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Gentleman thieves and masked avengers: crime and crime-fiction between fin de siècle Paris and Cairo (1904-1911)

My current research project ties together two chapters in a book I am currently writing on translation and popular fiction in Egypt during the period known as the Nahdah, or the modern Arab “renaissance”.  The book focuses on popular Arabic fiction in the first decade of the twentieth century; a period when the new genre of the novel was generating intense debate about the structure of modern narrative and its social role, in a cultural context defined by reformism and the colonial encounter.  The broader aim of the project is twofold: 1) to interrogate the Eurocentric teleology that informs the writing of modern Arabic literary history and of high nationalist canon discourse and 2) to construct a new critical language through which to read and recuperate a seminal literary archive that has been suppressed by the modern Arabic canon.

Translation, as practice and as culture discourse, intersects the project’s broader framework at critical junctures. In a gesture that reflects the ambivalence of postcolonial modernisms, the popular Arabic novel of the Nahdah is mostly dismissed as a historical instance of the culturally irresponsible adaptation of mass-market ‘foreign’ fictions (‘foreign’ here denoting concepts of both the European cultural other and local popular narrative traditions).  By building on contemporary translation theory and (post)structuralist studies of popular subgenres like romance and melodrama, I try to disentangle possible readings of these texts from ideologically loaded projections of authorship, originality and imitation, as well as the hegemonic literary realisms, that are produced by national literature practices in both the European and Arab contexts.  In the process, I hope to contribute to discussions about the worldly circulation of the novel genre across national and cultural borders.

The book focuses on a specific serial – The People’s Entertainments (Musamarat al-sha’b) – published in Cairo between 1904 and 1911. The serial started out as a bi-weekly publication featuring one complete novel of around eighty pages per issue.  Due to readers demands however, by its third year it had become a weekly, publishing multi-issue novels of up to 1000 pages each.  Approximately fifteen percent of the novels published in the Entertainments are original Arabic works of fiction, and another fifteen are traceable translations of popular nineteenth century French and English authors like Alexandre Dumas, Ponson du Terrail, and Willkie Collins.  The overwhelming majority however are unattributed adaptations and pseudo-translations in the main fictional subgenres popularized by the serial: historical fiction, detective fiction, mystères, and sentimental fiction.

The chapters I propose to work on during my stay at the Institute for Advanced Study in Nantes revolve around two of these strongly interrelated fictional subgenres: the French policier and the mystères; the former as represented by the work of Maurice Le Blanc and the latter by Eugene Sue.  Two works by Le Blanc were translated in the Entertainments: Arsène Lupin, Gentleman Cambrioleur by Abd al-Qadir Hamzah in 1909 and 813 by Tanius Abduh in 1910.  While Sue’s monumental Les Mystères de Paris itself was never translated in the Entertainments, earlier adaptations of it gave birth to a vogue for urban crime romance that encouraged Arab writers/translators to produce pseudo-translations of the genre, like the numerous works published in the serial in its later years: The Lovely Beggar-Girl (1906), Thieves of Paris (1910), City of Darkness (1911), etc.   

The two major questions I will be trying to answer in these chapters are first, why were these subgenres so popular in the first decade of the twentieth century in Egypt, and second, how does the act of ‘translation’ not only produce new social meanings and narrative morphologies in the target text, but how does it further allow us to critically re-think the social and generic histories of the source text itself? The related figures of the ‘Gentleman-thief’ and the heroic but sinister ‘Masked Avenger’ thus form the nodal points of an inquiry into the social and cultural histories of the colonial metropolis (Paris/Cairo), and into the formation of a new narrative genre in Arabic (the novel).  By focusing on the moments of political and semantic tension in the target text, my aim is to unpick the layers of signification obscured by the dominant notion of Arab modernity as a ‘translated’ modernity, based on simple equivalence and imitation.   I will show for example, how the Arabic Arsène Lupin emerges as both a uniquely modern narrative figure rooted in new social and temporal structures and practices that stretch from Paris to Cairo, while at the same time incorporating deeply embedded local and ‘pre-modern’ literary sources - like Islamic picaresque and folk epic -into its version of the modern bandit-hero.  On the other hand, the Arabic pseudo-translations of the mystères genre that I examine reconstruct hyperbolic versions of nineteenth century Paris as translations of modern, colonial Cairo - a city which would soon implode under the force of its violent social contradictions: spiralling financial and land speculation, political repression and corruption, massive rural migration and urban unemployment, vagrancy, crime, prostitution and drug-addiction. Moreover, the pseudo-translations of the mystères variety published in the Entertainments represent a kind of palimpsest onto which this Cairo is written in language that constantly reaches back to the older urban romance of the Thousand and One Nights.

This part of my project will therefore take three interrelated directions.  I will be looking at the major social and cultural histories of Cairo, as well as memoirs and autobiographies, from the British Occupation to World War I (1882-1914) with emphasis on changing juridical practices in relation to institutions like prostitution, the prison and the poor-house.  I will also study the relevant scholarship on the emergence and development of the policier and mystères genres in the France of the Second and Third Republic.  Finally, I plan to re-read some of the seminal structuralist work that has been done on genre history and morphology by scholars like Robert Scholes and Tvetzen Todorov in order to construct a critical framework for my reading of Arabic crime fiction as a polyvalent and avant-garde form of modern narrative, rather than an infantile and somewhat disreputable stage in the ‘development’ of the Arabic novel.  The chapters in question will be based on this work, and on a detailed, comparative analysis of source and target texts.  

This project builds on important work done in the sociology  of literature, and the ‘origins’ of the novel both within and beyond the field of Arabic studies.  On the other hand, I believe it is unique in its strongly comparative dimension, in its broad interdisciplinary concerns, and in its emphasis on translation and translation studies as a key to rethinking not only the history of the Arabic novel per se, but of the complex modernities from which it emerges.  
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