from Baghdad in 1981 came after the unleashing
of the war against Iran in 1980, at the apogee of Saddam Hussein’s dictatorship. A
sympathetic portrait of popular forces in a fictional Tehran was by now no more
acceptable to officialdom than a disturbing vision of their absence in an imaginary
Baghdad. In these circumstances Jabra persuaded Munif to abandon active political
life and devote himself entirely to literature. The experience of writing a novel
together with the older man, who was not only much more widely read but a gifted
teacher, as well as an established author and critic, had plainly changed Munif,
increasing his self-confidence and scope as a writer. For his subsequent work is
marked by a startlingly new range and depth that probably owes much to the
lengthy critical discussions that must have accompanied the joint creation of
‘Ammuriyyah, and fired Munif to conceive his own geography of the imagination—
a parallel world like Hardy’s Wessex or Faulkner’s Yoknapatawpha.

For this he needed quiet and distance. On leaving Baghdad, Munif did not
relocate to Damascus or Beirut, but moved with his family and his savings to
France, taking up residence in Boulogne, near Paris, where many a famous exile had
passed his days. There Munif wrote his quintet, Cities of Salt. Originally planned as
a trilogy, the complete work took seven years to write, and at two thousand five
hundred pages is the longest novel in modern Arabic literature. Epic in scale and
ambition, it depicts the traumatic social transformation that came about with the
discovery of oil, wrenching traditional desert communities into exploited and
oppressed urban populations, and nomadic tribal rivalries into centralized police
states. In one sense, it can be—and often is—read as a huge canvas of the
brutalities of modernization and its devastation of customary ways of living. The
novel seeks to capture the nature and rhythm of a pastoral world that has now been
largely swept away, to record its practices and relations, its popular lore and moral
beliefs, its forms of memory and of solidarity, and to show what becomes of them
once petroleum is extracted from the sand: the enormous leap from traditional
desert life, with its bedouin ethos and cosmic sense of time, to the frenzies of
consumerism and conflicts of class and wealth in ultra-modern cities. It depicts the
arrival of modernity in these conditions as inseparable from the proliferation of
tyranny, and oil riches as an evil feeding corruption, greed and human weakness.
We watch the crushing of the life of the desert, with its freedom, independence and
dignity, under the wheels of a repellent juggernaut.

But though there is a powerful sense of loss in the novel, which mourns
the destruction of a world Munif half-knew as a boy, Cities of Salt is far from a
simple threnody for tradition. With two technical works on the economics of oil
and years of engagement in the Ba’th cause behind him, Munif was scarcely a foe of
mineral wealth or modernity as such. It is the cruelly perverted form that
modernization has taken in the Arabian peninsula that is the commanding subject
of the quintet, and that gives the work its remarkable form. For in the foreground is
a tribal saga—the story of the feuding tribes of Arabia and the triumph of one
particular tribe over the others through treachery, violence, manipulation of
religious dogma and the enlisting of foreign support; and of how the feuds continue
within the triumphant tribe, once it has achieved a monopoly of power.!8 Saudi
Arabia is the only country in the Arab world that is named after a family. Munif,
demolishing the historical lies on which this dynasty has based its legitimacy, etches
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a savage portrait not only of its brutality, perfidy and hypoctisy, but of its consistent
servility to foreign overlords and sabotage of any moves to economic or political
independence in the Arab world. From beginning to end, the House of Saud stands
revealed as a dependent of imperial suzerains—first Britain and then the United
States. Behind the tribal saga lie the Western empires of oil and their role in
thwarting any progress in the region.

Munif’s great novel is composed with an extraordinary formal freedom.
Hach of its five volumes has a different narrative structure, unlike any of the others,
and their sequence breaks apart any conventional chronological order. Unifying
them is an utterly distinctive tone, at once acerbic and poetic, delivered in an
impersonal third person, charged with irony and figural intensity. Generally short,
vivid sentences, at times veering close to aphorisms, alternate with terse dialogues in
actions that unfold to a kind of epic voice-over. The story—or succession of
stories—is told with a continuous energy that seems to belie the huge length of the
whole work, and with gifts of metaphoric imagination capable of throwing up
images of arresting power or beauty. Aiming at a ‘middle language’ between classical
and colloquial Arabic, Munif was himself not entirely satisfied with the style he
arrived at. But as a vehicle for fusing history and fiction on the grandest scale, it is
strikingly effective.

The title of the quintet—not of the first volume, as in English—is a
judgement: the Cities of Salt built by a grotesque dynasty in the Arabian desert,
where oil will one day give out, are barren pillars of artifice destined for ultimate
dissolution. To recount the history of the kingdom that created them, Munif
devised an original solution to the problem of balancing fact and fiction in his
novel. At one level, the narrative of Cities of Salt is a faithful reproduction of the
main episodes and landmarks of Saudi history, from the turn of the century to the
time of the first oil shock—in effect, a gigantic historical roman a clé, in which the
successive actual rulers of the kingdom and their familiars, with the thinnest of
disguises, are the principal dramatis personae. But all these figures and events are
transposed by Munif’s peculiar modes of storytelling into a semi-mythopoeic
register, so that the reader is never left in any doubt that this is a work of highly-
wrought fiction, as well as an eerie report of political realities. The extreme twisting
of time in the novel further distances the direct data of history from their imaginary
correlates. The first volume of the quintet covers what in real time are the years
from 1933 to 1953. The second deals with historical events between 1953 and 1958.
The third reverses to the equivalent of 1891 and ends around 1930. The fourth
moves forward to the years between 1964 and 1969. The fifth, which is divided into
two parts, first doubles back to 192035, and then shifts to 1964—75.1 The reasons
for such a complex structure have been much debated, as have its aesthetic merits.
The effect, however, of its switchbacks, overlaps and disjunctures is to estrange the
annals of Saudi despotism for the less expected purposes of fiction.

CAMELS TO CADILLACS

The opening volume of Cities of Salt, entitled ’al-Tih (The Wilderness),
begins in a pre-modern and pre-national time in the oasis of Wadi al-’Uyun, where a
bedouin community lives in traditional simplicity and unity with its surroundings,
and seeks to record the forgotten social history and popular geography of Arabia.
Into this setting there suddenly appears a small group of Americans, with a strong
recommendation from the local emir to the pragmatic elder Ibn al-Rashid, on a
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mysterious mission which they never explain to the local people. They are resisted
by the fiercely independent Mutab, who instinctively suspects them. In his
understanding of a harsh—yet also beautiful—environment and respect for its
natural rhythms, Mut‘ab is a more developed and mythologized version of ‘Assaf,
the hero of Endings.

But he is also a fighter and prophet, whose forebears defended the oasis
against the Turks as he will against the Americans, who are bent on destroying the
oasis in search of oil. When their yellow tractors finally tear up its trees, he vanishes
on his camel into the desert, entering legend as a mythic figure in collective
consciousness, and the scene moves to the coastal town of Harran where the
Americans need to build a port and a pipeline to the wells they have drilled. There
the uprooted bedouin are tricked into becoming exploited construction workers, as
the emir presides over the growth of a company town and a class society, enforced
by police thugs. When a selfless local healer is murdered by the latter, a strike
breaks out, the police open fire but cannot quell the workers, and the emir departs.
The entire action of the novel, based on the first discovery of oil in Ayn Dar in the
carly thirties through to the first strikes in Dhahran in the early fifties, is delivered in
the style of an oral storyteller, recounting the fate of a community rather than a set
of individuals. New characters enter and old ones disappear in a relay that
minimizes, without abolishing, the significance of personal identities. These are
features of ‘a/-1ih that drew a famously crass comment from John Updike, who
announced: ‘it is unfortunate that Abdelrahman Munif appears to be insufficiently
Westernized to produce a narrative that feels much like what we call a novel. His
voice is that of a campfire explainer’—and one denigrating Americans with ‘the
maledictory rhetoric of the Ayatollah Khomeini’ (sic) to boot.2

In the second volume of Cities of Salt, the optic abruptly alters. Where ‘a/-
Tih offers an impersonal panorama of sociological changes over two decades, ‘a/-
Ukhdud (The Trench) zooms in to a few highly coloured years of political history, in
which the Saudi dynasty itself—almost entirely off-stage in the first volume—
becomes the focus of the narrative, against the background of the transformation
of the tribal seat of Riyadh (‘Muran’) into a modern capital. Here the form of the
novel is a court intrigue, and the spirit of the story—which runs from the sudden
death of the founder of the Saudi kingdom, Abd al-Aziz (‘Khuraybit’), in 1953 to
the coup that ousted his son Sa’ud (‘Khazal’) in 1958—<closer to Suetonius than
Cowper or Scott. The title of The Trench alludes to the Qur’anic verse in which the
infidel ruler of Mecca casts believers into a pit of fire: ‘Self-destroyed were the
owners of the trench, of the fuel-fed fire, when they sat by it, and were themselves
the witnesses of what they did’ (LXXXV, 4-7). The religion that consumes the
inhabitants of Muran is the vicious modernity of a petro-despotism, fusing tribal
structures with tanks and secret police, gargantuan corruption with political
oppression, avid consumerism with ferocious bigotry and hypocrisy. Here too
popular life produces those who resist this world, but the central character of the
novel concentrates all that is worst in it—the Syrian doctor Subhi al-Mahmalji,
modelled on the real-life figure of Rashad Pharaon, who was long a key political
adviser and crony of the dynasty. Driven by greed, ambition and vain pretension,
Subhi amasses a fortune in land speculation, helps set up the intelligence apparatus
of the regime, and supplies his daughter to the bestial appetites of the Sultan—a
minutely observed portrait of King Sa’ud—as his latest fifteen-year-old wife. Just as
the marriage is celebrated, a palace coup packs ruler, daughter and doctor off into
exile.
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TRACKING THE DYNASTY

Munif planned a third volume, but found the themes he wanted to address
exceeded the scope of a single novel, producing three sequels instead of one,
published simultaneously in 1989. Of these only the first, Tagasim al-Layl wa-I-Nahar
(Variations on Day and Night) has been translated into English. It recounts the rise
to power of Khuraybit, the historical Abd al-Aziz, with the backing of the British
over his tribal foes in Arabia, this time in a narrative style closer to that of a
mediaeval Arabic chronicler than that of a popular storyteller, with frequent
allowance made for different speculations or versions of events in circulation at the
time. Comparable to Subhi in structural position within the novel, which is set in
the epoch preceding The Trench, is the English agent and adventurer Hamilton—a
fictional double of St John Philby, with an admixture of T. E. Lawrence—of whom
Munif draws an unforgettable portrait.

With al-Munbatt (The Uprooted), we revert to the destiny of the exiles of
The Trench, as the evicted Khazal settles with his entourage into gilded impotence in
Baden-Baden, his health failing, while Subhi is cast out, his daughter commits
suicide and his wife and son abandon him for America. The shortest and most
concentrated of the quintet, The Uprooted presents once again a shift of register, as it
traces the descent of Subhi—once odious, now almost tragic—towards madness,
and Khaz‘al towards death, in a style not unlike a psychological novel of a more
classically European type. It ends with the Chekhovian image of a groom speaking
to one of Khazal’s horses after his death; the only being left with whom
communication is possible in the solitude that remains. Finally, Badiyat al-Zumnlat
(The Desert of Darkness) concludes Cizies of Salt with a dramatic bifurcation: “The
Memory of a Distant Past’, recounting the youthful years of the future King Fanar
(i.e. Faysal) under his father, and the way he was robbed of the succession when his
brother Khaz‘al saved his father from an assassination attempt he had staged
himself, in order to become the heir; followed by “The Memory of a Recent Past’,
which shows in detail the way Fanar eventually toppled Khazl, in the coup of
which we get only a parting glimpse in The Trench, and went on to create an ever
more vigilant and ruthless despotism himself, before being finally cut down by a
younger American-educated member of the tribe.

As befits any monumental work, Cities of Salt has carned its share of
criticisms, some more founded than others. A legitimate reservation about the
quintet is its tendency to idealize the bedouin past with a romantic nostalgia as a
serene and well-ordered way of life, and to leave open the suggestion that the
peculiarly distorted and corrupted forms of state and society created by oil wealth
can be equated with modernity as such, overlooking its real gains and benefits. Less
justified is the complaint of certain Arab critics that Munif peoples the later
volumes of the quintet excessively with historical figures, to a point where too many
characters in the novel stand for real characters outside it—some going so far as to
claim that Munif essentially reproduces Aleksei Vassiliev’s landmark history of
Saudi Arabia in fictional form.?! This charge is grossly unfair. Cizies of Salt teems
with vividly created characters, ordinary people like Mut‘ab al-Hadhdhal, Mufdi al-
Jad‘an, Shamran al-‘Utaybi, Salih al-Rashdan and Shaddad al-Mutawwi’, courageous
opponents or tragic victims of the disaster it depicts, as well as containing brilliantly
rendered portraits of those who in historical fact engineered and profited from this
disaster. The novel offers a powerful account of the emergence of the Saudi
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security state, and the neo-colonization of Arabia that accompanied it, but is not a
mere encoding of these developments. Rather it constructs a fictional universe of
remarkable imaginative coherence that is a passionate cry against what Munif once
called the trilogy of evils afflicting the Arab world—rentier oil, political Islam and
police dictatorship—and a profound call for justice and freedom.??

A HOSPITAL IN PRAGUE

On completing Cities of Salf, Munif returned—now freed from earlier
restraints—to the theme of his first novel with A~LAn Huna aw Sharg al-Mutawassit
Marrah Ukbra (Here and Now, or Hast of the Mediterranean Again, 1991), a more
comprehensive, sophisticated and tightly focused work than its predecessor. In the
twenty years separating the two novels, political prisons had proliferated in the Arab
world, their evil technologies intensified and cruelty attained new levels of
barbarism. The setting of Here and Now is a hospital in Prague where ex-political
prisoners are sent by their parties for treatment, to seek a cure for their bodies and
souls. The hospital, however, is no isolated cosmos, but a locus of contending
forces in which external political powers are also at work. The Czech doctors and
nurses form part of its dynamics as much as the one-time prisoners, their visitors
and opponents, and often appear to be pawns in a complex game of cynical politics.
The two major protagonists, Tali‘ al-‘Urayfi and ‘Adil al-Khalidi—the one from
Muran, the other from ‘Ammuriyyah—are both leftists who have spent years in jail.
In Part I, “Adil recounts their common experience after being released from prison.
Part II is given over to Tali”s voice, and the papers he leaves ‘Adil after his death.
In Part III ‘Adil takes over again after the death of Tali’, as if his experience is the
mirror image of the other, or its continuation. The two experiences criss-cross each
other to offer a picture of what one might call the universality of prison experience
in the Arab world. Tali”s death lends special weight to his testimony, which seeks to
instil not fear of the atrocities he catalogues, but admiration of the capacity of
human beings to withstand them. Urging that anger be directed against the
condition of political incarceration itself, he notes that mass apathy and passivity
have a share of responsibility for oppression and corruption in the Arab world. His
death signifies the end of a certain kind of socialist idealism.

The general continuity and cohesion of the novel comes from ‘Adil, who
offers a more sophisticated outlook. From the stream of visitors and political
luminaries who flock to his hospital bed and seek his approval or merely his
opinion, we get a much wider sense of the Arab political spectrum than could be
gleaned from Rajab’s rather vague oppositional views in Easz of the Mediterranean. But
these visitors all suffer from the common illusion that exiles are capable of
changing dire realities at home. ‘Adil has no time for such self-deception, telling
them it is one of the reasons for the ebb of revolutionary struggles in the Arab
world, the persistence of tyrannies and loss of popular hope for change.
Characteristically, exile politics not only sells short the sacrifices of comrades still in
prison, but breeds intrigues and hypocrisies that are the antithesis of what liberation
really requires—genuine democracy, regular capacity for self-criticism and
acknowledgement of errors, a loyal sense of collective organization and refusal of
factionalism. ‘Adil’s insistence on the need to oppose logic to terror, human beings
to political deities, falls on deaf ears. Heedless, his listeners continue as before with
their tragicomic coffee-table rivalries, ferocious exchange of accusations and insults,
and dismal jockeying for petty powers or favours. It is from the sterility of this
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scenery that ‘Adil’s vision of what another Arab politics could and should be like
draws all its force for the reader.

Here and Now appeared in 1991. By this time Munif’s savings had dried up,
and he was forced to leave Paris, which he reluctantly did; he was to spend the rest
of his life in Damascus. By now he was a celebrated author in the Arab world,
writing prolifically on literary, intellectual and political matters, producing some
eight volumes of essays on them over the next decade. But the principal work of
these years was his final novel, Ard al-Sawad, ‘The Dark Land’.? If Cities of Salt is
Munif’s tribute to Arabia as the land of his father, this is his homage to Iraq as that
of his mother, to whom it is dedicated, along with Jabra Ibrahim Jabra, with whom
he had dreamt of writing it. The novel was clearly motivated by the ordeals of Iraq
at the time of its writing, suffering from the tyranny of a ruthless dictator and
crippled by the callous sanctions of the ‘international community’. As such it can be
read as a fictional message to the Iragi people on how to deal with foreign designs
and spare the country impending catastrophe.

FINALE - DUEL IN IRAQ

In form, Ard al-Sawad is not a pendant to Cities of Salt. 1t belongs to a
different genre, the historical novel proper. Nor is its architecture similar. For
although published in three volumes, which appeared together in 1999, running to
some fourteen hundred pages, it is difficult to call it a trilogy, since its narrative
flows continuously from chapter 1 in the first volume to chapter 133 in the third.
Where Cities of Salt is essentially a twentieth-century epic covering eight decades
(1902-75), and depicting a contemporary world from its origins to the threshold of
the present, Ard al-Sawad is set far back in the early nineteenth century, and deals
with a concentrated span of just five years (1817—21). The space of the novel is also
much tighter. Where Cities of Salt takes its characters far afield outside Arabia, from
Beirut, Damascus, Amman and Alexandria to Geneva, Baden-Baden, Paris or New
York, Ard al-Sawad never leaves Iraq, where the action is set essentially in Baghdad,
with some events in Kirkuk and Sulaymaniyah, and on the lower Euphrates. Its
character-system is also quite distinct. Real historical figures appear as such, amidst
a throng of invented ones, as in the classical historical novel described by Lukacs, if
with the inversion he had already noted in the thirties—actual political actors taking
the leading roles, and fictional characters the lesser ones.

Comprising three outlying provinces—Mosul, Baghdad and Basra—of the
Ottoman Empire, Iraq had been ruled since the early eighteenth century by a series
of mamink pashas of Georgian origin, technically governors responsible to the
Sultanate in Istanbul, but in practice virtually independent rulers. Munif’s novel
revolves around the struggle for control over the region between the ablest of these,
Dawwud Pasha, and the British Resident in Baghdad, Claudius Rich, in the
aftermath of the Napoleonic Wars. At the turn of the nineteenth century, Iraq was
in economic decline, torn by sporadic revolts in the north against the central power
in Baghdad, subject to Iranian pressures from the east and Wahhabi incursions
from the south (Karbala was sacked in 1801), and the object of British designs as a
way-station to India. In Egypt, by contrast, the great military commander and
administrator Muhammad Ali (1804—45)—of Albanian origin—had set about
building a modern state capable of defying Huropean and Ottoman intentions, in
due course crushing Wahhabi pretensions in Arabia too.
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A generation younger, the remarkable figure of Dawwud Pasha was a more
cultivated and civilian counterpart, a widely read scholar who spent years studying
with the eminent Jaylani, but proved himself a master politician in his rise to power
in Baghdad.?* After a brief background, the novel opens as Dawwud, now installed
as governor, embarks on a programme of reform to construct a strong modern
state capable of resisting British manocuvrings in Iraq, which were laying the
ground for its colonization. Influenced by the example of Muhammad Ali, but well
aware that the peoples of Ard al-Sawad were for historical, cultural and
geographical reasons very different from the Egyptians—forming a complex mosaic
of discordant ethnic, religious and tribal groups, shaped by a harsh continental
climate and unpredictable floods—he sets about unifying the country, dispatching
his janissary commander, Sayyid ‘Ulaywi, to bring the north under control, and
quelling the continual feuds between neighbouring tribes that had been draining the
region’s resources. He develops industry and agriculture, modernizes education and
promotes trade, turning Iraq during his time into a prosperous commercial entrepot
where Huropean and Indian goods are widely distributed; in this period, the
population of Baghdad doubled.

Ranged against Dawwud is Claudius Rich, the prototype of a long line of
flamboyant colonial adventurers—among them Lawrence, Henry McMahon, Percy
Cox, Philby, Glubb and Gertrude Bell—instrumental in fastening British imperial
control on the Arab world. Boasting of a command of Arabic, Persian and Turkish
while still a boy in Bristol, Rich was gazetted into the East India Company at the
age of seventeen, and spent three years travelling in Hgypt, Syria, Palestine and
Turkey before proceeding to Bombay where he married the daughter of the British
governor and was appointed by him Resident in Baghdad at the age of twenty-
one.?> He landed with his bride in Basra in 1808, and over the next nine years built
up a position of formidable power from his base in the Residency in Baghdad.
Unlike Dawwud, Rich never liked Iraq or its people. His main interest in the region
was to bring it under the control of the British Empire, as a market for British
goods and concessions, and—as a more personal sideline—to amass the largest
possible collection of its antiquities (coins, gems, tablets, codices) and dispatch
them to Britain. In these years of weak governors and often chaotic conditions, he
acquired many friends and allies in policy-making circles in both Baghdad and
Istanbul, not to speak of employees and spies from the Jewish and Christian
minorities in Iraq, enabling him to control the local incumbents or even appoint or
remove them from behind the scenes.

THEN AND NOW

With the arrival of Dawwud Pasha, however, Rich more than met his
match: a leader with a historical project and a politician unwilling to play second
fiddle to anyone. A clash between them was inevitable, and the novel brings the two
characters to life through its graphic account of the various plans and counter-plans
which each of them launched against the other. Munif’s portrait of the Englishman
is the most fully fleshed-out and vividly realized representation of a colonial
adventurer in modern Arabic literature. Rich is a product of the invigorating surge
of imperialism that whetted the British appetite for the Arab world in the wake of
Napoleon’s expedition to Egypt. His exaggerated sense of himself and the power of
the country he represents, his ‘orientalist’ disdain for Arabs and overstated claims of
linguistic fluency, his clandestine intrigues and ostentatious processions through
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Baghdad, unfurl before us. Pitting his youth and his skills at the British art of divide
and rule against the long experience of the Pasha, he uses every weapon at his
command to bring Dawwud down, from venal sex to financial blackmail, from
arranging trade blockades at Basra to create food shortages to suborning the
governor’s top military officer, Sayyid ‘Ulaywi.

The third historical character in the novel, this commander cuts a tragic
figure. After many successful battles in the service of Dawwud, he develops his own
power base in the north, drawing on English money and Iranian support, but in his
arrogance over-reaches himself, conspiring with Rich against the Pasha in 1818.
Eventually arrested and tried for treason, he is condemned to death. With ‘Ulaywi’s
execution, the schemes of the Resident finally crumble. Driven out of Baghdad, in
his last months Rich continues to hover near the lost object of his desire, before
despair takes its toll and he succumbs to an epidemic in Shiraz.26

This political drama is never, however, isolated from the popular life of the
time, whose depiction lends the novel its specific texture and verve. Many of the
ordinary characters in the narrative are as vivid and rounded as the main historical
protagonists: the regulars at al-Shatt Café, the singer Thamir al-Majul from the
south who becomes a private performer for Sayyid ‘Ulaywi, the Jewish madam
Rujaina and her bevy of girls, the simple Badri who rises to become a military aide
to the Pasha. The struggle for power at the top is not fully possible without the
involvement of so many ordinary people, who are caught up in every step of its
development. We see the pervasive impact of Dawwud’s reforms in daily life
through the customers of al-Shatt Café, as well as through the career of Badri, who
is a direct beneficiary of them before falling victim to ‘Ulaywi’s conflict with the
Pasha. His love for Najmah, one of Rujaina’s girls, and abortive marriage to
Zakiyyah, which leads by a masterly twist of the narrative to his death, take us to
the inner landscape of popular existence in Baghdad. Around it extends a vibrant
sociological reconstruction of the life of the city, with its streets, cafés, brothels,
markets, offices, festivities, domestic space, and rival centres of power in the
Pashalik and the Residency. The interplay between this affectionately recreated
world below and the harsh exigencies of the struggle above is one of Munif’s finest
achievements. Ard al-Sawad is by far the best Arabic novel on Iraq. Its publication
in the last year of the century made a fitting conclusion to Munif’s career as a
novelist.

But it was not his last word as a writer. In 2000, soon after its appearance,
he told an interviewer: ‘“The present sufferings of the Iraqgi people could move a
heart of stone. It is a suffering that, besides its cruelty and injustice, gives an
indication of the Dark Ages through which we are living, in which a blind
superpower attempts to impose its hegemony on the rest of the world. This merits
opposition all the world over’. His own contribution was a study of Iraq from the
British occupation of 1917 to the Anglo-American occupation of 2003, Nozes on
History and Resistance.?” In it, Munif recalled the great uprising against Britain in 1920
and ended with the infamies of the US and its returned collaborators—the most
ignominious and shameless opposition in the world, a collection of kiosks selling
lies and illusions—as another resistance was igniting against them.
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ENDNOTES

This article was originally published in the New Left Review 37, January-February 2006 — available
on www.newleftreview.org It is reprinted with the kind permission of the author and the journal.

I He desctibes these years in Sirat madinah (Beirut: al-Mu’assasa al-‘arabiyya, 1994), his partly
fictionalized memoir of Amman, of which an English translation was published as Swry of a City: A
Childhood in Amman (London: Quartet, 1996). A fuller account can be found in a book-length interview
in which Munif also provides details on his controversial and thorny relationship with the Iraqi Ba’th
Party: Maher Jarrar, “Abd al-Rabman Munif wa-I-Irag |'Abd al-Rahman Munif and Iraq] (Beirut: al-
Mu’assasa al-‘arabiyya, 2004).

2 Munif’s intellectual and political orientations were closer to those of the Communist Party at the
time, but he vehemently opposed their acceptance of Israel, and slavish adherence to Moscow’s line.
His strong nationalist sentiments and views on Palestine led him to reject the CP and instead join the
Ba’th, in which he was a critical and radicalizing influence.

3 Thereafter travelling on Algerian, Yemeni or Iraqi passports.

4 The original title in Arabic: Mabda’ al-musharakah wa-ta’min al-bitrol al-arabi [The Principle of
Partnership and the Nationalization of Arab Oil] (Beirut, 1972). The book seems to have been
published either independently by the author or by the Party, for it has no recognizable publisher. Its
first part surveys the history of American penetration of Arabia and the Gulf and the political context
in which the oil companies were forced — after much resistance — to accept the principle of
partnership. The second part of the book is devoted to a study of the history of the Iraqi oil industry,
and suggests how the latter stands to benefit from a much more radical approach, bordering on
nationalization.

5 He completed the novel in the spring of 1971, and it appeared in 1973.

% With the notable exception of his last, Munif’s novels rarely designate the country in which they are
set, even where the reference is clear. As he once put it: “If, for example, we discuss the political
prison in a confined territory such as Iraq or Saudi Arabia, it seems as if we are exonerating other
places or as if political prisons do not exist in these places, especially when we know they exist from
the Atlantic to the Gulf. Thus I consider the generalization of this subject is the ultimate specificity.”
Interview given to I.’Orient Express in 1999 under the title “Crisis in the Arab World” and translated in
Al Jadid, no. 45, 2004.

7 “To be an exile means that you are an accused person from the outset. Never mind the nature of the
accusation or from where it emanates, the important thing is that you acquired an ambiguous status
whose explication results in more and varied accusations. You accept this ambiguous status and act
accordingly as an ambassador for a cause and a people, even though no one has nominated or
empowered you . . . You escaped prison and restrictions in your land, but you become an uninvited
guest in another land, and this makes you undesirable, an incessant question that begs an answer and a
bargaining chip in a political and cultural game beyond your control.” ‘Abd al-Rahman Munif, a/-Katib
wa-"l-manfa: Humum wa-afaq al-riwaya al-‘arabiyya [Writer and Exile: Issues and Perspectives on the Arabic
Novel] (Beirut: al-Mu’assasa al-‘arabiyya, 1992), p. 85-7.

8 In Egypt, Yusuf Idris had published a/-‘Askari al-aswad [The Black Policeman] in 1960, and Sun’allah
Ibrahim Tilka al-ra’ibah [The Smell of It] in 1966; in Morocco, Abd al-Karim Ghallab had written
Sab’at abwab [Seven Gates| in 1965; in Iraq, ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Rubay’i’s a@/-Washm [Tattoo] appeared in
1972. Later contributions to this genre include Naguib Mahfouz’s a/-Karnak [Karnak, 1974] and
Sun’allah Ibrahim’s Najmat aghustus [The Star of August, 1974] from Egypt; Turki al-Hamad’s a/-
Karadib [Karadib, 1998] from Saudi Arabia; and ‘Aliyah Mamduh’s a/-Ghulamah [The Young Woman,
2000] from Iraq.

9 Another beneficiary of this shift was the Sudanese writer ‘al-Tayyib Salih, whose Mawsin: al-hijrah ila
al-shamal [Season of Migration to the North, 1968] was greeted enthusiastically, as were Palestinian
poets like Mahmud Darwish, who gave the gloomy post-1967 scene some hope. The same shift was
also behind the instant success of Munif and the very positive, often exaggerated, reception of his
work. Munif himself stressed the significance of the Six Day War for his own writing: “The defeat of
1967 pushed me toward the novel not as a means of escape but of confrontation. It had an
unforgettable effect: to see such a vast area as the Arab world — with all its enormous clamour and
slogans — crumble and fall, not just in six days but a mere few hours.” Interview in Banipal, October
1998.
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19For a consideration of the ways in which the Arabic novel reacted to social and cultural changes
with a series of new textual strategies of modernist inspiration, see Sabry Hafez, “The Transformation
of Reality and the Arabic Novel’s Aesthetic Response,” Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies,
1994, p. 93-112.

" Theodor Adorno, Notes to Literature, vol. I (New York: Columbia University Press, 1991), p. 32.
12The leading Syrian writer and critic, Sidqi Isma’il, criticized Munif for a ‘rudimentary realism’ and
‘documentary representation of the life and spirit of the masses through the mind of an intellectual’,
clashing with what was essentially a ‘novel of ideas’, in his introduction to Trees and the Assassination of
Marzug.

13See Sabry Hafez, Najib Mabfuz: Atabaddath liaykum [Interviews with Naguib Mahfouz| (Beirut, 1973).
14¢Abd al-Rahman Munif, Tamin al-Bitrul al-‘Arabi (Baghdad, 1976).

15See ‘Abd al-Rahman Munif, Dhakirah li-'I-Mustagbal [A Memory for the Future] (Beirut: al-Mu’assasa
al-‘arabiyya, 2001), p. 50.

16 Abu ‘Uthman ‘Amr ibn Bahr (c. 776-868), known as al-Jahiz, ‘the goggle-eyed’, was the greatest
prose writer of classical Arabic, an author of encyclopaedic erudition and acuity, who left behind some
two hundred works.

71t is not, however, the first experiment of its kind in modern Arabic literature. In 1936 Taha Husayn
and Tawfiq al-Hakim co-wrote ALQasr al-Mashur [The Bewitched Palace], which among other things
secks to purge the creative process of its authorial tyranny, allowing characters to question the motives
of their creators, and rebel against them. This novel is not only the precursor of A World without Maps,
but one of the operative subtexts of the latter’s fictional world, where there is, on one level or another,
a constant dialogue with its structures and themes.

8For a detailed study of this novel as a tribal saga, see Amina Khalifa Thiban, Transformation and
Modernity in the Desert Tribal Saga: Cities of Salt, PhD thesis submitted to SOAS, University of London,
2004.

19The historical events behind these dates were as follows. In 1891 the Saudi tribal leader ‘Abd al-
Rahman was driven from his lands by the Rashidi. In 1902 his son ‘Abd al-Aziz, founder of the
modern Saudi state and later often known in the West as Ibn Saud, retook Riyadh, and by 1930 had
conquered all of the area of today’s Saudi Arabia. In 1933, ‘Abd al-Aziz granted the first oil concession
to what would become Aramco. The first oil fields were pumped in 1938; a pipeline to Dhahran was
completed in 1950; the first strikes in Dhahran occurred in 1953. In the same year ‘Abd al-Aziz died,
and was succeeded by his son Saud, who had saved him from an assassination attempt in 1935. Saud
was deprived of his power by his brother Faysal in 1958, attempted a comeback in 1962, and was
finally forced to abdicate and driven into exile in 1964, when Faysal seized the throne. Saud died in
1969. Faysal was in turn assassinated by a nephew in 1975. The only significant modification of this
chronology in the quintet is the compression of Saud’s loss of power in 1958 and his eviction in 1964
into a single coup by Faysal, depicted from different angles at the end of the second and in the middle
of the fifth volumes.

20No parody of Western ignorance and condescension could better the ineffable remark with which
Updike concluded his review: “The jacket flap tells us Cities of Salt has been banned in Saudi Arabia.
The thought of novels being banned in Saudi Arabia has a charming strangeness, like the thought of
hookahs being banned in Minneapolis”: Odd Jobs, New York 1991, p. 563—67. Martin Amis
characteristically gawps with admiration at these fatuities, in his own inimitable tone: “You have only
to look at the bibliographical lead-ins to feel your lower lip tremble: “Cities of Salt, by Abdelrahman
Munif, translated from the Arabic by Peter Theroux. 627 pp”—0627 pages! Yet Iron John dispatches
that one” — New York Times, 10 November 1991.

2V Alexei Vassiliev, The History of Saudi Arabia (London: Saqi Books, 1998). The Russian original
appeared in 1982, the Arabic translation in 1986.

22¢“Crisis in the Arab World,” A/ Jadid, no. 45, 2004.

23 Ard al-Sawad, literally the Black or Dark Land, is the old name for Iraq used by the Arabs who
conquered it in 651 AD — Some say because they reached it at dusk, or the shadows of the dense palm
groves made the land dark; others because they were astonished by the contrast between its lush
fertility and the parched yellow desert from which they had come. Munif plays on the ambiguity of
phrase.

2*Dawwud Pasha (c. 1774-1850), who came to Baghdad as a Georgian slave-boy at the age of ten,
ruled Iraq from 1817-31. He later went on to govern Bosnia (1833-35) and Ankara (1839-40), before
ending up as guardian of the shrine at Medina (1840—50), where he died and was buried.
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% For a biography by his grand-niece, see Constance Alexander, Baghdad in Bygone Days: From the
Journals and Correspondence of Claudius Rich, Traveller, Artist, Linguist, Antiquary and British
Resident at Baghdad, 1808-1821 (London: John Murray, 1928). Munif’s novel, which is based on
thorough historical research, raises doubts about the extent of Rich’s linguistic achievements: the two
translators he employed play important roles in the narrative.

26See Alexander, Baghdad in Bygone Days, p. 26392, and Rich’s own accounts of his trips to Kurdistan
and Persepolis.

27“Abd al-Rahman Munif, a’lraq: Hawamish min al-tarikh wa-l-muqawamah (Beirut: al-Markaz al-thaqgafi
al-‘arabi, 2003).
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BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH"

Translated by
Sonja Mejcher-Atassi

e ‘Abd al-Rahman Munif was born on May 29, 1933 in Amman to a father from
Najd and a mother from Iraq.

e He spent his first years with his family that travelled between Damascus,
Amman and some Saudi cities.

e His secondary schooling ended in the Jordanian capital with the beginning of
his political activism and his membership in the newly founded Ba’th party.

e He enrolled in the Faculty of Law in Baghdad in 1952. With the signing of the
Baghdad Pact in 1955, Munif together with a large number of Arab students
was expelled to the Republic of Egypt.

e He continued his studies at Cairo University to attain the degree in law.

e In 1958, he pursued his graduate studies at Belgrade University, Yugoslavia,
where he obtained a doctoral degree in economics in 1961, specializing in the
economics of petroleum.

e He went back to Beirut where he was eclected a member of the Ba’th party’s
pan-Arab command for a few months.

e In 1962, his organized political affiliation with the Ba’th party ended after the
conference of Homs which was marked by differences in practice and vision.

e In 1963, he was stripped of his Saudi passport by the Saudi embassy in Syria,
taking his political affiliations as pretext, and it was not even given back to him
after his death in 2004.

e In 1964, he returned to Damascus to work in the field of his specialization in
the Syrian Company for Petroleum, “Company for the Export of Petroleum”.
Afterwards he worked as director for the marketing of Syrian raw petroleum.

e In 1973, he settled in Beirut where he worked for a few years in the journal al-
Balagh.

e In 1975, he left Beirut for Baghdad where he worked as a petroleum expert. He
was in charge of publishing a journal that dealt with oil economics,
“Development and Oil”, which had a big echo. He stayed until 1981 when the
Iraqi-Iranian war broke out.

e He left for Paris where he devoted himself exclusively to writing novels. The
first volumes of Mudun al-milh (Cities of Salt) were the most important
outcome. He returned to Syria in 1987.

e In 1987, he settled in Damascus to continue writing, going back and forth
between Beirut and Damascus until his death on January 24, 2004.
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(1997). *Urwat al-Zaman al-Babhi.

(1998). Bayna al-thagafa wal-siyasa.

(2003). al-Iraq: hawamish min al-tarikh wal-nugawama.

TRANSLATIONS

English:
e (1988). Endings. Translated by Roger Allen. London: Quartet;
republished by Interlink Books in 2007
e (1989). Cities of Salt. Translated by Peter Theroux. New York: Vintage.
o (1993). The Trench. Translated by Peter Theroux. New York: Vintage.

o (1994). Variations on Night and Day. Translated by Peter Theroux. New
York: Vintage.

o (1998). Swry of a City. A Childhood in Amman. Translated by Samira
Kawar. London: Quartet.

French:

o (1985). A lest de la Méditerranée. Translated by Kadhem Jihad and Marie-
Ange Bertapelle. Paris: Sindbad.

o (1996). Une ville dans la mémoire. Translated by Eric Gautier. Paris:
Sindbad.

German:
o (1995). Ostlich des Mittelmeers. Translated by Larissa Bender. Basel: Lenos.

o (19906). Geschichte einer Stadt. Eine Kindheit in Amman. Translated by
Larissa Bender and Hartmut Fihndrich. Basel: Lenos.

e (2000). Aw Rande der Wiiste. Translated by Petra Becker. Basel: Lenos.

e (2003). Salzstadte. Translated by Magda Barakat and Larissa Bender.
Kreuzlingen/Miinchen: Hugendubel/Diederichs.

Italian:

o (1993). Allest del Mediterraneo. Translated from Arabic by Monica
Ruocco, preface by Goffredo Fofi. Rome: Jouvence.

o (1996). Storia di una citta. Translated and with an afterword by Maria
Avino. Rome: Jouvence.

Norwegian:
e (2004). Sandvidder. Translated by Geir Skogseth. Oslo: Pax Forlag A/S.

* This sketch was translated from Arabic with permission from Munifs family. It is available on

www.munif.org
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CORRESPONDENCE

This selection of letters offers a glimpse into Munif’s rich yet hitherto
unstudied correspondence with other writers, artists and intellectuals. I thank the
Munif family for making these letters available.

This selection includes:

1. A letter written by the Palestinian-Iraqi writer and intellectual Jabra
Ibrahim Jabra to Munif. The letter is dated May 15, 1982 — al-Mansur,
Baghdad. Jabra starts the letter by excusing himself for not having written
eatlier due to his many obligations. He mentions his lectures at Baghdad
University, his introductions to books on music and art in Iraq, and his
translations of Shakespeare’s Sonnets as well as Dylan Thomas’ poetry. The
main part of the letter is devoted to Jabra’s and Munif’s joint novel ‘A/aw
bila khara’it (A World Without Maps, 1982) whose proof sheets Jabra had just
received. He is confident that the novel adds something new to the Arabic
novel — the atmosphere of Ammuriyya, the fictitious city in which the
novel takes place. Furthermore, he voices the idea of writing another novel
together with Munif. Their childhood memories, he says, should play an
important part in it. Jabra ends the letter by expressing how much he
misses Munif (who had left Baghdad for Paris in 1981) and the evenings
they spent talking together.

Jabra and Munif met in Baghdad in the early 1950s. When Munif settled
again in Baghdad to work with OPEC in the 1970s, they became close
friends.

2. Aletter written by the Syrian painter Marwan Qassab-Bachi to Munif. The
letter is not dated but was most probably written in early 2002 in Berlin.
Written in the form of a private journal with little drawings and aquarelles
interspersed, Marwan expresses his longing for Damascus. For him, Munif
is an essential part of Damascus, part of its very soil, “a rock between Najd
and Baghdad”, as he says. He tells his friend of his new studio in Berlin.

Marwan and Munif met briefly in the mid 1950s in Damascus and then
again in the mid 1990s, when Munif was invited to a reading in Berlin.
Marwan has contributed significantly to Munif’s books in the form of book
illustrations that now figure on all the new editions.

3. A letter by Munif to Marwan Qassab-Bachi dated March 15, 2002 —
Damascus. Munif writes about the beginning of spring, life starting anew.
He mentions that he suffers from health problems but says that his pain is
minimized by the books that wait to be written. He concludes by saying
that he is going to write a longer letter another time, this letter was just to
say hello.
S.M.-A.
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Mabher Jatrar (ed.)

Abdel Rahman Munif wal Iraq: Sira
wa Thikrayat

Beirut: Al Markaz al Thaqafi al Arabi,
2005

Reviewed by Abdel Razzaq Takriti*

Abdel Rabman Munif wal Irag:
Sira wa Thikrayat [Abdel Rahman Munif
and Iraq: Biography and Memories|
features Munif’s last interview, a piece
by his close friend Talal Sharara and a
critical essay by Maher Jarar. This
collection offers valuable insights into
the remarkable life and work of one of
the most important Arab figures of the
past quarter-century. Alas, although its
title promises a thorough memorial
consideration of Munif’s connection
with Iraq, it is thematically disjointed,
touching upon a broad range of issues
affecting the entirety of the Arab world.
It tries to do too much in too short of a
space, jumbling autobiography, political
theory, historical analysis, eulogistic
prose and literary criticism. This is by no
means a unique failing. Previous Munif
non-fiction volumes, including 4/ Kareb
wal Manfa and Bain al Thagafa wal Siyasa
have similarly suffered from lack of
focus.

Nevertheless, there is much to
be appreciated in this collection. Talal
Sharara’s memorial account movingly
conveys the impact that Munif had on
those who knew him and Maher Jarar’s
engaging but regrettably short study on
Ard al Sawad places this Iraqi trilogy in
historical context. Above all, Munif’s
last interview brings to the fore his
remarkable political past, his life history
as a pan-Arabist cadre between the
Nakba of 1948 and the Naksa of 1967.
It moreover highlights his reflections on
the role of the intellectual in an era of
confusion and occupation.

* Abdel Razzaq Takriti is a Doctoral
Candidate in Modern History at the
University of Oxford

Munif was a child of the late
mandate era and he was exposed early
on to its major events. His recollection
of that period in Abdel Rabman Munif wal
Iraq strongly aftirms the centrality of
Palestine for Arab thought and practice:

people were broadly divided
into two factions: patriots, and
those who directly worked with the
authorities. The latter were always
suspect. People were generally
patriotic and their patriotism was
measured by the issue of Palestine,
every event used to be measured in
terms of its connection with the
cause of Palestine (p.17).

Here, as elsewhere in his
interview, Munif emphasizes a
dichotomy between “authority” and
“society.” For the latter, Palestine
exemplified the gravest example of
injustice and oppression in the region, as
well a symptom of a broader problem of
Arab fragmentation. Young intellectuals
like Munif were concerned that this
fragmentation would continue after the
end of the British and French presence.
The Arab world was confronted with a
perilous dualism: the emerging political
body was the imperially sponsored local
state, but the incendiary imagination was
pan-Arab. Different paths were
advocated towards resolving the
antinomy and Munif was first exposed
to proposed political solutions as a high
school student in Amman.

The process of his political
absorption illustrates the richness of the
secondary socialisation undergone by
the youth of his generation. In his
experience, teachers figured
prominently, encouraging him and his
classmates to issue a magazine
expressing their patriotic views, pushing
them to write and suggesting topics to
them (p.19). Moreover, activists
interacted with the youth, influencing
their opinions. Munif happened to come
across one, a customs official, who used
to provide him and his friends with
Michel Aflaq pamphlets and other

Vol. 7, Spring 2007 © 2007 The MIT Electronic Journal of Middle East Studies



Ba’athist publications (p.18). After
reading such tracts and mingling with
cadres, Munif joined the Ba’ath party,
working in its branches in Jordan, Iraq,
Syria, Lebanon, Egypt and Yugoslavia.
Many intellectuals of Munif’s
generation had a similar record of
partisan involvement , believing in the
indispensability of notions of
organisation and party work. Munif
offers a framework for understanding
this phenomenon in his important
account of the contemporary history of
Arab intellectuals, emphasising three
distinct phases. The first phase was the
turn of the century, marked by the rise
of visionary public intellectuals
committed to social justice in various
realms. Munif cites in this regard Taha
Hussein’s dedication to popular
education, Jamil Sidqi Al Zahawi’s
devotion to social reform and Al
Jawabhiri’s promotion of Iraqi national
consciousness. The second stage, which
was experienced by Munif in his youth,
arrived with the advent of political
parties. “The political party became
stronger than individuals regardless of
their qualities and positions, and the
intellectual’s role grew as they moved
closer to the political party and
contributed to its position” (p.82). The
third stage, whose impact we are still
living today, involved the alienation of
the intellectuals from political parties as
party apparatuses became increasingly
oppressive, tying as opposed to
liberating intellectuals and societies.
Munif himself experienced this
failure in the 1962 fifth national
conference of the Ba’ath (the nototious
Homs conference). During that pivotal
conference, he severely criticized the
course of the party. Some of his
reservations at the time were structural,
concerned with decision-making
mechanisms and Aflaq’s undemocratic
style of leadership. Other points of
contention were issue-based, focused on
the question of Iraq, especially
after the events of Mosul and
Kirkuk in 1959 which had led to a

188

bloody atmosphere. Our group was
of the opinion that a Ba’athist coup
would bring in utterly destructive
winds, and we were worried about
the effects...(pp. 31-32)

Having lost the vote by a small
margin, the opposition split from the
party. This was a difficult time for
Munif. Along with his membership, he
lost his salary and was harassed and
subjected to restrictions. Moreover, his
attempts to help pilot a viable leftist
alternative never blossomed. Finally, the
Saudi authorities stripped him of his
citizenship. Having spent his political
cartridges, Munif eventually moved to
letters, a realm that had always been
familiar:

Party and political work was
my window of communication to
others, as if it was a way of changing
the world through ordering
intellectual-political relationships.
When I was in the party, I wasn’t
one of the highly disciplined people.
I was accused of “corrupting” the
youth of the party through luring
them into reading, the theatre, and
the novel, and into conducting
literary and intellectual discussions.
[In my opinion] the literary text is
part of political culture. And when I
hit a barrier that I couldn’t
overcome, I had to find another
way of communicating with others

(p.34)

For Munif, this move was
compulsory, but not satisfactory:

The intellectual, no matter how
important and prominent they
become, cannot change society.
Those who make change are the
people, and what organizes the
people and activates their social role
is the association or the party and
not some blind anarchical
movement but a conscious and
open-minded movement. Here 1
would like to emphasize that I am
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not talking about any particular
party or ideology (p.90)

But whereas Munif is adamant
about the need for movements,
associations and parties, and calls for a
new relationship to be forged between
them and intellectuals, he is highly
critical of the discourse of “civil society”
and NGOs. Many NGOs in his
estimation have been used for the sake
of private gain or foreign agendas, and
have further contributed to de-
politicization in the Arab world. In
contrast, conscious movements,
associations and parties should express
the political concerns of the population,
should be self sustaining (as opposed to
foreign funded), and should serve
people’s immediate needs which include
“the support of unions, development of
social welfare, raising consciousness and
combeating illiteracy” (p.87). They should
moreover continue to cling to the
principle of self-determination,
consistently denied in the Arab world,
especially in occupied Iraq and Palestine.

In spite of references to roles of
parties and intellectuals, Munif is overly
vague in his treatment of specificities.
This undoubtedly arises out of his
assumption over the past three decades
of the role of a disseminator of

Gabriel Piterberg

An Ottoman Tragedy; History and
Historiography at Play

Los Angeles and Berkeley, 2003

Reviewed by Jens Hanssen”

Turkey brought to life and exemplified
what the political thought of the
Renaissance had always been striving after:
an artificial construction which had been

* Jens Hanssen is Assistant Professor of History
at the University of Toronto.

189

consciousness as opposed to an
involved political actor. Munif is here
not unlike the German Jewish
intellectuals who- amidst the rubble of
fascism- had undertaken a desperate
shift from social theory and political
action to “critical theory.” He had
indeed chosen in these imperial times to
focus on the question of raising
awareness about- and sentiments
against- the current order sustaining the
realities of foreign occupation and
domestic oppression. In _Abdel Rahman
Munif wal Irag he did so ably, recounting
the past of the liberation movement as
he experienced it and emphasising the
need for its political revival, echoing a
hope that was elaborately expressed by
Herbert Marcuse: “the break through
the false consciousness may provide the
Archimedean point for a larger
emancipation-- at an infinitesimally
small spot, to be sure, but it is on the
enlargement of such small spots that the
chance of change depends.”

! Marcuse, Herbert., “Repressive Tolerance”
in Wolff, R; Moore, B and Marcuse, H., A
Critigue of Pure Tolerance (Boston: Beacon
Press, 1969).

consciously and purposely built up, a state
mechanism which was arranged like a
cloak [sic], and which made use of the
various species and strengths and qualities
of men as its springs and wheels.

Trojano Boccalini (1556-1613)

An Ottoman Tragedy invites us to
reconsider the writing of Ottoman
history and offers a new toolkit to study
state/socliety relations in the early
modern period and beyond. This review,
then, is less of a knit-picky rebuttal —
Gottfried Hagen’s recent discussion of
the book on H-Turk stands out as a



magnificent defense of the discipline —
but rather I intend to accept Piterberg’s
invitation and situate his study
intellectually.!

Boccalini’s above lines on the
virtues of the Ottoman state — which
have been transmitted to us by Friedrich
Meinecke — appear unlikely praise from
a Roman Renaissance man living in exile
in Venice at the end of a long life of
political commentatorship. Perhaps
irony, or an oblique critique of
Renaissance ideals by a conservative
thinker; the German historicist
Meinecke thinks not: Following the
rapid unraveling of the Renaissance’s
cultural effervescence and Machiavelli’s
secular political theories, Boccalini and
many of his contemporaries were
disillusioned with the waning of realistic
reason of state among European states
during their times and the emergence of
religious fanaticism in the decades
before the Thirty Year War.?

In this context of violent
counter-reformation, the image of the
Ottoman state served Boccalini who was
hardly writing in a pro-Ottoman milieu
nor was he a recognized Islamophile, as
a rhetorical “mirrotr” — an ideal case for
the cruel but ‘worldly” art of government
as the politics of the possible.
Meinecke’s Boccalini commended the
Turks — “in astonishment” — for their
“wonderful inner structures” and as the
“perfect politicians [who have] the finest
understanding how the world may be
governed and how to manipulate the
supreme ragion di stato.” His
predecessors, such as the prolific
Botero, had predicted that Ottoman
factionalism and fratricide were sure
signs of imminent Ottoman demise.>
But the contemporary Ottoman system
of government in Boccalini’s eyes
consisted of a delicate balance of power
in which the sovereign ruled supreme
but the strength of the state was not tied
to him alone. Unlike European rulers,
the Ottoman sultan could rely on the
political consensus of the survival of his
dynasty, on the common religious good,

190

and on the reason of state. But he
depended on skilful, if not ruthless,
management of the imperial army,
provincial notables and governors, the
clergy and his own royal court. All of
this together constituted a purpose-
driven art of government that —
according to Meinecke — Boccalini
wished Italy still possessed.

Be this Wah/-Venetian’s
representation of the Ottoman state as it
may, what is significant is that he holds
an important place in Meinecke’s study
of the development of the reason of
state in Europe from Machiavelli to
Hegel and Ranke. The intellectual
struggle over the legacy of Machiavelli
lent itself quite naturally to Meinecke’s
challenge to the dominant German
schools of history: Rankean fact- and
institution-centred empiricism and
Hegelian spirit-driven idealism of state
development. Meinecke’s Quellenkritik in
Machiavellism shows how closely-
interwoven literary texts generate
knowledge and meaning as historical
documents at each turn of events. In
other words, ideas are molded by their
‘concrete temporal-spatiality’ and a past
reference system.* It is against the
legacy of this intellectual background
that we can situate Gabriel Piterberg’s
study.

The anvil in Piterberg’s
“workshop” is the short reign of Sultan
Osman I, the adolescent Ottoman
sultan who was deposed and
assassinated by disgruntled officers and
ulema in 1622 on account of jeopardizing
the house of Osman and its state. A
disastrous military campaign which —
contrary to over a century of sultanic
practice — he personally led, brought
about the hostility between ruler and
army. At home, as Leslie Pierce has
shown, the sultan was isolated in his
own palace without female family
protection. Add to that the rumours that
Osman wanted to “march east” and,
even worse, move the Ottoman capital
itself, made him an enemy of most
subjects, soldiers and historians in
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Istanbul at the time of his death. The
perception of Osman I was one of an
untimely sultan who took a number of
‘nonconformist’ decisions that were
considered passé and therefore intensely
unpopular in Istanbul. His efforts to
revive the image of the ghazi-sultan
including his martiage to a daughter of
the Sheyh tl-Islam and the return to
fratricide, shocked and alienated the
consolidated political and religious elites
and may have planted the seeds of the
regicide. (pp. 17-21)

In rejecting what they saw as
the dismantling of — to borrow from
Boccalini — the “artificial construction”
of the existing Ottoman “state
mechanism”, the hatchers of the
assassination plot acted not just out of
self-preservation but also with a keen
sense of history: turning the clock back
to political practices of the classical
period was a danger so great that it
legitimized the crime committed. No-
one, not even the sultan was above the
reason of state. Their intervention was
necessary to protect the dynasty from its
own feeble progeny.

Piterberg judiciously synthesizes
Cemal Kafadar’s work on the emergence
of “bureaucratic consciousness’ in late
classical Ottoman historiography; Leslie
Pierce’s work on the position of the
velide sultan in the royal household and
Rhodes Murphy’s work on the Ottoman
military in the 17% century. Piterberg is
not interested in ‘who-dunnits?’ or
‘whys?’, but in how the material of this
tragedy was arranged by Ottoman eye-
witness histotians and chroniclers, and
how the resultant narratives affected the
direction of subsequent Ottoman
policies and the very nature of the state.
In other words, Piterberg treats the
affair as a discursive vanishing point to
assess the process in which the Ottoman
state self-refashioned itself. He does so
by an intertextual analysis of the literary
genre of the Tarih-i Al-i Osman as “one
of the chief sites where the bureaucrat-
historian, through the representation of
concrete events and protagonists, waged
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a battle over the definition of the state.”
(p- 48)

Following the reconstruction of
events, part Il is the technical part of the
book. Piterberg compares the
overlapping and conflicting narrative
decisions and strategies of Tugi Celebi
(eyewitness and orator/author of the
Urtext of the ‘tragedy’ who died after
1623), Hasanbeyzade (d. 1636/7),
Ibrahim Pegevi (d. 1650), Katip Celebi
(d. 1657) and Mustafa Naima (d. 1714).
Here the author has drawn most
criticism from his field, partly
philological in nature partly regarding
the representativity of these chroniclers
and the choice of particular manuscripts
over others. What concerns us here is
how the initially antithetical
emplotments of Osman II’s five year
rule of Tugi and Hasanbeyzade on the
one hand and Pecevi on the other were
later leveled/cancelled out by the
authoritative accounts of Katip Celebi
and Naima to produce a certain self-
understanding of the Ottoman state that
concealed and shut the door to eatlier
alternatives. This 17 century
historiographical operation reified the
Ottoman state as a bureaucratic system
centred around Istanbul. It was
culturally as well as militarily oriented
towards the west, that is to say the
Balkans, as opposed to the Anatolian, let
alone the Arab provinces.

Piterberg’s favorite historians in
this operation are Tugi and Pecevi. The
former represents an enticing analytical
challenge. Ottoman historians from
Hasanbeyzade onwards have treated his
text as a chronicle. Piterberg suggests a
double reading of Tugi’s text: one that
follows its historiographical afterlife as a
conventional chronicle and one that
deconstructs the narrative flow. By
focusing on the Tugi’s digressions and
his arrangement of chronology and
causality Piterberg makes a compelling
case that originally Tugi’s account was
actually a speech addressing Ottoman
soldiers. Thus Tugi emerges as a
historian with a constituency who was in



the thick of the fateful action
unraveling. Tugi was opposed to
Osman’s pilgrimage to the east but
blames him specifically for his bad
choice of advisers, such as the chief
black Eunuch, who led the gullible
young royal astray.

Pecevi’s narrative allows
Piterberg to unearth subjugated
knowledge — to examine the road not
taken — and from this vantage point see
through the construction of the early
modern Ottoman state. It is
considerably at variance with Tugi’s and
Hasanbeyzade’s accounts, although
Pegevi clearly read them. Ostensibly
about the grand viziers who served
Mustafa I after the assassination of his
nephew Osman II, Piterberg’s close
reading reveals clues for the author’s

position and perspective on the regicide.

He defends Osman II’s policies and the
politics of his chief black eunuch and
puts the blame squarely on the imperial
army and conniving officials. Pecevi
writes from the perspective of the
Anatolian provinces. Where Tugi sees
‘rebels’ Pegevi sees savvy notables
(dimera). Pegevi’s sympathies have less to
do with his Hungarian borderland
origins (after all, Tugi was probably
born in Belgrade and neither were
easterly provinces), than with his long
service in Anatolia. To him, the
Anatolian leader Abaza Pasha was a
loyal subject of Osman’s who was
dissatisfied with the &#/army’s
behaviour, rather than a primitive rebel.
Why was Tugi’s narrative
considered more authoritative by
subsequent state historians? Did they
fail to notice Tugi’s partisanship, were
they inferior historians or did they find
his version expedient? Katip Celebi
acknowledged Pecevi as a gifted
historian, but crafts his narrative largely,
though not exclusively, out of Tugis
material whose chronological sequence
he rearranges and whose material he
correlated to metaphysical causation.
Celebi goes one step further than the
latter and holds the sultan personally
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responsible for the ‘tragedy.” Finally,
with Naima, one of the eatlier
popularizers of the persistent empire-in-
decline paradigm, the Tugi-
Hasanbeyzade-Celebi “snad was
enshrined as the official state narrative.
Mustafa Naima, the son of a family of
military officers in Aleppo, argued that
Osman II’s attempt to create a new &w/-
army recruited from the Anatolian and
Syrian provinces broke with Balkan-
based conventions of military
recruitment, and would raise the spectre
of the ethnic-regional dynamics of the
Ottoman state.

Piterberg concludes from his
Quellenkeritik that “the Ottoman
historical texts are not unstructured
collections of facts [but] constitute a
narrative discourse that is judgmental
and interpretive.” (p. 135) In Part 111,
Piterberg returns to the question of how
the state was given substance through
the 17t century historiographical
operation. Here his analysis focuses on
how the Ottoman state came to be
reified as an autonomous and
identifiable agent by its historians right
up to the present. Piterberg credits
recent scholarship by zuter alia Metin
Kunt, Rifaat Abou-El-Haj, Jane
Hathaway and Ariel Salzmann, asserts
that state/society and centre/periphery
relations were unstable, and contested.
The Ottoman state historians’
“historiographical operation” — the term
is Michel de Certeau’s — concealed roads
not taken by who favoured seemless
state consolidation.

Far from ordinary ‘sultanology,’
Piterberg presents the field of Ottoman
studies with a historical laboratory of
new ideas of how to study the literary
construction of the state, the
transformation of the dynastic
household between 1550 and 1650, and
the transition between the age of
territorial conquest to the age of state
consolidation. More obliquely it
constitutes a gutsy attempt to challenge
Rankean positivism that has dominated
Ottoman historiography since the
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Ottoman state archives were made
accessible to researchers in the 1950s
and 60s. The most crucial contribution
of An Ottoman Tragedy, then, lies in its
double gambit to combine a close
reading of a host of Ottoman chronicles
— the preserve of empiricist studies of
Ottoman history — with a
reconceptualization of the Ottoman
state — the domain of sweeping Hegelian
narratives on the emergence of modern
Turkey. In fact, Piterberg replaces both
philological myopia and the rise-and-
decline paradigm with a complex matrix
of hypotheses.

Piterberg chooses a toolkit for
Ottoman history that draws on the
‘poetics-of-culture’ approach of the
1980s. Rather than distinguishing
between facts of history and acts of
recording, Piterberg argues that the two
realms are neither chronologically apart,
nor do they necessarily inhabit separate
spaces (the battlefield versus the library).
The central theoretical supposition of
An Ottoman Tragedy is that there are
neither ‘raw facts’ nor ‘transparent
documents’ — that historical processes
are set in motion by the instantly
emplotted feedback of historiography.
But Piterberg departs from Derrida,
Hayden White and other representatives
of postmodern literary criticism who
hold that no meaning exists outside the
texts. By acknowledging — with Ricoeur
and Skinner— the extra-textual
references that drive and limit the
literary constructions of Ottoman
history, Piterberg rehabilitates the
possibility to retrieve an author’s
intention — albeit speculatively.

What does all this mean for the
way we write Ottoman history? To start
with, we should be careful to ascribe
singularity and intentionality to the state.
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But how do we treat the state? What
does it mean for our research to say it is
discursively produced by textual
reifications? Should we avoid the
category ‘state’ altogether? At its most
basic, Piterberg’s study serves as another
Cassandra call to be more circumspect
with our sources and spend more effort
on situating them. At the same time, to
acknowledge that our sources are like
camera lenses in what they show and
what they occlude will infuse Ottoman
history with new multitude and
multiplicity.

For advanced undergraduates
and graduate students these and other
questions make Piterberg’s monograph
an appealing complement to the
booming Ottoman history textbook
industry. A glossary between text and
endnotes goes someway in familiarizing
the carly modernists of European
history with Ottoman terms. The
exploratory nature of _An Ottoman Tragedy
invites students already familiar with the
broad contours of Ottoman history to
think critically, comparatively and
creatively. It will kindle a sense of
discovery in the assiduous reader
thirsting for intellectual stimulation that
even the most sophisticated primers are
not meant to provide.
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Robert Dankoff

An Orttoman Mentality: The World of
Evliya Celebi. With an afterword by
Gottfried Hagen,Vol. 31 of Suraiya
Faroqghi and Halil Inalcik, eds., The
Ottoman Empire and its Heritage
Series, Brill (Leiden, Boston, 2004), xxii
+ 279 pages.

Reviewed by Charles Wilkins*

The Seyahatname of Evliya
Celebi (1611-ca. 1684), a massive ten-
volume travelogue and compendium of
cultural lore, is arguably the single most-
quoted primary source among specialists
of eatly modern and modern Middle
Eastern History. For decades historians
of the Ottoman Empire have drawn on
Evliya’s observations of social and
cultural life, while those focusing on
specific geographical areas of the Middle
East, from historians of ancient history
to those of the present, have found his
informative descriptions of localities
(evsaf) indispensable. More recently,
instructors have introduced
undergraduate students on a large scale
to the Seyahatname as a way to explore
early modern Islamic society and culture
and to encourage a historical empathy
for Ottoman individuality. Professor
Dankoff’s synthetic and incisive portrait
of Evliya answers a profound need for a
monograph-length study on the cultural
and intellectual outlook of this
seventeenth-century traveler. The book
will serve as an essential guide to the
present generation of scholars as they
proceed with critical editions of the
Seyabatname in its entirety and as they

* Charles Wilkins is Assistant Professor of
Middle Eastern History at Wake Forest
University. His principal research interest is
the social history of the Arab provinces
under Ottoman rule. He is currently
revising for publication his dissertation,
entitled “Households, Guilds, and
Neighborhoods: Social Solidarities in
Ottoman Aleppo, 1640-1700.”
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write a fuller history of the early modern
world.

An Ottoman Mentality is divided
thematically into six chapters, with an
extended afterword by Gottfried Hagen.
Dankoff orders his chapters in a clear
and logical way, beginning with a
discussion on the organization of the
Seyabatname and a chronology of Evliya’s
career and moving on to evaluations of
Evliya’s cultural identity,
cosmopolitanism, professional and
avocational interests, credibility, literary
art, and relationship to his
audience/readership, among other
topics. There are topical overlaps
among the chapters, and Dankoff
frequently provides cross-references to
aid the reader in assembling information
on a given question. The author strikes
an appropriate balance between analysis
of the Seyabatname and quotations
(always translated into English) from the
same work. While never afraid to draw
a conclusion, Dankoff often lets Evliya
speak for himself in translations that are
felicitous and highly readable.
Occasionally, the translations are
extended, such as when Evliya describes
his early life at the imperial palace (pp.
33-44). Where there is scholatly debate
or ambiguity with respect to the
meaning of a given passage, Dankoff
provides the Ottoman Turkish in
transliteration. What follows are
summary discussions and commentary
on each chapter.

In Chapter One, entitled, “Man
of Istanbul: The Man and the Book,”
Dankoff places Evliya Celebi within the
geographical and mental framework of
Istanbul, the capital city of the empire.
Here it was that Evliya grew up,
received a privileged education and was
socialized, eventually leaving his home
in the Unkapani district to work (and
play) for a time in the imperial court of
Sultan Murad IV. The author regales
the reader with delightful translations of
passages from the Seyabatname, reflecting
the unfettered pride Evliya had for
Istanbul, for his family, which he
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claimed had prestigious kinship ties to
the ruling dynasty, and for his own
service to the sultan. Yet Dankoff
suggests that while Istanbul clearly
ranked first in Evliya’s mind, it was
paired with Cairo in a kind of two-poled
cultural and geographical mapping. If
Istanbul marked life’s beginning and the
bestowal of promise, and the numerous
cross-empire journeys the core of life
experience, then Cairo marked in some
ways a site of reflection, of stock-taking
and of course, in a real sense, the
compilation and editing of his magnum
opus, the Seyahatname. According to
Dankotf, Evliya, living his final years in
Cairo, sought to give a more clearly
defined structure to his massive ten-
volume travelogue by making the
exquisite description of Istanbul the
core of his first volume, and the
remarkably parallel description of Cairo
that of his last. In its entirety, then,
Seyabatname constitutes a single
unidirectional journey that in a
geographical (and metaphorical) sense
could never have ended where it started.
It would not have been consistent with
Evliya’s storytelling impulse.

This chapter provides
an important counterpoint to the
common perception of the Seyabatname
as a repository of geographical and
cultural information with no unifying or
overarching narrative structure.
Dankotf clearly does acknowledge that
the Seyabatname was a sustained attempt
to register and comprehend the empire
spatially, as he calls the descriptions of
localities (evsaf) “the most characteristic
literary unit of the work” (p. 17).
Reviewing the highly useful schematic
outlines developed by Dankoff (pp. 10-
17), the reader obtains a clear picture of
how Evliya sought to give coherence to
each of his volumes; indeed, most of the
volumes II-IX are closely linked to a
certain region of the empire, not only
through the geographical description for
which Evliya is famous, but also
through the heroic narratives that
Dankoff calls “sagas.”  Yet Dankoff
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wants to draw our attention to the
narrative impulse that is in constant
tension with the geographical. Dankoff
is not judgmental of the seemingly
arbitrary intermingling of these elements
but rather asks the reader to evaluate the
Evliya’s work on its own terms and
what this might reveal about the elite
Ottoman mindset, or mentality, as
represented by this seventeenth-century
traveler.

Having outlined in
Chapter One the overall structure of the
Seyabatname and posited a connection
between that structure and Evliya’s
wortldview, Dankoff proceeds in the
remaining chapters to illustrate different
aspects of Evliya’s personality and
interests. In Chapter Two, entitled
“Man of the World,” the author
explores the limits of Evliya’s
cosmopolitanism. After briefly
assessing Evliya’s sophistication as a
critic of art and architecture and his
appreciation of cultured urban
refinement, Dankoff moves on to how
Evliya deals with cultural difference.
The author communicates some idea of
the stunning breadth and sweep of the
Seyabatname, drawing on encounters that
Evliya reportedly had with peoples as far
removed culturally as the Kalmuks of
Circassia, the African peoples of the
Funj, and the Viennese of Austria, in
addition to the impressive social, ethnic,
and religious diversity found within the
core lands of the empire. He observes
that as Evliya traveled farther away from
the Ottoman center, he tended to give
his imagination freer reign, hence his
fanciful accounts of cannibalism among
the Kalmuks and his interpretation of
the discovery of the New World by the
Europeans.

In one of the more
valuable discussions in the book,
Dankoff evaluates how tolerant Evliya, a
Muslim of ethnic Turkish background,
was of other peoples and social groups.
Many readers of the Seyabatnanme will
recall that non-Ottoman peoples are
typically given disparaging epithets (e. g.,
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“tricky Franks,” “faithless Germans,”
“treacherous Persians,” etc.), and when
described collectively, especially in times
of war, are usually stereotyped. Some
groups within the empire are scarcely
given lighter treatment, with Kurds
characterized as “crude” and
“rebellious,” gypsies as “thieving” and
Jews as “dirty” and “fanatical.”
Dankoff strives to partially offset the
weight of these judgments, observing
Evliya to have friendly encounters with
individual Europeans, to appreciate
aspects of their culture and science, and
with respect to the Persians, to question
the validity of some reprehensible
practices then ascribed to them. The
strongest case for Evliya’s open-
mindedness, however, is with regard to
Sunni Muslim religious culture. Evliya
saves some of his most biting satire for
the then-influential Kadizadeli sect,
whom he regarded as close-minded and
fanatical, and he selects for translation
these and other accounts that satirize
Muslim fanaticism in general. What
emerges is a portrait of a complex
individual who held, in Dankoff’s
words, a “guarded tolerance” for people
of different cultures and who was most
critical of religious fanaticism of
whatever religion. This chapter, with its
extensive quotations of Evliya’s personal
experiences with other people,
constitutes a poignant statement of both
his urbanity and his prejudices.

Entitled “Servitor of
the Sultan,” Chapter Three deals with
several themes relating to Evliya’s
service to the Ottoman state. Dankoff
first illustrates Evliya’s general
conception of the public good, drawing
on passages that emphasize the
importance of public order and security,
the need for the state to regulate and
preserve the social hierarchy, and the
close linkage between an efficient justice
system and a satisfied subject
population. Among the more
informative sections is Dankoff’s
treatment of Evliya’s famous description
of a parade of guilds organized by Sultan
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Murad IV in 1638; this section usefully
summarizes many of the values
organizing the precedence of guilds and
the likely debates that surrounded the
establishment of that precedence.
Proceeding from the general to the
specific, the chapter then examines
HEvliya’s special pride in the Ottoman
dynasty and state, as seen through his
admiration for Ottoman state
institutions and infrastructure, his
efforts to identify and promote new
projects that can contribute to Ottoman
glory, and his fervent belief in the
miraculous legends (Dankoff calls these
“mysteries”) that undergird the
legitimacy of the dynasty. Especially
notable here is Evliya’s boldly conceived
projects of public works, including an
earthworks isthmus across the Gulf of
Agqaba and a Suez canal (pp. 98-100).
Naturally following from Evliya’s pride
in the Ottoman State was his willingness
to criticize the Ottoman authorities
when he felt that they were not acting
according to Ottoman ideals, as seen
through accounts that portray Ottoman
officials as bloodthirsty or greedy, or by
showing the predicament of subjects
punished unfairly by state authorities.
Equally remarkable is Evliya’s pausing
on several occasions to note mournfully
the contrast between a prosperous
Christendom in Europe and the poor
conditions of Muslims in his own
empire (pp. 113-114). Like many
educated Ottomans of his day, Evliya
perceived the contemporary age to mark
a decline from a glorious past most
closely associated with the reign of
Suleyman the Magnificent (r. 1520-
1560).

The individuality of
Evliya, fleshed out here and there in the
chapters heretofore described, comes
into much clearer focus in Chapter
Four. In this chapter, entitled
“Gentleman and Dervish,” Dankoff sets
out to identify and explore the peculiar
personality traits and interests of Evliya,
with some emphasis on how he sought
to portray himself to his reader. To
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capture different aspects of this
personality, Dankoff divides the chapter
into four parts, with each characterizing
him according to a specific analytical
category: Hirst, his social status is that
of an Ottoman gentleman (“celebi”);
second, his religious and spiritual type is
that of a Muslim mystic (“dervish”) who
seeks to disassociate himself from
worldly and family affairs and who is
independent of others; third, his
profession is that of a caller-to-prayer
(“miiezzin”), prayer leader (“imam”) and
boon companion (“musahib, nedim”),
all providing informal service to his elite
patrons; and fourth, his avocation is,
not surprisingly, that of traveler.

Since Evliya uses each of these
specific Ottoman Turkish terms to
describe himself, and others in the
Seyahatname use these terms to address
him, the implicit goal of the chapter is
to assess how closely Evliya adheres to
these types (as we conceive them) and
to evaluate the significance of his
eccentricities. With regard to his
spiritual orientation, Dankoff observes a
contrast between Evliya’s claims to be a
practicing dervish and his own admitted
pursuit of worldly things, such as
employment and dependency on
patrons and the care he took to preserve
his wealth and possessions. Perhaps the
most interesting and richest discussion
treats the different ways in which Evliya
interpreted his official duties.
According to Dankoff, Evliya
steadfastly turned down offers for
official posts in the Ottoman
bureaucracy; much more to his liking
was service to elite patrons since it
afforded him opportunity to indulge his
wanderlust. Serving then as an all-
purpose functionary for his patrons,
Evliya undertook numerous and diverse
missions that he narrates in various
places throughout the Seyahatname. In
the course of these missions, we learn
that he struggles with his conscience
when collecting taxes he thinks are
unfair, or carrying out executions;
parlays his musical skills into diplomatic
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instruments in times of crisis or
difficulty; takes it upon himself
personally to ransom Muslim captives of
foreign powers whenever and wherever
he can do so; plays a “Falstaffian” role
in the household of his patrons,
disliking violence and preferring to
contribute to war in non-combative
tasks; and believes in the efficacy of
mediation, undertaking to serve as a go-
between in various situations, and
considering himself to be a tough and
foresightful negotiator. In short, a rich
and nuanced portrait of Evliya emerges,
with many personal habits, likes and
dislikes colorfully illustrated; and more
generally, a clearer picture of the
dynamics of an Ottoman patrimonial
houschold appear.

Chapter Five, entitled
“Raconteur,” takes in hand one of the
most pressing questions for readers of
the Seyabatname: 1f Evliya aims to both
entertain and inform, at what points is
he doing the former, and at what points
is doing the latter? Dankoff argues that
when Evliya is engaged in objective
description, he may willingly provide
false information “because he wishes to
be complete, or consistent, or because
he does not wish to admit ignorance.”
Certain itineraries that Evliya claims to
have followed fall into this category.
But Evliya also fabricated stories,
Dankoff maintains, when “he wishes to
relieve monotony, or just out of fun, or
to indulge in literary license.” Cleatly in
the latter case he did not intend to
deceive, but in the former case, there are
examples where his purpose is
ambiguous. Numbers fall into this
category, and Chapter Five provides a
useful discussion of Evliya’s peculiar use
of numbers, remarkably his tendency to
use the number “60,” elsewhere his
whimsical hyperboles when describing
ancient cities, and his apparent inability
on several occasions to make simple
mathematical calculations. The
remainder of the chapter is devoted to
instances where Evliya primarily intends
entertainment and/or satire. By way of



illustration, Dankoff in detail analyzes a
narrative of an apparently actual event
to reveal its historical contradictions and
fictional literary devices; identifies other
narratives of the Seyabatnanme with
striking biblical analogues; and surveys a
variety of other literary genres employed
by Evliya, among them jokes, tall tales,
anecdotes, satires, and hoaxes. Lest the
reader dismiss them as pure
entertainment, the chapter draws our
attention to the embedding in these
genres of authentic ethno-linguistic
observations and pointed social and
political commentary.

1f Chapter Five
conveys the sense of literary freedom in
which Evliya reveled, Chapter Six,
entitled “Reporter and Entertainer,”
communicates the framework of
aesthetic and evidential demands and
obligations placed on him by his
audiences. In one of the more
fascinating parts of the book, Dankoff
explores Evliya’s use of evidence,
stressing Evliya’s strong belief in the
primacy of eyewitness observation, and
surveying Evliya’s other methods,
including his pacing of distances and
dimensions (for geographical
descriptions), use of a magnifying
spyglass, comparison of oral and written
evidence, consultation of official
documents and geographical and
historical works, reading of inscriptions,
and, in Dankoff’s words, a “primitive
kind of paleontology and archaeology.
Evliya clearly felt compelled to support
his statements with reference to specific
methods of research. Coexisting with
Evliya’s appeals to empiricism was his
apparent belief in “marvels and
wonders” and “portents and dreams,”
phenomena that defied rational
explanation. As a Muslim, Evliya places
more credence in the supernatural
phenomena connected with Islam than
other religions, but in some instances he
may still try to explain them in rational
or semi-rational terms. Dankoff
provides a great service, translating the
most significant dreams Evliya
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experienced and characterizing them,
whether portentous, comforting, or in
the form of counsel, and assessing their
literary pretension and merit. In general,
the extensive narration of marvels and
dreams by Evliya suggests the strong
concerns his elite patrons had in
connection with the supernatural.
Dankotf’s focused
analysis, translation, and commentary of
the Seyabatname in the first six chapters
of the book is complemented by
Gottfried Hagen’s wide-ranging
exploration of the broader intellectual
and cultural currents of the Ottoman
world in an extended afterword. Hagen
covers much ground, moving nimbly
from traditional Islamic and ancient
Greek geography and cosmography, to
innovations in and alternatives to these
traditions by Ottoman thinkers, to a
consideration of the religious activism
of the Kadizadelis and “privatization” of
religion, to final reflections on the
exchange of ideas between Evliya’s
Ottoman peers and thinkers in Western
Europe — only some of which topics can
be described here. Contributing much
to a more contextualized understanding
of Evliya’s milieu, Hagen places Evliya
within the established Islamic
geographical and cosmographical
traditions yet notes Evliya’s distinctive
thirst for detail and his use of irony.
Parallel with these traditions, there
emerged in the seventeenth century
conceptions of geography as a practical,
secular science, notably advanced by
Katib Celebi and Ebu Bekir al-
Dimeshki, on whom Hagen is an
established authority. Thus Evliya’s
views can be considered to be
representative of the older tradition, as
yet uninfluenced, at least in any
substantive way, by these emerging
ideas. Also significant is Evliya’s
interpretation of the Ottoman dynasty
as an “elected state,” which suggests
that he either dismissed or simply was
not familiar with current debates
applying Ibn Khaldunian notions of
cyclical history to the Ottoman state.
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In his concluding remarks, Hagen offers
an explanation for the dearth of
connections among Ottoman
intellectuals, suggesting that the
practices of writing history and
geography were increasingly
decentralized and “privatized,” as
intellectual circles formed among
middling bureaucrats in relative isolation
from the elite officials who in an earlier
period had been the principal patrons of
cultural production or who themselves
had been authors. So momentous are
these changes in Hagen’s view that he
further suggests that one motive behind
Evliya’s grand project, the Sevahatname,
was to simply to describe for posterity a
world he feared would soon disappear.

An Ottoman Mentality
should find a broad audience. From
historians of Ottoman localities seeking
to contextualize their narrow use of the
Seyabatname, to specialists of Ottoman
intellectual and cultural life, to historians
of the Islamic and Mediterranean
worlds, to advanced undergraduate
students, this book offers great rewards.
Professor Dankoff has performed a
great service to Ottoman and Islamic
studies, making accessible to a broader
readership a cultural and intellectual
portrait of one of the great early modern
Muslim travelers, storytellers, and
memoirists. True, the relatively high
cost of this Brill publication will limit
the book’s distribution; however, given
that many single chapters and sections
can stand alone as independent units,
they should find ready use in the
classroom in accordance with copyright
and fair use laws.
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Jane Hathaway

A Tale of Two Factions: Myth,
Memory, and Identity in Ottoman
Egypt and Yemen

State University of New York Press
(Albany, 2003), xvi + 295 pp.

Reviewed by Alan Mikhail*

One of the most vexed and
ideologically-laden historical and
historiographical puzzles of Ottoman
Egypt is the nature of political and
popular culture and society during the
nearly four-hundred-year period of
Ottoman rule. How does one study and
describe such a nebulous and fleeting
subject like culture? How should we as
historians of the Ottoman Empire
express observations about culture and
society in a place like Egypt? Was it
“Mamluk,” “Ottoman,” some sort of
proto-nationalist kind of “Egyptian”
culture, or a combination of these and
other sorts of social and cultural
formations? Is this question even worth
asking and what are the stakes involved
in its answer? Many historians—
Michael Winter, André Raymond, Doris
Behrens-Abouseif, Nelly Hanna, P.M.
Holt, and Ehud Toledano to name but a
few—have taken on these subjects with
quite disparate answers and with varying
degrees of success.

In A Tale of Two Factions, Jane
Hathaway engages with and adds much
to these debates with skill, tact, and
intellectual rigor to show how Egypt
functioned as an integral part of the
Ottoman Empire in which multiple
cultural and political forces—be they
considered “Mamluk,” “Ottoman,”
“Islamic,” “Egyptian,” “Yemeni,”
“Arab,” “Turkish,” or what have you—
combined and intertwined to produce a
specific kind of multilayered Ottoman
social, cultural, and political milieu.
Hathaway takes as her specific subject

* Alan Mikhail is a Ph.D. candidate in the
department of history at the University of
California—Berkeley



the formation, discursive maintenance,
and history of Egypt’s two main factions
during the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries—the Faqaris and Qasimis.
Instead of presenting a political
narrative of the struggles between these
two rival groups, Hathaway’s foremost
concern is to show how myth, stories,
and dramatic symbolism came to inform
the ways in which these two factions
were conceptualized, understood, and
written about in contemporary and later
chronicler accounts. Throughout the
book, Hathaway casts a wide net culling
examples from many different temporal
periods and geographical locations to
prove her points that “these factions
need not be studied or understood
solely within an Egyptian context...and
that such a narrow approach has been
the primary cause of our failure to
understand them properly thus far (p.
19).” Indeed, as an example of a
successful historiographical experiment
in the writing of history that takes
seriously textual, symbolic, discursive,
and metaphorical elements and that
tracks down the elusive strands of
collective memory and of distant
historical influences and precursors,
Hathaway’s book is a welcome addition
to the scholarship on Ottoman Egypt.
The book’s main contributions to our
understanding of Ottoman Egypt are
the connections it highlights between
Hgypt and Yemen and its explanations
of the origins of the Faqaris and
Qasimis. I will expand upon each of
these two points below.

The book’s introduction, in
addition to outlining the work’s main
topics, sources, and structure, presents
the reader with several key points about
the nature and historiography of
Ottoman Egypt. First, the fimar system
of administration was never applied in
Egypt, as the territory was held as one
large tax farm. Second, because of the
demographic shifts caused by the Celali
revolts at the beginning of the
seventeenth century, Egypt became
home to all sorts of peoples and
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cultures: Balkan and Anatolian
mercenaries, peasants from other Arab
provinces, Circassians, Turcoman
tribesmen, and others. These new
populations thus created a situation
which required the cultivation of new
means and forms of group solidarity.
Lastly, Hathaway cogently argues against
the “scheme” (p. 5) which posits
decentralization as a better alternative to
the decline paradigm. The artificial
distinction between “the central” and
“the provincial” implicit in the notion of
decentralization ignores the fluid and
dynamic processes by which Egypt’s
multiple social groups and peoples were
connected to the imperial center, other
Ottoman provinces, and to different
cadres of personnel across and outside
of the Empire.

Important also in the
introduction is Hathaway’s presentation
of the traditional narrative of the Faqari-
Qasimi rivalry and of both groups’
origin myths. Briefly, the political
history of these factions is as follows.
The groups most likely emerged in the
carly decades of the seventeenth
century. The Faqari faction was led
jointly by the pilgrimage commander
Ridvan Bey and the governor of Jirja
‘Ali Bey until their deaths in the 1650s.
During the period of their leadership,
these two men fought off a challenge by
two Qasimis in the 1640s. After their
death, though, the new leader of the
Faqaris, Mehmed Bey al-Faqari,
attempted to rebel against the Ottoman
administration and was thoroughly
defeated. Soon the Qasimis, with
central Ottoman support, took the
upper hand in this struggle, but by the
end of the seventeenth century, the
Faqaris regained their dominance. The
eighteenth century began with a civil
war between the two factions that ended
with the Qasimis on top once again.
After a struggle between the leaders of
the two groups, however, it was clear by
1730 that the Qasimis were essentially
destroyed and that the Faqaris, under
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the leadership of the Qazdagl
household, were in charge.

In Chapter One, Hathaway
rejects any notion of similarity between,
on the one hand, the bilateral
factionalism of the Faqaris and Qasimis
and, on the other, Ottoman-era
households or Mamluk factions, arguing
instead that these two groups “divided
most, if not all, of society between
them” (p. 25) in a way Egypt had never
known before. Hathaway stresses that
the distinguishing factor of this sort of
bilateral factionalism was the very fact
that there were only two factions and
“no question of an independent third
alternative” (p. 29). The features of this
sort of bilateral factionalism included
color dichotomy, fictive genealogy,
origin myths about two brothers,
competing symbols, and public ritual.
Moreover, this sort of factionalism,
Hathaway asserts, was the most
important cohesive mechanism
inculcating and keeping together the
very different groups that made up their
ranks. In short, then, “bilateral
factionalism, though inherently divisive,
was not fragmentary but assimilative”
(p- 44).

In a similar vein, Chapter Two
examines how folklore, popular epics,
and the use of binary oppositions
melted into the origin myths of each of
the factions, aiding in the processes of
acculturation and indoctrination of
faction members. By the early
eighteenth century, memory of the
actual origins of the factions sufficiently
faded to allow the mythical tales of the
origins of the two groups to become
ensconced as tradition. As Hathaway
rightly notes, it is at this point in the life
of most traditions that explanations are
no longer needed; things are the way
they are because they are.

In Chapter Three, Hathaway
addresses the subject of the two
bedouin tribal groups that carried on the
rivalry of the Faqaris and the Qasimis in
the Egyptian countryside and elsewhere.
The Haram, which was always affiliated
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with the Qasimis, enjoyed a powerful
position in rural Egypt long before the
emergence of the Sa‘d, which was allied
with the Faqaris. That these bedouin
blocs—which retained ties to Yemen—
carried the bilateral factionalism of the
Faqaris and the Qasimis into the
countryside strengthens Hathaway’s
assertion that this rivalry encompassed
almost all sectors of Egyptian society.
She further maintains that by the end of
the seventeenth century the clear
distinctions between these two bedouin
groups in popular consciousness had
largely faded into the background as the
Sa‘d-Haram rivalry became simply a
“byword for disorder in the
countryside” (p. 78).

Chapter Four explores the
extremely-understudied and often-
illusive connections between Egypt and
Yemen during the Ottoman period.
Because of their location at the ends of
the Red Sea, control of Egypt and
Yemen was of great strategic and
economic importance to the Ottomans
and meant that “Yemen was almost
symbiotically linked to Egypt for the
century (1538-16306) during which the
Ottomans first ruled it” (p. 79). The
coffee trade and the movement of
Ottoman administrative officials
between the two places ensured that
both the Faqaris and the Qasimis—as
the dominant factions of Egypt—had a
consistent link with Yemen. Hathaway’s
attempts to draw a connection between
Yemen and the factions of Egypt raise
several important points that I will
discuss in more depth below.

The next four chapters return
the reader to a more-detailed discussion
of the particular features of this kind of
bilateral factionalism in Egypt and to the
ways in which these tropes and symbols
acquired (or lost) meaning in the various
chronicler accounts of the factions’
origin myths. Chapter Five, thus,
examines the function of the red-white
color dichotomy maintained between
the two groups. Hathaway follows the
trails of other instances of such a color



dichotomy in Islamic and Ottoman
history—notably, that between the
Qaysi and Yemeni tribes and that
between the Husaynis and Yazidis—to
show how the Faqaris and the Qasimis
may have participated in, deployed, and
recast well-trodden traditions. The
doubt about whether or not the factions
indeed did utilize this color dichotomy
to distinguish themselves arises from
Hathaway’s reading of the use of
colored banners during public
processions. Instead of revealing the
historical reality of the public unfurling
of colored banners as indicators of
difference, Hathaway argues that we
should read color dichotomy, especially
by the beginning of the eighteenth
century, as one in “a ‘package’ of
markers of factional identity” (p. 108)
that was reproduced, retold, and
remembered but that might not actually
have been practiced contemporaneously
with the writing of chronicler accounts
of such events.

In addition to a distinct color,
the two factions were also identified by
the standards each carried, and, indeed,
by the ecarly eighteenth century, as
shown in Chapter Six, standards were
the single most important distinguishing
feature of the factions. The standard
associated with the Faqaris was an
Ottoman 7#¢—a kind of metal ornament
or knob usually in the shape of a circle
ot heart that was often adorned with
horsetails. The Qasimi standard was
known as an ‘@ and was a flat disk in
the shape of a spade or shovelhead. As
in her discussion of color, Hathaway
uses a close reading of the Damurdashi
chronicles and of al-Jabarti’s work to
suggest that the writers of these histories
never actually saw these standards in
public procession. Rather, because
these descriptions are highly formulaic
and schematic—"‘two-dimensional” (p.
121) as Hathaway puts it—it seems as
though these writers used miniatures or
paintings of battles and city scenes in
which standards were depicted as the
foundations for their narratives about
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these objects. Moreover, Hathaway
writes that, stripped of their historical
origins and genealogy and of their
ideological trappings, these standards
became “mere factional signatures” (p.
121)—two synonymous abbreviations
for the rival groups.

Chapter Seven examines the
role assigned to the Ottoman conqueror
of Egypt, Sultan Selim I, in the creation
of the Faqari-Qasimi rivalry. In
“Ottoman collective memory” (a vague
concept Hathaway repeats but never
defines) and in the genre of the
Selimnane, Selim is portrayed as a figure
of great prestige—a messianic leader
whose military exploits redirected the
fate of the Empire and forever changed
the world. In accounts of the conquest
of Egypt, Selim is pitted against an aging
Mamluk amir named Sudun of
questionable historical veracity who
serves as “an embodiment of the old,
defeated Mamluk order” (p. 131) and
who is also taken to be the father of the
sons whose fraternal strife leads to the
creation of the Faqari and Qasimi
factions. Selim’s defeat of Sudun,
therefore, symbolizes both the shift
from Mamluk to Ottoman power in
Egypt and the displacing by Selim of
Sudun as the new adoptive father of the
factional rivalry.

In the next two short chapters,
Hathaway examines two further features
of the factions’ origin myths. First, she
concentrates on the role of the mulberry
tree in the origin myth of Ahmed
Celebi. With its connections to Yazidi
Kurdish and Sufi traditions, the
mulberry tree signified a sense of
exoticism, mysticism, or foreignness in
the Egyptian context. Moreover, the
chopping of Qaytas Bey’s mulberry tree
after his defeat serves “as a harbinger of
the end of the two-faction system” (p.
142) and conforms to the motif positing
the destruction of a tree as a sign of
future chaos and instability. Chapter
Nine focuses on an alternative myth
explaining the emergence of the two
factions that describes the original
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struggle as one between two beys and
not two brothers. The most obvious
lesson of the myth is that, rather than
striving to build massive structures,
households should endeavor to include
as many mamluks and others within
their collective; people, in other words,
endure longer than stone. Hathaway’s
alternative reading of this story invites
us to interpret it not as a lesson in
successive household production and
maintenance, but as an ethical tale
cautioning against vanity and empty
matetialism.

The book’s last two chapters
distill Hathaway’s previous discussions
of the origin myths of the factions to
present her answers to the complicated
question of the actual origins of the
Qasimis and Faqaris. Taking the two
factions in turn, Hathaway begins
Chapter Ten by first putting to rest any
notion that the Qasimis most crucial
leader was Qasim Bey or his mamluk
Qansuh Bey. Instead, she develops an
argument supporting her claim that the
Qasimis formed largely as a result of the
influence of one Ridvan Bey Abu’l-
Shawarib, a seventeenth-century
Circassian mamluk, who attempted to
use his ethnic heritage as a means of
securing lucrative and influential
administrative posts in Egypt. To these
ends, Ridvan Bey constructed a
genealogy that “is best interpreted as
one up-and-coming young Circassian
grandee’s attempt to persuade the
Ottoman grand vizier to appoint him
pilgrimage commander” (p. 162). In the
final analysis, this attempt at
bureaucratic stardom failed, but it did
succeed in ensconcing Ridvan Bey
Abu’l-Shawarib in Qasimi lore as the
faction’s key founding figure.

Turning her attention to the
Faqari faction, Hathaway shows in
Chapter Eleven that the group’s
namesake was not an individual named
Dhu’l Faqar Bey, but rather derives
from the magical sword of the same
name belonging to ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib.
The name of this supernatural weapon
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attached itself to the faction because ‘Ali
Bey, governor of Jirja in the 1630s and
1640s and an early leader of the faction,
carried a banner depicting the sword
during battle. Much of this chapter is
devoted to a very interesting discussion
of the history of the Dhu’l-Fagar sword
and to its deployment in image, legend,
and battle in Ottoman history. In
addition, Hathaway proves that although
important to the later history of the
Faqaris, Ridvan Bey (not the same
Ridvan Bey Abu’l-Shawarib of the
Qasimis) did not found the Faqari
faction and most probably never used
the titles Faqari or Dhu’l-Faqar to
identify himself.

Thus, Hathaway ends her book
by offering an explanation for the
emergence and founding of the two
factions. As stated previously, this is
one of the two main contributions of
the study to the historiography of
Ottoman Egypt. The other major
contribution of the book, and the one [
would argue is more important, is the
connection Hathaway draws between
Egypt and Yemen. That this
relationship was robust, fervent, and
indeed formative for Egypt during the
Ottoman period is attested to by the
numerous manuscript sources on
Ottoman Yemen that survive in Egypt.
More importantly, though, by exploring
the interactions between different
regions of the Ottoman Empire,
Hathaway exemplifies the need within
Ottoman studies to break “out of the
nation-state straightjacket” (p. 79) in
order to evaluate particular areas of the
Empire in the full context of their
historical existence—a context that
stretched far beyond the borders of
modern nations or those of Ottoman
provinces. It is, therefore, inadequate
“to view Egypt as hermetically sealed
within its current political boundaries,
sufficient unto itself” (p. 4).

This issue of drawing
connections between Egypt and Yemen
also strikes at the very heart of the
problematic with which I opened this



review—the notion of culture. In her
chapter devoted to Yemen, Hathaway
writes, “Unspoken or not, Yemen was
inextricably linked to Egypt,
strategically, commercially, intellectually,
and perhaps even culturally” (p. 82).
This statement is important for two
reasons. First, its expressed hesitance
suggests that culture is the most sacred,
crucial, sensitive, and contested domain
in which struggles about the identity of
Ottoman Egypt take place. Indeed,
unlike Hathaway’s work, many studies
of Ottoman Egypt do not take seriously
the notion that four hundred years of
Ottoman rule affected the culture of
Egypt. As if Egyptian culture and
society were somehow refrigerated
during the Ottoman period to be
removed after the dissolution of
Ottoman rule in order to continue as
before, most of these studies ignore or
purposefully choose not to engage with
the possibility that Egyptian culture was
infused with Ottoman symbols,
language, traditions, and so on.

Second, this statement
concedes that writing a cultural history
of, in this case, Egypt that accounts for
the multiple, varied, and contradictory
influences that shaped Egyptian society
during the Ottoman period is a much
more trying endeavor than explaining
the political or economic history of the
region during the same period. Teasing
out from often fragmentary evidence
arguments about complex processes of
cultural formation is a difficult, though I
think thoroughly important, task that is
not rendered any easier by the fact that
it obliges the historian to work in both
Ottoman and Arabic primary sources in
both Turkish and Egyptian archives.
Indeed, this goes a long way in
explaining why cultural history has not
been the preferred method of analysis
for most historians of Ottoman Egypt.
Hathaway’s methodology, however,
thankfully provides important clues for
how these kinds of analyses could
proceed, though, to be fair, this is not
the intended purpose of her book.
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On this point, some readers
might be turned off by the sometimes
inconclusive ways in which Hathaway
ends some of her more complex
arguments. Statements like “these are,
of course, only conjectures;
corroborative evidence is lacking” (p.
137), those that confess that a certain
point is an “educated guess” (p. 117), or
others suggesting that we should not
read the “reticence” of our sources “as
total silence” (pp. 92-3) are far from
definitive. To my mind, though, these
sorts of statements (in addition to being
honest) are one of the strongest aspects
of Hathaway’s study. Hers is a history
that takes risks—one of conjectures,
suggestions, and possibilities. Her work
implores her reader to prove her wrong,
to take up her points and run with them,
and to find other threads to follow.

Accordingly, one such path of
inquiry might be to trace some of
Hathaway’s arguments through other
kinds of sources that she did not consult
for her study. For instance, accepting
that “the Egyptian countryside was a
veritable checkerboard of Sa‘d and
Haram holdings” (p. 75), in what ways
would this rivalry emerge through a
reading of the records of rural Egyptian
courts? What more would we learn
from these sources about, say, property
holdings of various Faqari and Qasimi
grandees? What if we did not find any
relevant information about the Faqari-
Qasimi rivalry in these court records?
What would this silence mean?

A Tale of Two Factions is the
most recent book by one of the most
important historians of Ottoman Egypt
working today. It adds much to our
understanding of one of the most
significant social phenomena of
Ottoman Egypt—the Faqari-Qasimi
rivalry—and traces the important
connections between Egypt and Yemen.
Historians of Egypt, the Ottoman
Empire, and all those interested in the
function of myth, symbol, and lore in
the writing of history should read this
book carefully.
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Fariba Zarinebaf, John Bennet, and
Jack L. Davis (eds.)

A Historical and Economic
Geography of Ottoman Greece: The
Southwestern Morea in the 18th
Century. Hesperia Supplement 34
(N.p.: American School of Classical
Studies at Athens, 2005), xxxii + 328
pages, 4 Appendices, 4 Concordances,
references, index, and CD-Rom.

Reviewed by Linda Datling®

The Pylos Regional
Archaeological Project began in 1991 to
study the complex relationship between
humans and the landscape in Southwest
Greece across all periods. This book
represents the segment of that project
dealing with the eighteenth century, in
which archaceologists John Bennet and
Jack Davis worked with Ottoman
historian Fariba Zarinebaf to identify
places described in Ottoman survey
documents and to track changes in land
use over time. The Byzantine and
Ottoman periods are generally neglected
by archaeologists, but this project shows
how useful to archaeological
reconstruction the early modern
documentation can be. It also suggests
how archaeological approaches can
illuminate Ottoman documents and
enrich the history written from them.

As a pioneering work of
interdisciplinary collaboration between
archacologists of Greece and Ottoman
historians, this book is extremely
valuable. Not only does it include
evidence from surface surveys,
toponymic lists, and maps that is not
usually used by historians, it asks
questions about spatial location and
material culture that historians do not
usually ask and shows how historical
evidence, from narratives and state

* Linda Darling is Associate Professor in
the department of history at the University
of Arizona
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documents, can be brought to bear to
answer such questions. In turn it shows
how archacological evidence can help
answer historians' questions about
population movements and economic
change.

In the first chapter, Zarinebaf
presents a history of the Ottoman
Morea, and within it the Pylos region,
from its conquest by the Ottomans in
the fifteenth century, through its
occupation by Venice in 1685-1715 and
its retaking by the Ottomans, down to
the Greek Revolution in 1821. She
describes the timar system, the classical
Ottoman system of landholding and
taxation, as well as its replacement by
tax farming in the seventeenth century
and the malikane system in the
eighteenth, and analyzes the effects of
administrative change and war on
peasant population and agrarian
production. The Ottoman documents
record the destruction of fortresses and
housing and a decrease in rural
population and cultivation during the
three decades of warfare between
Ottomans and Venetians. After the
reconquest, Ottoman policy encouraged
resettlement and the restoration of
agriculture, but the demands of export
agriculture in the eighteenth century
caused economic deprivation among the
peasants and led to brigandage and
rebellion.

The second chapter presents a
translation of the Ottoman survey
register for 1716 for the district of
Anavarin, corresponding to the ancient
district of Pylos. The chapter also
includes a translation of the 1716
Ottoman lawcode for the Morea,
promulgated immediately after the
reconquest. The register describes each
agricultural unit (village, ciftlik, or
mezraa) and its boundaries, enabling the
authors to map them,; it lists each house
within the fortress walls, locates its
boundaries, and gives its dimensions
and the name of its owner. Village
entries include the names of taxpayers as
well as their lands, animals, and crops.



The archaeologists located the many
places mentioned in the register through
the examination of surface
archaeological remains, interviews with
villagers, Venetian documents, and a
Greek place-name index. They
succeeded in finding old boundary
markers and even individual fields.
They included in the text photographs
of identified locations and discussions
of the meanings of their names. The
accompanying CD provides color
reproductions of most of the
photographs and a facsimile of the
survey register plus additional
documents

From the data in the 1716
register, enhanced by archaeological
evidence, the authors then discuss
population distribution and agricultural
production. These data contradict the
stereotyped picture of desolation and
depopulation drawn from the writings
of Western travelers, showing that the
district was stable in population and well
integrated into the regional economy.
The Venetian and Ottoman occupations
do not seem to have affected population
size very much. The non-Muslim
population of the district is estimated
from head-tax data at 800-1000. The
Muslim population, mostly tax-exempt
military men, is harder to quantify, but
from the number of houses within the
fortresses it is estimated at about 200
families, with no clear indication of
family size. Although the area as a
whole was thinly populated, the
Ottomans caused mountain settlements
abandoned under the Venetians to be
reoccupied. It was more difficult to get
people to settle the lowlands, and most
of the ciftliks were established there in
order to induce cultivation. Throughout
the period, the area was involved in local
trade, the main products being olives
and olive oil, grain, silk, tobacco, and
goatskins. A transformation to
commercial agriculture was only
beginning to be seen in 1716, but
changes in taxation methods removed
the protections that peasants formerly

206

enjoyed and set the stage for later
exploitation.

As a result of this study, the
authors question the stereotype of
Greek decline under Ottoman misrule,
presenting instead an image of stability
ot even economic expansion. They
show how subtle changes in settlement
patterns and economic production
reflected the region's reaction to larger
events in the early modern world. They
have identified locations for future
excavation to answer specific questions
regarding the local society and economy,
creating a geographical and historical
overview or matrix into which such
evidence may be integrated.

One of the most interesting
characteristics of this book, albeit
somewhat problematic for a historian, is
its organization. The summary chapter
comes first; subsequent chapters, rather
than building on one another to reach a
conclusion or solve a problem, instead
expose individual aspects of the
evidence on which the initial summary
was constructed. The book resembles
an excavation report more than a
historical monograph; it is filled with
information but does not tell a story,
although stories are told within it. This
complaint highlights one of the less
noted aspects of interdisciplinarity: at
issue are not only differing methods of
investigation and different questions to
be answered, but different vocabularies
of exposition that need to be made
meaningful across disciplinary
boundaries.

At the same time, since it
explicitly states the responsibility of the
different authors for its various patts,
the book exposes very cleatly the nature
of the collaboration between the
historian and the archaeologists and
models what a fruitful interdisciplinary
relationship can look like. It shows how
each discipline's techniques provide
unexpected tools for answering
questions in the other discipline, to the
enrichment of both. The place-name
indices and survey techniques of the
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archaeologists turned up the locations of
places named in the archival register;
likewise, the archival register provided
information about crops and activities
that apparently left no material remains
for archaeologists to discover. As a
result, we know more about the region
than we would from either discipline
alone. Moreover, Bennet, Davis, and
Zarinebaf have learned to communicate
with each other and have shown us how
it can be done. Subsequent
interdisciplinary collaborations would do
well to study their methodology, and we
hope their work will have many
imitators.

Heath W. Lowry

The Nature of the Early Ottoman
State. State University of New York
Press (Albany, NY, 2003), 143 pp.

Reviewed by H. Erdem Cipa*

Heath W. Lowry’s The Nature of
the Early Ottoman State represents a full
front attack on Paul Wittek’s “gazi
thesis.” As an Ottomanist who is cleary
“troubled” by the impact of Wittek’s
Rise of the Ottoman Empire “has had, and
continues to have, in the still fledgling
field of Ottoman studies” (p. 2), Lowry
sets out to provide an “alternative
explanation to account for the origins
and growth of the Ottoman polity” (p.
3) during its formative years. Despite his
claim to the contrary, Lowry’s
alternative explanation that the
“Ottoman juggernaut rolled through
Bythinia and into the Balkans, fueled
not by the zeal of a religious
brotherhood, but by the greed and
ambition of a predatory confederacy”
(p- 54) is by no means original.

*H. Erdem Cipa is a Ph.D. candidate in
the Center for Middle Eastern Studies at
Harvard University, and Lecturer in the
department of Central Eurasian Studies at
the University of Indiana at Bloomington.
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Lowry begins his study with a
succinct overview of the ongoing debate
on the origins and nature of the early
Ottoman state with reference to the
theories put forward during the first half
of the 20th century by prominent
figures such as Herbert Gibbons, W.L.
Langer, R.P. Blake, M. Fuat Képruld,
and Paul Wittek. A primarily Byzantine
administrative apparatus created by a
group of Islamicized Byzantines and
Turks (Gibbons), the heteredox form of
Islam practiced by the eatly Ottomans
(Langer & Blake), a conglomeration of
Turkish tribal groups with their their
administrative skills inherited from
carlier Turkish states (Koprili), and
Muslim gazis whose primary aim was to
conquer and convert Christians in the
frontier regions of the early Ottoman
principality (Wittek) had been suggested
as the reasons of the success enjoyed by
the early Ottomans. Equally dissatisfied
with these explanations, Lowry then
criticizes numerous later Ottomanists
for agreeing with (at least certain aspects
of) Wittek’s “gaz/ thesis” and some for
simply revisiting it. Surprisingly enough
this is exactly what he does in the
following two chapters entitled “Wittek
Revisited: His Utilization of Ahmedi’s
Iskendername” and “Wittek Revisited: His
Utilization of the 1337 Bursa
Inscription.”

In Chapter Two, Lowry
criticizes “Wittek’s attempt to construct
his ‘Gazi Thesis’ on a few lines from the
introduction of Ahmedi’s section on the
Ottoman dynasty” (p. 30). Based on a
close re-reading of the Iskendername he
convincingly argues that a consideration
of the full text of the work indicates that
it “is more fruitful to view Ahmedi’s
work as a nasihatname’ (book of advice)
rather than as history (p. 30). While
Lowry may be right in arguing that the
gaza topos Is a literary convention
Ahmedi utilized to warn future
Ottoman rulers about using their
military strength against their Muslim
neighbors, he does not provide enough



evidence to prove why it is “nothing
more than that” (p. 31).

In Chapter Three, Lowry
attacks the second pillar of Wittek’s
theory by questioning his approach to,
and analysis of, a mosque inscription
dated 1337. Following an argument,
contra late Sinasi Tekin, for the
orginality of the 1337 Bursa inscription,
Lowry goes on to persuasively argue
that Wittek “attempted to buttress his
carefully edited selection of passages
from Ahmedi, with his equally edited
and vetted readings and interpretations
of the meanings of the 1337 inscription”
(p- 43). By pointing out that the
Ottomans were only one of the many
ruling families in thirteenth- to fifteenth-
century Anotolia to use the term gaz/ as
part of their rulers’ titulature, Lowry
proves that the terms recorded in the
1337 inscription did not constitute “an
ensemble of titles absolutely unique in
the Ottoman protocol,” as Wittek once
argued (p. 33). The very fact that all of
the ruling families in question were
Islamic dynasties, however, clearly
suggest that one should not be as quick
as Lowry to assume that the term gaz/
was free of any religious connotations.

Though critical of the
Iskendername’s authority as a historical
source in the full sense of the term,
Lowry opens Chapter Four entitled
“What Could the Terms Gaza and Gazgi
Have Meant to the Early Ottomans?”
with a couplet from that work (p. 45) to
argue that the Ottomans used gaza and
akn (literally: raid) synonymously in the
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries (p.
40). It strikes the reader as somewhat
curious, furthermore, that Lowry
acknowledges Colin Imber for having
made practically the same argument
before (p. 45) while still insisting on the
originality of his own approach.!

The core of The Nature of the
Early Ottoman State is constituted by
Chapter Five entitled “Toward a New
Interpretation.” It is in this chapter
where Lowry argues, inspired primarily,
though not exclusively, by
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Spandugnino’s On the Origin of the
Ottoman Emperors, that Osman Beg, the
eponymous founder of the Ottoman
Empire, was the leader of one of three
(or four) major great warrior families in
Bithynia which made up a “predatory
confederacy” led by Osman as primus
inter pares. That two of these families,
along with numerous early Ottoman
administrators, were of Christian
descent makes up the main pillar of his
argument that the ruling elite of the
Ottoman state was composed of a
mixture of Muslims and Christians, thus
discrediting Wittek’s “gaz/ thesis” (p.
92). Despite his meticulous
reexamination and detailed analysis of
various early Ottoman and Furopean
sources, Lowry’s conclusions (minus,
perhaps, the term “predatory
confederacy”) are far from advancing
the debate on the origins and nature of
the early Ottoman polity beyond those
reached previously by Cemal Kafadar in
his study Between Two Worlds: The
Construction of the Ottoman State (1995).

Lowry devotes his next chapter
to an exploration of “Christian Peasant
Life in the Fifteenth-Century Ottoman
Empire” and reaches, through a case
study of cadastral surveys (#zhrir) of the
Island of Limnos dated 1490 and 1519,
the same conclusions he had reached
two decades ago regarding the natural
continuity of population, means of
production and economy, due to the
almost complete absence of Turkish
settlement and limited religious
conversion in the fifteenth and sixteenth
centuries.” Though never convincingly
arguing as to why Limnos should be
considered a representative case, Lowry
manages to show that “by the late
fifteenth century the expanding
Ottoman juggernaut was moving with
such a speed that it dictated the
utilization of preexisting Byzantine
manpower and defense systems to
administer and safeguard even such a
key strategic acquisition as the island of
Limnos” (p. 101). Within the context of
his struggle against Wittek’s “‘gaz/
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thesis,” this conclusion supplies Lowry
with an argument as to why the
Ottoman state could not have been
successful had it not been for the
accommodationist and syncretic
practices of the early Ottomans.

Although a study on the origins
and nature of the “early” Ottoman state,
Lowry concludes his book with a
chapter entitled “The Last Phase of
Ottoman Syncretism — The
Subsumption of Members of the
Byzanto-Balkan Aristocracy into the
Ottoman Ruling Elite.” This chapter
focuses on the origins of the individuals
who held the title of the Grand Vizier at
a later period, namely between 1453 and
1517. Meticulously tracing the channels
through which high-ranking former
aristocrats as well as members of the
lesser nobility of Christian descent were
transformed into the Ottoman ruling
elite, Lowry emphasizes the need for the
reevaluation of “the idea that a change
of religion on the part of the ruling elite
should necessarily be equated with a
major fault-line” (pp. 129-130) and
appears to reiterate what Kafadar meant
when he discussed the issue of the
“liquidity and fluidity of identities.””

In the concluding section of
this book, Lowry expresses his
awareness of the “highly speculative”
nature of any historical (re)interpretation
of the carliest surviving records of the
Ottoman polity (p. 143). Although, as
Lowry states, “the present study clearly
suffers from this limitation” (p. 143),
The Nature of the Early Ottoman State
deserves acclaim as an attempt toward a
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reinterpretation of various archival
records, inscriptions, as well as narrative
sources dating back to, or reporting
about, the formative years of the eatly
Ottoman state. By combining his
attentive re-reading of Ottoman primary
sources with his interpretation of
various European narrative sources on
the early Ottoman period, Lowry
manages not only to uncover critical
errors in the reading of some primary
sources but also to suggest possible
reinterpretations of some others.
Despite its strengths, however, The
Nature of the Early Ottoman State fails to
advance the debate on the origins and
nature of the early Ottoman polity
beyond the point already reached by
scholars such as Rudi Paul Lindner,
Colin Imber, and Cemal.

ENDNOTES

I Although Lowry refers to Imber’s article
entitled “The Legend of Osman Gazi” published
in E. Zachatiadou (ed.), The Ottoman Emirate,
1300-1389 (Rethymnon, 1993)), omits to mention
the latter’s other article addressing the very same
question: Colin  Imber, “What Does Gazi
Actually Mean?” in: Cigdem Balim-Harding and
Colin Imber (eds.). The Balance of Truth, Essays in
Honour of Professor Geofffrey Lewis (Istanbul, 2000).

2 See Anthony Bryer & Heath Lowry (eds.),
Continuity and Change in Late Byzantine and Early
Ottoman  Society: Papers Given at a Symposinm at
Dumbarton Oaks in May 1982. The University of
Birmingham Centre for Byzantine Studies;
Washington, D.C.: Dumbarton Oaks Research
Library and Collection, 1986.

3 Cemal Kafadar, Between Two Worlds: The
Construction of the Ottoman State, (Berkeley, CA,
1995), p. 28.



Anton Minkov

Conversion to Islam in the Balkans :
Kisve Bahas1 Petitions and Ottoman
Social Life, 1670-1730.

Brill (Leiden, Boston, 2004), xvi + 277

pages
Reviewed by Nikolay Antov*

The history of Islam in the
Balkans has long been the preserve of
national historiographies of the
Ottoman Empire’s successor nation-
states as western scholars’ attention has
largely been focused on Anatolia (as the
Republic of Turkey was seen as the
natural successor nation-state of the
Empire) and the Ottoman Arab
provinces. It was political developments
in the Western Balkans in the 1990s that
helped significantly increase the interest
in the study of the history and culture of
Muslim communities in the region. The
end of the Cold War also brought about
considerable liberalization of access to
Ottoman archives as well as new
opportunities for intellectual exchange
between regional Balkan and Western
scholarly traditions.

The book under review is to a
large extent the outcome of these
processes. It is a revised version of a
doctoral dissertation completed by the
author, a native of the Balkans, at a
major Canadian university. As Minkov
himself asserts, he has thus been able to
combine the inspiration and “intimate
familiarity with the particular historical
situation” typical of a native with the
“objectivity and impartiality” of an
outsider (p. 2).

Strictly speaking, this is hardly a
monograph, but rather, a long
historiographical review of a number of
issues related to conversion to Islam in
the Ottoman Balkans (pp. 9-109) and a
discussion of a specific body of
Ottoman documents — kisve bahast

* Nikolay Antov is a Ph.D. candidate at the
Department of History, the University of
Chicago

petitions as a source for the study of
conversion to Islam in the region (pp.
110-192) brought together in a single
volume.! These two big blocks are
sandwiched between a very short
introduction that deals with sources and
methodology (pp. 1-8) and an equally
short conclusion (pp. 193-198). There
are also three appendices — the first (pp.
201-243) contains fifteen Ottoman
documents in facsimile and English
translation (all of them with a single
exception being &isve babas: petitions),
while the other two (pp. 244-252) are
lists of archival units containing Aisve
bahas: petitions at the National Library
in Sofia, Bulgaria,? and the Prime
Ministry’s Archive in Istanbul, Turkey.
The first part of the book
consists of three chapters dealing with
pre-Ottoman conversion to Islam and
theories of conversion, periods of
conversion to Islam in the Ottoman
Balkans, and forms and factors in
conversion to Islam in the Balkans,
respectively. The discussion contained
in the first chapter is rather poor and
limited. Minkov has confined himself to
presenting lengthy summaries of only
two monographs dealing with
conversion to Islam in early Islamic
history? with occasional references to a
few other works. Practically neglecting
the huge theoretical and comparative
literature on religious conversion, the
author cleatly sets Bulliet’s quantitative
model and timetable of conversion (with
its overt emphasis on worldly motives
for conversion to Islam) as the model to
follow throughout the rest of the book.
It is important to note that Bulliet’s
work, which employs the concept of
innovation diffusion and divides the
process of conversion to Islam in the
medieval period into five periods --
those of innovators, early adopters, early
and late majority, and laggards — is an
original, bold and provocative work
worthy of attention. However, it was
conceived above all as food for thought,
its conclusions being reliable, if at all,
primarily with respect to medieval Iran
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only, due to the great limitations of his
source base.* Many of the arguments
which Bulliet makes are related to
political and social developments strictly
specific to the historical period and
area(s) under discussion. Hence, he
does not claim that his model can be
easily applied in other historical
contexts. In contrast, Minkov leaves the
impression that he sees Bulliet’s
quantitative model and timetable of
conversion, together with the related
arguments as a framework that may be
employed to explain any process of
group conversion to Islam, anywhere,
and at any time in history. At the end of
the chapter, one finds also a brief
discussion of “the stages of conversion
in Asia Minor”, whereby the
presentation in the only well-known
monograph on the subject has been
adapted to fit Bulliet’s timetable of
conversion, notwithstanding the lack of
an adequate source base that would
support such arguments.

This sets the stage for what
follows in the next chapter which deals
with “periods of conversion to Islam in
the Balkans”. Not surprisingly, Minkov
imposes the matrix of Bulliet’s timetable
and his quantitative model upon
Ottoman Balkan history and discovers
that it fits again. In the author’s view,
the first two periods of conversion,
those of “innovators” and “ecarly
adopters” (using Bulliet’s terminology
and timetable) were completed by the
1530s, “early majority” (or 40%) was
reached by the second quarter of the
eighteenth century with a peak in the
conversion process in the seventeenth
century. After that, however, the
process came to a sudden halt with
conversion continuing only in some
peripheral areas — a situation which,
according to Minkov, was most
probably the result of the rise of
religious (Islamic) fundamentalism and
disillusionment with Ottoman rule.

At least two objections to
Minkov’s approach and arguments are
in place here. First, the present state of
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development in the field of Balkan
history is such that the study of
demographic change in the Ottoman
period is still in its infancy and, with
possibly one exception,’ there is no
single study that provides reliable figures
of the total population in the Ottoman
Balkans (not counting broad estimates)
and the corresponding percentage of
Muslims at any point in the region’s
history prior to the nineteenth century.
The same is even more valid with
respect to the percentage and number of
new converts to Islam. One of the main
reasons for this is that most of the
preserved Ottoman taxation registers
that would be the basis for
reconstructing the outlines of the
region’s demographic history are to be
found in Turkish archives and for
various reasons, above all political, were
not available to scholars from the
Balkans, while scholars from Turkey and
the West have not shown great interest
in them (with a few exceptions).® This
is especially true with respect to the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,
whereby the Ottoman avariz
(extraordinary tax) registers that would
be the basis of demographic
reconstruction have remained practically
untapped. The few available studies on
seventeenth and eighteenth-century
Balkan demographic history rely
primarily on ¢zye (non-Muslim poll-tax)
registers, which, as Minkov also points
out, are not a reliable source for the
study of conversion and Islamization.
There does not exist a sufficient number
of case studies (in Balkan demographic
history) to allow for the kind of
generalizations Minkov makes. In fact,
the author’s strategy is to refer to a few
case studies’ of limited geographic scope
and extend the arguments /conclusions
made therein to all of the Balkans. This
is methodologically unacceptable.

My other objection is related to
the issue of regional variation in the
processes of conversion to Islam,
colonization, and migration in the
Ottoman Balkans. Muslim communities



in the region formed neither evenly
geographically, nor in parallel
chronologically. While sizable Muslim
enclaves formed in certain parts of the
peninsula (e.g. Bosnia, Albania, Thrace,
and the northeastern Balkans) other
parts of the Balkans (e.g. modern Serbia
and Western Bulgaria) never saw the
formation of significant Muslim
communities. Similarly, if the process
of conversion in Bosnia had its peak in
the sixteenth century, the same
happened in Albania only in the
eighteenth century. Nowhere does the
authot’s discussion sufficiently account
for this. This significant regional
variation also renders Minkov’s
application of Bulliet’s quantitative
model and timetable of conversion for
the Balkans as a whole quite flimsy and
untenable. The dynamic relationship
between Turkic colonization and
conversion to Islam has not been
adequately explored either.

Chapter Three provides fairly
reliable coverage of some issues related
to the forms, factors, and motives of
conversion to Islam in the Balkans.
One should note that slavery was hardly
a “method of conversion to Islam,” as
the author put it, but rather a factor in
the process, as many slaves did convert
to Islam upon manumission. Similarly,
the devsirme levy of Christian children in
the early centuries of Ottoman rule in
the Balkans was construed above all as a
method of conscription for state service,
and not of conversion to Islam; the
conversion of conscripted children was
more of a by-product, and not the main
objective in the process. The
presentation of factors of conversion,
which the author divides into economic,
social, and religio-cultural, is largely
adequate and sensible. It would have
been good to emphasize more strongly
that such a classification is inevitably
schematic as all these factors engaged in
an intricate interplay in different ways
with respect to individual identity,
geographical location, historical period,
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etc., something that the author has
hinted at, but not fully pursued.

Chapters Four, Five, and Six
form the second part of the book and
deal with the main characteristics of
kisve babas: petitions as a historical
source, Minkov’s claim that they
represented “the institutionalization of
conversion”, and the collective image of
kisve babas: petitioners. Chapter Four
discusses &isve babas: petitions as sources
for conversion and presents them as
“the most significant documentary
source regarding conversion to Islam in
the last quarter of the sixteenth and the
first quarter of the eighteenth centuries”
for, unlike other sources, they contain
“direct statements by the converts
pointing to their voluntary
conversion”(p. 111). Minkov then
proceeds to hint that the Bulgarian
nationalist historians attempted to
purposefully misinterpret these petitions
because of their “potential dangers”.
The rest of the chapter is devoted to a
detailed paleographic and diplomatic
analysis of the petitions whose place
should have been in a separate article
and not in this book.

I would like to make it very
clear that the author’s statement
concerning the value of this body of
documents is plainly misleading. Kisve
bahas: petitions are one of the many
types of sources that could and should
be used for the study of conversion to
Islam in the Ottoman Balkans during
the period in question. However,
besides the various types of tax registers
which are indispensable for the
reconstruction of religio-demographic
change, one cannot fail to mention
registers of complaints and important
affairs, Islamic court registers, legal
literature (esp. fetvas), and among non-
documentary sources, Ottoman
chronicles, literary works pertaining to
the activities of sufi orders, etc.

Due to their notable limitations,
kisve bahas: petitions are more interesting
than important as a source. As Minkov
himself points out, he used 636 petitions
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issued in the name of 755 people (p.
145). Of these only 60 petitions refer to
the new Muslims’ ethnicity, place or
country of origin, and only 40 of them
point to Balkan origin (including the
Huropean part of Istanbul). Although
there are reasons to suspect that the
greater part of the petitions was indeed
submitted by Balkan converts, there is
no way to prove that; itis even less
possible to determine this in the case of
a specific petition in which such
information is not explicitly provided.
Even more importantly, the petitions
can in no way be viewed as providing a
representative sample of converts to
Islam in the empire as a whole or any
part of it. It is impossible to establish
what percentage of all converts to Islam
during the period in question submitted
such petitions (the only thing one may
surmise is that this percentage is very
small). It is similarly impossible to
establish what part of all petitions that
were ever written has been preserved.
For these reasons, &isve babas: petitions
are plainly unfit for quantitative analysis,
especially with respect to the discussion
of conversion to Islam in the Balkans as
a whole. This renders the quantitative
analysis of the petitions that Minkov
presents in Chapter Five and his
attempts to link that analysis to
contemporary political developments
highly problematic. It is for the same
reasons that the petitions cannot be
used on their own as the basis of an
overall discussion of conversion to
Islam in the Ottoman Balkans.
Minkov’s assertion in Chapter
Five that conversion to Islam in the
Ottoman Empire was finally
institutionalized through the &isve bahas:
procedure in the second half of the
seventeenth century as it had not been
so prior to that is an exaggeration. New
converts to Islam were officially
recognized as such by the Ottoman state
as carly as in the fifteenth century as
they were promptly moved from the
non-Muslims to the Muslims section in
tax registers. This automatically meant
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the formal recognition of their status
change as well as their enjoyment of a
better taxation status. There are also
documents in Turkish archival
collections that attest to the giving of
special rewards to new converts in the
sixteenth century too, although these
need to be better researched.

Minkov’s claim that &isve babas:
was an “institution of conversion” is
also problematic. Strictly speaking, &isve
bahas: petitions were the beginning of a
financial procedure that would result in
the granting of new Muslim clothes (or
the cash equivalent thereof) to the
petitioner. Some converts did accept
Islam in the presence of high Ottoman
dignitaries, or on occasion, the sultan
himself. Many others did not, but
requested only new clothes and/or
some other privilege. Thus, the link
between the &isve babas: procedure and
other administrative procedures or
ceremonies is far from automatic or
strictly established.

I would highlight two more
points in Chapter Five that I find highly
problematic as these are related to some
of Minkov’s most important arguments.
First, his likening of the devgirme-raised
ruling elite in the Ottoman Empire to
the “nomenklatura” elite of the East
Huropean totalitarian regimes of the
twentieth century is plainly frivolous. It
is difficult to see any serious similarity
between the two beyond the fact that in
both cases patronage and networking
played important roles, and that elite
members strove to establish their own
control over outsiders’ entry into elite
ranks. These, however, are
characteristic features of elites in many
other cases in history. Besides,
Minkov’s argument that the &zsve babas:
petitioners were “voluntary devsirme’
recruits whereby the &isve babas:
procedure replaced the traditional
devgirme recruitment procedure is
untenable. Only a few of the petitions
suggest that the petitioners received any
positions in the Ottoman elite. Itis true
that the seventeenth century saw the



gradual dying out of the devgzrme system
of recruitment, but what replaced the
devsirme recruits above all were the
trainees of Ottoman grandees’
households who found their way to
central government positions with the
help of their patrons and would later
repay this debt with their loyalty.? There
is no indication that &zsve babas:
petitioners were integrated into this
process.

The concluding chapter of the
book presents a detailed discussion of
the collective image of &isve bahas:
petitioners, which is quite meaningful as
long as the reader keeps in mind that it
is valid only for this group of converts.
Minkov convincingly presents Azve
bahas: petitioners as “exhibiting a rather
practical attitude towards conversion to
Islam™ although I find his claim that
they also showed “exceptional
determination to achieve their goals” a
bit exaggerated. This is the value of this
body of documents — it shows us a
specific type of converts to Islam in the
Ottoman Empire during the period in
question who were proactive enough to
explore and take advantage of the
opportunities the system offered them
to receive new Muslim clothes (or their
cash equivalent) and possibly something
on top of that (although &isve bahas:
petitions themselves do not provide any
conclusive evidence to the effect that
they were successful in that endeavor).
This is only one aspect of the very
diverse and dynamic process of
conversion to Islam in the Ottoman
Balkans and for this reason &isve bahas:
petitions should be used in conjunction
with or as a complement to other more
diverse and comprehensive sources for
the purpose of a general discussion of
conversion to Islam in the Ottoman
Balkans — something that Minkov has
failed to do.

U Kisve babas: petitions were petitions through
which recent converts to Islam or non-Muslims
declaring  their readiness to accept Islam
petitioned to the central government offices to
receive new Muslim clothes or the cash
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equivalent thereof. In a number of cases
petitioners presented personal motives for their
conversions and asked for other favors including
positions in state institutions, but with the
exception of a few cases there is no indication
that these additional wishes were granted. Most
of the known documents of this type — close to
650 are preserved in the National Library in
Sofia, and some in archives in Istanbul, most of
them pertaining to the late seventeenth and the
early eighteenth centuries.

2 About one quarter of the petitions preserved in
Sofia have been published in in Bulgarian
translation (with some facsimiles as well) in M.
Kalicin, A. Velkov. E. Radushev, ed. Osmanski
izoori - za  ishamizatsionnite  protsesi  na - Balkanite
(Ottoman Sources of the Islamization Processes
in the Balkans), Sofia, 1990. Almost all of the
petitions given in English translation in Appendix
T are to be found in this volume too.

3 These are D.C. Dennet, Conversion and the Poll
Tax in Early Islam, Cambridge, 1950 and R.W.
Bulliet, Conversion to Islam in the Medieval Period: An
Essay in Quantitative History, Cambridge, 1979

4 See a review of Bulliet’s monograph by H.
Kennedy, IJMES, 13 (1981), p. 250-252.

5 See O.L. Barkan, Essai sur les données
statistiques des tegistres de recensement dans
IEmpire Ottoman aux XVe et XVle siecles”,
JESHO, 1 (1957), p. 9-36.

6 One such notable exception is Dutch
Ottomanist M. Kiel who has devoted numerous
studies on the demographic history of the
Ottoman Balkans.

7To give a few examples, among the case studies
Minkov refers to most often are E. Radushev,
“Demografski i etnoreligiozni procesi v zapadnite
Rodopi prez 15-18 v. (Demographic and Ethno-
religious Processes in the Western Rhodopes,
15t — 18th centuries)”, Istorichasko badeshte, 1
(1998), pp 46-89; M. Kiel, “The Spread of Islam
in Bulgarian Rural Areas in the Ottoman Period
(15t 18 centuries): Colonization and
Islamization”, in R. Gradeva and S. Ivanova, ed.
Musulmanskata kultura po balgarskite zemi.
Izsledvaniya (Islamic Culture in the Bulgarian
Lands. Studies), Sofia, 1998, p. 56-126; and M.
Sokoloski, “Islamizatzija u Makedoniji u XV i
XVI veku (Islamization in Macedonia in the 15t
and 16t Centuries)”, Istoriski Casopis, 22 (1975), p.
75-89.

8 The two most important works on the
emergence of Ottoman grandees’ houscholds and
their role in the training and promotion of future
members of the Ottoman administrative and
military elite are M. Kunt, The Sultan’s Servants: the
Transformation of the Ottoman Provincial Government,
1550-1650, New York, 1983, and R.A. Abou El-
Haj, “The Ottoman Vezir and Pasha
Houscholds, 1683-1703: A Preliminary Report”,
JAOS 94, 4 (1974), p. 438-447.
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