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Isabelle Eberhardt (1877–1904), the daughter of Russian anarchists exiled to Switzerland, moved to North Africa, converted to a Sufi sect and travelled widely in the Sahara. She scandalized the French colonial authorities with her heavy-drinking, kif-smoking lifestyle, survived a religiously inspired assassination attempt and died at the age of twenty-seven in a flash flood.
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The Journeys series celebrates John Murray’s history of publishing exceptional travel writing by rediscovering classic journeys from the past, introduced by today’s most exciting writers. 


We want the series to capture the wonder that comes from travelling, opening our imaginations to unfamiliar places and cultures, and allowing us to see familiar things through different eyes. These Journeys give fresh perspectives not only on the times and places in which they were originally published, but on the time and place we find ourselves in now. 


As a traveller who has walked and written across much of Europe, the author of Walking the Woods and the Water, Where the Wild Winds Are (both finalists for the Stanford Dolman Travel Book of the Year), and most recently Outlandish: Walking Europe’s Unlikely Landscapes, I am thrilled to have the role of seeking out these books. Hundreds of suggestions have come to me from the travel writing, nature writing and adventure communities, and also, appropriately enough, through serendipity – one of the titles on last year’s list was dropped through my letterbox by a passing neighbour. 


In this spirit of chance discovery, we invite your suggestions for books to republish in the future. We are looking for titles currently out of print in the UK, books that have been forgotten about, left to languish on dusty bookshop shelves, or that were unjustly ignored when they were first published – potentially including translated works by foreign language writers. If you have a suggestion, please get in touch with us on Twitter @johnmurrays or @underscrutiny. #JMJourneys


Nick Hunt, Series Editor
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Introduction


Static, silent, lifeless: the desert has often been seen, by passers-through, as a place outside time. Its dwellers, of course, know that it is none of those things, and change, when it comes, can come very suddenly.


Aïn Séfra, north-east Algeria, lies in the Atlas Mountains on the edge of the Sahara. In Arabic the name means ‘yellow spring’, though the oued, or ravine, that runs through the town is usually dry. At around 11 a.m. on 21 October 1904 a roar was heard from the mountains. Within minutes, the oued was a torrent, and before most of the population was even aware of the flood, the water was avalanching through the narrow streets. The Bulletin du Comité de l’Afrique française, the newspaper of French colonial Africa, reported that, by the time the waters subsided, ‘of the two or three hundred houses in Aïn Séfra only ten remained’. Among the fifteen Algerians and ten Europeans killed in the flash flood was ‘an esteemed journalist of foreign origin and married to a native non-commissioned officer, who travelled in male costume to collect reports on Muslim life.’ Her name was Isabelle Eberhardt; she was twenty-seven.


One hundred and eighteen years later and 800 miles away, in the archive of the French overseas territories, in Aix-en-Provence, reside dozens of manuscript pages that were recovered from the flooded ruins of Eberhardt’s house: fragments of essays, stories, journals, letters – some of them still bearing traces of the reddish mud of the deluge. It was from these papers that many of Eberhardt’s posthumously published works, including some of the pieces gathered here by Marie-Odile Delacour and Jean-René Hulue, were compiled.


The nature of Isabelle Eberhardt’s death – drowning in one of the aridest places on earth – has often been portrayed as consistent with the incongruity that characterised her life. She was the daughter of Russians exiled in Geneva, who spent much of her life in the man’s world of French Algeria; a white European who wholeheartedly adopted Islam and moved with ease among the people of the Sahara; a woman, moreover, who went disguised as a man, and was as devoted to what she calls the ‘sensual domain’ as she was to kif, or cannabis. But if the facts of her life are extraordinary, so is the writing generated by it. To live and not to write was unthinkable. ‘There are exceptional times,’ she states in one of the early pieces in this collection, ‘very mysteriously privileged moments, when certain lands reveal to us, through sudden insight, their soul, perhaps even their very essence.’ She made it her life’s work to expose herself to such insights, and then to put them down in writing.


Eberhardt’s birth certificate carries the words fille naturelle, ‘natural daughter’: a legal euphemism. She was born on 17 February 1877, to Nathalie de Moerder, née Eberhardt, who had left Russia for Geneva for her ‘health’ (another euphemism, since it seems she was essentially a political exile). While her husband, General Pavel Carlovitch de Moerder, remained in Russia, he delegated the supervision of his family to one Alexander Nikolaevitch Trophimowsky, tutor to the Moerder children, lapsed orthodox priest, linguist, anarchist, enemy of tsarism – and father of Isabelle. How much the ageing general, back in Russia, knew about either Trophimowski’s politics or his relationship with his wife is unclear, but it surely simplified matters when he died four months after their departure.


Born of emigres, Eberhardt would never shake off a feeling of homelessness. By 1900, according to her journals, she had ‘given up on having a corner for myself in this world’. If, nevertheless, she was drawn to Algeria in search of some sort of anchorage, she was also looking for what Europeans have always sought in desert places: what she calls ‘the blessed annihilation of the self’. Not every European has been so successful in their quest.


Eberhardt first visited Algeria in 1897 with her mother. Both of them had adopted Islam, and Eberhardt herself was fluent in Arabic. Nathalie, who had taken the name Fatma Manoubia, died of a heart attack less than six months later and was buried in the Muslim cemetery in Bône (modern-day Annaba). Broke, and floored by sorrow, Eberhardt returned reluctantly to Geneva, bland green Geneva, and the dubious guardianship of Trophimowski. This back-and-forth between Europe and north Africa, between the wet and the dry, animates her writing as it animated her life. Her love for the desert grew alongside her dislike of Europe. She knew it was a paradox that the desert, the Biblical place of exile, had become her refuge from what she called ‘the land of exile’, Europe. If she was not Russian or Algerian then nor, assuredly, was she Swiss. She came to accept foreignness as innate in her.


A year and a half later, Trophimowski died, and Eberhardt returned to Algeria. The desert was already the core around which her imagination swirled. To be anywhere else, it was clear to her, would be a minute-by-minute squandering of her one and only life. She travelled, she tells us, ‘in male clothing and a borrowed personality’ and under a man’s name: Si Mahmoud Saadi. For her Muslim associates, if not for the French, her male attire was merely a secondary attribute of her extraordinary being. For her part, she observes that ‘life in the outside world seems to have been made for men and not women’, suggesting that the ‘borrowed personality’ of Si Mahmoud (‘a young Tunisian intellectual’) was a practical disguise that, happily, allowed her to be the person she had always wished to be. Of all her lovers, the one she loved – loved as she loved the desert, which is to say extravagantly and violently – was Sliméne Ehnni, the ‘native non-commissioned officer’ who would become her husband. ‘Life without Sliméne is definitely impossible,’ she writes when she is briefly separated from him. ‘Everything is discoloured, sad; and time is endlessly drawn out.’


The pieces in this volume reveal a mind constantly revisiting the experiences that formed it – her discovery of the desert, her mother’s death, her own near-death, her meeting Ehnni and her ‘exile’ to France – triangulating what has happened to her from this viewpoint and from that. The first part, ‘Wanderings’, consists of a series of lapidary essays and travelogues she wrote between 1899 and 1902 – wanderings in imagination and philosophy as well as time and space. The journal entries that form the second part begin, appropriately, in an in-between place, the island of Sardinia, on the sea route between Marseilles and Tunis, where Eberhardt stayed for almost two months in early 1900, as if – at the cusp between two centuries – she was torn between two poles, unable to pick either. Yet it was not Europe she longed for. Writing from Geneva in June that year, aged twenty-three, she has no doubt where her future lies: ‘I was determined to try once again to sequester myself in the great silence of the Desert.’ Finally, the following month, she returns to Algeria – for good, so she hopes.


Even when she first saw the desert, back in 1897, her experience had been less of arrival than of return. Eberhardt was a kind of anti-tourist, and not only because she had no intention of going back to ‘the land of exile’. She was, we should also remember, entering a world steeped in colonial violence. Since the invasion of Algeria in 1830, French ‘pacification’ had killed some 825,000 Algerians by 1875. There had been bloody rebellions in 1871 and again in 1881. The word ‘genocide’ had not yet been coined, but that was surely what it was. Five years before she arrived, even the French prime minister, Jules Ferry, had observed: ‘It is difficult to try and convince the European settler that there are rights other than his own in Arab country and that the native is not a race to be taxed and exploited to the utmost limits.’ Into this wounded, jumpy, dazzlingly beautiful country, five times the size of France, Eberhardt came as a kind of innocent, but one whose natural sympathies did not lie with the French. It was her duty, in her life and her writing, to defend her ‘brothers, the Muslims of Algeria’.


The greatest drama of her life, touched upon in ‘Wanderings’, is described in detail – awful detail – in the journals, as if only in that more intimate register did she feel able to revisit what happened. It was January 1901 when she was attacked with a sword by a man who claimed he was acting in defence of Islam (though Eberhardt believed he had been hired by a local sect leader who saw her as a rival). Although a nearby washing line softened the blow to her head, saving her life, her ‘left elbow was opened on the external side, and the muscle and bone were cut open.’ But what seemed to upset her more than the attack itself, more than her agonising recovery, was the aftermath. Her assailant – whom she immediately forgave as an ignorant dupe – would be sentenced to forced labour; but she, innocent of wrongdoing, was commanded by the French to leave Algeria as a threat to stability. Sent packing to Marseilles, she was overwhelmed by ‘the sadness of an emigrant, of someone exiled, torn violently from his native soil’. Not until she married Sliméne Ehnni the following year was she able to return. A homecoming.


Not all of Aïn Séfra was destroyed in the flood that killed her four years later. On higher ground, on the other side of the oued, stood the French military garrison, its officers beholding the devastation from beneath the Tricolour. Isabelle Eberhardt – or call him Si Mahmoud Saadi – occupied a peculiar position in colonial Algeria: evidently she was not Algerian, yet to neither the Algerians nor the resident French did she seem quite European. As we have seen, she was one for whom boundaries – of race, gender, nationhood, language – were antithetical. It is partly for this reason that the pieces collected in this volume rarely resort to orientalist clichés of the sort that were ubiquitous among her literary peers.


In the third of her four journals, she describes a despairing realisation: ‘all the charm we attribute to certain regions of the earth are but deception and illusion. As long as aspects of surrounding nature respond to the state of our soul, then we believe we have discovered in them splendour, a particular beauty.’ And yet in the pieces collected in this volume the desert is more than just an analogue for the state of her soul. Indeed her scrutiny of the desert and its people, her insistence upon the particularities of the former and the humanity of the latter, represents her most powerful rejection of imperialism. It is the kind of scrutiny that is born of stillness, and of love.


In the spring of 2022, as I was finishing this introduction, it was warm enough to work outdoors. Settled like a tideline on my table’s surface, I noticed, was a horizon of dust, the same orange-pink colour as the blotches I picture speckling Eberhardt’s salvaged papers in the Archives nationales d’outre-mer in Aix. It took me a while to figure out what it was. Periodically, a storm in north Africa will lift millions of tonnes of Saharan dust high into the upper atmosphere, and transport it in a tremendous cloud across Europe. When this coincides with rain, the dust will be brought to earth. In mediaeval times the phenomenon, known as ‘blood rain’, was thought to portend catastrophe. It was enough to give me pause, but actually it felt like a benefaction. Isabelle Eberhardt had transported me to the Sahara; and now here was her beloved Sahara, transported to me in springtime Europe. ‘No work of literature is ever finished,’ she had written from Marseilles in July 1900, but even unfinished, Isabelle Eberhardt’s writing feels as unbounded as the desert.


 


William Atkins, 2022










A Note on the Text


The text of this edition has been re-established, for the most part, according to the manuscripts from the Isabelle Eberhardt collection. Where no manuscript is available, we have referred to publications made during the lifetime of the author.


A few words crossed out by Victor Barrucand have been rendered illegible; others are missing. When the text allows, we restore them between parentheses, otherwise we indicate them with ellipsis points in brackets. Where the mud from the deluge has altered the manuscript too much, we publish the fragments rewritten by Barrucand and put them in italics.


We have kept Isabelle Eberhardt’s spelling of Arabic words, which she sometimes transcribes in different ways. The words in italics whose meanings are not given in the text itself are grouped together in a glossary at the end of the volume.


Notes by the author, and sometimes those of previous editors, can be found at the bottom of the page.


In order to facilitate reading, it seemed useful to us to clarify in notes, periodically between texts, a few biographical or bibliographical landmarks, and then to add the main variations or complementary texts at the end.


Notes by Isabelle Eberhardt, by previous editors, or by the translator are marked as footnotes. Notes that are not preceded by any attribution are those added by the editors of this volume.










Chronological Landmarks


1872


Nathalie de Moerder, born Eberhardt, wife of General de Moerder, after leaving St. Petersburg, lives in Switzerland with the private tutor of her four children, Alexander Trophimowsky, defrocked priest of Armenian origin. She gives birth to a fifth child, Augustine de Moerder, most likely the son of General de Moerder.


1877


17 February: Isabelle Eberhardt is born at the Maison des Grottes, in Geneva. The birth certificate does not mention the father.


1894


Augustine de Moerder, Isabelle’s half-brother, abruptly leaves Geneva and enlists in the Foreign Legion in Sidi-Bel-Abbès.


1897


Starting in May: Isabelle Eberhardt and her mother stay in Bône (Annaba) on the Algerian coast.


28 November: Nathalie de Moerder dies and is buried according to Muslim rites in the indigenous cemetery in Bône.


December: Isabelle Eberhardt is forced to return to Geneva with her guardian Alexander Trophimowsky. She stays there one and a half years.


1898


July: Isabelle Eberhardt is engaged to marry Rechid Ahmed, Turkish diplomat. Isabelle Eberhardt does not follow when Rechid Ahmed is posted in La Haye.


1899


15 May: Alexander Trophimowsky dies in Geneva from throat cancer. Isabelle Eberhardt spends time in Tunisia.


8 July: Isabelle Eberhardt departs from Tunis for southern Constantine and first discovers the Sahara and the city of El Oued in the Souf.


2 September: Returns to Tunis.


September, October: Travels in the Tunisian Sahel.


November: Stays in Marseille.


1900


January: Travels in Sardinia.


From February to July: Makes numerous trips back and forth between Paris and Geneva.


3 August: Arrives in El Oued, where she will stay until the end of the year. She meets Slimène Ehnni, non-commissioned officer with the spahis, a Muslim of French nationality, with whom she decides to spend her life. She is initiated into the brotherhood of the Qadriya and becomes the friend and confidant of the religious leader Sidi Lachmi ben Brahim.


1901


January: Slimène Ehnni is transferred to Batna because of his love affair with Isabelle Eberhardt.


29 January: In an assassination attempt in Behima, near El Oued, Isabelle Eberhardt is wounded with a sabre on her left arm and on her head by Abdallah ben Mohammed, a member of the brotherhood of the Tidjaniya, who said he was inspired by Allah. She is hospitalized in El Oued until 25 February.


25 February: Isabelle Eberhardt departs for Batna, where she is under police surveillance.


9 May: Believing herself to be in the grip of an expulsion order, Isabelle Eberhardt takes the boat from Bône to Marseille.


18 June: At the trial of Abdallah ben Mohammed in Constantine, Isabelle Eberhardt asks the court for leniency. He is condemned to hard labour. Immediately after the verdict, she is expelled from Algeria by the general government. She returns to Marseille and goes to her half-brother Augustine’s house.


24 August: Slimène Ehnni is given permission to change regiment.


28 August: He joins Isabelle Eberhardt in Marseille.


17 October: Isabelle Eberhardt and Slimène Ehnni are married in a civil wedding in the Marseille City Hall.


1902


15 January: French because of her marriage, Isabelle Eberhardt can return to Algerian soil. She stays in Bône with Slimène’s family. The couple settles in Algiers on rue de la Marine (Marine Street), then on rue du Soudan (Sudan Street) in the Casbah.


Spring: Isabelle Eberhardt first meets Victor Barrucand.


June, July: Isabelle Eberhardt travels to Bou Saada and to the zaouïya of El Hamel, where she meets with Lella Zeyneb, marabout of the brotherhood of the Rahmaniya.


7 July: The couple settle in Ténès where Slimène Ehnni is named khodja. They take numerous trips between Ténès and Algiers. The weekly Akhbar reappears and Isabelle Eberhardt becomes a regular contributor.


1903


January: Isabelle Eberhardt takes her second trip to Bou Saada and El Hamel and has her second meeting with Lella Zeyneb.


April, May, June: A campaign of slander is waged against Isabelle Eberhardt and her close relations, concerning the electoral politics of prominent persons of Ténès. Slimène Ehnni resigns; he is named khodja in Sétif. Isabelle Eberhardt settles in Algiers.


September: She goes as a war reporter to the Oranese South, following the battles of El Moungar and the siege of Taghit.


October: Isabelle Eberhardt meets with Lyautey in Aïn Sefra. And after reporting in Beni Ounif on the situation at the Algerian-Moroccan border, she returns to Algiers at the end of the winter.


1904


Isabelle Eberhardt takes a trip to Oudjda (Morocco).


May: She stays for the second time in the Oranese South. Lyautey’s troops occupy Bechar. Isabelle Eberhardt spends the summer in the Moroccan zaouïya of Kenadsa.


September: Sick, she returns to Aïn Sefra.


21 October: Isabelle Eberhardt dies in the Aïn Sefra flood.


1907


14 April: Slimène Ehnni dies.


1920


Augustine de Moerder commits suicide in Marseille.










Wanderings










 


A right that very few intellectuals think about claiming is the right to wander, to vagabond.


And yet, vagabonding is liberation, and life on the open road is liberty.


To one day courageously break all the fetters with which modern life and our weakness of heart have burdened our mere deeds under the pretext of liberty, to arm oneself with the symbolic staff and beggar’s satchel, to leave!


For whomever knows the value, and too, the delectable taste of solitary liberty (for one is free only when alone), the act of leaving is the most courageous and the most beautiful.


An egotistical happiness, perhaps. But it is happiness for the one who knows how to savour it.


To be alone, to have few needs, to be unknown, everywhere a foreigner and at home, and to walk grandly and solitarily in conquest of the world. Is not the sturdy vagabond, sitting beside the road, contemplating the wide and open horizon before him, the absolute master of lands, waters, and even the skies?


What lord of the manor can rival him in power and opulence? His fiefdom has no limits and his empire no law.


No servitude demeans his bearing, no labour bends his spine to the earth, the earth that he possesses and which gives itself to him in its entirety, in goodness and in beauty.


 


In our modern society the nomad, the vagabond, is the pariah, ‘with no known address or residence’.


By adding these few words to the name of some irregular,1 those who make and enforce the laws believe they condemn him forever.


To have a home, a family, property, or a public function, a definite means of livelihood, to be, finally, a dependable cog in the social machine, all these things seem necessary, almost indispensable to the immense majority of men, even to intellectuals, even to those who believe themselves to be the most emancipated.


However, all of that is nothing but a different form of slavery into which we are forced by contact with our fellow creatures, especially regular and continual contact.


I have always listened with admiration, but without envy, to the tales of good folk who have lived twenty or thirty years in the same neighbourhood, even in the same house, and who have never left their birthplace.


 


Not to feel the agonising need to know and to see what is over there, beyond the mysterious blue wall of the horizon . . . Not to feel the depressing weight of monotonous surroundings . . . To look at the white road leading to far-off places without feeling the pressing need to give oneself over to it, to follow it, obediently, through mountains and valleys; all this fearful need for immobility resembles the unconscious resignation of the beast stupefied by servitude, who stretches out his neck for the harness.


Every property has its limits. Every power is constrained by laws; but the vagabond possesses the entire vast earth, whose limits are the imaginary horizon, and his empire is intangible, for he delights in and governs it through mind and spirit.










Tunis Hours


For two months during the summer of 1899, I pursued my dream of an antique Orient, mournful and resplendent, in the ancient, white-washed neighbourhoods of Tunis, full of shadows and silence.


I was living alone with Khadidja, my old Moorish servant, and my black dog, in a very immense and very old Turkish house in one of the most isolated corners of Bab-Menara, almost at the top of the hill . . .


This house was a labyrinth, mysteriously laid out, complicated by hallways and rooms situated on different levels, decorated with colourful earthenware tiles from times past, and delicately sculptured lacelike plaster running along the vaulted ceilings of painted and gilded wood. There, in the cool half-light, in the silence disturbed only by the melancholy chant of the muezzin, the days flowed by, deliciously languid, in sweet but not tiresome monotony.


During the suffocating hours of the afternoon rest, in my vast bedroom panelled with green-and-pink tile, Khadidja, huddled in a corner, slid the black beads of her rosary one by one with a rapid murmur from her faded lips. Daedalus, stretched out on the floor in a lionlike pose, his slender muzzle set on his powerful paws, attentively followed the slow flight of occasional flies . . . And I, stretched out on my low bed, abandoned myself to the voluptuousness of endless dreaming . . .


It was a period of rest, like a beneficial pause between two adventurous and almost-agonising periods. And too, the impressions left by my life there are sweet, melancholy, and a little vague . . .


Behind my residence, separated from the street by inhabited Arab houses, fiercely closed off to the outside world, was a small old neighbourhood, no longer inhabited, and with no way out, all in ruins . . . Sections of walls, vaulted ceilings, small courtyards, dark bedrooms, still-standing balconies – all of it invaded by Virginia creepers, ivy, and a population of flowers and encroaching grasses growing on the walls, a strange city, uninhabited for years. No one seemed to worry about these houses, whose inhabitants must have all died or left, never to return . . .


Yet in the mystical silence of moonlit nights, the closest of these ruined habitations came alive in a strange manner.


Through the wrought-iron grill of one of my windows, I could cast my eyes into the small interior courtyard. The high walls and two rooms of this single-storey house had remained standing. In the middle, a fountain with a stone basin, badly chipped but still full of clear water, coming from I don’t know where, almost disappearing under the exuberant vegetation that had grown there.


There were enormous jasmine bushes studded with white flowers, mixed with the pliant foliage of vines, and rose bushes sowed the white tile with purple petals . . . On balmy nights, a warm fragrance arose from this corner of shade and oblivion.


And every month, when the moon arrived to illuminate the sleepy ruins, I was able to attend, half concealed behind a thin curtain, a performance that soon became familiar to me, and which I awaited during the languorous days, but which remained an enigma to me . . . Besides, perhaps all the charm of this memory resides, for me, in the element of mystery . . . Without my ever knowing from whence he came, nor from whence he entered the small courtyard, a young Moor, dressed in delicately coloured faded silk clothing, and draped in a light, snowy-white burnoose that made him look like an apparition, sat there on a stone.


He was perfectly beautiful and had the pale matte complexion of Arab city dwellers, along with their slightly nonchalant air of distinction.


But his face was marked by a profound sadness.


He would sit there, always in the same place; and lost in the infinite blue night, he would sing melodies born long ago under the Andalusian sky, smoothly flowing cantilena. Slowly, sweetly, his voice would rise into the silence, like a plaint or an incantation . . .


He seemed especially to prefer this song, the sweetest and saddest of all:


 


Enduring sadness grips my soul, as the night grips and erases things. Pain grips my heart and fills it with anguish, as the tomb grips bodies and annihilates them. There is no cure for my sadness, except for death with no return . . . but if my soul awakens for another life, be it even in Eden, my sadness will be reborn there.


 


What was this incurable sadness, the power of which he sang? The remarkable singer never said.


But his voice was pure and modulated, and never before had any voice revealed as fully to me the secret and indefinable charm of that Arab music from another time, which has enchanted many other sad souls before me.


Sometimes the young Moor brought along the small murmuring flute played by Bedouin shepherds and camel herders, the light reed which seemed to retain in its melodies something of the crystalline murmur of the brooks from which it was born.


For a long time, in the silence of late hours, when everything sleeps in Muslim Tunis, intoxicated by sweet smells, the stranger thus let flow melancholy and sighs. Then he would leave as he had come, without a sound, always with his ghostly air, returning to the shadows of the two small rooms, which must have connected to the other ruins.


Khadidja, a former slave, had lived for forty years in the most illustrious Tunisian families and had rocked several generations of young men on her lap. One evening, I called her and showed her the nocturnal musician. The superstitious old woman shook her head:


‘I don’t know him . . . and yet I know all the young men of the city’s great families . . .’


Then, in a low voice, she added, trembling:


‘Anyway, God knows whether he’s really a living person. Is he maybe just the shadow of one of the former inhabitants, and is this music just a dream, a spell?’


Knowing the character of this race, for whom all questions about its private life, its comings and goings, are an insult, I never dared call out to the unknown man, the stranger, for fear of making him flee his refuge forever . . .


Yet, one evening I waited a long time for him in vain. He never returned. But the sound of his voice and the soft whispering of his flute often take me back during the moonlight hours. And sometimes I feel an indefinable anguish at the thought that I will never know who he was and why he came there.


*


Way up high, near the now commonplace casbah and the barracks,1 is a charming place imbued with a very distinct and Eastern sadness. This place is Bab-el-Gorjani.


First, on a plot of land slightly elevated above the street and separated from it only by an old grey wall is an ancient cemetery, no longer used for burial, where the tombs disappear under the tangle of dried grasses and rose bushes in the century-old shadow of fig trees and black cypresses.


In Tunisia, access to Islamic mosques and cemeteries is, according to law, restricted to Muslims.


Thus, because the graves there are very old and no onlookers pass by, no one troubles the forgotten dead of Bab-el-Gorjani, where only the call of the muezzin and that of the Zouaves’ bugles can be heard from among all the sounds of Tunis, which spreads out in a gentle slope until it reaches the still mirror of its lake.


I have always liked to wander under the cover of the egalitarian clothing of the Bedouins in Muslim cemeteries, where everything is peaceful and abandoned, where none of what makes Europe’s cemeteries gloomy spoils the majesty of the place. And every evening, I took off on foot toward Bab-el-Gorjani.


At the divine hour of the magh’reb, when the sun is about to disappear on the horizon, the grey tombs take on the most splendid colours, and the slanting rays of the ending day slide in pink streaks onto this noble corner of indifference and of permanent oblivion . . .


Farther on, one passes under the gateway that gives its name to this neighbourhood, and one finds oneself on a dusty road that, to the west, descends into the narrow valley of Bardo and, toward the east, leads to the large cemetery at the marabout of Sidi-Bel-Hassène, which towers over Lake El Bahira.


This road passes over the summit of the low hill of Tunis, abrupt and deserted on this side . . .


The sun is very low. The Djebel-Zaghouan becomes iridescent with pale colours and seems to melt into the limitless fire of the sky.


The enormous disk, devoid of rays, descends slowly, surrounded by a filmy violet-purple haze.


Far below, in the vast plain, the Chott Sedjoumi stretches out, dried up by the summer heat; and its even surface, a purplish brown where only a few salty crusts thrust forth white spots, deceptively takes on the character of a living ocean with the depth of an abyss.


At the foot of the hill, on the banks of the chott, fragrant eucalyptus trees have been planted in order to combat the miasmas from the stagnant saltpetre-filled waters. And these multiple rows of trees, with their very pale blue leaves, create a silver crown set in the accursed plain, where nothing grows, where nothing lives.


There, I remembered certain ancient impressions, gathered in the region of the great Saharan chotts, a country of visions.


*


The last faint light of the day throws long, bloody streaks onto the deserted chott, onto the now entirely blue eucalyptus trees, onto the reddish rocks and the grey wall. Then, suddenly all goes dark, as if the horizon’s doors had again closed, and everything is engulfed in a bluish haze that creeps up toward the wall and the city.


As has been said time and again, all the changing beauty of this African earth lies in the prodigious play of light on monotonous sites and empty horizons.


Undoubtedly, it was this play of light, these delicious iridescent sunrises, and these evenings of purple and gold that inspired the Arab poets of bygone days to write their stories and songs.


Every day, an old blind man dressed in rags comes and sits in the gate- way of Bab-el-Gorjani. In the eternal night of his blindness, he endlessly repeats his litany of misery, imploring the few believers passing by in the name of Sidi-Bel-Hassène-Chadli, the great Tunisian marabout.


Often, faced with these old blind and decrepit beggars of Islam, I have stopped and wondered if there were still souls and thoughts behind their emaciated masks, behind the lifeless mirrors of their lightless eyes


. . . A strange existence of indifference and mournful silence, so far from men who nevertheless live and move all around them!


Also, there, at nightfall, anonymous and sordid creatures in rags, Jewesses from Hara or Sicilians from ‘Sicilia serira’ (‘little Sicily’), wander in dangerous and seedy neighbourhoods near the port.


The barracks draw them there. Beggars, and occasionally prostitutes, they come at suppertime, then wander along the walls and in the black corners, waiting for the soldiers to come out . . .


Nevertheless, Bab-el-Gorjani remains one of the most deserted and the most deliciously peaceful corners of Tunis . . .


 


One hot August night, when the heaviness of a storm floated in the air and I couldn’t sleep, I had gone out and wandered, dreaming, in the labyrinth of the Arab streets, where life finishes with the day.


A little before sunrise, I ended up in the El Morkad neighbourhood, where with the carelessness of the Arab race, a few abandoned small streets in ruin remain only two steps away from Souk el-Hadjemine, where during the day all humanity crawls and circulates.


Tired of wandering thus without a destination, I sat down on a pile of debris and awaited the daylight.


The darker pre-dawn light enveloped the surroundings; but toward the east, the flat terraces of the houses began to stand out in black against the barely distinct grey-green horizon.


Nearby, the El Morkad mosque and its square minaret seemed as deserted as the surrounding ruins . . .


All of a sudden a wooden shutter opened up above my head and clacked violently against the wall . . . A ray of reddish light slid the length of the wall and bloodied the pavement . . . The muezzin was getting up. At once, as if still in a dream, slowly, in a very sad and soft melody, he began his call to prayer.


His young voice, perfectly modulated, seemed to descend from very high, to float in the silence of the sleepy town.


‘God is great! Allahou Akbar!’ proclaimed the muezzin, opening the four small windows of the minaret one after another.


From far away, other voices responded, while in a neighbouring garden, birds were awakening and starting their own prayer of thanksgiving to the Source of all lives and all light.


‘Prayer is better than sleep!’


The dream voice, slowly becoming stronger, cried out this last phrase very loudly, imperiously . . . Then, one by one, the four wooden shutters closed up again, with the same dry clack.


Everything fell back into shadow and silence, and a fresh breeze from the high sea passed over the city.


 


Slowly, unhurriedly, the slender canoe glides through the canal’s purer and saltier water, between the low reddish banks separating it from the lake. We’re approaching the high sea, which in the distance closes the horizon with a dark line.


We continue in the evening’s pink radiance and the calm water, in the soft water of the sleeping lake. The canoe doesn’t rock.


To the right, on its ochre and red hill dotted with white tombs and very dark green gardens, the bright marabout of Sidi-Bel-Hassène rises up; and farther ahead, drowned in purplish haze, stands the old and very massive crenellated fort.


The dark-blue twin summits of the great mountain of Bou-Karnine rise up, made hazy by the evening’s arrival.


Then, very far away, Rhades’s small white houses reflected in the living waters of the truly open sea.


And to the left, the august hill where Carthage once stood was outlined against the burning sky . . .


I look dreamily at this tongue of earth, this spur advancing toward the open sea, where, in times past, one of the most darkly prestigious pages of History unfolded . . . This corner of the earth for which so much blood was spilled.


The white monasteries, trying to evoke the memories of Byzantine Carthage, of the bastard Carthage of centuries of decadence, disappear in the western radiance, and the Punic hill seems deserted and bare.


And now all the splendid images of the past burst forth from this red flame and repopulate the sad hill . . . The palaces of the judges, the temples of dark divinities, the splendour and the pomp of the Barbarians, all this egotistical and ferocious Phoenician civilization that came from Asia in order to expand and to further magnify itself on Africa’s harsh and ardent earth.


But then all of a sudden, when the sun has hardly disappeared on the horizon, the muezzins’ solemn voices reach me from the faraway mosques. And all of the Carthage of my dream, woven of the ideal and of reflections of light, fades, goes out, with glimmers of the dying night’s apotheosis.


Note


‘Heures de Tunis’ was published for the first time in July 1902 in number 28 of La Revue Blanche (whose table of contents features Apollinaire’s signature); then published again with a few corrections by Victor Barrucand in Akhbar in April 1905; and then appeared in Dans l’ombre chaude de l’Islam (Fasquelle, 1906).


A variation that we reproduce below appeared in 1926 in Akhbar, under the title ‘Aperçu des manuscrits russes’ (‘Survey of Russian Manuscripts’), with this introduction by Victor Barrucand: ‘Among the essays that our collaborator Isabelle Eberhardt left us the task of looking at again and publishing, figured two notebooks written in Russian, the first entitled “Sahara”, the second “Vagabonds”.


‘These are memories of El Oued and of Tunis presented with nonchalance. Mrs. Bentami, wife of the doctor and of Russian origin, has kindly given us the word for word translation. The Tunisian pages start thus . . .’










Russian Manuscripts


Tunis, June 1899


It has already been a month since I’ve begun leading a voluntarily cloistered and solitary life in a beautiful house in the most peaceful neighbourhood of Tunis.


My days go by carefree. Peaceful and silent.


I have with me an old Moorish woman, seventy-five, the good Khadidja, deaf and stooped, and my faithful spaniel Daedalus, who followed me when I left my now destroyed familial nest. Neither Khadidja nor Daedalus troubles my dreamy states of mind.


I can stay for hours on my Arab bed, during the long days, following the flight of my thoughts. My bedroom is a square room whose floor and walls are adorned with a mosaic of earthenware tiles with magnificent Arab designs. In the middle of the ceiling is a sort of golden cupola with incised plasterwork, sculpted and detailed like Eastern lace. Three windows with louvred shutters, always closed, ventilate this vast room and filter a mysterious half-light. The room looks onto a narrow but very clean street from which no noise arises: no stores, no cafés.


Old moss-covered arches thrust forth like a bridge onto the small street as if to hold up my house and the one across the way. Here the constructions are delicate, but they can last for centuries.


The Saharan water carrier passes by rarely, his ‘burduque’ on his shoulder. One listens to the water splashing at the fountain, a few words with the southern accent, then the steps move away and one hears nothing more. On this side of my house is a small passageway, Sidi Muached, even more embedded in deadly silence.


Khadidja sat down on the carpet; she prays, her eyes closed, as she tells the beads of her wooden rosary.


The Muslim rosary is made of one hundred beads. On each bead, a quality of God is affirmed: the Only One, the Wise, the Omniscient, the Generous, the Creator, the Judge, the Master of Worlds, and this ninety-nine times over; and on the one hundredth bead, which is the largest, one finally says: Allah!


Sometimes Khadidja’s dry hand moves toward a container of perfumed cakes. She takes one and throws it under a small pot; then out of the fire rises a blue, light smoke that soon disappears in the air, leaving behind it a penetrating odour.


Daedalus is stretched out next to my bed; he seems to be sleeping, but is following the flies’ flight with a weary eye. At noon and at four o’clock, the silence is troubled by a voice shouting out an unusual chant, at first very softly, then spreading a solemn melancholy. Then the voice rises up as if it were flying toward the void.


It is the old Moroccan moueddhen-mufti from the Sid-el-Baghdadi mosque, calling the faithful to prayer. And other far-off voices answer him, testifying to God’s oneness, a principle of Islam.


This idea at first took hold of the Prophet’s great and patient soul; it is the very essence of his revelation. And this is why it is repeated so often in the Koran that God is Unique and that there is no God but God.


But the great cry becomes less frequent, grows longer, and then finally dies out.


This life and this calmness, sometimes interrupted by the mysterious chant, plunge me into a sweet melancholy. I abandon myself entirely to my soul’s repose, found at last.










In the Land of Desert Sands


There are exceptional times, very mysteriously privileged moments, when certain lands reveal to us, through sudden insight, their soul, perhaps even their very essence, moments when we develop an accurate and unique vision, and which months of patient study wouldn’t know how to complete, or even modify. However, during these furtive instants, the details necessarily escape us and we are only able to perceive the totality of things . . . A peculiar state of our soul, or a special aspect of places, seized in passing and always unconsciously?


I don’t know . . .


Thus, my first arrival in El Oued, two years ago, was for me a complete, definitive revelation of this harsh and splendid country that is the Souf, of its peculiar beauty, of its immense sadness, too.


After a rest in the shady gardens of the Ourmès oasis, my soul filled with anxious, irrational anticipation from my vision surpassing in splendour all that I had seen up until then, I once again took the eastern route with my small Bedouin convoy, a steep path which sometimes snakes through a fleeting succession of dunes, sometimes climbing dangerously onto the sharp ridges, at unbelievable heights.


After having slowly crossed the small abandoned towns squeezed around El Oued (Kouïnine, Taksebt, and Gara) as if in a dream – we reached the steep, shifting crest of the high dune known as Si Ammar ben Ahsène, after a dead man who had been killed and buried there long ago.


It was the chosen hour, that marvellous hour in the land of Africa when the great fiery sun is about to disappear at last, leaving the earth to rest in the blue shadow of the night.


From the top of this dune, one discovers the entire valley of El Oued, which the sleepy waves of the huge ocean of grey sand seem to engulf.


Laid out in terraces on the southern slope of a dune, El Oued, the strange town with innumerable small cupolas, slowly changed hue.


At the top of the hill, the white minaret of Sidi Salem rose up, already iridescent, already completely pink in the western light.


Shadows of things lengthened disproportionately, were contorted, and became pale on the ground that had become alive all around us; not a voice was to be heard.


All of the towns in the land of desert sands, built of light-coloured plaster, have a wild, ruined, and crumbling look.


And very nearby, tombs upon tombs, an entirely separate city, that of the dead adjoining that of the living. The long, low dunes of Sidi-Messaour, towering over the city toward the southeast, now seemed like so many flows of incandescent metal, from glowing hearths, of an incredibly intense purplish-red colour.


On the small round domes, on sections of walls in ruin, on the white tombs, on the dishevelled crowns of huge date trees, the glimmering of the fire climbed, elevating the grey town into a blazing apotheosis.


The sea maze of the giant dunes of the other deserted route that leads to Touggourt, from where we had come via Taïbett-Guéblia, stood out, iridescent, drowned in the reflections of silvery fawn hues against the dark purple of the setting sun.


Never before, in any country on earth, had I seen the evening put on all its finery in such magical splendour!


In El Oued there is no dark forest of date palms encircling the city such as those in the oases of the rocky or salty regions . . .


The grey city lost in the grey desert, participating fully in its blazing and in its paleness, like it and in it, pink and golden on enchanted mornings, white and blinding during the blazing noon, purple and violet during radiant evenings . . . and grey, grey as the sand from which it was born, under the pale skies of winter!


White mists floating lightly in the blazing of the deep zenith, now left for other horizons, purple and fringed with gold, like the remnants of an imperial coat scattered by the capricious blowing of the breeze.


And still, during all these metamorphoses, during all this extravagant spectacle of things, not a being, not a sound.


The narrow alleyways, with their abandoned houses, opened up, deserted, onto the immensity of the vaguely perceptible cemeteries on fire, without walls, limitless.


Yet the purple tint of the sky, seemingly reflected in the chaos of the dunes, became darker and darker, more and more fantastic.


The huge disk of the sun, red and rayless, finished sinking behind the low dunes on the western horizon, in the direction of Allendaoui and Araïr.


All of a sudden, long processions of women emerged, emanating from all the lifeless alleys, veiled in the old style in blue and red rags and carrying large terracotta jugs on their heads or on one shoulder . . . with the same statuesque gesture that the women of the predestined race of Shem must have had when they fetched water at the wells of Cannaan thousands of years before.


In the limitless ocean of red light flooding the town and cemeteries, they resembled ghosts floating along the ground, women draped in dark cloth with Hellenic folds, moving silently toward the deep gardens hidden in the fiery dunes.


Very far away, a small reed flute began crying its infinite sadness, and its high plaintive song, modulating yet lingering and broken as a sob, was the only sound that animated, just a little, this city of dreams.


But now the sun disappeared, and almost immediately the flaming of the dunes around the cupolas began to slowly turn the dark violet colour of the sea, and these deep shadows seemed to emerge from the darkened earth, climbing, extinguishing the lights, illuminating the summits one after another.


The small, enchanted flute fell silent . . .


Suddenly, from all the numerous mosques, another voice rises, solemn and slow:


‘Allahou Akbar! Allahou Akbar! God is great!’ proclaims the muezzin to the four winds of the sky.


Oh! How they resound strangely, these thousand-year-old calls of Islam, as if distorted and darkened by the most wild and raucous voices, by the drawling accent of the desert muezzins!


From all the dunes and all the seemingly deserted small hidden valleys, a whole populace, silent and serious, dressed uniformly in white, descends toward the zaouïya and the mosques.


Here, far from the large cities of the Tell, there are none of these hideous creatures, bastard products of degeneracy and of a mixed race formed by the prowlers, the travelling merchants, the porters, and the filthy and ignoble people of the Ouled-el-Blassa.


Here, the bitter and silent Sahara with its eternal melancholy, its terrors and enchantments has jealously conserved the dreamy and fanatic race that came long ago from the distant deserts of its Asiatic homeland. And they are very tall and beautiful in this way, the nomads with their biblical attitudes and clothing, who go pray to the one God, and whose healthy, simple souls are never touched by doubt.


And they are very much at home there in the empty grandeur of their unlimited horizon, where the splendid sovereign light reigns and lives . . . The last violet light has gone out on the white minaret of Sidi Salem, on the crest of the dunes of Treffia, Allendaoui, and Debila. Now everything is uniformly blue, almost diaphanous, and the low rounded cupolas blend in with the rounded summits of the dunes, gradually, as if the city had suddenly spread all the way to the distant limits of the horizon. The night sky finishes descending onto the sleepy earth . . . The women, in their clothing from days of old, have returned to the small, ruined streets, and the great heavy silence, interrupted for a very short moment by a few human murmurs, descends once again on El Oued . . .


The immense Sahara seems to begin again its melancholy dream, its eternal dream.


Two years later, I would have the privilege of watching each day for months on end the sweet joys of the auroras and the apotheoses of the evenings, none of which are ever the same . . . Each reflection returning every night on some section of a wall, each shadow lengthening in the same place and at the same hour, each dome of the city and each stone in the cemeteries – all the most humble details of this chosen country, profoundly loved, became familiar to me and now remain present in my exile as nostalgic memories.


But never again did the land of desert sands reveal itself to me as deeply, as mysteriously, as on that first evening, already far off in the passing of the days.


Such hours, such exhilaration, felt only once, by exceptional luck, will never be found again . . .


Note


Au pays des sables appeared for the first time as a small volume with a circulation of 138 copies, edited by Chloë Bulliod (Bône [Annaba]: Imprimerie Thomas, at the end of 1914).


It was republished on 8 April 1915, in Akhbar; in 1944 by René-Louis Doyon, with Sorlot; and in 1986 in Yasmina, et autres nouvelles algériennes (Yasmina, and Other Algerian Tales) by Editions Liana Levi.


At the time of this first voyage, Eberhardt stays in El Oued only three days, but her decision is made: she will return to live there, which is what she does one year later. In the meantime, she begins once again her incessant trips back and forth and continues writing her notes.










An Autumn in the Tunisian Sahel


I had just gone through one of those moral crises that leave the soul exhausted as if turned in on itself, for a long time incapable of perceiving pleasant impressions, sensitive only to pain . . .


And yet, of all the voyages that I have made, that in the Tunisian Sahel was probably the calmest.


I was hardly settled into the Sousse train when I felt a remarkable sensation of sudden relief . . . And it was with the great joy of departing that I left Tunis.


 


The train leaves slowly, lazily stopping again and again in pretty and verdant stations. Maxula-Rhadès first, still close by, with its small white houses on the shore pounded by the waves from the open sea, whereas toward the northeast the calm mirror of the lake shines. Then the holiday resort of rich Muslims: Hammam-el-Lif.


Farther on, the rails move into the countryside, getting farther from the coast.


Here I joyfully find once more the familiar features of Bedouin lands: reddish hills, fields left all golden with stubble by Arab harvesters, grey pastures with their herds and nomad herders . . . Here and there, the immobile and strange silhouette of a camel . . . Sometimes, on a small iron bridge, the train crosses some unknown oued dried out by the summer and invaded by oleanders studded with flowers.


But after Birbou-Rekba, the track once again approaches the ocean, calm and violet, which we can see very high up in the implacable noon sky. On both sides, there are intensely green prairies and small olive groves, stripped of the summer’s dusty shroud by autumn’s first rains. The lower coast is carved into graceful coves, into lacy tender green headlands set against the still, lilac sky of the Hammamet gulf. Here and there, a small fishing village nestled on a headland or at the bottom of a cove – all milky white under a coat of immaculate whitewash and topped by a small minaret – is reflected in the deep water.


Peaceful and sweet aspects of an ageless country enjoying eternal calmness and prosperity . . . and where it would be difficult to determine where one is on the globe, if at each level crossing one didn’t notice the Bedouins, immobile on the bony horses and enfolded in their heavy sefseri, which in Tunisia replace, for the people, the Algerians’ burnoose . . . Dry, tanned faces, often beardless, a classic example of a conspicuously Berber race . . . Indifferent eyes, sombre for the most part.


Since Bou-Ficha, we’ve entered the immense olive groves that cover the Tunisian Sahel.


In the hot silent night, after Menzel-Dar-bel-Ouar, an aromatic but also heavy and nauseating odour begins to drift toward us from the sleepy countryside: we’re approaching Sousse’s numerous olive oil presses.


I was going there knowing no one, without a goal, without haste, moreover, without a fixed itinerary . . . My soul was calm and open to all the beloved sensations felt upon arriving in a new country.


*


Sousse, an Arab town, winding and charming, set in tiers on a high hill, still enclosed by a crenellated and snowy-white Saracen wall. On the slope of the hill, beyond the ramparts, immense cemeteries are surrounded by hedges of Barbary fig, burned and yellowed by the sun. Higher still are the red roofs and long, low buildings of the infantrymen’s camp.


Sousse is pretty. In times past, it was called El-Djohra, ‘the pearl’. Now it is called Souça, ‘the silk worm’.


From Sousse to Monastir, the road descends toward the sea and runs alongside gardens and dilapidated Italian houses. Then it enters a deserted and dismal countryside made up of infertile fields cut into small, salty, and completely white sebkha.


For the first time, this desolate region appeared to me under a low sky full of clouds . . . and it spread out, bluish and sinister at nightfall one autumn . . .


But soon the gardens begin again, and we pass between forests of olive trees sheltering drinking troughs where the little Bedouin girls bring their herds and their unruly horses every night.


 


However, Monastir remains a unique city with a peculiar charm and sadness.


Set back a little from the sea, like all Arab cities of the lower coasts, built on a salty piece of land covered with saltpetre, Monastir resembles the melancholy Saharan oases with its greyish one-storey houses and its unpaved roads, and it would be at home on the edge of some chott in the strange Oued Rir’ . . .


But the coast is lined with breakwaters, and one hears the sea roaring incessantly around the raised promontory of the Kahlia separating the old city from the small modern port . . . It seems that I still hear it, after years, this eternal murmur, this deep, sweet moan, so much did its music charm me then during my solitary nocturnal outings and my long reveries by the shore.


The Monastirians no longer resemble the effeminate citizens of Tunis and Sousse, who are graceful, polished, and affable but have nothing left of the fierce majesty of the true Arab race, born to dream and to do battle. Like Sousse, Monastir occupies the bottom of a large bay with rounded and gracious contours open to the Orient.


From Monastir to Kasr-Hellel, the road again follows the coast through harvested fields and olive groves.
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