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Preface


It has been the editors’ experience that English-speaking students of Arabic have not always been sufficiently encouraged to understand and appreciate the literary nature of the texts they are required to study and this adds in no small degree to their linguistic difficulties. Our main intention – indeed it was the original motivation behind compiling the Reader – is that the student should be directed towards a literary response to the stories rather than considering them primarily as anthropological curiosities or linguistic and semantic conundrums.


This Reader contains eleven short stories in Arabic, each accompanied by an introduction and notes in English. The introductions are divided into two parts: brief biographical details on the author, followed by a longer section on the story itself. These sections vary in length according to the difficulty or unfamiliarity of the subject matter; their main purpose is to serve as guide and encouragement for the student. They contain both a description of the content of the story and some critical analysis. The latter is meant to suggest and stimulate further response, however, rather than offer a definitive interpretation. (They may be read before or after the Arabic text at the discretion of the student or teacher.)


At the end of each story are notes explaining colloquial and idiomatic words and phrases or idiosyncratic usages not found (or not easily found) in standard modern dictionaries and grammar books. Although in an academic enterprise like the learning of Arabic there is no substitute for long hours with dictionaries and reference grammars and rote learning of personal vocabularies compiled from set texts, these notes should counter some of the frustration of being suddenly confronted by an entirely mysterious word or phrase.


This is not the place to go into the origins of the short story in Arabic, but it is worth bearing in mind a few simple points. Although the immediate literary antecedents of these stories were European, there is a wealth of narrative material, both oral and written, in the Arab tradition: the epic romances – tales of heroes like ‘Antara and Sayf ibn Dhī Yazan – the maqāmāt, Alf Layla wa layla, Al-Bukhalā’ by Al-Jāḥiẓ, Qur’ānic and other religious stories, and the popular tales and humorous anecdotes repeated, modified and embellished down the ages by professional story tellers or others whiling away the time and entertaining their listeners. An important component of the nineteenth-century Arab cultural renaissance was the rediscovery of these literary treasures which had been so patiently and tenaciously preserved down the ages.


The social and cultural upheavals during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries helped to promote the growth of a new reading public and to produce changes in literary taste. One of these was the process of urbanization in the Arab world: most readers and writers of fiction were city dwellers even if they came originally from the country, and when village life was featured it was through the eyes of such characters. The gradual spread of secular education encouraged people to look in their reading for an interpretation of the world immediately about them rather than for mere fantasy and rhetorical flamboyance. The growth of the Arabic-language press, particularly from the 1870s onwards, played an important role in changing the expectations of readers and developing the means of expression of the language. Finally, the translation of European fiction from the middle of the nineteenth century not only brought more readers into contact with European thought, but also helped in the formation of a new literary language which gradually moved away from the rhymed prose of the maqāma and the language of the old popular tales towards a mature language of fiction.


The earliest story in the Reader (1929) is by Maḥmūd Ṭāhir Lāshīn, a founder member of the ‘New School’ of the short story which was active in Egypt in the early 1920s. The cultural conflicts presented and the philosophical issues raised in this carefully structured pioneering work of realism seem scarcely less topical today. The most recent story included is the Iraqi writer Fu’ād Al-Takarlī’s Al-Tannūr (1972), a self-confessed experiment on the part of the author and a striking portrayal of a perversion of a traditional crime of honour. In between, there are stories by Yaḥyā Ḥaqqī and Yūsuf Idrīs at the height of their powers, showing in their different ways how the literary and colloquial languages can be fused into an original poetic literary language, and by the Syrian Zakariyya Tāmir and the Jordanian Ghālib Halasā among others. The items have all been chosen for their literary interest and artistic merit and on this basis the selection could have been enlarged and modified many times. The preponderance of Egyptian writers and the absence of women writers largely reflect the literary history of the period spanned by the collection. Inevitably, it also reflects the tastes and specializations of the editors, and the obvious constraints on space. A proposed second volume covering the 1970s and 1980s would have a more even geographical and gender spread.


The Reader is mainly intended as a textbook for fairly advanced undergraduates. Therefore, its stories are ordered not chronologically, but linguistically, from the simple to the more complicated. Depending on the importance given to modern literature in the academic institution in question it could form a course in itself or stories could be selected from it on the basis of their length or difficulty to fit into a more general literature course or to provide a piece of occasional or additional reading. As well as being a prevalent genre in the Arab world for various economic, sociological and other reasons, the short story is a convenient teaching form. Students have the satisfaction of mastering a complete work in a relatively short time, and can be introduced to the work of several writers, sometimes, it is to be hoped, as the prelude to a deeper study of a particular author. In the editors’ experience, there is a growing interest in modern and contemporary literature among students in university Arabic departments but the subject still forms a haphazardly conceived part of many courses. We have used these stories with their introductions and notes in our respective courses on modern Arabic literature in various universities. Thus the method of presentation has been thoroughly tested, the notes amended and the selection modified. As a short anthology containing a selection of some of the best work of some of the most respected short-story writers in the Arab world, the Reader should also be attractive to graduates in Arabic and others who wish to keep up and improve their reading knowledge of Arabic and understanding of the culture.


We should like to thank the writers whose stories appear in this Reader for their co-operation in supplying us with biographical information, and for kindly allowing us to reproduce their work. We are grateful to the heirs of the late M.T. Lāshīn, and to Mrs Layla al-Badawī, daughter of the late Maḥmūd al-Badawī, who gave us permission to publish her father’s story. Mr Badawī himself was helpful to us in the earlier stages of the preparation of the Reader but sadly died before its completion.


We should also like to thank all those who commented on earlier drafts of the Reader, especially Mustafa Badawī, Pierre Cachia, Owen Wright, John Hunwick and Ronak Hussein. We are also grateful to our students whose observations encouraged us to persevere with this project. Full responsibility for omissions and errors rests with us.
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Shams Saghīra


Zakariyya Tāmir


1. Zakariyya Tāmir


Zakariyya Tāmir was born in 1929 in Damascus. After he had finished compulsory primary education he was apprenticed to a blacksmith, but later became interested in politics and was encouraged by contact with intellectuals to continue his education at night school. He read voraciously and was provoked by his reading, as he later said in an interview, ‘to create a voice which [he] hadn’t been able to find [there]’ (Al-Maʿrifa, August 1972). His intention was to represent in his writing the very poor majority of men and women in Syria, with their joyless and restricted existence; these were for him the materially and spiritually deprived members of the society rather than the more picturesque characters like beggars and sellers of lottery tickets whom he accuses the ‘soi-disant committed writers’ of concentrating on almost exclusively. His claims to have taken a new direction were certainly borne out by the great influence he was to have on short-story writing, especially in Syria, Iraq and Egypt. On the other hand he began writing in a literary climate influenced by predecessors and near-contemporaries such as ʿAbd Al-Salām Al-ʿUjaylī, Saʿīd Hūrāniyya and Mutāʿ Ṣafadī in Syria and the Egyptian writers of the late 1940s and early 1950s, including Yahyā Haqqī, particularly in his two collections Qindīl Umm Hāshim (1944) and Dimā’ Wa Ṭīn (1955). Tāmir published his first collection of short stories in 1960 and since then has published seven other collections and many individual stories. He also writes children’s stories and works as a freelance journalist. He left Syria in the early 1980s and has lived in the UK ever since.


When he became a writer and journalist he joined a different social milieu from the one he had been born into but he tended to view the sufferings of his fellow intellectuals from the outside, retaining the memories and perceptions of poverty and deprivation from his own early life. In many of his stories he emulates or parodies popular folk-tales and plays with time, place and subject matter in a ‘magical’ way, juxtaposing things which are not normally found together and breaking down the barriers between dreams and reality. The syntax and vocabulary of his stories are simple and the complexity and ambiguity in them are not to be found in the thought processes or actions of his characters but in their dreams and fantasies. These dreams, or illusions, or substitutes for thought, help people to bear their lives but are also perhaps indicative of a lust for a more beautiful life and a desire for change, as well as being sources of deadly frustration.


The act of killing also figures in nearly all of Tāmir’s stories. It is often described in sensuous detail and presented as a positive act, a removing of obstacles. It is a shock tactic at the same time, used to awaken the reader to the continuous clash between human beings and oppressive authorities, and as such is relevant to the everyday realities of life in Syria rather than to a general metaphysical view of the human situation. Tāmir views the particular situation of his characters as nightmarish and oppressive, and his simple images of power and beauty, often referring to animals, the countryside or natural phenomena, make moments of brightness that eventually only emphasize the extent to which darkness and injustice have penetrated, leaving nothing in the society untouched.
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