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			Breathtaking analysis of the current global crisis from one of the Arab world’s most respected writers

			The United States is losing its moral credibility. The European Union is breaking apart. Africa, the Arab world, and the Mediterranean are becoming battlefields for various regional and global powers. Extreme forms of nationalism are on the rise. Thus divided, humanity is unable to address global threats to the environment and our health. How did we get here and what is yet to come? World-renowned scholar and bestselling author Amin Maalouf seeks to raise awareness and pursue a new human solidarity. In Adrift, Maalouf traces how civilizations have drifted apart throughout the 20th century, mixing personal narrative and historical analysis to provide a warning signal for the future. 
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			Praise for Amin Maalouf

			“Maalouf is a thoughtful, humane and passionate interlocutor.”

			New York Times Book Review

			“He is one of that small handful of writers, like David Grossman and Ayaan Hirsi Ali, who are indispensable to us in our current crisis.”

			New York Times

			“Maalouf’s fiction offers both a model for the future and a caution, a way towards cultural understanding and an appalling measure of the consequences of failure. His is a voice which Europe cannot afford to ignore.”

			The Guardian

			“Maalouf writes intriguing novels of exceptional quality.” 

			NRC Handelsblad

			“At this time of fundamentalist identity seekers, Amin’s is a voice of wisdom and sanity that sings the complexity and wonder of belonging to many places. He is a fabulist raconteur; he tells vastly entertaining adventure stories that are also deeply philosophical.”

			ARIEL DORFMAN, author of Feeding on Dreams: Confessions of an Unrepentant Exile 

			“Amin Maalouf seems to follow Flaubert in looking at the East, but he centres the narrative differently: it’s the Orient telling itself. You learn about the multiplicity of cultures, their openness and permeability; that the boundaries between religions are not as hard and fast as we’ve been led to believe.”

			AAMER HUSSEIN, author of 37 Bridges

			“Amin Maalouf, one of the Arab world’s most influential writers, weaves extraordinary tales in his novels, mixing historical events, romantic love, fantasy, and imagination. Yet at the core of all these well-crafted works lies a deep element of philosophical and psychological inquiry into the nature and condition of contemporary man.”

			AUB (American University of Beirut)

			•

			Praise for Adrift

			“Adrift is both an elegy for the Levant in which he grew up, and a reflection on the violent fragmentation and political malaise of globalized capitalism. In Maalouf’s portrait, the world in which COVID-19 made its calamitous appearance is disoriented and dangerously unequal, fragmented into identity-based groups, at war with one another yet all beholden to the market.” 

			The London Review of Books

			“The writer and scholar delves back into his own history to analyze the tragic consequences of the shock prophesized by Samuel Huntington.”

			Le Figaro Magazine

			“True change is possible: Maalouf shows us possible ways forward in magnificent prose filled with wisdom.”

			La Provence

			“A marvelous, luminous piece of writing.”

			Europe 1

			“Wonderful and terrifying.”

			La Grande Librairie – France 5

			“A powerful voice.”

			France Culture 

			“Over rupture and conflict, Amin Maalouf has always preferred epics of encounters, beginnings, and connections.”

			Le Point

			“An alarming report on the state of the world.”

			Le Soir

			•

			Praise for The Disoriented

			“A thoughtful, philosophically rich story that probes a still-open wound.”

			Kirkus Reviews

			“A powerful and nostalgic current of lost paradise and stolen youth.”

			Huffington Post

			“A great, sensitive testimony on the vulnerability of the individual in an age of global migration.”

			STEFAN HERTMANS, author of War and Turpentine and The Convert

			“There are novels which reverberate long after you’ve finished reading them. Amin Maalouf’s The Disoriented is such a novel. This is a voyage between the Orient and the West, the past and the present, as only the 1993 Goncourt Prize winner knows how to write it.” 

			Le Figaro

			“Amin Maalouf gives us a perfect look at the thoughts and feelings that can lead to emigration. One can only be impressed by the magnitude and the precision of his introspection.” 

			Le Monde des Livres

			“Maalouf’s new book, The Disoriented, marks his return to the novel with fanfare. It is a very endearing book.”

			Lire

			“Maalouf makes a rare incursion into the twentieth century, and he evokes his native Lebanon in a state of war, a painful subject which until now he had only touched upon.”

			Jeune Afrique

			“The great virtue of this beautiful novel is that it concedes a human element to war, that it unravels the Lebanese carpet to undo its knots and loosen its strings.”

			L’Express

			“Amin Maalouf has an intact love of Lebanon inside him, as well as ever-enduring suffering and great nostalgia for his youth, of which he has perhaps never spoken of as well as he has in this novel.” 

			Page des Libraires

			“Full of human warmth and told in an Oriental style, this is a sensitive reflection told through touching portraits.” 

			Notes Bibliographiques

			“A great work, which explores the wounds of exile and the compromises of those who stay.” 

			L’Amour des Livres

			“What Maalouf discusses in this novel is nothing less than the conflict between the Arab world and the West. A personal, honest search for the greatest challenge of current world politics.”

			De Volkskrant

			“Maalouf addresses themes such as multiculturalism, friendship, and disruptive conflict in a pleasant style. The Disoriented is a book that enriches readers by providing insight into the memories and facts of life of people from other cultures.”

			Literair Nederland

			“Maalouf manages to draw the reader into a beautiful story that honours friendship and loyalty as essential parts of a decent human existence. He does not judge his characters. No one is completely bad, no one is completely good, all of his characters are recognizable people who are attractive because of their flaws.”

			De Wereld Morgen

			“The Disoriented is the new, long-awaited novel by Amin Maalouf, and perhaps his most personal, emotional, and compelling. A novel about memory, friendship, love.”

			La Compagnia del Mar Rosso

			•

			Praise for Disordered World

			“With his consciously nurtured multiple identity, Maalouf is just the sort of interlocutor this period needs. He reaches deep into unmined seams of cultural history, scything elegantly through cliché and conventional models of received wisdom.” 

			Financial Times

			“Should be prescribed reading in the Foreign Office and on the foreign desk of newspapers and the BBC.” 

			The Spectator, Books of the Year

			“Stimulating and provocative.”

			Sunday Times

			“Maalouf is perfectly placed and wonderfully qualified to shed light on the pervasive sense that there is a cataclysmic battle in progress between civilisations and systems of belief. Disordered World is full of insight.”

			The Observer

			•

			Praise for Leo Africanus

			“Leo Africanus is a beautiful book of tales about people who are forced to accept choices made for them by someone else—it relates, poetically at times and often imaginatively, the story of those who did not make it to the New World.”

			New York Times

			“Utterly fascinating.” 

			BBC World Service

			“A celebration of the romance and power of the Arab world, its ideals and achievements.” 

			Daily Telegraph

			“Maalouf offers a lurid history lesson in this sweeping, sympathetic portrayal of Islamic culture of the period.” 

			Publishers Weekly

			•

			Praise for The Garden of Light

			“A fine, meditative historical novel from the internationally acclaimed Lebanese author.” 

			Kirkus Reviews

			“Maalouf’s Mani has the ring of life—a sad, glowing book.”

			Washington Post

			“Has the feel of a 1950s Hollywood epic, in which men gesture boldly and deliver words that deserve to be immediately carved in stone.”

			New York Times Book Review

			•

			Praise for In the Name of Identity

			“Speaks from the depth of a powerful intellect.” 

			The Times (London)

			“His observation of human nature in all its facets is wonderfully accurate.” 

			Sunday Telegraph

			“This book sets out quite simply what is required of civilization in the third millennium.”

			Le Monde

			“The clear, calm, cogent and persuasive voice from the Arab world that it seemed everyone in the West had been waiting for.”

			New York Times 

			“This is an important addition to contemporary literature on diversity, nationalism, race and international politics.”

			Publishers Weekly

			•

			Praise for The Crusades Through Arab Eyes

			“Amin Maalouf has brilliantly reconstituted a semi-documentary narrative from ‘the other side.’” 

			New York Times

			“The Crusades Through Arab Eyes may be warmly recommended to lay-readers and students alike.” 

			The Times Literary Supplement (London)

			“A useful and important analysis adding much to existing Western histories.”

			London Review of Books

			“A wide readership should enjoy this vivid narrative of stirring events.”

			The Bookseller

			•

			Praise for Balthasar’s Odyssey

			“Sparkling and erudite, this is a wonderful novel.”

			The Independent

			“How Amin Maalouf in the distant past also shows the crises and opportunities of the present is masterly.” 

			Die Zeit

			“Both a meditation on the need for Christians, Muslims, and Jews to tolerate each other and a fantastic travelogue.” 

			MICHÈLE ROBERTS, author of Daughters of the House

			•

			Praise for Samarkand

			“Maalouf has written an extraordinary book, describing the lives and times of people who have never appeared in fiction before and are unlikely to do so again. The book is far more than a simple historical novel; like the intricate embroidery of an oriental carpet it weaves back and forth through the centuries, linking the poetry, philosophy and passion of the Sufi past with modernism.”

			The Independent

			“Amin Maalouf unfolds the exotic, alien world of the Orient and tells of the adventurous life of the legendary scholar, his involvement in power, his love for the beautiful poet Jahane—and follows the miraculous path of mysterious writing into the twentieth century.”

			Reise Travel

			“Maalouf creates a colorful custom painting of the then-Orient in front of the reader’s inner eye and pulls out all the stops that a juicy historical novel should.”

			IRIS HETSCHER, Weser Kurir

			•

			Praise for Origins: A Memoir

			“Maalouf holds to his elliptical narrative with spirit and finesse. The result is both exquisitely tempered and rudely compelling.”

			The Independent

			“Maalouf has a novelist’s ear for language and an historian’s eye for detail: they have combined to create a masterpiece.”

			Tablet

			“Origins is a family saga more diverse and intriguing than most—its stories illustrate the author’s journey of self-discovery.”

			Books Quarterly

			“A terrific evocation of the mindset of a genuinely interesting family, and the times and nations through which they travelled.”

			The Fiction Desk

			•

			Praise for The Rock of Tanios

			“This is as colourful as a fairy tale, and brilliantly translated from the French.” 

			The Times

			“Told with the simplicity of fable but set on the cusp of the modern world, this is a wonderful tale.”

			The Independent

			“This is a beautifully crafted story detailing the intricacies of the folklores and superstitions which dominated nineteenth-century Oriental village life.” 

			The Observer
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			AMIN MAALOUF was born in Beirut. He studied economics and sociology and then worked as an international reporter until the Lebanese Civil War broke out in 1975. Maalouf and his family decided to leave their country and settled in Paris in 1976, where he became editor in chief for the newspaper Jeune Afrique. He published his first book, The Crusades Through Arab Eyes, in 1983. In 1993, The Rock of Tanios, his fifth novel, won the Prix Goncourt, the most prestigious literary award in France. Maalouf is a member of the Académie Française and in 2010 was awarded the Prince of Asturias Award for Literature for his entire oeuvre. His work has been translated into fifty languages and his most recent bestselling novel to be published in English is The Disoriented.

			FRANK WYNNE is a literary translator and writer. Born in Ireland, he moved to France in 1984 where he discovered a passion for language. He began translating literature in the late 1990s, and in 2001 decided to devote himself to this full-time. He has translated works by Michel Houellebecq, Frédéric Beigbeder, Ahmadou Kourouma, Virginie Despentes, Tómas Eloy Martínez, and Javier Cercas. His work has earned him a number of awards, including the Scott Moncrieff Prize and the Premio Valle Inclán. Most recently, his translation of Animalia by Jean-Baptiste del Amo won the Republic of Consciousness Prize 2020.
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			AUTHOR

			“Right now, the forces that divide us are working faster than the forces that unite us. We must hope that the slow forces bringing us together will someday have the upper hand. I believe that there is a quality to our times that has not existed in any previous era: it is our ability to solve all our problems. We have the scientific, technical, and economic means to eradicate any problem that has existed since the dawn of time. But we have to want this. There needs to be an awareness of what needs to be done, an awareness of the dangers, and the moral resolve to act. I dream that someday we will be possessed of this awareness.”

			TRANSLATOR

			“To translate a writer, to recreate a text, requires not only empathy and an ear for voice, but also an open mind, and not a little research. Working on Adrift, I saw the world I thought I knew through a new and incisive prism—both personal and political—one that connected the dots of recent history in a way that I found compelling, unsettling, and urgent. Few of the books I have translated could change the world; I hope this one does.” 

			PUBLISHER 

			“In this book Amin Maalouf does something that only the greatest minds can do: he surveys major global, political, and historical developments with intelligence and tenderness. He looks at our world from a bird’s-eye view, with a wide scope, but without ever becoming distant. His commitment and concern can be felt in everything he describes. With Adrift, Maalouf once again shows that he is not just a wonderful writer, but also one of the most important thinkers of modern times.”
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			For my mother, for my father

			and for the fragile dreams

			they bequeathed me

		

	
		
			-

			Prologue

			The gods know the things of the future,

			the full and sole possessors of all lights.

			Of the future things, wise men perceive

			approaching things. Their hearing

			is sometimes, during serious studies,

			disturbed. The mystical clamor

			of approaching events reaches them.

			And they heed it with reverence.

			Constantine Cavafy (1863–1933)

			The Complete Poems of Cavafy

			(translated by Rae Dalven)
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			I was born hale and healthy into the arms of a dying civilization, and I have spent my whole life feeling that I am surviving, with no credit or blame, when around me so many things were falling into ruin; like those characters in films who walk down streets where all the walls are crumbling and yet emerge unscathed, shaking the dust from their clothes, while behind them the entire city is no more than a pile of rubble.

			From my first breath, this has been my sad privilege. But it is also, doubtless, characteristic of our era when compared to those that came before. Time was, men had the impression of their being transient in a world that was immutable; people lived on the land where their parents had lived, worked as they did, cared for each other as they did, were educated as they had been, prayed in the same fashion and travelled by the same means. My four grandparents and their forebears for twelve generations were all born in the Ottoman dynasty, how could they not believe it would be eternal?

			“Within the memory of a rose, no gardener had died,” sighed the French philosophers of the Enlightenment, thinking about the social order and the monarchy of their own country. These days, the thinking roses that we are live longer, and gardeners die. In the span of a life, it is possible to see countries, empires, peoples, languages, and civilizations disappear.

			Humanity is metamorphosing before our eyes. Never has its adventure seemed more promising, or more perilous. To a historian, the spectacle that is the world is fascinating. Yet he must still come to terms with his loved ones’ anguish and his own fears.

			I was born in a universe called the Levant, but it is so forgotten now that most of my contemporaries do not know to what I am referring.

			True, no nation has ever borne this name. When books speak of the Levant, its history is vague, its geography shifting—little more than an archipelago of trading cities, often though not always coastal, running from Alexandria to Beirut, Tripoli, Aleppo, or Smyrna, from Baghdad to Mosul, Constantinople, Thessaloniki, from Odessa to Sarajevo.

			In the outmoded sense in which I use it, it describes the territory wherein the ancient civilizations of the Middle East rubbed shoulders with the younger cultures of the West. From this intimacy was almost born a different future for all people.

			I shall later discuss this wasted opportunity at greater length, but I need to say a word about it now in order to clarify my thoughts: if the citizens of different nations and the followers of the monotheistic religions had continued to live together in this part of the world and had managed to pool their fates, humanity as a whole would have had an eloquent beacon of peaceful coexistence and prosperity to inspire and to light the way. Regrettably, what happened was the reverse, hatred prevailed, and an inability to live together became the rule.

			The Enlightenment of the Levant guttered out. Then shadows spread across the globe. And, to my mind, this is not simply a coincidence.

			The Levantine ideal, as my people experienced it, as I have always wanted to live it, demands that each person assume full responsibility for himself, and a little responsibility for others. Like all ideals, it is something which we can aspire to though never quite attain. Though the aspiration is in itself salutary, it indicates the path we should follow: the path of reason, the path that leads to the future. In fact I would go so far as to say that, for a humane society, it is this aspiration that marks the passage from barbarism to civilization.

			Throughout my childhood, I witnessed the joy and pride of my parents when they mentioned friends of different faiths or different countries. It was no more than a barely perceptible inflection in their voices. But it conveyed a message. A “user’s manual,” I would call it now.

			At the time, it seemed to me so much a commonplace that I scarcely thought about it; I was convinced that this was how things were everywhere. Only much later did I realize that the closeness between the two communities in the world of my childhood was extremely rare. And extremely fragile. Early in life, I would see it tarnish, degrade, and disappear, leaving behind only nostalgia and shadows.

			Was I right when I said that shadows spread over the globe when the Enlightenment of the Levant guttered out? Is it not incongruous for me to speak of shadows when I and my contemporaries have witnessed the most spectacular technological advances of all time; when we have at our fingertips the sum of human knowledge; when our fellow men live to a greater age and in better health than they did in the past; when so many former “Third World” countries, China and India first and foremost, have finally emerged from underdevelopment?

			But this is precisely the tragic paradox of our century: for the first time in history we have the means to rid humanity of the scourges that have plagued it, to lead it towards an era of freedom, of unblemished progress, of global solidarity and shared wealth; and yet here we are, hurtling full-tilt in the opposite direction.

			*

			I am not one of those who likes to believe “things were better in my day.” I am fascinated by scientific discoveries, enchanted by the liberation of bodies and minds, and I consider it a privilege to live in an era as inventive and as unrestrained as ours. However, despite this fascination, in recent years certain increasingly disturbing currents have threatened to destroy everything that our species has created, all the things of which we are justly proud, those things that we are accustomed to calling “civilization.”

			How have we come to this? This is the question I ask myself every time I am faced with the baleful upheavals of the century. How did we find ourselves adrift? What were the paths we should not have taken? Could we have avoided them? And is it still possible today to get things back on an even keel?

			If I resort to naval terminology, it is because the image that has haunted me in recent years is that of a shipwreck—a gleaming modern ocean liner, as buoyant and reputedly unsinkable as the Titanic, carrying a crowd of passengers from every class and every country, sailing proudly towards its own destruction.

			Does it need to be said that I am not simply an observer watching it pass? I am aboard, with all my contemporaries. With those I love most, with those I like least. With everything I have built, or believe that I have built. There is little doubt that, in the course of this book, I will attempt to maintain a level-headed tone. But I am terrified as I gaze at the mountainous mass of ice ahead. And I am fervent as I pray to heaven, after my fashion, that we can avoid it.

			The shipwreck, it goes without saying, is metaphorical. Necessarily subjective, necessarily approximate. It would be possible to come up with other images to describe the convulsion of the century. All those places whose names I love to say aloud—Assyria, Nineveh, Babylonia, Mesopotamia, Emesa, Palmyra, Tripolitania, Cyrenaica, or the Sabaean Kingdom, formerly known as Arabia Felix—their citizens, heirs to the most ancient civilizations, now flee on rafts as in the wake of the shipwreck.

			In some cases, global warming is to blame. Vast glaciers that are melting; the Arctic Ocean, which, for the first time in millennia, is navigable in summer; great icebergs calved by Antarctica; the island nations of the Pacific worrying that soon they will be engulfed … In the decades to come, will they experience an apocalyptic foundering?

			In other cases, the image is more symbolic, it is less concrete, less poignant in its human cost. For example, when we consider Washington, the capital of the greatest global power, a state we would expect to set the example for adult democracy and exert a quasi-paternal authority over the rest of the world, does it not conjure the image of a shipwreck? There is no rickety vessel floating on the Potomac; but in a sense, it is the bridge deck of humanity that is flooded, and its passengers cast adrift.

			In still other cases, what is at stake is Europe itself. Its dream of union is, to my mind, one of the most promising of our times. What has become of it? How have we allowed it to become so debased? When Great Britain decided to leave the European Union, officials from every country rushed to minimize the damage and promised bold initiatives to relaunch the project, and I hope with all my heart that they will succeed. In the meantime, I cannot help but murmur once again: “What a disaster!”

			There is a long list of things that, only yesterday, could make men dream, could lift their spirits, renew their energy, but that, today, have lost all lustre. I do not think it is an exaggeration to equate the “demonetization” of ideals, which continues to spread, and which is affecting every system, every doctrine, with a general moral shipwreck. While the communist utopia is sinking into the abyss, the triumph of capitalism has brought with it an obscene explosion of inequality. While it might be argued that, economically, this is its raison d’être, in human and ethical terms, it is unquestionably a disaster. 

			Do these few examples convey my meaning? Not sufficiently, to my mind. Although they may explain how I came to choose my title, they do not satisfactorily communicate the crux of my argument. Namely: we are caught up in a machine that no one deliberately set in motion, but one towards which we are forcibly being dragged, one that threatens to destroy our civilizations.

			In talking about the turmoil that has led the world to the brink of this disaster, I will frequently feel compelled to use I, me, and we. I would rather not have used the first person, especially in a book that concerns all human endeavour, but how could I do otherwise when, from earliest childhood, I was a witness to the upheavals of which I am about to speak; when “my” Levantine universe was the first to go under; when it was the suicidal anguish of “my” Arab nation that dragged the whole planet into this catastrophic chain of events?
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			I · A Paradise in Flames

			After the torchlight red on sweaty faces

			After the frosty silence in the gardens

			After the agony in stony places

			The shouting and the crying

			Prison and palace and reverberation

			Of thunder of spring over distant mountains

			He who was living is now dead

			We who were living are now dying

			With a little patience

			T.S. Eliot (1888–1965)

			The Waste Land
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			1

			I did not know the Levant in its heyday, I arrived too late, all that was left of the spectacle was a tattered backcloth, all that remained of the banquet were a few crumbs. But I always hoped that one day the party might start up again, I did not want to believe that fate had seen me born into a house already condemned to demolition. 

			My people have built many houses, from Anatolia to Mount Lebanon, to coastal cities and the valley of the Nile, only to abandon them, one after another. I feel a nostalgia for them, unsurprisingly, and also a little stoic resignation when confronted by the vanity of things. Never become attached to something you might miss when the day comes that you must leave!

			It was in Beirut that I was born, on February 25, 1949. The news was announced the following day, as was once customary, via a paragraph in the newspaper where my father worked: Mother and child are both doing well.

			The country and the region, on the other hand, were doing badly. Few realized it at the time, but the descent into hell had already begun.

			Egypt, the adoptive country of my mother’s family, was in turmoil. On February 12, two weeks before my birth, Hassan al-Banna, founder of the Muslim Brotherhood, had been assassinated. He had gone to meet with one of his political allies; as he left the building, a car drew up and a gunman fired. Although shot in the chest, he did not collapse and the wound did not seem serious. He even managed to take cover behind the vehicle and note the license plate. This was how it was discovered that the car driven by his killers belonged to the Director-General of the Police.

			Al-Banna then went to hospital to be treated. His supporters assumed that he would be discharged the same day with nothing more than a bandage. They were preparing to carry him through the streets in triumph, but he bled out from an internal haemorrhage. Within hours, he was dead. He was only forty-two.

			His assassination was a response to that of the Egyptian Prime Minister, Nokrashy Pasha, gunned down by a member of the Muslim Brotherhood a month and a half earlier, on December 28. The killer, a medical student, had dressed as a police officer to infiltrate an official building, get close to the statesman, and shoot him at point-blank range as he was getting into a lift. A murder that may itself have been prompted by the government’s decision on December 8 to disband the Brotherhood.

			The struggle between the Islamic organization and the Cairo authorities had already been going on for twenty years. On the eve of my birth, it grew much more acrimonious. In the decades that followed, there would be many bloody incidents, long periods of truce invariably followed by more violence. As I write these lines, it is still going on.

			This conflict, which began in Egypt in the 1920s, would in time see repercussions for the whole world, from the Sahara to the Caucasus, from the mountains of Afghanistan to the Twin Towers in New York, which were attacked and destroyed on September 11, 2001, by a suicide commando led by an Egyptian militant.

			But in 1949, the clashes between the authorities and the Brotherhood, brutal though they were, had not yet affected day-to-day life. As a result, my mother had no hesitation in taking me and my older sister to Cairo four months after I was born. It was much easier for her to care for us with the help of her parents and the servants they employed. In Lebanon, my father, who worked as a newspaper editor, did not have the means to offer her the same luxuries. When he had the time, it was he who accompanied her to see her family. He did so without demur—he venerated Egypt’s past and admired its teeming present—its poets, its artists, its musicians, its theatre, its cinema, its newspapers, its publishers … In fact, it was in Cairo, in 1940, that he published his first book, an anthology of Levantine writers in English. And it was also in Cairo, at the Greek Catholic church, that my parents were married in 1945.

			In those days, the country of the Nile was a second homeland for my family, and for three years, my mother took me there for long stays—just after I was born, the following year, and the year after. During the cool season, obviously, since in summer the air was said to be “unbreathable.”

			Then this custom was brutally interrupted. In the last days of 1951, my grandfather, whose name was Amin, died suddenly of a heart attack. And perhaps it was a blessing for him to leave this world before he saw his life’s work fall to pieces. Because, less than a month later, his Egypt, the country he loved so much, was already in flames.

			*

			He had arrived at the age of sixteen, in the wake of his eldest brother, and had quickly found a place for himself thanks to a singular talent: training horses. If an animal was skittish, the teenager would jump on its back, wrap his arms and legs around it and not let go. However much the horse ran, reared, or tried to throw him, the rider hung on tightly. The horse always tired before he did. She would slow, bow her head, then pad towards the water trough to slake her thirst. My future grandfather would pat the horse’s flanks, stroke her neck, run his fingers through her mane. He had broken her.

			He did not practise the profession for long. When he was a few years older and a few kilos heavier, he launched into a completely different career, one for which he had no qualifications and no specific training, but one that Egypt, a country in rapid development, desperately needed: building roads, canals, and bridges. With his brothers, he set up a public works company in Tanta, a town on the Nile Delta. It was here that he would meet his wife, Virginie, a Maronite like himself, who had been born in Adana in Asia Minor: her family had fled to Egypt to escape the bloody massacres of 1909, which had begun by targeting Armenians before extending to other Christian communities.

			My future grandparents were married in Tanta at the end of the First World War. They had seven children. Their first child, a son, died very young; then, in 1921, a daughter—my mother. They named her Odette. My father always called her Aude.

			When the family business began to thrive, my grandfather moved and settled in Heliopolis, the new city built on the outskirts of Cairo by Baron Empain, a wealthy Belgian industrialist. At the same time, my grandfather was having a house built on Mount Lebanon, where he would spend the summer, a white stone house—solid, elegant, well located, and comfortable without being ostentatious.

			Many of those who left to work in Egypt at the same time as my grandfather now live in opulent palaces; they were proprietors of banks, factories, cotton fields, international companies. Moreover, many were awarded titles—Pasha, Count, Prince. This was not the case for my grandfather. He earned a good living, but he never amassed a fortune. Even in the village, where there were no more than twenty houses, his was not the most lavish. His hard work and determination allowed him to prosper, to rise above the conditions in which he had been born, but without reaching to the top of the social ladder. Truth be told, his career path was similar to that of many of his compatriots who in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries chose to settle in the Nile Valley rather than emigrate to more distant lands.

			Having been born at the end of this period, I first knew about it through the tales told by my parents and their friends. Later, I read a little on the subject: stories, detailed reports, and also novels that celebrated the glories of Alexandria and Heliopolis. Today, I am convinced that, in their time, my forebears had excellent reasons to choose Egypt. It offered industrious emigrants opportunities since unrivalled.

			It is true that other countries—the United States, Brazil, Mexico, Cuba, or Australia—offered almost boundless opportunities. This, however, meant crossing oceans and permanently cutting oneself off from one’s native land, whereas my grandfather, at the end of an arduous year working, could return to his village to be cosseted and to recharge his batteries.

			Later, much later, there would be a wave of emigration to oil-producing countries, which were closer, geographically, and where it was possible to earn a decent living, or, for the more cunning, to make a fortune—but nothing more. These emigrants worked hard, dreamed in silence, got drunk on the sly, then let off steam in conspicuous consumption. In the Nile Valley life was different, there were many kinds of cuisine. Music, literature, and many of the arts saw a cultural explosion that welcomed the participation of emigrants as much as that of the local population.

			For some time, the composers, singers, actors, novelists, and poets of Egypt were the stars of the Arab world and beyond. While Umm Kulthum was singing the Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam, and the unforgettable Asmahan, a Syrian émigré, crooned “Layali El Unse Fi Vienna,” Leila Mourad, née Assouline, daughter of a long line of Jewish musicians, thrilled concert halls with her song “Mon cœur est mon seule guide.”

			This movement radiated out from the Levant and from the Arabic language to other cultures. It is significant, for example, that “My Way,” a song forever associated with Frank Sinatra, was originally composed by a French-Egyptian, Claude François, before its lyrics were rewritten in English by Paul Anka, a Canadian of Syrian-Lebanese origin. In fact, even France’s music-hall tradition has long been home to stars born in Egypt, such as Dalida, Georges Moustaki, Guy Béart, and indeed Claude François himself. 

			This is just one of many domains. When my grandfather visited the Egyptian Ministry for Public Works to discuss contracts, there was a civil servant working on another floor named Constantine Cavafy, who, unbeknownst to anyone at the time, would one day be considered the greatest modern Greek poet—born April 29, 1863, in Alexandria, died April 29, 1933, in Alexandria, according to his biographers. There is nothing to suggest that the two men ever met, but I like to imagine that they both pored over the same irrigation plan.

			It was also in Alexandria that the great Italian poet Giuseppe Ungaretti was born in 1888, and lived as a child. His mother owned a bakery there …

			*

			My father, who unlike many of his compatriots was not motivated by money, knew Egypt primarily through its poets. He would often recite their poems to me, and by dint of repetition I still remember some of them. His idol was Ahmed Shawqi, nicknamed the “Prince of Poets,” who was the figurehead of an Arabic cultural renaissance that, at the time, people believed was inevitable, imminent, and could only blossom in the Valley of the Nile.

			When Shawqi visited Lebanon it was a major event that warranted headlines in the newspapers. Wherever he went, he was surrounded by a flock of young writers. To the end of his days, my father was proud that he had once met him. It happened in an open-air restaurant, where the poet had poured beer into a glass, brought it up to his ear, and, tilting his head back slightly, explained to the assembled company that Arabic writers of an earlier age had given a name to this characteristic sound: jarsh. It is a detail of no great importance, but my father was always emotional when he told this story, since it brought back to his mind the voice, the gesture of the great Shawqi.

			When I find myself in Rome, I sometimes go to the park of the Villa Borghese, where there is a statue of the Egyptian poet seated, wearing a bow tie, holding a rose, head tilted back slightly just as in my father’s memory.

			Just as important as “Prince” Shawqi, and just as representative of an era filled with promise, was Taha Hussein, nicknamed the “Dean of Arabic Letters.”

			Taha Hussein was born into a poor family in a small village, and became blind at the age of three as the result of a poorly treated infection, but he managed to overcome his disadvantages to become the most highly respected Egyptian intellectual of modern times. A man of the Enlightenment, resolutely modernist, he encouraged Arabic researchers to reanalyse history with the aid of modern scientific tools rather than simply accepting the received ideas of their predecessors.

			A turbulent dispute erupted in 1926, when he published a book in which he argued that a particular body of poetry considered pre-Islamic had actually been entirely rewritten at a later date as part of a rivalry between different tribes. This was considered scandalous, and Hussein was branded an infidel; he called into question not only the accepted canon of Arabic literature, but the manner in which the works had been written. Scholars were determined to prevent him from applying his iconoclastic methods to religious texts.

			The dispute called to mind another, one triggered sixty-four years early by Ernest Renan when, during his inaugural lecture at the Collège de France, he dared to refer to Jesus as an “exceptional man,” without considering him to be God. Taha Hussein was suspended from his post as professor at the University of Cairo, just as Renan had been. But when the Grand Imam of al-Azhar, the highest religious authority in the country, demanded that he be put on trial, the Egyptian government refused to take this drastic step, considering that the judicial system had no role in academic debate.

			Despite the attacks he suffered from traditional scholars, the Dean of Arabic Letters remained an eminent intellectual to his dying day, an academic who was respected by his contemporaries and one who was appointed to a number of eminent positions: Head of the Department of Literature, Rector of the University of Alexandria, and, from 1950–52, Minister for National Education—or, to employ the splendid term used in Egypt at the time, “Minister of Knowledge.” One of his first decisions was to call for free education.

			That a blind man, seen by certain authorities as a heretic, could have had such a meteoric career obviously speaks volumes about Taha Hussein, but it also says much about the Egypt of his time.

			I could give dozens of similar examples.
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