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Palace Walk was published in Arabic in 1956, the first of three books known as the Cairo Trilogy. It was followed by Palace of Desire and Sugar Street in 1957. It was not translated into English until 1990, when Random House published the Trilogy, two years after its Egyptian author Naguib Mahfouz received the Nobel Prize for Literature. The translation by the highly-regarded William Maynard Hutchins is considered to be accurate and, in his acknowledgements, he credits the late Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis with sensitive editing.   

The Trilogy is set in the period from 1917 to 1952, during which Egypt achieved a degree of independence within the British Empire as a loosely-affiliated post-protectorate monarchy from 1922 until 1952, when it became a totally free republic following the revolution that brought Colonel Gamal Abdel Nasser to power.  Palace Walk covers the early years from 1917 to 1919, beginning during World War I and ending in the political unrest of April 1919.  His tale is told through the eyes and minds of the Abd al-Jawad family, establishing the key figures in the household, whose stories will continue to be interwoven over the next 33 years. It is, one might say, an Arabian version of Downton Abbey with a similar host of characters, some more appealing than others; some less so.  It is the world in which Mahfouz himself grew up as a devout, conservative Muslim, steeped in its traditional culture. 

By Egyptian standards, Cairo is not very old.  It was founded as an Islamic city by the Fatimid dynasty in 969 C.E. and located immediately north of the ancient city of Memphis and the ceremonial sites of Giza and Saqqara where the four-thousand year old great pyramids stand on the fringe of Cairo’s sprawling southern suburbs.  In Arabic, Cairo means “the Vanquisher” or “the Conqueror”. Its nickname is: “the city of a thousand minarets”. I have visited Cairo and experienced its older neighborhoods with a friend who grew up there; walked the crowded streets, savored the smells of spices and perfumes, endured the reek of sweat, dung and diesel exhaust, and been overwhelmed by the cacophony of pedestrians, animals and vehicles as they noisily moved through the city’s streets.

Cairo is a treasure of Islamic architecture, from the very early and austere Ibn Tulun Mosque to the sumptuous Citadel, commissioned by Saladin in the late 12th century, its vast floor layered with the largest and most beautiful prayer rugs I’ve ever seen.  And this is just one theme of architectural and decorative arts that has brought competing layers of style to the city giving it a fascinating and complex appearance: the Mamluks, the Ottoman Empire, the French, the English and even the Albanians and the Italians have all added to the rich mix of visual impressions one receives casually walking around town.  The cultural influences go beyond bricks and mortar as the Egyptians picked up this and that from the various foreign invaders, including, I discovered, a liking for spaghetti.  Well, why not, remember Giuseppe Verdi’s Aida premiered at the Cairo Opera House on 24 December 1871, commissioned by the Khedive himself.  A cosmopolitan city indeed. 

But, let us not be misled into thinking that these superficial adaptations reflect anything more substantive.  Islamic culture is very deeply rooted in Cairo and not easily changed, a point that Mahfouz reinforces in his story.  Palace Walk was published in Arabic as Bayn al-Qasrayn – Between the Two Palaces. The original title more clearly signals Mahfouz’s intention that the Trilogy illuminate the cultural and political turmoil that occurred in Egypt between the closing years of World War I and the formative years of the Cold War as experienced by the Abd al-Jawad family. 

The patriarch of this clan, Al-Sayyid Ahmad Abd al-Jawad, -- which I telescope in this paper to Ahmad -- rules the roost, demanding strict obedience, while he pursues a care-free private life among his business friends, courtesans and a nearby widow.  His wife, Amina, married at age 13, is a pious and completely submissive woman who rationalizes her slave-like status as being fully compliant with Muslim law, as she had learned it from her father, a pious shaykh.  If this hierarchical, indeed tyrannical, family structure seems strange and repugnant to you, than I suggest that you take a close look at the Mediterranean and especially Greco-Roman culture from which it derives. Plato and Plutarch would find little remarkable in the administration of the Abd al-Jawad household. As for the status of women, in Book V of Plato’s Republic, Socrates and Glaucon discuss at length the difference between men and women and Socrates summarizes: “…all the pursuits of men are the pursuits of women also, but in all of them a woman is inferior to a man.” And Plutarch certainly understood the absolute authority of a Roman father including the right to sell his children into slavery or to kill them, presumably because they were deemed in some way to be defective and unable to fulfill their roles as adults in the service of the state. This ideal of Classical patriotism is eloquently depicted in Jacques Louis David’s 1784 painting: Oath of the Horatii on display at the Louvre, a smaller version of which can be seen at the nearby Toledo Museum of Art. (A beautifully picture, well worth the trip.) It depicts Livy’s story of a legendary incident in the war between Rome and Alba Longa where to end it the three sons of the Horatii volunteer to fight three sons of the Curiatii, their enemy. A fight to the death. David shows the sons eagerly reaching for the swords their father holds out to them while the women of the family look on sorrowfully.   

There are five children in the Abd al-Jawad family, three boys: Yasin, Fahmy and Kamal; and two daughters: Khadija and Aisha. Yasin, the eldest boy, is the only child of Ahmad’s first wife, from whom he is divorced. This humiliation has contributed to his strict, overly-protective rule in his second marriage. Yasin has inherited his father’s handsomeness and lascivious tendencies.  Fahmy, Amina’s eldest, is more responsible and more intellectual, a law student at the University whose latent political activism will emerge and eventually end in tragedy.  Kamal, an adolescent, is intelligent but naïve and coddled by his mother and sisters. Khadija, the older daughter, is plain, something of a shrew and jealous of her more attractive sister but totally devoted to her family. Aisha, a beauty, is the one who always tries to keep things on an even keel when disputes arise.  The household is rounded out by a live-in servant, Umm Hanafi, who is now in her forties who has been with the family since she was a girl and who assists Amina and the daughters in carrying out the relentless household chores. 

Ahmad is a successful dry-goods grocer, selling beans, rice, coffee and other such commodities at a shop within easy walking distance of his home. If he is perceived an autocrat by his family, he is seen by his customers and friends to be amiable, generous and a good, trustworthy companion.  He sees nothing strange or discordant in this dichotomy. As Mahfouz portrays him, he is exasperatingly complacent about it all. When he takes the entertainer, Zubayda, in mock-marriage to signify the beginning of their affair, a grand party ensues where their reciprocal seduction is encouraged and endorsed by their friends. They celebrate a mutual lust and admiration for one another, consummated through an overt ritual of song, dance, flirtation and gracefulness. She the Neolithic fertility goddess, he the Minotaur, both joined in hedonistic love.

The first two-thirds of this book dwell on the family and their activities and events that bring change to the household.  Aisha, the younger daughter marries before her older sister and there is a lot of to do about that; but all works out well as Khadija is offered soon thereafter a husband from the same venerable family, the Shawkats; and they are both transplanted to that domain. Yasin, who is now in his mid-twenties, is employed in a low-level office job and – out of boredom and an inherent raunchiness – is becoming an embarrassment by forcing his affections on Umm Hanafi.  Even Ahmad finds that unacceptable and arranges with his best friend to have him marry his daughter. The marriage soon deteriorates, culminating in Yasin’s attack on his wife’s black servant; a divorce quickly ensues and Yasin goes back to surfing his old haunts. Kamal innocently befriends the British Occupation Army, finding them splendid chaps, which puts the Abd al-Jawad family in a very awkward position with their neighbors and the nationalists.  Through it all Ahmad retains his rigorous piety at home.  When he discovers after a business trip to Port Said that his wife has ventured out (at the urging of her children) to pray at the Al-Hussein Mosque without his sanction, she is temporarily banished as punishment for her disobedience.  

As the story moves into its last third, the plot shifts to a broader platform. The British seized control of Egypt in 1882 to protect their investments and the Empire’s essential transportation network through the Suez Canal which had been completed by the French in 1869. However, it was a curious arrangement in which Egypt maintained a nominal allegiance to the Ottoman Empire until 1914 and World War I forced the British Empire to assert its power over the country. Mahfouz begins his story in 1917 while the Protectorate was in force.  When the war ended with the Armistice on 11 November 1918, it was only a matter of days before the Egyptian nationalists began agitating for independence and the British imposed martial law, expelling the leading figures of the revolt.  By April 1919, when this book ends, the revolution is over and General Allenby, the British High Commissioner, has brought back the exiled leaders of the revolt; the move toward a partially independent Egypt had begun.     

The final chapters of Palace Walk take on a serious tone as we follow Fahmy through his personal struggle between political activism and filial piety.  He is torn by his decision to continue to pursue the former course despite his father’s strong objections. He dies a martyr for the cause, the victim of a vindictive act by demoralized Empire troops during the victory celebration. This brutal end leaves Ahmad to search his soul about his own behavior as a father and responsible person. Perhaps for the first time in his life he becomes reflective about his own behavior and its ramifications. He returns to his house to tell the family of Fahmy’s death hearing as he enters Kamal singing beautifully a favorite tune: “Visit me once each year, For its wrong to abandon people forever.”    

Naguib Mahfouz wrote this book and its sequels for an Egyptian audience.  One wonders if it would ever have been translated to English if he had not become a Nobel Laureate. It is more subtle and complex than it may at first appear.  Take for example the role of women. Amina represents an extreme example of piety and submission, but his first wife defies his authority when he attempts to restrain her. She has the power to do so because she is independently wealthy through family real estate holdings that she has inherited. Ahmad’s humiliation over his first marriage is due to his inability to force his demands on his wife. Adding insult to injury, it is she who divorces him, not the other way around.  Amina, then, pays the price, unfairly and harshly.  The forces that restore Amina’s status following banishment are, in fact, beyond Ahmad’s control as is Aisha’s betrothal before her older sister is married. In both instances Mrs. Shawkat, a wealthy widow with a very close connection to his family virtually dictates both events and Mrs. Ridwan (Umm Maryam), an influential neighbor with a flirtatious disposition who later becomes his mistress, adds support to Amina’s return. I find it amusing that Ahmad, the alleged seducer, is in effect the one seduced quite openly by Zubayda and Umm Maryam. And Jalila, an old flame hired to sing at Aisha’s wedding party, gets drunk and openly chastises poor Ahmad before his friends and guests, thus revealing an affair that he very much wished to keep private. 

A cloying piety is present throughout Mahfouz’s depiction of daily life in this Muslim society, but it is clear that there are strong undercurrents, rationalizations of questionable actions and outright misbehavior that give the story prurient interest and unanticipated consequences in a culture that presents one face in public and many other faces in private. Perhaps all societies share this confounding arrangement to a greater or lesser degree.  But I would suggest that Egyptian culture at this time is a particularly good example of how a subjugated people accommodate themselves to their colonial rulers.  

Beginning in the late 15th century C.E., as an outgrowth of the emerging Renaissance, several Western European nations initiated maritime explorations that carried their ships to the Western Hemisphere, Africa and the Far East.  Initially, the motivation was to seek new markets for Western goods and to find natural resources that could be harvested in creating new wealth. It wasn’t long before the explorers were accompanied by Christian missionaries who sought to convert the “heathen” to the “True Faith”.  Unhappily, there seems to have been a general tendency on the part of explorers and missionaries driven in part by ignorance to see the culturally-different peoples they encountered as inferior to themselves, simply because they didn’t understand them or see any point in trying to understand them.

This arrogance grew out of a concept that, ironically, is thought to have started in ancient Persia but moved rapidly west.  It preached a gospel of Aryan cultural superiority that by the early 19th century had acquired the name “Manifest Destiny”. It gained momentum when it was joined with Darwin’s Theory of Evolution.  Under this rubric the young United States of America conquered the American west in the mid-19th century and, in the 17th through 19th centuries, Western European powers colonized Africa, parts of the Near East and large portions of Asia.  

Wade Davis, an anthropologist and National Geographic explorer, gave a series of five radio talks on CBC Toronto in 2009 that were published later that year as The Wayfinders. Davis describes the mindset of Manifest Destiny as a ladder on which the various world cultures are arranged rung by rung from the aborigines of the South Pacific at the bottom to Western Europeans at the top. Naturally, the latter thought this right on the mark. Indeed, it was self-evident.  Davis’ lectures emphatically and persuasively argue to the contrary. Yes, the tribal denizens of Borneo are different from the posh residents of Belgravia – at least on the surface; but they are not culturally inferior because of that difference.  They merely perceive their world in terms that may appear strange to us, but work splendidly for them, practically and spiritually.  He presents five examples in depth that effectively make his point.  

The Egypt that Naguib Mahfouz delineates in Palace Walk is a colonial society that is starting to divest itself of the British occupiers. Egyptians had learned through hard experience that it was unproductive to defy them openly.  Their passive response capitalized on the Islamic faith, with its repetitive daily prayers and broad behavioral proscriptions to continually reinforce their inherent culture and to block as much as possible the intrusion of Western-European corrosive forces. The age-old Mediterranean house plan, centered on an internally-focused atrium or courtyard, to a high degree insulated the Egyptian from the Western winds of change that blew in the streets outside. Eventually the colonial government and its occupation forces would leave; eventually Egyptians would take control of their destiny, for better or worse. But in April 1919 the outcome was uncertain and many years and difficult times would pass before the 1952 Revolution brought full independence and a measure of stability to this long-suffering nation. 
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