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The Other Middle East






To my Levantine great-grandmother,

who lived in five cultures and wielded five languages when most

children of her generation across the Mediterranean could barely
manage one; to a dignified literate lettered woman traveling in an age
of literacy restricted to men; to an exquisite Sitt—a Grande Dame—
who always asked me for “something to read” even as she already had

a book in hand, and many more at hand; to my anthropomorphic
Levant, an affectionate matriarch who in her elegant, reticent wisdom

changed my life, whispering gently, and seldom in words, Tolle lege!

To téta Mathilde

In memoriam
(1894-1974)



Un jour tout sera bien, voila notre espérance.
Tout est bien aujourd’hui, voila I'illusion.
—VOLTAIRE (1694—1778)
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bittersweet to let go of a part of one’s being in this way, I am grateful to

ix



X ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

so many who accompanied me on this journey, egging me on, interro-
gating me, motivating me to question myself, my worldviews, my most
intimately held assumptions. In this, I have been assisted by many who
deserve recognition for the compilation, research, translation, and writ-
ing of this anthology.

A great debt of gratitude goes to my departmental colleagues at
Boston College; children of an ecumenical, cosmopolitan, polyglot uni-
verse that placed a very high premium on excellence and curiosity and
argumentation and diversity of perspectives; who provided the ideal
academic home where several years of teaching a survey course in mod-
ern Middle Eastern literature contributed to the birth of this volume.
My former department chairs Cynthia Simmons, Maxim Shrayer, and
Michael Connolly deserve special thanks, first of all, for bringing me to
Boston College more than a decade ago, and for their unyielding sup-
port and encouragement and trust in subsequent years. Even as I was
running out of steam at times, often on the verge of giving up, they
never gave up.

Michael Connolly’s sobriety and composure and wisdom and gra-
vitas—and clever, edgy humor—taught me a lesson on judgment and
character and tenacity and loyalty, and on, simply put, decency. My fac-
ulty mentor Maxim Shrayer is owed special recognition for awakening
in me curiosities and ambition and drive, for always challenging me
to go beyond my personal finish lines, and to exceed my own expec-
tations. Likewise Margaret Thomas was always generous with advice
and backing, teaching me—perhaps without even noticing—how to
bring discipline and precision to my language. Lydia Chiang was also
a great colleague, always ready with a kind word and sympathetic ears.
Cynthia Simmons, a wise thoughtful counsel, will no doubt recognize
in the title of this volume an echo of a course that she taught at Boston
College: Literature of the Other Europe. I pilfered the “other” bit from
Cynthia’s course title because it was the clever semantic “missing link”
that I had been searching for, to depict my own “dissident” Middle East
in ways and words that very few in my field dared engage. But I also
lifted Cynthia’s “other” because, where I come from, l'imitation est la
forme d’admiration la plus sincére. There is also Atef Ghobrial in my aca-
demic department, who is owed special thanks for the interest that he



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS x1

showed and the support that he always lent; a man who lives by the ety-
mology of his name without even noticing. Atef means “compassionate”
in Arabic, with Aramaic semantic connotations of “armor,” “shield,”
“bulwark,” and “protector”; and Ghobrial is the Hebrew rendition of
a “Man of God.” And so, this compassionate “Man of God” graciously
read various drafts of several of my renditions of Arabic and French
texts, offering a wide range of thoughtful commentaries and construc-
tive suggestions for which I am grateful.

The Boston College Dean’s and Provost’s offices were crucial re-
sources; I am particularly indebted to Rev. Fr. Gregory Kalscheur, S.J.,
Dean of the Morrissey College of Arts and Sciences, and Vice Provost for
Research Bill Nunez, for the generous subventions that they allocated
for this volume, allowing me to obtain some of the more onerous copy-
rights permissions in the Middle East, Europe, and the United States.
Likewise, this endeavor was costly in both time and money, and would
have been impossible to conclude without the assistance and support of
the Morrissey College of Arts and Sciences’ Service Center. The Center’s
director Judith Canty and her staff, in particular grant assistant Moira
Smith, all went far above and beyond the call of duty, and they all de-
serve my heartfelt thanks. Likewise the staff and administrators of the
Boston College Libraries and the Interlibrary Loans division are owed
special recognition; particularly Anne Kenny, Duane Farabaugh, and
Nina Bogdanovsky.

I would be remiss not to mention the debt of gratitude owed Diana
Pesek at Penn State University Press and the editors of Bustan: The Mid-
dle East Book Review in Tel Aviv, namely Ambassador Itamar Rabinovich
and Professors Uzi Rabi and Daniel Zisenwine, who published an earlier
version of this anthology’s introduction, and who graciously gave their
consent to reproduce large segments of it in this volume, reproduced
with the permission of Penn State University Press and Bustan: The
Middle East Book Review. I am likewise indebted to Professor Emman-
uel Sivan, former editor of the Jerusalem Quarterly, and my editors at
Rowman & Littlefield, in particular Carissa Marcelle and Patricia Zline
at the Lexington Books imprint, for granting me permission to repro-
duce Charles Corm materials already published by Lexington in Charles
Corm: An Intellectual Biography of a Twentieth-Century Lebanese “Young



xii ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Phoenician” (Franck Salameh Copyright © 2015) all used by permission
of Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group.

In Beirut, I am grateful for the loyalty, generosity, and complicity
of my dear friends (mes fréres de cceur) David and Hiram Corm of the
Editions de la Revue Phénicienne, who spread their kindness and spared
neither resource nor time putting at my disposal a wealth of archives, ad-
vice, and personal contacts as I excavated and translated Charles Corm’s
works. My stay in Beirut was short—and even were it not, it is way too
short—but always long-savored and can never be forgotten when Davy
and Rami are in it. [ should also mention that without their devotion,
I would not have been able to identify some of the more elusive copy-
right owners of a good portion of the works featured in this volume.
Chadia Tuéni of Dar al-nahar and Marwan Hamadé of the Fondation
Nadia Tuéni deserve heartfelt thanks, as does Omar Nizar Kabbani, heir
and representative of the Nizar Qabani Estate, who graciously granted
me rights to classics of his father’s corpus. Abdo Wazen of Al-Hayat,
and Michael Young of the Beirut Daily Star also deserve special recog-
nition—and more—for all the efforts that they furnished on my behalf
with regard to various “orphaned” works with seemingly no copyright
owners. [ am likewise grateful to Sami Naufal, Emile Tyan, Najla Reaidy,
and Pascale Kahwagi of Hachette-Antoine Beirut for the rights to Anis
Freyha’s work, for the elegance and enthusiasm with which they an-
swered my queries, and for something else that I can only describe as
Levantine—and from their purview, Lebanese—hospitality.

In Paris, the generous and competent anthropomorphic “Phoe-
nician Island” was an exquisite Phoenician conduit and intermediary,
putting me in touch with the Wylie Agency’s Sarah Watling and Charles
Buchan in the UK in order to secure permissions to the Identité inache-
vée excerpts. So were Adonis himself and his wife, Dr. Khalida Esber,
gracious and generous in granting me permissions to other works of
the author. The ever gentle and elegant Samuel Hazo graciously granted
permission to reuse the Elegy for the Time at Hand segment of his The
Blood of Adonis: Transposition of Selected Poems of Adonis. In fact, I
should mention that without Sam’s lifelong work, and without his deli-
cate translations of Adonis’s Arabic, I would never have been able to ap-
proach the impenetrable edifice of Adonis’s Arabic language.



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS Xiil

Candace Frede of the American Council of Learned Societies in
New York, Samir el-Youssef in London, Christine Lee, the permissions
supervisor at Simon & Schuster who granted permission to use excerpts
of Fawaz Turki’s Exile’s Return, and the authors and editors of Mon-
grels or Marvels: The Levantine Writings of Jacqueline Shohet Kahanoff
at Stanford University Press, as well as Jacqueline Kahanoff’s niece,
the thoughtful Laura d’Amade, all deserve special thanks and recogni-
tion for allowing me to reproduce texts, which are foundational to this
anthology.

At Yale University Press, wise, skilled, proactive—and most of all,
patient—editors made this volume what it is today. Eric Brandt, now
assistant director and editor in chief at the University of Virginia Press,
took a personal interest in this book project while he was still senior
editor at Yale, and while the book was still in its early stages. I am grate-
ful to Eric for having lent his support to this project from its inception,
passing it on to the able hands of Laura Davulis, and later to Sarah Miller
and Ash Lago, who made it what it is today in its final iteration. I would
also like to extend a special thanks to my production editor, Ann-Marie
Imbornoni, and my copy editor, Andrew Frisardi, for the thoughtful,
meticulous work they expended on this volume. Likewise I should men-
tion with particular appreciation the (sometimes ruthless) anonymous
reviewers, who were subjected to various versions of this manuscript
over the past four years, and whose cavils and gavels made this final
product less imperfect than it might have otherwise remained.

Finally, I would like to pay special tribute to teachers, friends, and
family members who were exemplars of inspiration, and whose life-
long support made my Levantine eccentricities a lot less discernable,
and this volume much more possible. Those owed special recognition
include my teachers and mentors Avigdor Levy, Norman Stillman,
and Ilan Troen; the inspired poet that I've always wished I were, Roger
(Lozé) Makhlouf; the scholar and orator that I long to become, Robert
Rabil; and other friends, colleagues, and family members whose sup-
port and trust were paramount. Those include Jo-Ann and Tom Deso,
Bruce Maddy-Weitzmann, Asher Kaufman, Walid Phares, Nadim She-
hadi, Kanan Makiya, Carole Corm, Virginie Corm, Michael Welch,
Salim Tamari, Randy Geller, Dana Sajdi, George Ashy, Galil Ashy, and



Xiv ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Georgette Gabriel. Likewise, former and current Boston College stu-
dents, who were the ideal “testing grounds” for many of the “ideas be-
hind the works” explored herewith, are owed a special debt of grati-
tude. Among them I ought to mention with particular appreciation and
affection, Dorothy Smith Ohl, Christopher Izant, Colleen Daley, Luke
Hagberg, George Somi, Jeffrey Skowera, Gabrielle Frawley, Craig Noyes,
and Jake Burke.

I would like to conclude with my expression of admiration to the
lodestars of my Levantine universe. To my wife, Pascale, and our chil-
dren Zoé-Charlotte, Chloé-Marie, and Tristan-Julien, who, in living
color, bring fragrance and brightness and taste to my liminality; to my
petits levantins franco-libanais who savor and radiate all the treasures
that all the “elsewheres” of their multiple ports of call offer: A jumble of
languages and cultures and legacies and palates relished with the alac-
rity and intimacy of old hands; a melodious chaotic boucan d’enfer that
has always been my inspiration; a tumultuous Mediterranean conflation
always bringing peace and balance and tranquility and life into all our
lives; a happy delectable “disorder” in a world crippled by too much
order.



Note on Translation
and Transliteration

pellings of non-Western place names and proper nouns were

employed in conformance with common usage in various dia-

lectal forms of Arabic, and in keeping with local and phono-

logical peculiarities. This was done even in places where other
authors and translators might have adhered to standards of the Interna-
tional Journal of Middle East Studies (IIMES). For instance, I use Charles
Corm, not Shaarl al-Qurm, and Ashrafiyyé, not Ashrafiyyah, because
those are the spelling and phonological norms in Lebanon. Empha-
ses, random punctuations, erratic ellipses, brackets, and other seem-
ingly arbitrary diacritic symbols in Adonis’s and Qabbani’s works are
reproduced as they have occurred in the original Arabic texts (ellipses
for where I have left out passages of the authors’ texts are in square
brackets, while the authors’ own ellipses are not). These “visual effects”
were some of the many ways in which, Adonis for instance, defied the
norms and orthodoxies of his time, plying his Arabic language in both
form and content to reflect the fragmentation of Arab culture and the
Arab self; textual and linguistic fragmentation, to which he added visual
fragmentation emulating the social, cultural, and political mutilation of
the Arabs so to speak. Qabbani did likewise at times, albeit not with
the same frequency and capriciousness as Adonis. Unless otherwise in-
dicated, all translations from French, Arabic, dialectal languages, and
Hebrew originals are my own.
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