Theme and Image
in Najib Mahfuz’s Novels of the 1960 ’s

By Bermawy Munthe

The theme of a novel is one of its most important elements. Robert
Pewn Warren says, "The theme is what a piece of fiction stacks up to. It
is the idea, the significance, the interpretation of persons and events, the
pervasive and unifying view of life which is embodied in the total
narrative."!

Najib Mahfiiz, the most outstanding contemporary Egyptian
novelist of Arabic literature, had a new theme in his works of the 1960’s.
Some critics say that Najib Mahfiiz had a clear preoccupation, which is
the search for a universal ideology of truthfulness and psychological
satisfaction.? This vision is actualized clearly in his novels of the 1960’s
al-Liss wa al-Kilab (The Thief and the Dogs, 1961), al-Summan wa
Gl—Kh;Ir-if (Quail and Autumn, 1962, al-Tariq (the Search, 1964),
al-Shahhadh (the Beggar, 1965), Tharthara Fauq al-Nil (Chattering on
the Nile, 1966) and Miramar (the name of a pension, 1967).

In these novels, it seems that Najib Mahfliz devotes himself to the
expression of the most internal aspect of the human being. He focuses his
theme on depicting the prominence and tragedy of different kinds of
spiritual or existential probiems of human beings in the Cairo setting
after the Second World War and the 1952 Revolution. What Roger Allen
says might be true that.these novels depict the emphasis shifts from the
-corr.lp_lex fabric of society itSf':].f to an equally complex world of the
mf:lmdual and the sense o{:' alienation felt by modern man whei, faced:
with the pressures of life in today’s world.® These tragedies, spiritual
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catastrophes and malaise are embodied in an ambiguous illustration
which has been an essential element in Najib Mahfiiz’s writing. It is
always tempting and often fruitful to seek for symbols and metaphors in
his work. ; =
This essay is an attempt to figure out the main trend of Najib
Mahfuz’s thematic trend and its images by studying these novels.

II

On the one hand, it might be true that the social theme of the novels
of the 1960s is not altogether absent. This theme can be understood in
these novels. On the other hand, the novels tend t
specific theme. Here, he is concerned with
human being, namely anxiety, loneliness, the worthlessness of life.
Sasson Somekh says that the general trend that concerns the author is a
deepening spiritual r‘nalaise. Further, he states that meticulous concern
with external - reality gradually gives way to ap gver growing
introspection. Abd Allah _A\'v’ad al-Khabbash says that these novels are
considered as social and philosophical novels.® Brieﬂy, the shifting of the

theme from pure reality towards metaphysical considerations is the
prominent feature of these novels,
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all traitors and bullies, and his action is considered as a legal social
protest although his struggle ends in his destruction.

Clearly the hero is in a state of anxiety which has two aspects,
namely loneliness and the awareness of impending death. Because the
thief murdered a man, he is doomed. Moreover, his loneliness is almost
total; he is an outcast from the law-abiding society. He is rejected by his
own gang because now another leader has taken control. The latter used
to be the thief’s henchman but he betrayed him and took his place; the
thief’s wife left him and married the new gang leader and his little
daughter no longer recognizes her father.

By using the appropriate word, the novel al-Liss wa al- Kilab is a
complex parable. "Dogs" in the title of the story signifies the police
hounds which in the end surround the thief. But, this is also the term
used by the thief for the police themselves. In a broader sense, it signifies
all of those who betrayed him. In a conversation between the thief and
his lover, the prostitute, he says, "The majority of our people are not
afraid of thieves, nor do they hate them; but they instinctively hate
dogs."”

Najib Mahfiiz’s setting of the theme in his al-Summan wa al-Kharif

is the subject of the contemporary political situation. 'Isa Dabbagh, the
hero of the story, is an ambitious high ranking official in the Wafd
government. However, after the Revolution he is dismissed.? It seems
that there is a sharp awareness of the political scene, as it will be
repeated in his next novel Tharthara Fauq al-Nil.

The novel reveals the crises of conscience and commitment. It
implies that man needs a position which makes him live in peace and he
needs a position which makes depends on i(t), because the losing position
in one’s life means a spiritual catastrophe.™™ After his promising career is
in ruin following the 1952 Revolution, 'Isd al-Dabbagh becomes an
"outsider" of his society. He cannot find a way to make his peace with
the new society and realities because he cannot compromise with them.
In other words, he cuts himself from the mainstream of society, thereby
destroying himself as a person.

o
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In addition, the novel clearly illustrates the character’s malaise.
Soon after he is dismissed from office, his fiance breaks their
engagement and marries his cousin who is associated with the new
regime. The very sad thing is that he is no longer recognized as a father
by his daughter,!! Eventually, he meets a prostitute and moves in with
her. But, when he discovers that she is going to have his baby, they part
company.
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The fatherson relation might symbolize a search for the empirical and
metaphysical truth.

Empirically, Sabir as representative of Egypt on one hand and all
Arab ountries in the other hand symbolizes the lost direction. They fail to
reach the purpose because theymiss the straight way. Mustafa ‘Ali “'Umar
says that Sabir symbolizes Egyptian people in modern world who set out
the face social and even ideological problem.16 The search that Sabir is
doing is the portrait of confused Egyptian people in order to find certain
principle of the state’s policy. Eventually, Egypt or Arab countries lost
their direction because of the way they followed was not an expected
solution.

Metaphysically, man as embodied in Sabir’s character is searching
for the very internal need of a human being’s life. The lost father in the
novel hints at the lost faith. The character symbolizes all men who search
for perfect faith to control his life and it becomes the source of values. &
But man tends to go astray and does not find his real purpose because the
approach is based on materialistic and empirical search.

Further, the symbolic description is not only in the main idea but
also in the setting and characters. The number of Sabir’s room, 13,18
symbolizes the pessimistic and hopeless deed. The character Ilham, who
loves Sabir honestly and far from mere passions symbolizes the angel
who always gives good inspiration. Karima, on the contrary, symbolizes
superficial orientation. B

In al-Shahhadh, Najib Mahfuz’s portrait of the hero 'Umar
al-Hamzawi is a successful lawyer and a happy father. However, later
sudden weariness, renders him bored and unable to work or enjoy life.
He loses interest in everything surrounding him.!? Later, he accepts his
doctor's advice to take a holiday after consultation regarding his problem.
His trip to Alexandria temporarily helps to restore his physical fitness.
Later he takes to frequenting night clubs to flirt with women. Eventually,
he discovers that it does not solve his problem because 'Umar’s illness is
not a physical problem but his real problem is anxiety and depression.

Meanwhile his old friend, 'Uthman Khalil who just finished serving

YMustafd 'All "Umar, al-Qissa wa Tatawwiriha fi al-Adab al-Arabi, (Cairo:
Dir al-Ma’arif, 1980), 285.
17Raja’ al-Naqqash, Udabau Mu'asirun, (Baghdad: Dar al-H'sub (.)urriya li
al-Tiba’a, 1972, 160.
18Najib Mahfuz, al-Tarig, 29.
19Naij Mahfuz, al-Shahhadh, (Cairo: Maktaba Misr, 1976), 8-12.

103



a twenty-year sentence for radical views, gets married to ’Umzjlr’s
daughther. However, 'Uthman has not refrained from his past radical
acti:;rities. When later he is pursued by the police, he finds refuge with
"Umar. The police arrives and surrounds the hut,

'‘Uthman is arrested
and "Umar is wounded by a stray bullet,
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mental condition, Finally,
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search for the future of Egypt. Also,the situation depicted in the novel
hints at the trend of contemporary social and political conditions of
Egypt.

In the light of an allegorical story, it might be true that Zahra with
her attributes, the main female character, symbolizes contemporary
Egypt. The character of Zahra herself symbolizes her interest to serve
all the people of the land, namely the idealist, the royalist, the Wafdist
and the Communist citizens. She avoids a permanent involvement with
any one of them.

As the thematic trend of Najib Mahfuz in the 1960s is the deep
anxiety and spiritual malaise, he is deeply concerned with the element of
sufism in these novels. Almost all of these novels illustrate the world of
sufism as the main stream of technical treatment of the theme. Sasson
Somekh says that the search’itself becomes a major theme n the works of
the 1960's, and tiresome and unrewarding search it is.” I This spiritual
escape makes the malaise and the problem of life easy and solvable. The
emphasizing theme of this trend develops from one novel to an other.
The later the novel comes out, the bigger is the role of sufism in it.

In fact, the writer deals with this theme in his short story
Za'balawT, 1961. It is a quest story of a person who has been afflicted by
"a malady for which no one had a remedy". Hoping that Za'balawi, one
of the holy men (al-wall) would be able to cure his disease, the hero set
out to find him. He never does find Za'ballawl, nevertheless he is
determined to go on searching for him. In al-Liss wa al-Kilab, having
found liberty so stifling, Sa'id turns to the sufi Shaikh AR al-Junaidi,
whom he has known since childhood. Sa’id finds temporary refuge in the
house of the sufi who accepts him with compassion and comforts him
with the words of mystical love, but Sa’id cannot see that these words
have any relevance to his state and in general cannot understand them.

In al-Summan wa al-Kharif, Najib Mahfliz portrays a person whose
escape to sufism is both sincere and rewardmg, for he had to ive up his
former hopes and ambitions and had to give up his rebellion.? “ Basically,
'Isa, the protagonist, is v 7131 much interested in sufism but the man is too
far from the stfi tradition.

In al-.Tarzq, Najib Mahfiiz again is concerned with the mystical
element. Al-Tarig (which means road, way or path), is one of the most
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richly weighted siff terms, expressing both moral psychology for the
practical guidance of individuals who have a mystic call and the whole
system of rites for the spiritual training of sfl communities.

Najib Mahfilz is concerned with sufis

al-Shahhadh. Here, he portrays the development of an idea which is still
embryonic in his previous work, al Tarlg. The main character is a
spiritual beggar, 'Umar al-Hamzawi. Losing interest in his work and his
family, he searches for a new meaning in life. He sets out to find the
secret of life through mystical literature. Further, he starts nightly
meditation in solitude, then withdraws to solj tary confinement in a hut

in the desert. Finally, he arrives at the conclusion that he must abandon
everything and live a secluded life of asceticism and mysticism in order
. to be happy.

Lastly, in his Tharthara Fauq al-Nil, Najib Mahfiiz portrays his
character, Anis Zaki, involved in semisufism, Althoug.h Anis is not a
mystic, nevertheless he is an addict of mystical literature. He is searching
for the ’Absolute’. As it is clear that the time ip which he is living is
cosmic, not historic, his vision of the past, present and future
intermingle.  He meets simultaneousiy such creatures ag pre-historic
man, Cleopatra, 'Umar Khayyam, and mep On others planets,

m in more detail in his work
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