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A Journey in the Company
of the Hermit of Shakhroub

By: George Nicolas El-Hage, Ph.D.

Professor of Arabic and Comparative Literature

When The members of the Pen Bond Association
(al-Rabita al-Qalamiya), a distinguished group of “like-
minded” authors to borrow Naimy’s phrase, were busy
writing and publishing in New York City and striving to
modernize and change the course of Arabic Literature,
there was another group in the Middle East, particularly
in Egypt (The Diwan Group) trying within the limitations
imposed on them by their closed environment to do the
same but with much less success.

Perhaps it is not fair to compare the achievements
and impact of these two separate groups on the modernization of Arabic literature
and poetry at the turn of the twentieth century and the three decades that followed
because al-Akkad, al-Mazini, and to some extent Shoukry, although they were
open-minded and wanted to be tolerant of new ideas and literary theories, they
still lived in a very conservative and extremely traditional society that worshiped
the past and adhered to ancient rules of grammar, linguistics, morphology, and
prosody.

In contrast, the members of The Pen Bond Association namely Gibran Kahlil
Gibran, Mikhail Naimy, Ameen al-Rihani, and Eliya Abu Madi, and others, were
the advocates for rebirth and revolution in literature. They lived in a completely
different political, social, and literary climate and breathed the fresh air of freedom
of expression. They traveled in Europe, Russia, Mexico, and the United States.
They were well read in Western literature because they were bilingual and trilingual
and were exposed to Western thinking, philosophy, and literature. Among other
great minds, they read in the original language the British Romantics like Blake,
Wordsworth, Coleridge, Byron, Shelly, and Keats, and they read Nietzsche and
the American Transcendentalists like Emerson, Thoreau, and Whitman and were
exposed first-hand to the prose poem concept introduced by Whitman. More
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importantly, they had access to new resources and ideas in the worlds of art,
theater, and music, and most importantly, to the (Free Press). They also read and
digested Classical Arabic literature (Medieval and pre-Islamic). They appreciated

it but were able to put it in its proper place in history and move on to modernize it
and infuse it with new concepts, vocabulary, ideas, and above all, a new vision.

In al-Akkad, Naimy found a partner, a “like-minded” counterpart across the
seas, who shared with him some basic understanding of the role of literature,
poetry, the poet, and the critic. These two prominent authors had more in common
even if al-Akkad insisted on putting language above the poet thus disagreeing
with Naimy who believed that language is but an instrument and a means to an
end. It should submit to the ideas of the poet because language is a tool to serve
the heart, and poetry is the language of the heart and an expression of the soul
and the demands of the heart rule over the expectations of reason.

Nevertheless, it was befitting that al-Akkad was chosen to write the
introduction to the first edition of Naimy’s influential book of literary criticism, al-
Ghirbal, because the Egyptian Scholar was also in his own way trying to innovate
in an environment shackled with a heavy inheritance of outworn traditions and
forced to still wear the outmoded garments of a bygone world. Both men rose
against the “guardians of fossilized verses” in Egypt and across the Middle East,
and al-Akkad openly testified to Naimy that “the call of the new and modern
became our bond.” It was indeed a welcome call that he was patiently awaiting.

Like Gibran, Naimy argued that the poet is a prophet, a seer, and a visionary
who forces language to say what he imagines when his eyes are closed, pushing
it to the limits of new visions that it was never accustomed to or expected to
accommodate before, and to utter words that it did not know existed in its
memory or its repertoire. The mission of the poet is to deliver a message to the
reader in a way that is comprehensible even if he had to create new vocabulary
that previously was not in circulation. The poet is (the father of language); he
reaches out to another world beyond “Nature” because this nature, in spite of
all its glorious manifestations, is fallen. It is “the body of a fallen god.” The poet
“channels” new ideas and visions when he dips his pen in the inkpot of a world
beyond the grasp of the average reader and returns to tell us what he discovered
on his journey to the world of mysteries. Still, the hardest part of the poet’s
mission is to put in fragile words the visions and images that he observed there,
and to his disappointment, language on many occasions remains incapable of
adequately and expressively delivering his message. Furthermore, the poet has
to be free when he tries to portray his emotions and thoughts; hence, “meter and
rhyme are not essential for poetry,” but ideas are. This concept paved the way
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for the introduction of the prose poem into the realm of Modern Arabic Literature
which was heralded by Ameen al-Rihani. This was one of the earliest calls to

destroy the edifice of Arabic prosody which preceded the cry of Louis Awad and
his generation of critics and poets.

When it comes to the personal and professional relationship between the
three Lebanese giants of al-Rabita al-Qalamiya in North America, the founders
of “Adab al-Mahjar,” we stand on explosive grounds although we have ample
documentation to guide our research. Nevertheless, speculation remains
paramount when it comes to certain specifics and intimate details.

At one point in the early nineteen hundreds, the relationship between Gibran
and Ameen was outstanding, warm, respectful, and strong, but we know that it
ended sour. We hear Naimy reminding Ameen of the night when Gibran raised
his cane in Ameen’s face wanting to strike him on the head, and that for over a
decade before Gibran’s death, the two men never spoke nor stood under one
roof. Was it a disagreement caused by rumors and gossip transmitted by a
certain cultured woman (perhaps Charlotte Teller) whom Gibran introduced to
Ameen? Was it Ameen’s opinion as revealed to Naimy that Gibran’s poetry is no
more than “mawkish sentimentalism” in addition to other exchanges that ensued
between the two men and ruptured their friendship?

The secret remains unveiled, and we can only guess. But we do know that
all three: Gibran, Ameen, and Mikhail, revolted against excessive sentimentalism
and the “Poetry of Tears” in Arabic literature and that al-Rihani devoted a whole
book to this topic entitled “You The Poets”.

On the other hand, Naimy’s relationship with al-Rihani was conflicted and at
best shaky and bumpy. From what we have read, Naimy believed that Gibran
was a true poet while Ameen was a writer, not a poet, or even a serious critic, so
he did not elevate him to an equal footing with himself as a critic or with Gibran
as a poet.

When it comes to Gibran, Naimy’s relationship with the author of the Prophet
appears to be more complicated and delicate. Naimy and Gibran were very close,
and it was Gibran who invited and encouraged Naimy to move from Washington
State to New York City and to join him in the Pen Bond Association.

Early on, Naimy was not shy in promoting Gibran the poet, and advocating
his ideas. He frankly and enthusiastically predicted Gibran’s greatness and
immortality; however, a question here poses itself: Was Naimy, through his role
as a critic, erecting a god of Gibran? Was he indirectly implying that he is the
reason behind Gibran’s fame? Naimy said that the critic is a guide, and people
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will believe in him and in his words: “If he paved a path, they will follow him on it.

If he poured his anger on an idol, they would destroy it, and if he erected for them
a god, they would praise him and worship him.”

In comparing his role as an influential critic to that of the inspired poet (Gibran),
Naimy viewed himself as equal, “A Sister Soul,” and he elevated his mission to
that of the poet hoping that nations will someday be worthy of their great poets
and their great critics. As a critic, Naimy’s role was to expose the good and the
bad in the harvest of poets and writers and then to offer them as gifts to their
nations and to humanity at large.

In his book “The Sieve”, Naimy offers us the first in depth analysis of Gibran’s
personality, philosophy, poetry, language, psychology, spirituality, symbols,
images, and characters. No one before had analyzed and critiqued Gibran
this way and offered such a clear understanding and commentary.

| have already said that Naimy promoted Gibran because he believed in
Gibran’s genius and shared his ideas, but obviously at a certain juncture in his
own literary career, particularly after Gibran’s death in 1931, Naimy realized that
the Association’s mission was now halted, and with Gibran’s passing, he had
no reason to remain in New York City, so one year later in 1932, he returned
to Lebanon to devote himself to writing and publishing. Consequently, Naimy
had to face a new reality without Gibran, and he started to reveal certain things
about Gibran that painted a different picture of the image that Gibran wanted his
followers and critics to believe about him. It appeared as if Naimy wanted to cast
doubts and negative shadows on the reputation of his lifelong friend. Even al-
Rihani rebuked Naimy for revealing private information and intimate intimations
that Gibran might or might not have shared with Naimy and questioned the validity
of such stories, the purpose of such revelations, and their timing.

Among other stories, Naimy wrote that Gibran told him: “| am a false alarm.”
He also accused Gibran of immoral acts, and whether or not true, we have no
proof of except Naimy’s word; hence, according to al-Rihani, they should have
been kept unsaid. Although Naimy justified such revelations by admitting that to
hundreds of people and followers Gibran himself had become a prophet and a
saint and no longer a man of flesh and blood with desires and physical needs,
so his purpose behind these stories was to show that Gibran was simply human
like everybody else, and as such, he was far from being perfect. On the other
hand, Naimy wanted to praise Gibran’s struggle to transcend his humanity and
his human faults and vices.

As a critic in “al-Ghirbal”, Naimy ignited a revolution that set new standards for
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literary criticism in modern Arabic literature. al-Ghirbal is a decisive and definitive
statement which rejects the years of stagnation that plagued Arabic literature
and offers new rules and guidance to replace the archaic ones. The book bravely
admits that thanks to Western literature and theories of literary criticism, we
started to witness a noticeable change in Arabic literature. It introduces and
legitimizes the theater, acting, the role of the actor, the play writer, and novelist
as well as the important act of translating and the vital role of the translator.

Placing the book in its proper historical timeframe, we realize that many of
the revolutionary ideas and concepts advanced in al-Ghirbal were at the time
of its publication considered avant-garde, radical, and almost heretical. The
amazing fact is that the message of this book is as relevant today as it was valid
and pertinent then, and if Naimy returned to life, he would not change a word in
the book.

Al-Ghirbal’s message was strong and clear. It was certainly meant to awaken
the sleepy and “lazy” minds and souls and to shock, anger, and even hurt the
sensitivity of its readers and the hosts of versifiers and pretenders who thought
they were poets and drive them to rethink, reconsider, and reevaluate.

All said, al-Ghirbal remains one the most powerful documents on literary
criticism in modern Arabic literature since the turn of the twentieth century. It
abounds with sarcasm that bites but also with wisdom that enlightens and guides.
It also summarized the position of al-Rabita al-Qalamiya regarding poetry and
the role of the poet and of literature as they viewed it and strongly advocated to
popularize and modernize it.

When Naimy chose to write his autobiography “Sab ‘un” (1889 — 1959) at the age of
seventy, his path was clear as to how his life had evolved into three distinct phases
and from three very different worlds. He states, “I have decided to divide the time
which | am writing about into three stages:

1. From childhood until the end of my studies in Russia (1889 — 1911).

2. From the beginning of my travel to the United States until my departure
from there (1911 — 1932).

3. From my return (to Lebanon) until today (1932 — 1959).

Naimy says, “Now, that | have opened this book wide for you to enter, let
us return seventy years back, assuming that in life, there is what you can call
“‘backward” and “forward.”

Naimy recorded his life story in three large volumes which are a treasure for
students interested in Naimy’s life. He provides details of his experiences, travels,
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thoughts and philosophy, and his personal and family affairs. He discusses the
world and international affairs because Naimy was very much a man of his time.
His attention to detail regarding world politics, scientific advancements, the
industrial revolution, the women’s liberation movement, wars and upheavals,
which he witnessed and even participated in, is captivating and enriching for even
the best of historians, political scientists, psychologists, and literary critics.

The book abounds with sufficient details about Naimy’s life in general, and
he certainly remains, among all the characters mentioned in his autobiography,
the main protagonist, whose interaction with others, reflects and defines their
own role, worth, and contribution. In this amazing saga, every character and
event is seen through the lens of Naimy’s all-seeing and all-encompassing eye,
which missed nothing. No detail or gesture goes unnoticed even when he warns
the reader that possible mistakes could have been made because he did not
possess a magical eye, or an enchanted pen, to perfectly capture and accurately
record everything that he had encountered throughout his journey of seventy
years.

In this autobiographical novel, Naimy is both the narrator and the protagonist who
relates, describes, comments, evaluates, and judges events and characters as he
presents them to the reader after he has already said what he wanted to say about
them, thus pronouncing his own judgment and opinion without affording the characters
the ability to defend themselves or to clarify their positions. Whether Naimy did
this as a pretext, or as an obligation to enlighten the reader and facilitate his
understanding, or to color his views is left for the intelligent reader to determine
and discern.

Itis worth noting that among all the members of al-Rabita al-Qalamiya, Naimy
was the only member with a formal education. He was the most educated and
held two college degrees: a Bachelor of Arts and a Law degree, both from The
University of Washington State. He also attended a higher education Institute
(Seminar) in Russia. Furthermore, Naimy was the longest survivor of all the
members (1889 —1988). He outlived them all and was able to chronicle al-
Rabita’s history and accomplishments. Historians say that history is written
by the victorious, but in this case, it was written by the man who outlived all his
colleagues in al-Rabita, and so he was in a unique position to record, undisputed
and uninterrupted, his memoires and recollections. For example, especially when
it comes to Gibran, you perceive that Gibran almost always falls short, and that
he is wrapped in a veil of suspicion. He is left unable to defend himself and clarify
beyond any reasonable doubt the uncertainty that Naimy casts upon some of his deeds
or sayings. To a large degree, this applies to Ameen al-Rihani as well.
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In comparison, and particularly when it comes to women, Naimy always portrayed
himself as a righteous man, decent and reserved, who consistently complied with the

strictest rules of decorum and chastity even when women “would throw themselves
at him” asking for his indulgence.

Nevertheless, thanks to Naimy’s efforts, without his written accounts, which he has
taken upon himself to record, an important part of the development of the history of
modern Arabic Literature would have been lost forever.

This book traces the life journey of one of the most enduring and influential
members of al-Rabita al-Qalamiya, which reset the course of Modern Arabic
Literature and liberated it from the chains of fossilization and centuries of decayed
traditions and failed norms. Along with Gibran and Ameen al-Rihani, Mikhail
Naimy stands tall as the third pillar of the renaissance which was responsible
for the revitalization and modernization of Arabic language and literature. In
addition to his pioneering role as a poet, essayist, critic, storyteller, and spiritual
leader, Naimy was the thundering voice of the Pen-Bond Association. He was its
apologist, defender, and the author of its “Charter and bylaws.” Furthermore, he
was the historian and the biographer of al-Rabita in particular, and the Lebanese-
Syrian immigrant community in Diaspora in general. Without his valuable input
and chronicles, a precious history of that unique movement in North America,
precisely in New York City, would have remained unknown. Consequently, no
serious study of al-Rabita’s contributions and influences on modern Arabic
literature can be achieved without referencing Naimy’s book “Seventy” which
places this movement in its proper historical context, even if at the end of his
chronicle, he attributes its success to circumstances beyond logic and above the
interpretation of reason and to conditions that defy scientific analysis.

Naimy was the most prolific member of the Pen-Bond Association who also
survived and outlived all its ten members including Gibran and al-Rihani. He
was one of its prominent founders and one of its most influential contributors
and recorder of events. Without Naimy, much of that glorious history would have
been lost or forgotten.

Gibran was the “heart” of that movement and its poet, artist, and prophet. He was its
seer and the eye that penetrated into the parallel universe and transmitted some
of its sublime beauty and magical grandeur. He was the medium that channeled
spiritual energy and promised rebirth and reincarnation.

Michael Naimy was the “mind” and the “Intellect,” the reasoning power of
al-Rabita. He was their literary critic par excellence, the intellect imbued with all
seriousness and corrective measures to control passions and keep emotions
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in check. Naimy was the critic whose role was to correct, evaluate, critique and
prescribe. He also was the historian who chronicled and immortalized the actions and
characters of those ordinary “like-minded men” who met at a certain juncture of time and

performed extraordinary acts of literary innovation and creativity which changed
the course of Arabic literature and language.

Ameen al-Rihani was the “soul” and the spirit of humanity in al-Rabita even
though he was not counted by Naimy to be among its founding members who
were in attendance when it was reborn the second time. Naimy tells us that
Ameen was not included because he was traveling outside the country at that
particular time, and by then, the disconnect between Ameen and Gibran was
too massive to repair. Naimy alludes to the fact that this enmity evolved when
Gibran’s fame began to shine, but he does not reference “Charlotte,” the woman,
who according to other sources, may have played a role in this unfortunate
hostility between the two old friends.

Nevertheless, Ameen’s early and later contributions to al-Rabita’s works
cannot be overlooked or underestimated. He was the traveler, the wanderer, the
communicator, and the peacemaker. He was the “Prometheus” who wanted to help
mankind in the East and in the West benefit from the gifts of both “spirit and
science." He was the “Atlas” of this group who carried on his shoulders the
world and wanted to unite it in one harmonious globe. He was the holy link
that connected the West and the East and attempted to wed them in a happy
marriage and make them understand that they needed each other, and that the
new “Superman” would be their offspring, endowed with the might of technology
and science and empowered with the force of the spirit and imagination. He
believed that the “twain” should meet, and that in their meeting, lied the glorious
future of humanity.

The battle between the East and the West constantly occupied these
three men, but they always leaned towards the East preferring spirituality over
materialism and religion over science.

In addition to personal and familial stories, this book reflects on world events
which changed the Middle East, Europe, and America. Naimy addresses major
issues regarding the two World Wars; he even recorded his memorable meeting
with President Wilson whom he obviously greatly admired, and he brilliantly
anticipated the rise of China on the world stage. Furthermore, the book offers
us an insider’s look at Naimy the lover, brother, son, friend, soldier, writer,
philosopher, natural scientist, artist, and recluse. Effectively, he was a self-made
man who walked in the company of leaders, presidents, spiritual and literary
giants, philosophers, poets, as well as peasants and farmers. Say what you will
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about his stories and accounts, even if you speculate that sometimes they were
colored with his own temper, touched by his favoritism and bias, but overall, they

still remain critically acclaimed documents which continue to be valid, precious,
and immensely valuable.

Naimy witnessed history unfolds and refused to remain a casual observer.
He participated whenever possible and offered his judgment and evaluation
on its course and events, especially when it came to what he held as dear
and personal, such as the famine caused by the Turkish occupation and the
attack of the locusts in Lebanon in 1914 which Naimy recorded in this work of
encyclopedic proportions. His portrayal of the famine in Lebanon is reminiscent
of the devastating description in Gibran’s article entitled: “Dead are My People”
and of Tawfiq Awwad’s brilliant account in his masterpiece, Al-Raghif (A Loaf of
Bread).

Even when Naimy says that there were no clear American or Western literary
influences on the works of al-Rabita’s members, we have to reevaluate his
statement knowing that it may apply to some members of al-Rabita whose
education and mastery of the English language were limited, but when it
comes to Gibran and al-Rihani, who had a command of both the Arabic and
the English languages and were mostly self-taught, and of course to Naimy
himself, Western influences and even Russian literary impacts remain visible
and evident in their works. Clearly, the Bible, particularly the King James Version,
was a direct influence along with the British Romantics (Wordsworth, Coleridge,
Shelly, and Keats) in addition to William Blake, Nietzsche, and the American
Transcendentalists: Thoreau, Emerson and Whitman. All of these have left visible
marks on the works of these three Lebanese giants.

This is not the place to trace these influences on Gibran and al-Rihani, but
throughout Naimy’s autobiographical work, these influences on Naimy become
quite apparent. His comments on “nature,” the purpose and role of the “machine,”
and his description of “the city” versus the “countryside” remind us of Thoreau,
Emerson and Whitman. Naimy passionately took a stand against “the city,”
the advancement of the machine, and the accumulation of wealth and greed,
and he had a clear preference for freedom over oppression and tyranny, and
platonic love over carnal desires. These concepts are all reminiscent of Thoreau
in his books: Walden, A Week on the Concord and the Merrimack River, and
Civil Disobedience, and of Emerson’s Essays on Nature, and Whitman’s Leaves
of Grass (which also was the inspiration for al-Rihani’s prose poems). Naimy’s
statement, “This civilization drowning in materialism and chasing after a mirage”
echoes Thoreau’s usage of words like “the iron horse” referencing the train, and
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the “Civilization that runs on wheels.” Regarding “the machine,” Thoreau said,

“Fate, let this be the name of your new invention.” All of these similarities cannot
be dismissed, overlooked, or unaccounted for.

In addition, these three Lebanese giants of our time all embraced
“Reincarnation,” and each considered himself a prophet in his own right.
They all assumed the voice of a seer, each in his own way, heralded by al-
Rihani’s “Khalid,” followed by Gibran’s “al-Mustafa,” and ending with Naimy’s
“‘Mirdad.” Regarding reincarnation, Naimy devoted pages to addressing it in
his autobiography, and Gibran concluded his masterpiece, The Prophet, with a
specific reference highlighting his belief in it. To all these influences, we can also
add the obvious influence of Hinduism and Buddhism on these three spiritualists
and literary giants.

The development of Arabic literature since Pre-Islamic times has effectively
passed through four critical stages and endured, thanks to certain individuals
who passed the torch from one generation to another. It is also worth mentioning
that the journey of Arabic literature from one stage to another was always
influenced by outside circumstances and environments which infused it with a
fresh perspective and original sources. It is the interaction, the dialogue, and
the communication between cultures, civilizations, and peoples that were the
catalyst which injected new life into the body of ancient Arabic literature.
The “Translation Movement” also transmitted Greco-Roman, Persian, and
Indian philosophy and thought into the Arabic language and literature.

The Umayyad invasion of Spain opened the door for the first breakthrough
and for the creation of al-Muwashahat. This was followed by the second stage
which was the establishment of the city of Baghdad during the Abbasid era, and
the rise of what was rightfully termed as the “Golden Age” of Arabic civilization
and literature and was led by poets like al-Mutanabi, al-Buhturi, Abu Tammam,
al-Maari, Abu Nuwas, Ibn al-Rumi, and Bashar bin Burd, to name but a few.
That glorious age ended with the fall of the “City of Peace” and the advent of the
period of decline which lasted for centuries. The third stage was when al-Rabita
al-Qalamiya in North America was born and waged war against the followers of
fossilization, imitation, and decayed traditions. The fourth stage began with the
rise of Modern Arabic Poetry and the introduction of the prose poem, the use of
myth and mythology influenced by the works of T.S. Eliot, and the call of Luis
Awad to destroy the edifice of prosody and liberate Arabic poetry from the chains
of mono-rhyme and mono-meter. Pioneers like al-Sayyab, al-Bayyati, al-Haidari,
Khalil Hawi, Adonis, al-Sabur, Nizar Qabbani, Said Akl, Yusuf al-Khal, Onsi al-
Hajj, and others led this trend. | say all this to emphasize the critical contribution
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of Naimy and his colleagues in al-Rabita al-Qalamiya. Without their pioneering

role, Arabic literature and language would have remained in a slumbering stage
of sweet forgetfulness and eternal decay.

Naimy’s book concludes with a warning and an apology. The apology is on
behalf of his memory and his pen in case they have failed him to do the job
right, and the warning is wrapped in the garment of prophecy that has a silver
lining embedded in its impending doom. The evil that is brought forth by man’s
greed and lust for power will usher destruction and death until the awaited savior
arrives. Itis rather very likely that Naimy’s voice here is that of his prophet Mirdad
who will rise from the East where Naimy/Mirdad, dwells:

However, in the end, a “Voice” will come to awaken the human conscience
and to infuse it with deep awareness to recognize its own potential and
the purpose of its existence. This will surely happen after a lot of people
will drown in oceans of blood and tears, and the monuments of their
civilizations turn to ashes in the boilers of fire.

This “Voice” will surely emerge from the East.....

Gibran uses the same prophetic voice in his masterpiece, The Prophet, and
he says through the voice of his Al Mustafa: “Forget not that | shall come back
to you... Alittle while, a moment of rest upon the wind, and another woman shall
bear me.”

Likewise, al-Rihani’s voice is heard through (Shakib) talking about his master,
“Khalid”:

He has disappeared some ten days ago...and | know not where...
Therefore, please, ask not what became of him... How can we know?
He may have entered a higher spiritual circle... a truth... He must
have passed, and passing he continues to dream of appearance and
disappearance... of truth in the surrender... of sunrise in the sunset.

Speaking optimistically, and according to Naimy and his colleagues, the
salvation of humanity is coming. It shall emanate from the East, and one of these
prophets shall be its voice and its messenger.

In his autobiography Sab ‘un (Seventy), Naimy tells us that the first of his
books to be published was Fathers and Sons in 1918. This play was written in
1916 and was first serialized in the al-Funun Newspaper in New York City while
the author was still living in Walla Walla in Washington State. He had settled
down there with his brother following his arrival from Russia to the United States.
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The printing of Naimy’s first book briefly preceded his receiving an order to be
drafted into the United States Army, and in Sab ‘un he writes:

This was on May 25, 1918. By then, al-Funun had already published
my play, Fathers and Sons, in book-form after it had been published
consecutively in subsequent issues. | was content and | reflected: “This
is good. At least, | will have this modest book to be remembered by
in case death prevented me from utilizing my pen to write more in the
future.”

He goes on to write:

“But it saddened me greatly that the God of War, “Mars,” did not allow
me time to finish my other book, al-Argash, and he took me away from
fighting the battle of words and letters, which was still in its early stages.”

After serious hesitation, Naimy published a second edition of this play which
appeared thirty-seven years later in 1953. This was twenty-one years after he
had left New York and settled back in Lebanon in his hometown of Baskinta, at
the edge of Mount Sannine, and became known as the “Hermit of Shakhroub.”
As a reminder, it was one year after the death of his friend, the Dean of the Pen
Bond Association, Gibran Kahlil Gibran, in April of 1931, when Naimy concluded
that by then, al-Rabita had already fulfilled its mission and was now formally
dissolved, so he decided to return to Lebanon.

Naimy wrote two separate introductions to this play (one for each of the two
editions), but in neither introduction did he mention that the book was in some
way, or another, influenced, even in its obvious title, by the Russian author
Turgenev. Of course, there is no doubt that Naimy was tremendously influenced by
Russian Literature during his extended stay in Russia. He was even referred to as
“The Poltava Seminarist,” and he considered the Russian author Turgenev as his
“Literary Teacher.” So there is no doubt that Naimy was familiar with Turgenev’s
novel which carried the same title: Fathers and Sons. He did not necessarily
mean to omit or conceal this information, but obviously, he did not deem it critical
to reference it in either of his introductions to the two editions of his play. However,
in his autobiography, which he wrote at age seventy, he clearly documented this
connection and with pride. He wrote:

| wrote the drama Fathers and Sons in three weeks. In choosing the title,
| was fully aware that it was already the name of an acclaimed novel by
the Russian writer Turgenev. | see nothing wrong in this; after all, the title
is not original: on the contrary, it is perhaps the first thought that comes
into the mind of any writer who wants to examine the conflict between
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two generations. This title is not unlike say “Poetry and Poets”, “East
and West”, “Life and Death”, and so on. In such a situation where the
tittes and ideas are similar, what is required is a different approach to
the theme. And my approach to the struggle between fathers and sons
is entirely different to that of Turgenev in terms of the events, the
heroes, and the dialogues.”

Clearly, Naimy does not deny nor defend his being influenced by the Russian
author Turgeneyv, and while it is evident that the main focus of Turgenev’s novel is
political in nature, Naimy chose to keep the title but diverted the plot to address
social issues more predominant in Lebanese and Arab culture and society in the
early twentieth century.

Naimy was hesitant to publish a second edition to his play as he outlines in
his introduction in 1953, and for valid reasons. He mentions the progress made
by the Arabic theater profession in the last four decades since the play first
appeared, the issue of diglossia and the language of the play, and his personal
taste and thinking which had drastically changed since 1917, or precisely since
the summer of 1916 when he was still in Walla Walla living with his brother.
However, he was assured by the fact that the topic, although not entirely new,
would never become outdated, and again, he was right.

Four decades later when he prepared the play for re-publication, he reviewed
it and made minor changes but without altering anything related to the theme, the
characters, or to the flow of events. He wanted to preserve the original draft as
authentically as possible and to ensure that it resembled the initial play of 1916.

Other than the title, in his play, Naimy is not indebted to Turgenev with any
other details. While the Russian novel focuses on the socio- political awakening,
primarily political, historical, and revolutionary in its inclination, Naimy’s play
focuses on the social aspect of a difficult life burdened with layers of decayed
traditions and outdated norms and customs that have to be discarded if the new
generation in his country was to flourish and advance.

The importance of Naimy’s book does not necessarily lie in its exceptional
storyline and in the way that it unfolds, but rather in the three following points that
Naimy was trying to cleverly highlight:

1. The generational divide, conflict, and differences in opinion and
outlook to life between parents who represent the old traditions and their
children who stand for advancement and freedom from the chains of the past.

2. The emphasis on the importance of drama, theater, and the play as
a new literary genre that Naimy was introducing to the Arab world and

20
2022 il oS - gl sl




was presenting as an addition, or possibly, as an alternative medium to

older types of classical Arabic literature in the modern era that al-Rabita
al-Qalamiya was soon to usher in.

3. The argument and the attempt of building a case on how to bridge
the wide gap between the colloquial language and the classical Arabic
language, or at least, the modern version of it. Although he does not
advocate replacing the latter with the former, nevertheless, he is adamant
that the spoken form of the Arabic language, in spite of the problems
that it may present, should have a place in literature and particularly on
stage, in a play that portrays average characters on the lower end of
the social and the educational ladder. Naimy argues that uneducated
characters, and sometimes socially deprived people, or commoners,
should not speak in a pure, perfect form of Classical Arabic if literature is
to be true to real life and reflect its authentic side, the way that literature
and art should be, according to him. Consequently, the pure form of
Classical Arabic, or as we have said, a modern version of it, should be
reserved to the educated and the upper-classes.

The validity of Naimy’s argument lies in the fact that he was one of the earliest,
if not the earliest, of critics and authors (playwrights) of that generation who dared
tackle such a thorny issue (diglossia) in a world that considered Classical Arabic
to be sacred, being the language of prophecy, and the colloquial accent to be
a bastardized form unworthy of any formal status. In this respect, Naimy was a
pioneer who not only was bold enough to address the issue of diglossia in the
Arabic language, but who tried to find a solution for it and put it out there in the
open for discussion and debate.

Furthermore, there is also the problem of the proper way of spelling most
of the vocabulary in the colloquial language which differs from one country to
another and from one district to another, even in the same country. Of course,
Naimy is more that fully aware that in spite of the fact that his theme is universal
and that it applies across the Middle East and beyond, his choice of Lebanese
dialect may limit the popularity of his play due to the specific vocabulary pertaining
to Lebanon. Consequently, he issues a solution by advising the interested
playwright to literally “translate” the Lebanese dialect into the dialect of the region
or the country where the theater is located and where the play is to be performed.

Naimy deliberately chose to keep the original introduction to the first edition
when he published the second edition because he had said things and had written
certain remarks that he still stood by four decades later and which he wanted to
preserve as a reminder and a warning.
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In his first introduction to this play in 1916, Naimy was the earliest critic to
admit that thanks to Western Literature, the Arabic Literary Renaissance was the
product of western influences on the younger generation of poets and writers. He
declared that he was neither an enemy of western influences nor a blind follower
who worshiped the West and all its literary productions, but rather he was a
moderate who acknowledged the favor that Western Literature had gifted upon
the fossilized literature of that era and helped lift it from its stagnation and decay.

Besides reviving the Arabic language itself, those modernists introduced us
to the novel, to drama, and to the theater. In a didactic tone, Naimy gives us a
lesson about the power of theater and how in a successful work of drama, the
close relationship between the writer and the actor can positively influence and
enhance the life of the spectator. Although this may seem elementary for us
today, it must be put in its proper historical context and the time when it was
written which was early in the twentieth century.

Naimy holds the actor in such high esteem as an artist who is praised and
valued in the West. He is paid handsomely and lavished with fame and respect
compared to the distorted image of the actor in the East where he is labeled as
an “acrobat,” and the female actress as a “whore.” Consequently, according to
Naimy, until we understand that literature must be a true reflection of life and vice
versa, and until our authors in the East present us with plays, novels, and dramas
that mirror our real lives, we shall remain behind in our progress, and lacking in
innovation and advancement, and as such, we will continue to be slaves to the
West. Once more, he insists that literature should reflect real life, real people,
and real events.

Naimy admits that besides the illusion and the misconception that theater
corrupts and debases, he confesses that it is equally critical to understand the
role of language and the function of diglossia, particularly regarding the Arabic
language, and the place of the colloquial language in the craft of playwriting.
Since the theater has to be a clear and honest reflection and representation of
real life, then the characters have to be authentic and believable, and they should
“address us in the same language with which they are accustomed to express
their emotions and thoughts.” So, an illiterate peasant must not speak in the
purely elevated classical form of the language. This, according to Naimy, would
be “a crime against art,” the art of the theater, whose main reason for being is to
depict man just as we see him living, behaving, and speaking in everyday life. In
other words, he should be himself and not a fake or a manufactured image of his
true self. Furthermore, it is important to remember that the colloquial language
and its dialect is replete with proverbs, idioms, and a wealth of wisdom and
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expressions that would be lost in translation when we try to express them in the

classical form, which in effect, and according to Naimy, is like translating them
into “a foreign language.”

There are two critical points highlighted in Naimy’s introductions: first, the
linguisticissue, and secondly, the artistic issue of introducing drama or the play (the
theatrical form) as a new medium to the then-known genres of Arabic literature.
Even though this new genre was uncommon and unpopular, nevertheless, he
argued that it was necessary and critical. What is more important and interesting
is that Naimy goes even further in his argument when he challenges the Arab
authors to adopt this new genre and make it available to the public as soon as
possible.

In both of his two introductions Naimy did not want to comment about the play
or discuss it in advance before the reader actually delved into it. He wanted the
play to be a bit of a surprise to the reader and to also serve as encouragement,
motivation, and an incentive for other authors, perhaps “more capable writers” to
write plays and produce drama for the theater in the Arab world. However, and
in very subtle gestures, just to whet the appetite of his readers and audiences,
Naimy throws in what can be considered a condensed synopsis of the entire
play summarized in one sentence. He writes that the play depicts: “The eternal
struggle between fathers and sons and the perpetual difference between the old
and the new.”

The characters in the play are clearly divided along generational lines between
the old and the new. Um Elias and Mousa Bey represent the parents, the fathers;
the older generation entrenched in outdated traditions and archaic customs and
practices. On the opposite side, stand six other characters that represent the
newer generation of an enlightened and educated breed. However, as we come
to meet those characters and understand them, we quickly realize that they are
not equally endowed with the same insight and the proper education to liberate
themselves from the clutches of the past and to soar into new heights of freedom
and autonomy.

It was reassuring to see that the play had a happy ending and that love
conquered in the end. Also, somehow in the distant horizon, we see a glimpse
of hope for change to come and sweep away the entire old tradition. For now,
we are content to see reconciliation between the old and the new, a sort of truce
and peace that will ferment for a long time before we can drink the new wine and
enjoy a new era of self-determination and freedom although it remains unclear
whether this new era of autonomy will be freely given by the “Fathers” or will be
forcefully taken by the “Sons.”
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MY TWO HOMETOWNS

LEILA ALl

NOUEIHED

This is a tale of two hometowns thousands of miles
apart, but dwell side by side in my heart. Ras El-Metn
is my birthplace and the hometown where | grew up
in Lebanon; Ringwood is my second hometown in the
New Jersey, USA, , where I currently live.

Ras El-Metn is perched on the
western steep slopes of Mount
Lebanon in the midst of a beautiful
pine forest. It's about an 18-mile
drive from Beirut, the Lebanese
capital. The town varies in elevation
from 800 to 1000 meters, which
gives it a stunning panoramic view
of the surrounding mountains and
valleys. From its higher points, one
can look out across the valleys
straight to the sea. | remember
watching the sunset over Beirut's
skyline while standing on the
roof of our house. The town is
blessed with hills covered with pine

54

trees and an abundance of cold
fresh waters rolling happily in its
meadows. Its rich soil produces all
kinds of fruit trees: red and white
mulberries, figs and walnuts, stone
fruits of peaches and cherries.
Even more abundant, are its olive
orchards and grape vineyards. We
had olive groves, vineyards, as
well as apple orchards and pine
trees. Many earned their living from
farming and working in the fields.

Harvesting seasons of fruits,
olives and pine nuts were big
events. Children helped their
parents during the harvest, and
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Celebration of autumn colors

| for one, loved going to the
fields! | used to carry food for the
workers and climb the olive trees
to shake off their branches. Our
family-owned apple orchards and
vineyards which were a source
of both food and income, as were
the olive trees. | remember those
days of picking apples and grapes.
They were happy times of living in
harmony with nature, thankful for
its beauty and its bounty. In the fall
and before cold winter, sellers and

55

buyers gathered on main Street to
exchange all sorts of goods. They
came from nearby, and from far
towns of Bekaa valleys. They traded
wheat, sugar, bulgur, pickled olives,
pickled figs and more. Fishermen
came to the village to sell their daily
catch, hanging the weighing scales
over their shoulders and around
their necks by chains or ropes while
fish were kept in special baskets.
Wandering merchants also came
to sell perfumes, soaps, elixirs and
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Summer by the lake

more. Some were fortune tellers,
and gypsies from far away came
to dance and sing. They were
enchanting times.

Yesterday, | had a conversation
with my brother where | mentioned
my eagerness to visit my hometown
and see the family. He immediately
reminded me of how much change
| would notice. The rural village |
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remember has become a suburban
sprawl nowadays. Hotels and
resort condominiums are built
to accommodate the anticipated
tourism  industry.  Apartments
are available for rent, and new
houses are built to sell. There are
supermarkets, beauty salons and
spas, sport shops and gyms, clinics
and urgent care, halls for festivals
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Wondering

.just like a miniature city. Clearly,
life in Ras El-Metn has changed in
its many new homes on new streets
and wider roads. In fact, the more
| Google about it, the more eager
| become to travel and check out
my favorite places of younger days
before they disappear.

| left Lebanon to study abroad in
New York City where | studied and
worked.Onweekends, lused todrive
from the city to visit friends in New
Jersey. We liked hiking and going to
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parks especially those of historical
heritage. Ringwood stood out for
me. It has natural charm sitting in
the heart of Ramapo mountains.
The road leading to it is called
Skyline Drive because it feels like
driving into the skies above you as
it cuts and winds into the mountain.
On its top, its visitor can see the
skyline of Manhattan and observe
the city 4th of July fireworks. This
particular winding road reminds me
of Ras El-Metn as the road to Beirut
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Snow fall

had a similar winding path into
the mountain. | used to close my
eyes to avoid looking from the car
window whenever | travelled from
it to Beirut. Now | think of Ras El-
Metn while | am driving on Skyline
but with my eyes wide open.
Ringwood is truly a ring of woods.
It is surrounded by wooded parks
with abundance of hiking trails,
hunting and fishing grounds too.
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Ringwood went through a major
change when Skyline drive was
joined to a super highway. Now, |
can get by the express bus of New
Jersey transit to New York city inone
hour. And when driving in my car, |
can get to Washington Bridge in 30
minutes, or to Newark Airportin one
hour. More homes are being built
and sold. We have new recreational
facilities for fishing, boating,

2022 il G318 - gl ) sl



kayaking and we have opened the
manor at Skyland Park to wedding
parties. Tourists are encouraged to
come and enjoy our State Park and
visit the old iron furnace grounds
which is in the heart of this area'’s
history. The great iron chain that
stopped the British from sailing
across the Hudson River during the
war of independence was made in
those furnaces in Ringwood. Its
richness in water and iron made
mining a major industry and made
many wealthy entrepreneurs. In
summertime, this beautiful land of
lakes and mountains became an
escape for the rich from the hot
weather of the cities. They built
their cottages and mansions in
Ringwood, and the population that
was no more than a few thousands
had tripled .

Schools, shops, businesses
moved in. Ringwood was decreed
a borough by the New Jersey
legislature in 1918. But thankfully,
it is not yet spoiled by urban
spraw! and still keeps that charm
of simple living. There is unspoken
sense of serenity in each of its

&
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lake communities. It is the same
feeling of living in Ras El-Metn. It is
transcendent.

In Lebanon, we used to sit by
the television set on November
22, watching the military parade
honoring our independence from
colonial France. We sang patriotic
hymns. In Ringwood, on the 4th
of July, residents listen to the
Declaration  of Independence
and to the firing of the first shot
of freedom from British colonial
order. The celebration takes place
at Ringwood’'s manor which is
designated by the State as a
national historical landmark.

We can search and find
similarities in our histories, just
like we find them in ourselves as
humans. We yearn for connecting
with one another. We look into
galaxies to find those connections
with the universe, while they are
within us all the time. For no matter
how far one travels, home is where
the heart is.

Leﬂa ;Ui N oueihed
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The shallow seas and their transparency,

When they are free from plankton they re pure blue.

Your approaches define apparency,

Profound in my heart, courageous and true! C

You say that I have mystical powers,

You say I'm your first and ultimate dream.

1 whiff them in our cocoon of flowers,

Words drift in the adoration mainstream. ‘Y/

From the point of time I cross your door €

You revive every memory we breathed QJ(

Recalling similes dispersed on the floor 3 ﬁj )h

Your fond letters resurrect the deceased. )

Rectitude is the shrewdest form of being -%\\
4

Yet, it is a gloom that’s scarcely freeing.

60
2022 il G318 - gl ) sl




o

Your eyes!

Just is God!

The last time my sight was free into space We catch ourselves wedged in obligations

Bounded by lure, invaded by fire

Your eyes were in control of the whole
place:

Your forehead, your allure, your sharp
attire.

Creatures around us turned into shadows,
In this invisible magnetic field
The yearning intensified, the time froze

You attacked me; | had let down my
shield.

We drove in this lorry, | held your hand.
Transported in this mystic time machine,
| felt you were my love and my old friend,

It’s like you were my king and I’'m your
queen.

We told the story of our misery

We wept the tears of our history.

We disdain looking outside our earth
Where greatness is beyond expectations
Where full power surpasses our own birth.
We are so small, we could scarcely be seen

But “the hairs of our head are all num-

bered”
He crafted us, He memorized each gene

He named the stars, He always remem-
bered.

Do you think he doesn t care about us?
He does! We are part of his bigger plan
He opens the heaven's doors to discuss
The sorrows and questions of a wise man.
Just is God, anything else is evil

Even when the periods were medieval.

The greatest man alive!

CQuestion: what makes the greatest man alive?
SPogplo wauld say, fortuno 6 atlainment
QUih gargantuan means of sustainment.
Lave, fiagiveness, modasty, righteousnass
The qualitios and virtues of veal men

They v the vivaeity of lifelosines

SHe s the ane whe tuches yauw when yau e il
%WMWMW’wWM
Yo affind and huit him, ho loves yeu il
(S his saciifieo and eare ho s gracicus.

(s takas strength to pairdan when pogplo huvt
(o s betten than being an inticocit.
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HYBRID

DR. ANIS OBEID

Of mountain rock I am cut Looking for what is masked in an-

And old cedar and pine
And the hardy oak; and all the
juices

That flow in my veins.

I was born to a land of mystery

Where contradictions are the
norm

Where all of life is lived
In the eye of the storm,

A land of poetry and love
Lamenting Adonis,

And where thirsty crops await
gifts from Baal

Yet in God s name they pray
And gaze at the nightly stars.

In those mountains

And valleys, and the desert beyond

Mystics roamed the land

swers

To questions pressingly asked;

I drank from that cup

Of Epic and Myth and Revelation
Where God played dice

And monopoly. A land

Bathed in honey, blood, and valor
Amid the flood they prayed

And held their fast,
That the favor may last,
These are my people.

Across oceans and mountain
peaks

My people wove the streaks
Of writ and...rithmatic;

Hieroglyphics, numerals and cu-

neiform/

Content displayed in structure
and form

2022 il oS - gl sl
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Not to mention the Alphabet

That is my heritage. This is the
Crescent™

The spine

Where blood runs thicker than
wine.

Why then I ask

Where and to whom do [ belong?
And Westward I set my gaze,

The muscular frontal West

Where land and mind succumbed
to conquest,

Censorship lost its heavy weight
title/

Mind roams free “sans Taboo”

There I struck my tent

My cerebral home,; my consign-
ment

©
)7
Q’ Y

(*) The historical fertile crescent

In exchange for family and tribe
and layers

Of protective confinement.

And so in between I dwell

On shallow roots where neither
side

Can the other quell; I chose
My abode in situational modes/
By dictates of the moment,

I abide

For it’s in the moment that I re-
side.

I am a hybrid,

One foot in whats... A receding
shadow

Another in the mirage of the
meadow

In which I struck my tent.

Anis Obeid MD
June 2011.
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