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PREFACE

Many tines during the last three years I was questioned as to

the wisdom of spending so much tine on a writer such as Ba-Kath?.r who

is not highly regarded by most critics of Modern Arabic Literature.

At one point I almost gave up, but I am glad that I did not. This

is because drama still raises the most basic questi>ns in Arabic

Literature. These questions have not been adequately answered by
ih*t

critics of Arabic Literature. The reason for this is partly bea-misc.

the writers they consider highly made thoir reputations in son® other

genre of literature and only wrote a number of plays as a sideline.

Tawfiq al-Uaklm, who can be pointed out as an exception to this state¬

ment, begs the question by stating that his plays are to be read and

not performed on the stage. There is no Arab writer, then, who lias

made his reputation wholly by the plays he wrote. The nearest person

to such a writer is Ba-Kathlr. Ho critic has shown any interest in

examining the type of reputation Ba-Kathlr has made through his plays.

The more of Ba-Kathlr's plays I road, the more convinced I

became that some basic questions which Ba-Kathlr faced are not unlike

those faced by any other Muslim conservative writer using the drama genre.

One of these basic questions is the conflict between form and content

with specific reference to drama. It is hoped that this study will

contribute to a better criticism of drama in Arabic Literature and

save future Arab dramatists from the mistakes which Ba-Kathlr could

not avoid.

It will be noticed that t: ere is very little textual criticism

in the thesis. This is because the questions raised by the thesis are

more basic than can permit of such detailed textual criticism in a



genre which has still to attain maturity in Arabic Literature. Detailed

textual criticism is already possible in poetry and the novel, but in

drama there are still basic questions to be settled by both critic and

playwright.

Each chapter in Part Two of the thesis is introduced by a

discussion of the general basic characteristics of the particular form

of drama with which the chapter deals. The reason for this is, in

fact, one of the reasons for undertaking research into the works of

Ba-Kathir« An aspect of this study is an examination of Ba-Kathir's

failure to produce convincing tragic drama. Ba-Kathlr was conscious

of the use to which he wanted to put his literary talent. He was

conscious, too, of the fact that he was using literary forms which

were foreign to past Arabic Literature. What Ba-Kathlr did not seem

to have been conscious of is the fact that literary forms do limit the

content which they can successfully convey. This situation is more so

in the drama form than in, say, the novel form. A short introductory

section dealing with the basic nature of each form followed by the

productions of Ba-Kathlr in that particular form help to pinpoint

Ba-Kathir's understanding of -the form and how his use of it, as he

understood it, falls short of the Western model defined.

necessarily, the conclusion to the thesis restricts itself to

BS-Kathir alone. But it is not unlikely that a study of the plays of

other Arab writers attempting to do what Ba-Kathir tried to do

without solving the problems which Ba-Kathlr failed to solve, will come

to the same conclusion.
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ABSTRACT

The thesis is divided into three parts. The first part deals

with the history of drama in Arabic Literature since the first plays

were produced. Furthermore, it deals with the history of the theatre

in Egypt, tracing its development and especially its relationship with

different governments at different times. Lastly, this part of the

thesis deals v;ith the history of dramatic writing and the reasons which

led to the development of the play for reading as against the play for

the stage.

The second part deals vath selected works of Ba-Kathlr. His

first attempts to write plays are dealt vdth as an attempt of his to

find a medium through which to express himself* Because the emphasis

hero is on language, there is some detailed textual criticism. When

Ba-Kathlr rejects poetry as a means of expressing dialogue in plays

but still finds interest in historical subjects, we come to his

historical novels. These are dealt with in their relationship to

Ba-Kathlr's ideas. Then follows tire section on the comedies, which are

both social and political and the most successful works by Ba-Kathfr.

In the next section, his tragedies are treated as religious plays

because this is what they are. The last section of this part of the

thesis deals with the epic of <Umar b. al-Kha$$ab, which is the most

glaring failure of Ba-Kathlr.

Part Three deals with BS-Kathlr's ideas and how these relate to

Ms use of the Arabio language.
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PART ONE

INTRODUCTION

To live is to fight with fiends
That infest the head and heart

To write is to summon oneself

And play the judge's part

- Henrik Ibsen
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I

After more than one hundred years of theatre in Egypt it

would seem natural that researchers into this genre of literature

should ignore discussions on basic issues such as the fact that

Classical Arabic Literature had no theatre. But this is not the

case.^ The debate comes up every time somebody undertakes a

study of an aspect of Arabic drama. The main reason for this may

be that while other genres introduced from the V/est into Modern

Arabic Literature, such as the short story and the novel, have
2

matured, the theatre still lags behind. This situation is the

more surprising when one knows that there was in Pharaonic
3

Egypt, besides the shadow^theatre, a form of religious drama prior

to the coming of Islam. \/Aj!he beginning of the novel proper is

usually fized, in Egypt, at the publication in 1913 of Zaynab

written by Huhammad Husayn Haykal (1333 - 1956).

An awareness of this situation of the theatre in Egypt

prompts questions and attempts to supply answers. No attempt

is made here to consider the answers given foi- the absence of

1. This point is discussed, for instance, in the unpublished
thesis The Drama in Arabic 1848 - 195C. by El-Tayibj books
such as al-Masrafriyya fi al-Adab al-'Arabi al-Hadlth, by Uajm,
and articles such as those in the special number of al-Ka,jalla,
March 1966.

2. Cf. observation by Dr. 'Abd al-Qadlr al- in his article
'al-Bu^ula ff al-Adab al-Kasrahl* in al-Adab. Jan. 1959,
pp. 2C - 24.

3. Landau, Studies in the Arab Theater and Cinema, p. 9.
4. Freedley and Reeves, A History of the Theatre, first chapter

'Egypt, the Beginning of Theatre'. Also Etienne Drioton,
Le theatre egyptien, which has been translated into Arabic as

al-I.asrafr al-Migri al-Radim.

5. Badr, Tatawwur al-Riway/a al-'Arabiyya al-IIadxtha fl KLsr:
1870 - 1^3.



theatre in Classical Arabic Literature except in as far as they

throw light on theatre art and. play-writing* in Egypt# A -ore

relevant question is: why has the theatre not matured in Egypt

as have the short story and the novel? A possible answer to

this question is the fact that whereas the short story and the

novel are produced through the process of an individual author

working far away from his readers, theatre evolves in a communal

atmosphere with the author and all the personnel of the theatre

wo iking together to put on stage the creation of the playwright#

Writing and publishing the short story or the novel need no

immediate audience participation. A play nay not be complete

without an audience.

One of the implications of these nodes of working is that

the novelist and the short story writer have to wait for their
1

readers ' reaction long after they have completed their writing.

Because the reaction to the playwright working in the theatre

is immediate, it may be said that he is under greater constraint

to conform and not offend his audience's sensitivity. This

type of constraint does not apply to the novelist in the same

degree. Thus the novelist can set his own values for his works,

1, Cf. Gerald Moore, Wole Soyirika (Modern African Writers)
'A young novelist may hear the work of years launched
with a little plop into the great indifferent sea of the
month's new books. Anxiously he a1.;aits the few, piti¬
fully inadequate reviews he nay bo lucky enough to get.
The dramatist who is able to get his play on to the stage
at all has the opportunity to assist in the imaginative
realisation of his work from the text and then to witness
night after ni#t the actual process of its comunication
to a diverse, constantly varying audience.' pp# 10 - 11.



values which may not necessarily be representative of the values of

his society. Although the playwright can do the same thing,

unfavourable reaction is more immediate than in the case of the

novelist.

In most cases both the novelist and the playwright,address

the same audience. B6t fie audience of the novelist would seem

to be moxe Westernised than the rest of the community. These

Westernised Egyptians oould be called cultural-mulattos.* They

are prepared to accept plays and novels which challenge long-held

concepts. The people who watch plays do not necessarily have to

be literate in Western languages. To address them successfully

the playwright must present to thea in his plays concepts which

their cultural background makes familiar to them. Generally

speaking the playwright in Egypt working in the theatre has been

able to satisfy the masses of the people in the cities with

comedies, farces and melodramas. To the cultural-mulattos who

know of other standards of theatre, these productions are

inadequate. More serious plays are demanded. This demand is

satisfied to some extent through translations of masterpieces of
£

world drama, through adaptations, and arabisations of plays from

other cultures; and finally through plays written by cultural-

mulattos who have themselves been influenced to a great extent

by Western examples.

1. This term here is meant to refer to Egyptians who have
had a Western education imposed on their Islamic
background and upbringing.



To conclude - the dual nature of cultural backgrounds in

Egypt (the Western educated and the Muslim educated) leads to a

duality of Literature and the Arts. The short story and the

novel may ignore one section of this society and address them¬

selves to the other, usually the Western educated Egyptian. It

would be good for the society at large if the short story and

the novel could address both sections of the society. The

theatre, on the other hand, cannot without danger to itself

ignore either section of the society. The major problem of

the theatre in Egypt would seem to be how to write and produce

plays which 'would satisfy both the cultural-mulatto and the

rest of the community.

Various reasons have been adduced as to the absence of

drama in Classical Arabic Literature.1 These reasons are

usually grouped around three main issues, these being Language,

Environment and Islam.

At this point, it has to be said that the working
2

definition of drama accepted here is that of Karl Young.

He rejects recorded dialogue in favour of impersonation as the

essential manifestation of drama.

1. One of the strangest must be that of Tawflq al-Haklm in the
introduction to his play Malik ftdib where he accepts Hugo's
contention that the main stages of mankind's development
are the primitive, the ancient and the modern with poetic
moods being the lyrical, the epic and the dramatic.

2. Karl Young, The Drama of the Mediaeval Church, vol. I,
p. 00.



Some Arab critics have claimed, on the evidence of recorded

dialogue found, for instance, in the maqamat, the presence of

drama in Classical Arabic Literature.1 For toe purpose of this

chapter, a difference is made between recorded dialogue and

theatre whose essential manifestation is impersonation. With

this in mind, it is not necessary to waste space on the apologists

of Classical Arabic Literature who pick on Language and Environ-

2
raent as well as Islam as the deterrents to drama in Arabic.

The third reason adduced, the religion of Islam, is the

most interesting of the deterrents to drama in Arabic. But it

must be borne in mind that it is not as a religion per se that

Islam has prevented the maturity of drama in Egypt. Rather it is

the worid-view which Islam has given to the society, which has

made it impossible to produce a mature theatre in Egypt.
3

Western drama grew outside Christianity, not within it.

It developed out of the ability of the theatre to give an

alternative explanation to the life of the people, an explanation

different from that offered by Christianity. Drama in the West

did not develop as an expression of Christianity. When the

1. Or dialogues in the Qur'an as instanced by Ahmed Abdul
Wahhab in his A thesis on Drama in Arabic Literature.
p. 64.

2. For instance Ha^mud Taymur's introduction to his play
Shelter No. 13. See also 'al-Islam wa a1-Hasrah' in
al-Hilal. Jan. 1971, pp. 112 - 149.

3. Hunaingher, Benjamin, The Origins of Theatre, p. 68.



theatre challenged the world-view created by Christianity, that

was the point at which drama as an independent genre came into

its own. This may be carried on to the case of Islam. Just as

there was a drama of some sort associated with the church, so also

is there in Islam the ta'ziya.* But as in Christianity the

ta'ziya served merely as a function of religion. It was not

drama. It is necessary to make this distinction between the r6le

of a particular religion in connection with drama and the x-6le of

the world-view the religion imposes in relation to the development

of drama.

According to Safran, a wo rid-view does three things for a

2
community: it 'interprets* the world they live in to them, it

'justifies' the institutions under which they live, and it 'helps

regulate' relations among them. If this world-view is

theologically oriented, separation between religion and the

resultant world-view is not recognised by those who live under

this world-view. But this is not to say that a separation is

not possible. In Islam every aspect of the life of the society

is seen in the light of the religion. On the other hand,

society in the Christian world has always been able to 'Render

unto Caosar the things which are Caesar's, and unto God the things
3

that are God's'. Because of the impossibility of making this

4
separation, it has been easy for Arab critics to see Islam

1. This is not even wholly Islamic. Bee Br. P.J.B. Cachia's
article, 'Themes related to Christianity and Judaism in
Ilodern Egyptian Drama and Fiction', Journal of Arabic
Literature, vol. ii, 1971, p. 11.

2. Eafran, Egypt in Search of Political Community, p. 1.
3. Gospel according to St. Matthew, Chapter 22, verse 21.
4. AJpad Amln, for instance.



the religion as being a deterrent to the development of drama,

rather than the unchallenged worId-view which the religion has

evolved for Egyptians.

Since the people living under this theologically oriented

world-view do not recognise a separation between their religion

and the world-view which the religion has evolved for them, there

is no possibility of challenging this world-view by offering a

different interpretation of life, a different justification of

their institutions and a different regulation of relations among

them. This is true not only of Islam. It is also true of any

theologically oriented world-view. Such a challenge is seen as an

attack on the religion rather than an attempt to create conflict by

an imaginative use of the world-view created by the religion.

Drama, more than any other literary genre, is the vehicle of

such an imaginative conflict. A world-view which gives answers to

all the questions raised by those who live under it rather than

permit them to seek alternatives, does not provide the type of

conflict out of which drama developed in the West. But a

theologically oriented world-view could also produce a form of

drama, rooted in its own world-view. It is the attempt of writers

such as 'All Ahmad Ba-Kathlr to create this form of drama which

makes their works interesting. Their failure or success is of

great importance to our understanding of the history of drama in

Modern Arabic Literature.

If critics are to get anywhere near solving the problem of

drama in Modern Arabic Literature, it is necessary 1hat they

consider each Arabic-speaking country separately. It would be



necessary, for instance, to consider the existence of theatre in

Roman Syria, of religious drama in Pharaonic Egypt, and find out

how these were superseded by the coming erf Islam. In connection

with the religious drama in Egypt before Islam, little is known as

yet of it in as far as it forms part of the history of world drama.

Some texts which are being worked upon are virtually manuscripts

for dramatisation, such as 'The Abydoc Text', for instance. The

existence of this religious drama would point to the possibility of

a development skin to the Greek one if it had been allowed to run

2
its natural course.

This development has not been possible because the establish¬

ment of Islam brought the establishment of a new world-view, a

f? r-C ft
world-view whiefc. provides answers rather than permitting questions,

Islam has all the answers to marf^sv problems. The new worid-view

saw Allah as being responsible for the unseen order of man's life

and Allah's revelation to Muhammad as man's only guide in his

endeavour to adjust himself to that order. The ideal life is to

follow the 'straight path' already charted by the Prophet. To

1, Freedley and Reeves, op. oit. This is the only text-book
on the history of world theatre which mentions Egypt as the
possible origin of world theatre and at least suggests that
religious drama in Pharaonic Egypt pre-dates the Greek
religious drama generally accepted as the origin of
Western drama.

2. Hunningher, op. cit. 'As soon as the participants in the
rites no longer believed in the practical purpose of those
rites ... the greater part of the community which had
originally danced the rites lost the enthusiasm that had
once inspired them to take part: they became spectators
and the dromenon performed for them became drama.' p.43



present in writing or on the stage deviations from this 'straight

path' only helped faint-hearted men to go astray. The conoept

of the good man who falls as a result of the machinations of the

gods or circumstances or faults of his personal make-up, or the

combination of all these machinations, has no place in this

theologically oriented world-view.

A direct development from this world-vie*,: is the orthodox

Islamic theoiy of history. The best of times was the time of

the Prophet. The present and the future can only gauge their

success in as far as they approach that past of the Prophet,

This theory of history forms the basis of Ba-Kathlr's epic drama

whose subject is the Caliph 'Umar b. al-Kha^Jab.
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ll

The appearance of drama in modern Egypt has been made

possible as a result of the contact with the West. There is as

yet no authoritative history of the theatre in Egypt. Each

person, scholar or critic, who has dealt with theatre in Egypt
1

has used his own period division, movements or classifications.

The preference in this short sketchy history is to see the history

of the Egyptian theatre under the following two headings:

1. The Period of Actor-Panagers

2. The Period of Organised government-involved Theatre

The Period of Actor-ManagRrs
II nil——flWlll II H I

This period can be fixed between the dates 1848 and 1930,

the beginning of drama in Kodern Arabic Literature and the date

of the formation in Egypt of the Academy of Dramatic Art.

1. Yusuf Najs's al-Hasrahiyya fx al-Adab al-*Arabl al-Hadlth, 124?-'il/f
at present the most informed study, stops at 1914. Ilajm
makes two types of divisions: History of Theatre 1847 -
1914, the period of big well-known troupes of profes¬
sionals, and Dramatic Writing 1847 - 1914. He further
divides this last period into translations, adaptations,
arabieations and original play-writing,

AJjmad al-Tayib in his thesis In Arabic 1848 -
1950 gives three movements! the Popular, the Classical
(by which he means the period of poetical aid historical
plays) and lastly the Intellectual. He states in his
introduction that the thesis 'does not deal with the work
of the producer and actor' thus ignoring the live theatre
and concentrating on dramatic writing alone.
'Abd El-Konem Ismail's Drama and Society in Contemporary
Egvnt dates the life of drama in Egypt from 1914 onwards.

Playwrights themselves hardly help the situation since
their own accounts are more often personal and interesting
only because of the details they give. I'a^mud Taymur's
Tulu* al-Masrafr al-'Arabi is a classic example of this
type. Also Ba-Kathir's Farm al-Hasrahiyya.



-li¬

lt is easy to understand this period if one takes the Syrian

HarLn al-Haqqash (1817 - 1855) as being at the beginning of a line

of actoxwaanagers itio handed over, willingly or otherwise, their

experience of the theatre to their apprentices who continued the

chain in their own turn.

Sallm Khalll al-Naqqash (1325 - 1894) took over from his

uncle. One of those who worked with him was another Syrian,

Yusuf Khayyat, who was active in the theatre between 1876 and

1399, the year of his death. Khayyat formed his own troupe when

Sal In al-Naqqash branched off to journalism. Unfortunately

the choice of his first play for production, al-Zalum, produced

in 1373, put him in trouble with the Khedive end he had to leave

Egypt.

Another Syrian, Sulaiman al-Qardahi, active between 1382 and

1909, 'reorganised the remants of al-Khayyat's band',* Al-Qardahi

was the first actor-manager to introduce women to the stage by

making use of the talent of his gifted wife Layla. Al-Qardahi

had in his troupe two other future actor-nanagerss Iskandar Farah,

active between the years 1891 and 1909, and Salamah Hijazi (1852 -

1917). ^ijasi was active between the years 1905 and 1914.

Iskandar Farah broke away from al-Qardahi to form his own troupe.

He liad fbr his singer Salaoah Hijazi who worked with him for

eighteen years before he, too, broke away.

1, Landau, op. cit. p. 68,
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So many factors helped towards the success of Hijazi, He

was a good singer, a Muslim, the first great Muslim to be

associated with the modem theatre, and lie had enough initiative

to start the practice of touring other Arabic-speaking lands with

his troupe. Ill-health put a stop to the activities of Hijazi;

he was paralysed from 1904, and died in 1917.

The success of these actor-managers encouraged other

individuals to form troupes of their own. James Sanua (1839 -

1912) was active in the theatre for two years. But his political

involvement with the 'Urabi Revolt (1832) and his subsequent

deportation from Egypt ended his interest in toe theatre.

Another individual who was lucky because he had the help

of the Khedive was toe Syrian Christian Jurj Abyad who trained

in Prance and returned to Egypt in 1910. Abyad's career is

important in that he was forced by financial considerations to

abandon his attempt to introduce serious theatre into Egypt in the

way it is known in European countries. He bowed to the demands of

the audience which wanted either plays with a lot of music or

light cor®dies.

Hajib al-Rihanx (1891 - 1949) influenced Egyptian theatre

too as an individual with a good voice. The comic series

'Kish Kish Bey' owes its inception to al-KIKanl.

It has to be said that it was during this period of actor-

managers that the conditions which would lead to the publication

of plays without first putting them on toe stage were established.

These actor-managers were forced to pander to the tastes of their

audiences and in so doing missed the chance of establishing a
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highly critical audience for serious plays. For the writers who

coull not work for this popular theatre, publication of their plays

was the alternative. Those who still thought it possible to make

the theatre realise better possibilities than it was doing

started to found organisations that would encourage theatre

groups which would not stick to comedies and melodramas alone.

The heriod of Organised Theatre

The first attempt to produce a unified front in the Egyptian

theatre was in March 1914 when the Jami4 at Angar al-Tamthlliyya

was formed under the leadership of Muhammad 'AM al-Ra^im to further
1

the interests of 'an independent and national theatre'. Another

attempt to follow this was the formation of the Actors' Union

(ittiJjad al-Mumaththilin) at the beginning of the 1933 theatre

season. But this was dissolved at the end of that season.

There seems always to have been government Interest in the

theatre in Egypt, On rare occasions it was a censorious type of

interest such as Yusuf Khayyat's exile by the Khedive Isaa'Il

after Khayyat's production of a play written by Salla Khalll

al-NaqqSsh, titled al-Zalum. in 1873.

More often, government interest in the theatre was in an

attempt to encourage actors, producers and writers. For
rr

instance, Abbas Hilml^ sponsored Jilrj Abyatjs stay in France
2

from 1904 to 1910 to study drama.

1. 'The Arabic Theatre in Egypt', BSOS vol. 8, 1935 - 37»
P. 179.

2. Sk'ad Abya^: Jtirj Abyafl; al-ilasrafr al-Misri fi rai'at 'aan,
August 4th, 1904, p. 75.



A more sys tematic form of support for the theatre was

established in 1930 when the Academy of Dramatic Art was founded

under the direction of ZakI Tulaymat who had enjoyed a government

scholarship for Ms study of drama. This patronage and direction

of the theatre increased after the Revolution of 1952. The

theatre came under the control of the newly established Ministry

of Culture and National Guidance. From the same time, 1952, each

province in Egypt has been autonomous in the sense that each

provincial governor sets up his own provincial theatre. There is

a co-ordinating body in Cairo.

The practical result of this government activity in the

theatre has been the disappearance of the independent theatres of

the actor-managers. In their place, government theatres under the

direction of government producers put up government-sanctioned plays.

This situation has led to the growth in Egypt of a conflict betxfeen

the playwright who in most cases is not an employee of the Ministry

of Culture aid National Guidance, and the director of his play

who is an employee of the Ministry. ©lis conflict, which in other

countries leads to notMng more than heated arguments and the pos¬

sibility of the director giving in to the playwright's interpreta¬

tion of his work, has led to violent confrontations on the Egyptian

stage.1

1, The most recent, to the knowledge of this writer, is the
one between Yusuf Idrxs and ha'ad Adrash in connection
with Idrxs' play al-Jina al-ThSlith which was on at
al-Masra^ al«*Qaum£ in Jan. and Feb. 1971. See the
following dailies for details! al-Akhbar 13th Feb. p. 20;
al-Ahram 17th Feb. p. 10; al-AIfobar 17th, p. 13;
al-Ahram 16th, p. 10.
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As is to be expected, when the governaent becomes the sole

arbiter of what is and what is not worth being shown to an

audience, cose playwrights are likely either to publish their

plays without first putting then on the stage or getting thesa
1

produced in translation abroad, or both.

1. Many of Tawfiq al-Haklm's plays such as The Tree Cliaber
have been produced in England. Heinemnn are to publish
soon a collection of his one-act play3 in their African
Writers series.
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III

There are two main characteristics in the practice of play-

writing in Egypt. There are those dramatists who accept that

drama, as it exists in Egypt, owes everything to Europe. This

attitude to drama as an art form is born out of fascination by the

genre. The playwright who exemplifies this characteristic is

interested in using the form for specific aims. These aims are

not unrelated to his immediate background socially, politically and

intellectually. Such a dramatist is oblivious of new movements

in European countries although such movements determine the future

of drama. This playwright accepts the long-established features

of the play-form as basic. His is not the preoccupation with

experimental theatres. The content of plays which exemplify this

characteristic is usually Egyptian, Arab, or Islamic as in the works

of A^nad Shawqi (1368 - 1932).* Some of Tawfiq al-Haklra's plays
2

can be put in this category.

This is not to say that Tawfiq al-Haklm accepts the drama

form as it is handed over from Europe. After his earlier plays,

written before he went to Prance and while in France, he has
3

experimented more and more with form. This brings in the second

main characteristic in the practice of play-writing in Egypt. The

dramatists who exemplify this characteristic do not take the drama

1. The titles of Shawqi's seven plays are pointers to their
themes - Masra* Kliyubatra, Ila.jnun Layla, Oamblz,
'All Bay al-Xablr, 'Antara, and al-Bakhila and al-Si^fr Hula, A-e
both published after his death.

2. For instance, Ahl al-Kahf and IMjaomad.
3. Nuljanmad, an impossible play to put on the stage for many

reasons, is an example of this experimentation.



form as cut and dry and ready fbr use. They experiment with it

not only on the stage hut also in plays published for reading.

One of this group has in fact questioned the assumption that drama

is restricted to a particular people ®d a particular culture and,

by implication, closed to others. In a series of three articles

entitled 'Towards an Egyptian Theatre',"1' the Egyptian playwright

Yusuf Idrls denies any connection between Western drama and

Egyptian drama. On the basis of his claim that man has a

2
natural drama consciousness, and on the evidence of Pharaonic

religious drama, Yusuf Idiis says that there is an Egyptian drama

independent of outside influence. The beginning of this drama

he sees in the nightly entertainments al-sas&r which he sees a3

3
the seed of theatre in Egypt. This assertion comes in the

second of these articles. One gets the impression, in this

particular article, that Yusuf Idrls is not just against

Egyptian!Ked European drama but also against the concept of

wholesale and unquestioned imitation of Europe and America in

everyday Egyptian life.
4

In the third article, Yusuf Idrls makes a comparison

between -the hero in Greek tragedy and the hero in an Egyptian

tragedy. The Greek hero is a victim of circumstances which he

cannot control. On the other hand, the hero in the Egyptian

1. al-Katib. Jan., Feb., March 1964, pp. 67, 109, 89
respectively,

2. Cf. Hunningher's idea of 'homo ludens' - nan's play
instinct - put forward in his book The Origin of the
Theatre.

3. al-Katib. Feb. 1964, p. 86.
4. al-Katib, March 1964, p. 36.
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tragedy is not a victim of circumstances beyond his control. Ke

is very much in command of his destiny. He makes his cwn choice.

His tragedy is in the choice he makes. Yusuf Idris concltides

that belief in Allah reinforces the desire of the hero to get

what he wants. His tragedy is that, having got what he wants,

having made a choice, he is ruined by it.

A nodding acquaintance with the plays of Yusuf Idris
1

refutes all this theory. As Dr. Louis *Awad says, Yusuf

Idris has a 'romantic view of culture' and his own works owe

nothing to the background he propounds. 'Dostoievsky and
.2

Chekhov are his literary fathers.' Raja' al-Haqqash

* g&es further in his criticism of Yusuf Idx*is' claim to write
3

plays which owe nothing to the Western theatre. He says:

'The concept of something being Egyptian in

its essence does not lie in one of many shapes.

Rather it is a spirit which fills a work and

colours its content in thought and feeling.

A true Egyptian theatre will not be born until

such a theatre expresses the problems and pre¬

occupations which fall to the lot of man in

Egypt.

This case of Yusuf Idris shows how far some playwrights in Egypt

are prepared to challenge what others take for granted.

1. al-Thawra wa al-Adab. pp. 335 - 336.
2. ibid., p. 336.

Fi adwa1 al-Hasrafo, pp. 110 - 112,
4. ibid., p. 112.
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These two characteristics of Egyptian play-writing coincide

with the two streams of cultural and intellectual movements.'' Those

who accept the drama form and use it without thoughts of

experimentation deal with themes related to Arab and Islamic

ideas. Those, on the other hand, who either experiment or

question the European origins of drama seem to work on a larger

canvas dealing with universally proclaimed ideals of Freedom,

Justice and the Rights of Man.

What conditions have led to the publication of plays

without such plays ever appearing first on stage as one would

expect? One of the causes must be what has been mentioned above

about the government control of the theatre. For political

reasons too, it might be difficult to out a play on the stage

when it would raise less uproar if it were published. There

are also technical problems with which the theatre in Egypt

cannot cope. Also, the theatre audience lacks sophistication.
2

Thus some plays, such as the intellectual plays of al-Ijaklm,

cannot be staged successfully except for a Western-type audience.

Even the Ministry of Culture and National Guidance, through its

award-making committee, seems to accept the fact that some plays

must of necessity be published rather than put on the stage.

While the committee described BS-KathXr's play Harut wa Marfit

as not producible, they gave it the first prize for plays in the

1962/63 theatre season.

1. This is dealt with at length in Chapter X.

2. Even al-Ijakim's plays which do not deal with abstract ideas
are difficult to produce; for instance, Muhammad. which lias
been mentioned, and Rihla ila al-Ghad. See introduction to
Malik ttdlb. ™

3# al-Jumhuriyya, 12th June 1963,
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Other reasons say be added which have predisposed a section

of the Egyptian public to play-reading. One is the fact that

most Egyptian playwrights came in contact with plays on the printed

page instead of the limited stage. They had read plays by

Shakespeare, Shaw, Ibsen, Chekhov and others before they ever saw

some of these plays in the theatre.Naturally it is easy for

them to conceive of the play as published as well as staged. By

doing this they also follow the examples of Ben Jonson, Milton,

Tennyson and others^to raise the play into a permanent work of art

through publishing it. This is necessary especially in a place

like Egypt where the theatre was looked down upon even until the

first quarter of this century. Hahmud Taymur says in this

connection:

'It was a vender at that time - the beginning of the

twentieth century - to find a young man from a

decent family getting involved in the cultural life

(of the time) and not only that but also playing

lead rfiles in plays. This was because the society

of that time viewed the theatre with contempt and saw

it only as a place for portraying inanity and
2

degradation.*

1. BS-Kathfr's first experience of the theatre, for instance,
was a play by Shawql which he read. V.'hen he wrote his
first play Humam, he had not seen a play on the stage
before. ——-

2. Tulu' al-Hasrafr al-*ArabI, p. 4.
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A second consideration is the fact that mature intellectuals with

enough sophistication to encourage serious drama were too few to

supply an audience within the catchment area of any one theatre.

Books, on the other hand, would have wider circulation. Another

reason for this predisposition to publish plays may be a hangover

from the times of Classical Arabic Literature where the writer is

a master of words in the written form. To see his words in print

would then be reassuring and would put him in the tradition of

Arabic Literature.

A ma,jor fault in these published plays is the way in which

the stage directions are written. Because these plays are meant

for 'mental performancesall the paraphernalia of writing for

the stage - dialogue, division into acts and scenes, stage

directions - ought to be used so that we can put on in our reading

minds as good a production as that put up on the stage. The

relevant question to ask is: what does one expect of a printed

play to make it readable?

In the preface to The Dvnasts. Kardy says that some critics

feel that 'to declare a drama as being not for the stage is to make
2

an announcement whose subject and predicate cancel each other'.

He goes on to show that this is not necessarily the case. But it

is Bernard Shaw who has been credited with being the pioneer of the

3
printed play. Shaw distinguishes between a play which must be

made intelligible to a reader and a play which must be aade
4

intelligible to a spectator and a listener. ' Ignoring content, he

1. Times Literary Supplement, May 10, 1923, p. 309.
2. The Ovnasts. p. xxvi, Papermac edition*
3. TLS, May 10, 1923.
4. TLS, Kay 17, 1923.
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says that two issues are to be considered: the dialogue of the

play, and the stage directions.

Chaw quotes a line from Macbeth:

'No, this ay hand will rather

The multitudinous seas incarnadine,'*
and comments that this is 'such a polysyllabic monstrosity as

was never spoken anywhere but on the stage; but it is

magnificently effective and perfectly intelligible in the
2

theatre'. Even if one thinks that this speech is readable,

one 8till has to concede that short-handed, cryptic notes as

stage directions are not convenient in a play meant to be read.

A stage direction such as the follovdng blends easily with the

body of the play being read: 'Sartorius, greatly troubled,

turns again to the fire with a heavy sigh'; while the same

stage direction given as follows: 'Sartorius, R.C. Business'
3

reads like swallowing a pill without a drink of water. 'The

safe rule is,' writes Chaw, 'to write nothing in a play that you

would not write in a novel.

This injunction has been followed to its logical

conclusion by some of Shaw's contemporaries such as Granvilie-

Barker in The Madras House and Sir James M. Barrie in

1. Macbeth. Act II Sc. ii.

2. TLS, flay 17, 1923.
3. TLS, May 10, 1923.
4. Shaw on Theatre, p. 95.
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Echoes of the War. Granvilie-Barker writes, in a stage direction

on the entrance of a female character in The Madras House;

'Philip's wife is an epitome of all that

aesthetic culture can do for a woman. More:

she is the result - not of thirty-three years -

but of three or four generations of cumulative

refinement. She might be a race horsej Come

to think of it, it is a very wonderful thing to

have raised this crop of ladyhoodI Creatures,

dainty in mind and body, gentle in thought and

word, charming, delicate, sensitive, graceful,

chaste, credulous of all (pod, shaming the world's

ugliness and strife by the very ease and

delightsomeness of their existence etc., etc.

This is an extreme instance the like of which can be found even

2
in Shaw's Man and Suneraan. As for Barrie, he pretends to be a

story-teller who has never written a play. 'He does not use

italic type; the speeches of his characters are enclosed within
3

inverted commas.' The question one may ask is: must stage

directions be an intrusion of the methods of the novel or the

comments of a lecturer as his slides are flashed on to the

1. TLS, May 10, 1923.
2. Beginning from Act III there follow four pages of stage

direction.

3. TLS, May 10, 1923.
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screen? To quote Shaw again:

'The fact is, the actor and the reader want

exactly the same thing, vivid strokes of

description, not stage manager's memoranda

of impertinent instructions in the art of

acting from literary people vho cannot

act.'*

It has been necessary to go into some detail about the

form a printed play should take to make it readable because

most Egyptian playwrights seem not to be conscious of the

fact that a play to be read has to be at least sli^itly

different from a play to be staged. Moreover, it would seem

important that a playwright should be familiar with some aspects

of the technique of the novel as well ,a$-that of the theatre.

The following two passages, one from Hal}mud Tayaur's Shelter

Mo. 13. picked at random, and the second from Bernard Shaw's

Back to Methuselah, will show what is meant here:

*Afaf: (her eyelids closed, says to Bahjfeat al-Na'im)

What time is it now?

Bah.ifcat al-Ha*im: (he had directed his glance to his wrist watch)

Midnight ...

1. Shaw on Theatre, p. 94.
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Shakib: (shouting with all his strength) Midnight . «. .

ImpossibleJ

Habil Bey: (looking at his wrist watch) Midnight

exactly . . . that means we have forty-eight

hours more in this shelter.

Shakib: Impossible . . . impossible . . .

Bah.ifeat al-Ma'in: Do we still have any hope?

Shakib: Say forty-eight days ... I would even say

forty-eight years! (opens the front of his

shirt forcefully and reveals his chest)

I want to while away time little by little.'*'

1. Shelter Mo. 15, Act III p. 166.
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BURGE-LUBIN, Hallo, Barnabas:

BARITABAS. (without looking round) what number?

BURGE-LUBIH. Five double x three two gamma. Burge-Lubin.

Bflrnabpff outs & in number fj.ve; turns his pointer to

double x: outs another plug in 32; presses a button aid looks

rotund, at Burgo-Lubin. who is now visible to him as well as audible.

BARNABAS# (curtly) Oh! That you, President?

BTJRGf-LUBIN. Yes. They told me you wanted me to ring you up.

Anything wrong?

BAR1TABAS. (harsh and querulous) I wish to make a protest.

BURGE-LUBIH. (good-humoured and mocking) hati Another

protest.' What now?

When these two passages are compared, it is possible to

say that the second one reads better than -the first. But such

comparison does not necessarily show that Shaw is a better writer

than Taym&r. Rather it shows that Shaw is a better writer for

the reader of plays than Taymur is. The Batterings of ShaMb

'Impossible * • • impossible' need the medium of an actor to fhlly

communicate their meaning. On the other hand, Shaw is capable

of by-passing the middlemanship of the actor and making his play

intelligible for a mental performance.

1. Back to Hethuselab. Part III p. 89,
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IV

It trould be difficult to find in the contemporary literary

scone in Egypt a more neglected major writer than 'All A^mad
Ba-Kathir. Books on literary criticism in Egypt and the Arab

world either do not mention his works or else they dismiss him

in a few words.1 When the Higher Council for Literature and the

Arts was asked by the Russian Embassy in Cairo to provide them
2

with a list of Egyptian writers, BS-Kathlr's name was not included.

'hen Sirr al-Hakia bi-amrillah was to be produced by the

National Theatre at the beginning of 1971, al-Ahram published a

short notice in which it said that the famous elderly Egyptian

actor Yusuf Wahbl was going to take the lead part of al-Hakin;

the producer and director was going to be an equally elderly man

of the Egyptian theatre, Fattuty Nishatl. The notice made no

mention of the fact that this play was written by 'All Ahmad
3

Ba-Kathir. This is in spite of the fact that Ba-Kathir published

no fewer than sixty plays, five novels and two volumes of poetry.

He was awarded medals by President 'Abd an-Nagir for his literary

works.^ A few of his plays also won first prises at literary com-

q
petitions organised by the Ministry of Culture and National Guidance.

1. None of the major critics mention him in their works, for
instance Muhammad Kandur and Louis 'Aw&d. Other playwrights
such as Maraud Taymur mention him in passing. See his ^ulu'
al-Hasrafr al-'Arabi, p. 139.

2. Interview with Ba-Kathlr's widow and confirmation from the
Higher Council for Literature and the Arts.

3. al-Ahram, 19th Jan. 1971.
4. One of these was awarded in 1963.

5. al-Qalsala wa al-GhufrSn in 1349» Abu Dulama in 1950,
Harut wa Harut in 1962.
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Lastly, a number of his plays enjoyed some measure of success on the
1

stage and some popularity. Even if the bulk of Ba-Kathxr's

production failed as theatre, an attempt to understand the nature of

and reason for the failure must be a contribution to the theatre in

Arabic. It would seem that few critics have recognised this fact.

•All Aipad Ba-Kathxr was born on December 21, 1910, in

Surabaja, a town in East Java of Indonesia. He was the first child
2

of Arab parents who had come to Indonesia from the Hadramawt to

trade. Mien 'All was eight years old he was sent to Hadramawt (now

the People's Republic of Southern Yemen) for* his Islamic education.

This was given by his uncle *Abd al-^amad Ba-Kathir. '.lien 'All was

eighteen years old he married a girl two years his junior. While

he was on a journey to the Hijaz his wife died giving birth to their

first child. The pain of his loss was so great that he refused to

go back to Hadranawt. Instead, he travelled around in the Hijaz

and then on to Somalia and Ethiopia, all the time trying to get

permission from the British to go to Egypt. In 1934 he was

allowed to go to Egypt. He registered in the Department of English
3

of the College of Arts where he obtained Ms degree in 1939. In

the same year he married for the second time - an Egyptian widow

whose two children he adopted. In 1940 he obtained Ms diploma at

1. Ilismar Juha played throughout the season of 1951 with great
success. Gulfidan Hanem after a successful stage appearance
has been filmed, see al-A^tram 11th Dec. 1962.

2. The claim made by Professor Rizzitano in his article on
Ba-Kathir that he was born of an Arab father and an Indonesian
girl was denied by Ba-Kathlr's family.

3. Also deMed by the family is the claim of al-ilasa' that
BS-Kathlr came to Egypt to study agriculture.



the Teachers* Training College. Prom 1940 to 1955 he taught

English at Mansura and in Cairo. In 1955, he joined the Ministry

of Culture and National Guidance. He had acquired Egyptian

nationality in 1945. Although he expressed the desire to do so,

he never went hack to Hadramawt or Indonesia.

Between 1954 and 1968 Ba-Kathlr travelled privately or

officially as a member of Egyptian delegations abroad to Prance,

Rounania, Russia and Britain, He also travelled widely in the

Arab world. He died in Cairo on the 10th November, 1969.

Poetry in the traditional Arabic style was the first

literary love of Ba-Kathlr. He started to write poetry at the

age of thirteen. He was influenced by his uncle 'Aba al-^amad

Ba-Kathlr who was himself a minor poet and owned a big library.

•All was encouraged to read ever;/ book in this library. Also

•All's uncle used to organise literary gatherings for his friends

and he made his nephew attend these gatherings and read to them
1

from works in his library.

•All A^mad Ba-Kathlr published poems in many literary

magasines such as al-?atb, al-Thaq§fa and Apollo. Son® of his

poems are included in an anthology of Contemporary Yemeni Poets

collected by Hilal Naji and published in Beirut in 1966, But

Bl-itathir was not satisfied with writing poetry in the traditional

way. He wanted to use his poetic gift to express something, to

plead a cause which at the beginning he could not identify.

Then, while he was in the Hijas, he came aero ss a verse play by

1. VJatanl. 9.7.61.



Ahmad ShawqI. This was a turning-point in the literary career of

BS-Kathir. He read this play over and over again. He was surprised

that poetry could be used to form dialogues which made up stories.

It was under the influence of this reading that Ba-Kathlr wrote his

first play Hum-am aw Fi 'agimat al- Jfrqaf^ which was published in

Cairo in 1934. Ba-Kathlr's study of English gave him the oppor¬

tunity to know the works of such English masters of the theatre as

William Shakespeare and Bernard Hhaw.

During an English lesson once, his English Literature

lecturer, while discussing blank verse in the later plays of

Shakespeare, made a remark to the effect that this form of poetry

as used in English drama did not exist in Arabic and could not

be successfully developed by any Arab dramatist. Ba-K&thlr

agreed with his lecturer that such a form of poetry did not exist

in Arabic, but he did not agree that it could not be done in Arabic.

His lecturer then issued a challenge, which Ba-Katfclr accepted, to

write a play in Arabic using blank verse (al-shi'r al-mursal).2
BS-Kathir chose Romeo and Juliet for his first experiment with

blank verse in Arabic. He translated this play and it was

published in 1939. It received very little critical notice.

This cold reception was to be a feature of the literary career of

BS-Kathir. The only person who commended the experiment was

Ibrahim al-MSeini (1089 - 1949). Ba-Kathlr did not allow this

reception to deter hiia. In 1940 he published his poetic draiaa

Akhnatftn wa H if irtiti.

1. A third alternative title is Fi bllad al-Ahqaf.

2. Fann al-Hasrahiyya, p. 8.



After the publication of this play, Ba-Kathlr's ideas on the

whole question of drama and dramatic writing began to undergo a

change. This was as a result of his contact with English and

American plays and also his reading of English critics on the theatre.

He found himself contemplating such questions as the stage in

relation to dramatic writing, the limiting effects of poetry on

dramatic writings which attempt realistic presentations. These

were questions which had not before appeared of any importance to

Ba-Kathlr. His conclusion was that if he was to use the stage for

his ideas, for pleading a cause, prose was the most convenient form

of language to enploy.

At this time also Ba-Kathlr's nationalistic feeling as an Arab

was roused to anger by the prospect of a national home for the Jews

in Palestine. He studied the history of the Jews both in ancient

times and in the modern period, Balfour's Declaration became for

B&-Kathlr comparable to the deceitful declaration of the Priest of

Delphi, a declaration which Ba-Kathlr blames for the tragedy of

King Oedipus in his Arabic version of this Greek play. The curse

of the gods was not on Oedipus, Ba-Kathlr explains. Rather, his

tragedy was the result of demoniacal plans set in motion from the

beginning by the Priest of Delphi, But Ba-Kathlr's Ha'sat Udib

is a product of a later stage in the development of his personality

as an artist and as an Arab, At the time when he was re-examining

his attitudes to drama and dramatic writing, Ba-Kathlr was content

to assuage his anger by writing satiric plays about Jews, Zionists

and their imperialist sponsors Harry Truman and Winston Churchill,

So, from 1940 to about 1953» Ba-Kathlr wrote many political plays,

some of which were produced on the Egyptian stage and were popular.
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Host of these plays dealt with the Arab-Israeli conflict and the

rSle of Britain and America in it. This period could be said to

be the happiest period of the literary life of Ba-Kathlr. He had

left behind his the unhappy loss of his first wife, his early

experiments in dramatic writing, and he saw in front of him a life

of literary achievement which would establish him as a great

Egyptian writer and playwright as well as an important leader of

thought in Modern Arabic Literature, For many reasons Ba-Kathlr

was never to see this dream coae true. In fact, the more he

published after 1953 the more doubtful he became of ever being

accepted as a writer of any importance in his adopted country.

After the Revolution of 1952, Ba-Kathlr, like many other

Egyptian writers, left off dealing with political and social subjects1
in his works in order to give the Revolution a chance. With the

exception of al-Tha'ir al-Ahmar (1953) Ba-Kathir's writing from this

tine to the end of his life dealt with historical themes as well as

themes from Egyptian, Islamic and Hellenic mythology.

Ba-Kathir's family believe that one of the reasons why he was

never accorded the wide recognition which he thought he deserved was

the fact that he was not originally an Egyptian. The fact that he

took Egyptian nationality in 1945 is no more than an item of

biographical information to many Egyptians. They considered him

a foreigner living on the generosity of the people of Egypt.

More important than this belief, for which there mi$it be

no objective evidence, is the fact that the period after the 1952

1. Najib "al^fu?, for instance, after the publication of his
Trilogy published nothing from 1952 to 1957; see Bakkut,
The Egyptian Hovel, p. 115.
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'{evolution was not a period in which Arab Nationalism prospered

beyond government circles, as it did before. Egyptians paid lip

service to Arab Nationalism but Egypt was still their first and

prinary concern. Ba-Kathlr was, on the other hani, a great Arab

Nationalist throughout his life.

In the literary field, and more especially in the field of

drama and the theatre, the important critics were those who had had

Western education and who were either non-practising Muslims or

non-Muslims. While Ba-Kathlr harped on themes and used ideas which

gave pride of place to Islam and the Arab heritage, these critics

were more interested in Western ideas as they took root in Egypt,

They dismissed Ra-Kathlr as an inconsequential conservative for whose

type there should be no place in Egypt.

The most important of the reasons for the neglect of critical

attention to Ba-Kathlr was the accusation that he was a member of the

Muslim Brotherhood. The Muslim Brotherhood ha' at first been spared

from the ban placed on political parties after the coup d*6tat of

1952. But little by little the leadership of the Brotherhood began

to fall out with the aims of the Revolution as *Abd an-Nafir saw

them. It was banned and the last of the leaders were condemned to

death in a case of implication in an attempted assassination of

'Abd an-Na§ir. After their execution in 1964, the beard, which had

been the sign of the Muslim Brotherhood, gave place on the face of

most Egyptians, young and old, to the thin moustache of «Abd an-Nagir.

It was no longer safe for anyone to be remotely associated with the

Brotherhood.

Those who accused Ba-Kathir of being a member of the Muslim

Brotherhood had at least one piece of evidence on which to base their



accusation. Ba-Xathlr first published his twelve one-act plays

(later collected in one volume under the title of Ilasrah al- iyasa)

in the official organ of the Muslin Brotherhood. Although

BS-Kathlr's family has denied this accusation, saying that he would

have published his works in any newspaper or magazine that trould

take them, it is still widely believed in Egypt that BarKathlr was

a member of the Brotherhood.

Despite this lack of popularity among the critics and some

sections of the public, Ba-Kathlr was popular with the government

and, since Arts and Literature come under the government department

in charge of Culture and National Guidance, he continued to enjoy

government patronage. In 1962 he was granted a state pension to

last for two years while he worked on what he considered his

'magnum opus' - a play in nineteen volumes based on the life of

'Timor b, al-Xha$$ab, the second of the Pdghtly-guided Caliphs.

This work owes its inspiration to Thomas Hardy's The Dynasts which

deals with the Napoleonic Wars. A c03aplete production of

Ba-Kathlr's play would take a fortnight and it would have more than

one hundred main characters.

For background material, Ba-Kathlr read over one hundred

books of about twenty thousand pages in French, English and Arabic.

He read a few in Italian too. Although he finished writing the

volumes of plays in March 1965, only six of them have been published.

The remaining thirteen volumes are likely to be published in Kuwait.

This is because Ba-Kathlr became more and more disappointed, unhappy

and worried about the attitude of Egyptian critics to his work; in

fact, he took ill. Early in 1969, he carried all his unpublished
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•works with him to Kuwait. It is likely that he would have left

Egypt to live in Kuwait if he had not died during the course of

that same year.*
Najlb Hahfu§, who had been friends with Ba-Kathir since

1942, is of the opinion that Ba-Kathir's disappointment at the

apparent failure of his literary career in Egypt might have
2

contributed to his death at the early age of fifty-nine.

1. There is an off-the-record conversation in which 3a-Kathlr
confessed his disillusionment with «Abd an-Na§ir and con¬
templated coming to settle in Cambridge, England - a letter
from Professor Serjeant of Cambridge University.

2. Interview, Jan. 1971.



CHAPTER V

The Novels: Sale.ma al-Qaas

Al-Tha'ir al-Afomar

wa IslamSh

Slrat Shuja'

If ancient Fabrics nod, and threat to fall
To patch the flaws, aid Buttress of the Wall,
Thus far 'tis Duty} but here fix the Marie;
For all beyond it is to touch our Arie.
To change Foundations, cast the Frame anew,
Is work for Rebels who base ends pursue:

- John Dryden,
Absalom and Achitophel
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V

In all, Ba-Kathir wrote five novels. These are Salama

al-Qass, published first as a serial in Al-Thaqafa magazine from

June 1941 until December of the same year and later published in one

volume in 1944; Va Islam&h. which was published in 1945 and has been

made into a film; Sirat Shuja', which has no date of publication but

may be placed after 1952j* Al-Tha'ir al-Ahnar, published in 1953,
1^/aS

and Laylat al-Nahr which dag- not available for this study.

The four novels under consideration are all historical novels.

Salama al-':ass is set in the Mecca of the Umayyads, V/a Islamah and

Sirat Shuja' in Egypt just before the Mongol invasions and the

Crusades respectively. Al-Tha'ir al-Afrmar is set in the rebel

federation of Arab3 and Nabataeuns based on a communistic system

organised in Lower Mesopotamia after the war of the Zonj from about

877 A.D. These novels are important in that they form a specific

part of the themes which Ba-Kathir deals with in his plays. In

fact, these themes are more explicitly recorded in the novels than in

the plays. Besides frequent quotations from the .ur'an at the

beginning of the plays and, in a few other plays, introductory notes,

Ba-Kathir never wrote prefaces setting out fully, as Bernard Shaw

did, the ideas he tried to express in the particular play. It is

left to the reader or the audience to distil from the plot of the

play, from the fortunes of the protagonists, and also from the

ur'anic quotation at the beginning of the play, what Ba-Kathir's

ideas are. On the other hand, the novel has greater scope for

1. This novel is dedicated to *Abd an-Wa^ir.
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the expression, in full, of the author's ideas. Ba-Kathfr makes

maximum use of this advantage of the novel over the play.

One of the very few studies made of Ba-Kathlr's work is the

unpublished long essay entitled A Comparative study of Mythology in the

''lavs of Ij'-iathir. by Muhammad 'Ismat 'Abd-al-Hamld, in which

it is pointed out that there are four main influences on the life

and consequently the literary career of Ba-Katlf r. These are: the

death of his first wife, his discomfort in the traditional Hadrami

society, contemporary Arab Nationalist thinking and the Arab anti¬

pathy to imperialism especially as it is seen to work in the case of

Israel. These influences are important. One has to note, though,

that they are important only in as far as the content of the writings

of Ba-Kathlr is concerned. What *Abd-al-Hamid disregards in his

study i3 the source of the influence on Ba-Kathlr of the forms he

employs in his writing. The main influence here is his contact

with Western literary forms.

The ideas which are expressed in the writings of Ba-Kathlr can

be divided into two main groups. First is his Arab-Islamic

Nationalist thinking which sometimes reaches a point where it is

difficult to defend him against the charge of being anti-Semitic.1
As far as BS-Kathlr is concerned, Arab and/or Muslim are the same

thing. Those living in Arab lands from Morocco to the Persian Gulf

who are not covered by the racial epithet 'Arab* are roped in with

the religious one of 'Muslim'. Ra-Kath"r does not show any awareness

1. See Dr. P.J.E. Cachia's article, 'Themes related to Cliristianity
and Judaism in Modem Egyptian Drama and Fiction', Journal of
Arabic Literature. vol. ii, 1971, p# 188.
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or he deliberately ignores the possibility of the interests of Arab

non-Muslims or of non-Arab Muslims conflicting with those of Arab

Muslims as may be instanced by the example of Copts in Egypt and

Kurds in Iraq,

The second group of the ideas of Ba-Kathir is his criticism

of the leadership of the Arab world for its lade of units'- and also

for its neglect of social reforms on the lines set down by the Qur'Sn

and by the example of the Prophet, It is this neglect, Ba-Kathir

seems at pains to prove, which has led to the appearance of such

human aberrations as Communism in the Middle East,

These two ideas are wo rlced out with differing emphases in both

the plays and the novels, When dealing with the first, Ba-Kathir

identifies all foreigners, be they Mongols, Crusaders or European

imperial powers, as the enemies of 'Egypt specifically, and the land

of the -Lrabs and Islam generally'. To these enemies are added

Zionists and Arab leaders who agree deliberately or otherwise to

'betray' their 'country and religion'. In his criticism of the

leaders of the Arab world, Ba-Kathir maintains that the Qur'Sn has

provided the basis for human social organisations and that only the

neglect of these leaders has led to the troubles in which they now

find themselves.

It may be pointed out here that most Arab thinkers who have

influenced modern Muslim thought from Ibn Taymiyya to Muhammad 'Abduh
2

differentiate between 'ibad&t and mu'amalat in the ur'an, and concede

that while 'ibSdat. which regulate the relationship of man with Allah,

1, Sirat Ehuja*, p, 27.

2, Hourani, Arabic Thought in the Liberal Age, p, 20 and p. 148.
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cannot be changed, mu'amalat. which regulate the relationship between

man and man, must be changed according to the age in which each

generation lives. Thus modern Islam is made to admit such ideas as

interest on accounts with banks, to ignore regulations such as cutting

off the hands of a thief and to foster the re-interpretation of the

idea of jihad in Islam. Ba-Kathlr does not make this distinctian.

This is because his idea of historicism, dealt with below, doss not

accept the concept of history as man's progress towards ultimate good.

Rather, he feels that the ur'an has laid down the basis for man's life

here on earth and In the hereafter. Should the present desire guidance,

Ba-Kathlr is of the opinion that the example of early Islam is there to

inspire it. It is not surprising, then, that most of the writings of

Ba-Kathlr through which he expresses his ideas are either historical

plays or historical novels,

Georg Lukacs (18S5 » 197l) has given what might be said to be

one of the best critiques of the historical novel and play in The

Historical Novel. Luki.cs says in the preface that he is not writing

a critique of the historical novel and play but 'a theoretical examina¬

tion of the interaction between the historical spirit and the great

genres of literature which portray the totality of history - and then
. 1

only as applied to bourgeois literaturej '• But, reading through the

book, one canjM* but gather how the historical novel and play started

and how they have fared under different social (Luk&cs, being a Marxist,

would say 'economic') conditions. He also provides a proper

theoretical critique against which one can view any literary work which

1. Lukacs, The Historical Novel, p. 9.
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deals with the historical past of a particular people. Lukacs maintains

that the historical novel grew out of the social novel. The

historical novel cannot be termed an independent genre since 'there

is not a single, fundamental problem of structure, characterisation

etc, in . . . historical novels which is lacking in other novels and
1

vice versa.'. The guide lines which the historical novelist has

to keep in mind while working are not too unlike what another novelist

needs to remember. First of all the historical novelist has to have

an attitude, discernible from his work, to history. His historicism

is important since it influences the way he writes his novel.

There are two main possible attit ides to history. The

historical novelist night look on history as a process of man's march

toi*ards his ultimate millennium. This is the interpretation of

history which Lukacs terms 'progressive'. He sees it in terms of

the Marxist theory of the class struggle. The second attitude to

history is the reactionary one in which history is looked upon

not as the pie-history of the present but either as independent

incidents and occurrences which have no significance beyond their

time or as the actions of a few specially gifted individuals. ' hat-

ever the historical novelist's interpretation of history, it is bound

to influence his style of writing*

A historical novelist whose historicism is progressive would

endeavour to provide a 'living interaction between the outer side

of history (great events, wars, peace treaties, etc.) and its inner

side (the life of the masses)'. He can do this successfully by

1. Lukics, The Historical Hovel, p. 290.
2* ibid., p. 247.
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making the hero of his novel a non-historical figure. Lukacs calls

this type of character the 'world-historical individual*"'' vjho has

access to both sides in the conflict of the plot of the novel and

thus provides for the reader a means of getting at a complete picture

of what is going on. Historical figures are then introduced into

the narration as they play their parts in the action of the novel.

When this type of solution is not used in the historical novel, the

novelist suffers the disadvantages of narrowing his subject-matter

to what happens 'on top* or 'below'. These disadvantages are obvious

in the novels of Ba-Kathlr because he does not use the world historical

individual.

The historical novelist whose historicisia is reactionary is

more likely to create characters against a background of ancient

customs and costumes. It might also lead him to lapse into merely

private human psychological interpretation since he refuses to see in

history the dynamics of change. Whereas the writer's historical

fidelity should consist of 'the faithful artistic reproduction of
2

the great collisions, the great crises and turning points of history'

the writer whose historicism is reactionary would see his fidelity to

histozy as being the reproduction of all the linguistic and physical

peculiarities of the time of his novel.

It is doubtful whether one can categorically state that the

Arabic historical novel grew out of the Arabic social novel in the

way Lukacs states concerning the genre in 'uropean literature. This

1.

2.

Lukacs, The Historical Hovel, p. 143.
ibid., p. 197.



is because there was no Arabic novel prior to the historical novels

of George Aaydan (lS6l - 1914).1 El-Hazmi accepts the analysis of Lukacs

but goes on to say that nationalism rather than a development from the

social novel was the main reason for the historical novel in Arabic

literature. Lukacs makes mention of nationalism, in this case German

nationalism, as being a contributoiy factor in the development of the

historical novel. Tartly it is the re-awakening of past national

greatness which giveB strength to hopes of national rebirth. It is a

requirement of the struggle for this national greatness that the

historical causes for the decline, the disintegration of Germany should
2

bo explored and artistically portrayed.' It is thus clear that Lukacs

recognises tlie part nationalism can play in helping to create the

historical novel. But nowhere in the next four hundred pages of his

book does he mention nationalism again. This is understandable since

it may upset his main thesis. All the same, this comment on Germany

is applicable to the Arab world. Contact with the West had exposed

the decline and disintegration of this world. If it is to be re¬

awakened, end the greatness that once belonged to it is to be re¬

asserted, it is necessary to turn to the past and to play up its main

positive aspects in order to encourage those who are likely to lose

3
faith in themselves. Thus nationalism played a major rSle in the

establishment of the historical novel in ^rabic literature.

1. For a further discussion of this aspect of Modern Arabic
Literature, see: El-Hazni, The Modern Arabic Historical Iiovel.
SC.'S unpublished thesis; Badr, Tafcsrv.ur al-Rlwayfa al-'Arabiyya
al-Ijaditha ff Kisr: 1870 - 1953; Gakkut, The Egyptian '.'ovel and
its Iain Trends, 1913 to 1952; and donekh, The Novels of Najlb
Mahfug: an Appraisal, Oxford unpublished thesis.

2. op. cit. Lukaco, p. 19.

3. It is interesting to note how African writers, with no extensive
written past to go back to, have resorted to writing oocio-
anthropological novels rather than historical novels. An
example is the Nigerian novelist Chinua Achebe.
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As Ba-Kathlr's education was completely Islamic and

traditional until he was almost twenty-five, it is not surprising

that his interpretation of history is conservative. He does not

make any distinction between the different regions of the Arab world

even prior to Islam. He asks rhetorically:

'Is Egypt not an Arab country in the first rank of

'.rab countries? Is its ancient history not part

of its whole history and so has to be part of the

history of Arabs whose heritage ought to be dear to

everyone: the Pharaonic civilization in Egypt, the

Babylonian civilization in Iraq and the Phoenician

civilization in Syria? What is the difference between

these civilizations and -the Sabaean civilization in

Yemen? Are all these not connected with the in¬

habitants of these ancient regions who are the

ancestors of the Arabs of to-day in these parts?'*
To prove his point further, Ba-Kathlr quotes al-Hutannabl:

'My forefather Ya'rub is also yours when there is

occasion for boasting; and through you your ancestor
2

Pharaoh has become mine,'

Tor Ba-Kathlr, then, there is a unity in the whole history of all the

parts of the Arab world before and after Islam.

Ba-Kathlr also believes in the traditional view of the history

of Islam whereby the best part of the history of the Arabs was the

1. Fann al-i asrahiyya, p. 38.

2. Introduction to Akhnatun wa iiifirtatl. p. 11; this translation
i3 by Dr. P.J.E. Cachia.
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period of the Prophet and the further away one gets from this period

the worse off one is. The corollary is that the conditions which

existed during the period of the Prophet should be reproduced in order

to create a happy society now. The Prophet left behind the rur'Sn

and his IJadSth and these must be used and followed in detail in order

to achieve the desired end of man; happiness here and in the world to

• - come.

As has been remarked above, most modem reformers in Islam

divide the Injunctions of the Qur'&a into two parts, vis. 'ibadat and

muVaraalat. They further maintain that the former are given once and

for all time and cannot be changed. As for the latter, each age must

re-interpret the injunctions to fit its way of life. Ba-Kathlr does

not make this distinction.

Ba-Kathlr's artistic use of history stems from this attitude to

Arab Islamic histoxy. The Arabs were great once. This greatness came

as a result of the greatness of Islam. The Arabs can be great once

again. But this greatness will come only as a result of their total

commitment to Islam. Sometimes, while reading some of the works of

Ba-Kathlr, one cannot fail to remember the punishment stories of the

Qur*an which were narrated for the sole purpose of teaching believers

not to follow the way of, for instance, the people of «Ad.^ Although

he does not believe in the Marxist interpretation of the past being

the pre-history of the present, he believes that the past has its

relevance to the present in as far as it can provide examples either

to be shunned or followed for the present. Moreover, Ba-Kathlr

believes that the past provides more malleable material for the artist
2

than the present does. The writer is free while using these

1. -ur'fm, 46:20.
2. FH, p. 40.
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historical materials to clothe the incidents and present the characters

in any node or guise he might choose#

Directly connected with Ba-Kathlr's hintoricism is his concept

of his hero in his writings. Ba-Kathlr feels himself engaged in a war

on two fronts: the home front and the foreign front.3" His hero, then,

is -the one who succeeds on one if not both of these fronts. But no-

where in the material under consideration does Ba-Kath£r have one man

combine action on both fronts. His heroes are thus of two types.

There is the Arab-Muslim who get3 the better of colonialism, Western

imperialism and Zionist machinations, restoring peace and prosperity

to the Arab world. The second type of hero is the Arab-Muslim who at

the beginning is misguided and so deviates from al-sira$ al-mustaqim,

but then he miraculously realises his folly, repents and finds Allah

again. It must be stressed here, and this will appear more clearly

below, that Ba-Kathlr does not draw his characters into two groups of

'goodies' and 'baddies' in the fashion of the American western. Rather,

the elements of good and bad in as far as they relate to the hero's

attitude and action for or against the land of the Arabs are so mixed

that until the very end of either the play or the novel, the reader

does not know who is saved and who is not. These two types of heroes

are found in both the plays and the novels. But it is in the novels

that xrhat the writer expects the reader to understand from what he is

reading has become more apparent.

When Balama al-Qasa was published in book form in 1944, very-

few changes were made from the original which had appeared in al-Thaqafa

i. p* 41.



three years earlier. The only noticeable change made was to reduce

the number of chapters from fifteen to fourteen, the last chapter

of the novel combining the last two chapters from the serials.

Salama al-'jass was the first attempt of Ba-Kathlr to write a

long*sustained prose work. He decided, after the publication of

Akhnatun wa Hifirtlti. that prose was the best medium of presenting

dialogue in a work of art. All his published works up to this time,

besides poems, were two plays written in verse and his translation into

Arabic blank verse of Shakespeare's Romeo and Juliet. The two plays

are Humam and aldinatun wa Hifirtiti.

The story of Gal lima al~')ass is a siirple one. Galama is a

slave-girl who has a talent for singing. She turns eveiy poem she

finds into beautiful songs. Even the verses of the :ur'an which her

master teaches her she turns to songs. This naturally offends her

pious master, who decides to sell her. She is sold to Ibn Suhayl, a

rich man who enjoys the company of the best poets of his age. Very

soon, Salaaa falls in love with «Abd-ar-Ra^man, a man so pious ihat

he is known as 'al-Rass', *Abd-ar-Rahman suffers for some time

because he cannot reconcile his love for Galama with his religious

attitude. Also, he loves his appellation of 'al-Qass* which he would

not bear if he were to marry Salama. But as soon as he has concluded

that it might be possible to love this girl and at the same time be

religious, the lovers face separation, Ibn Suhayl, who has gone

bankrupt, sells Galama to a Medinan trader who gives her further

training in singing. 'Abd-ar-IIaljman decides to work as a trader,

save money and buy back his love. He teams up with Ibn Guhayl and

they both save up almost two thousand dinars. They take this money

with them to Medina. When they get to Medina they learn that the



Caliph Yasld b. 'Abd-al-Malik had sent messengers to bvy Salama for

the exorbitant price of twenty thousand dinars and bring her to his

court. Viith Salama's departure for Damascus the lovers are separated

for ever and the novel ends with both of them reciting the verse:

•Friends on that day shall bo foes to each other, save those who fear.

This short novel (l?0 pages) raises interesting points which, to

the disappointment of the reader, are not worked out. It would seem

that Ba-Kathir was preoccupied in writing this novel with the problem

of the artist within an Islamic belief-system. There is an attempt

to question the fact that the house of Ibn Suhayl, where his companions

gather to listen to singers and drink wine, is the antithesis of the

mosque where *Abd-ar-Rahman goes to pray regularly. When «Abd-ar-Ha^man
falls in love with Salama and their two names are linked, the people

of Ifecca are surprised, not at the fact that Salama is in love with

al-Qass, but rather that al-Qass could have fallen in love wit h a

singing girl. Being one thing would seem to preclude being another.

This seems to be Ba-Kathir*s own stand. This view is reinforced if we

look at the 'ur'anic quotation at the beginning of the novel:

•And she was anxious for him, and he would have been

anxious for her, had it not been -that he saw the
2

demonstration of his Lord.'

Although Ba-Kathir ends his quotation at this point, it is interesting

to read what the rest of the verse says:

'thus did we turn evil and fornication from him; verily,

he was of our sincere servants.*

1, Qur'an, 43:66.
2. ur'Sn, 12:24.
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It is natural to assume that 'Abd-ar- .;ihman will go back to

Kecca and resume his religious life going from his house to the raosque

and thence to his teacher's house. This is made explicit enough.

For instance, both lovers agree at their parting that their place of

meeting next would be heaven, *Abd-ar- latjraan would have to continue

his pious way of life if this is to be. He has gone through his

period of trial and, now strengthened, he would live in a greater

appreciation of Allah, But ••>a-Knthir also describes the heroine very

sympathetically and it is difficult to decide to whom his final

sympathy goes, to 'Abd-ar-dahman or to Salama. hen the lovers part,

3a lama promises to recite the verses of the qur'an which 'Abd-ar~;'ahman

has taught her. BUring their last meeting when * Abd-ar-Aahnan says

that their greatest hope of meeting was in heaven, Salama wonders if

her type, used to the singing sessions and places where wine is

consumed, could hope to go t) heaven, *AM-ar-Rahman tells her that

as long as she says her prayers, fasts and takes care of her soul,

then she has nothing to fear since singing was her profession.''' From

this it would appear that Salama embodies what would be the healthy

attitude of a Iluslin to art and the artist in society. Conversely,

*Abd-ar-Kaljman's cutting himself off from the mosque during the time

of his love for salama would seem culpable.

Whatever interpretation one night wish to impose on this novel,

it is not very important in the over-all appraisal of the main ideas

of Ba-Kathlr, It is an interesting, simple, straightforward love

story which stons too abruptly. Iloreover, the novel has faults of

construction trhich the other novels do not show. This is not to say

1. Salama al-Qass, p. 163.
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that the novels which followed Salnaa al- ass did not have their

own faults. In this particular novel, characters, in whom we have

been made to take interest, suddenly drop out and nothing is hoard

of then again. This is what happens to the shepherd boy who gave

Salaraa her first singing lessons in exchange for kisses. As a minor

character it would have been enough for the reader to learn that he

teaches SalSna how to sing. But Ba-Kathir gives furt! er details which

would have been relevant if the shepherd boy had shown up in the later

life of SalSiaa. Also, as soon as SalSna has been sold to Ibn Suhayl,

we cease to hear of her former master and Ills wife who were m good to

her and treated her like their own child.

It is r.ot unlikely that the serial form in which the story-

first appeared has to do with this feature of forgotten characters.

Each chapter of the novel begins by either mentioning the fact that

time had elapsed since the last chapter was written or published or

else the writer directly intervenes with the narrative and takes the

reader either to the mosque or to the house of Ibn Suhayl where the

next episode takes place. This leads to fragmentation.

In an interview with a reporter from Al-Jumh&riyya in 1963,

Ba-Kathir naid that he selected the period of history with which his

novel Via Islamah deals because it resembled the political situation

of Egypt in 1942 when there was 'a king who was betraying his country

and selling his father-land ... and aiding imperialism'.* Also,
2

the story contains what the novelist calls 'our hopes of the future'.

1. Al«Junhuriyya, 1/7/68.
2, ibid.
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Wa Islamflh was written in 1942 and publislied in 1945.

The court-astrologer says that a boy shall be born in the family

of Jalal-a<t-D£n who xd.ll conquer the Tartars and drive them out of the

lands of Islam. Jalal-ai-Dln's wife is ejecting a child and he

naturally assumes that tha child is to be the boy who shall fulfil

this pro ihocy. But his wife gives birth to a baby girl whom they

call Jullanar. On the other hand, a boy is born to the v?ife of the

chief minister, who is married to the sister of Jalal-ajJ-DIn, and they

call the boy Hafcmud.

The Tartars come and they defeat Jalal-ai-DIn and he escapes,

without the two children, to Lahore in India. Meanwhile Ms sister

and his wife give the children to one of their servants, an Indian

who takes them to Lahore. It is noteworthy that although Jalal-a^-DIn

is not happy at the thought that his kingdom is to pass to his nephew,

he does not attempt to kill Maljmud. When the children are reunited with

him in Lahore he brings them up together as if both of them were Ms

children. Once more the Tartars come under Changhis Khanj Jalal-ad-DIn

is killed and the children taken as slaves. They are both sold in

Aleppo to the same master who takes them to Damascus. He is good to

them but he has a good-for-notMng son vrho sells Jullanar to an Egyptian

trader and thus these two are for the first time separated. KaJjmud

grows up and joins the Syrian army where he serves with distinction.

He cones to Egypt with his master who sends him from time to time to

the palace of the Sultan. It is here that Maljmud discovers that Ms

beloved Jullanar is in the service of the wife of the Sultan. When the

Sultan dies Maljmud'a master marries the widow and Maljmud is allowed to

marry Jullanar,



In the constant, persis Sent and continuous squabblings which

went on amongst the Ayyubite rivals, Ma^mud's master is killed. Once

spin Islamic lands are threatened by the Tartars, Mahmud decides to

take action. The fifteen-year-old son of the former Sultan is arrested

and put away and Maljmud assumes the title of King al-Mugaffar. Within

a year of his assumption of poifer in Egypt, he reorganises the amy and

with it the state finances so that it can support the coming contest

with the Tartars. He clamps down on the nobles and the rich and

prepares for his campaign. One of his generals is Baybars, #10 had

been a fellow slave with him in Damascus. The two become close

friends.

During the course of one of the battles, Jullanar, who had

insisted on coming to the battle-field with her husband, is killed.

Al-Ku$aff?r is 3ad about this and even contemplates giving up public

office and retiring. Meanwhile, Baybars, who had performed bravely in

the war with the Tartars, expects that Maljmud will reward him x-dth the

governorship of Aleppo, Iialjmud does not do this and in anger Baybars

kills him. Baybars then becomes Sultan, the first of the line of the

Mamluk rulers of Egypt. It is under Baybarc that the final blows

against the Mongols are dealt.

In the introduction to the novel, Ba-Kathlr states that the

problem of Egypt is that of leadership. Whenever Egyptians were ably

led, they performed 'miracles'.1 The ideal situations for the

creation of Ba-Kathlr's usual hero exist in this novel. Internally,

the state is sick. Externally, it is threatened by war and destruc¬

tion. Maljnud is chosen to lead Egypt and the lands of Islam into

1. Ba-Kathir uses the word 'mu'ijizat', la Islaaah p. 3.

U// \
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peace and prosperity. Mot only does the court-astrologer foretell

it, but lahnud also dreams and sees the Prophet who says to him:

'Arise, Maljmud, take this road to Egypt and you will

rule over it and defeat the Tartars.*

The life of MahmM is thus to be lived in obedience to the words of

the Prophet and as a condemnation of those against whom the ur'anic

quotation at the beginning of the novel can be applied:

•Say, 'If your fathers, and your sons, and your

brethren, and your wives, and your clansmen, and the

wealth which ye have gained, and the merchandise

which ye fear may be slack, and the dwellings which

ye love are dearer to you than God and His Apostle,

and than fighting strenuously in His way - then wait

awhile, until God brings His bidding, for God guides
2

not a people who work abomination.*

To a great extent, I-lahmud succeeds in his aim. But the reader is not

told why such a man would want to retire from active public life

further i&m that the death of his wife had saddened him» Maraud has

been dedicated all the time and the problems facing Egypt are not yet

at an end. Koreover, the reader is made to feel that Baybars' take¬

over has the blessing of Haljmud since we are told that he had been

contemplating handing power over to Baybars. This does not conform

^Jith the historical facts.

1. Ua IslamSh, p. 156.

2. ur'an, 9*24.



A feature of tliis type of hero which again is seen in the novel

Sirat Shuja* is the fact that he pays for his heroic action with his

life. Just as Shuja' is killed at the end of Sirat Sbuja', so also

does Mahmud fall in ha Islaraah. When Mahoud dies we do not know if

the ideas for which he has sacrificed his life will survive him.

Sirat Shu.ia' was written early in 1953. This is the most

interesting of the four novels under consideration because of Ba-KathIr'

ease of expression, and the clearness of his own motives for writing.

The story centres around Shuj&', the son of the chief minister of the

Caliph. Shuja' attempts in vain all through this novel to reconcile

two conflicting loyalties, loyalty to his father and loyalty to his

father-land. These two, he saw, rarely coincided. The novel is

divided into three parts. At the beginning of the first part, the

two rivals for the ministership of the state, Shawir, father of Shuja*,

and ^i^gham are involved in a struggle for power. It is the period

of al-'A^ud (1160 - 1171) the last of the Fatimid Caliphs. The

Caliph, as he is wont to do, plays one side against the other, and

supports Dirgham from behind the scenes. So Dirghaa wins and becomes

the minister. Shawir escapes to Syria to seek the help of Kur-ai-DIn
who sends his son §ala^-a^-BIn and his brother Aead-ad-DIn. With

their aid Shawir is victorious over Birghan and resumes his post as

minister to the Caliph. But there is no peace. Shawir is suspicious

of the Caliph who might ally himself to foreigners in order to retain

his throne. Nor does the Caliph like Shawir# He keeps in contact

with both the foreign powers and Nur-ai-BIn.

Shuja' is in love with Sumayya, the daughter of his uncle

Abu-al-Fadl. At the end of Book One the two young lovers marry.
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The battle lines are drawn as follows? the foreigners, i.e.

the Crusaders, who have occupied parts of Syria and are threatening

the whole of the Islamic world; the rival candidates for office in

Cairo and, lastly, the army of Hur-a^-Pln in Damascus* The warring

groups are constantly in contact either with the foreigners or with

Kur-*ad.~DIn or with both of these at the same time. In one battle

Shawir joins tie foreigners to fight against the Caliph and the

Muslim soldiers of K6r-a^~DXu. it is not surprising that Shuja'

does not go along with his father in this 'betrayal' of the interest

of Egypt, the Arabs and the religion of Islam* But it is not always

so easy for Shuja* to decide on which side he should fight. In

this particular battle, Shawir has the help of the foreigners and

so he is able to defeat the combined armies of the rival faction and

Nur-ai-Din. Abu-al-radl, the father in-law of Shuja', is in one of

the factions and so.he lias to flee when Shawir wins the day. He

goes to Syria to seek the help of Nur-ai~Din, Shawir becomes un¬

popular. The foreign forces withdraw, leaving a garrison behind to

protect their trade after a treaty has bec-n negotiated. The foreign

soldiers begin to molest the population. Once more, war is

inevitable. This time, Shawir orders the inhabitants of al-Fus^a^

to come over to Cairo and has the town burnt so that it should not

fall into the hands of the foreigners who are coming to avenge the

illrtreatment of their men in the garrison. When Cairo i3 besieged,

Shawir agrees to pay some money if they will withdraw. After part

of the money has been aid the foreign army withdraws. The army

of Asad-ad-DIn (messenger of Hur-a^-Dxn) comes to Cairo and Shawir

is reconciled to its 1 adership through the good offices of his son

Shuja'. Once more, Muslims are fighting on the same side. Shawir's
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image improves in the oyer, of the people- since lie is again fighting

alongside other Muslims against their common enemy, the foreigners.

The problem of the refugees from al-FusJat is still unsolved.

It is clear at the beginning of part three that the recon¬

ciliation of the Muslims is not to last. Those in Cairo interested

in reforms now cone to power. They rebuild al-Fus$a$. Shawir is

replaced by Asad-adb-Din as minister. The Caliph is virtually power¬

less. So Shawir plots with him to invite the foreigners to help to

drive Asad-ai-Din and his army out of Egypt. Shuja* discovers this

riot and informs Asod-ai-Dln of it, using his wife as his messenger.

An invasion is beaten off and once more Shuja* makes his father's

peace with the reformers. Shawir openly declares that he is retiring

from public life, but he does nothing of the sort. In a last desperate

bid to got back power, he plans the assassination of Ased-aX-Dln and

a number of the reformers. Re invites them to attend a dinner he is

giving in his house to mark their reconciliation. Shuja' once more

discovers his father's evil plan and confronts Ma with the evidence.

Shawir orders Ms son to be killed, and Shuja' is stabbed. He dies

honing that the child Sumayya is carrying would be a bay and would

grow up to lead Egypt and gain victory for the Arabs and for Islam.

One main weakness in the novel is the lack of explanation for

the actions and decisions of Shuja*. We do not know, for instance,

what both his father and Ms father-land mean to Shuja*. Ba-Kathxr

does not specify. It would seem that he expects the reader to assume

that ties between father and son are always sacred and not to be

tampered with; that ties be teeen a citizen and Ms country, between

a devotee and his religion are always absolute and need no further

analysis. Because of this assumption, when those different ties
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clash in the novel, it is difficult to give reasons why Shuja' goes

one way rather than another. Shuja* becomes roe rely an automaton

who does whatever the writer pre-arranges that he must do, no matter

what are his own personal feelings which we do not know anyway.

And he does it without considering the implications for himself and

for others. Thus when at the end of the novel Shawir asks for

his son to be executed the reader's reaction is not so much a lack

of sympathy for Shuja* but surprise at the awkwardness of the

novelist in the handling of his characters. To suggest, as Ba-Kathlr

seems to do all through this novel, that Shuja* love3 his fatherland

(without saying what that fatherland means to him) more than he

loves his father (without establishing any relationship between

them) is to suggest nothing important as far as the art of Hie novel

is concerned.

Once, Ba-Kathlr was asked by a bookseller in Cairo what he

thought of Communism and of Communists. He answered with another

question: 'Have you not read my book, al-Tha'ir al-Ahmar? That
1 2

is what I think of them.' The novel, published in 1953, is the

most ambitious and, of the four novels dealt with here, the poorest

literarily. The novel is divided into four parts and each part has

a ur'anic quotation at its beginning. Book One is prefaced with

the following quotation:

'And when we desired to destroy a city we bade the

opulent ones thereof, ani they wrought abomination

therein; and its due sentence was pronounced; and
3

we destroyed it with utter destruction.'

1. Interview, staff of Haktabat jcfligr, Fajjala, Cairo.

2. Sakkut (op. cat. p. 67) gives a subtitle which does not appear
in the edition used here. It is 'The Story of the Conflict
between Capitalism and Communism in al-Kufa'.

3. Our'an, 17:17.
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It tells of Hamdan living with his mother, his wife and his two

sisters •Aliyya and Rajiyya. He works on the estate of al-Hatfm,

a wealthy land-owner. Thumama, a member of a gang of hooligans,

comes to ask for the hand of Rajiyya but Hamdan refuses. 'Aliyya

is kidnapped and Hamdan joins Thuraama's gang and finds out that his

sister was kidnapped by Thumama for his master al-Ha$tm. He raids

al-HdjIm's palace in Kufa and liberates 'Aliyya who soon after

disappears again for no apparent reason. 'Abdan, to whom 'Aliyya

is betrothed, takes up trading in the capital. Al-Ha-fln sacks

Hamdan and Hamdan goes to stay with 'Abdan, Once, when some of

al-Ha^fra's men come to take away 'Abdan from his shop, 'Abdan kills

the three messengers with the help of Hamdan. ♦Abdan flees the

Capital,

Book Two is prefaced with:

'Read to them the declaration of him to whom we

brought our signs and who stepped away therefrom, and

Satan followed him, and he was of those who were

beguiled. Had we pleased we would have exalted there¬

by, but he crouched upon the earth and followed his

lust, and his likeness was as the likeness of a dog,

whom if thou shouldst attack he hangs out his tongue,

or if thou shouldst leave him, hangs out his tongue

too. That is the likeness of the people who say our

signs arc lies. Tell them then these tales - haply

they may reflect.'*
'Abdan spends two years studying in Baghdad; and soon he loses

interest in his traditional studies and becomes more and more involved

1. Our'an, 7:174, 175.
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in questions relating to social justice. Ja'far b. A^nad

al-KaramSnl recruits him as a follower of his dream of establishing

'absolute justice'. This group under al-Karananl spread fear and

terror in the society and they are hunted down. Al-Karamanl and

'Abdan escape to Syria. One of the greatest weaknesses of this

section of the novel is reminiscent of what has been observed above

about Ba-Kathlr's treatment of the character of Shuja' in Sirat

Shu.ia*. Here again BS-Kathlr does not say what the social problems

of this period are and why they particularly catch the attention of

the people #10 are later known as the Karamatians. He seems to be

satisfied with his quotation from 1he Qur'an.

The Qur'anic quotation for Bock Three reads:

'Verily, God bids you do justice and good, and give

kindred (their due), and He forbids you to sin, and

do wrong, and oppress.'*
This part takes up the story from the end of Book One. Haadan's wife

dies. For some time he repents and gives up his life as a brigand.

Soon, al-Karamanl, still fleeing from the justice of the Umayyad

Caliph, comes to ttto town where Ilamdan lives. He falls ill. Hamdan

brings him to his house and Rajiyya looks after hin. Al-Karamanl

confesses to Rajiyya -that he is working for the Imami Movement which

will establish absolute social justice in the world. Rajiyya becomes

pregnant by al-Karamanl tut her brother does not know until al-Karamanl

ha® fled the town to avoid arrest. Kamdan is prevailed upon by * Abdan,

who by now has become a disciple of the Imami Movement, not to kill

Rajiyya but to accept her situation as part aid parcel of their

liberation movement. The bulk of the organising duty now falls on

1. Qur'an, 16:92.
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the Moulders of Hanxlan. He contacts the leader of the Zanj so that

they may work together. The government clamps down on them severely.

Then al-Muwafxaq, the brother of the Caliph, who had been responsible

for state security, dies. A new Caliph takes over and a one-time

militant who had been in prison is released. He confers with the

Caliph as to what welfare measures should be taken for the betterment

of the poor and the destitute. Meanwhile a Jewish trader named Samuel

is arrested and his private papers reveal that he has been supporting

both the movement of al-Kararaanl and the insurrection of the Zanj for

the sole object of making money out of the ensuing trouble. Judging

the opportunity ripe, Hamdan declares his insurrection.

Book Four opens with the quotation:

'And God preferred some of you over others in providing

for you; but those #10 have been preferred will not

restore their provision to those whom their right hands

possess that they may share equally therein:- is it

God's favours they gainsay? God has struck out a

parable: an owned slave, able to do nothing and one

whom we have provided with a good provision and who

expends therefrom in alms secretly and openly:- shall

they be held equal? Praise be to God, most of them do

not knowj And God has struck out a parable: two men,

one of them dumb, able to do nothing, a burden to his

lord; wherever he directs him he coracs not with

success; is he to be held equal with him who bids what

is just and who is on -the right way?'1

1. Qur'un, 16:73, 77, 73,
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The model state is now set up. There are no king and no subjects,

no strong and no weak, no rich no poor. But the system does not work.

Prayers which were first fixed as fifty times a day are later reduced

to tlie orthodox five and then to one on Fridays alone. At last

prayers are dispensed with altogether. 'lien complaints start to

come in, Handan meets some of the workers to listen to their com¬

plaints. Worse for the model state also is the fact that the Caliph

in Baghdad starts much-needed reforms on orfcodox Islamic lines.

People in the state of absolute justice begin to decamp and escape to

Baghdad. Hamdan decides to send 'Abdan to the Imam to ask for

instructions in these difficult times. 'Abdan had, before this,

received a letter from the Imam urging them to declare war on the

Caliph after decrying the so-called reforms. The Imam, to the

surprise of 'Abdan, is no other then the son of al-Karamani. He

compels 'Abdan to betray Kamdan and then chooses another person to

head the state. Hamdan repents and allows the people of the state to

emigrate and join the true religion in Baghdad. Left alone, Hamdan

discovers that those who worked around him were all the time putting
/ C-y y^c I'vrms /

money by so that they could retire and spend it when everything
J

had fallon apart. He is disillusioned. His old teacher turns up and

takes him back to Baghdad.

It is soon obvious to the reader that this novel deals with the

great movoraent for social reform and justice based on equality which

swept through the Muslim world from the ninth to the twelfth century

and more specifically with the insurrection of Hamdan in the neighbour¬

hood of ¥asi£ and the dar-al-hijra (an entrenched place of retreat)
1

which he set up in 890 A.D. east of Kufa for his partisans. The

1. Encyclopaedia of Islam, p. 767 (1927 Ed.)



importance of the content of this novel within the ideas of Ba-Kathlr

is that hi3 solution for the internal problems of the countries in the

land of Islam and in the Arab countries is very plain to see. Like

the Caliph of that period of Islamic history, the accredited leaders

of the land must go back to the Qur'an. While they must not have

such flights of fancy as the setting-up of a state of absolute justice,

those who are rich must be generous to titose who are poor. Besides

this general guide line, one finds no details of the working-out of this

injunction.

Ba-Kathlr does everything possible, even falsifying history, to

make his point. It is true 1hat hardly any information exists as to how

Haradan spent the last days after his break with the Imam.* But it is

difficult to understand why Ba-Kathlr makes him go back to Baghdad and

join Sunni Islam once more except to show that there is no stage at
i < fV

which a man who has gone astray may not repent. Haradan is toe second

type of hero, toe one who sees wrong in Muslim society and does something

about it. But when feis -aetisn generate® positive action in the right

quarters, he is ready to give up his illegal position and allow toe
*

legitimate government to mice amends.

The historical novels of Ba-Kathlr discussed above are relevant

both to his ideas and to the development of his art form. What has gone

before has been an attempt to evaluate the novels in as far as they

relate to the exposition of his ideas. The next few pages are to

deal with the relevance of those novels to his artistic development.

El-Hazmi's study of 'The Modern Arabic historical Novel* divides toe

development of the Arabic historical novel into three parts, viz. the

period of the emergence of the historical novel, 1870 - 1914} the period
2

of decline, 1914 - 1938, and toe period of revival, 1939 - 1963* The

1. Encyclopaedia of Islam. Vol. Ill, Fasciculus 41 - 42, p. 123.
2. "The Modern Arabic Historical Novel'.
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historical novels of Ba-Kathlr are placed in the third period. This

third period is further divided into three groins. This grouping is

determined by the style of the different novelists discussed in this

section of the study. Ba-Kathlr, along with Na jib Ma^fuj and others,

is grouped among the analysts.*
After the publication of Slrat Shu-ia*. Ba-Kathlr did not write

any othor historical novel. He turned his attention wholly to writing

historical drama. The main reason for this shift is bound up with the

problems raised by the historical novel as a genre. Writers on the
2 3,4

historical novel from Butterfield through Sheppard to Lukacs all

agree that major historical characters cannot be fully portrayed if

they are the main characters in a novel. If their lives and their

careers form the central theme of the novel, difficulties arise. The

formula then is to introduce historically fictitious characters and

allow their lives to be influenced by the great men of the period in

which the novel is based. This is the practice of the great

historical novelists such as Sir Walter Sgott and Leo Tolstoy.

It would seem from the amount of historical novels written in

Arabic that critics of Arabic literature have not come round to this

basic requirement of the historical novel. historical drama, on the

other hand, is better suited to the treatment of single historical

figures. This is because the novel in its basic form is concerned

with society seen through the lives of those in the society while drama

deals with the collisions, struggles and turning-points in the life of

the society. Ba-Kathlr's preference for historical drama was a product

1. 'The Modern Arabic historical Hovel', pp. 285 - 287; 324 - 347.
The other groupings are the 'stylistic* and the
'antiquarian'

2. Butterfield, H. The Historical Hovel.
5. Sheppard, A.J. The Art and Practice of Historical Fiction.
4. Lukacs, G. The Historical Novel.
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of experience, rather than the result of an awareness of characterisa¬

tion in both the historical novel and the historical drama.

Another reason why the historical drama was more convenient for

Ba-Kathir derives from the forms of both the historical novel and the

historical drama. Ba-Kathir, like many other Arab writers, was

interested in historical figures, characters and personalities rather

than historical periods. Disappointed with those who could be

referred to as the heroes of the present, Ba-Kathir turned to the

heroes of the past, writing about them in such a way as to point a

lesson to the men of the present age. His interest, then, was not

in re-creating for his readers a time past which would be possible

within the covers of a novel. The presentation of single

personalities is much easier in drama. It is obvious, then, why

Ba-Kathir turned to the historical drama after five historical novels.

In this Case the relationship between content and form, the way the

content dictates the form most convenient for writer and subject, is

also obvious."'" Ba-Kathlr's hlstoricism influenced his style in that,

having decided to weave his own stories around historical figures in

an attempt to provide a human psychological explanation for their

actions, he has no need for the facts of history in the lives of his

heroes. Therefore he does not have to explain the reasons, back-

ground, etc., for these historical facts. The characters in his
*>■

historical novels are tied to their age and time as a result of what

Ba-Kathir saw them doing rather than as a result of social customs

and costumes of the period. To do this well, Ba-Kathir had to turn

to the historical drama.

1. It is interesting that Najlb ITahfug turned away from the
historical novel after writing three. See 'The Novels of
Ha jib '"a^fusjj An Appraisal', Somekh; The Egyptian Novel and
its I Iain Trends 1913 - 1952. Sakkut.



CHAPTER VI

THE POETIC DRAM OF BA-KATHIR.

THE SEARCH FOR A MEDIUM

Humam

Rumlya wa JulyIt

Akhnatfln wa Nifirtltl
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VI

The aim of Ba-Kathlr in Humam, Rumiyu wa Julyit and Akhnatun

wa Nifirtitl is to discover the possibilities for poetry in Arabic

drama. For this reason, comments here will be concentrated on

Ba-Kathlr's evolution of a1-Ahi'r al-ilursal. blank verse, his perfec¬

tion of it in AAhnStun wa Nifirtfti. and his discarding it for prose

after the same play. While the aim stated above was not a conscious

one in the writing of Humam, it is deliberate in the other two plays,

the translation of Shakespeare*s Romeo and Juliet and Akhnatun wa

Nifirtltl. This aim is nowhere stated explicitly in the critical

writings of Ba-Kathlr. But when one realises that he wrote Human

under the influence of Ahmad Shawql, did the translation of Romeo and

Juliet as a result of a challenge from one of his English lecturers,

it will be clear that there was a deliberate desire to find a medium

within the limits of Classical Arabic Literature for the use of

poetry in drama. Akhnatun wa Nifirtiti is the triumph of this

search. Unfortunately Ba-Kathlr abandoned poetiy for writing drama

for reasons which will be made clear later. This had disastrous

effects on his drama, especially the epic of 'Umar b. al-Khat^ab.

Ilumam^ was published in Cairo in 1934 but it had been written

in al-Tayf two years before this time. In a long introduction,

Ba-Kathlr introduces to his Egyptian audience the country of his

youth, Hadramavt. The plot of the play is weak. It hinges on

the restless character of the hero, Humam. He is a member of a

group of young men and women who declare that 'the old must die and
2

the new mist live'. They are opposed by a group of older men led

1. The other two alternative titles are In the Capital of al-Ahqaf
and In the Country of al-Afrqaf.

2. Human. Introduction 1965 edition p. ~p/
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by Vail Allah. This opposition manifests itself in Humam's wish

to marry his fiancee, Husna. He is forced to flee the country when

he can no longer live with this opposition.

He returns secretly and marries Husna, but goes away again.

He makes the pilgrimage to I'ecca. It is while he is here that he

learns that his wife has died. He finds consolation only in

prayers to Allah.

human is like a series of poems rather than a play. There

are places where only one character speaks in a whole scene. This

is so in Act vi, scene ii, a part of which is quoted below to

illustrate the chance this play offers Ba-Kathlr to demonstrate his

poetic talent. There is nothing wrong with a single character in

a play holding the stage for five minutes or more if what lie has to

say is dramatically relevant to the progress of the play. But

Humana's outburst here, on returning to his country once again after

his exile, give3 the playwright an opportunity to celebrate the country¬

side of Hadramawt:
ft ft e
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The above lines also show that while Ba-Kathlr had some play

of Shawql as his example, he did not follow its versification in his

own play. While Shawql's is 'an irregular use of rhyme and metre'"''
Ba-Kathlr uses here rhymed verse of two hemistichs. The extent to

which this verse form cripples his art and takes over his subject-

matter may be seen in the last line above:

'Or like the horns of the one bearing the earth on

his two horns as they say.'

The last part of the line 'as they say' contributes nothing to the

over-all sense of the line. Moreover, in fulfilling the need of

the rhyme it still has to do so by a poetic licence whereby un may

replace In.

When Ba-Kathlr arrived in Lgypt in 1934, he arrived in the

midst of raging arguments and counter-arguments about free verse and
2

blank verse in Modern Arabic Literature. Maturally he got involved

and he thus continued his search for a medium of expressing himself

in drama. This search led him to attempt his translation of

Shakespeare's -o:..eo and Juliet into blank verse in Arabic.

The circumstances which led Ba-Kathlr to do this translation

3
are too well known to bear repetition. This translation was not

published until ten years after it had been done.^ Ba-Kathlr has

pointed out in the introduction to AkhnatSn wa Uifirtltl that his

contribution to the blank verse movement in Modem Arabic Literature

1. Moreh, S. 'Free Verse (al-shi'r al-hurr) in Modern .Arabic
Literature', BSOAS vol. 31, 1963, p. 33.

2. See article referred to above and also 'Blank Verse (al-shi'r
al-mursal) in Modern Arabic Literature* by S, I'oreh, BSOAS
vol. 29, 1966.

3. FM, p* 8.
4. duroiyu wa Julyit, p. 3.
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has not been acknowledged by any literary critic. While this might

be true of 1940 when Akhnatun wa liifirtltl was published, it is no

1
longer true to-day. Because of this situation it is no longer

necessary here to deal with this aspect of BlwKathfr's work. It is

certain that more work on the lines of Moreh's will in the near

future sort out the confusion as to who first used free verse and

2
blank verse in Modern Arabic Literature.

There were a few reasons which made Ba-Kathlr attempt this

translation. He was interested in seeking new horizons for ..rabic

poetry. He was concerned with finding a proper form of dialogue

for his new-found love, the drama form. His national pride was hurt

that while blank verse existed in English poetry, it did not exist in

Arabic poetry. Lastly, he felt that Arabic is a compliant language
3

and would easily adapt to attempts to incorporate blank verse into it.

Ba-Kathir then made studies of all the traditional verse forms.

He came to the conclusion that the verse forms which would be best for

narrative poetry as well as dialogue in drama are those which are

repeated single foot forms such as al-kamil, al-rajaz, al-mutaqarib,

al-autadarik and al-ramal, rather than those composed of two different

feet such as al-sari', al-khaflf, al-basi$ and al-^awil.

1. Horeh's two articles particularly make references to Ba-Kathlr's
contribution, defining his place within the movement for blank
verse in Modern Arabic Literature.

2. Dr. A.M.K, az-Zubaidi, at present at Edinburgh University, is
working on blank verse in Modern Arabic Literature, and one may
hope that the day is near when critics will refrain from labelling
every poet •pioneer' who wrote free verse in recent times.

3. All these four reasons are given in FM p. 8.
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Ba-Kathir's translation of ■l.o.-.eo and Juliet can be placed in

the second period of translations froa Shakespeare into Arabic

literature in the Arab world. The first period, which started with

the second half of the nineteenth century, was marked, among other

defects, by the refusal of tie translator to stick to the text of the
2

plays of Shakespeare. Najib al-Haddai's translation of homco and

Juliet, despite all its merits and the resultant popularity,

represents the defects of the first translations of Shakespeare

available in the Arab world. In the second period, which did not

begin in Egypt until the thirties and especially with the establish¬

ment of the English Department of the Cairo University, where some

Egyptian men of letters were educated, the emphasis was on the text of

the play. Shakespeare was no longer the playwright whose works

provided outlines for stories which could be mutilated to the delight

of audiences little acquainted with drama. Instead, he was seen as

the greatest poet who ever lived. This attitude made it possible to

appreciate an aspect of Shakespeare's works which had been lost to the

earlier period of translations.

In his translation, Ba-Kathlr uses the five single foot metres

mentioned above, thus producing a mixture of blank run-on verse and

free verse where the paragraph, and not the line, is the unit of

sense. To make comparison possible the long speech of Friar

Laurence at the end of the play (Act v scene iii) has been selected

1. See two articles, K.M. Badawl: Cairo Studies 1964/65
'Shakespeare and the Arabs'; S.B. Bushrui: Ibadan No. 20,
Oct. 1964 'Shakespeare and Arabic Drama and Poetry'.

2. Besides the two writers cited above, others have noted this;
Shawql Dayf in Contemporary Arabic Literature in Egypt.
J. Landau in Studies in the Arab Theater and Cinema.
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and the first eleven lines quoted he-low:

Friar Laurence: I will be brief, for my short date of breath

Is not so long as is a tedious tale.

Romeo, there dead, was husband to that Juliet

And she, there dead, that Romeo's faithful .rife.

I married them; and their stol'n marriage day

has Tybalt's doomsday, whose untimely death

Banished the new-made bridegroom from this city,

For whom, and not for Tybalt, Juliet pined.

You, to remove that siege of grief from her,

Betrothed and would have married her perforce

To County I'aris.

The Arabic text of Ba-Kathir's translation goes thus:

f V ■. ■*\ nielli. I ^ Vr><W .A C
s

* t)- - ^ O ^ c.^OJ.4S& ^ i'jfy-t

' (wW ^ sir,) y')s~ j} p

i» ^ ij*** LiP * jtj ^

Qi—Sjc L6»j CWWy jj*. ^JJ S
* Jhsji 1 I uLft l^j^4

•

T" iS**" ^ ^ tj C *)l ( <0 «j

1 • • f • ®
cv ^ 1

c

".'Jsij ^

1.



What is obvious from these two quotations is the shift of emphasis in

the Arabic translation, and the missing-out of important words which

lead to the less effective speech of Friar Laurence in the Arabic.

For instance, 'and their stol'n marriage day' is barely suggested by

the translation 'bi-yadf zawwajtu-huna sirran*. Also,

•whose untimely death

Banished the new-made bridegroom from this city,'

is inadequately translated as merely 'fa-kana bihi nafytthadha

al-*arxs al-jadld'. Ba-Kathir misses out completely the title of

Paris. He does not even give a footnote to indicate the meaning of

this title as he does, for instance, in places where there are

mythological references in the play.*
With tills translation behind him, Ba~Kathxr went on to write

his poetic drama Akhnatun wa Hifirtlti. This play takes its stozy

from that of the heretic King Amenophis IV (1370 - 1352 B.C.) who is

better known as Akhnatun. He tried to challenge the power of the
2

priests of Amon-Ra but failed in hi3 attempt. The historical

characters are reproduced in the play with little or no alterations.

There is Amenophis III, the father of Akhnatua,who had lapsed into

the lethargic and voluptuous existence of an oriental despot and could

not understand why his son should mourn for so long the death of one

woman when there were many other women living. There is Ty, his

second wife, a commoner. There is Horemhab the military leader and

Akhnatun's main support in his struggle. If Akhnttun had listened to

1. For instance the mythological ref. in p. 44 to Diana, Bushrui
mentions the difficulty created for Arab translators of
Shakespeare by 'the rich reservoir of European mythology' in
Shakespeare's plays. Even an eminent poet like Khalll Mutran
misunderstood the ref. to 'a golden fleece* in Merchant of
Venice op. cit. p. 10.

2. White, J.E, lianchip, Ancient Efrvot (London, 1952) 2nd ed. 1970.
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Horeiahab's advice about using force to subdue the opposition of the

priests of Amon-ila to his revolution, he could have carried it through.

But violence was against his ideal of peace and love.

The play is in four acts, each act having its own title. In

the prologue some priests of Amcn-Ra discuss the relative danger

posed by the Queen and her son Akhnatun, They are agreed that

Akhnatun is more dangerous since he resembles the snake about whom

it has been prophesied it would bring thorn to grief.

Act I, entitled The Resurrection, deals with the substitution

of Nefertltl for Tadu, the dead wife of Akhnatun. After Akluiatun

has been mourning hie dead wife for some time, his mother gets a girl,

has her nade-up to resemble Tadu, brings the priests of Amon-Ra to

'resurrect* her with music and songs. Uifirtltl cones to life and

Akhnatun takes her for his dead Tadu,

Act II is entitled Faith. Akhnatun and Ndfirtlti are very

much in love and they are soon able to drop the pretence that Nifirtltx

is T&dS. resurrected. Akhnatun starts to talk about moving his capital

from Thebes in order to escape the immediate influence of the priests

of Amon-Ra and to develop his own religious ideas. He has his

profound religious experience, although this - the most important

incident in the play - is not handled dramatically.±

Act III is entitled In the City of the Horizon - Akhxtatun -

the name of the new capital which /bJmatun sets up. This part of the

play is the most dramatic in its movement and succession of actions.

BS-Kathlr shows the economy of language and action which is hardly

equalled in any of bis other plays. This act commences quietly with

1. See section on 'The Religious Plays', especially the comments
on the difficulty of the dramatic representation of religious
e:<perienceo.
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the arrival fron Thebes of AkhnitGn*s mother. She tolls Nifirtltl

and the others in the court of AkhnSttm of growing onoosition gather¬

ing in Thebes against her son. Hdfirtltl tells her of her

husband's strange nays since they moved to the new capital. Horemhab

arrives wiUi others, pays his respects to Ty and warns AkhnStdn of

specific rebellions in Thebes and Syria encouraged, no doubt, by the

priests of Amon-Ra. AkhnStun rejects Horemhab's advice of a swift

military action against Syria and the priests after which there would

be peace. A messenger enters to say that there are some priests

vraiting to see Akhnhtun. The subsequent meeting leads to the final

break-up of relations with the priests of Amon-Ra. Once more

Horenihab would resort to the sword but AkhnStun rejects the

suggestion.

Act I?, called Death, opens with AkhnStun on his death-bed.

Too late now he realises that he should have used force to support

his revolution. He dies with the name of his God of Peace and Love

on his Hps. In a footnote about this last speech of Akhnatun,

Ba-Kathlr says that he is quoting from what is written in letters of

gold at AkhnStun's feet in his place of burial.

By the time Ra-Kathir wrote this play he had moved another

step forward in his search for a medium of expression. Concluding

from the experience gained from translating Romeo and Juliet, he said

that al-mutadarik was the most convenient of the five single foot

metres he had employed in his translation of Romeo and Juliet.

To quote Moreh with reference to this play:
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'-.oreovcr he used al-nutad'rik netre only, throughout

the drama, and allowed himself to use more frequently

an undetermined number of feet in the lines, according

to the demands of sense, thus avoiding the hash??

(interpolation) which the conventional line of verse

with, its prescribed number of feet requires, and

enabling him to use a rhythm for dialogues which is

nearer to ordinary speech and more suitable to

theatrical performances.'

As Koreh points out, these characteristics can be seen in the following

lines:

*

IJ11=

y Q*j a? ifCv ^ Jy** J
(jj-v-aJl Li-yisf: ^ J-Uj tUawi U~>- LqJ jU 1 ^

' 'liswUl <U' d-y l v\ji JJ
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f aU ^JdWisI L?;-w^c t vi j
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Uv3 3 UJs l„aij t J y\* t,
^ - . ..

2 O ^ <fcLyUs (_>? t-v* _J=» (j(3 3 J j (U ^

'In these lines the number of feet used is irregular. Lines 1, 2, 5 ar

8 contain eight taf'ilat of the mutadarik, line 3 has nine feet, line 4
3

has seven, line o has four, and line 7 has five feet. '

1.

2.

3.

Aor'c-h, op. cit. 3S0AS 1966, p. <97.
Akh. wa if is. Act I, pp. 44 - 5-

Koreh, op. cit. BS0A3 1966, p. 497.
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Despite the measure of success achieved in this play, Ba-Kathlr

abandoned verse for dramatic writing. There are some reasons for this

decision.

To begin with, Ba-Kathxr's efforts were received coldly and this

did not encourage him to go on. The fact that his translation of

Romeo and Juliet had to wait for ten years before it was published is

enough evidence of this cold reception.

A second possible reason is the failure of Arabic/that
'no Arab poet in the first half of the twentieth

century was able to write such a poem or drama in

shi'r mursal that its theme, diction, techniques

and other musical devices could be claimed to have

taken successfully the place of the monorhyme qasida.

This failure to find the right techniques for Arabic

blank verse led many poets to stop experimenting td.th

blank verse.1'1'

Perhaps most important to Ba-Kath£r was his desiro for realism in his

plays. In corning to this decision Ba-Kathlr recognises the use of poetry

for drama by Lhakespeare and more recently by Teats. But he says that

Yeats' example succeeds because he was attempting to re-awaken the spirit

of the Irish# After Yeats no playwright of any note has successfully

used poetry for drama. With this reasoning Ba-Kathlr concludes that

poetry may be used for opera but it has to be abandoned when it comes to
2

realistic drama. Thus Ba-Kathlr turned to prose for all his

subsequent plays.

1. Moreh, op. cit. BSOAS 1966, p. 501.
2. m p. 14.
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Not all are free who mock their chains

- G. Lessing
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VII

To pin-point the subjective determinants of Ba-Kathlr's comedies,

use has to be made of some of the writings of psychologists on the

subject of laughter and the comic.* Besides these, Ba-Kathir's own
2

comments on some of his plays are also useful. Thirdly, there is

some internal evidence in the plays themselves which can be interpreted

as furnishing insights into Ba-Kathlr's understanding of his comedies.

There is, for instance, a scene in al-Za'Im al-Auhad where some of the

characters promise a poet that they will listen to his poetry if he

tells them anecdotes about the life of the unique leader and also the

life of his aide-de-camp. The poet accepts this condition and tells

three jokes. When he has finished he brings out a sheaf of papers

and proceeds to read some of his poetry. But the people refuse to

listen to him unless he tells them more jokes, this time using

fictional material instead of the political realities of the country.

The poet replies that reality is the source of the joke par excellence.

Nobody listens to his argument. At the end of the play he is left,
■3

alone on the stage, still ouddling his poetry.

It is possible to interpret this scene in a number of ways.

It may be said to show the lack of appreciation which works of

contemporary poets suffer and which leads then to prostitute their

talents in less reputable pursuits than the composition of poetry.

Indeed, when one realises the neglect which the work of Ba—Kathir has

1. Use is made here of Bergson, Henry - Laughter; Meredith, George -
An Essay on Comedy, both published in one vol. under the title
Comedy; Freud, Sigmund - Jokes and their Relation to the
Unconscious.

2. FM p. 21 and ff.
3. Al-Za*Im al-Auhad, p. 115.



suffered, one nay conclude that this scene is Ba-Kathlr *s dramatisa¬

tion of one of his own problems. It would seen,then, that Ba-Kathlr

summed up his situation thus: nobody listens to serious discourses.

So if anyone wishes to be listened to, he must tell jokes preferably

of an innocent, harmless fictional character. With this in mind

Ba-Kathlr wrote play after play using some of the basic techniques of

this genre.'1' It has turned out that the best-known plays of BS-Kathlr,

such as Ifismar Juha and Gulfidan Hanem, are all comedies.

One of the subjective determinants of Ba-Kathlr's comedies,

therefore, is his desire to be heard. His train of thought may be

said to be: since the theatre in Egypt is not prepared to listen to
2

serious discourses, then he must make his audience laugh. To achieve

this, Ba-Kathlr usually takes situations out of the realities of every¬

day life. These situations are usually political and could be tragic
jfc ^

in themselves} for instance, the alleged 'butchering' .toy o,Ssim of
3

thousands of Iraqians used as the starting-point of the comedy

al-Za'in al-Aubad. Another is the unhappy situation in which a peasant

cannot obtain redress within the judicial system, the theme of al-Fallafr

al-Fagifr.

Ba-Kathlr seems to think that the writer can wield the quill

rather than the sword as a weapon against these adverse situations and

he can use his weapon by giving these potentially tragic situations a

twist which reduces them to comedies. This has led Ba-Kabhir to state,

1. Two of the books found in the bookshelf of Ba-Kathir on this

subject are: A Century of Humour. Modern Humour. As usual
he does not borrow any material from thc.se books for his
comedy.

2. Introduction to al-Za'lro al-Auhad.

3. This allegation is made in the introduction to al-Ba'Im al-Auhad.
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in the short hut important introduction to al-I'a'In al-Aufead, that

there is hardly any difference between Tragedy and Comedy. He says

that events in Iraq have turned out exactly as he predicted in this

play - the bloody overthrow of Qasim in 1953. He goes on:

•It (the play) was sent to the publishers now as it

was written then (1955) without any alteration or

change so that the reader can see and marvel at the

fact that Fate had chosen for the unique leader in

the world of reality the self-same end which the

play had ordained for him more than three year3

before, with the difference that separates Tragedy

from Comedy, if indeed there is a difference between

the two.

For Ba-Kathir, then, what is tragic in reality may be turned to comedy

on the stage, the sad part of it being the relentless march of the

tragic reality compared with the easy solution found amidst laughter

in the comedy.

Ba-Kathxr's acceptance of a rSle akin to that of a clown raises

some questions. Having accepted the rSle and resoonsibility of a

writer, is it necessary for him to pander to the vulgar appetites of

the audience he has chosen to edify through his writing? Does he not,

in this way, lose any opportunity of being taken seriously, if not by

his contemporaries, at least by those who tall come after him?

Ba-Kathlr seems to have assumed that he could gain both

contemporary fame and future attention by making concessions which he

considered limited enou^i to allow him to be a writer who influences the

1. al-Za'In al-Aufrad, p. 3.
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lives of his audience. He would give them characters and situations

to laugh at. But he would present these to his audience, not in the

colloquial language more suitable to their immediate assimilation of

comedy, but in classical Arabic. In doing this - that is, using the

classical language for comedy - Ba-Kathlr wa3 going against the trend

in the Egyptian stage. Thus one of the subjective determinants of

Ba-Kathir's comedy is his desire to bribe the audience so that they

may be favourably disposed to pay attention to his more serious

writing.

Perhaps more fundamental is the psychological determinant of

Ba-Kathir's comedies. It may sound obvious but it has to be stated

that Ba-Kathlr did not believe in art for its own sake. He was a

committed writer, and this is more so in his comedies. His comedies,

like the hostile joke which Freud defines as 'serving the purpose of
1

aggressiveness, satire, or defence' are designed, to make anyone whom

Ba-Kathlr considered the enemy of Muslims and Arabs 'small, inferior,

despicable or comic'.^
Ba-Kathlr has narrated the thought-process which brought him to

3
writing comedies, &e points out that by temperament he was not cut

out to anuse others and that the first plays he attempted to write

were tragedies. But the political situation in the Arab world with

reference to the imperial powers in the region made him wish for some

form of revenge, a means of having his own baek on those powers. In

1. Freud, Jokes and Their Relation to the Unconscious, p. 97.
2. Freud, ibid, p. 103. This approach may also be called

'humour of deflation*.

3. FIf p. 26 and ff.



particular, the partiality of the first Secretary-General of the

United Nations Organisation, M. Trygve Lie,1 to the Zionists angered

Ba-Kathxr. This was in connection with the Palestinian problem,

'as if M. Lie was their spokesman in the Organisation, being more
2

Zionist than the Zionists themselves'. This anger drove him to
3'seek revenge by means of his pen'.

Outlining the aims of making people comic, Freud says:

•One can make a person comic in order to make him

become contemptible, to denrive him of his claim

to dignity and authority.

This is the use to which Ba-Kathlr puts his comedies to achieve his

revenge.

Having pin-pointed these two main subjective determinants of

Ba-Kathir's comedies, it is necessary to make some comments on the

reaction of the oudience to some of his plays, Ba-Kathlr seemed to

have overlooked a basic element of jokes made at the expense of others.

A person who laughs at a joke bears witness to the success of the joke
5

and also compliments the teller of the joke. The same remark can be

made in connection with comedy. But jokes which have a purpose run the

risk of not being given attention by those who consider them in bad

taste. This statement is again applicable to comedy. In the

particular case of Ba-Kathxr, his plays dealing with the Arab-Israeli

1. He was Secretary-General from Feb, 1946 to April 1953.
2. op. cit. FM p. 27.
3. ibid. p. 27.

4. Freud, op, cit. p. 189.
5. Freud, op. cit. p. 103.
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issue are considered, in bad taste, among others, by Egyptians of Coptic
1

origin. This view has had the effect of pushing aside most of the

comedies of Ba-Ivathir because of vihat has been considered his anti-

Semitism. This neglect by serious critics has led to an interesting

situation whereby the most voluminous critic of Ba-Kathlr's plays is

Ba-Kathxr himself.'2
The comedies of Ba-Kathir may be divided into two groups »

social comedies and political comedies. These two groups coincide

with the two subjective determinants mentioned above. The social

comedies are addressed primarily to Arabs with the objective of making

them acknowledge the playwright, while the political comedies are a

means of expressing his exasperation at the r61e of Western imperialism

in -the Arab world.

Dr. Hazim

In an introduction to this play, Ba-Kathir points out that it
3

revolves around two ideas - who is the master of the house when the

father is weak and the eldest son is the bread-winner, and should a

mother-in-law meddle in the affairs of her daughter's husband? The

first of ttie seven scenes in this social comedy parades the characters.

They are Dr. Hazim, a hard-working young man, BayyumI the chief clerk,

Sharif Bey, father of Dr. Hazim, an unemployed spendthrift, dependent on

his son's meagre earnings for running his household, and 4Abbas, Hazim's

1. Especially Ilah Isra'il. Interview with Dr. Louis 4Awad, Jan.
1971. Also, Dr. P.J.E. Cachia, 'Theraes Related to Christianity
and Judaism in Modern Egyptian Drama and Fiction', Journal of
Arabic Literature. Vol. 2, 1971.

2. Mostly in FM and in introductions to reprints of his plays. There
are at the end of Akhnatun wa Nifirtiti detailed character studies
of the play written by Ba-Kathir himself.

3. FH pp. 31 and ff.
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half-brother, a perpetually drunk youth who is beyond the control of

his parents. There is also §ikmat Kanera, the stepmother of Dr.

Hazim. The only action in this scene is Hazim's unwilling surrender

of ten out of his twenty-five pound salary. 'Abbas immediately takes

two pounds and his mother eight. Other characters who are mentioned

in this first scene are Iljsan, Hazim's sister, and Layla, the sister

of 'Abbas, betrothed to Amir who is a friend of 'Abbfis.

In scene two an argument ensues at table concerning the marriage

of Layla to Amir Efendi. Hazim is against the marriage. Sharif Bey

is angry as a result of his son's rudeness to §ikmat Hanem, and accuses

§abrl Efendi, Hazim's uncle and father of Hazim's fianc6e, of being

the evil influence over Hazim.

Scone three takes place in the house of Nahid, Hazim's fiancee.

Both mother and daughter are discussing Hazim's inability to be himself

in front of his father. They are expecting Hazim and they note that

he is half-an-hour late when he arrives. Later §abrl Efendi joins
them. He informs Hazim that Nahid will not marry him since Hazim has•

•

been putting off the wedding for too long. Hazim defends himself and

would have convinced Sabri Efendi if Sharif Bey had not arrived at this

point. Sharif Bey accuses §abri Efendi of turning his son against him,

and there follows an argument. Sharif Bey declares that his son now

gives all his money to Nahid, daughter of Sabri r'fendi. This angers

§abri Efendi who then orders his daughter to return all the gifts she

has received frorr. Hazim, including the ring Hazim has given her for

their wedding.1 HaZia is then ordered out of the house.

1. The sane ring (usually gold) is used in modern marriages for both
engagement and marriage in Egypt. As an engagement ring, it is
worn on the fourth finger of the right hand and at the wedding
it is transferred to the corresponding finger of the left hand.
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In the next scene Hazim has turned drunkard. He stays away from

home and will not go to his place of work. Bayyumi becomes his constant

companion. Hazim's friend A^raad comes to visit him in the bar. He

advises him to change his present mode of life. Hazim confesses that

the loss of Hahid has made everything in life unimportant to him.

Sharif Bey and Iljsan come to see Hazia too. Sharif Bey is repentant

and promises to change his ways for the better. Ho informs JIazin of

the fact that he has been to see his uncle Sabri 'fendi and that he has

apologised for his bad behaviour. Bayyumi telephones Sabri Efeadi and

he talks to Hazim. It is then arranged that Hazim should call at the

house that evening. Hazim and Bayyumi pay their last bill at the Greek

bar and go away.

In scene five Hazim is back in his consulting-room, but he still

keeps away from his father's house. He reads in the newspapers of the

impending sale by auction of his father's property. Ahmad, now to

marry Layla, formerly betrothed to Amir - we are not told how, why and

when this change-over is effected - comes to plead with Hazim to save

his father from the disgrace of this auction. Hikmat Ilanem, Layla,

Sharif Bey himself and §abri Efendi all come to beseech Hazim, but Hazim
is adamant. Sharif Bey faints and f/azim has to give him medical

*

attention. When he recovers, father and son are reconciled.

Scene six opens in the new home set up by gazim and his wife

Nahid. His salary is even less adequate now, since he has to pay for

the upkeep of two households, his and his father's. Uahid'p, mother

comes to visit them and complains about her daughter suffering as a result

of her husband keeping two houses. gazim tolls her not to meddle in his

affairs. If she is not satisfied, she can stay away from their house.

His mother-in-law is naturally angry at this. While the argument is
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going on IJikraat Hanem, Iipsan and Lay la corne to see Hazim and they get

involved in the quarrel, Anana Hanem , Wahid's mother, orders her

daughter to pack her things and follow her home, Hazim telephones his

uncle SabrI Efendi, 'Abbas has now changed to a decent young man and

IJazim helps him to open a drugstore.

Scene seven takes place in the house of §abri Efendi, Hazim is

determined not to go there and bring back his wife- since he did not

drive her away in the first place. To make Hasin cone, however, §abri

Efendi telephones him to soy that Wahid is ill. Hazim cones and takes

her back with him.

This play demonstrates some of the problems which beset young

Egyptians trying to settle down in life. These problems are not only

financial as shown in the relationship beteeen father and son, but also

include the problem of parental control in matters relating to marriage.

For instance, it is §abri Efendi who determines whether or not Hahid is

to many Hazin, There is also the problem of poverty which makes it

impossible for a doctor to earn enough to live on, despite a private

practice. This situation has led to many Egyptians, especially doctors,

engineers and teachers, leaving Egypt to work in some African countries."'"
One of the weaknesses of this play is the unrealistic solution

provided for the realistic problems raised within the play. 'Abbas

c' anges because Hazim is able to open a drugstore for him. Where does

the money come from? Perhaps more difficult to accept is Sharif Bey's

change of heart. He is still unemployed. Ke still keeps his chief

clerk although his estate no longer exists. His wife §ikmat Hanem's

1, For instance about 200 Egyptian doctors were given employment
in Nigeria in 1970 (Nigerian Embassy, Cairo).
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spending habits do not change. Neither are we told -that Hazim's salary-

increases. By ignoring the social situation which creates the basic

conflict of this play, Ba-Kathlr weakens its effect. The conflict is

not caused by the particular trait of character in any of the dramatis

■pcrsonae. Therefore the solution of the conflict can be achieved either

by a change in the social situation, which does not take place, or try a

change of attitude which makes the characters accept and conform to the

social situation existing* Although we are told that the characters

change, this is not convincingly done. We know that Sharif Bey's house

is not sold by auction because Hazin undertakes to save it.

As for the technical aspect of this play, Ba-£athlr points out
X

that the reason for its weakness is that it lacks unity of idea. He

says that the last two scenes virtually belong to another play altogether.

This is not true because the same problem, insufficient raoney, which

bedevils Hazim in the preceding scenes causes the cmflict with his

mother-in-law in the last two scenes*

A basic condition for the successful production of a play which

depends mainly on its verbal strength, as many of Ba-Kathir's comedies

do, is an uninterrupted run-through. In this way, the mind of the

audience is kept on -the play. A break of ten minutes is not considered

here as an interruption. But when a play has to stop every twenty

minutes or so for the shifting of sets and the erection of new scenes,

the interruption must undercut the concentration of the audience. In

Br. Hazim there are seven scenes in seven different settings* These

are net scenes which easily lend themselves to quick shifting, as the

stage directions in scenes three, four and five show. Scene three

takes place in the house of SabrI Efendi where Nanid is in the guest-room

1. FM p. 31 and ff.
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(ifcll-furnished). She is standing in front of one of the windows which

overlook the street. After about twenty minutes the scene changes to

a bar run by two Greeks. There are empty tables and chairs when the

curtain rises. These fill up as the action of the play goes on.

About fifteen minutes later, we are in scene five in the consulting-room

of Dr. H&zim. These constant shifts in scenes weaken the audience's

concentration, and they do not help a reader either. Besides this,

they show a lack of economy of movement on the stage on the part of

the playwright.

The dramatically coamendable parts of this play are the two

confrontation scenes - scene three where Sharif Bey and §abri Efendi

confront each other, and scene six where a changed IJikiaat Hanera faces

Anxna Hanera,

Gulfidan Hanera

This is one of the most theatrically successful of Ba-Kathfr's

plays. Madam Gulfidan is a rich, aging widow whose only delight is to

run the lives of all those who come near her. She is caustic and

sliarp-tongued, and spares no one from her venom. When the play opens

she is concentrating on running the life of her grandson '^iya'. She

wants to make a writer out of ^iyS' although the young man's interest is

agriculture. She deciles that he must go to the College of Arts even

if ho does not possess the required (Salifications, When the College

rejects £iy§*,s application, his grandmother wants to go and see the

Minister of Education, While she is out we learn that £iya», who is

eighteen, is in love with Amal, a girl from a poor peasant family.

Everyone is sure that his grandmother will oppose their marriage, but

she gives her blessing to it, thinking that the girl might inspire Diya'

to write stories about the peasants of Egypt*
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Five months after the marriage Madam GulfidSn is unhappy because

her grandson's marriage has not produced the result she expected in the

form of poens, plays, short stories, and novels. She drives Ra'uf,

brother of "nal, out of her mansion. Ra'ilf is a student in the College

of Agriculture. He is a friend of Diya' and he smuggles books on

agricultural subjects into the mansion for Diya', to the annoyance of

his grandmother when she discovers this. She also 3tops *A$if, an

ambitious young writer and friend of §iya', from using her well-stocked

library.

Her secretary advises her to send her grandson overseas to study

Literature as so many Arab writers, such as A^mad Shawql, had done.

Madam Gulfidan agrees to send Uiya' to West Germany because her first

love, a Turkish writer named Diya' v/a$fl» studied there.

Five years later, Diya' and 'Uthman, who lias been his attendant

while he was in West Germany, are back in Egypt. Diya' has a doctorate

in Literature, his thesis subject being: 'The Short Story and its

Relation to Rural Reform'. His grandmother is happy and decides to

frame the certificate. §iya' conspires with 'Atif to buy a manuscript

of his and publish it under his own name. Diya' also warns 'Uthman not

to tell anyone of their life-style while they were in West Germany. The

way in which doubt is put in the claim of l^iya' that he did a doctorate

thesis in Literature is subtle and effective. *Uthman is talking to the

secretary of Madam Gulfidan, wishing to confide in him the truth about

their life in West Germany. At this p int Ra'uf, 'A-jfif, and Fawsiyya,

'Atif'e -rife, arrive. They conclude negotiations with Diya' about the

manuscript. Then IJiya' calls 'Uthman and warns him not to tell anybody

of their five years in West Germany. 'Uthman agrees, saying that silence

is golden, not as a virtue but, in this case, because it brings him money

from IJiya'.
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Four months after the negotiations, ^iya' *s hook is published.

His grandmother gives a big launching party, •Atif regrets selling his

work but Fawziyya, practical all throu# the play, dismisses her

husband's regrets. She does not think much of the fame and noise which

surround Diya', She points to the suit her husband is wearing and asks

him where he would have got the money for it if he had not sold his

manuscript to someone who has the money to publish it. Moreover he

could not have got three hundred pounds, the sua of money which Diya'

paid for the manuscript, from the publication of one book. After the

party Madam Gulfidan faints and the doctor has to be called. She

confesses that she no longer fears death, now that Qiya' has become a

famous author.

Ten months after this party, Gulfidan Hanem is dead. But the

problems she leaves behind keep her very much alivo for the rest of the

play. Namiq and his wife come from Istanbul expecting to claim half

of 1he property of Gulfidan KSnem, while Ra<|iya, the mother of TJiya',

takes the other half according to the Shari'a. But a will is produced

w: ich stipulates that IJiya' is bo have half the property of his grand¬

mother on condition that he continues to write about the fallah and, in

the process, becomes a world-famous author. Meanwhile, «A$if forces

Diya' to publish the true facts concerning the book published almost a

year before, Diya* does this, but nobody is prepared to believe that

«A$if is the author. Diya' 's fatier, who had been separated from his

wife because of :"adam Gulfidan, is a famous lawyer. He is determined

to secure the claim of his son against the counter claim of Namiq, who

goes to court.

§iya' agrees to publish more of 'Atif's 'writing under his own

name, since *A$if cannot publish otherwise. This point is a little
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difficult to swallow. It is not made clear why 'AJif, if only to prove

the point that ^iya' did not write the first book, should not have sought

a publisher for his other writings. The only possible explanation is

that tiie influence of hia strong-willed wife ^awziyya completely dominates

him. Since she is in cup pert of selling these manuscripts to l^iya',

•Atif has no other choice but to go along with her.

A year later Namiq wins the first round of the inheritance case.

•Adil, Diya'M father and lawyer in this case, gives notice of appeal.

While we await the result of this application, 'Adil sends queries to

Istanbul to investigate the background of Namiq. He discovers that

Namiq, rather than being the son of Gulfidan, as he claims, is the son

of Gulf!dan's brother. When Namiq is confronted with this fact, he

renounces his claim. H© and his wife are hurriedly packed off to the

airport for their return journey to Istanbul. *i^if cones to Hiya* and

he is supposed to be coming to submit another story for publication under

the usual arrangement. He refuses, feigns madness and wins the con¬

cession that his next story U Nation Comes to Life' be published under

his own name. The title of this stoiy is a suggestion from £.iya''s young

son who already shows aigns of literary talent. It is symbolic that

the ambitions of Madam Gulfidan are finally to be realised through her

great-grandson. 'A$if is satisfied with this .arrangement. His long-

delayed rebellion against the domination of his wife is satisfying because

the audience expects it all the time. Lastly, ^iya"s parents are

reconciled and reunited.

Gulfidan Kanem has been more successful than most of Ba-Kathir's

plays."'" Although the action of the play spans a period of seven years,

1. A news item in sl-Ahram of 12/12/62 said that this play was being
filmed.
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it is so well constructed around the heroine that attention is not

unnecessarily divided. Moreover, the shifting of scenes noted above

with reference to Dr. qnnin does not occur. The action takes place in

the mansion of Madam Gulfidan. Cther actions relevant to the plot of

the play are reported, such as the nystery surrounding Diya' 's stay in

West Germany.

The relationship between Diya* and 'Atif is difficult to take

seriously. Yet one has to .ask what is the purpose of it all. Is it

an 'in' joke? Or does Ba-Kathlr take it seriously and so expect his

readers 2nd audience to do the same? In trying to answer these questions,

it is necessary to look into some of the quotations from the books

attributed by the playwright to 'Atif and published under the name of

Diya'. In Act II scene ii Madam Gulfidan asks her grandson to read to

her from his bock. Diya' reads the following passage:

JOJi oV- y, UjLiijLjy* f ^ U

5 \f i tjfjAs q* kiJ thwww • *

<2

\ ' 3-Y—:- ^ -v: j jt

There is no difference between this passage and the rest of the play as

far as the style of Ba-Kathlr is concerned. lie is not parodying the

style of any particular Egyptian writer. Generally, when a writer does

not favour so as tiling which he is supposedly quoting, he can inflate its

style or produce a debased style to show that this is an inferior work.

Ba-Kathlr does neither of these. It would seem, then, that he takes

himself seriously with reference to the writer in the play. The play

thus loses some of its comic effect.

1. Gulfidaa Man em, p. 81.
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There is the possibility that Ba-Kathir is not aware of the

necessity for a change of style - when his character is supposed to be

quoting. This is clear from the scene where Namiq is given a copy of

the will to read in Act III scene i. This is a legal document, and

one would expect that the language would be high-faluting and confusing

as a result of legal jargon. What we have in fact is:
e C

W. I ^ J ^

^ i 1 J t I <-L-5u<

1

By not paying attention to such details of language usage, Ba-Kathlr has

reduced the comic effect of this play whose main strength is its language.

Al-Za'im al-Auhad
c

A review of this play in the popular press called it one of the
p

shortest and most interesting plays of Ea-Kathlr. " This was not a

review of a production of the play but of a reading of it. As in some

of the novels, Ba-Kathlr's target here is the enemy within the Arab

nations represented by Zionist lackeys and tyrannical despots.

The Iraq of Qasim (d.1963) is the setting for the play. In Act I

the general state of the country is portrayed. The young have turned

into fanatics and have been made unreasonable. They demand the creation

of a Kurdish state as against an Arab state. These young men and women

are members of the Popular Front. The country is riddled with police

1. Gulfld'n Hanem. p. 114.

2. al-Akhbar, 26/2/62.
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detectives and informers who use their positions against the people.

'AM-al-Ma*nun is betrayed to the police by his son Husayn for hanging

a picture of 'Abd an-Nasir in his caf6 instead of the picture of the

unique leader. He is arrested while listening to the state poet reciting

an ode in honour of the leader.

In Act II fear for the life of the leader in the hands of a likely

assassin makes his aide, al-Qurdawi, seek a man who resembles the leader

so that such a man could attend all public functions on behalf of the

leader. A shoe-shine bey by the name of Qussmatt is found and brought to

the presidential palace. His 'wife comes with him. It is soon clear

that the leader is a pawn in the hands of al-QurdawI and the Jewish party

which maintains him in power. But the leader does not mind his position

as a prisoner as long as he can keep alive.

Quzman, the leader's double, is now set up in a mansion. But his

wife does not take to the life here. She calls their house a brothel

because a relay of girls from the Popular Front is always in the mansion

to drink and whore with the person who they presume is their leader,

■uzman's wife complains and starts to make trouble for al-Qurdawi; she

importunes the authorities represented by al-Qurdawi to give her husband

back to her. She is taken to a detention camp with her children.

The leader, in a conversation with his guard, confesses that he

would rather not have a double. He is afraid that al- ur;law£ is

planning to kill him and put uzman in his place as president. This

would give the Kurd absolute power in -the country. The leader advises,

therefore, that "uzman should be disposed of. The guard agrees that

Quznan should be killed to remove this immediate threat to the life of

the leader.



Act III shows the failure of the attempt to kill QuzmEn. The

leader, who has had the shoe-shining equipment of uzman brought to him,

practise with it, at the same time wearing the clothes of the shoe-

shiner. Both the British and the French military attaches come to see

the leader to discuss a master plan to rid him of his double. While

they are discussing this, they receive telephone calls from their

respective embassies. Hurriedly they leave. The leader puts on the

shoe-shining gear of uzman, arms himself with a revolver, and disappears.

Act IV shows a revolution in full swing. 'Abd-al-Ma'mun is

released from detention but his son, the supporter of Kurdish

nationalism, is killed. For once in Ba-Kathlr's writing, the son is

the one who is in the wrong camp and -the fatlier survives as a result of

his devotion to Arab nationalism.

The leader shows up at •Abd-al-Ha'mun*s cafe pretending to be

Quzinan, the shoe-shiner. The poet identifies Mm as not being Quzman

because of a snick in his left ear. The shoe-shiner does not have this

blemish. The leader is then led away, presumably to be executed.

In this play, Ba-Kathlr uses situations to achieve comic effects.

In Act II scone ii Quzman's wife, jealous of the numerous girls coring

to see her husband, bursts into the reception hall. Sensing her approach,

Quzman asks the two girls with him to hide in an adjoining room. His

wife enters, and the two argue for some time. The wife finally decides

to search the adjoining room because she is ;ure that some girls had

1. Cf. son-father relationships in SIrat Shuj§.« and Imbiraturiyya fl
al-TIazad. """ ~~ " *' "



- 93 -

been with Guzman:

^ r/wC-a «

f 6
t f.

4^1 Lift * * ♦ dl) q) : y

-W *j <6 C
^ ^ ^ ^ rj j ^ c.^ I j.ft jl ^->b L t ^ j

As Mas'uda says this she moves towards the adjoining room. Quzman pulls

her back and pushes her in the opposite direction, causing her to fall.

While Quzman bends down to help her up, his guard appears and rebukes him

for his riotous behaviour, and arranges for his wife to be thrown into

prison. For one who thought he was trying to prevent a riot, this was

a painful reversal of terms. Such farcical developments from normal
2

circumstances are many m this play.

The most interesting technical element of this play is the way

many people are made to speak the same words at the same time parrot-

fashion. This is used effectively in Act 1' when three school-girls,

members of the Popular Front, come to denounce their classmate, Fatima,

in her father's cafe. They parrot the accusations against her, little

understanding what they are talking about. Then they demand that her

father, 'Abd-al-Ka'mun, hand her over to thorn for justice. The

situation changes when 'Abd-al-Ma'inun tactfully offers then drinks.

They accept his 'hospitality' and forget about the sabotage accusations

against his daughter.

1. Al-Za'"m a1-Auhad, Act II scene ii, p. 70.

2. See also the meeting between the British and French military
attaches, p. 99; the scene where Quziaan forces the guard, who
despises him, knowing him to be an ordinary shoe-shine boy,
to address him ceremoniously, using all his titles.
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In this political satire Ba-Kathlr creates the atmosphere of the

downfall of the British Empire. Despite 30 ne penetrating insights into

the rrdnds of those at the head of this Empire, the play suffers from

faults which a little attention would have corrected. This is particularly

so in the question of formal ways of address among the titled gentry of

England. For instance, both Cohen and Lady Stately keep addressing
1

Henry Toil lan, con of Labour M.P. John Tollman, as Mr. Henry. Also,

Edward Stately, Conservative M.P, and holder of a knighthood, is addressed
2

as Sir Stately instead of Sir Fdward. These details are irritating if

not corrected in a production of this play.

In Act I Ilr. and Mrs. Toilman are preparing to receive Sir Edward

and Lady Stately for tea. Their son Henry Tollman is the fiance of

Caroline Stately at present attending a peace conference in Paris. Mr.

Toilman is very tight-fisted. He buys clothes from second-hand dealers,

deraands that Sir Edward remain still while sitting on one of his chairs

so that the chair does not suffer stress. John and Edward get into an

argument as to the party responsible for the liquidation of the British

Empire. Henry, who throughout the play is bo bo the voice of revolutionary

youth, lays the blame as well as a cur3e on both parties. The argument

shifts to -fee forthcoming elections and the party likely to win. The

Conservative Party wins the election under the leadership of Sir Circle,

a thin cover for Sir Winston Churchill. There is to be a celebration

party.

In Act II, during the celebration party, the Prime Minister is

informed of the danger posed by a resolution passed in the Conference of

1, Imbiraturxyya fi al-Hazad, pp. 7, 27.

2. ibid., p. 30.



the Third World meeting in New Delhi, Sir Circle loses his temper, and

orders the bombing of 1 gypt on the pretence that Israel cannot esist a8

long as Egypt exists. He falls down still shouting*

In Act III the young in France overthrow the government. The

British Parliament is called for an emergency session but the revolution

reaches Britain before the session begins. All members of the Cabinet

as well as all Members of Parliament are arrested. Sir Circle, who has

disguised himself as a fat old woman, is discovered in the attic of Sir

Edward's country house, Mr, John Toilman had "octroyed him to the young

revolutionaries.

Act IV sees both Tollman and Stately, among others, in prison. They

hear of the possible sale by auction of the British Empire, the confisca¬

tion of the property of the ruling classes and the sending of Sir Circle

to Nuremberg to face charges as a war criminal. The Afro-Asiatic powers,

aiming to avoid the sale by auction of the British Empire because they

fight for the freedom of all peoples, foil the attempt of America and Russia

to buy the Empire, The English are allowed to be free but are confined to

the boundaries of their island. Sir Circle's freedom of activity is to

be destroyed. Someone proposes that he be sold on the Stock Exchange

as he has hocone an archaeological piece, but in the end everybody agrees

to hand him over to the Nuremberg Court.

The confrontation between Henry and his father John Toilaan in

Act III is reminiscent of the same father-son antagonism in the novel

Slrat Shuja*. While the father is inspired sololy by his personal

interest, the son is inspired by the good of the state. The playwright

leaves us in no doubt as to the person who is in the right.

The aim of the play is to ridicule those imperial powers-that-be

in the third world. This is done successfully by degrading the English



- 96 -

politicians who appear in the play. What the play does not succeed in

doing is to make the reader swallow the wish-fulfilment revolution at

the end.

Hismar Juha

Tills is the most popular play written by Bar-Kathxr. It was played

by al-Masrah al-Kisrl al-Hadxth throughout the theatre season of 1951.

Afterwards it was chosen to bo filmed. The play is based on two ideas1 -
one is:

*... the political aspect which shows in the struggle

between Juha and the Resident Governor (representative of

a foreign imperial power) of Iraq. This struggle leads

to the revolt of the people against the Governor and

the liberation of the country from his yoke. The second

is the social aspect which is shown in the contrast

between the exemplary (character) of Jufca and the gross

materialism of his wife Umm al-Ghusn. This contrast

is centered specifically around the marriage of their

daughter ffaymuna. ^hile Julja wishes her to marry his

nephew Ijanmad the fallah, Umm al-Ghusn wants her to marry

a rich man.'

Invariably attention has been paid more to the political aspect of this
2

play than to the social aspect.

The lay is in six scenes. In the first scene, Ju£a is dismissed

from his post as Imam of one of the mosques of Kufa because of his

criticism of the authorities. He escapes prison by pleading his preference

for prison to the nagging of his vdfe. The Jair considers him punished,

then, by sending him to his wife.

1. FK p. 34.
2, Riszitano, op. cit. p. 444.
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In scene ii Julja returns home and his wife's tongue lashes out

at him. By maiding Ju^a hesitate between, staying out or going in,

Ba-Kathlr heightens our expectation of the manifestation of the power

of the wife over him. Ham al-Ghupn rebukes Ju^a for losing his job

but he does not take her seriously. He starts to think of the possible

profession lie can take up. IJanmad comes visiting, and advises hi3 unde

to sell his rather large house and use the proceeds to buy land and

become a farmer. Hum al-Ghusn does not agree with this idea, tut her

objection is swept aside. A revolt among the peasants brings Ju£a

back to the position of Judge of Judges - the Chief Oadi - a position

won by his outspokenness against the foreign power and to be used for

the improvement of the lot of the people.

Scene iii sees Juha and his family in Baghdad. Juha makes a

plan with ^anmad. He cedes the ownership of the house to Hamiaad.

Umra al-Ghusn becomes the respect-demanding wife of the Chief Qadi and

she makes her two children remember to behave themselves as worthy of

their exalted position in the society. She noi* objects, more than

ever before, to her daughter marrying Hammad. She invites rich people

to her mansion in the hope of finding a husband for her daughter.

Hammad conspires with al-Ghusn to play the fool in front of these rich,

snobbish guests. They are annoyed and walk out of the house.

A court scene follows where we learn that Hie house has been

sold by §ammM to Ghanim on condition that Hammad is allowed to retain

a nail in the house. Having put the nail there he cornea and goes to

and from the house, thus making a nuisance of himself to Ghanira.

Ghanim takes Hammad to court where Julj.a sits in judgement.

While the case is being heard, Urara al-Ghu§n comes to complain

against her husband's cruelty to her and her children. The case of
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Ghanim v. gammed is suspended and both Juga and his wife make statements

to the court. While this is going on the Resident Governor sends a

whispered message to Ghanim. Uram al-Ghusn is asked to go home with the

promise that officials will be sent to verify her statement. The main

case is reopened. Ghanim declares that he is ready to forfeit his rights

to the house so that Hammad can have it and be done with it. Juga is

suspicious of this move, knowing that it rau3t have been suggested to

Ghanim by the Resident Governor. Jufya then proceeds to cross-examine

Ghanim with the aim of getting the truth out of him.

The court audience get impatient and start to shout that Hammad

should take his nail from Ghanira's house. But jammed, as prearranged

xdth Juga, points out to them that there is a much more dangerous nail

stuck into their land. They should demand that it be removed. The

Resident Governor, sensing vhat Hammad is playing at, orders the arrest

of both gammad and Juga.

In scene v Juha is visited in prison by the Resident Governor with

a paper for him to sign directing the people to stop what is now an open

revolt against the authority of the Governor. Juha refuses to sign.

Later the leaders of a revolution that has taken place visit Juga and

offer him a ministerial appointment in their new government. The

Governor returns to Juga to negotiate. Juha and the others imprisoned
with him are released. The foreign occupation of Iraq ends. Hammad

marries Maymuna and Umm al-Ghusn is reconciled to her husband.



CHAPTER VIII

The Epic Drana of «Uaar b, al-Eha$Jab

If God had wished that there should

have been another Prophet after me

•Uinar would have been he.

- a l^adlth of the Prophet.
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VIII

Ba-Kathlr revealed, in a press interview, that the model for his

epic on the life of the second Caliph 'Uinar b. al-Kha$tab is Thomas

Hardy's epic drama on the Napoleonic Wars, The Dynasts.^" Behind The

Dynasts as ancestors in the epic form are The Iliad of Homer, Suaund

by Morris, Shakespeare's History plays, Sir '.'alter Scott's Waverley
2

novels, Gibbon's Decline and Fall and Carlyle's French Revolution.

Like Hardy's epic drama, Ba-Kathfr's was to have been divided into three

parts and nineteen acts« Hardy's epic drama covers ten years of the war

with Napoleon just as Ba-Kathfr's covers the ten years of the caliphate

of *Umar (634 - 644 A.D.), The similarity between model and imitation

hardly extends, however, beyond these structural aspects. Ba-Kathfr

does not make use of such other techniques of Hardy's as long stage

directions, dumb shows with extended passages of visual description,

aspects which have led John Wain to describe The Dynasts as a 'shooting
3

script'. Nor does B5.-Kathlr use blank verse or any other verse form

in his epic as Hardy does. The effect of all these differences is that

Ba-Kathir's epic lacks the grandeur and awe present in The Dvnasts.

More important still, the Phantom Intelligences who play an important
4

part in The Dvnasts have no counterparts in 'Uaar. These Phantom

Intelligences are the expression of the characteristic fatalism vrhich

accompanies most of Hardy's heroes.

al-JIl. 16th April, 1962. The Dynasts, first published in three
parts, 1904, 1906, 1908.

2. Thomas Hardy by Puffin, H.C., Manchester, 1916.
3. Introduction to Pocket Paperraac Edition, 1965, p. x,
4. These Phantom Intelligences are: the Ancient Spirit of the Years,

Chorus of the Years; the Spirit of the Pities, Chorus of the Pities;
Spirits Sinister and Ironic, Choruses of Sinister and Ironic Spirits;
the Spirit of Rumour, Chorus of Humours; the Shade of the Earth;
Spirit Messengers; and Recording Angels.
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Characteristically, then, Ba-Kathlr has modelled his work

structurally on a Western example. But the idea, the world-view

expressed in the epic of 'Ugar. is Islamic through die choice Ba-Kathlr

makes of a poriod of pristine Islam and a personality who embodies all

the Islamic virtues. Ba-KathTr defines his aim in writing this epic

as being to rebuild 'our contenporary life on the strong, perfect

foundations^ laid down by the Prophet and his companions.

Orthodox Islam has built up the character of 'Uroar b. al-KhaJ^ab
2

as next only to die Prophet. He is considered to be die founder of

the Arab empire in as far as he not only ordered the military conquests

but also established the administrative basic of the empire. His

strongest characteristic was hie energy of will. He began as a declared

enemy of Islam and ended by supporting it with all his strength. It is

no wonder, then, that he has been styled die 'St. Paul of Islam'. He

was converted to Islam when he was twenty-six, four years before the

Hijra. He was more of a councillor than a military man. All the same,

he was autocratic in the sense that he took decisions and pursued their

execution with such singleness of mind, such tenacity of purpose, such

a conviction of his own rightness, diat it was difficult for his advisers

to question him. But with this he had a simple life style which must

have impressed Ba-Kathfr at a time when he was getting disillusioned with

the opulence of political leaders in Egypt. If one accepts that 'an

epic is a work resting primarily on the activity of one or more central

figures, men who change history or who through their 'chooseness' (sic)
3

begin a new portion of history*, then 'Unar b. al-Kha^ab - 'one of the

most typical modes of all virtues of Islam''* - is a fit subject for an epic.

1. al-Idha'a, 23rd Jan. 1965.

2. Shorter Encyclopaedia of Islam; *Unar tfoe Great (Lahore, 1939)
2 vole.

3. Irving, Howe, Thomas Hardy p. 155.
4. Shorter Encyclopaedia of Islam, p. 601.
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Ba-Kathlr was granted a state pension throu# the Ministry of

Culture and National Guidance in 1962, This pension lasted two years

while he worked on «Uaar. The epic as planned was to cover about one

thousand pages and to boast one hundred lead characters. Like Hi rdy's
The Dynasts it was to have nineteen acts* Of these nineteen acts only

the first sis had been published, each as a volume on its own, by the

time Ba-Kathlr died in 1969.

' -la. Aswar Hmashq

This play is prefaced with an introduction in two scenes.

This introduction - entitled, appropriately, al~I- atifra - deals with the

de'.th of Abu Bakr and the choosing of 'Uuar as his successor. Scene i

opens with Abu Bakr on his death-bed. He sends for 'Umar and asks Ms

opinion of the two Muslim generals, Khalid b. al-Walfd and Abu 'Ubayda,

as possible rulers of Islam. 'Unar cannot see either of these two being

caliph. Abu Bakr makes 'Umar accept unwillingly that no other person

could best head the young Muslim nation at that time except 'Uraar him¬

self. In scene ii Abu Bakr consults the most important leaders of the

Ruhajirun and the An^ar on his choice of *Umar as his successor, Abu

•Ubayda and Sa'id b, Zaid* are the main voices of dissent. While Abu

Baler accepts the fact that 'Umar could ho ruthless, he points out that

he would maintain order, While Abu Bakr again concedes 'Uaar's late

conversion to Islam, he convinces his listeners 1hat 'Ulnar's enthusiasm

would bo of importance to the young religion. When they have all agreed

to the choice, Abu Bakr summons "Jthnian to write down Ms last statement,

Abu Bakr faints at the dramatic point of mentioning the name of his

successor, hen he recovers he is informed that the statement is

1 It is difficult sometimes to identify characters since there is
no list of dramatis personae in any of these six volumes.
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complete as he would want it. Abu Bakr'o family now gather round him.

He ask::; to see his youngest eon's spinning-top but he dies before it is

brought. This shift from important state matters to audi a simple

family concern for his son's latest toy is an effective method of

creating the atmosphere of the dual responsibility of the head of the

Kuslim state* Presently this contrasts with 'Ulnar's obsessive concern

for order when he silences the family of Abu Bakr from crying over his

dead body.

The public duties of Abfi Bakr and his private life are well

balanced. This equilibrium between public duties and family demands

is an important theme in the whole epic.

Scene i of the play itself is a battlefield on the outskirts of

Damascus. In a battle against Bysantine forces, Aban b. Sa'Id is

mortally wounded. His wife swears to avenge his death, but Aban is

happy because he is dying 'fl sabll Allah' and he will be one of the

giants of Judgement Day - one of those who gave their lives for Islam.

His wife fails to catch up with and kill the warrior who wounded her

husband. She returns to his side to watch him die. She vows to avenge

the death no matter where she has to go to do it.

Scene ii shows the antipathy of 'Uraar fee Khalid b. al-Walid and

the existence of this same feeling on the side of Khalid too. Khalid

even parodies 'Uaar speaking of Khalid before Caliph Abu Bakr. A

youth of about twenty years of age is brou^it to Khalid on suspicion of

spying. The youth tells a different story. He is in love with the

daughter of the killer of Aban b. Sa'Id whose name is Tumas. This

youth is escaping from Tumas to run away and marry his sweetheart.

When Khalid releases the boy, he refuses to go. He begs to be allowed

to remain with the Muslim forces until they enter Damascus,



In scene iii there is a council of war. Yunus, the youth

referred to in scene ii, tells Khalid that the governor of Damascus

would be celebrating, that night, the birth of his son. Khalid

suggests to the leaders of his amy that they storm the town while

this celebration is going on. They all take an oath of secrecy at

the end of the meeting,

WheiuHie Muslim army takes Damascus in scene iv, Khalid is for

ruthless measures against the Byzantines. Abu 'Ubayda, on the other

hand, counsels caution. His suggestion that the Byzantine authorities

be allowed three days to leave the city is accepted by Khalid and the

other leaders. But since the whole issue had occasioned argument

among them, Khalid suggests (out of ignorance of the death of Abu Bakr)

that they should write to the Caliph Abu Bakr asking his opinion on the
of

issue. Tuiaas cones to complain ggsafeBct Y&nus who, he alleges, has taken

away his daughter. Yuduqiya, the daughter, says that she has not been

taken away by force but that she has followed Yunus of her own volition.

Tumas argues with his daughter that her going away would sadden her

mother. Moreover, she must know that Yunus was a traitor to them since

it was through his treachery that the Muslim army was able to enter the

city. Yuduqiya recoils from Yunus and rejoins her fat er.

In scene v, Yunus wishes to follow the fleeing Byzantines to

rescue Yuduqiya. Khalid desires to pursue them and ensure that they

do net spring a surprise attack on the Muslims. Abu «Ubayda once more

opposes KhStlid. He maintains that unless the Byzantines are first

warned Krhalid must not go into battle against them. Moreover, Abu

'Ubayda chides Khalid for not turning up for prayers. To which Khalid

replies:

*1 am your commander in battles and not in prayers.' ^

1. 'Ala Aswar Dimashq, p. 82



Scone vi shows Khalid in pursuit of the Byzantine soldiers.

V'hen he catches up vdth them he insists on their surrendering all their

arms - an imposition at variance with the treaty concluded three days

earlier. Yuduqiyia, in an attempt to cross t e lines and join Yunus,

is shot by her father. Khalid demands that he surrender himself.

In scene vii Yuiuqiya is dying from her wounds. Unm Aban is

allowed to shoot Tunas but she weakens. Yuduqiya becomes a Muslim and

dies.

Scene viii shows Abu 'Ubayda, who had known of the death of Abu

Bakr all the time (on the day of the treaty with the Byzantine leader¬

ship , to bo precise), informing Khalid of the changed situation back in

Medina. Ilaturally Khalid is angry that he has been kept in the dark for

so long. Khalid's main reason for opposing *Umar is that for six years

*Umar was the scourge of the Muslims before his conversion. Abu 'Ubayda

tries to assure Khalid that he (Khalid) would still remain the leader of

the amy, but Khalid is certain that 'Uaar would not keep Mm much longer

in the post.

In the rather brief scene after the above, Ileraclius is convinced

by Ms empress that they should move to Antioch after they had started

to organise their defences around Horns.

In scene x we are back in Mecca where 'Uaar is given the title of

amir al-au*ninin. He refuses to take money from the state purse, but

an arrangement is made for the upkeep of his family since he no longer

has time to continue his commercial activities. News comes from Syria

confirming its conquest by the Muslim army. Preparations are made for

the conquest of Iraq.
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Fa'rakaj; al-Jisr

Two battles take place on a bridge. The Muslims lose the first

battle but win a decisive victory in the second.

In scene i al-Muthanna b. Haritha and his idfe halma discuss

the recent appointment of Abu 'Ubayda as the commander of the Muslim

forces. This appointment passes over al-Muthanna ard displaces Khalid

b. al-Walid, Al-Muthanna is not bitter against the Caliph for this.

All Muslims, al-Muthanna muses, are fighting 'fl sabxl Allah'.

Questions of personal ambition should not be allowed to cloud this

supreme objective. At a party given by al-Muthanna, Abu 'Ubayda

relates to him 'Umar's injunction that the new commander must work

hand-in-hand with al-Muthanna. Abu 'Ubayda must consult him on all

issues before talcing decisions. Rumours of the ene/ay's approach

circulate at the party.

In the second scene, Abu 'Ubayda receives delegations and settles

disputes. The Muslims are encamped on part of the Persian territory

which they have conquered. The chieftains of this part of Persia bring

gifts of choicest victuals to AM 'Ubayda, but he refuses to accept them,

insisting that he bo given the same meals as his soldiers. The food

brought by the grandees is given to some Persian peasants by Muslim

soldiers. These peasants are flogged by their masters not only for

eating the food in front of them but also for showing that they enjoyed

eating it too. The peasants sing a protest song which further annoys

the chieftains. The peasants report to Abu 'Ubayda that they were

flogged. After listening to both sides, AbQ. 'Ubayda gives canes to the

peasants v;ith which to avenge themselves. The chieftains protest their

preference for death rather than to be caned by their own peasants.

Abu 'Ubayda ignores this and orders the peasants to go ahead. The
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peasants refuse and Abu 'Ubayda orders them away from his presence.

Jaban, an officer of the defeated Persian troops, who has been in hiding,

is brought before Abu ♦Ubayda. A Muslim civilian who did not know his

identity had given him protection. When JabSn's real identity is

disclosed by another Muslim, Jaban's protector is still ready to continue

guaranteeing his safety since this was his promise to him from the

beginning. Abu •Ubayda upholds this decision although Jaban is un¬

repentant. He boast;.; of the day the Persian leader Rustam will drive

the Muslims out of Persia.

In scene iii Rustam comes to see the widowed queen of Persia.

They have been lovers before but they are deliberately trying to ignore

this past. They have a son. Rustam proposes marriage so that the two

of them can set up a new ruling house for Persia. Al-Fayrazan comes to

report the general chaos of the Persian ariqy crumbling before the Muslim

forces. Al-Payrazan suggests that the time is not right to chaage

command when the queen proposes that Rustam lead the forces of Persia

against the Muslims. Al-Fayrasan -thinks that a change in the command

might lead to a hurried change of tactics. The queen arbitrarily

orders al-Fayrasan himself to take over the command of the army. When

she asks Rustam far his view on her decision, Rustam suggests another

Persian leader, Bahaman, a Goliath of a man."'"
In scene iv §all$, al-Muthanna and Bashir are surprised at the

change of behaviour they now see in Abu 'Ubayda. When he was made the

1. The stage direction describes him as follows:
C

Ma'raka/f" al-Jisr, p. 48.
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commander of the Muslim forces, he was told to consult these men before

important decisions were taken, Now he has made up his mind that their

forces will cross a bridge to meet the Persian host. The three men

think that this means certain death for the Muslim soldiers, Al-Muthanna

is of the opinion that Abu 'Ubayda is being misdirected by his wife. She

is the one who tells him that he has no opinion of his own if he keeps

consulting the other army officers. When Abu 'Ubayda arrives, these men

suggest that the Muslim forces hold their ground and wait for the

Persians. AM •Ubayda accuses them of being cowards and insists they

cross to meet the Persians,

By scene v, the first battle of ■Hie bridge has been fought and

lost by the Muslims. Al-Muthanna saves a few soldiers by turning back

and fleeing. The remaining soldiers are demoralised, but the encourage¬

ment of 'Umar through a letter and the news from Syria (where Khalid b.

al-Walid has been fighting) show Hie soldier:: that Allah has been

victorious and they are cheered.

In scene vi Shlrln, a Muslim of Persian origin married to the

brother of al-Muthanna named al-Mu*anna b. Haritha, receives a messenger

from the Persian queen as the two armies are once more poised for action.

The message from the Persian que en is intended to enlist the help of

Shlrln against the Muslims, Shirin is to spy on her brother-in-law

al-Muthanna and other Muslim leaders. Her immediate duty is to convince

the Muslim commanders to cross over the bridge to the Persians, a move
a

which led to their tragic defeat in the previous battle. Shirin talces

the message, kills the messenger and pretends that she is much hurt by

the presumption of the Persian queen to use her against the Muslims,

Al-Muthanna consoler: her and praises her for killing Hie spy whose master

he will kill in due course.
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In scene vii al-Muthanna prepares for the second battle of the

bridge. The Muslims remain on their side of the bridge despite

Shirln's urging against this stand. The Persians cross over to meet

the Muslims. Shouting 'Allahu Akbar.'', the Muslims rush into battle.

Scene viii is an attempt to represent the battle on stage. The

Muslim Mas'ud and Anas, a Christian of the tribe of Taghlib, die in the

battle. The inclusion of Anas, who is a Christian in the Muslim army,

is interesting in that Ba-Kathlr projects here his mixture of Arab and

Muslim being one and the same thing. In cases there racial distinction

will not cover, religion will cover it. In this case, Anas does not

fight as a Christian or as a Muslim, but as an Arab. That Arabs are

fighting 'fx sabil Allah', an Islamic concept, does not bother Anas,

thanks to Ba-Kathlr, whom this does not bother either.

Kisra wa Qaygar

This is the shortest of the six published volumes of this epic.

It deals with the preparation of the Muslims against the newly forged

friendship between Persia and Byzantium.

In scene i the Persians attribute their defeat in the second

battle of the bridge to the lack of unity among their leaders. This

lack of unity becomes a threat to the existence of Persia with the Muslim

armies at their doors. While discussionp are going on as to what to do

in this situation, messengers arrive from Byzantium bearing greetings

from Qay§£r. They come with suggestions of co-operation with Persia

against tho Muslims. The Persian queen is the only one who is against

an alliance with Persia's erstwhile rival and bitter enemy. Her

objection is cast aside and 0.ay?ar's promise of co-operation is

accepted.
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In the second scene a Persian doctor* recommended by Shlrln, and

therefore accented as trustworthy by the Muslins, comes to treat al-

Huthanna for the wounds he sustained at the battle of the bridge,

Shlr£n tells the doctor to treat her brother-in-law well and then she

will poison him later. This is the most positive intimation one gets

that Shlrln could in fact be a danger to the Muslims, being an enemy

within their own ranks. Twice al-Muthanna falls asleep after his

treatment. .hen the doctor has gone, Salmi, al-Muthanna's wife, comes

and complains of being kept unaware of her husband's condition. A

messenger arrives from 'Uraar,

Scene iii is a meeting of the companions with 'Urnar to decide

whether the Caliph, in the face of the threat posed by Persian-Byzantine

co-operation, should lead the Muslim army himself. They decide that he

should remain in Medina. Leaders are chosen and posted to the Syrian

and Iraqi fronts. Rumour-mongering among the population of Medina is

put down in a general prayer meeting addressed by'Unar.

In 3cene iv the Caliph's messenger reaches Syria where Abu 'Ubayda

and Khalid b. al-Walld are in charge of the forces. He delivers the

message that all the forces proceed immediately towards Byzantium,

Khalid vetoes this order and tells the soldiers to stick to their

original plan of withdrawing from the conquered lands back to Arabia,

He accepts responsibility for his action.

1, His description is very contemporary. The stage direction says:

abJl QA l3j 4 ys>j

Xisra wa Oaygar, p. 18.
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Scene v chows the elders of Damascus pleading with Khalid not to

withdraw the Muslim forces from Syria, since this would bring back to

Syria the tyrannical domination of the Byzantine forces.

In scene vi al-Muthanna b. al-Haritha dies; due, no doubt, to

Shlrln. A baby is born to one of the soldiers while al-Kuthanna is

dying. His last request is that the baby be named after him.

Ab$al al-Yarnuk

This fourth volume of the series is important for what it says

and shows of the humility and democrat!c attitudes of the leaders of the

young Muslim state. It is also important in that Ea-Kathlr emphasises

the readiness of the Muslims to die 'f£ sabll Allah*»

In scene i the Muslims under Khalid b. al-Walid face the

Byzantine forces across a valley. KhSlid is of the opinion that, if

theywLsh to win the day, they will have to produce some kind of

stratagem. They must also be patient. But his plans are presented as

suspect through the attitude of the other leaders to them. A messenger

is sent to acquaint the Caliph with Khalid's plans. As usual, Khalid

readily accepts responsibility for the consequences of his decisions and

actions.

Scene ii shows the prominence of women in the general war effort.

Ronanus, who has become Muslim, does not feel that he has become

completely committed to 1he Muslim cause unless he marries a Muslim

woman. This obviously implies that he must marry an Arab girl since

there are few converted Byzantines and Persians available.

In scene iii the simplicity of the life style of these early

Muslims and their leaders is shown. At the beginning of the scene Khalid

makes final arrangements for battle: Abu «Ubayda is to be left to hold the
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camp while Khalid leads the Muslims against the Byzantines. While he

is still in his camp, sitting outside his tent, a messenger comes from

the Byzantines* The messenger is surprised that the Muslim general to

whom he is sent is the ran seated casually in front of an ordinary

tent. This messenger is so impressed that lie immediately turns

Muslim, and traitor to the Byzantines who sent him. Be divulges the

battle pien,entrusted to him,to Abu 'Ubayia. We are not told what the

nature of his message to Khalid could be. The man, Jurja,1 is sent

back to his people to act as a spy for the Muslims* He would rather

stay among the Muslims, but Abu 'Ubayda and Khalid convince him that he

would be '-ore useful for the Muslims if ho went back.

Scene iv gives an opportunity to see how the opponents of the

Muslims prepare for the forthcoming battle. Jurja behaves in so pro-

Muslim a fashion that his leaders suspect him of harbouring treason

against the Byzantine cause. Though the Muslims are known to have a

smaller amy, this is no guarantee of victory for the Byzantines.

Within the Byzantine army there is dissension with Byzantines opposed

to Armenians end Arabs. The solidarity of the Muslims is a complete

contrast to iho situation in the Byzantine amy.

In scene v a message comes from Bahan, the Byzantine leader,

suggesting a truce whereby both armies would withdraw, the Byzantines

to Antioeh. and Caesarea, the Muslims to Damascus and Horns. Khalid

rejects this. He chooses wing and 3ectior. leaders and confirms his

plans for battle. Women too are deplo,yed. After some fighting,

Khalid holds a hurried consultation with his officers and they reorganise

their forces in the light of field operations. The arrows of the
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Armenian archers cause havoc amidst the Muslims, To make matters worse,

there is a sudden change in the weather. Darkness thickens. Winds

howl. The situation is confused. All the same, it is to the Muslims

that Allah grants victory,

Turab nln ard Fails

The 'earth' referred to in this title is the one the Persian

queen orders a slave to bring and which she gives to the leader of an

Arab delegation. The delegation had come to present her country with

the usual alternatives of either becoming Muslim and paying taxes or

facing war with the Muslim armies. To her, this giving of earth to

the delegation is a symbol of their humiliation, and her courtiers laugh

with her when the Arab leader accepts the proffered earth from her.

After the delegation has left, Rustam coses in and explains to the queen

and the courtiers that the queen'3 gesture is a straightforward case of

a symbolic handing-over of her country to the Arabs, Too late the

queen sends soldiers to pursue the Arabs and recover Persia from their

hands.

Scene i shews «Umar worried at the possibility of bad news from

the Syrian war front. He is short-tempered and unable to finish his

morning prayers. He goes for a walk. While he is out, a messenger

brings good news from Abu 'Ubayda.

Aay^ar and his wife Martina in scene ii summon the priest

Athanasius to the palace to defend himself against two charges: the

first is that he had preached to people that the defeat of the Byzantine

army at Yarouk was a sigi of God's anger at '"'ay§ar for marrying Martina;

the second is "that he is preventing Qay§ar from going to Constantinople
so that the son of Martina, Harnan Haraclunas, might be done out of



what i'artTna considers his legitimate right to the throne. This the

priest is alleged to be doing to promote his rival, Constantine, as the

sole heir. The priest denies both charges. He agrees with Qay§ar

that the true cross of Christ be carried from Jerusalem to Constantinople

to prevent it falling into the hands of the Muslims.

In scene iii we are back in Medina whore «Amr intercedes for

Tulayha who has killed two people. The Caliph guarantees safety for

Tulayha before he knows what he has done. When he is informed of

Tulayha's crime he docs not go back on his word, although he makes it

clear to the criminal that he does not like him. This type of action

has occurred before. It is to give support to the idea that a Muslim

must not go back on his word, whatever the situation may be. There is

a dramatic story in which «Umar sees a youth eating with his left hand.

The Caliph sends messengers to tell the youth to eat with his right hand.

But he does not, «Umar concludes that the youth is possibly left-handed.

He sends for him and questions him. The youth says that his ri^it hand

is busy. 'Umar deaands to see it. The boy brings out the stump of

the right hand. It had been severed at the last battle and the youth

is, in fact, one of the heroes of Yarmuk, Once more one has to notice

the readiness to suffer for Allah as shown in the behaviour of this

youth.

In scene iv a marriage is being arranged between the widow of

al-Muthanna, Salna, and Sa'd,"*" one of the leaders of the army. Al-

Ku«anna and his wife, for ulterior motives, wish to marry her off to

a particular army officer, Salma objects to this matchmaking, since

she suspects that they are doing it as a means of establishing kinship

with Sa'd and expecting to be rewarded by him. All the same, she agrees

1. Thi3 is Sa'd b. Abl Waqqa§.
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to marry him, mainly because he says he wants to marry her as a mark

of respect for the memory of her former husband. The simplicity of

the life style of the authorities in Medina is the focal point of the

next scene. Jabala b. al-Ayham, the king of G-hassan, who has turned

Muslim, comes to 'Umar. He pointedly demands to know what advantages

would accrue to him now "that he has become a Muslim. He requests that

he be made the ruler of the district between Basra and Damascus, 'Umar

gives him exanples of rulers who have become Muslims and how these have

had to reject the grandeur of their former positions and fight for Islam

like everyone else.

Scene vi takes place in the court of The true cross of

Christ has arrived by sea. Sirjyus, who has been sent for, arrives.

Martina, still pushing the candidature of her son as heir to the throne,

wants news from •the capital, especially news concerning an army officer

named Valentine. Sartlna wishes to know if he lias been holding meetiigs

with Constantino.

The action of scene vii has to do with the Persian earth episode

described earlier on.

In scene viii the Persian earth arrives at 'Umar's house in Mecca,

He is thankful to Allah. A man then enters, bleeding from the nose.

He co 'plains that he had been struck by Jabala because he stepped on his

toes while they were going round the Ka'aba. The Caliph sends for Jabala,

who confirms the man's story. When asked to apologise, Jabala does so

under threat of imprisonment.

Ru3tam

This is the sixth volume of the epic. It deals with the leader¬

ship of the Persians under Rustam and his refusal to accept the Muslim

offer of embracing Islam or raying taxes. This leads to war.
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In scene 1 Rustam is angry with his men for allowing their

encampment to he destroyed by Muslim forces without as much as a token

resistance. The rason, ho soon finds out, i3 that his men were away

in neighbouring villages passing the night in drinking and in the company

of women. Soon an old man enters to complain to Sustain of the menace

of his soldiers to the villagers. They drank their wine without paying

and they raped their wives and daughters. The old man points out that

tie Muslims do not treat people in such a brutal manner. Rustam

threatens to punish all the soldiers involved, even if it is the whole

army. One of his officers warns him of the consequences of such an

action.

We leum in scene ii that Sa'd does not discuss military matters

with his wife Salma as her former husband used to do. When Salaa

complains of this, he tells her that this has been the enemy's source

of getting at ihe military information about Muslim armies. Raima does

not understand. Sa'd says that Shirin has been passing information to

the Persians. It was for the purpose of safeguarding her source of

information through the indiscretion of Sain.a that Shirin was anxious to

have her marry Sa'cL Salma is warned to be on her guard. When some

array officers come to see Sa'd, Salma leaves them. The men prepare the

tactics for the coming encounter with the Persians.

In scene iii Rusfaa and his aides ere expecting Suhra b. al-Httuayya,1
the messenger of the Caliph. He comes alone, and his discussion follows

the xisual pattern of alternatives. Rustam rejects becoming Muslim and

paying tax s, and opts for war.
"TUIav h A

2
Scene iv shows^TalSfea b. Khuwaylid al-Asadi, one of the Muslim

officers, facing tvx> problems from his wife. She complains that her

1.

2. JlL yj- ^ <L»»dLU
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husband loaves her alone to spend his evening* with Sa'd. She .is also

bemoaning her inability to have a child. It is difficult to see what

this scene contributes to the epic. It could be interpreted as showing

the caution of the military officers against providing material for the

indiscretion of their wives. Since they no longer hold their top-

level meetings with their wives in attendance, there is less likelihood

that these wives will talk about what they hear to other people who

should not know.

In scene v, al-Ku'anna and his wife Shlrin visit Sa'd and Salraa.

Shirln warns Sa'd of a certain Persian-born Muslim whom she suspects of

being a spy for the Persians. Sa'd, by way of answering her, wonders

if the Muslim army is to be careful of relying too much on Persian-born

Muslims. There follows an exchange of gifts. Sa'd gives the horse

al-Shams, which used to belong to al-Muthanna, to al-Mu'anna. Shirln

gives a necklace of pearls, sent to her by the Persian queen, to Salmi.

In scene vi Rustam is given toe last chance of becoming a Muslim

and paying taxes, or facing a war with toe Muslim forces. Once more

he is emphatic in his rejection of Islam and of letting his country

become a dep cadency of toe Arabs by paying taxes to Mecca. The

Persians are ordered to march across the bridge which separates them

from the Muslims, and to attack them.

The foregoing has been sn attempt to summarise toe first six

acts of 'Uaar. As epic drama it is a hopeless failure. Nowhere ®lse

in the writings of Ba-Kathlr does subject-matter influence the form so

disastrously. This failure would seem to prove that a literary form

cannot be imrjosed upon indefinitely by the subject-matter. The epic,
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originally restricted to *narratives in verse of warlike adventures',1
has beer, stretched by writers who have used the epic form for dramatic

2
writing and for prose works. A bale characteristic of all these is

the dignity, the elaborateness, the heroic stature common both to

subject-rat ter end to form. The subject-natter is vast and universal

in dimension; the form is dignified and elaborate.

The life of the Caliph «Uraar b. al-Kha££Sb definitely has heroic

elements in it. In that, it satisfies the requirement of the subject-

matter. The failure of the form is definitely that of Ba-Kathlr and

his unwillingness to make concessions to the form. TJnlike the example

of The Dynasts which he had before him, Ba-Kathlr does not use poetry

for his dialogues. Thus the plays lose the dignity and heroic

dimensions of The Dynasts. is far as form is concerned, what Ba-Kathlr

has written is not an epic. There is nothing to show that what is coining

after these six volumes will be exciting, because the six volumes mice

no reasonable suggestion of things to come.

'

hen it comes to the subject-matter, an interesting situation

arises. As mentioned above, the life of the second Caliph of the

Islamic st te is part of Islamic legends. Not even the fact that 'Umar

died at the hands of an assassin, a slave who had despaired of fair
3

taxation and justice, sobers tbe Muslim imagination when it applies

itself to the subject of 'Umar b. al-KhaJJab. When Ba-Kathlr deals

1. Encyclopaedia Britannlca. 11th Ed,, vol. ix, p. 681. This is
the definition of Voltaire and eightoenth-century critics.

2. Thomas Hardy, The uvnasta: Sir Walter Scott, the Waverley novels;
Thomas Carlyle, The French Revolution.

3. Shorter Encyclopaedia of Islam, p. 600.
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with him in this epic, he dors not show the imagination necessary to

give the character the grandeur with which Islam has invested him. In

two of the six volumes dealt with above, 'Urnr does not feature; they

are Abfral al-Yarmuk and Rustam. In the former we hear a lot about the

humility of the early Muslim leaders. But we are not told that this

is in fact due to the ascetic simplicity of 'Uiaar himself. As far as

the reader knows, 'Umar is merely reflecting (and he is not alone in

this) the general temperament of the times. One would expect the

character of 'User to pervade these scenes of battles and camp fires.

But this is not the case. One would expect 'Ulnar's wtfr-Ld—wiew to be

that of purpose which provides norms by which all the others measure

their am conduct. Instead, all the Muslims are good, simple, straight¬

forward soldiers. Their opponents, on the other hand, the Byzantines

and the Persians, are haughty and arrogant, unjust and ungodly.

Everybody behaves to type, including 'Umar hinse-lf. This is why these

plays fail to form an epic as far as subject-matter is concerned.

This is not the failure of the sub ject-natter itself but of the lack

of imagination on the part of the playwright in the use to which he nuts

his subject-matter. Ba-Kathir fails to reconcile a form whose

characteristics are dignity, magnifieence, even pomposity to some

extent, to a subject-matter whose main theme is humility.



CHAPTER IX

The Religious Plays

Evil should be recognised
Not for its own sake
But in order to avoid it.
For he vrho is ignorant of what evil is
Succumbs to it.

- BS-Kathlr
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IX

Tragedy may be justifiably taken as the cream of drama and also

as the most elevated of dramatic works, Writers concerned with roan's lot

on earth have attempted to use this medium to express this concern,

especially the problem of evil. Pew have succeeded. Many have failed.

Those who succeed do so for different reasons. They are gifted; they

are painstaking. They also know aid understand the medium in which they

are working. Those who fail may have failed because they are not as

gifted and also because they have little understanding of the medium they

are using. 'All Aipad BS-Kathlr must count among those who failed in

their attempt to express the lot of man through the medium of tragic

drama. It must be emphasised that Ba»KathIr*s failure in this case is

not wholly due to his not being a gifted writer. His novels, pooins and

comedies shot; his talent as a writer of some imagination. His failure,

like that of other contemporary Arab playwrights, is his limited under¬

standing of the drama genre, a lack of comprehension of the meaning of

tragedy and the inability to discern -that drama as a literary form

imposes limitations on what may serve as its subject-matter,

Ba-Kathlr's understanding of drama, especially tragic drama, was

at times deeper than that of other Arab playwrights of his generation.

This understanding, limited though it was, led him to make statements

very Important for the history of drama in Arabic, which have, however,

been ignored and overlooked. Ba-Kathir writes that the roots of drama

are to be found in pagan religious rituals. Drama, he continues,

became an independent art form when there was a break vdth religious

ritual s.1

1. PI? p. 25
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But Ba-Kathlr docs not provide a proper answer to a question

raised by this statement: at what point in the life of a community

does this break, which leads drama to independence, take place? He

implies that this is a natural process and each community is bound to

end up breaking with its pagan ritual past. In fact this break can

only take place as a result of intellectual development in the

community.'*" It is when the community has developed enough

intellectually to disbelieve the efficacy of its rituals that drama

is set free as an independent art form. Without getting to this

point, Ba-Kathlr moves on to his next point that, in some areas of the

world, the death of paganism and therefore of pagan religious rituals

eliminated the possibility of drama. Ba-Kathlr does not give any

example of a place where such a tiling has happened. He then goes on

to deal with pre~Islaaic Arabia, and says that Arab paganism was a

paganism rooted in nonotheisa. Islam came to confirm and delimit

this paganism. This paganism failed to produce drama because there

was no system of elaborate religious rituals accompanying it.

Once again, Ba-Kathlr hovers around the main issue but fails

to make tlx; necessary connection between a predominant belief in one

God. and the effects of this on tragic drama.

In dealing with the types of dramatic experience available in

Classical Arabic Literature, he mentions shadow plays in passing. But

he deals at greater length with the ta'ziya. Characteristically,

Ba-Kath£r does not realise, as Beeston has pointed out, that: 'The

Shi'a 'passion plays' are certainly of Iranian inspiration and perhaps
2

ultimately stem from an Indian tradition*.

1. Hunningher, op. cit. p. 43.
2. Footnote to article 'The Genesis of the Maqamat Genre', Journal

of 'rabic Literature. Vol. 2, 1971, p. 11.
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Ba-Kat Ir says that the reason the ta«siya never developed into

an independent art form is that contact was mode with the West and

knowledge was acquired of an advanced form of drama which truncated

the further development of drama out of the ta'ziya. If this contact

had not been made and the ta'ziya had gone on for some time more, say

for another two hund ed years, it would have emerged as an independent

art form. Ba«Kathlr gives the analogy of i"uropean mechanical industries

which have pre-empted the further development of Arab handicrafts. As

mentioned above, Ba-»Kathir thinks in period time rather than the more

relevant intellectual development time.

BS-Kathfr mentions another experience of drama in Classical

Arabic Literature in the activities of a certain Baghdad! sufi who used

to go out of the city with a few boys, and these boys he would make

stand in for each of the early caliphs of Islam while he passed judgement

on them to the amusement of an audience standing around.* Ba-KathIr

concludes that any attempt to defend Classical Arabic Literature for

not producing drama is futile. One must accept that drama is a
>s

borrowed form just as the novel farm. This acceptance is made with

no feeling of inferiority. Rather it is with the knowledge that the

signs of drama in Arabic experience would have developed to what dram

is in the "est. The contact with the West lias made it possible to

arrive at the same goal more quickly. This conclusion assumes that the

goal of all human development is the same. It also ignores the

influence of particular circumstances, environments and needs of

different peoples on such developments and the thole relationship of these

to their intellectual development.

1. There is an account of this in da*iff .'Churl's al-Ta'rif fi
al-Adab al-Arabx, vol. ii, pp. 106 - 188.
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When it comes to the practice of play-writing, Ba-Kathlr wants

to stand apart from and independent of his plays because, as far as he

understands, this is a demand drama makes on its practitioners. He

mentions that Wordsworth has commented somewhere^ that while Shakespeare

could express his personality in his poems, he could not do the same in

his plays. It is not easy to define further this relationship which

Ba-Kathlr talks about. Does it mean, for instance, that the playwright

does not leave his mark on his plays? Or is it that the drama form

does not permit such personalisation of the genre? It could not be

that the playwright is unrelated to the fortunes of his plays once he

has written them. It is therefore possible that Ba-Kathir believes

that, unlike the poem and the novel, the drama form does not permit

self-revelation.

The only one of the classic unities of Aristotle which Ba-Kathxr

accepts and makes use of in his plays is that of action. Others of

time and of place he completely ignores, to the detriment of his plays.

This leads to the lack of dramatic concentration to be found in some

of them.

On the issue3 of comedy and tragedy, Ba-Kathlr is of the view

that tragedy developed as an aspect of religious ritual while comedy
2

emerges at the point the community loses faith in its religion. Once

more, Ba-Kathlr does not pursue the implications of this statement on

dramatic writing under monotheistic theologically oriented belief systems.

Compared with the views of other Egyptian contemporary playwrights,
3Ba-Kathlr's is far more informed and more searching in its attempt to

grapple vdth the problem posed by an alien literary form* The state¬

ments he made on the issue have been ignored by Egyptian and Arab critics

1. It has not been possible to locate this comment in the -works of
William ordswerth.

2. Cf. JIunningher, op. cit. p. 43.
3. See Part One, Drama in Classical Arabic Literature.
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of dramatic writing.

nevertheless, Ra-4Cathlr's views reveal misunderstandings of the

nature and function of drama that are reflected in his practice. This

is understandable, since the drama form reveals a&e problems

of the conflict between form and content,,,than any other literary form.

In her bock The Frontiers of Drama.3"Hiss Ellis-Fermor has
delimited the extent of the conflict between form and content in drama.

These are mainly in three categories. The first of these is the

practical impossibility of containing the epic subject within the

bounds of a play without losing an essential element of drama -
2

concentration. The second is the difficulty of expressing the concept

of anarchy or disorderliness in the dramatic forra. The third frontier

of drama is the impossibility of representing the mood of religious

experience in a play. There is no need here to go into Bllis-Fernor's
3

detailed analysis and examples of each of these frontiers of drama.

What is of immediate relevance here is the, third on the list - drama and

the expression of the mood of religion. Religious plays may conveniently

be divided into three main groups. There are plays which make a religious

experience the central theme. Good examples of this group are few out-
4

side Goethe's Feast and Milton's Samson Arronistes. There is the second

1* First published in London in 1945.

2. Milton considered but abandoned drama for 'aradise Lost.

3. For the epic Ellis-Fermor takes Shakespeare'a history plays as
successful while Hardy's The Dynasts fails. For the dramatic
representation of anarchy she chooses Troilus and Cressida by
Shakespeare. For the religious frontier successes she picks
Shaw's At. Joan and Milton's Earn son Agoni s tes.

4« oewanee Review (xxxii, 1924), p. 351, calls Samson Agonistea
a 'remarkable blend of Greek form with Christian content'.
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group of religious plays which make religious experience the starting-

point for the action of the play and then go on to its effects, uhaw's

St. Joan is such a play. The third group of plays is deliberate

propaganda for the dogmas and ethics of a particular religion. Plays

of this type are the most numerous, and they are the least dramatic.

The main reason for this is that:

there seems to be a deep antagonism between religious

emotion and the needs of dramatic art. Nor is this

conclusion altogether unexpected, for the essence of

religious experience is that union ... of man's spirit

with a spiritual reality beyond yet akin to him. The

mood, the condition of spirit, which is the climax of

this experience is beatitude, a condition free of conflict

within the mind and unconcerned by conflict without.

There is thus an elimination of that very conflict upon

whose tension and balance the significant form of drama

depends. This material refuses to drama one of the

fundamental conditions of its being and the dramatist

who attempts it is likely to find himself crippled, not

by the lack of passion in his subject, but, paradoxically,

by its dominance,

If one considers the tragedies written by Ea-Kathir against the above

background, it is easy to conclude that they are mostly religious plays

which attenpt to propagate Islamic dogmas and ethics and thus they suffer

as drama.

1. Ellin-Fcrnor, op. cit. p. 5,
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For two main reasons, only four of Ba-Kathlr'e tragedies are

dealt with below. One is that 'quantity does rot always equal

quality*"'' in the mass of Ba-Kathlr's writing. It is therefore best

to make selections representative of the best of his writing. The

second reason is that some of those which one would like to look into

in detail are out of print and unavailable. It would have been use¬

ful, for instance, to consider Faust al-Jadid in this chapter if it had

been available. The plays dealt with here are birr al-Hakim bi amrillah,

I-Ia'sat Udib, Ilah lora'xl and Harut wa farut.

birr al-IIakim

This play is based on the life of al-Mangur Abu 'All al-Hakim
bi amrillah (ruling by the command of God), the sixth of the Fatiaid

Caliphs who ruled in Egypt between 996 and 1021 A.D. Ba-Kathfr's
2

aim in his two 'sirr' plays is to attempt to offer more rational and

psychological explanations for some of the puzzling characters in Arab

history and E^thology. The alternative title of this play is hughz

al-Tarlkh. In Sirr al-Hakim, as in another play, 115'sat ftdib, Ba-Kathlr's
3

explanation is that of a long-laid conspiracy. The history books

present al-Hakim as a man of disordered intellect and his court as 'a
4

lunatic asylum. His harsh measures against Christians and Jews, as

1. Riezitano, referring to the plays of Ba-Kathlr in Historians of
the Kiddle ' ast. p. 444.

2. The other one is birr bhahrazad. There are also what might be
termed the '.jadld' plays: .'.a*sat $d£b, which is subtitled «Ard
.jadxd li-Tamthxliyyat Gufuklis al-Khalida; Shayluk al-Jadid
and Faust al-Jadid. Here the aim of Ba-Kathlr is to offer
alternative explanations to ideas from the West.

3. For example Hitti, History of the Arabs, p. 620; O'Leary,
History of the Fatimid Khalifate. pp. 123 - 183,

4. O'Leary, ibid., p. 157.
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well as his final declaration of himself as the emanation of the Godhead,

are seen as the progress of a madman. 3a-KathIr, on the other hand,

presents a caliph who is momentarily misguided by one of his followers,

the Persian gamza. Harza becomes in Sirr al-Hakim the instrument of

all anti-Arabs as well as a protagonist in 1he «a§abiyya contest

between Arab Muslims and non-Arab Muslims. The changes which cone

over al-Hakim take dangerous turns when Hamza arrives at his court

preaching an extreme form of the bafriniyya doctrine.

When al-Hakim recovers from this straying from 'the straight

path' and repents (taba) it is too late to save him from the consequences

of his former acts of cruelty. he is not afraid of taking punishment.

When his wife comes to tell him in scene vi that his life is in danger

and he is not to attempt to go out that night so as to save his life,

he shrugs off the warning. he refuses to stay in simply to escape

being assassinated. By this time he has recovered from the temptation

of Hamza, accepted Allah and his Prophet once more and is no longer in

conflict with himself. This is the weakest point of the play and, by

extension, of plays written to bear out the correctness of a particular

religion.

The optimism of Sirr al-Hakim is rliown by the use of some

symbolic scene-setting and by the aptness in the names of some of the

character , At the beginning of the nlay, al-Hakim sits and reads in

the dark, saying that he has become as accustomed to reading in darkness

as to reading with light. All the same, the curtains are drawn to

admit light on to the stage. At the end of the play, when al-gakim

is going out for what is to be his last night wandering, he calls his

slave Naslm. The name Naslm suggests (by its association with calm

and freshness) that al-Hakim has accepted the fact of what is to happen
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to him and considers it to be good. One can pursue this furtlier by

saying that the penance which al-gaktm is going to suffer will be, in

his own interpretation, comparable to a burnt offering, its freshness

rising upwards to be accepted by God.

When the play is compared with Camus's play Caligula,* its
weakness as a tragedy becomes apparent. Both Ba-kathXr and Camus have

created characters who are sensitive and who commit heinous crimes in

the cause of truth and godliness. They (al-IJakira and Caligula) are

caught in the inescapable unhapoiness of such people and have the

sympathy of only a few likeable characters in the plays to support

them. But Caligula does not retrace his steps after declaring:

'And yet - what is a gpd that T should wish to be his

equal? No, it's something higher, far above the gods,

that I'm aiming at, longing for with all my heart and

soul. I am taking over a kingdom where the impossible

is king. ,2
He does not retract. Al-HSkim, on the other hand, repents and walks

composedly to Ms death.

Sirr al-Hakda is good in parts. The use of the off-stage area

for the fight of the ten men at the end of scene ii while those looking

on comment for the benefit of ihe audience, is effective, When the

victor emerges to receive his prize, al-Hakim condemns him to bo

beheaded, to show his power of life and death over all men. This

demonstration,coming at the moment of victory for the fighter, is

effective.

1. It is difficult to avoid this if one is familiar with Caligula.
More so when one knows that Ba-Kathlr's library contained a copy
of the French edition of Caligula, though vath uncut pages.

2. Albert Camus, Caligula. Cross 'urease (penguin 'lays)
Caligula p. 42.
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Most of Ba~Kathir's plays present few pro 11 ems to producers.

But Sirr al-Hakim includes some pages of dialogue between al-Hakim and

his conscience, named al-Shakhs. When Fa$£uh Nashatl produced the

play for the second part of the 1971 theatre season at the National

Theatre, he did away with al-Shakhs and substituted a soliloquy.

This was loss effective than the whole nart-scone r^ads in the play.

This is because al-shakhs convinces al-Hakim that he is wrong in

following the dictates of Hamza. The conflict of mind is strongest

here.

One of the most dramatic points of action in this play is

scene v where, at the behest of Hamza, al-Hakim takes a dagger he offers

him. He approaches Hamza as if he is going to stab him. Slowly the

audience sees the countenance of Hamza change as he dreads that al-Hakim

might take him seriously and stab him to death. Slowly al-Hakim relents

and throws away the dagger. Hamza's courage returns, but the audience

nox* knows him for what Ba-Kathlr wants him to be known - a coward. It

is in moments of action such as the two recounted above that BS-Kathir

shows some liveliness in his serious plays, moments when he permits his

characters to do something rather than repeat mechanically the long and

tedious dialogues which he writes far them.

Generally speaking, Sirr al-Hakim has never caught on in Egypt.

Records of performance show this. From 1952 to 1956 there were seven

productions with an average of one hundred and. seventy people in
2

attendance. This is the lowest among the few plays of Ba-Kathlr which

Mere put on stage in his lifetime. By comparison, during the 1955/56

season, when Sirr al-IJakim had two performances with a total attendance of

1, Sirr nl-Hakim, pp. 140 - 142,

2. al-kasrah, special no., July 1966, on Egyptian Theatre 1952 -
1966, which includes statistics for various items of play-
production during this period.
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one hundred and eighty-five, I'!isoar Juha, one of Ba-Kathfr's political

satires, had one thousand, one hundred and. twenty-five people at two

performances. The producer of both plays was the same person - ZakI

^ulaymat.

Ha»sat Bdib

The reason why the pattern of scene-to-scene summaries cannot be

continued in this section is that so much of these tragedies depends on

lengthy explanations of what happened before the time of the play. So

much of Ha'sat tidlb. for instance, goer, to explain the ingenious plot and

conspiracy of the High Priest Lucius against the ruling house of Thebes.

I-'ore than the comedies, these tragedies are narratives with few dramatic

actions. To do a scene-to-scene summary would not be as explanatory as

to take the whole play and explain the basis of the story and then point

out scenes which arc of critical importance.

The influence of a religious ethic in the plays of Ba-Kathlr can

hardly be better illustrated by any play other than I-Ia'sat jidib where

Ba-Kathlr uses the age-long theme of Oedipus Hex of Sophocles. This

theme is being used more and more by cultures which are not basically

"uropean.1 In Modern Arabic Literature the story has deeply affected
2 3

some writers. Tawfiq al-EaMm has also used this theme for a play.

In none of these adaptations mentioned does one find such an elaborate

explanation for the tragedy of King Oedipus as that provided by

Ba-Kathlr in JIa's.'t £dfb. The fact that, as usual, BS-Kathir does not

ask questions but siir$>2y supplies answers, makes the play unsuccessful.

1. For instance a play The Gods Are Hot To J'lame by Ola Rotiml, a
Uigerian playwright who writes both in English and Yoruba.

2. al-yyaa, vol. i, p. 147.

3. al-Malik Udib.
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Ba-Kathir's explanation of the life of Oedipus is as follows: The two

city-states of Corinth and Thebes are rivals. When the king of Corinth

is told that Jocasta, the wife of the king of Thebes, is expecting a

child, he briber: the chief priest of Thebes to do all in his power to

dispose of the child as soon as it is born. The hi$i priest invents

his elaborate plan. He tells the king of Thebes that should the child

be allowed to survive he would kill the king and marry the queen, his

mother. Because of his position as high priest, Lucius is believed.

The child Oedipus is handed over to him so that he can kill him.

Lucius, having succeeded in the first part of his plan, now starts to

work to make possible the whole idea of having Oedipus kill his father

and marry his mother. He keeps the child in the court of Corinth where

the king and queen grow to love him as if he were their own child.

When Oedipus is old enough Lucius makes one of his playmates taunt him

about his parentage. Oedipus, who has grown up believing that the king

and queen of Corinth are his parents, is unhappy when he learns that they

are not. Lucius has him sent to Thebes where, he warns Oedipus, he might

have to defend his life in the process of discovering his true parents,

Meanwhile, the aging king of Thebes is told that he must go out and meet

a threat to -the city-state. ' hen the tiro men meet, Oedipus kills his

father. He then becomes the king of Thebes.

Meanwhile, the queen has refused to come out as a result of the

death of the king. Lucius now sets to work on making Oedipus marry his

mother. In fairness to the evil genius of Lucius, it has to be said

that Oedipus has come across part of the story of his life and the

prouhecy of the high priest. But it is hidden from him that the king ho

has killed is his father. All the same, Oedipus doubts the reasonable¬

ness of marrying the queen. But xihen the two meet, they fall in love and
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marry. For seventeen yearr they live happily together until the land

is plunged into suffering. Lucius immediately points out that some

crimes have been committed for which there must be penance before the

land cnn prosper again. He reveals to the people that Oedipus is the

sinner. Jocasta commits suicide, and Oedipus leaves his castle for

the last time, singing:

Where are you Hurair of Corinth?

0 companion of my youth where?

Together we used to walk the road.'

Come now, let us together complete our evening stroll.'*
Ba-Kathlr's play commences in the seventeenth year of the reign

of Oedipus. When one realises that most of the story took place long

before this, one sees that the play is full of flash-back narratives.

The condition created in this play is not that of a gradual movement

towards self-knowledge a3 is the case with the Greek original. The

mood at the end of the play is that of beatitude - 'a condition free
2

of conflict within the mind and unconcerned by conflict without'.

Therefore it fails as drama. There is no record of the play ever

having been produced.

1. Ha'sat Udlb, p. 184.
« C

—- I *

2. Ellio-Fermor, op. cit. p. 5.
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Hah Isra'll

BS-Kathlr quotes a verse from the ■ ur'an as preface to this

Play:

'For we have cast amongst them enmity and hatred till

the resurrection day. Whenever they light a fire1
for war God puts it out, they strive for corruption

2
in the earth, but God loves not the corrupt.'

The 'they* of this quotation is supposed to refer to the Jews. Where

Ba-Kathir's other political satires have been basically anti-Zionist,

Ilah Isra'il is anti-Semitic. It is a very illogical play, and in
3

extremely bad taste.

The play is divided into three one-act playlets. Since it has

never been put on stage, it has not been particularly important to

determine whether it is one play or three one-act plays.

Act One, subtitled Exodus, deals with the departure of the

children of Israel from Egypt. hoses finds out that the Jews have

stolen $3ld from their neighbours (gold which, one might say, was

acquired through the labour of the Israelites). Moses orders the gold

to be returned to the Egyptians. The Israelites, whose leaders have

met Iblls (the Devil) and pledged their devotion to him, disobey Hoses.

On instruction from Ihlls they take the gold from Harun and fashion a

golden calf, which they worship. For this idolatry the children of

1. The ancient Arabs always lit a beacon fire as a proclamation
of war, or a notice of the approach of an enemy.

2. Our'an 5:69.

3. See Dr. P.J.E. Cachia's article 'Themes related to Christianity
and Judaism in Modern Egyptian Drama and Fiction*, Journal of
Arabic Literature, vol. ii, 1971, p. 139.
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Israel are to suffer wandering in the wilderness until the present

'\ generation dies out. Even when this happens, the Israelites am

still devotees of the Devil. When they go into battle they kill

women, children and defenceless old people in obedience to Iblls.

Koses curses them end goes away to die. He asks his nephew, the

son of Harun, to bury him where the Israelites will never find his

body to stand upon his grave.

Act Two is subtitled The Kingdom of Heaven and deals with the

Jews in the time of Jesus Christ, When all the attempts of Iblls to

conquer Jesus fail, he leaves him to the Jews. Caiaphas and Hananaya

decide to get at Mm through the help of Mary Magdalene. But Mary

falls in love xdth Jesus and repents of her past life as a prostitute,

when Judas Ieeariot is crucified because he is believed to be Jesus,

Mary, who is aware of the mistake, does not disclose her knowledge.

This is to revenge herself on one of the enemies of Jesus.

Act Three is subtitled The Serpent. Here Iblls and his infernal

angels celebrate the coning creation of their kingdom on earth. The

illogical part of this play is in scene ii of this act. Here Jewish

leaders from all over "the world discuss the creation of their state of

Israel. The voice raised in opoositi n to the creation of Israel bases

its argument on the claim that Jews aireMy control the world through

their love and acquisition of gold. What, then, do they want xdth a

piece of land? The dissenting voice is shouted down, and war as a

means of achieving their end is adopted by the Israelites. Ba-Kathxr

takes for granted - without making a case for it - that the Jews were

responsible for the two world wars and would be for a third if it was

sparked off by the Middle East situation.

The most odious part of this play comes towards the end of this

act where Iblls instructs his devils to go into the loins and the wombs
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of Jews so that they will breed a new race of devils to carry on the

work of lblis on earth.

Once again mother of Ba-Kathir's plays fails as drama. There

is complete absence of dramatic concentration as a result of the

distance in time and space between the three parts of the play.

The role of the propagandist is inescapable in the writing of

comedies and satires. This is because there is an ideal against which

the playwright sets the activities of his characters to see how far

they measure up to thorn. These ideals nay be based on the backgrounds

of a particular race, creed or sex. But in the writing of tragedies,

the sympathy of the playwright must be with humanity at large. There

nust be a sympathetic understanding of suffering humanity to give such

a work wider dimensions than those of the playwright. It may be too

much to soy that Ba-Kathlr lacks such understanding. But he has

allowed it to be completely clouded over by his religious and Arab

nationalist priorities. This has contributed in no small, measure to

the failure of Ilah Isra'xl.

Harut wa Harut

It is in Harut wa Karut alone among the tragedies of Ba-Kathlr

that there is the smallest trait of sympathy for the plight of humanity.

Even this sympathy is not of his own creation. It is found in the myth

on which this play is based.1 In heaven some angels make derisive

remarks on the inability of man to avoid committing sins. God is

1. See Shorter vncvclopaodia of Islam, pp. 134 - 135;
Encyclopaedia of Islam, vol. ii, pp. 272 - 273; Qur'an 2:102.
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angered by this attitude and asks them to select two of their number1"
to go aid live on eorth under the same conditions as those of man,

2
Harut and Karat are chosen to go,"

Ba-Kathir*s play commences at the point where the city-stats of

Babel, rival to another city-state,^al-Ru 'ah, needs a new ruler and a

new judge. The king has died and his two daughters, Al-l&t (the

elder) and al-Uzza, are rivals for the throne. The people of Babel

worship physical beauty. The two sisters are to appear naked before

the whole population, and the more beautiful is to be chosen as queen

of Babel.

Ba*sl, prince of al-Ru'Sh, is the lover of A1-15t, but his father

will not consent to his marrying her.

The criterion for choosing a new judge is also the physical beauty

of the person and not his legal qualifications, Harut and Marut are

given this job as joint judges of Babel.

When Harut and Marut have been established for some time, they

are resting in their house expecting a visit from Tamara. She and

her husband have brought a case before the judges. Though Hariit and

Marut are conscious of Tamara's resemblance to Al-lat, who has

succeeded her father as ruler of Babel, they refuse to believe that

she is Al-lat. They use her beauty as the 30lc evidence of her

Tightness, and decide tlie case in her favour. They have already failed

to resist the charms of so many other women. Both of them are anxious

to chalk up another victory. At this point a little bit of comjedy

1. Tha'al&bl gives threat Arfetys^l, Ilarut and Karut, in Qigag
al-Anbiya*.

2. Ba-Kathlr gives t ree names, the t ird repenting of their state¬
ment at the beginning of their stay in Babel and returning to
heaven.
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intrudes to lighten up the atmosphere of flash-backs. Marut has been

dreaming of T&aara when Earut wakes him up. While they wait for her

they argue as to who should have her first. The following dialogue

takes place:

M&rut: Listen, Earut, we must not argue in front of her since that

Harut: And why should you be first?

Marut: Part of what you deprived me of in the dream.

Harut: Do you want to monopolise her in your dream as well as in

reality? What selfishnessi

Marut: No, in fact I didn't get anywhere in the dream and it is your

will ruin all our chances with her. So 1*11 he first.

fault!
1

1. Harut wa Marut, p. 49.
•

c.yj \jh L I : *yj 1*

C
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Whenever there is a knock on the door after some characters

on the stage have been talking about another eaesaeira? in anticipation

of &&& entry, it isx that character who ^ kaaealeing- and

who coses in when the door is opened. But for the first time in any

of the plays of Ba-Kathlr, the knock on the door does not belong to the

expected iSmarS, When Karat opens the door it turns out to be . one-

one else. The person is Hermes the vlise, who used to be the unheeded

adviser of the former ruler of Babel. The change of rulers has not

changed Babel's attitude to him. There follows an interesting dis¬

cussion on the future of man and. the gradual realisation of his

potentialities, This would seen to be a positive affirmation of

Ba-Kathxr's faith in man and his eventual salvation through his trust

in God,

When T&mara arrives Harut and "arut fall over themselves to make

her welcome. They give her a copy of the judgement in her case with

her husband. While Ilarut is away in the court-house bringing the

document of the judgement, Marti.t gives Taiaara some magical powers in

return for the promise that she will allow him to kiss her. When he

demands this payment, Tam&ra calls her husband Ba'al, who enters

immediately, Karut is embarrassed and does not know what to s y or

do. To his relief and surprise, Tamara, now self-revealed as Al-lat,

upbraids 3a*sl for spying on her and asks him to leave her presence.

Later, in the palace of Al-lat, Ba*al attacks Karut and Karut

with Ms sword, but this iias no effect on the two angels. I.hen Ba'al

rashes at them, they kill him. Because of this, both of them lose their

power of communicating between heaven and earth, Al-lat puts them in

prison.



Harut and Karut now regret their inconsiderate criticism of man,

since they themselves have not been able to resist temptation despite

their being angels. When Babel is threatened by the armies of the king

of al-Ru'ah, Harut and Marut are taken away and given punishments which

bring to mind that of Tantalus.

Nowhere, with the possible exception of Ju^a and Madam Gulfidan,

does Ba-Kathlr create a memorable character in his plays. Even in

the case of Jujja, Bar-Kathir uses him - a character already established

in Egyptian folklore - as a nail on which to hang his exasperation against

British imperialism in the Middle East. While this hangs well in a

conedy such as Hismar Juha, it fails completely in his tragedies, which

are merely religious plays of the poorest category.



PART THREE

THE MAIN IDEAS OF 'AT,! AHMAD BA-KATHIR

AND THE RELATION OF THESE IDEAS TO LANGUAGE IN HIS VORKS

'The rfile of the writer is to be
so inspired as to divine dangers
which ordinary people cannot see'

Interview - al-JIl



CHAPTER X
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x

«All Ahmad Ba-Kathlr can be identified with the conservative

aspect of the intellectual movement generally in the Arab world and

specifically in Egypt. It is true that he was not born or brought up

in Egypt;1 in fact, he did not come to Egypt until his intellectual

attitudes had been formed. All the same, both the literary and

intellectual movements in Egypt made such deep impressions on him that

when he decided to leave Hadramawt after the death of his first wife,

Egypt was his objective. His case is not unlike that of the Syrian

immigrants who can® to Egypt during the latter half of the nineteenth

century because it offered them a freer atmosphere for the expression

of their intellectual bent. Ba-Kathlr found the atmosphere of

Hadramawt at this time very restrictive. The authorities there did

not admit of any criticism. Yet Ba-Kathlr had heard of the group of

Muslim intellectuals who were followers of Jamal al-Din al-Afghani

(1839 - 1897). It is therefore of some relevance here to give a short

historical sketch of the trends in Egyptian intellectual ideas and social

thought after 1905, the date of the death of Ku^ammad 'Abduh.

Louis 'Awa4» in 'Cultural and Intellectual Developments since

1952', his contribution to Egypt Since the Devolution. says:

1, Bee Dr. P.J.K. Cachia's comment in 'Themes related to
Christianity and Judaism in Modern Egyptian Drama and
Fiction', Journal of Arabic Literature, vol. ii, 1971,
p. 188.
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'
•«« Egyptian cultural aM intellectual movements,

regardless of their shad®, scope and guise, have always

tended, at least since 1798, to follow two streams, one

major, the secular, which is nationalistic and moderate

hath in its conservatism and its radicalism? the other

minor, the theocratic, which is extremist and terrorist#*

One or two observations have to he made on this statement. The

first is that intellectualism as conceived in-this statement, and as it

took place in Egypt, was not a dip/-, philosophical, ivory-tower pre¬

occupation of one individual or group of people with no relevance to

the life of the society at large. •'other, it was an eagagl approach to

their way of life which was changing as a result of new forces, especially

external ones. Instead of accepting the time-worn wisdom of the ages,

a group of people, powerful although in the minority, set out to fashion

anew the belief system that must govern the life of their society in the

new situation. The second observation is that Louis 'Awad's distinction

between the secular aspect and the theocratic aspect of the intellectual

movement is valid with some reservations. His analysis of these move¬

ments displays the usual brashness of hindsight. It is impossible to

talk of these two main streams of Egyptian intellectual ideas and social

thought until after 'Abduh, This is because i-u^ammad 'Abduh 'more than
2

any other man gave Egyptian thought a centre of gravity*. It was

after him that these movements can be said to have split into tx*JO main

streams.

1. Egypt. Since the devolution, p. 146.
2. Gibb: Tlodern Trends in Islam, p. 43.
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The streams were not so distinct in the period before the arrival

of Janal al-Din al-Afghani in Egypt and the work of Huharamad 'Abduh,

his disciple.

This is not to say that there was no intellectual life before the

arrival on the scene of these two people# But the r6le of the intel¬

lectuals of this period was different. It did not consist of the

conflict of East and West, the virtual spring-board of these new

intellectuals. The 'ulamS' (the intellectuals of this period) occupied

official positions in the religious hierarchy, such as the Rector of

al-Azhar, the muftis of the four madhhabs and the Marshal of the Notables,

as well as the heads of the two Sufi orders. These people were trusted

by the common people, and many times during the nineteenth century they

rose to eminence by using their positions to the advantage of the people

against their oppressive foreign rulers. Napoleon gave them a place

of importance in the government which he set up at the time of the French

Expedition in 1798. The success of Muhammad 'All against all other
2

rivals owed much to the 'ulama*, especially 'Umar I akram. For many

3
reasons, this position of eminence was lost during the century.

One of the most important policies of Muhammad 'All as ruler of

Egypt was the educational missions which were sent to European countries

to learn various arts and sciences. Between 1813 and 1919 about 1,715
4

Egyptians are said to have been sent to Europe on educational missions.

1. Safran, Political and Social Change in Egypt, p. 264.
2. ibid., p. 273 ff.
3. See Ibrahim, The Decline of 1he 'Ulana* and the Rise of the Modern

Intellectuals (unpublished Oxford thesis).
4. Makarius, La .ieunesse intellectuelle d'flgynto au lendemain de la

deuxi£no guerre mondiale. p. 82.



These people foraed a new elite which became more and more important in

the running cf the state as well as the social set-up of Egypt.

According to Vatikiotis, the concern of these intellectuals was the need

to acquire European methods of education which were essential to the

emergence of a modem state.1' They did not concern themselves with the

implementation of socio-political values which underlined European culture

and society or political systems. Men such as Shaikh Rifa'a Rafi*

al-jahjawi (1301 - 187l) and 'All Pasha Mubarak (1824 - 1893) worked

within the Islamic ethos under the rule of foreigners who were, however,

Islamised at a time when religious loyalties counted for a great deal.

Thus they were not faced with a totally foreign occupation as later

Egyptian intellectuals were. But this situation was not to continue for

long. The Ottoman Empire was disintegrating, and many parts of it were

falling into die hands of European powers. In Egypt the extravagance

of Isma'Il (Khedive, 1863 » 1879) led to the financial control of the

countiy by France and Britain. The failure of the 'UrabI revolt of

1882 brought about the occupation of Egypt by Britain.

Jam,Si al-Drn al-Afghanl was another in the line of activist

Muslim intellectuals to call attention to the changes taking place in

the lives of Muslims all over the world and the consequences of these

changes on the religion of Islam and the way of life it had fostered.

Others before him include Muhammad ibn «Abd al-l.'ahhab, the Grand SanusI,

and to some extent 'Uthraan dan Fodio in Nigeria. Al-Afghanf was born

1. Vatikiotis, The Modern History of Egyot, p. 110
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asl brought up in Iran and not in Afghanistan as it is commonly believed.1
-hat is of 1mediate impori ance here is that Afghani" came to Egypt briefly

for the first tine in 1369. He came back again in 1371 and stayed on

until he was compelled to leave because of his alleged incitement of the

young against the government. He went to Paris where he started to

publish al-'Urwa al-'uthqa, "V"^1' a magazine that was

to have widespread influence on the growing generation of Arabs.

Ba-KathTr came across copies of this magazine while he was still in

Hadramawt. Afghani" spent the rest of his life in Constantinople.

V.herever he went he left behind him a trail of political activities.

It must be on this basis and Hie influence he had in the Arab world

that his life must be judged, rather than whether or not he was a good

or a bad Muslim as Keddie and Kedourie have been at great pains to

decide. While their studies have thrown much more light on the life

of Afghani, they have not added much to the evaluation of this man's

influence on the intellectual development in the Arab world.

In the face of European political and military success the

Muslim world vac forced to search itself and find reasons for its

inability to withstand this assault. Schools set up on the Western

1. The early life of Afghani is shrouded in mystery, come of it just
being cleared by the work of Nikki Keddie and Elie Kedourie. For
more detailed material on al-Afghanfs life nee Nikki Keddie -
'Sayyid Janal al-DIn al-Afghani'3 First 27 Years - The Darkest
Period', Middle Past Journal (Autumn 1966) pp. 517 - 533; 'The
Pan-Islamic Appeal; Afghani and Abdulhamid II', Middle Eastern
studies III (1966) pp. 46 - 67; 'Afghani in Afghanistan', K.E.S.
I, 4 (July 1965), pp. 322 - 349; An Islamic Response to Imperial¬
ism.

Elie Kedourie - 'Further Light on Afghani', Middle Eastern Studies.
Vol. I, No. 2, Jan. 1965, p. 187; Afghani and 'Abduh.
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models and overseas universities prodded a group of educated "ticlias

who 'set a higher value on the new ideas than on the traditional ones'.*
Al-Afghanl saw the danger to the belief system of Islam in this new class

of Muslims. He took it upon himself to persuade Muslims 'to understand
2

their religion aright and live in accordance with its teachings',

Besides Ms Refutation of the Materialists, a reply to a lecture

delivered by Renan on Islam and Science, al-Afghahf did not produce a

set of ideas in book fours. But he had around him many men on whose

shoulders was to fall responsibility for their people. When al-Afghanx

came back to Cairo in 1371 ho took up residence at Khan al-Khalili near

the Azhar. Ono of those who attended his lectures on theology, juris¬

prudence, mysticism and philosophy was Muhammad *Abduh, To these

eager followers al-Afghanl also pointed out the danger of European

intervention in the affairs of Muslim countries and the need for units'

among Islamic peoples. He encouraged them to form and inform public

opinion by writing and publishing newspapers.

The most important concept and perhaps the one that had a far-

reaching effect on his followers, especially 'Abduh, v;as his concept of

Islam first as a religion and then as a civilisation. This concept

was to explain the backwardness which had overtaken the Islamic lands.

He said that their stagnation was due to the fact that Muslim rulers

had deserted the truth of Islam. There was no difference between this

truth of Islam and the achievement of Science in the West. The essence

of Islam and of modern rationalism was the same, and he went to great

lengths to prove the validity of this statement. This he did by quoting

!• Gibb, Studios on the Civilization of Islam, p. '528.
2. Hourani, Arabic Thourfit in the Liberal Age, p. 118.



and, where necessary, bending passages in the Our'an to make them concur

with this rationalism. In as much as

'what the prophet received through inspiration was the

same as what the philosopher could attain to by the

use of reason'*
there was nothing wrong with the truth of Islam, It was still relevant

to the new situation if only Muslims understood it aright.

Thus by the tine at-Afghani was expelled from Egypt in 1879, he

had sown the seeds of the ideas which were to dominate the intellectual

scene in Egypt during the following half century. These ideas were still

to be worked out into a more consistent and intelligent philosophy of life

by al-Afghani's greatest disciple Muhammad «Abduh.

Kuhanmd «Abduh was born in .1849, He had his early education in

the traditional Islamic kuttab. He came to the famous University of

al-Azhar in 1866, Three years later he net Jam51 al-Dfn al-Afghanl"

whc was on his first brief visit to Cairo. When al-Afghanl came back in

1871, this time to stay, 'Abduh was one of the students who attended his

lectures both at the Azhar and at his place of residence. This contact

brought 'Abduh face to faco with Western scientific thought and techno¬

logical achievement, Kedourie quotes Adlb Ishaq (1856 - 1885) as saying
2

that under the guidance of al-Afghani 'Abduh 'delved deeply* into the

traditional sciences of Islam as well as the rational sciences of the

West, Pie also began to deliberate on the state of Islamic countries.

Al-Afghahl's ideas rpt 'Abduh involved in the 'UrabI movement. A1-Afghani

had formed a delegation to the French Commission in Cairo demanding the

deposition of Khedive Isma'll and his replacement by Tevfiq, his son.

Hourani, ibid., p. 126.

2. Kedourie, Afghani and 'Abduh. p. 16.
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Al-AfghariX was compelled to leave Egypt in 1379 and for a while 'Abduh

was made to retire to his village. But the seed of ideas which al-Afghani

had sown bloomed into the unsuccessful 'Urabi revolt of 1382. 'Abduh,

who had been, recalled in 1831 to edit the government paper al-Waqa'i'

al-Misriyyafc, was exiled far his implication in this revolt. He spent

his exile in Paris helping al-Afghani to publish the agazine al-'Urwa

al-Wuthqa. Later he went to Beirut when the magazine was beamed. In

Beirut, *Abduh started to teach. lie was allowed to return to Egypt in

1888 and appointed a juige in the national courts and then counsellor

in the Court of Appeal. In 1899 he was appointed the Grand Mufti of

Egypt# a post he held until his death in 1905.

While under the direct influence of al-Afghanl, *Abduh had been

involved in revolutionary political ideas, but hie attitude seemed to

have changed after his exile. As liaaav Safran puts it:

*
... he became convinced of the futility of impulsive

and violent methods and began to see the problems fading

Egypt and the Muslim countries not so'much in terms of a

threat of the material power of the West as in terms of

a challenge of the intellectual, social and ethical

dynamism underlying that power to an Islamic super¬

structure no longer suitable to the present age.'"1'
2

It may also be that lie was just being wary of personal involvement.

'Abduh saw the existence of two ways of life within the Egyptian

educational system: the traditional and the Western. How was the natural

1. Safran: ibid., p. 63.

2. See How We Defended Arabi and his Friends, by A.M. Broadley.



gulf between these two ways of life to be bridged? The first thing to

do was to accept the changes which the Western way of life brought.

Then these changes nust be linked with the principles of Islam. His

task was to restate what Islam really is and then show its implication

for modern society.

For tills task, ho conceived religion as having two aspects:

'ibadat, which had in it the eternal elements of the religion and thus

was not subject to change; and mu'amalat, which contained general

principles for human conduct. This second part of religion allows for

change and in fact mist be sub jected to change if society is not to

decay. He saw the most urgent work of the Muslim states as the

creation of new ulama knowledgeable in both the Islamic sciences and

the ideas coming from the West. The duty of this group of peonle

would be to refashion the laws of Islam to conform with the modern way

of life.

In the matter of law in society, 'Abduh advocated the use of talfiq

which meant the employment of all the four schools of legal opinion in

any particular case instead of restricting judges to any one of these.

On education, he recommended the introduction into the Azhar of a new

syllabus which would include some of the Western sciences. He also

recommended for each social group an education that agreed with its rdle

in the society.

The area where 'Abduh's ideas were to influence Egyptian society

most was that which, dealt with the relationship between Islam and the

modern scientific age. His idea was that true civilisatin was in

confomity with Islam. Since Western civilisation was a product of

reason, it followed that Islam was not against reason being used in the

search for knowledge, Islam is a rational religion. 'Abduh thus



end.- .reed the acceptability of reason in J filar:;. But it must be realised

that this endorsement only applied to the second aspect of Islan -

an*ana1st - which contained the general principles for human conduct.

To show that reason had always been -iron a idle in this aspect

of Islam, •Abduh, went on to identify certain traditional concepts of

Islamic thought with ideas of modern Europe. Examples of these are

his equating shSrS with parliamentary democracy and ijma* with public

opinion. He throw open the gates of i;]tihad and extended the sources

of I'uslim law not only to the generation of people who knew the Prophet

but also to all those who had at one time or another during the history

of Islam contributed to its development.

Eroa these ideas of Ku^ermad 'Abduh flowed the two streams of

Egyptian thought. The first stream was of those who held to his idea

of the unchanging nature of Islam, and thin can be called the theocratic

trend. The second is of those who stressed the legitimacy of social

change as a de facto division between religion and society. This may be

called the secular trend.

Before following the development of these two trends, it is

relevant to mention that 'Abduh advocated the restoration of the Caliphate

to one Arab county vhile the other Fuslia areas under European influence

became national states under it,

RashlA Rida became Hie advocate for the spread of the ideas of

Muhammad *Abduh after Hie letter's death. But ho was to modify these

ideas to such an extent as to be wholly conservative, Rash-Id Ri$a was

bom in Tripoli (of SyapLa) and had his early education within the Islanic

tradition, obtaining his diploma of 'alim in 1897. He had come across

copies of al-'IIrwa r.l~ uthod, and he devoured then. He sought out all

available back copies and read Hiera. This contact made him wish to meet
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al-Afghani, but this was impossible. He cane to Egypt in 1897 and

immediately attached himself to I'uharmad 'Abduh. He started to publish

a weekly, aJHkmar, in 1898 on the same principle's as al-'Urwa al-l'uthga.

It was in this paper, which later became a monthly, that Rashld Ri<Ja

expanded his ideas and those of 'Abduh.

One basic difference between "the times of 1AMuh and ^hose of Rida

was that while *Abduh had been mainly faced with what he considered the

antagonism of the Christian outside thinkers, Rashld Rida had to contend

with Egyptians who had imbibed the ideas of the outsiders and now demanded

the adoption of these ideas within Egypt. This change explains why 'All

Ajjrnad Ba-Kathlr, who could not stay on in the restrictive conservatism of

Hadramawt because he was radical within that society, finds himself

labelled as conservative in Egypt. His ideas were those of a generation

which was already on the decline by the time he arrived in Egypt in 1934.

In this connection one must remember that Rashld Rida died in 1935 almost

in obscurity. The nearest group of people to think the same way as

Rashld Ri£a did, and with whom Ba-Kathlr could identify, were the Muslim

Brotherhood.

As far as religion was concerned, 'Rashfd^Ri^a believed that pristine

Islam contained both general, principles governing civil relationships and

moral principles underlying all legal and government regulations. Thus

Muslims only had to go to their religion and refer to the salaf for all

the ideas they would need for this modern age. The salaf meant to 4Abduh

the creators of the central traditions of Muslim thought from the Prophet

to al-Ghazall; to Rashld Rida it meant only the first generation of

companions who knew the Prophet. Rachfd Ri<j.a and the Manarists agreed

with 'Abduh on the question of the relationship between Islam and modern

technology. This was to show in the contribution of Rida to the al-Hanar
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commentary on the Cur'an. In politics Rashxd Ri<|a was violently opposed

to the Egyptian Nationalists. He advocated the restoration of the

Caliphate where each Muslim state would occupy relations to the central

government akin to the position of the states in the United States of

America. For hira the bonds of religion were stronger than those of

race, and it was on this basis that he advocated Pan-Islamism. As will

be shown below, the whole of Ba-Katnir!s creative capability was devoted

to proving the possibility of such political arrangements. As with AicjS,
so with Ba-Kathlr. The growth of Nationalism in Egypt and Turkey made

both of them turn into uncompromising conservatives. Under the Muslim

Brotherhood this conservative trend employed violent means to gain their

political ideal of a Pan-Islamic state.

Nationalism was Hie medium through which the secular trend of

'Abduh's thoughts was expressed. In an unpublished article entitled

'The Assumptions and Aspirations of Egyptian Modernists', Dr. P.J.E,

Cachia has expressed the problem these intellectuals faced thus:

'It was obvious against whom zeal was to be roused; but

the occupiers were British, were Europeans, were

Westerners, were Christians. Was it round an Egyptian,

an Arab, an Oriental, a Muslim core of consciousness that

the opposition was to take shape?'

The British occupation which followed the 'Urabl revolt am the

amelioration of the financial condition of the state staved off

nationalist political agitation for some time. But a 'ferment of

political ideas' was created as a result of five main factors, according

to J.M. Ahmed.3" These factors are the growth of Pan-Islamic feeling,

the Dinshawai incident of 1906, the economic and security crises, the

1. Ahmed; The Intellectual Origins of Egyptian nationalism.
pp. 53 - 59.



Russo-Japanese war which showed the potential latent possibilities

of a so-called re la lively weak nation; and, maybe most important of

all, the growing opposition to foreigners. These factors gave rise to

a spate of nationalism which found expression in newspapers and on

rostrums. It is convenient to see the whole of the Nationalist

Movement in three stages. The first may be called the journalistic

stage from the formation of political parties in 1907 to the beginning

of tiie First World War. It must be pointed out, though, that the

political parties grew around particular newspapers. The second stage
SWc-l

is the period when Nationalism was under the leadership of Usad Zaghlul

and the Wafd. The last stage can be called the search for the idea of

the Egyptian nation. Obviously the third stage of this nationalism is

opposed to the ideas expanded by Rashfd Ri<Ja and the Kanarista and

supported by 4All \h::iad Ba-iCathXr. More important still for his literary

career, this last stage of Egyptian nationalism was predominant in the

years following Ea-Kathlr's arrival in Egypt.

By 1909 there were 84 daily newspapers in Egypt, 59 of them in

Arabic.1 It was around these newspapers that the political parties

grew. Three political parties were formed in 1907. These were the Umma

Party which grew around the newspaper al-Jaridah, the Nationalist Party
(Hush* fh

which grew around the charismatic personality of Mustapfee. Kamil (1874 -

1908) and the newspaper al-Liwa*, and the Constitutional Party which grew

around the newspaper al-Mu'avyad. All these parties disappeared with

the declaration of the British protectorate over Egypt in 1914.

When the war ended, d- Zaghlul became the focus of Nationalist

yearnings. He was bom in 1857, and had his education first in the kuttab

and then at al-Azhar. He then went to the Law School. He met al-Afghani

and worked with Muhammad 'Abd-oh. He formed a delegation in 1918 to demand

1. Ahmed, op. cit. p. 66.
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the independence of Egypt at the peace conference in Paris. This

delegation became the nucleus of his party, ihe V'afd, The incidents

around the 1919 revolution are well-known and need not be recounted

here. In 1922 the protectorate over Egypt was ended, and in 1923 Egypt

became an independent monarchy. The constitution reserved questions of

foreign affairs and the Sudan for the office of the British representa¬

tive in Egypt. From the time of this constitution, the three-cornered

pattern of political struggle among the British, the Crown and the

political parties, which before had been boncealed, became apparent. Of

these parties the main one, apart from the Wafd, was the liberal
Sa I

Constitutional Party, formed in 1922. fesd Zaghlul and the hafd led

the country until Zaghlul died in 1927.

What were the ideas, and who were those who formulated these ideas,

which were behind the National ist %vement? One of them, A^mad Lutff

a£»Sayyid, was connected with the politics of al-Jaridah and the Umma

Party. He was bom in Lower Egypt in 1872, tie son of a Pasha. He

had his early education in a „ur'anic school, but at the age of thirteen

he was sent to Cairo to a modern secondary school. From there he went to

the Law School. He edited al-Jaridah until 1914, after which date he

devoted the rest of his life to scholarship as Hector of the University

of Cairo, lecturing in Philosophy, He was a member of the Wafd of

££§& Zaghlul of 1918,but little by little he withdrew completely into

academic life. He was one of the few who formulated any clear ideas

about nationalism in Egypt. He was well-read in 'uropean liberal thought

of the nineteenth century, and the influences of those writers show in

his work. His starting-point on t'r© question of Nationalism is that

there is a separate Egyptian nation. For him the flourishing end

decaying of society have not much to do with religion, Islam is equated

uith any other religion and he concludes that it could not be suitable as
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a basis for political action in the twentieth century.

'Our .Nationalism must rest on our interests and not on our

beliefs. * Lutfi as-Gayyid did not subscribe to Pan-Is lcm ism as a

political force because he saw it as an imperialist principle to

counter Egyptian Nationalism. He also saw the importance of

assimilating the philosophical ideas which underlay modem progress.

In speaking of modernisation, Gibb says:

'It was not the technological revolution in itself

which determined the way in which the Western

societies evolved, but the philosophy, the rationale

of the West which gave direction to the manner in

which the new discoveries and new techniques were

2
exploited.'

It seems to have eluded former Nationalists that it was necessary to

accept the basic philosophic ideas of the West in order to be able
*

to make use of its technology, 'Without this, it would be impossible

to assimilate European technology.'"^ TahS Husayn was to emphasise

this same point years later in his Future of Culture in Egrvnt. Lutfl

a/-3ayyid dealt with other problems in Egypt such as the family and the

problem of marriage, and the problem of the Arabic language. He saw

the solution to these problems in the light of national independence

which would generate the virtues of freedom and representative

government.

Raoul Makarius has put forward the theory of the three stages of

the evolution of Egyptian ideas, an evolution seen in the context of

1. Ahmed, op. cit. p. 106.
2. Gibb, Studies on the Civilization of Islam, p. 323.
3. Ahmed, op. cit. p. 97.
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economic development in -"gypt.1 The first stage is the period of

newly introduced capitalism ending with the declaration of the

protectorate in 1914. This period he sees as dominated by -the ideas

of Muhammad 'Abduh. The second is the period between the wars - a

period dominated by the ideas of such writers as |aha Husayn (1889- ),
al-Maznl, Muhammad ljusoyn Haykal (1838-1956), and others. Haykal and

his associates in the Liberal Constitutional Party formed as an

opposition to the Wafd in 1922, supported neither the return to the past

of the conservatives nor the complete cutting adrift from the past

advocated by the secularists. Rather they were in support of a policy

of a slow process of education find reform. Theirs was to be a cautious

adaptation of "uropean methods to the existing level of general educa¬

tion in Egypt. Through their newspaper a^-Sjyasaffc. edited by Haykal,

they began to promote this slow revolution. Their greatest success

must be their organisation of the Egyptian University. On the negative

side, their attitude provoked first the establishment of the newspaper

al-Fath, which attacked them as a group which saw all Egyptian questions

in terms of European ideas. Later still, this opposition led to the

formation of the %slim Brotherhood in 1927. The third stage of this

evolution is given by Makarius as beginning towards the end of the Second

World War when capitalism was in full force with all its attendant

problems. This period was dominated by the adherents of Socialism and

Marxism.

The rise of the Muslim Brotherhood challenged the fundamental

assumption of the historical development of modern Egypt! the assumption

that there is a unified modern civilisation called into existence by

Western Europe and that Egypt must form part of this modern civilisation.

1, Makarius, op. cit. p. 21.
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The Muslin Brotherhood claimed the right to speak for the people and

demanded the establishment in Egypt of an Islamic state. Hasan

al-Banna, who founded the Muslim Brotherhood., had been educated in the

Azhar and was influenced greatly by the Hanarists. The Brotherhood

was wel1-orgaaised, and its influence was soon evident in every facet

of Egyptian life. It was characterised by m intense faith in Islam

and a readiness to support this faith with violence. It had a lot of

investments, and it established schools and mosques not only in Egypt

but also in other Arab countries such as Syria. Hasan al-Banna was

assassinated in 1949, and Hudaibl became the leader of the Brotherhood.

Because of its violenoe and involvement in politics, it was suppressed

after the Revolution of 1952.

Writing in What Is Our :'esss.re?. Ijfasan al-Banna says:

'It is the culture and civilisation of Islam which

deserve to be slop ted (in solving Egyptian social

problems) and not the materialistic philosophy of

Europe.

But the man who set down the ideas of the Muslim Brotherhood was Muhammad

Ghazzall. He wrote many books such as Islam and Economic Conditions.

Islam and Political Despotism. In 1950 his book Kin Huna Ha«lam was

published to refute the ideas put forward in a book by Xhalid Muhammad

Khalid(l920- ), Hjrt ITuna Nabda*. Khalid had restated the thesis of

•All 'Abd al-Eaziq about Islm having nothing to do with politics and

the general ordering of society. In Kin Huna Ha«lam, Ghazzall preached

a return to the ur'an and the traditions of the Prophet. H© asserted

that it was necessary to have an Islamic state which would defend Islam,

command what is pood and prohibit what is evil. He emphasised the

importance of pihSd. The problems of the country could be solved through

1. Hasan al-Bannfi, What Is Our !:e..-sage?. p. 5.
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Islamic socialism which would be based on monotheism and the brotherhood

of men. Besides these assertions and pious declarations, the ideas of

the Muslim Brotherhood were vague and completely out of touch with the

realities of the historical development of Egypt.

By the time 'AH Ahmad Ba-Kathfr arrived in Egypt in 1934, the \

Muslim Brotherhood had been silenced (but not completely destroyed,

since it was the inevitable movement of historical development), stemming

from the ideas and attitudes which underlay the publications of »A1I 'Abd

al-Raziq (islam and the Basis of Political Authority) and £aha Ilusayn (On
Pre-Islaaic Poetry). 'Abd al-Raziq had been educated in al-Azhar and

Oxford. He maintained in Ms book that the mission of Muhammad was

purely spiritual end not political. Abu Bakr created the Islamic state

aid tainted it with religious undertones. This interpretation of Islsnic

history led him to answer in the negative Ms major question 'Is the

Caliphate necessary?' and, growing out of this question, another one 'Is

there an Islamic system of government?*. As would be expected, he was

condemned by the peeper al-Fatfr just as ^aha Ijusayn was because of his

book On Pre-Islamic Pootrv. The uproar which arose around these two
1

books 'was a turning-point in Egyotian thought'.

The violent reaction to his book made ^aha busayn proclaim his

pMlosophy of the dual nature of roan - as a rational pMlosopher and a

sentient believer in Islam. But in another book published in 1930 faha

yusayn seems to have returned to his original revolutionary self. The

publication of this book, Safran says,

'was intended to stop what he (Taha Husayn) considered to

be a drift into intellectual chaos and in which he pleaded
2

once again the case for an unequivocal Western orientation.'

1, Ahmed, op. cit. p. 119.
2, bafran, op. cat. p. 175.
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In the took entitled The Future of Culture in Egypt. Jaha rjusayn propounded

his theory of the Mediterranean mind of Egypt# Egypt's rightful place was

with Europe. Thus, in accepting Westernisation, there could be no dis¬

crimination. Egypt must take both the good and the bad. As for those

who talked of the spirituality of the East and the materialism of the West,

it was either that they did not understand the West or else they over¬

estimated the East.

The social situation referred, to above in connection with the

theory of Makarius was soon to filter the intellectual demands of the
£cico(

society. The death of -Ssgdr Zaghlul in 1927, the repeal of the 1923

Constitution, the failure of the Wafd in the 1936 Treaty, the humilia¬

tion attendant on the British imposition of an unpopular government in

1942 and the problems of capitalist Industrial expansion after the Second

World '.Jar - all these now demanded national liberation and social

justice.

Before continuing the discussion of the solutions offered on

both sides of the intellectual movement to the problems of liberation

and social justice, it is necessary to pause briefly to consider the

problem cf women in the new Egypt. This is because it touched both

the radicals and the conservatives, since they had wives and daughters.

Whereas their pronouncements on politics and social justice might be

accepted as possibilities with little scope for immediate implementation,

any pronouncements they made on the subject of the liberation of women

from ancient Muslim customs such as the veil might be tasted against

their own family and relations. One may note that the process of

secularisation continued despite the opposition of conservatives

while the position of women remained, with few exceptions, as it had

been long before the contact with the West in spite of the wishes of the

radicals. The problem of the liberation of women in Egypt was a pointer
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to what was wished as against what really was allowed to be.

B&th- the secular «$d the theocratic trend in the Egyptian

intellectual movement &3i& «s>t eft©» sides strictly according to

their public postures on otlier Issues. Centuries of Islam had locked

up woman and restricted her to the kitchen or the harem. Qasira Amin

wrote a bode in 1899 entitled Tahri r al«-Har'a|fe» He was born in 1065,

of Kurdish stock. He had a French education, and was much influenced by

French writers. In Ms book Qasim Arain attributed the cause of decay

in Islaa to the disappearance of social virtues. This disappearance cf

social virtues stemmed from ignorance which began in the family. The

rdle of woman was to form the morals of the society, but she was not

free. To restore social virtues and revive Islam, woman must be set

free. This was to be done through her education. If she was educated

she could be economically free and able to earn her keep. Ba-Kathxr

deals in his play Cats and Mice with the implications and complications

that could result fron having an economically independent woman for a

wife. The second suggestion which ' asim Amin made was that polygamy

must be abolished and the political rights of veraen asserted. In a

second book, al-!!ar'a% al-Jad£ds&, published in 1900, Qlsia Amin

strengthened his arguments by incorporating Western social thought,

especially the writings of Herbert Opencer. As would be expected, these

books were roundly condemned by Rashid Ri<|a and his Kanarists.

By the end of the Second World War this issue of the position of

women in the Egyptian society, as well as many other issues on which the

secularists and the conservatives were in disagreement, had been overtaken

1. Dr. P.J.E. Cschia has given the example of 'a leading modernist
like al-'Aqqad* and his attitude to the problem of women in Egypt.
'Assumptions and Aspirations of Egyptian Modernists', p. 24.
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by social change. Industrially, Egypt had taken, over as much of

Western technological advances as possible. The Sharl'a had long before

been sidetracked in favour of Western legal systems. Moreover, the

social problems attendant on an industrial stats called for social

justice, Egypt's proHems after the war were twofold: the achievement

of social justice, aid the achievement of conplete independence. As

stated above, the solutions which the Muslim Brothers offered, and which

they backed with violence, were out of touch with the realities of the

extent of secularisation in the Egyptian society.

As for the Leftists, they were an amalgam of genuine Marxists,

half-baked socialists and unemployed anarchists. They felt strongly

both the urgency of doing away with the British presence and bringing

about social justice in Egypt. Like most intellectuals from the Afro-

Asian states, these people were attracted by Marxism and saw the

salvation of "their countiy in terms of a socialist revolution. But

they were not united in one single body. Instead, they clustered around

a number of ephemeral newspapers, disbanding whenever the authorities

struck and. re-clustering when the authorities relaxed. It is therefore

difficult to enumerate what the ideas of these intellectuals were except

that, like the theocratic Muslim Brothers, they too were opposed to the

British presence and appalled by the gap between the rich and the poor.

It is possible to say that the ideas of these Marxists might have

crystallised into parties and groups but for the Revolution of 1952.

The Free Officers, under the leadership of 'Abd an~Ha§ir, staged

a successful coup d'6tat in 1952. In his Philosophy of the Revolution.

•Abd an-Mafir gives a picture of the confused state of ideas in Egypt at
the time of the coup:
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*Every idea vie listened to was nothing but an attack

on son© other idea.*

The leaders of the Revolution refused to come into the arms of either

the Muslim Brotherhood or the Marxists. The Muslin Brotherhood was

later banned and the leaders gaoled or hanged. The Marxists were

suppressed at the very time «Abd an-N5§ir was being welcomed in Coimunist

countries. Political and intellectual freedom was suppressed during

the period of 'AM sn~Na$ir*s leadership. He satisfied neither the

Marxists nor the conservatives. While his banning of the Muslin Brothers

night have pleased the Marxists, his involvement in the Arab-Israeli

conflict had the complete support of only the conservatives. For

everybody his image of dynamism in the face of European powers, especially

Britain, was a welcome substitute to much-needed social reforms at home.

This, then, was the intellectual background against which 'All

Ahmad Ba-Kathfr lived and worked for thirty-five years before he died in

1969. The following exposition of his main ideas will show lhat he was

always on the side of the conservatives. Moreover, and with all the

awareness of his family's denial of his ever being a member of the Muslim

Brotherhood, his work can be read as a literary apologia for the ideals

of that Brotherhood. What is more, Ba-Kathir is the only writer of note

who consistently dealt with themes which -can be associated with the ideas

of the theocratic trend of the Egyptian intellectual raovemmt.

It will not be too much to say that Ba-Kathlr's exasperation at

Western imperialism in the Kiddle East fed his creative powers all his

life. His continuous attacks on these Western powers in his plays form

the bulk of his writing. Naturally he saw beyond the exit of Western

powers from the Middle East. This led him to the more difficult problem

1. 'AM an-Nasir, I rant's Liberation (translation of Falsafat
al-Thawrafc). p. 34.
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of criticising Arab governments who might not feel too well-disposed to

tolerate him. In later years he had to resort to themes from mythology

and history to conceal his criticism of these countries. But on both

the problem of Western powers in the Middle East and the state of weak¬

ness of the Arab countries, his call was to everybody to rally round an

Arab-Is laaic flag, "hile it is easy to say that anyone #10 professes

Islam as his religion might be invited to join, hos? docs one define an

Arab? As far as Ba Kathlr is concerned, he does not seem to have had

much trouble in doing this. One of his characters declares indignantly

to another one:

•You ignorant thing ... Arab nationalism is not based

on races, and anyone living in the land of the Arabs

is an Arab although he might by race be a Chinese.

Take Salah al-DIn al-Ayyubx, who was of Kurdish origin.

Was he not one of the heroes of the Arabs and of Islam?

And Nurf al-Sa*£d, said to be of Kurdish origin too, is

he more than a traitor araong traitors to the Arab cause?

The reference to Kurds in this speech is explained when one knows that

this particular play, The Unique header, deals with Iraq under Qasim.

In the two novels b'a Islamah and Slrat Shuja* one finds statements

to the effect that someone has betrayed the country and Islam. Ba-Katl Ir

1« The Unique Leader, Act I, p. 10.
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uses bilad for country in this context, and this is supposed to cover all

the Arab lands. Other terras used to designate the same idea besides
2 3

bilad al-Islam are din wa watan, Uraraah wa din, bilad al-'Arab wa al-

Islara,^ bilad al-'Arab wa al-Huslimln,^ a^-Dayia wa al-Wafran wa al-'Arab
6

wa al-Islaa. These terms occur so profusely that it is not possible to

list all of them. What is of major interest here is that words denoting
7

territorial limits go hand-in-hand with religion.

There is nothing particularly original in this idea of Ba-Katilr.

The concept of religion being the boundary to be recognised rather than

national boundaries is a centre-piece in the ideas of the Muslim Brothers.

His addition, that the whole history of all the countries in the Middle

East, pre-Islamic as well as post-Is Ian ic, is the heritage of all Arabs

and Muslims# is not original either. In the furtherance of this idea

he chose themes froa the history and mythology of different Arab

countries.

1, Wa. Isiaraah, p. 142.

2. ibid., p. 192.
3* ibid., p. 260,
4. Slrat ohuja*, p. 27.

5. ibict», p. 237.
6. ibid., p. 293.
7. ibid., p. 265.
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•a-JAathi r quotes tvro lines from al-Mutannalu at the beginning of

his historical play AkhnatSn wa Nifirtf ti to support his concept of the

unity of all the aspects of the history of Arab countries:

o/* fx*

Writing much, later in Fann al-Masrahiyya, he asks:

•Is Egypt not an Arab country in the first rank of

Arab countries? Is its ancient history not part of

its whole history and so has to be part of the history

of Arabs whose heritage ought to be dear to everyone:

the Pharaonle civilisation in I cypt, the Babylonian

civilisation in Iraq and the Phoenician civilisation in

Cyria? What is the difference between these civiliza¬

tions and the Sabaean civilisation in Yemen? Are all

these not connected with the inhabitants of these ancient

regions who arc toe ancestors of the Arabs of to-day in
2

these parts?*

This concept is not completely unlike al-'Aqqad's concept of equating
3

Arab with Semite*

Like his idea that opposition to Western imperialism and internal

reform must be organised around a *Muslim core of consciousness*,^
Ba-Kathir's concept of Arab history was not particularly original. The

interesting thing is that it ties up with that of the Muslim Brothers.

1. Akhnatun wa Nifirtiti, p. 11.

2. Ba-Kathlr, Pann a1-Masrahiyya, p. 38.

3. Athar al-'Arabf ff al-h8darat al-'Urubj-yya. See also article
'The Use of History by Modern Arab Writers', by Anwar G. Chejne,
K.P.J. No. 14, I960.

4. Cachia, 'Assumptions and Aspirations of Egyptian Modernists',
p. 18.
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Another point of agreement between Ta-Kathlr and the Muslim

Brotherhood is the readiness to use violence to achieve their political

aims. While the Brotherhood used violence in reality, Ba-Kathlr employs

it in tlie only area he controlled, his writing. A revolution ends the

following plays: An Empire for Sale. God's Chosen Peonle. The Unique

Leader. The Simple Fellah and Juha!s Kail. It would seem as if Ba-Kathlr

believed during the period he wrote the comedies that a few coups d'6tat

and a few executions would solve the problem of the .Arabs. In none of

the five plays listed above are we told erf" what fellows the coups d'6tat.

What we get is a euphoric feeling that, since some people have been shot

dead, there will be peace.

Much later, Ba-Kathlr seemed to have changed his opinion from this

simplistic attitude to a more realistic attempt to imagine what best to

do. In The Red I-evolutionary he seen® to cone to the conclusion -that,

even when violence is on the side of justice soil fair-dealing, it is still

necessary to concede to the authorities the- chance of putting things right.

It may also be said that, by the time Ba-Kathlr wrote this novel, he had

lost his feeling that he had all the answers to all the problems which,

plagued the Arab countries, especially since the imperialists, who had

been the ready whip-dogs, were now no more.

Ba-Kathlr*s Arab-Islamic unity was propped up by his reading of

the history of those countries of the Middle Mast which are Arab, and was

to be secured through the violent overthrow of governments. How did his

use of language further his literary as well as his political aims? It

would seem unusual that political aims are to be discerned in the

language of literature. Generally, it is unusual, but Ba-Kathlr considers

the political implications of his language as well as the literary.
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Language has always been a major problem for the Arab writer.

One of the reasons for this situation is the dual nature of language

in the Arab world where peo le have en ancient allegiance to the

classical language while, at the same tine, they express their day-to-day

wishes, aspirations and ambitions in the colloquial language of their

region. Each inciter has had to make his own decisions as tc which of

these two he would use for his literary works. One writer lias even

used both in the some work*1 In discussing the problem of language,

Ba-Kathlr asks two questions: What type of reality is language supposed

to serve - artistic reality or social reality? Must each region of the

Arab world use its own colloquial language in drama? To begin with the

problem of reality, a fellah is not supposed to speak like a professor

of Arabic. But Ba-Kathlr calls this a superficial, simplistic approach.

Art, he says, is not a photographic recording of life. Art is an attempt

at reproducing and expressing a critique of life. Othello speaks of

Italy in Elizabethan ngliah. Why is this accepted or acceptable?

Ba-Kathir thinks that the Egyptian stage had been pampered into accepting

colloquial language and the audience would not make the effort to follow

a play in classical 'Tabic. Ba-Kathlr goes on to say that no writer

has ever recorded the speed', of everyday life. It would bore his

audience aid his readers. The artist has had to embellish language to

make it appeal to his audience. It is BS-Kathlr's belief that it is

not possible to embellish colloquial language. The writer can only

quote it. He therefore concludes that there is no artistic room for

the writer to manoeuvre.

1. Tawflq al-Katdtm in his play al-Safqa.
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Another consideration of Ba-Kathlr*s rainst use of the

colloquial is that there is no generally accepted or acceptable

colloquial for any particular region. Cairene colloquial is different

from the colloquial used in Upper Egypt. Ba-Kathir again concludes

that since language is living and since, according to him, no writer

can make the colloquial language grow, the classical language which he

thinks is nore responsive to individual writers is the language to U3e.

Besides all these literary reasons, Ba-Kathir gives another

reason, which is political. He believes that for the good of Arab-

Islamic unity, writers must use the classical language of the pur'an

so -that they can address an audience larger than they would normally

address using the colloquial of their regions.

It would be difficult to say categorically which of these two

main reasons is more important in his decision to use the classical

language in his works. In the section on Language in Farm al-Kasrafriyya

Ba-Kathir seems to give the impression that both literary and

nationalistic considerations are inportant in making his choice.*
Ba-Kathir does not use a particularly striking style. One

could read a page or two and recognise the style of faha Husayn or

Ha jib ilahfilj. But there is nothing striking in the style of Ba-Kathir

except for the intrusion sometimes of phrase3 that could be of English

origin. It could be said that he writes Arabic with 'unrelieved good

sense'. Sometimes this style is plain, clear, repetitive, for

example:

1. op. cit. FK, pp. 76 - 82.
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At other tines, his sentences are long-winded, as in the following

sentence:
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1.

2.

Sirat Shuja', p. 16.

Wa Islanah, p. 121.
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Even when Ba-Kathlr uses short sentences, they are often cliche-

ridden.

JL» »J~>J 1 l*Jie Jyw
«

Jjk—. JL> 1 V O ^
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In those plays which are not poetic drama, the plainness of the

style of the novels can be seen. The characters seem to speak as if

they were all one and the same person. The on3y time Ba-Kathlr makes

any attempt to differentiate his characters is when he is consciously
2

portraying social stratification.

1. W& Isi amah, p. 103.

2. al-Dnnya FawdS, p. 12.
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-C^h*
y>j LviLi- ) ? cytU- J*3** ' ^^ I j I* ! L<y y~"

(< jVujI
* (j?■*» Vi ^ • l>* yV

o»£ • • ♦ dL«a—*■* (jIP • I—^
! j

In the above dialogue, Ba-JCathlr resorts to Gairene colloqtd.nl
fi>«*7yyu.mL

Arabic to show the social positions of Jte&am. and Sonia, his doctor

employer. Ba-Kathlr also differentiates the two characters in a
>3 0,yyd*r>T

second manner. He does this by making #, a simple peasant of

Upper Egypt extraction, wonder in astonishment at his mistress*

refusal to use sugar in her coffee despite the fact that, thanks to

Allah, they have sugar in abundance in the house. This second

manner of characterisation is B§-Kathlr's answer to those who insist

that a playwright must use the colloquial on the stage in order to

effect social stratification. One must notice, all the same, that

this is a manner of character representation better suited to novel-

writing than to writing for the stage.
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The other feature of 1S-Ket:fr's style which brings in son®

variation is the phrases which could be of English origin. There are

a few ©ztsaploo of these in the novels, such as:
c

^ JL) 1 j cJj j J y3 <jt j
(ani above that, he is the father of Ban!yya)

*-\a Si , JLft e_ijL .

2
_ "J
(and ho stood on his two feet).

But it is in the plays that these exanplee are multiplied, This is

especially so in the collection of plays Basrah as- lySsaf, where the

preooneo of English characters nates this a convenient character-

identity, A few of the examples which can be fours! in the plays are:

I Jlp J5 -A
3 . .

(Given that the Europeans have been fair . , .)
aid

(jJkj SAAZJ
4

(rlan lies but his work remains behind his).

While the first example is not uncommon in Arabic, the second echoes

tte Shakespearean lines from Julius Caesar:

•The evil that nen do lives after tecm;
5

The good is oft interred with tteir bones;*,'

1, Slrat -huj5«, p. 146.

2, alVThS'Lr c.l-'hmar, p. 14.

3, l)Sr ibn Luqaan, p, 108.

4, ibid., p. 137.
5, Act 3, heme 2.
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Sometimes Ba-Kathir makes use of more than just the phrase which

mi^it recall an EngLish equivalent. He uses an idea which might not

necessarily have an Arabic equivalent. For instance, some men are

labelled in ,-ha'b Allah al-Hukhtar as:

1 u**U- j y.Us ^j\
(They are all fifth columnists).

The conclusion one can reach from all this is that, when writing

prose passages, Ba-Kathir took hardly any pains with his style. He was

more concerned with communicating his ideas than with making an attempt

at elegance. But in his poetry, especially as shown in the poetic

dramas, he was more careful, and this is why these plays read better and

are more interesting stylistically than the other plays.

1. Sha*b AllSh al-Hukhtar, p. 34.



CONCLUSION

"It is a pity tiiat one cannot see the
learned entrails of authors so as to
discover what they have eaten."

- Freud



The foregoing, then, has been an attempt to see how Ba-Kathlr

solves the problem of the conflict implicit in drama between an alien

literary form and the Islamic content of hi3 plays. It must be obvious

by now that Ba-Kathlr was not conscious of this conflict betv.'een form and

content in drama. Because Ba-Kathir was not conscious of this conflict,

he did not work towards resolving it. One may tempor censure of a

playwright or a novelist for being ignorant of the basic features of the

form in which he is working, especially if such a fom has evolved from

a literary and cultural experience different from his own as is the case

of drama in Arabic Literature. But the critic must carry full blame

for such ignorance. The rdle of the critic is not only that of helping

the public to a better appreciation of an artist but also aiding the

artist to a greater realisation of his potentialities by way of giving

him a deeper comprehension of his work. The Arabic critic of drama

has not shown any deep comprehension of the drama form and he has

therefore not been of much help to the Arab playwright.

In the particular case of Ba-Kathlr, who was aware of some of

the historical development of drama in the best, his lead was not

pursued because of two main reasons. The first is that his politics

alienated those who could have benefited bcth themselves and Ba-Kathlr

from such a follow-up, Tim© and the changes it brings to political

questions will erase this basic antagonism. Lore and more, literary

questions are likely to transcend political bickerings in the considera¬

tion of the careers of literary men. It means, then, that Egyptian

critics will redeem the name of Ba-Kathlr and give him his proper place

among contemporary writers. Should they fail to do this, it would seem

that non-Egyptian critics interested in Arabic Literature of the modern

period will have to continue to call the attention of ! gy tians to him.
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This is already happening, especially with more work being done on

Ba-Kathlr's contribution to the blank verse and freo verse movements

in Modern Arabic Literature. Perhaps this is good in that a nuch-

needed historically critical perspective not easily achieved from within

nay be applied to Arabic Literature In Egypt.

The second reason for the neglect of tho work of Ea-Kathir is

the feeling that he is a bad writer anyway# nobody until now has

attempted to justify or rafute this statement# Taking into considera¬

tion the amount BS-Katfclr published - about seventy plays, five novels

and contributions of poetry to magazines and anthologies (although

quantity does not guarantee quality) - this feeling may not be

altogether true. Others with a similar record have found for them¬

selves places in the histoiy of contemporary Arabic Literature.

Ba-Kat fr's historical novels arc still read and reprinted# For

a writer given to discursive and long-winded reportage, Ea-KatLIr sight

have been better advised to stick to prose narrative. He is almost

incapable of making anything happen on the stage. His dramatic points

are made in dialogue, rather than in action. Moreover, he either lacked

the artistic courage to explore the possibilities of language, or else

he had no patience for it.

As for his poetry, the situatim is a little different. Those

poemB written in the tradition of classical Arabic poetry arouse hardly

any interest in critics of modern Arabic poetry. On the other hand,

his experiments in blank and free verse (Ba-Kathlr does not distinguish

between these two) are of importance to those movements in Modern Arabic

Literature.

More than any other contemporary playwright, Ba-Kathlr worked

towards reversing the history of the theatre in Egypt# Ho had before



him an audience which had been pampered rith buffoonery and raised on

local jokes. He decided to lift it to the level of sophistication

nearing what would be expected in a nodem society. More drastic still

for the history of the theatre in Egypt and for his literary career

was ha-Knthfr'o decision to use classical Arabic for his comedies.

But in both endeavours he failed.

One reason is that he was not a cynic by nature, nor was he cut

out by upbringing to amuse others. For one who wished to write comedy,

he took himself far too seriously and too earnestly. That some of his

comedies succeeded was in spite sad not because of himself. One can

almost picture BSr-Kathlr waiting impatiently for the audience to stop

clapping for Ju£a and listen to his political hand-out.

A second reason for Ba-Katblr's failure is that he dealt with

social and political realities in his comedies. He should either have

dealt with both problem and solution realistically or else lie should

simply have satirised both social and political situations without over¬

burdening his material with oncc-and-for-all-time solutins. But

Ba-Kathifr was too committed a writer to avoid providing answers, answers

which were unrealistic, and he had nothing cf the cynic to take joy in

simply making fun of others. By mixing realistic problems with un¬

realistic solutions, prescribing answers rather than provoking questions,

Ba-Kathlr contributed in no small measure to the failure of the bulk of

Ms comedies.

If

'in comedy we see the petty vices laid bare and in

tragedy (we see) the royal evils which 'teacheth the

uncertainty of this world, and upon hox* weake foundations

guilden roofes are builded",1

1. Sir PMlip Sidney, An Apologic for i'oetrie, p. 45.



thon orthodox Muslim society cannot nurture tragedy any more than

another monotheistic society can. Ba-£athlr would have had to go

outside hi: self and outside his own society in order to produce a

tragedy worthy of that name. Here too, as in the comedies, both

BS-Kathlr and Muslim society must share the responsibility for the

inability to nurture tragedy in Modern Arabic Literature. It is not

as if any other Arab playwright operating within the same conditions

as BS-Kathlr has been able to produce a worthwhile tragic play.

While sone of Ba-Katxr's comments on drama in Arabic Literature

are sometimes deeply discerning, such as the relationship between ritual

dance drama and the ultimate development of drama as an independent

art form, others are superficial and not fully explored. The reference

here is particularly to Ba-Kathfr's suggestion of the monotheistic

nature of pre-Islamic paganism, Pre-Islamic paganism had a religion

•qa'in *al& al-Tawhld1.This was the religion of Ibrahim and Isma'Il.

Because the religion was monotheistic, says Ra-Kathlr, no deep ritualistic

system evolved comparable to that which produced Greek religious drama.

By refusing to pursue the logic implicit in his statements, by stopping

halfway to make convenient conclusions, Ba-Kathlr makes it Impossible for

himself to understand the drama fom he is using. Always, he seems

inpatient to get on to his political .-aid social message.

As has been noted in this thesis, many of Ba-Kathfr's comedies

end in revolutions overthrowing tho regime which is not friendly to his

political ideas. This has led to facile articles in the Arabic press

2
about the works of Pa-Kathfr and the place of revolution in them*

As far as one can make out, Ba-Kathlr*s revolutionary solution is nothing

1. FM p. 31.

2. Bee al-IIasrah, special no, or. Egyptian drama, July 1965,
pp. 42 • 46.



- 175 -

more than a military take-over of power and an immediate handing-over

of such power to a group dedicated to a return to pristine Islam.

Ba-Kathlr was too keen a propagandist to allow his artistic

talent to take its natural course. He was too conservative an artist

to venture beyond the confines of the form. He was too much of a

Muslim to subject his material to the directives of his borrowed form.

He was too set in his ways to sympathise with the march of events,

especially the process of secularism in Egypt. He was too egocentric

to change his opinions. No wonder, then, that he was out of step with

most of his contemporaries, since:

•We hate poetry that has a palpable design upon us »

and if we do not agree, seems to put its hand in

its breeches pocket*

While the present generation might object to Ba-Kathlr, future genera¬

tions are likely to turn to his work to see how a Muslim of conservative

disposition treated imaginatively the social and political conflicts of

his age. His solutions are not likely to be of interest to them, but his

approach, his experiments and even his failures will have something to say

to them.

1. John Keats, Letter's,



APPENDIX

Critical Eusuaaries of oone Other Plays of Ba-Kathir

Mentioned but not Dealt i-ath in Detail

in the Body of the Thesis
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Par Ibn LugaSn

This is one of the few plays of Ba-Kathlr which have lists of

dramatis oersonae. However, as if to offset this advantage, the acts

are conventionally nunibered but the scenes are numbered independently of

the numbering of the acts.

The Sultan is ill and on the verge of death. The French

Crusaders are at the doors of the Islamic Empire, The Kamluks, who

form the bulk of the Egyptian army, refuse to obey their commander

Fakhr al-DIn when he orders 1hem to face the enemies of Islam, When

Falchr al-DIn complains to the ailing Sultan, he is angry with them and

orders some of then to be executed. But these are later pardoned. The

Sultan refuses the request of the soldiers that Fakhr al-DIn be relieved

of his post as commander of the array. This refusal angers the Kamluks,

But Fakhr al-DIn tells them of his plan to depose the Sultan and take his

place in spite of his oath of allegiance to the Sultan,

The Sultan's wife, Shajarat al-Lmrr, is in sympathy with the

Hamluks. Her own son had died, and another son of the Sultan, Turfin Shah,

loft the palace long ago when he was young, Shajarat al-Purr elans that,

when the Sultan dies, the news shall be kept secret so that the French

will >-ot exploit the disorder that may follow uncertain succession. It

becomes more difficult to place Shajarat al-Purr's sympathy when she

sends Ahmad to tell Fakhr al-T)In to beware of the Maialuks.

it the court of Louis IX of France, the women exchange gossip,

But they are of little importance to the action of the play generally

and to this scene in particular, Ba-Kathlr's use of the wife of

Louis IX as the defender of Islam and all things Islamic is unsatisfactory

and savours of the apologetic literature of many Muslim writers at the
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beginning of this century. There is the special exanple of al-'Aqqad,

who quotes the opinion of European Orientalists extensively in support

of Islam on the grounds that the praise of an enemy is worthy of the

notice of Europeans. A^mad, who is a honey-maker, escapes and flees

the Sultan's palace because he is not allowed to marry his cousin Na*£sa.

"he Sultan dies} and, while Egypt awaits the return of Turin ShSh,

Falhr al-Dln deputises for him. He sends messengers to the French King

offering him Jerusalem, Ascalon and Tiberias if he refrains from attacking

Egypt. Some of the courtiers of the King advise acceptance, while

others counsel rejection. Aljmad, who is now at the court of the King,

is called to give his view, partly to test his sincerity to the French,

He advises the French to reject the offer on ihe grounds that Fakhr al-DIn

is in no position to defend himself against ihe French. The King takes

this view, and prepa es for war with Egypt# Ahmad goes away to a lonely

spot to cry for betraying Islam on account of a peasant girl.

But we are also told that A^mad's rSle is that of an agent
■provocateur in the French court. When the French attack Egypt they are

defeated. Fakhr al-Dln dies in ihe first battle when the Mamluks abandon

him. AJjmad comes under suspicion of being a Huslim spy against the French

arid is put in prison. Two reasons lead to his final release and acquittal.

One is that, while the battle was going on, he saved the life of a French

officer, He has him put in a safe place in ihe palace of the Sultan.
'

ncn hie fighting is over they go together back to ihe French, and the

officer testifies to Ahmad's sincerity. The second reason is that

Margaret, the French Queen, supports A^mad and, no matter viiat he is

accused of, she defends him. Fortunately for A^mad, the King accepts

her views. A^mad is interrogated about hie activities on the day of the

battle.
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The ease with which -Ahmad deceives the French is unacceptable.

They have to be morons to accept such excuses as lie gives for his

actions. He is not particularly intelligent, either. One wonders

how he is able to sway monarchs and experienced courtiers. Ba-Kathir

loses the concentration of the play by going into the problems of Louis

IX and his wife,

lien the French are defeated the King is captured with most of

his court* This is made possible by the work of Ahmad. To the

annoyance of intelligent readers, the ueen continues to defend not only

Ahmad but Muslims in general.

Conveniently, Abroad is made (by the playwright) to avoid

encountering his erstwhile friends whom he has betrayed, and nobody

raises the question with the Queen who, we are suddenly told, is nine

months pregnant. TurSn ShSh becomes the Sultan of t^ypt, but he is

very rapacious and so alienates Shajarat al-Durr and Ahmad, the latter

because of his interest in Ma'Isa.

The agreement between the French and the Muslims is that the

French should ransom their King and his family. But the French delay

in paying the ransom. Meanwhile, Turan Shah has been killed, and

Shajarat al-Durr becomes the Sultana. Through her kindness, the

prisoners are treated well. Margaret goes away to raise the ransom.

While she is away, the Muslims attack the town of where the

French King has his ariry. Margaret pays part of the money, and the

King and his court are set free. Ahmad is able to marry Na'Isa at last.
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al-Dudat wa al-Thu' ban

This is the first of a trilogy dealing with the French invasion

of Egypt in 1798. The other two plays were never published, if ever

they were written. There are too many characters, possibly as a result

of the intended length.

Nothing hapnens in the first act; it merely describes the

situation of Egypt at the time. The focus of attention is a group of

blind beggars who are apparently very rich and who tire trusted by

leading citisens of cairo. The head of this group is Shaykh SulaymSn.

Sulayman nourishes a private ambition, known to his followers, of ruling

Egypt since he is an Egyptian in flesh and blood. He does not believe -

and in this he seems to represent the view of the playwright - that the

Kamluks will defend Egypt against the French, because they do not belong

to the country. They are not dependable in the fight for Allah. The

best course of action at this point is to organise a people's array.

<Umar Makram does not agree with Shaykh HulaymSn's solution. He incites

tie people to riot and to disobey the French. "nny rich people, in the

face of the French victory, come to deposit their wealth, mostly

jewellery, with Shaykh Sulayman.

Napoleon is now settled in Egypt. There still exist some pockets

of resistance to his rule, but he fears the English and the Turks rather

than the Egyptians. He is hi^ily-strung, unhappy and restless. He

writes a letter and then tears it up. In a discussion with one of his

aides, he reveals his aim of caning to Egypt as the liberator of

Egyptians from the Mamluks and ths Turks, When Shaykh Sulayman comes

to see him, they discuss the possibility of creating companies of

soldiers made up of fellahs and other Egyptians. Napoleon is intelligent
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enou^i to see through this, especially the possibility of such a force

being deployed against him, After SulaymSn leaves with nothing positive

from Napoleon, the wife of Murad Bey, a prisoner of Napoleon, comes to

see the Emperor. When Napoleon makes passes at her, she walks out.

Napoleon moans that, despite his being conqueror of Italy and victor over

the EEsmluks, the traitor Kurad Bey is happier than ho is in that he has a

faithful wife. We learn from hie soliloquy that he has received a letter

that day informing hln of the unfaithfulness of Josephine in Paris.

Back in the house of Ehaykh Sulaymn, t: ere is a meeting of leaders

from the whole of Eg.pt. The revolution against Napoleon is planned,

and an opportunity is awaited to spring a surprise on the complacent

French and the Kamluks.

Napoleon visits Shaykh Sulayman, and offers hin the Sultanate of

Egypt. Ehaykh Sulayman refuses, and this refusal angers Napoleon*

Shaykh Sulayman suspects that Napoleon is only interested in using Mm.
p3?\Zc\

We leazn that M3d, Sulayman's half-wit of a son, has his wife in the

fifth month of pregnancy. We have been told in Act I that she is

pregnant. Thus, all the incidents recorded in Acts II and III have

tak®. place within the last five months.

The revolution fails. After seven hundred and twenty-nine people

have been interrogated and executed, the French still cannot find the

leader of the revolution. One would have expected Napoleon to know or

suspect that it is Shaykh Sulaynan, Ba-Kathfr's aim seems to be to

make the point that none of the people interrogated feared to die

'fx oabll Allah'. Napoleon has both Shaykh Sulayman and his associate,

Shaykh al-Sadat, arrested. They are interrogated and both refuse to

admit responsibility for the leadership of the revolt. Napoleon promises

Shaykh Sulayman Ms safety on conditi n that he co-operates with him.
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ba'acf
•After you have killed ray wife, Umm .DjSthl? ' asks Sulayraan, Napoleon

replies that she is alive. She comes out and Shaykh Sulsyman is happy.

When Napoleon stretches out his hand to seal their newly made under¬

standing, Shaykh Sulayman spits on Mm. Napoleon orders his immediate

execution along with Shaykh al-^adat. Both of them go to their deaths

heroically defiant of the French.

Qita^ wa Flran

There are only five characters in this play - 'Adil, the well-

read son of Dr. Ru$l, a gynaecologist; Ramzl, the friend of 'Adil;
Hafisa Hanem, mother of Samiya and a widow who later marries Dr. Radi,

himself a widower, 'Adil's mother having died some time earlier. The

continuous working hours of Samiya threaten to break her marriage.

Samiya saves all her money. 'Adil is dissatisfied as a result of his

wife's neglect of him. He talks of murdering her. Naflsa Honem

supports her daughter, and even advises her to move out of her husband's

house and live with her since her life is in danger. Dr. Ra<|I tries to

reconcile the young couple, and takes their children to live with Mm so

that they will not witness the tension in their parents* hone. Also,

Dr. HadI gives money to the couple to ease the financial stir, in on 'Mil's

twenty-five pound salary. Samiya does not contribute to the housekeeping.

Or. P.54I is alarmed when his son kills a cockerel in order to get

practice in taking lives. He takes 'Adil to his hoisae to look after

him. Both Naflsa Hnnem and Samiya also co -e to stay in Dr. Rami's

house. Together the two parents work to reconcile their cMldren.

Later 'Adil and Saniya are reconciled, Samiya giving up her work.

Both 'Adil and SSmiya find themselves op osed to the proposed marriage

between Dr. Rax]I and Naflsa Hanem. Later they accept it. With Ramzi,
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'Adil's friend, winning the hand of Qamar, a girl we know nothing about

save the name, ihe number of happy couples rises to three. The only

dark shadow is the news that Ranzl's former wife and her new husband

have died on thoir honeymoon in an accident in the Lebanese mountains.

al-Punya Fawfla

La Femne Ilodemte is a club run by the emancipated women of

Egypt headed by the masculine woman president, Sonia. Dr. Ghandura,

another emancipated woman, is a biologist who has been carrying out

sex change experiments on guinea-pigs. She now approaches an important

stage in her experiments where she needs more money to carry on the work.

What is even more important, she needs willing people for this stage of

the experiment. Conia promises to present her request to the executive

committee of the club. The club's ideal is the complete liberation of

women from the bondage of men. But they spend most cf their time in the

club discussing clothes. A£aad, cousin to Sonia and formally her future

husband, calls at the club to see her* From this time to the end of the

play, A^mad ironically becomes the centre of the action of the play

instead of the women. Susu, an effeminate man, takes to Atuaad, Later

he dilnks some of Dr. Ghandura's potion and becomes a woman with the name

of Susan. Susan now pursues 'her' desire and declares 'her* love for

A^mad. Sonia* too, takes the potion aid becomes a man with the name of

Hasani. 'He' declares 'Ms' love for Kuhja, a beautiful young member

of the club. Ileanwhile, there is an understanding between Dr. Ghandura

and Abroad that she would change everybotfer in the world to the opposite

sex and only the two of thorn would be left in their natural state. Far¬

fetched as this dream may seem, Dr. Ghandura clings to it tenaciously.
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The climax of Ike play cones when we discover that Aipad and

Muhja are very much in love with one another. Susan is disappointed.

Hasan! is angry with A^mad for taring his girl-friend. Dr. Ghandura
storms off the stage (or page) calli g curses on .triad for betraying

her. Hasan! and Susan console one another by deciding to get married.

The play ends with HasanI and Ahrad discussing the possibility of forming

a society for the protection of ihe rights of men.

Sirr Shahrazad

ShahraySr is in his Queen*s bedroom. As usual in the beginning

of many of Ba-Kathir*s plays, there is no action. v'e learn that

ShahxaySr has sacked Ms wasir Mr al-DIn and replaced Mm with Rukn al-Din

who seems to be making a royal mess of everything. The people of the

country are discontented. When his Queen is disappointed that Shahrayar

is unwilling or unable to go to bed with her, she decides to hurt Mm.

She brings a negro slave into her bed and then encourages one of her

servants to tell on her. Shahrayar is enraged and he kills the slave.

In further discussions between Budur, the ween, and Shahrayar, she calls

him a eunuch. So he kills her. In the National Theatre production of

this play, Ba-Kathlr writes in Pann al-Hasrahiyya, the play starts from

Act II 'so as to avoid any feeling of racial prejudice innocently

apparent in Act I*. It would seem more reasonable to say that Act I

can be ignored without doing any visible damage to the play. Act II

begins three months after Act I. Shahrayar has been taking maidens one

for each night and killing them the following morning. Now it is ihe

turn of Mr al-DIn*8 daughter Shahrazad. A friend intervenes, and

Shahrayar puts Shahrazad off for seven days and orders the daughter of

their neighbour, an old widow, to be taken to his palace. Meanwhile
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two men, leaders of commerce, cone to Ntr al-OTn disguised. In a scene

reminiscent of Macduff's visit to Malcolm in "lacboth «nd Cassias' to

Brutus in Julius Caesar, these tw men urge ITnr al-DIn to save the country

from the ravages of the King. Luckily for him, he is not as enthusiastic

in his response as they are in their incitement, because they are in fact

agents provocateurs from the King. Vhen the old widow corns crying to

Nur al-Dln for help, the King enters with armed guards. He 'plays back'

(from the verbatim report he has been given) the words of Nur al-Dln,

and orders his execution. He rescinds his seven-day grace for Shahrasad

and orders her to be taken to his palace.

Ridwan, the wise tutor of Shahrasad, has taught his pupil something

which might be useful for her. She is confident that everything will end

well. Everybody believes, and the King encourages them to do so, that

his action of taking one woman for one night only and killing tier in the

morning is the result of his disappointment when his wife betrayed his bed

with a negro slave.

Shahrasad's secret is that she gives the King the impression that

she is fearful of his ardour and finis it difficult to yield to him

especially since his fame as a lady-killer frightens her. She also uses

her talent for story-telling to her own advantage. She brings her sister

with her, and both of them dance for the entertainment of the King. Soon

Shahrazad cures Shahraylr cf his impotence. But his mind is sick, and he

sleep-walks, remembering his crimes, like Lady I'acbeth. To cure this

malady Shahasad prepares a re-enactment of the circumstances of Budur's

death. She puts a negro woman in her bed instead of a male. When

Shahrayar sees xdiat he thinks to be a man, he is furious, and gets his

sword to kill again. Just in time it is revealed to him that he is

wrong. He repents, and pays compensation to all who had lost their



daughters during -the Period of his madness. Furthermore, he endows all

young girls getting married that year. With this, everything ends

happily.

Sha'b Allah al-Mukhtar

This play, written to prove that the Arabs, and not the Jews,

are God's chosen people, is in the tradition of some of the other plays

of Ba-Kathlr: the young are not in agreement with the policies of their

elders. They therefore organise a revolutionary take-over of govern¬

ment and we are left with the feeling that everything from then on will

be all right. In the particular case of this play, Simon and his uncle,

Haym, are opposed to Israel although they are Jews# Simon grew up in

Egypt, and we soon learn that he is involved pith an underground move¬

ment aimed at toppling the Israeli government with the financial and

moral support of two American businessmen,

Haym and his wife, Sarah, have an hotel in Tel-Aviv, and all the

action of the play takes place here. Haym secretly shares the

revolutionary zeal of his nephew, but he Cannot support him out of their

earnings because of the fear of his wife who does not share this feeling.

Rachel, Haym's daughter, is betrothed to Simon. But this does not

prevent her, and even her mother Sarah, from prostituting themselves

to some of their guests with the knowledge of both Haym and Simon.

When the revolution comes at last, Ben Gurion and those in his

government are arrested along with all Members of Parliament. The

problem of running the state is temporarily given to an American

businessman until everything can be handed over to 'Abd an-Nasir. A

resolution in the United Nations Organisation says that all Jews in

former Israel must go back to their countries of origin.
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al-Fallah al-Fasifr

This is not only a simple play, it is sometimes very simplistic.

It exemplifies Ba-Kathxr's unrealistic political x-/ishful thinking,

A peasant in ancient Egypt, on his way to the market with his harvest,

is robbed of both the harvest and the donkey carrying it. He complains

to the minister of the king, but the minister takes no action. Khantim,

the peasant, goes to the king. The king does nothing. Khanum is in

fact flogged and imprisoned for his impertinence in lodging complaints

against the minister of the king. But he later becomes a member of

the king's court then he is released from detention. This gLves him

the opportunity to discover that the king is just and good but is

powerless in the clutches of his unjust and bad minister. Khanum

further discovers that the minister has his eyes on the throne and is

deliberately pushing the king to adopt unpopular policies so that there

may be a revolution against the king and, in the confusion following it,

the minister will take complete control of the country. The king

becomes the only power standing between this tyranny and the people.

Khanum organises the revolution. The people besiege the

palace. The minister, his wife, and the man who had robbed Khanum on

his way to the market are all arrested. Khanum makes a speech to the

people to spare -fixe lives of the king and his queen. This is done, and

the revolution succeeds.
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