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NEW TO THE LIST

Nael ELTOUKHY
Out of the gutter
Set in Cairo in the critical years of 2011-2014, “Out of the gutter”, is a saga featuring Huriyya, or Harankesh, who,
pursued by bad luck, persists in seeking a good life for herself.
Youssef FADEL
The life of butterflies
Casablanca in the 1980s, Habiba and Salem, two siblings in their forties, are about to live their last week. One incident,
in each case, will start a chain of events that will precipitate them to their deaths.
Rahim HASSAWI
Zebra crossing
A Nigerian migrant worker in Berlin, an old Italian limping man, and a very attractive young German woman are the main
characters of this story about chance, and the futility of life.
Dima WANNOUS
And the family devoured its men
A powerful book about loss, its various meanings and implications, this incisive novel draws striking portraits of its
exclusively female protagonists.

|

F EATU R E D

Asma AL ATAWNA
Missing picture
The bitter-sweet coming of age novel of a young woman finding her way out of Gaza.
Aziz MOHAMMED
The critical case of Mr. K
Insightful and sarcastic, this powerful story of a young man diagnosed with leukemia tackles modern Arab life.
Shortlisted for the International Prize of Arabic Fiction 2018.
Hammour ZIADA
Drowning
The 1968 military coup unfolds in Khartoum. In parallel, in a remote village, 13 years old Abeer’s fate is being sealed.

|

KEEP AN EYE ON

Jabbour DOUAIHY
The King of India
A detective story set on the background of family and sectarian feuds, The king of India, explores with the right dose of
irony, the meaning of attachment to the homeland.
Khaled KHALIFA
No one prayed over their graves
Following the life story of two inseparable friends, Hannah and Zakaria, from the mid 19th to the mid 20th century in
Aleppo, No one prayed over their graves, reveals a buzzing, multiconfessional, libertine, tolerant society, coming to grips
with the various forms of death.
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MORE

Sinan ANTOON
Hoda BARAKAT
Khaled KHALIFA
Elias KHOURY
Elias KHOURY
Naguib MAHFOUZ
Dima WANNOUS
Samar YAZBEK
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MISSING PICTURE
Fiction

AL ATAW NA
Asma

Sura mafquda
A. Al Atawna
Dar al Saqi, Beirut, 2019, 160
pages

SOLD RIGHTS
Lenos, Germany (to appear)
Tohum Yayıncılık, Turkey (to appear)
Interlink, USA (to appear)
AVAILABLE MATERIAL
Detailed synopsis. Arabic PDF. English translation sample
(coming soon).
AWARDS & DISTINCTIONS
This novel is the recipient of the AFAC grant for creative
writing.

BIO
Born in Gaza in 1978, Asma Al Atawna is a Palestinian
bedouin from the desert of Al Naqb, and a French citizen
resident of Toulouse since 2001. Graduate of English
literature from the University of Al Azhar, she then obtained
her masters in geopolitics from Sciences Po, in Toulouse.
While in Gaza, Asma worked at the Spanish press agency
EFE. Today, she is a member of the board at the institute
for experimental arts La Petite, in the cinema domain. Al
Atawna is noticed for her involvement in art and gender
issues.
SOME OTHER WORKS
Missing picture is Al Atawna’s first novel

| PRESS
| Al Araby, Maha Hassan Off the beaten track. Asma Al Atawna does not quench the thirst of the reader who
expects to find a Palestinian novel abounding in the vocabulary of the Arab-Israeli struggle and struggle. Rather,
she presents her individual suffering as a woman eager for freedom within a society that, while it is experiencing the crisis
of occupation, and all its horrible details, (…) is traditional and conservative, suffocating its women.
She also blows up the clichés in which the Western reader is tempted to frame Palestinian women come from a camp like a saint.
A novel written truthfully, bravely without any fear of confrontation

| SUMMARY
Told in the first person, Asma Al Atawna’s debut
novel captures with beautiful and surprising honesty the
life of an eponym young woman. The novel, is in two
parts. The first part, entitled “Go away” starts with the
tale of her escaping the open air prison that Gaza in
Palestine has become. The second part, “Come back”,
goes over her childhood and late teens, until she
decides to escape.
In the first part of the novel, Asma describes the
way in which she was able to leave, with the help of her
boyfriend Jose, a Spanish archeologist. The young
couple lives in Madrid with Jose’s parents, until he
decides to become an Imam, and to marry her. Feeling
trapped, and thinking that she did not leave one prison
for another, Asma seeks help from her French friend
Jean-Jacques, a correspondent she had helped back in
Gaza.
Eventually, Asma finds her way into French
society. But whoever she is with, Asma seems to
represent the Palestinian cause: Some feeling obliged to
express their sympathy, others feeling the need to tell
her that Israelis are also entitled to a life, and that the
only solution to the conflict is the two-state solution.
Though of course she is a supporter of her people’s
cause, Asma is not a hero who fled home to speak for
her people or to find a solution to the conflict. A rebel
since her childhood, Asma wanted to escape her father,
his public beating and humiliations, her prying

neighbors, and her older sister’s fate. She wanted to live
her life the way she wanted, in a small space she could
say was hers.
The second part of the novel brings us back to
the mid 1980’s, where we meet Asma as a 9 or 10 years
old child. A tomboy, Asma is part of a boy’s gang. They
meet in a nearby orchard in secret. There, she rides on
Rami’s motorbike, as she proudly tells the girls at
school, and climbs on trees. She usually succeeds in
concealing her whereabout, and cunningly escapes her
mother’s surveillance, but not always. In these cases,
the beating gets severe…
Both enlightened by her ultimate successful
escape, childhood dreams and sweet friendships, and
saddened by poverty, despair and the violence of the
Israeli occupation that reverberates all the way into
intimate human relations, Al Atawna’s novel is a
surprising read: honest, lucid and perspicuous. The
author captures details of daily life that flesh out the
people and the life in Gaza extremely vividly. As if always
slightly offbeat, Asma provides us with a precious insight.
Through Asma the adult, the reader gets a grasp of the
humanity and individuality of emigrants. Through Asma
the 10 year old, the reader gets to experience the great
injustice inflicted upon children and especially girls, in the
most mundane details of life in some parts of the world.
An unusual bitter-sweet coming-of-age novel.

| TRANSLATION SAMPLE
by Robin Moger
The bell rang and it was back to class. Mona would rush to
her place in the front row, making sure her desk was pushed
up to touch the teacher’s. Then our class teacher, Miss
Zeinab, came in and we sprung to our feet to return her
greeting, chanting in unison, with such enthusiasm that the
floor’s loose tiles trembled:
“Good morning, class.”
“Good morning!”
She ordered us to sit, and we sat. It was now so quiet that
Miss Zeinab could have heard a fly land.
I was frightened of Miss Zeinab.
We called her Zeinab the Christian because she was. She
was fat, wore skirts that barely covered her knees, and kept
her hair short. Her thick glasses made her eyes look tiny.
And she was tough. Tough as a nun in an orphanage. She
always wore black. Her husband had been martyred in the
Intifada and she took it out on us.
Dictation lessons were always terrifying:
“Ok! Everybody write, ‘The rose is the image of elegance.’”
She approached Mona Al Astal and run her finger along the
sentence she was writing and call out some mistake. Then
down the lines of desks and up the rows to keep an eye on
the little cheats and, if she caught them, would make them
stand in her favoured place of shame: by the window in the
corner closest to her desk.
Then the bell rang for the end of the lesson and she ordered
us to lift our pencils from the page. Immediately, no
additional strokes. Mona would be tasked with collecting up
the exercise books and putting them on her desk in a pile to

be marked. Mona eagerly did as she was told then returned
to her desk and opened her geography book.
Geography now began. Locate Palestine on a map of the
world.
As usual, Mona stuck her hand up first and began shaking it
furiously. This annoyed me, and so I waved mine about, too,
to annoy her. Feeling pain blossom in my futile waggling
finger I turned to my neighbour Rihana and whispered,
“You’ll see. I swear she’s going to ask Mona to answer and
act as if she hasn’t seen me.”
I supported my raised arm with my other hand and waved
with renewed vigour. Miss Zeinab pointed to Mona:
“As usual, Mona’s the only one who’s come prepared.”
I was absolutely furious. If I’d had a grenade to hand I would
have killed everyone in the room, with Miss Zeinab and
Mona the first to go.
Nor was this the first time Mona had been singled out for
praise. The majority of the teachers at these refugee schools
reserved particular attention for the daughters of other
instructors and school officials, while we, the girls from the
camps, the daughters of labourers, were treated like vermin:
hustled into lines each morning to receive the injections that
would prevent disease spreading among us and on to the
civilian population of the city. The discrimination we faced
was a constant reminder that we were less than the city
girls. We might be freedom fighters, but we had fewer rights.
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INDEX

T H E B O O K O F C O LLAT E RAL DAMAG E
FICTION

ANTOON
Sinan

Index
Fihris
S. Antoon
Manshourat al jamal, Beirut, 2015, 283
pages.

SOLD RIGHTS
Green Books, Malayalam (2019).
Yale University Press, World English (2019).
AVAILABLE MATERIAL
English translation sample. Translator’s reading report.
AWARDS
Index was on the long-list of the International Prize for
Arabic Fiction (or Arab Man Booker)
The pomegranate alone (The Corpse Washer) was awarded
The Arabic Literature Prize 2017, World Arab InstituteLagardère (France).
It was awarded the 2014 Saif Ghobash Banipal Prize for
Arabic Literary Translation
It was long-listed for the Independent Foreign Fiction
Prize 2014 (UK), and was the Best Arab-American Novel
2014 (USA)

BIO
Sinan Antoon (Baghdad, 1967) is a poet, novelist, and
translator. He left Iraq in 1991 after the Gulf War. He got
his PhD from Harvard in 2006, and is currently associate
professor of Arabic literature at NYU, New York where he
now lives. He is the co-founder and co-editor of the e-zine
Jadaliyya (http://www.jadaliyya.com/), which is published in
Arabic and English.
SOME OTHER WORKS
The pomegranate alone (or The corpse washer, 2010),
translated into English (Yale University Press); French
(Actes Sud, 2017); Turkish (Aylak Adam, to appear).
Malayalam (Green Books, to appear), Maceonian (Prozart,
to appear).
Ave Maria (2012), translated into Spanish (Turner, 2014);
French (Actes Sud, to appear)
I’jaam: An Iraqi rhapsody (2004), translated into Italian
(Feltrinelil), Portuguese (Globo, Brazil), and English (City
Lights).

Ave Maria was on the shortlist of the International Prize of

|PRESS
| Mathias Enard, author of Compass
“Mixing the past and the present of Arabic literature, Sinan Antoon leads a
hallucinatory investigation into the territories of memory and tragedies of Iraq. A deep reflection on exile and the power of
books."
| Maaza Mengiste, author of Beneath the Lion's Gaze
"Sinan Antoon is a master storyteller and The Book of Collateral
Damage reaffirms his place amongst some of our very best writers. Vividly imagined and sensitively told"
| The National

"Formally daring, stylistically inventive... It challenges but it also impresses and enthrals"

| World Literature Today

“Unique"

| Full Stop "Nameer bears a strong resemblance to the detached, restless narrators of Rachel Cusk’s or Teju Cole’s fiction:
precise and hyper-observant, a collector of detail and anecdote" "profoundly moving"

| SUMMARY
The story of a book that cannot be written.
The Index lists all the things that perished in Iraq’s 2003 war.
Waddood, an Iraqi eccentric book seller is the author of the
Index. He gives it to Nameer, the narrator, an academic who
is about to get his PhD in literature in the US, and who, in
the novel’s opening, visits Iraq with a film crew as a
translator. Nameer is disoriented by his visit to Iraq, and
fascinated by Waddood and his work. He decides that the
book he wants to write about Iraq should rest on Waddood’s
life. He starts collecting newspaper clippings in view of his
writing project. But the book never sees the light of day, as
the more Nameer reads about the desintegration of Iraq, the
less he knows how to write about it.
As we follow Nameer’s American life, we read with
him parts of Waddood’s Index. The parallel between the two
voices are sometimes obvious, sometimes there are none.

| T R A N S L A T I O N S A M P L E: E N G L I S H
By Jonathan Wright

‘

The Colloquy of the Birds
I can still remember the first time I flew.
“Come on. It's time!” my father said firmly before flying off.
My mother pushed me gently toward the void with her beak
and whispered, “Don't be frightened, my little one. You'll fly.
We all fly. I'll be right behind you.”
My three siblings were flying happily in the sky, oblivious
to me. My heart was pounding, as if it were also worried its
wings might let it down, as if, like me, it was torn between
the fear inside me, which kept me in or close to the nest,
and an overwhelming desire that compelled me to be like
the grown-ups.
I moved forward warily to the edge of the branch, which
dipped a little with my weight and the weight of my mother
behind me. I didn't look down. I looked up, where my father
was circling in a clear, cloudless sky. I spread my wings,
then looked back toward my mother. She didn't say anything
this time but her eyes gave me courage and she kissed my
head with her beak. I remembered how she had often told
me that we have strong wings and that my wings would one
day carry me to distant lands. I looked ahead and plucked
up all my courage and flapped my wings with vigor.
And I took off.
I couldn't believe myself. I flew with confidence, as if I had
often flown before. The cold air swept past my white
feathers. The whole sky was mine and the whole world was
laid out below me. With a flip of a wing I could twist and turn,
rise and fall. I kept flying till the sun bade us farewell. I was
the last to come home that day.

Ultimately, Nameer’s voice grows closer and closer to
Waddood’s, as he loses faith in life more and more.
Ultimately, Antoon’s last novel is the story of a book
that cannot be written. In Waddoud’s Index, things speak
and narrate their own life and death. Often, these passages
take the form of a charade, where the reader discovers the
nature of the object only towards the end of the passage. As
even objects are attributed emotions, the reader gets a
strong sense of the true meaning of loss. Despite Nameer’s
life in the US being quite fulfilling on paper – a professor of
literature in a respected New York institution, in a
relationship with a wonderful young woman – he is
consumed by this sense of loss.
Index is a novel about the disintegration of a
homeland, and the impossibility to capture it. Antoon’s fourth
novel has been hailed as his best so far by the Arab press
and was in its third edition barely six months after its
publication.

I laugh now, and I'm embarrassed too, when I remember
that moment and the fear that later left me. Here I am now,
flying with the grown-ups for days on our journey to the
warm lands.
***
(...)

He's not interested in being translated or published.
So why is he sharing his manuscript with me so readily?
Does he care that much what a stranger thinks? He's
strange, this Wadood. I folded the letter up and put it in the
notebook I had bought specially to record my impressions of
this visit. It had large pages that were slightly brown. The
edges were stitched and trimmed unevenly to look like an
old book. It had a thick cover of buff leather and a thin red
ribbon attached to the top of the spine as a place marker.
The marker was still on the first page, where I had written
just one word since arriving: Baghdad.
I envied Wadood his productivity. I don't know how to
start. In the end all this concern, or rather obsession, with
writing rituals and instruments leads only to blank pages and
silence. This visit had of course been hectic and hurried and
the pace of the work and the daily travel exhausted me
physically and mentally, leaving me no time to write or even
to think calmly. I hadn't yet started to deal with the whirl of
scenes and people and ambivalent emotions. Even so I
should have written something. One sentence at least.
Every night I came back tired and sat on the bed. I picked
up my pen but didn't manage to write anything. The first
night was the only night I wrote anything – that one word
Baghdad.

’

A N T O O N, I N D E X
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THE NIGHT POST
FICTION

BARAKAT
Hoda

The night post
Barid al layl
H. Barakat
Dar al-adab, Beirut, 2017
22,500 words.

SOLD RIGHTS
Actes Sud, Sindbad, France (2018).
La nave di Teseo, Italy (2019).
Green Books, Malayalam, India (2019).
Orlando, Netherlands (2020).
Nashr Saless, Iran (2020).
Underskoven, Denmark (to appear).
Oneworld Publications, World English Rights (to appear).
Editora Tabla, Brazil (to appear).
Kedros Publications, Greece (to appear).
WINNER OF THE INTERNATIONAL PRIZE OF ARABIC
FICTION - IPAF or ARAB BOOKER - 2019!

AVAILABLE MATERIAL
PDF file of the original Arabic version.
English translation sample.
Full French translation.
AWARDS & DISTINCTIONS
Hoda Barakat was awarded the prestigious Al Owais
prize in 2018. This prize honors major Arab writers and
was previously awarded to Abdul Rahman Mouneef, Nizar
Qabbani, Edward Said, Mahmoud Darwish, Adonis, Amin
Maalouf, Elias Khoury to name only a few.
Hoda Barakat was shortlisted for the International Man
Booker prize, 2015.
She was also decorated “Chevalier de l’Ordre des Arts et des
Lettres”, by the French Ministry of Culture in 2002, and
“Chevalier de l’Ordre du Mérite National” in 2008.

BIO
Barakat was born in Beirut, Lebanon in 1952. She graduated
with a degree in French Literature from the Lebanese
University in 1975. She worked as a teacher, translator, and
journalist, before moving to Paris in 1989 with her two
children, towards the end of the Lebanese civil war. She has
lived there ever since.
In 2011/ 2012 she was in residence at the Wissenschaftskolleg zu Berlin. In 2013, Barakat was appointed the first
Arabic Scholar in Residence both at the University of Texas at
Austin Middle Eastern Studies Program, and at The University
of Virginia.
SOME OTHER WORKS
Hoda Barakat has published 5 novels, in addition to 2 plays
and chronicles. All her novels were translated into several
languages:
The stone of laughter (1990), translated into French (Actes
Sud, 1996), English (Garnet, UK; Interlink, US, 1995), Dutch
(Goossens, 1996), Hebrew (al Andalus, 2004).
The disciples of passion (1993), translated into French
(Actes Sud, 1999), Italian (Jouvence, 1997), Spanish (Seix
Barral, 2004), English (Syracuse University Press, 2005).
The tiller of waters (1998), translated into French (Actes
Sud, 2001), English (AUC Press, 2000), Italian (Ponte alle
grazie, 2003), Greek (Alexandra, 2004), Catalan (Pages,
2006), Danish (Underskoven, 2007), Swedish (Leopards,
2007), Norwegian (Aschenhoug, 2007), Macedonian (Prozart
Media, 2019), Portuguese (Editora Tabla, to appear), Turkish
(Tudem, to appear)
My master, my love (2004), translated into French (Actes
Sud, 2007), Spanish (Bellacqua, 2009).

Her chronicles Letters from the stranger, was awarded the

| PRESS
| La Stampa, Italy, 2019 “A thoughtful novel, where migrants speak and the reader listens, with no violent
confrontation”
| Avvenire, Italy, 2019 “Very original literary project. A brave novel”

| Il Messaggero, Italy, 2019 “Touching. These are lost lives, like the letters that never reach their destination. A
loss that however unites the characters”
| Il Giornale, Interview, Italy, 2019 “I tell the broken lives of those who leave despite not knowing where they are
going”
| Mediapart, France, 2019

“A writer of her time” who signs an “original and powerful” novel

| Transfuges, France, 2019

“Immense novelist”

| L’Humanité, France, 2019
Odyssey”

“These stories capture instantly the lives of people getting ready for a one way

| Al-Quds Al-Arabi, Sobhi Hadidi, 2018
“The Night Post is a bold adventure in its structure, the
segmentation of narrative voices and the intersection of characters and destinies.” “Barakat is a novelist from head
to toe.”
| Asharq Al-Awsat, 2018

“Barakat never writes a novel… that doesn’t innovate.”

| The jury of The Sultan Bin Ali Al Owais Cultural Foundation, 2018
“Barakat’s work is overflowing with
loss, absence, deception, violence and the search for meaning in the chaos around her. She writes with noble style”
│ SUMMARY
Barakat’s latest novel is presumably set
somewhere between Beirut and Paris. From one capital to
the other, in this globalized violent world of ours, the novel’s
characters, all Arabs, travel to escape, to seek refuge, and
converge towards the airport. Even the more fortunate ones
seem to suffocate and to seek a fresh start elsewhere. But
the refuge the West seems to offer is mostly an illusion, and
the characters all have to face their failures.
Thus, while the novel hints at the classical theme
of travel literature, we are far from the excitement of
discovery and adventure. Travel here is an ultimate,
desperate attempt to salvation.
In the same way, while the novel mainly consists of
six letters, it is not epistolary, since each letter is intercepted
by an unrelated person, who, after reading it, is compelled
to write a letter of her own. An illegal emigrant writes his
lover; a woman in a hotel awaits a man; a torturer on the run
writes his mother; a woman writes her brother about their
mother’s death; a young homosexual man writes his father;
and finally, the mailman leaves a note.
Each of these intimate letters are confessions
addressed to one specific person, as a last desperate
attempt to mend the broken pieces of a relationship. They
each describe a failure, and themselves fail at their mission
since none of them reaches their destination. Together,
these letters describe the multiple aspects of the dysfunction
of Arab societies; the multi-layered and multi-facetted

violence people are victim of, whoever they are: from urban
educated women, to rural girls, to children of powerful
people, and torturers. They all run, and all seek shelter in
travel, the West seeming like the only place to run to, but
this refuge turns out to be illusory. All these people are
therefore all in transit at the airport at some point.
Following these five letter, one chapter, entitled “At
the airport”, gathers all the voices of the different intended
recipients of the letters. They seek the answers that the
forever lost letters detain.
The novel’s conclusion, entitled “Death of the
mailman”, is a sixth letter written by a postman, as a note he
intends to leave in the post-office, somewhere in an Arab
country torn by war. There was once a time where people
would welcome him and look forward to the ring of his
bicycle’s bell. These days are long gone, and there is no
longer any mail to deliver.
In a resolutely modern and contemporary novel,
Barakat illustrates the dissolution of Arab societies. The
novel’s unusual structure itself illustrates social failure.
People seem to talk past each other, rather than to each
other. As a result, wrongs are never made right, or even
acknowledged.

| TRANSLATION SAMPLE
By Robin Moger

my uncle was waiting for me in the capital, that I must get
myself an education because I was the cleverest of all my
siblings. And she said: Don’t be afraid. Don’t cry.
And I, it has to be said, have been afraid and
petrified, alone and lonely, and hostile, ever since that train
took off.

‘
I was meaning to write to my mother about the
moment she put me on the train, alone, a child of eight or
nine. She gave me a loaf and two boiled eggs. Told me that

Barakat explores the deep dysfunctions of Arab
societies, that, over the years, have crushed people from all
walks of life.

’
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THE KING OF INDIA
FICTION

DOUAIHY
Jabbour

The king of India
Malek al hind
J. Douaihy
Dar al Saqi, Beirut, (2019)
191 pages

SOLD RIGHTS
Interlink, USA, World English (to appear).
Sindbad, Actes Sud, France (to appear).
AVAILABLE MATERIAL
Arabic PDF
Detailed synopsis.
English sample
AWARDS
The King of India is shortlisted for the Arab Book Prize
(IPAF) awarded in Abu Dhabi, UAE in April 2020!
June rain was shortlisted for the Arab Booker Prize (IPAF)
awarded in Abu Dhabi, UAE in 2008.
Chased away was shortlisted for the IPAF in 2012. Chased
away was awarded the Young Arabic Literature prize in
Paris, 2013.

BIO
Jabbour Douaihy is born in 1949, in Zgharta, a town in
Northern Lebanon. He achieved his doctoral studies in
literature in France, and is today a professor of French
literature at the Lebanese University of Tripoli.
SOME OTHER WORKS
Printed in Beirut (2016), French (Sindbad, Actes Sud,
2015), English (Interlink, USA, 2018), Italian (Brioschi, to
appear), Ukrainian (Nora Druk, to appear)
American neighborhood (2014) French (Sindbad, Actes
Sud, 2015), English (Interlink, USA, 2018)
Chased away (2011) translated into Italian (Feltrinelli,
2012) and French (Actes Sud, 2013)
June rain, (2006), translated into French (Actes Sud,
2010), Italian (Feltrinelli, 2010), German (Hanser, 2013),
Spanish (Turner, 2015), Macedonian (Prozart, 2018),
English (Interlink, USA, 2019).
Ayn Warda, (2008) French (Actes Sud, 2010)
Autumn Equinox, translated into English (Arkansas Press,
USA).

| PRESS
| L’Orient litteraire, Melhem Chaoul
Douaihy sneaks into the intellectual debate about the possibility or not of detective
fiction in Arabic. His story shows a possibility in this genre, but where will it lead in fine?…. Douaihy does not hesitate to
introduce in his novel the ingredients of the “polar”, with networks of mobsters, gangs, restaurant chains covering moneylaundering activities, love and betrayal, etc…. The police plot is only an alibi for Jabbour Douaihy to discover – or perhaps to
denounce – this counterfeit web that envelops us: counterfeit history, social relationships, fortunes and beliefs. Thus, by
venturing into the polar genre in Arabic, Jabbour Douaihy may have dug its grave.
| Independent Arabia
Douaihy manipulates the threads of collective memory, between absence and presence…
[ Douaihy’s is ] An endless literary world
| Al sharq al awsat
So many entry points to the core of the novel…. A creative framing of the Lebanese sectarian
mosaic… An insight into the identity crisis experienced by the various Lebanese components

| SUMMARY
Zakaria is back to Tall Safra, his mountainous Lebanese
hometown, after a decade spent abroad. Quiet and
secretive, he keeps an empty wine bottle with a curious
label, “Mary", and a long tube, in his locked room. He says
he plans to plant some vines, in their family owned land of
Mahmoudiya, an old family dream, rendered impossible by
even older gruges with neighboring land owners. A couple of
months later, Zakaria is found shot dead, against the trunk
of a tree, in that same land.
The investigation into his death begins, while
people in the village, including his sister Marta, have already
decided that Zakaria’s cousins are responsible. The latter
feel they were wrongfully disinherited by their grandfather,
and consider themselves rightful co-owners of the land.
They therefore have a motive to murder Zakaria. But they
are not the only ones: Following a sectarian blood-shed in
Mount Lebanon in the 1860s, the Druze family of Al Naked
was disowned, and the land given to the family of the victim,
their Christian partner, Zakaria’s family. Perhaps Zakaria’s
return and his desire to cultivate the land has stirred ancient
buried resentment.

daughter died in a shooting at her school, making the
hypothesis of suicide a plausible one.
Inspector Kamal’s investigation also leads the
reader into the meaning of land ownership. A beautiful
chapter, at the heart of the novel, explains the laws and
circumstances around Mahmoudiya’s sad fate and its dying
trees. Sectarianism sometimes runs so deep, that it makes it
impossible for anyone to enjoy the land, or even for the land
to live.
Though very much about Lebanon, its social and
sectarian divides, the inepties of its institutions, and its
constant quest for “statut-quo”, the story also unfolds in
France where Zakaria spends several years, and the USA,
where, already at the turn of the 20th century, Zakaria’s
grandmother Filomena had sailed, on her own, to escape a
curse she was convinced laid upon the family. She returns
several years later, built a house, and, it is believed, buried a
treasure in the house’s foundations: “The treasure cannot be
retrieved without destroying the house!” Yet another reason
(or another strategy?) to deepen the attachement to the
land, but unfortunately at the same time, cultivate bitterness.

As inspector Kamal Abou Khaled investigates, the
reader discovers Zakaria’s past, his love of women, the
Chaghal painting he stole from one of his lovers and was
ment to sell to someone in Lebanon (did he know the
painting was a fake?), his passion for Jane Moloy, the
daughter they had together and that he raised alone in the
USA. The reader also discovers how Mary, Zakaria’s

Douaihy’s novel features many colorful characters,
some of them romantic anti-heroes, like Zakaria, some of
them true adventurers, like Filomena, others fragile, like
Marta, and others still cynical, like the inspector Kamal,
whose intelligent eye deciphers the story, and who will
ultimately pragmatically prefer social peace to truth.

| TRANSLATION SAMPLE
By Paula Haydar

‘

Zakariyya son of Ibrahim Mubarak returned at the
outset of summer, along with the season for cherries and
goat cheese. He returned to his birthplace, Tel Safra, that
town sitting on a plain 700 meters above sea level, where
valley and mountain fruits thrived equally well. In peaceful
times, Arab tourists from the Gulf flocked to it…
He arrived at nightfall, unannounced. He appeared
in the doorway of his parents’ house like a bewildered ghost
who’d lost his way. His sister Marta let out a cry of joy that
reverberated through the town. It awakened her sick aunt
Raheel who was sitting up asleep in the chair in the living
room, and it rolled down to the bottom of Hajal Valley. Marta
finally got over the shock, only to start pounding her
brother’s chest with her fists. Then she hugged him and
breathed in his smell while chiding him, “If I’d run into you in
the street, I wouldn’t recognize you. Look how skinny you
are! Come here! I’ll take care of you.” Aunt Raheel was
sitting exactly where she had been before he left. He kissed
her on the head while she laughed. Marta informed him that
during the summer Raheel had been spending the whole
night there and refused to wear new clothes.
Marta cried tears of joy over Zakariyya’s arrival and
then scolded him for coming back. Then she hugged him all
over again and offered to help him unpack his things. But he
wouldn’t allow it. He carried his suitcases to his parents’

room himself. He walked over to the window and pushed
against the iron bars, making sure they were sturdy. He
opened the big suitcase. He pulled out a metal tube from the
bottom of it and inspected it from all directions without
opening it, making sure it had survived the long trip. With
great care, he also picked up a dark glass bottle packed in
his bag that had a cork stopper like a wine bottle and on
which he had written “Mary.” He placed it on the night table
next to the bed, next to where his head would be. He locked
the door with the key and went back to spend the evening
with Marta.
He smiled with effort as she brought him food that
he did not eat. She talked incessantly. His phone rang, so
she stopped to let him answer, but he just looked at the
screen and ignored the call. She asked him which countries
he liked that he thought she should visit, but before he could
answer, she told him she’d kept the few letters he’d sent and
that she used to read them over and over to their mother.
Suddenly she wanted to know if he had gotten married and
if he had children. He didn’t answer.
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Nael

Out of the gutter
Al khourouj min al bala’a
N.Eltoukhi, 2018, Dar al karma,
Cairo
454 pages

SOLD RIGHTS
Rights owner: Dar al Karma, Egypt.
World rights available.
AVAILABLE MATERIAL
Full English translation by Robin Moger.
AWARDS
Women of Karantina was shortlisted for the fiction longlist of
the 2015 FT/OppenheimerFunds Emerging Voices Awards.

BIO
Nael Eltoukhy (born in1978) is an Egyptian author, essayist,
and journalist, and a translator of Hebrew literature into
Arabic. He currently lives in Berlin with his wife and
daughter.
His essays and opinion pieces have appeared in numerous
Egyptian and international outlets, including Mada Masr and
the New York Times
In 2015, he was a resident of the International Writing
Program at the University of Iowa.
SOME OTHER WORKS
Women of Karantina (Dar Merit, Cairo, 2013). Translated
into English (American University in Cairo Press, 2014).
2006: The Big War (Dar Merit, Cairo, 2009)

| SUMMARY
Out of the gutter is a most unusual read: A saga
that mixes tragedy, and a dark, off the wall humor.
Houriya, or Harankash, as her father used to call
her, is a conventional, candid, middle-class bigot, who, when
the novel opens, is recovering from her husband’s suicide
and her father’s recent passing. Raising her mentally
challenged son Mahmoud on her own, Houriya, a math
school teacher, seeks happiness.
This is when Kamal irrupts in her life. A widower
himself, Kamal is the father of Houriya’s pupil, Haitham.
They start an affair, days of bliss that are only darkened by
the children’s, Haitham and Mahmoud, difficult relationship.
Finally, a few months into the love affair, Houriya and Kamal
decide to marry, and Houriya ecstatically gives into her
impression of having made it out of the gutter.

Yet, on the third night of their marriage, after a
violent confrontation between Mahmoud and Kamal at the
dinner table, the man wakes up in the middle of the night,
beats Mahmoud to death, and commits suicide by throwing
himself out of the balcony.
The novel’s first book ends with Mahmoud’s death
and Kamal’s suicide. This is where Houriya’s real story
begins, she says. At that point of the novel, the reader
understands that Houriya is telling her tale, the story of her
life, to women inmates in a prison’s cell. The remaining five
books of the novel build the path to prison.
After losing her son Mahmoud, and her husband
Kamal, Houriya falls into depression. Kamal’s older brother
Atef, convinces her to visit his mother, Adala. The old
woman never liked Houriya and was against Kamal marrying

her. Adala was convinced that Houriya, already the widow of
a man who killed himself and mother of a mentally
challenged son, was a bad omen. After a violent verbal
confrontation, Houriya leaves the house, only to learn the
next morning, that Adala died of a heart attack.
With tragedy continuing to irrupt in her life (her
girlfriend Hind is shot in a protest; Haitham whom she
wishes dead is also shot; her elderly neighbor is killed by a
teargas canister in her presence; and more), Harankash is
convinced that she brings death to those she loves or to
those she hates. Consequently, Harankash thinks she has
an unusual destiny and a godly mission: Getting rid of evil.
As the narrative unfolds, growing increasingly
strange, Harankash transforms on the background of a

transforming revolution. Her madness becomes more
apparent to the reader, as her dead son makes increasingly
frequent appearances, keeping her company, smoking joints
with her, and drinking whisky. Until she ultimately commits
murder, killing her married lover, who is no other than Atef,
Kamal’s older brother.
While Houriya’s life is tragic, the account of her
misfortunes is completely offbeat, and makes of Out of the
gutter an unusual and captivating saga. This post-modern
tale that borrows its form from traditional story-telling,
weaves together first-person and third-person narratives,
creating layers of reality.

| TRANSLATION
By Robin Moger

‘

Harankash had never lost faith in her marksmanship.
Everywhere and anywhere she went she would pick out a
distant target, extend her forefinger, and fire. It was just eye
and finger, hardly what you’d call training, but she never,
ever lost faith in herself.
Harankash was quite sure who her enemy was (it was
Haytham), and she knew the means of her vengeance (the
pistol), but what she did not know was the time and the
place: where and how she could get a shot at Haytham and
put paid to him. Her enemy gone for good. She looked
carefully into all the possibilities. Obsessively stalked the
child’s Facebook page. She was keeping an eye out for
anywhere he went alone, far from the gaze of other people,
somewhere she could finish him and bring this chapter of
her life to a close.
And start a new chapter in prison.
And it was right in the midst of her fevered search for the
places where Haytham went that the world, once more,
stopped turning. War got into people’s heads and onto their
social media pages and battles in and around Tahrir Square
broke out afresh. From her window, Harankash looked down
and saw the plates and tea glasses flying back and forth
over the heads of the demonstrators, wounding wherever
they fell. She saw people dropping from the impact of the
glass, the fragmenting china, from the tear-gas, and amidst
the flurry of defiant, bellicose posts, Haytham wrote: I’m
going to Tahrir, who’s with me? In her heart she smiled and
murmured, I’m with you, sweetheart.
Harankash went out. She took up her gun, wrapped in its
reams of plastic, splashed her face with Pepsi the way the
demonstrators did to protect themselves from the gas, and
she ran and tripped and fell and stood and ran again, and
fell again, and a demonstrator trampled her arm and gave
her a graze that she would live with for weeks afterwards,
and this time no one told her, No chicks allowed into the
square. This time no one dared call her ‘chick’. But she
didn’t see Haytham. For three days she demonstrated, did
her duty as a revolutionary and combed the square for
Haytham. And couldn’t find him. Her heart thumped violently
all the while, but it didn’t put her off her plan.

By day four Harankash was approaching the outer limits of
despair. She left the gun at home and sat, face buried in her
hands, on the kerb in El Qasr El Ainy, two streets away from
her own front door, looking across at what had once been a
petrol station and was now an empty, tarmacked lot where
demonstrators gathered.
It was raining: a light rain, a sign of good things, an omen
that the world would get better. And there, on the tarmacked
surface of the petrol station that was a petrol station no
more, she spied Haytham. When she saw him she started to
shake and she ran down a side street so he wouldn’t see
her.
Get home, Harankash! Get the gun!
Okay! Okay! she muttered and didn’t move. She was
scared. Even Harankash got scared at times. Haytham was
sitting in the lot smoking a cigarette with a couple of friends.
You’re smoking, Haytham? Little faggot. How old are you
that you’re smoking? She was watching him from behind a
cart selling hot chickpea and tomato broth and a man
hawking candy floss. She could make out bits of him,
jumbled and blurred through the gaps between the
customers and the bags of floss and the steam rising off the
hot broth, and she was filled with hatred towards him. The
hatred, rising off her heart like steam and the sound of his
voice echoing in her mind: Is your son retarded? She gave a
great shudder, she scraped her feet hard against the
ground, and she felt a nausea, as though the hatred was
climbing up from the boiling centre of her stomach’s juices
and she was going to flood the street and the bystanders
and the cars and the demonstrators with puke, that the puke
would spill over the walls and buildings of El Qasr El Ainy.
During it all she never dropped her gaze from Haytham,
from the broken, ghostly bits of him. And inside her was this
buzzing hum, which, once a few seconds had passed, she
would hear as the voice of her father, whispering to her,
stubborn and insistent: Focus, Harankash.
Haytham was lighting a fresh cigarette from his previous
cigarette and suddenly she saw him slump, and the tarmac
was all blood and screams and chaos.

’
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BUTTERFLIES

FADEL
Youssef

FICTION
The life of butterflies
Hayat al farashat
Y. Fadel
Dar al Mutawassit, Milan, 2019
380 pages

SOLD RIGHTS
World rights available.
AVAILABLE MATERIAL
PDF of the Arabic text.
English translation sample coming soon.
AWARDS
Joy, published under the title N’appelle pas, il n’y a
personne, is on the shortlist of the French IMA-Lagardère
Award for Arabic literature 2020.
Joy was shortlisted for the International Prize of Arabic fiction
(or Arab Booker) 2017.

BIO
Youssef Fadel, author, screenwriter and producer, was born in
1949 in Morocco. After having worked in shipping for five years, he
publishes a play that leads him to prison in 1974. His alleged
marxist activities, lead him to prison for another six months, in
1974-1975. Youssef obtains his French baccalaureate as a free
candidate in 1976. He taught French for twenty years, and
resigned in 1999.
Youssef has written for television, cinema, and theater. He also
directed a short film and a feature film. He published 10 novels,
some of which were translated.
SOME OTHER WORKS
Joy (Dar al adab, 2016). Actes Sud (N’appelle pas, il n’y a
personne, 2019). AUC (A shimmering red fish swims with me,
2019)
A rare blue bird flies with me (Dar al adab, 2013). Actes Sud
(France, 2017), Hoopoe, AUC (2015)
A pretty white cat walks behind me (Dar al adab, 2012). Actes
Sud, (France 2014). Hoopoe, AUC (English, 2016)
Zoo (Fennec, 2008)
Mitrou Mouhal (Fennec, 2006)
Hashish (Fennec, 2000).
The king of jews (Arrabita, 1995)

│ SUMMARY
It’s early on a Saturday the morning, just before
dawn. Habiba, a beautiful forty year-old single woman
leaves her apartment to walk to the sewing factory where
she works, like every morning. She dislikes crowds and
avoids public transportation. And as every morning, a twenty
year-old young man, Hani, waits for her across the street.
For the past three months, Hani has been waking up before
dawn, to wait for Habiba in front of her building, and walks
her to the factory. The first few weeks, he walks behind her,
and gradually comes closer. Until that morning. It is raining
on this summer day, and funnily, Hani has an umbrella.
Habiba and Hani speak for the first time. Hani is a wrestler
who moved to the city from the countryside about a year
ago. He is getting ready for the catch championship about to
take place a few days later.
Unlike the other women of her age, Habiba wears
pretty, short, colorful dresses, and walks tall and straight. It’s
impossible not to notice her, and many men have their eye
on her, including the factory’s manager, and later, she will
find out, her neighbor the Judge Saqr.
Salem, Habiba’s brother, is a popular singer. He
sings in the Don Quixote bar, and composes songs. His
voice is known to all, and loved by all. Until that fateful
Saturday morning, where he decides to go the public radio
station of Rabat to record his new song. That morning, the
military attempt a coup (which will be contained by the King
barely a few hours later), and take over the radio station to
broadcast it on the waves. Salem is forced to read the
coup’s announcement, and his famous voice resonates in
every single household of Morocco.
This is how the last week in the lives of Habiba and
Salem begin. These two episodes will start a chain of
events, which, a week later, will lead the two siblings to their
deaths. Like the life of butterflies, Habiba and Salem’s lives
are short, and fragile. Both penniless, they seek beauty and
meaning in a world that doesn’t value or understand either.
As always, Youssef Fadel poignantly depicts how people

trying to survive as individuals, following their own
unconventional paths, are cruelly crushed by a ruthless and
intolerant society.
From these two points on, then, the lives of Habiba
and Salem precipitate into death. As Salem’s voice is now
associated to the failed coup, all the doors close in his face
and he becomes a persona non-grata. Including with his
young attractive fiancee Fatma whose sole ambition in life is
to marry a rich man and buy herself beautiful clothes. As he
becomes cumbersome, and an undesirable musician,
Salem will disappear, and found dead the next day,
mysteriously poisoned after a dinner with Fatma, who, on
the day of his disappearance celebrates her marriage with
an old man.
As for Habiba, the day after the coup is her 40th
birthday. She decides to wear her beautiful blue silk short
dress, go to the movies, and treat herself to a drink at a
fancy cafe. Hani sees her and goes into the theater after
her. In the dark theater, they will kiss and touch, and burn
with desire for each other. Except that sitting behind them,
in her full black dress and veil, is one of Habiba’s neighbors.
She follows her in the street, and accuses her “I saw
everything, you whore!” This accusation will resonate in
Habiba’s few remaining days, covering her with shame, and
infusing her with fear and apprehension. The woman will
use this incident to blackmail her, and force her into Judge
Saqr’s bed. The faith of the woman’s son lies in the hands
of the judge, and in exchange of Habiba, he might be willing
to let her son go.
The novel alternates between different characters,
and each chapter is told from the perspective of either
Salem, Habiba, Hani, or Habiba’s lustful employer Hajjar.
The narration being in turn in each of their voice, or in that
of an omniscient narrator. Delving into these characters’
hearts and minds, Fadel portrays their way of thought in
convincing and captivating detail, revealing the painful
barbarity of the Moroccan patriarchal society of the 1980s.

│ TRANSLATION SAMPLE
By Alexander Elinson (coming soon)
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Rahim

FICTION
Zebra crossing
Mamarr al mushat
R. Hassawi
Naufal, Hachette Antoine, Beirut, 2020
230 pages

SOLD RIGHTS
Proprietor: Naufal Hachette Antoine.
World rights available.
AVAILABLE MATERIAL
PDF of the Arabic text.
English translation sample coming soon.

BIO
Born in Syria in 1980, Hassawi is the author of three plays and
four novels.
His book ‘The panda’, was on the longest of the Sheikh Zayed
Book Award, in the Young Author Category.
SOME OTHER WORKS
Witnesses upside down (Dar El Ein, 2013)
The panda (Naufal, 2018)

| PRESS

|

Saudi 24 News Elegant literary language, nearing poetry, featuring high fluidity and flowing narration.

|

Al Akhbar Skillful literary work.

│ SUMMARY
The central character of this story is a young man, Noah,
who has recently emigrated from Nigeria to Berlin. On the
street, he meets an old Italian limping man, Carlo, who ends
up inviting him to share his home. The nameless narrator is
broke and penniless, always searching for an odd job, and
suffering from a cruel tooth ache, he dreams to fix.
As Noah and Carlo become friends, Carlo, tells him about
the incident that changed his life. Years ago, in a restaurant
where he used to work in Napoli, a man named Fabio shot
him for no reason. He shot him in the waist, just because he
was as the wrong place at the wrong time. That man, Fabio,
now lives in Berlin. And on the days where Carlo feels low,
on the days where the pain from the old bullet prevents him
from walking or leading a normal life, Carlo seeks revenge.
He takes his young Nigerian friend to show him from a
distance the vintage shop that Fabio runs with his German
wife and daughter, Petra. He has a favor to ask him: Would
he go to the shop, and take a look at Fabio? See on his
behalf what the man has become?
Noah goes to the shop a few days later, pretends to want to
buy a watch, and gets distracted by a Babyfoot table. As
Fabio notices his gaze, and asks him if he wants to buy it, or
if he knows how to play it, a match starts between Petra and

her mother, against Fabio and Noah, all of which are
passionate players.
Petra is a very attractive, secretive and silent young woman,
and the narrator is immediately drawn to her. This babyfoot
match will be start of a passionate affair.
As Noah gets increasingly closer to Petra and her family, his
relationship with Carlo deteriorates. Carlo’s life may have
been destroyed by Fabio, but the latter doesn’t ever, not
even once, mention anything about his past. As if nothing of
importance had ever happened, years ago, in Napoli.
Noah ponders going back to Nigeria, and fantasizes taking
Petra with him. Their relationship is perfect, he feels. They
understand each other in silence, no words are ever
necessary.
Ultimately, Noah tells Petra about Carlo, and they decide to
organize an encounter between the two men at a zebra
crossing, getting them to cross each other’s paths.
“Zebra crossing” is a book about loneliness, chance, and the
futility of life. Carlo desperately seeks meaning to the
incident that destroyed him, while there is none to offer. His
young friend is wiser. Noah knows that life with Petra is a
fantasy. As he suspected all along, Petra loves no one.
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J RAI S SATI K H O U RY
Najla

F O LK TALE S
Pearls on a branch
Hikayat wa hikayat
N. Jraissati Khoury
Dar al adab, Beirut, 2014
100 tales in two volumes
(415 pages and 399 pages)

SOLD RIGHTS
English (Archipelago, USA, 2018)
French (Actes Sud, France, 2019)
AVAILABLE MATERIAL
PDF file of the original Arabic version.
PDF of the English edition.

BIO
Najla Jraissaty Khoury was born in Beirut in 1949. Her work
is marked by her interest education, children literature and
folk tales. She worked in alphabetizing illetrate adults in the
1970s, and in training pre-school children teachers in the
early 1980s. She created and directed a theater and puppet
troupe in 1979, invented educational toys in 1984, and cofounded the first network of public libraries in 1997.
SOME OTHER WORKS
Rhymes and rhymes (Dar Onboz and Assabil, 2009);
Rhymes and drawings (Dar Onboz and Assabil, 2009); The
tree of heaven (Asala, 2011); Fly o bird fly (Dar Onboz,
2013).

| PRESS
| Kirkus review
A funny, bawdy, occasionally gruesome, and decidedly adult collection that celebrates small cultural
variations amid large universal values.
| Library journal
[T]hese tales are radiant with sunlight and flowers, jinns and spirits, palaces and sultans... the themes will
resonate with anyone who loves fairy tales and folklore... An absolute delight for readers young and old.
| Asymptote Journal
Comic, unique, and at times provocative… There are many figures to admire in Pearls on a
Branch, and the translator must be counted among them… [Inea Bushnaq’s] preservation of a sense of the original’s rhythmic
quality, more than making up for the loss of wordplay and rhyme, achieves the impossible—rendering the written audible,
enough to hear generations of female voices calling out, inviting you to sit and listen to their timeless tales.
| Forward Reviews
The stories of Pearls on a Branch vary from fairy tale-esque to curiously compelling or comic. [...]
These fantastic tales are culturally intriguing, and particularly notable for acknowledging the unique voices of Lebanese
women, past and present.
| The Gazette
Here a young woman slaps a suitor, transporting him back to his old life; the daughter of the sun and the
moon commands objects with her voice; Thuraya, a long-haired woman trapped in a tower by a beastly ghoul, escapes with her
lover by transforming everyday objects into a forest, a fire, an enormous lake... Filled with magic and cultural insight, the stories
collected in Pearls on a Branch should be read aloud, explored and thoroughly enjoyed.
| Kramerbooks
Such an exciting collection... Charming and sometimes quite subversive, and, like all folklore, offering a
window into culture and social history.
| The National
Pearls on a Branch is an all-ages collection with something for everyone: delicious language, fun stories
and unexpected reversals. Those who read it will find themselves like the married frogs at the end of their tale: 'Content, they
ask for nothing more.’

| Literary Flits
It was very interesting to be given this opportunity to glimpse into such an essential but often overlooked
aspect of Arabic life.
| Boston University News Service
Timeless... Not just a 'rescue mission to preserve the oral tradition' but a bridge that
will help connect Western readers to a culture they do not know.

| SUMMARY
For the first time, oral tales of the Levent are recorded.
In this unique book, Najla Jraissati Khoury shares an
over 30 year long research into the Levent’s women’s
folk tales.
In the 1980s in Lebanon, Najla Jraissati Khoury
creates a theater and puppet troupe with a few friends. The
troupe performed in the city’s venues, as well as in Beirut’s
suburbs, in country sides, refugee camps and isolated
villages. Given that the shows were based on folk tales,
Najla would travel across the country, looking for people who
would remember a tale or two. In times of war, people would
be suspicious, and meeting them, getting them to tell a tale,
or even recording them was often very hard, if not
impossible. She would wait patiently, listening to hours of
story telling, until she would find the gem in the rough.
In such cases, when Najla felt she had found a
“real” story teller, she would often come back to listen again,
and complete her notes. Sometimes, in order to improve the
show, Najla would look for different versions of the same

|TRANSLATION: ENGLISH
By I. Bushnaq

‘

When they had completed the rituals of the Hajj
they were ready to start for home. But the camels would
not get up; they stayed kneeling in place, frozen. People
said, ‘The camels won’t budge. Maybe they need to be
watered.’ The camels drank but continued on their knees.
The vizier said, ‘The camels are refusing to move, my
Master, is there some errand that you have forgotten?’
When he heard this the King remembered his daughter’s
request. He retraced his steps and went to buy the gift she
wanted. At the nearest shop he asked,
“Do you have Pearls on a Branch?”
“Ask my neighbor,” said the storekeeper.
He asked the neighbor who said, “Ask my neighbor.”
So from store to store and neighbor to neighbor he went
asking the same question and receiving the same answer.
The king was puzzled by this. He noticed an old man
sitting by the side of the road. He told him all that had
happened and said,

tale. The tales would vary depending on the teller’s sect, or
on whether she was from the coast or the mountain.
More often than not, Najla would meet with the
house’s women. In fact, story telling in public spaces is a
masculin tradition in the Levant. Untill the middle of the 20th
century, men would meet in cafes to listen to the Hakawati
and his epic tales. Meanwhile, the women, confined in the
private spaces of their homes would also share stories. In
these stories, women are the true heroins. They are the
smartest and shrewdest, ultimately always getting what they
want.
20 years later, the troupe stopped performing, but
Najla continued gathering tales. Beyond their feminine
character, these tales, unlike European ones, are less
manichean. The boundary between good and evil is not as
clear cut: There are no fairies and witches, but rather good
or bad magicians.
Najla felt compelled to share her 30 year long
research. These tales, she believes, are part of an important
Arab and human cultural heritage. She published 100 tales
in two volumes in 2014. The book is one of its kind, and was
acclaimed by the Arab press as a unique reference of an
important literary genre.
“What am I to do? She is my only daughter! The camels
won’t move! Where on earth can I buy Pearls on a
Branch?”
The old man said, “Pearls on a Branch cannot be bought or
sold! But how can I lead you there? If I point to the place
with my hand it will be cut off. If I signal with my eye it will
be torn out. If we talk about it my tongue will be cut out. “
“So what can we do?” asked the king.
The old man said, ‘Buy me a water jar. I will walk ahead of
you and you will follow. When I reach the palace gate I’ll
stumble and the jar will break. That is where you will find
Pearls on a Branch.”
The King bought the jar and he and the Vizier walked
behind the old man until he fell and the jar broke at the
gate of a magnificent palace. The King and the Vizier
entered the gardens and knocked at the door. When the
servant opened the King said,
“I have come looking for Pearls on a Branch.”

’
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N O O N E PRAYE D O V E R
THEIR GRAVES

KHALIFA
Khaled

FICTION
No one prayed over their graves
Lam yusalli ‘alayhim ahad
K. Khalifa
Naufal, Hachette-Antoine, Beirut
(Dar el Ein, Cairo) 2019, 348 pages

SOLD RIGHTS
Bompiani, Italy (to appear)
Rowohlt, Germany (to appear)
Farrar, Straus & Giroux, World English (to appear)
Pax, Norway (to appear)
AVAILABLE MATERIAL
English translation sample.
Chapter by chapter summary.
AWARDS
Death is hard work is on the shortlist of the National
Book Award
In praise of hatred and There are no knives were each
shortlisted for the Arab Man Booker Prize.
In praise of hatred was on the long list of the Independent
Foreign Fiction Prize 2013.
There are no knives was awarded the Naguib Mahfouz
medal of literature in 2014.

BIO
Khaled Khalifa was born in 1964, in a village close to
Aleppo, Syria. He is the fifth child of a family of thirteen
siblings. He obtained a Bachelor degree of law and
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| PRESS
| Al nahar
A real human epic, using the flood to tackle human anxiety, and the illusion of survival (…) [A novel about] the
predicament of life itself.
| Al arabiya The novel is free from the pressure brought about by the current Syrian events, but includes them in its details,
through the concern of identity and the question of meaning
| Mnassat al Istqlal al thaqafiya
Remarkable ability to frame all those miniatures, details and events (…) in a rich and
authentic language capable of transporting the heavy load of disasters and tragedies, without losing its strength or elegance

| SUMMARY
Hanna and Zakaria reached Hosh Hanna, their
village located not far from Aleppo, on a dreadful morning of
December 1907, a few hours after the flood. The river had
taken the lives of most the villagers, including their loved
ones, Hanna’s wife and baby, as well as Zakaria’s baby, not
to mention destroyed most of the homes, and Zakaria’s
precious stables. Their insatiable pursuit of pleasure is what
saved them from drowning. As per usual during the winter
season, Zakaria and Hanna had spent the night in the
Castle, several kilometers away. That building,
commissioned by Hanna and designed by their architect
friend Azar, was the palace of luxure, a place where Hanna,
Zakaria and their friends would spend time laughing at life and death - drinking the best wines, and enjoying the
company of the most beautiful women. This life of
carelessness ended with the flood. From a powerful,
libertine, and rich land owner, Hanna will turn into a mystic,
obsessed with death and the meaning of life. While he only
seeks to be free from human constraints and as close as
possible to nature, Hanna will find he has gone from being a
slave of the Castle, to being a slave of the Monastery of
Zahr El Rumman. He is the one to have commissioned both
buildings, and while pleasure is what kept him a captive of
the Castle, people’s faith and thirst for miracles (aided by the
ambitions of Marianna, another flood survivor), made sure
he would never leave the Monastery.
While the flood is the cornerstone of the novel and
of Hanna’s transformation, the former, which ranges from
the 1880’s to the 1950’s, with the death of Hanna, is
punctuated by catastrophes (such as an earthquake in the

1880’s, or the famine in the 1910’s), wars, and violent
political tensions that caused people to die by hundreds.
Along with death, love is the heart of this novel:
The impossible love that caused the Muslim Aicha and the
Christian Michel to die at the hand of a jealous Ottoman
officer - a tale that lived on the tongues of the city folks long
after the events, and also doomed Michel’s family; the love
of the Christian Hanna for his dear friend Zakaria’s sister,
the Muslim Suad; the love of Maryam, an Armenian refugee,
for Michel, the second son of Zakaria, named after their
slaughtered friend.
Going through Hanna’s childhood, following the
massacre of his family by Ottoman officers, which led him to
being raised by the Bayazidis (his father’s business partner
and Zakaria’s family), through to his death, the novel covers
Hanna’s personal as well as Aleppo’s societal
transformations during this time.
Beyond the deeper, and timely, considerations of
the novel regarding the meaning of life in the face of
recurrent mass graves, No one prayed onto their graves, is
the beautiful and captivating depiction of the Aleppine
society at the turn of the 20th century. The reader discovers
a liberated modern people, many of which embraced
progressive ways of life; a diverse people, with Muslims,
Jews, and Christians, united in their love for their city, and
their dream of a bright future.

| TRANSLATION SAMPLE
By Leri Price

‘

Hawsh Hanna - Aleppo
January 1907
The village of Hawsh Hanna was totally silent when the
storm came and the waters rose.
Within a few hours, the houses of the small village
were destroyed, their inhabitants drowned alongside their
tattered clothes. No one survived the flood apart from
Mariana Nassar and Shaha Sheikh Musa, the wife of
Zakariya Al Bayazidi. They both clung to a branch of a
walnut tree, suspended between the iron pillars of the
lighthouse that guided boats to the depths of the river. Two
penniless fishermen saved the women and took them to a
nearby village at dawn, after everything had quietened
down.
Before Mariana Nassar fainted, she saw the bodies
of her mother, her son, and her four brothers floating along
the river alongside other corpses: her neighbour and her six
children, other impoverished women who lived nearby. She
saw the fiancé of Yvonne, who was currently in Aleppo

having her wedding dress made, indifferent to the rumours
circulating about her fiancé’s assault on her virginity in her
father’s mill. The village priest of the small church was
smiling as he usually did, and beside him was Hanna’s son,
not yet four, his mother Josephine Al-Laham clutching him
tightly. Their corpses were bobbing and dipping in the
current as if they were dancing.
Mariana knew most of the drowned. They were her
students, her neighbours, friends of her family from the
neighbouring villages, her own friends. All of them passed
close by her. An entire life was buried in the river; she wasn’t
sure if she had really survived herself. She closed her eyes
in resignation, imploring Jesus as she held onto the solid
tree. She noticed that next to her, Shaha was holding the
body of her son to her heart.

’
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| PRESS
| Haaretz, 2018 “One of the greatest writers of our times and perhaps the greatest Arabic-language writer of
this generation, definite Nobel Prize material” “remarkable literary skill” “poignant” “close to perfection”

| New York Times, 2019 “Powerful” "extraordinary book" that "gives us a glimpse of the unspeakable”.
“Comparisons — between Warsaw and Lydda, between the fall from Eden and the Nakba — lead us not into
conclusions, but deliver us from binaries.”
| Los Angeles Review of Books, 2019 “A masterpiece of structure, vision, and imagination.”
| Mediapart / En attendant Nadeau 2018 “An overwhelming book of rare beauty”

| SUMMARY
My name is Adam, the first part of the trilogy
“Children of the ghetto”, opens with a preface where Elias
Khoury tells how, in New York where he is invited to teach
literature, he meets Adam Dannoun. As his student Sarang
Lee takes him to her friend’s Israeli restaurant, the “Palm
tree”, to eat a falafel sandwich, he is struck by the beauty of
the restaurant owner: Adam Dannoun man speaks both
Hebrew and Arabic fluently. He is a Palestinian and an
Israeli citizen from the region of Lydda (Lod). With Adam’s
probably none accidental death in a fire, Sarang Lee gives
Adam’s notebooks to her teacher. Elias Khoury then sends
these to be published in Dar al adab, Beirut Lebanon,
without some hesitation.
The notebooks (the novel we read), are Adam’s
attempt to write his story. A story that cannot be told, and
which he tries to tell repeatedly. Adam Dannoun is a man of
multiple identities. He is a Palestinian-Israeli who emigrated
to New York. A man who adopted Israeliness and the
Hebrew language after abandoning who he believes is his
mother, Manal. He is also a Palestinian born into Arabic,
which only traps him into the silence of the Nakba’s tragedy.
“He is at once refugee and writer, survivor and chronicler,
historian and one who despairs; who loves and leaves; who
is born into death and ends his own recorded life” (Avraham
Burg, 2018).
As Manal raises him in the ghetto of Lydda, various
men come to play the role of his father. Ma’moun, the clever
blind man, got close to his heart. Ma’moun, who had to
abandon the young boy when he was around seven, meets
him again in New York, years later, and tells him a part of his
story that shatters Adam to the bones: Adam’s mother
Manal, is not his mother. The newborn Adam was found on
the dried-up breasts of his dead mother, left behind by the
trail of refugees who were abandoning their city, Lydda. The
infant is brought back to Lydda somehow, and into the
fenced compound that the conquering Israeli forces built in
the heart of the city. This is the ghetto where he spends his
childhood.

“He depicts the atmosphere and feelings of the
time as if he were there himself, recording everything as it
happened: the color of the flies that buzzed around the dead
and the stench of the bloated corpses, the taste of the
stagnant water, the taste of the oranges rotting in the fields
and the smell of fear. As in some of his other books, Khoury
gives himself the freedom to roam between his role as
narrator and being part of the narrative. He controls his
protagonists and they also control him. Sometimes when the
tempest of the novel subsides a bit, his own
autobiographical foundations are revealed: “I know the
narrator of “Gate of the Sun” personally.” (Avraham Burg,
Haaretz, 2018)
“My name is Adam” is not a novel in the classical
sense. “A novel of many false starts” (Tom Zoellner, LARB,
2019), the book dives deep into Adam’s very soul. In
Khoury’s words : Adam “was serious about not writing a
novel. And he didn’t, in the classical way we think a novel is
to be done. The first draft was about [Waddah al Yaman]
who died in the box. And then he met with an Israeli
filmmaker, and he thought the filmmaker didn’t tell the whole
story about a soldier who committed suicide. And then he
met with Ma’moun, a blind man, whom he knew when he
was a kid. At that moment, he decided writing fiction was
meaningless and he had to tell the real story. In figuring it
out, he had to put many things together, literary criticism,
contemplations, jumping from one subject to another. He
was writing in a free way because he never thought it would
be published. This structure takes us back to the beginnings
of the novel, before the naturalists and the realists and
Émile Zola and Flaubert […] And it takes us also to the
beginnings to the Arabic novel […] He put memoirs, poems,
literary criticism, all these things in one story. So in this
sense, it’s an attempt to go beyond the formal structure of
the novel. This takes us back to the major book in all
literature, which is The Arabian Nights, which are stories, of
course. Put together many elements and it opens one
narrative to another as if you are putting two mirrors in
parallel.”

| TRANSLATION EXCERPT
By Humphrey Davies

Glances”. There, and this was the second cause of my rage,
I witnessed the story of my friend Dalia being torn to pieces,
followed by the author of the novel Gate of the Sun standing
next to the bald Israeli director, introducing himself as an
expert on the story of Palestine, and lying.
Both of them told lots of lies, and I couldn’t restrain
myself from shouting and leaving the cinema, Sarang Lee at
my side. She took hold of my arm and led me to the café,
but instead of supporting me, she started explaining that I
was in the wrong. It’s true. I was in the wrong, and what I’ve
written is a record of my mistakes.

I don’t recall ever reading anything about the
relationship between anger and writing but my decision to
write my own story was a result of rage, a savage rage that
overwhelmed my being and that had two, unconnected,
causes. One was my meeting with Blind Ma’moun, who took
me by surprise with his ambiguous story about my parents
which meant nothing to me at first but which began to
assume terrifying proportions following the visit of Israeli
director Chaim Zilbermann to the restaurant and his
invitation to attend the showing of his film “Intersecting
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| PRESS
| Haaretz, 2018 “One of the greatest writers of our times and perhaps the greatest Arabic-language writer of
this generation, definite Nobel Prize material”

│ SUMMARY
As in the first part of this trilogy, Stella Maris,
unfolds on the thin thread of the end of the love story
between Adam Dannoun, an Israeli citizen from Palestine,
and Dalia Ben Tsavi, an Israeli of Polish and Iraqi descent.
Adam has decided to write his story, that of the
“New Adam”, which, he would like to believe, starts when he
runs away from home at 15, to go as far as possible from
his childhood in the ghetto of Lydda, and from his mother
Manal. The New Adam is in a painful quest of a restful
identity, one that keeps eluding him. “I want to become a
Jew”, he tells Gabriel, the Israeli garage owner who offers
him his first job. “This is impossible” he is told. This “present
- absentee” (as all Palestinians who were expelled from
their homes and still live in Israel are called), thought he
could become a “present Israeli - absent Arab” for his plan
to succeed. He soon realized this could never be.
Paradoxically, even if he wanted to, Adam could not voice
his Arab identity. “All Arabs are liars”, Gabriel’s wife
explains”, while they are in fact reduced to silence.
A tall blond man, Adam is easily mistaken for an
Ashkenazi Jew at University where he seeks to study
Hebrew literature, a tale reinforced by his “being from the
ghetto”. A brilliant student, he soon becomes friends with his
professor of Hebrew literature Yakov, who selects him with
three other students to go on a field trip to the Warsaw
ghetto and Auschwitz. Trapped, Adam goes along, and

| TRANSLATION SAMPLE
By Humphrey Davies

‘

After the tours of the ghetto were over, Adam told Nadia that
her translation hadn’t been needed, because the rhythm of
the guide’s voice had been enough for them to understand
everything—a voice that would come close to choking, then
die away as it recounted the history of a place that had been
erased. He told her he’d felt he was choking when they
arrived at the remains of the wall that had hidden the ghetto
from the city, at 55 Sienna Street and 62 Złota Street. The
ghetto had been enclosed by a wall, three metres high,
topped with barbed wire. He said that the children had been
the ghetto’s first heroes, because they’d taken on the
smuggling of food stuffs from the Aryan zone to the ghetto.
He said that children were the bearers of life and therefore
the first to die.
He said that life bestowed by a killer appears meaningless
in the midst of debasement, hunger, and disease. It takes its
meaning from itself and no longer needs words of any kind.
Its meaning exists within it and requires no added meaning.

discovers the horror of the Holocaust, another tragedy that
cannot be told. Yet, one fellow student knows he is an Arab,
Isabella. She ultimately exposes him, and Adam is expelled
from Yakov’s class.
These years at University will mostly teach Adam
how to conceal himself. The present - absentee soon learns
how to become invisible. But his contradictions cannot be
resolved, and as hard as Adam tries to run away from the
ghetto into which he was born, and from his past, eventually
ending up in New York where he writes his story, he can
never escape.
In revealing the contradictory identity of the “Arabs
of Israel”, Elias Khoury also weaves together in an
unprecedented way, the Holocaust and the Nakba, both
phenomena being determining factors of the Israeli and the
Palestinian identities. Khoury grasps with great sensitivity,
the heart of the Palestinian tragedy: After they lost their land
and their homes, life as they knew it, the Palestinians fell
silent, and were furthermore reduced to silence. It is this
silence that Khoury explores: The true tragedy is that this
silence can never be broken. There are no words to
describe horror: “Language betrays us”, Adam will reflect.
Conceptually powerful and stimulating, Stella Maris
is also a poignant, captivating and compelling narrative, with
convincing characters made of flesh and blood, unfolding in
a complex, throughly researched world, into which the
reader is unavoidably drawn.

It is incumbent on the writer of this text, as he recounts the
story of his life, to ask himself why he is revisiting this trip to
Warsaw, and why he stammers, loses his way with words,
and finds himself incapable of writing. Wouldn’t it be better
for him to ignore it? Isn’t it simply a recapitulation of events
that occurred during the days of the Warsaw Ghetto? And
isn’t his account of the trip to Auschwitz just an attempt to
say what can’t be said? And what can he say, after all that
has been said?
The writer of this text knows that his testimony adds nothing
new to “the banality of evil” when it transforms itself into a
crime. Even God, who “forgives whomever He pleases,” has
lost his capacity for forgiveness and wrapped himself in the
cloak of absence.
The voice of the guide began to fade away, and Adam felt
that he’d lost the capacity to listen, and the silence wrapped
his ears in a soundless ringing.

’

Did Adam say these things to Nadia, or is he imagining
today that he said them? Or is he saying them only now,
when death has reached maturity within him?
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| PRESS

|

The Guardian A master of both detailed realism and fabulous storytelling

|

The Economist A towering literary figure, and the joyous chronicler of a turbulent Egyptian century

|

Qantara Smooth reading … a compelling experiment in sound and echo

|

The Nation Egypt’s greatest living writer … one of the world’s most humane literary figures

|

World Literature Today Exceptional … a charming book … Mahfouz plunges his readers into a world gleaming with
folktales, moral allegories, and strange, otherworldly occurrences … The Quarter is a recommended read for those who want to
understand how the Arab world’s most celebrated novelist earned the title “The Master”

| THE STORY
As Mohammad Shoair explains in his introduction to the
collection: When Um Kulthum, daughter of Naguib
Mahfouz, gave him a chest filled with documents she
had kept safe, he felt he was holding a treasure in his
hands. The chest included some manuscripts of Naguib
Mahfouz’s published novels, notebooks in which he had
written political remarks, etc. Many of these elements
provide valuable keys to understand the history of
Mahfouz’s writing, the evolution of his characters and of
his writing style.
Among these papers, there was one folder, carrying the
following title “Published stories, written in 1993-1994”.
While the folder did hold 40 short stories, they didn’t get
published at that time. In 1994, Mahfouz was busy with
the publication of “Echoes of an autobiography”, and
later that year, in October, there was an attempt on his
life. It is only a couple of years later that Mahfouz went
back to this folder, and published some of these stories
in the magazine “Nosf al dunia”, others in books.
Yet, 18 stories were never published in a book; they don’t
appear in any of his complete works. One of these stories
“Nabqa in the old fort”, was never published at all. These 18
stories that are collected in “The whisper of stars” are in
continuity with the literary world of Mahfouz. They all unfold
in the “alley”, a place full of life, yet limited, closed on one
end by a basement, where those who have no place to stay
seek refuge. This underground extends beneath an old fort,
secured and closed to access – believed to be the home of
ghosts and djinns by the people of the alley.

The characters of the story are ordinary and simple people
young or old, dignitaries, merchants, Sheikhs who observe
people and interfere in their lives and daily affairs, and
Imams of the “zawiya”, the place where Sufis and other
religious men meet and serve god.
Many people have run away from the alley, escaping the
wrath of some rival or foe, others, the tightness of old
traditions, some have left for love of for money. Others came
back to the alley, after a good turn of fortune. Those are the
ones the alley’s gossips feed on, and they end up either
accused of madness, or of subversion; guilty of having left,
and of bringing change. Yet, change is also what the people
of the alley aspire to. As life and hardships go on, they seek
light and miracles.
These characters, while they capture an aspect of
contemporary Egyptian society, also grasp the universal
human mind and heart: These men and women will often
prefer superstition and magical thought over rational
reasoning, almost by solidarity to their kind. They will
attribute a vital importance to their reputation, but
sometimes other selfish considerations will weigh more in
the balance. Being able to boast a good conscience is what
makes “a good man”, for many of these believers, even if
guilt eats at them in secret.
While these stories are very brief, as if sketches of daily
Cairo, Mahfouz nonetheless succeeds in giving life to very
tangible and believable characters. He masterfully reveals,
with tenderness and irony, human weaknesses and
duplicities, their fear of the ever so present death, and their
touching fragility.

| SUMMARY
1. The whisper of stars
A grand-mother looking after her grand-son asks the
Sheikh to read in the child’s future. The child is bound to
be caught up by his parents’ story and she is worried.
The Sheikh says “All I see are clouds”. A confusing
message the woman doesn’t understand. She is not
pleased.
Another Sheikh who was with him asks him why he
couldn’t just tell her something nice? To which he
solemnly answers “We can summarize or omit, but we
do not lie”. The message is there for those who want to
hear it, he explains, recalling how the child’s father had
not heard his (cryptic) message years ago - a result of
which his wife left him with a singer and he died.
2. Nabka in the old fort
A little boy, apprentice of the Sheikh, goes to the fort
despite it being closed to the public, and comes back a
changed person. He claims to have spent three days
with the dead. He will defy authority, and will meet his
end (or not).

3. Son of the alley
A poor man, who lives in the basement under the fort, is
“discovered” to have prophetic talents. From a nobody
he turns into a respected man. Until one day, the voice
he hears orders him to publicly denounce the Sheikh’s
mischiefs.
4. Tawhida
It was years ago, the beautiful Tawhida lived in the white
house, two houses away from the old fort. People
accused her of being a “Frenchy”, as she would always
wear the latest fashion, and would talk of Descartes and
Baudelaire, or play the piano. But she was so pretty,
happy, and fresh that people forgave her. Until she
married, became a mother and a grand-mother. Then
one day, the narrator sees an old lady pass by who asks
“Don’t you recognize me?”
Only time is to blame.

5. The bakery
Ayousha daughter of a rich merchant, runs away with the
boy who works at the bakery. A scandal breaks in the alley.

To protect his sons, the father tells them that their sister is
dead to them, that they should forget her, and not seek
revenge.
Years later, after they have finally healed their wound, the
rich merchant goes broke. When things get even worse and
he puts his house to sale, a foreign messenger comes,
carrying the money the old man needs: “This is from your
daughter Ayousha”. The old runaway girl had sold the
jewelry she had taken with her, and opened a bakery
together with her lover, whose business then flourished.
6. Your chance in life
A strange epidemic spreads in the alley, as people are
struck with immense sadness and start weeping
uncontrollably. A woman explains to the Sheikh that it is the
making of a djinn. The Sheikh decides to seek help from the
health inspector. The latter claims “You people don’t make
the difference between truth and fantasy”. Yet, when he
comes and visits, he finds himself on the verge of crying
too… until he starts humming “your chance in life”, then
starts singing louder and louder, and then he starts dancing!
People are struck, stop crying, and burst into laughter.

10. The storm
As an unusually strong storm destroys almost everything in
the alley, people ask the Sheikh for help (“I do not control
the storms!” will he object). They are now convinced that
thieves are taking this opportunity to come out of darkness
and rob them, loot everything. Thieves, so many of them,
they block the sky! Perhaps they are the ones to have
brought the storm down on them… as the storm continues,
they patiently wait for the sun to rise.
11. Sheikhoun
Sheikhoun is back in the alley, an imposing confident man –
“where did he get this from?” people wonder almost
irritatingly. Sheikhoun talks of healing the ill, and helping the
miserable. “Before sundown tomorrow, each one of you will
have solved his problem”. The next day Sheikhoun comes
with a cohort of followers, ready for sundown… But there is
a commotion… A group of people, lead by the Sheikh, hold
Sheikhoun down, make him wear the camisole, and take
him away.

7. Bad luck

12. Late night secret

Hassan al Dahshan married three times, and every time his
bride would die before bearing any children. He remains
alone as people close their doors to his face when he comes
to ask for a girl’s hand. Sanbala who has recently come to
serve in the house is not pretty or desirable. Hassan
approaches her, and she does not reject him. But every time
he is with her, he is torn between desire and disgust. She
eventually senses this ambivalence, and rejects him. He
finally sees why they are a perfect match.

He comes back home to the alley before sunrise. No one is
there to see. But as he walks, he gets a scent. The trail of a
woman. The scent made him wonder what this woman was
doing here late at night? Had he come a few minutes earlier
perhaps he would have seen her, met her? An adventure
made of thin air... as he sniffs his way.

8. Chase
Zakiya returns to the alley after almost a year, with a
newborn in her arms. To survive, she sells sweets to
children in the street, choosing as a spot, the place near
Othman’s shop. Her presence weights down on Othman
who calls on her and asks her what she wants. She hints
that the child is his. Othman is blind with anger, he could kill
her. He seeks the Sheikh’s advice instead. The Sheikh
warns him that she could damage his reputation forever as
people would choose to believe her over him… After several
attempts to reason her, Othman ends up marrying her and
recognizing the child as his, with the only condition that she
should live far from the alley.
9. The cry
The alley hears a horrible cry: the beautiful Kamila set
herself to fire. Kamila is a young bride, and her husband
Zeid divorced her. He heard from the Sheikh that her mother
owned a brothel outside town, and afraid that this bad
reputation would ruin his business, he divorced her. Little did
Zeid know that the Sheikh wanted to marry Kamila, but that
Zeid was the first to propose. The Sheikh did hear a rumor
regarding Kamila’s mother after Zeid married, and felt
compelled to tell him the truth. Both men claim to have a
clear conscience (isn’t Kamila’s mother a shameful criminal
after all?!), but are heavy with guilt.

13. The prophecy of Namla
A prophecy is unknowingly made – and is realized!
14. The arrow
Mister Zein, whom everybody dislikes, is killed on market
day. An arrow transpierced him. If he was killed by an arrow,
this means someone must have used a bow, claims the
Sheikh. And the search for the bow starts in the alley. Until
people grow tired of this search and its implicit accusations.
Don’t forget the old fort! People say. There used to be many
bows and arrows in the fort. A midwife swears to have seen
a ghost in the fort holding a bow. The police asks people not
to believe in such fantasies: they went into the fort and there
was nothing there except spider webs and old stones. But
people exclaimed “You would have us believe these fancy
gentlemen and call the Sheikh and the good midwife liars?!”
15. Father Aajuwa
Everyone in Aajuwa’s life has died, except one son who is
now around 80. The son is getting old and needs his
father’s help to get around. And so the father extends his
arm to his son, helping him walk around the alley, as people
look with astonishment – and anger or irritation. One day
the son falls seriously ill, but the father does not stay by his
side. “Shouldn’t you be with your son?” asks the Sheikh
accusingly. “Why don’t you leave this earth for others to
benefit from it?” he finally says with contained anger. And
the old man replies “I have a meeting with a building

constructor this evening, and before a year I will benefit
from the earth and so will others”

They marry, and have children. Years later, he will confide “I
still lose on the gambling table”.

16. Sheikh Qaf’s prayer

18. The end of Master Saqr

Hanafi was accused of killing Umayra, and Zayni, Kabrita
and Fayeq saw him do it. But the victim is so strong, and the
killer so thin, that people couldn’t believe it. The alley has its
own voice, and no one knows where rumors start. This
rumor says that Hanafi did not kill Umayra, and that the
witnesses lied. And so, the Sheikh of the alley goes to
Sheikh Qaf and asks him with insistence “Who killed
Umayra?”

Master Saqr, 70, comes home with his bride, 20, for their
first night. He takes her up to his room, on the large house’s
second floor. On the first floor, the first wife and her son
Rajab, exchange in silence. The first wife is worried, and the
son angry: Doesn’t he know she’s after his money? How can
he keep her in his room where all his fortune lies? Doesn’t
he care about his son? His daughters? His first wife?
The son resolves to go to the Sheikh, his father’s old friend,
hoping the Sheikh will convince his father to give his
children and wife their due. “They want to inherit me before
I’m dead?!” screams Saqr in anger. A few days later, the
young girl disappears. She ran away with her cousin, they
say. She took with her everything she could find in the
closet. Heart broken and shocked the old man dies. His last
words to his son are “on top of the bathroom”. There, in the
dusty attic, was all the gold.

17. Life is a game
The narrator’s friend is just over 50, and has wasted his
years gambling. Regretful, “I want to marry” he says, and
“stop gambling”. “A real marriage” he adds, by which he
means with a young virgin. His reasonable friend the
narrator explains that such marriages are expensive
nowadays… A few days later his friend falls in love with a
young libertine – whose mother made sure he would meet.
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| PRESS
| Al hayat, 2018 Saying [ of Aziz Mohammed ] that he is a "talented novelist" is not enough to describe this young Saudi
writer. He has achieved a unique, impressive and bold work, in its technique, atmosphere, irony and expressive power.

│ SUMMARY
The narrator is a young man in his mid-twenties who
works at a large petrochemical corporation in Saudi
Arabia. A social misfit, he dreams of becoming a
writer. He soon discovers he has leukemia. The
illness sheds a new light on his life, ultimately
salvaging him from an existence he deeply
despises.
“The critical case of Mister K” is written in the
present tense, in the first person, in the form of a weekly
diary spanning over 40 weeks. As the narrator starts
writing his story, he sometimes refers to the imagined
hero of his imaginary novel, “K” (in reference to Kafka).
The combination of very precise details and
sharp insight into human relations; the total absence of
pathos or melodrama and the narrator’s biting sarcasm
make of this book an unusually appealing read.
The novel eventually reveals how illness is in
this case the opportunity for the narrator to define
himself, to understand his place in society and in his
family, to find the path to reconciliation, and finally free
himself from the social norms that have constrained and
crushed him all his life.
A difficult, not always likable character, the
very ordinary narrator is thus even more convincing and
coherent. His astute observations on people, their
social ambitions (often explicit, in Arab societies), their
relation to others and reactions to the illness, are
striking and sometimes even humorous.
Living with his widowed mother, the narrator has a
younger sister who achieved a “successful” marriage with a

| TRANSLATION EXCERPT
By Robin Moger

‘

In the oncology ward I spoke to other patients. One
of them told me that if I pressed the doctor, he might let me
go home. The others weren’t quite so helpful. There was
one sweet old woman who launched straight into a long and
impassioned monologue, as though she’d just been
interrupted and was picking up from where she’d left off. A
blow-by-blow account of how she’d been cursed by the evil
eye. Central to all her stories was the figure of her envious
neighbour, a woman who was always round at her house,
who had been coming round from the time of the Gulf War,
and who in all that time had never once let the word God
cross her lips. What had happened was that, no sooner had
the neighbour spoken admiringly of her energy and good
health, had praised her for being in such good condition at
her age, than the woman had fallen ill. When she’d got the

wealthy and respected banker, and an older brother who is
soon to achieve a successful marriage himself, through the
matchmaking help of their sister.
A weakling as a young boy, the narrator had a
poor health, which tried his father’s patience. As a grown
man, he is a voracious reader and a recluse, an attitude
his mother condemns and perceives as immoral. Clever
and cultured, the narrator doesn’t fit in society. Acutely
aware of himself, and of the absurdity of social norms,
he loathes most his colleagues and their futile quest for
power and recognition.
After an unusually strong episode of nausea
the narrator undergoes a series of tests. This is how he
discovers he is at an advanced stage of leukemia. He
starts a chemotherapy treatment, which after 6 months
will put him out of immediate danger, without curing him.
The narrator, following his doctor’s advice, will finally
leave his home country and start a new life in Japan.
Tackling the illness of modern times, this book
is a universal, powerful read. The lens of a traditionalist
Arab society such as Saudi society, cleverly
emphasizes the social dimension of illness.
But beyond illness, this novel is also about
modern life: Employment in large corporations and work
in open space; relationships with colleagues and
women; relationship with money; the absurd
bureaucracy of important social institutions such as
healthcare; the decay of modern Arab families, as well
as the unthinkable pressure they can still exert on
individuals.

results of the tests she had called the neighbour up and
swore at her, and said prayers for her, and pleaded with her
to put God’s name in her mouth, at which the neighbour had
answered back with insults and prayers of her own, without
ever protesting the main charge, that she was the one
who’d made her ill. Wasn’t that proof enough? I didn’t know
how to respond. After telling me her tales she stayed silent
for a few minutes, and I assumed she had exhausted her
reserves of energy, only to find her turning to me abruptly
and asking, And you? Who cursed you? as though she was
asking what kind of cancer I had. No one, I said, and she
was taken aback. But everyone knows that the cancer
comes from envy!
I wondered if I should feel upset that it had occurred to no
one to date that I might be the victim of envy.

’
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| SUMMARY

A daughter and her mother in an apartment in London. Every
evening, they meet, with an occasional glass of whisky, going
over the times, not so long ago, where they were a large
family, all women, living in Damascus.
Her mother
chronicles every detail of what has been forever lost to them;
the morning light in Damascus, the taste of her sister’s
cooking, the sound of her closet’s doors, the smell of the
wood. The memories are so vivid, and so demanding, that
the daughter, the narrator, seeks refuge behind a camera,
pretending to document her mother’s life. It protects her from
emotions she finds so overwhelming she could break. And
yet she knows too well that the place her mother longs for no
longer exists. She is consumed by guilt for uprooting her
mother a first time from Damascus to take her to safety in
Beirut, and then from Beirut to London. How could she have
known all that they would lose?
They had always been a tight knit family of women,
generation after generation widowed young, or divorced, or
abandoned by their men. Until the war began its process of
separation.
In flashbacks she tells of their time in Beirut, when she lived
with her mother in a spacious apartment on Rue
Clemenceau and they could breath in the reassuring city’s
bustling activity. Her cousin, Shaghaf, would visit from
Damascus always preceded by the clicking sounds of the
bracelets, necklaces and anklets she loved to wear - the
nosier the better. Petite with full breasts and long legs,
Shaghaf would borrow very short shorts from her younger
cousin, to pay Beirut’s bars a visit. So different to the

| T RAN S LAT I O N SAM PLE
By Elisabeth Jaquette

‘

Nana Helena also grew up with only a first name. We don’t
exactly know her surname. My mother’s gaze wanders towards
me, roaming unintentionally. I look away from her wandering eyes
and instead at the camera, in a useless attempt to draw my
mother’s gaze towards it. ‘Ghouzi… maybe her surname was
Ghouzi…’ my mother says evenly, with a shade of doubt. I envy
her in that moment. Even without knowing her mother’s surname,
she’d had two loving parents and a milk-scented childhood! Like
her sister Marianne, my mother grew up unburdened by fatal
affiliations, nicknames, and identities. Nana had been in her
twenties, maybe. Certainty has no place in this story. Every detail
happened, maybe; nothing happened for certain. But it did
happen, even if just maybe. I don’t know how to explain it. Her
uncle was Theodosius the Third, Patriarch of Antioch and the rest
of the East. She went to him after giving birth to her first daughter,
Marianne, and entrusted the child to her mother. He helped her
reach northern Syria, where there were many centers for
survivors, and where she searched desperately for her husband,
whose name we also don’t know. I’m not certain she was
desperate. But she headed to northern Syria, certainly, searching

Shaghaf that came out of the taxi, a couple of years later,
struggling with a terminal illness.
Taking her mother away from Damascus and Beirut also meant
taking her away from her sister Marianne (Shaghaf and Ninar’s
mother), a woman who lit up the Damascene bourgeoisie.
Marianne’s house was a place where all the family would meet,
and would also always be wide open for visitors, especially those
seeking comfort, medical advice or even medicine. She would
generously attend to everyone’s needs, always dressed up in her
fancy suits and matching heels and earrings. “We are the classy
ones, you and I”, Marianne would tell her. But still it was Ninar
who was the light of Marianne’s life.
Ninar fled from Damascus to Paris. But not long after Shaghaf
melted away from her illness, the young Ninar unexpectedly
passed away, alone, in her tiny apartment in the suburbs of Paris.
Unable to survive it, Marianne took her last breath in Damascus.
From this noisy and chatty family of exceptional women, only the
narrator and her mother now remain, raking over the embers of
all that was lost over whisky in that cold and temporary London
apartment. Scattered by the Syrian civil war, an entire family, and
a whole way of life, decimated. As if, after swallowing its men for
generations, the family started going after the women next.
The family that swallowed its men is a powerful book about loss,
its different meanings, dimensions and implications. In her typical
concise and luminous language, Dima Wannous paints extremely
vivid portraits, and one can only but feel awe for these women,
and bewilderment at the turns life can take. This is a family portrait
of great tenderness and pain. A precise and glittering look at what
it means to lose, once you lose home.

for her husband, or a thread that would lead her to him. I can
imagine her describing him in great detail, hoping to jog the tired
survivors’ memories. And I can imagine her standing silently in the
face of their questions. Did she know her husband’s name, or had
she obliterated it the moment she lost him? Helena had tasted the
bitterness of loss from a young age, when she lost her father. Her
sense of abandonment was cruel. Even though she knew he was
ill with a terminal disease, in a sense he had abandoned her. The
anguish of loss descended onto her soul and settled there. It
became part of her genetics, to the point where she passed loss
on to us. We all lived without a father, except for my mother, who
didn’t lose hers until relatively late in life. But when she lost him,
she forged ahead with losing others. Or is it that my
grandmother’s father, whose last name we aren’t sure of, took the
family’s share of men with him. My father teased my mother one
time, saying: ‘You’re a family that devours its men.’

’
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| PRESS
| Libération
| Elle

“These women are my heroins, they represent the revolution we wanted: Secular, democratic”

Astounding

| France Info
What we read above all, is hope. A hope that is born and that the regime cannot burry… finally, [a book]
that gives back their place to women in the Syrian revolution
| BTJ, Sweden

A pre-publication review “poignant”

| Expressen

A reminder of the 2015 Nobel Laureate Svetlana Aleksijevitj’s “The Unwomanly Face of War”

| Folkbladet

Absolutely indispensable…. Compelling interviews

| Dagens Nyheter

Vital documentation. Impossible not to be moved by it

| Göteborgs-Posten
The books from the war in Syria that Samar Yazbek has provided us with are priceless documents
about man’s cruelty – and greatness
| Svenska Dagbladet
There is no defending yourself against the power of the testimonies in Yazbek’s new book. It’s a
harrowing collection of stories.
| Lanuovabq.it

An eye-opening book-testimony

| Helena Savoldelli, Redazione Gariwo
forgotten…. A sincere testimony

Pages that speak of strength and humility and a sacrifice that should not be

| Diva & Donna
Samar Yazbek leaves the voice to the victims, to those who experienced the war on their skin, through the
stories of their everyday life, so normal and yet so extraordinary.
| L’Eco di Bergamo

The will to testify, to safeguard the memory of extreme events and situations.

| Outsidersweb.it
A maze of conditions, where one can find, not certainties, but points of contact with the future nation
that will be, despite the gloomy and fragmented present.
| SUMMARY
In this non-fiction book, Samar Yazbek tackles two
topics that are close to her heart: Syria, and women. In her
previous works on the Syrian uprising, Yazbek gave us an
unprecedented view on the Syrian conflict, reminding the
world that those who were suffering the civil war were
ordinary people who just want to get by and lead dignified
normal lives.
In 19 women: Stories of resilience from Syria,
Yazbek focuses on the silent, or silenced, actors of the
revolution: Women. While they were massively present on
the field, and often even on the frontline, the women of Syria
had to fight not only the Regime, or ISIS or other Islamist
rebels; they had to fight the whole of a patriarchal society,
including male revolutionaries.
For 3 years, Yazbek recorded testimonies of over 60
women. She would meet them in the various European
cities where they had fled, or over skype. All these women
are from the former middle class, they are all educated and
hold university degrees. They all took part in the uprising,
because they all had a dream for their country, their
families, and for themselves, as women. Yazbek’s book
sheds a different, complex, light on the revolution, raising
important questions pertaining to Syria’s social structure,
and the role it played in the failure of the uprising.
Apart from the introduction where she explains her
project and how she went about it, Yazbek willingly pulls
herself out of this book. Each chapter is written by a
different narrator, and while Yazbek rewrites the testimonies
to give them coherence, she respects each woman’s voice
and particularities.
19 chapters:

1) Sarah, 21, Mou’damiya — fighting for the education for
all, and resisting the revolutionaries
2) Maryam Hayed, 21, student in psychology, Damascus
— tackling the revolution as a woman’s dream
3) Dima, 37, graphic designer, Damascus — describing
the mechanics of war
4) Zein, 20, medical nurse, Aleppo — describing the
hospital wars
5) Doha Achour, 52 — providing historical depth to the
revolution with the story of this woman’s previous arrest in
the 1990’s, and her giving birth in jail
6) Suad, 25, student in psychology, Deir el zor —
educating girls under ISIS
7) Leila, 27, Homs — Leila is part of a family who has
historically supported the Asad regime. She here describes
her quest for truth: with or against the regime?
8) Amal, 40 years old — crossing the sea (10 attempts) for
refuge
9) Amina Khawlani, 35, history graduate, Daraya — a
religious intellectual who tried to reform Islam and ended up
in jail
10) X, 25, Damascus — the anonymous narrator describes
how a religious group she belonged to sought power over
the rich
11) Lina Mohammad, 29 — Lina was arrested and brutally
tortured for getting medicine inside besieged Ghouta.
12) Mona Fraji, 42, English teacher, Raqqa — The
difficulty of medical assistance under ISIS rule
13) Roula, late 20s, Lattakie — Being an Alawite in this
conflict
14) Reem, 50, Ministry of information — a historical
perspective explains why, in the revolution, the town of
Barza was strongly repressed until it was finally besieged.

15) Alia, 23, student in engineering, Aleppo — educating
women and children on the front line or Murat al naaman
16) Houthami Hadi, 77, Homs — the struggle with
education under the Asad regime, after the 1970 coup.
17) Zeina Arhim, 32, Damascus — a reporter seeking
honest truth, but confronted to “you are either with us or
against us”

18) Fatma, 27, student in pharmacy, Al Qanaytra — a
nurse being arrested and tortured for months for having
assisted “the wrong people” - “you are either with us or
against us”
19) Faten, 24, Douma — “nothing will stop us from
educating women” is the stunning conclusion of this brave
chapter on trying to run a school in a context of social
backwardness brought about by war and poverty

| TRANSLATION SAMPLE
Chapter 1, by Robin Moger

‘

I was sometimes asked to assist with operations.
On one occasion, a friend of mine emerged from the theatre
and handed me a plastic bag. I looked and there was a
man’s foot inside. I nearly collapsed. “Put it aside for a
moment,” my friend said, “we need to bury it.” I was like a
sleepwalker. Sometimes I would tell myself that this was a
nightmare. The image never left my mind: a human foot in a
plastic bag.
I still have nightmares to this day. The one I have
most is about the tomatoes. During the siege we planted
several tomato plants in our garden and one of the plants
produced two small tomatoes. My mother washed them and
chopped them to make a salad with the vine leaves we ate:
the tomatoes would make it nicer to eat, she said. My
brother picked up the tomato and said that he was dying to
eat it. “Don’t you dare!” my mother said, “That’s for the salad
and everyone needs it. We only have those two.” Then my
brother asked me to photograph him clowning around with
the pair of tomatoes. Laughing, I took a picture. A few days
later, my brother and his wife, along with all their children,
were killed by an artillery shell. To this day my mother still
says, “If only I’d let him eat the tomato,” and in my
nightmares I see chopped tomatoes dripping like blood
across the sky.
After I while I could no longer stand spending all
my time in the hospital. Nine children starved to death in
Madamiya, among them my three-year-old cousin. I decided
I wouldn’t look at these horrors in the hospital any more.
Next to our house was a storehouse belonging to a
bookshop in Damascus. It had been bombed, but it still
contained supplies for children. I had noticed that there
were many widows now, as well as children without access
to schools, and so myself and a group of women decided to
set up Ru’ya, or Vision, an initiative to support and educate
children. We started as a psychological support center,
working from our neighbors’ basement. I had a computer
and I would set up speakers and play the children cartoons
and songs, which amazed them because there was no
electricity. I used to charge my mobile using the battery
packs. The project was more successful than I anticipated.
Many women came to volunteer to teach the children and
we started new classes. I contacted international
organizations online and we received support from them.
The students were of all ages, but our priorities were
children’s activities and psychological treatment. Being
under bombardment and under siege caused many
psychological problems among the children. We opened
three more centers because the number of children whose

families had been killed was growing exponentially. The
scope of our activities broadened, but a dispute sprang up
between us and the local council [3]. They weren’t happy
that we women had so much power. They wouldn’t accept
us starting up projects and being independent from them in
this way, and had openly attacked us. They were all men.
However, the women and I went on working tirelessly.
On August 21, 2013, there was a chemical attack
on Madamiya.
(…)
We climbed up to the roof of our building, because
the gas was penetrating the lower floors. We were in shock,
panicked, and when we got to the roof, the planes returned
to fire on the people who had fled upstairs. My sister-in-law
tied dampened cloth over the mouths and noses of the
children.
The attack was strange. On first hearing it seemed
nothing like the usual bombing runs. Everywhere people
were screaming and running about. There was no gas for
them to escape the chemicals in their vehicles, not to
mention the fact that Madamiya was blockaded on all sides.
The projectiles made a sound like that of the sudden rattling
of a train over the tracks. That’s what I remember. It felt as if
it were hard to breathe. Immediately I went down to the field
hospital by our building. People were sprawled in the street
outside the hospital and the medics were sluicing them
down with water. As I was looking at these dead bodies I
noticed people on the other side of the street, still alive: they
were fitting, their eyes rolled back and mouths foaming.
“What can I do?” I screamed.
We had no experience of dealing with something like this.
The smell from the hospital was like the stench of rotten
eggs. We gave people the standard facemasks but it did no
good. Across the street women were fitting and screaming
hysterically, and so were the men. We poured water over
them and some people brought vinegar and lemons they’d
plucked from the trees, but the numbers of those affected
just grew. People came to assist us.
I was affected by the chemicals myself, but it didn’t happen
straight away: it was a while before I lost my sight, which
lasted for a week, and I suffered from asphyxiation, but at
the time I could move about.
There was a doctor there, standing next to me. He
handed me a baby and I assumed he wanted me to treat it,
so I switched on the artificial respirator. Then I saw that it
was dead.

’
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| PRESS
| Le Monde, France Amongst all the works that come to us from Syria or from the diaspora, this novel has a unique timbre
that mixes absolute realism and wonder.
| L’Express, France A novel, touched by grace and fed with the dazzlement of childhood
| Gotborgs-Posten, Sweden An ingenious character and a literary approach on the verge of the unimaginable. Samar
Yazbek's novel is brave on many levels, writes Mattias Hagberg.

| Arbetarbladet, Sweden The Blue Pen is a deeply original, almost surreal fantasia, written in a simple, clear style. But the
surrealistic stroke is raised, because the evil and the suffering surrounding Rima is real to such a great extent. … A novel like
The Blue Pen filters through all our conscious and unconscious blinkers.
| Kristeligt, Denmark Five star review! “We others can only read - and cry.”
| Weekendavisen, Denmark
Yazbek's sense of details.

The book left this reader very touched; beyond the cruel reality it describes, it is because of

| Dagens Nyhether, Sweden An invaluable voice from Syria.
| Sveriges Radio, Sweden The text is true - literally true, that is. How can you truly describe a rational chemical warfare? By
letting the process behind the sense of the text break. A radical and visionary move made by Samar Yazbek.
| Forlagsliv, Norway An original and moving book that brings the reader close to the inhuman sufferings of the civil war in
Syria.
| Livres Hebdo, France “To make words dance on the blank page” is the power of this poignant novel.
| Dagbladet, Norway Yazbek has crafted an original voice […] The imagery throughout the novel is foreign and innovative.
| SUMMARY
Rima is a girl from Damascus who cannot stop
walking. She has no control over her legs that are
automatically set in motion the moment she is free to
walk. This strange characteristic has determined her life.
Because her mother was always afraid of losing her,
Rima grew up tied to her wrist by a thick rope. Or, when
her mother was busy cleaning the school, she was
confined to the school library under the supervision of
the librarian. When she got a little older and her mother
couldn’t take her along anymore, Rima was tied to her
bed at home, this one room where she lived with her
mother and brother. The rope was long enough for her to
explore the entire room, but it was short enough to
ensure she would never leave it. Rima is a hungry
reader, continuously nourished by the friendly and
generous school librarian, but she refuses to speak and
her tongue has a mind of its own. It will not utter a word
or scream when she wants it to. Rima draws skilfully, and
her favorite stories are Saint-Exupery’s “Little Prince”
and “Alice in Wonderland.”
Rima was content with her life in a Damascene
neighborhood, despite the rising tension she could sense
between her brother and mother, and the faint sound of
faraway explosions she could sometimes hear. But one
day, everything changes. A soldier shoots both her and
her mother at a checkpoint. Her mother dies. Rima is
injured. When she awakens, she isn’t sure where she is.
It looks like a hospital, but there are bars at the window,
and she is handcuffed to the bed. The nurses are rude
and nasty, and all the other girls are mistreated. Her
brother is called upon to take her home. He comes to
take her, but instead of going home, he takes her
somewhere else. This other place is hell on earth.
Is it possible that this new place and their home
are in the same city? Here, people are torn to pieces by
shells that fall from the sky. Here, people disappear one

after the other. Here, one night, it rained stink bombs that
liberated a strange fume. It tinted the buildings purple,
and made people sleep in the strangest postures, with
orange foam coming out of their mouths. Eventually, her
brother also disappears, and she finds herself in the care
of Hassan, her brother’s friend.
Today, Rima is in the basement of what must
have been a print house. She waits for Hassan who said
he wouldn’t be long before tying her to the metal frame of
the ceiling window. But Hassan is late, and Rima is
scared. While she waits for him, she writes and draws
her story with the only blue pen she found. She will write
as long as the ink in her pen allows.
The Blue Pen is a unique, moving and powerful
tale from Syria. Rima’s story is simple and
straightforward: she wants to go home, use her crayons
to draw, and read her favorite books. Rima wants to live
and walk freely. But wherever she is taken to, she is
constrained, and there is nothing but destruction.
Trapped in Rima’s head, the reader gets a first hand
sensory and emotional take on the Syrian war. There are
no politics, and no sides to that story, except Rima’s.
Though people usually think she is crazy or
mentally ill, the reader can see how Rima is the wisest of
them all. A genuine defender of life, Rima does not
understand the violence, and continues to seek beauty in
people and the mundane details of life. The reader
desperately wants her to survive, a fragile little butterfly
that floats above horror, as if she were the last remaining
piece of beauty in this world. The last omen of hope.
With The blue pen Yazbek offers a surreal
depiction of the horrors taking place in Syria, giving the
reader a palpable grasp of the large scale tragedy that
still eludes most of us.
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| PRESS
| Al Watan, Khaled Muntaser

We follow breathless the path of its intricate, stifling, and uncompromising strings

| Shourouk News, Mahmoud Abd El Shakour
The magic of this fascinating novel in the power of its characters, in this
complex mix between comedy and tragedy, between the flow of the Nile and that of time, in the privacy of the village that opens
its memory as one open her wounds, and in its universality… It invokes the image of a homeland at a critical historical moment,
but says things about a homeland “here and now.”… A great work.
| Al Ayyam, Badi’a Zaydan
publication

Hammour Ziada surprises us with a literary oeuvre that carries more art with each new

| SUMMARY
Sudan, 1968, the military coup taking place in Khartoum
echoes all the way to the small rural town of Hajer Narti,
where the body of a young girl has just been found in the
Nile. Like every time a body is washed up on the shore,
Fatima shows up: according to popular belief, when the Nile
brings a new body back, it also brings back an old one.
Fatima is still looking for her daughter Souad, believed to
have drowned many years ago.
The body of the unknown girl will be kept in water
for three days in the hope that someone from the nearby
towns will recognize the girl before she is buried - the body
being in no state to be taken out of the water.
The novel unfolds within the narrow time window of
a few months, as we watch how the fate of Abeer is sealed.
The 13 year old nymphet, daughter of Fayit Niddo, an old
slave, will ultimately throw herself in the Nile. This suicide
leaves little doubt as to the nature of the first drowning that
opened the book, thereby lifting a corner of the veil that
covers the misery of so many women’s lives.
Though slavery has been abolished, freedom is not
truly granted to slaves, and the traditional social structure of
Hajer Narti remains the theater of an old struggle for power
and land between two clans, the repercussions of which
shape the most intimate details of life. As the reader picks
out the thread of the complex relations of kinship, the trap in
which Abeer finds herself gets more clearly defined. All boys
and men of the village are attracted to the unusually
beautiful young girl, most of whom end up having sex with
her. Including her presumed powerful uncle, Al Basheer.
Abeer is the daughter of Fayit Niddo, and one of the notable
men of the village, the wedding celebration of whom the
village is about to celebrate.
Abeer is a child that should have never seen the
day of light, according to Al Radiyya, the wife of the

dominant clan’s chief Mohammad Said, and sister in law of
Abeer’s father.
Abeer is submissive, and seems to have
abandoned her body. Ever since Al Radiyya has prevented
her from going to school, two years prior, thereby crushing
her dream of becoming a doctor and escaping this town with
her mother, Abeer has been an empty vessel. She never
refuses a sexual invitation, and is silently abused, including
by the communist doctor, Shaqrab, who ran away from the
city and came to this town with dreams of social justice and
equality.
“Drowning” is Hammour Ziada third novel. With
scarce descriptions, and just the minimal amount of words,
Ziada succeeds in portraying very convincing characters,
and in poignantly capturing the violence of social relations in
a strictly codified society. Only Abeer eludes the reader. Like
a dream all men try to catch throughout the novel, Abeer
floats silently across town, a fluttering butterfly. Her dead
eyes are only visible to the reader, while all men see is her
slender body. Her humanity is finally revealed a few hours
before her death.
In the words of the preeminent literary critic
Mahmoud Abd El Shakkour "The tragedy of Hajer Narti lies
in the fact that it is governed by cycles of misery and joy, a
misery that lies in the wait and the isolation, in the
beautification that is done in the pain, soreness and blood of
scarification, and in the fact that its people do not realize
that the successive military coups in the capital are the only
reason why they are able to remain in power. They also do
not realize that Fatima will continue to look for her drowned
daughter Souad for years and generations to come, so long
as no one breaks these cycles, so long as the Nile swallows
its victims, instead of being a river of paradise.”

| TRANSLATION SAMPLE
by Jonathan Wright

‘
Fayit Niddu stood up, tall and muscular, and called her
daughter over. “Abir,” she said, “come and fill the water jar.
Your uncle Bashir hasn't left any for us.”
Then she turned to Abdel Razeq. “No one treats me fairly
here, except for you,” she said.
Abir came into the shack and added a fragrance to the
place, like the smell of guava leaves in the rain.
She was a slim girl. As dark as black magic. Her young
legs shone like the moon over the Nile. Her breasts were
like lemons that hadn't yet ripened, and they were hardly
covered by her childhood clothes.
When she bent over to pour the water, Hajj Bashir
muttered, “Goodness gracious! There is no power or
strength but in God.” Suleiman al-Hawati smiled and took a
deep breath, almost a gasp of desire for the girl. The men's
eyes sparkled as if they were confessing to themselves that
she had them in her thrall. Rashid left the shack in a hurry,
watching Ahmad Shagrab as he tried to wash the smell of
death from his body, with such vigour that he almost
scraped his skin off.

Abir left the shack too and al-Rashid was almost blinded.
The girl wasn't pretty, but she was as salutary as good
health to a sick man. He stopped her for no particular
purpose and asked, “Does the smell of the body upset you?”
She shrugged her shoulders and pursed her lips with
indifference. She tried to slip past but he grabbed her wrist.
“You're a big girl now, Abir,” he said.
She looked at him with dead eyes.
Like a guava pecked by birds. She smelled aromatic and
enticing. Her hair was dishevelled and dusty, as befits a girl.
He was interrupted by the sound of the ferry and the
muttering of his brother Bashir behind him. He let go of her
wrist and she flew off like a dove. Hajj Bashir prodded him in
the back and said, “The ferry's here. Come on, let's get to
business. The moulid's in a few days and the wedding too,
and there's lots that needs to be done. That's enough
leching.”
He didn't linger. His brother treated him as a child, though
he was a man in his thirties. But he loved him as a child
loves his father, because his brothers were the only father
he had known.
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