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Brezhnev and
Sadat

Moscow, 1971 =

Sonallah Ibrahim (b. 1937)

“I went to Moscow thinking, wow,
this is the future. Then I lived there
for 3 years, arguing with myself all
the time: Why couldn’t | find a
decent razor blade when this was a
country that had sent rockets to the
moon?”

“The Egyptian intellectuals who look
to Russia are the types who love
Impossible love.”

- Interview, June 2012

Ice (2011,
trans.
2019)



ol adad pl. o1 @ddb culture, re-
finement; good breeding, good manners,
social graces, decorum, decency, pro-
priety, seemliness; humanity, humane-
ness; literature; — pl. <ls] morals,
decency; rules, rules of conduct; morale;
the humanities; belles-lettres; literature
(also on a subject) | sl 3 politely; cu
3Yl toilet, water closet; 2Vl 115 and
Yl £e ill-mannered, ill-bred, impolite,
uncivil; bl,aJl ! aphoristic literature;
el 0oV (Ba'bi) folk literature; oY
L,’.L.ﬂ (‘@mmi) popular literature; Ji=,
Y literati, men of letters; isY! LIS
kulliyat al-@. (= faculté des lettres) col-
lege of arts; £,L0l _isT rules of deco-
rum, etiquette; 5 2laddl ol57 4. ol-mu'a-
fara social etiguette; 34Ul ilaT table
manners, etiquette; {-‘,:JL..-'BH b5l morality,
ethics of Islam;  jaa! ~._JL~4T é. al-‘amal
work morale

Adab

[brahim’s writing style is a kind of corollary to this. It is a style
defined by all the things it leaves out: metaphors, adjectives,
authorial commentary. His narrator has the impassivity of a
trauma victim: he sees and hears and reports, but makes no
claim to understand. This minimalism shocked contemporary
Arabic readers. Many found Ibrahim’s style more disquieting
than the story’s themes or content. Even now it is not easy
to see how he arrived at this way of writing, which breaks so
violently with the norms of literary Arabic.
Robyn Creswell, introduction to That Smell, 2013

Hans Wehr Dictionary at http://ejtaal.net/aa
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October 6,
1973

note from
Sonallah
Ibrahim
reproduced in
Mohamad
Malas’ film
diary (2003)

Letter from
“Verochka,”
model for the
character of
Zoya
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Zoya was sitting next to Hans on his bed, and Talia
stretched out across the facing bed, leaning her head
against the wall. I sat on the only armchair, beside the
table. Talia asked me if | had fought in the war. I said |
had been a conscript in a military office far from the
front; after returning to teach at my university I was
awarded a scholarship for a cultural exchange pro-
gramme with the Soviet Union. Zoya suggested turning
out the light. We lit some candles. Hans pulled her up
tor a dance, and she submitted to his embrace. | did not

and her bare legs. Talia gave me a silent look. Then she
asked me about the woman question in Egypt. I said the
Egyptian woman's situation had improved greatly since
the revolution: she had taken off the face veil and begun
to enter many occupations—these days she could even

work as a bus conductor. Soon Talia got up: I'm going.

Quiet irony
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I need to study.” She asked her friend, ‘Aren't you
coming with me?’ Hans said, ‘Lether staya little." Talia
lett, and the two of them kept dancing. After a while,
they sat down on the bed. We all sat in silence. Eventu-
ally I excused myself, picked up my record player and

LPs and went to my room.
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1 Opening

The komendantsha who ran ourobshchezhitie, the dorm,
appeared around noon. First her round, frowning face
in its frame of grey hair. Then her fat body, filling our
doorway. She would put another student in with us, a
Russian, she said. | told her the room had only three
beds, but she pointed to a disassembled frame atop the
wardrobe. | said, T'm thirty-five years old. | can’t stand
crowding and noise, and besides, I'm supposed to have
a private room like the other graduate students.” She
looked at me for a moment, perhaps taking the mea-
sure of my slight frame: Did I really deserve a whole
room to myself? She said, “Tovarish Shukri, ladno. Fine.
We’ll keep it just the three of you.’

When she was gone, Mario the Brazilian straight-
ened the 1973 calendar on the wall near the door. He
was slim, about my height, with narrow, nervous eyes,
wearing an embroidered wool shirt and jeans. He said,
twisting his earring, “They want to put a Russian stu-
dent in with the foreigners so he can report on them.’
Our roommate Jalaleddinov, a tall young man with
Asian features from the Kirghiz Soviet Socialist Repub-
lic, spoke up as if to deflect suspicion from himselt:
“‘Well. There’s nothing worth reporting.”

[1]
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Into the cold world

I put on my overcoat, put a wool shapka on my
head, wrapped a scarf around my neck and pulled
on my fur-lined boots, the ones with thick soles for
walking on ice. | checked for my gloves in my pocket,
walked down the clean stairs to the ground floor, waved
to the dezhurnaya minding the door and left the
obshchezhitie. The sun had disappeared, and 1 was
assailed by the new-tallen snow and the cold air. My
nose began to run; I pulled the flaps of my shapka over
my ears and put on my gloves. | walked carefully on the
snow. The glass front of the magazin was piled, like in
all the stores, with pyramids of evaporated milk cans
and nothing else. Over its top was stretched a cloth
banner: “We Are Fulflling the Plan. Forward Towards
Communism.” At the entrance was a small group of
drunks. One of them held two fingers together on his
jacket sleeve, signalling he needed two more takers to
split a halt-litre bottle of vodka.
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Group sex? Toilet paper?
l.-' ! -
ey Lady U8 S L 0630 Al » 58 U S Laaie o gaalall
did likewise with Larissa who was quite cross because D o . . \ c-}.
I had not called her since the last time we met. We ,_,J! L'ﬂ Al L pe A J‘]‘IL' QAL vl.:JL.’ c,d-“-"”_! '-'J“-S'
returned to the living room and I suggested, laughing, q’u e ahiiiay ulesy Hﬂ iy I q:‘u" Jgaldy, c.l.]n‘.n
that we try group sex. We all laughed, but Madeleine .. . & n . alz »
Lgﬁ'ml-(-'il-'-ﬂjrju-' riiile AN L ¥ ae Jiall Caled o

got upset and disappeared in the bathroom. Then the

two women left. IJ"""" unJLA:I LJI Balis t:.'la.ﬁj ALl U'!l Lise 5_)a Jaj

I spent the night on the living-room couch with 'E‘{ " w’ sl g Cig e 3 ¢ Ll oS Lasaa LiSaia . o las )
Madeleine. | could smell a stink just from lying down L. .
next to her. She admitted that she hadn't cleaned her- bl =B -

self after using the toilet because she couldn’t ind any uil VR TR isg_)’ G Culd o AL gl
paper. )
g Juiad o Ll i el e g J i ol 20 4 S

‘Wasn't there any water?’
‘Of course. There was a bottle there, but I don't Sl ?-l.;u SlLia US:' f‘j Judi- 'LiJJ t.rh -;"':' 1‘J """y Cg]l_,lﬂ
know how to use it like you guys do.’ Y aladi LaS leaadiud caS ‘-‘ﬁ[ Y 'ISI_’ Lala ) Jla (J:hl

I turned mv back to her and slept. . . .l =
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Turning up the exoticism

[ bought morozhenoye, ice cream, and knocked on C.:ﬁ .j..i'Lh h_}; ;_11_9 h:JEJL "(ﬁﬁ L]'“:‘T) u.AJJLﬁ Cu

-

Hans’ door. He answered wearing an open bathrobe 4.1::.-.3 P .
. jLJHbJL_UmLHL_ﬁ;ﬂng.?ﬂ‘QQL\Gj‘H

that bulged below the waist. I thought he might have an
erection. He approached and bent down to kiss my Ade Caaxdld | e &l \ mil L Latiie - ) <<
neck; I backed away. He went back in and got dressed T CoF T - ~ S UIS ‘Lli
iJIehindithe \Erdr([)bie tl.*liat Tt(;od tlflei widtlzl ofth[e 1'001;’1{. e -‘U_)-'-“ e Qmaa g ‘ﬂé_"a]l 4_1!_:\;_“ wala, 4_‘_"{:;1_" L5'ﬁ__,'l|
e made coffee. | decided that if [ saw Zoya, I woulc va 1w el ) .
&JuprdiLqu.Lglal_pLLﬂja:giJ_,]&jgﬁ,aﬁj

ignore her. A few minutes later she knocked on the door

and came in covering her mouth with her haer‘, saying Y @‘ﬁ": :d‘j_\, u-'3 4lils | ol le Lh.'.‘n_._l da. 1_5 12 Lol
playfully, ‘I have a cold.” I found myself smiling and . i N - . Tt
saying to her, ‘I bought morozhenoye.” She clapped her d‘ﬂﬁ" Lﬁjﬂ" —dlaa -L‘%JJLG ﬁdg_)ﬂ' :dﬁ‘_g Lﬁ-‘ '.,_._...LT (é_‘f,_j;‘j
hands rapturously and sat down in the armchair. I put | 'i - ) .

Claans g La YRl AT 8 -
my hand on her hair and pulled her head to my chest. ‘:L Ld-u - 3 ‘-”_]p S 9 - g ""“'"'1:-"_5
We had café glacé, cottee with morozhenoye. She left her a0 L"_u.ul_ju_g Ladnis f;'-_)-‘lLf; -E‘_H-ﬂ]':’ U.;J'JL‘ Lﬂ&i (5

chair and sat on Hans’ lap. He started explaining to her " B _
-(_]LB ,Lg.tl.n .k._ij.S .b.'IJL_l bi_}ai d_qjs, iwa L&J C !'h’,! _-.I:J .‘}‘u

the meaning of the word frigid.
‘Like her, I said. L.I_._IS. :(;h 4‘.’15?...... ?‘;:‘5_}5' oS tels L WSall ] ?Qﬁﬁ S
‘How would you know?" he asked. ‘On the contrary!’ . L -

‘How would you know?’ &5 » u_l-‘! uJJ’L; ' L]S:“"‘: : L_Fi dLE L€+JJ :LIG ?‘-'—15__}1'-:'

‘Really, how would you know?’ Zoya joined in. L e -
Lge LegiS 5

‘Her husband told me,” Hans replied.

We laughed. I went back to my room and left them

together.
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The next day I received a postcard from her that said,
in English: ‘As I was leaving the obshchezhitie 1 met
Adnan and he wanted to know why you hadn’t walked
me to the bus. I wanted to tell him to mind his own
business, but I didn't, because I'm polite. That’s right!
Now I understand why he made you angry.’




")y—which can mean and, so, then, therefore or even but—with
him’s paragraphs are very long, spanning several locations and
hapter. While I have occasionally inserted a break to highlight an |
n1se clear to the English reader, most of the long paragraphs have
n sets off directly quoted speech with quotation marks and new

ep the claustrophobic stream-of-consciousness effect of the

rs 10 a strange land, /ce contains two sets of cultural references,

v. For Arabic terms relating to matters like clothing, food, music,
‘have tried to domesticate the text, conveying the meaning without
lics (for example, ‘stuffed cabbage’ instead of ‘makdous’) except
are non-Arabs in the scene. For Russian and Soviet terms, by

> same level of conspicuous transliteration, italics and explanation
e strategies aim to replicate the experience of the novel’s original
1d the Russian cultural references exotic but the Egyptian ones
lebook style to Ibrahim’s narrative; the Russian words are

t also exoticizes some dialect terms used by the narrator’s Syrian
ce I have followed. Where Anglophone readers are likely to know
(like Kirgizia or KGB), I have reduced the glossing. I have
original gives in English.

s on the same alienation devices he had pioneered “at home™ in the
/l. The narration presents a sequence of events without logical

Sayoni Ghosh

In “That Smell” this strategy might have worked because the
narrator had been struggling with communicating with
known and unknown. While in “Ice” the protagonist appears
to have a distinct self-conscious narrative voice. I'd request
you, urge you, to please kindly retain quote marks in
keeping with characterization of Dr Shukri.

Sayoni Ghosh

We should be able to standardize the use of italics and
explanations of Russian terms as much as possible.

Litvin, Margaret

Please do not remove the foreignizing italics! They
are the whole reason | undertook this translation,
and without them the book loses its texture.
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Keys of the Comandante
Our horses pad their way o the village

killed you,
where they ki }Cu AL

Near the precipice go. as in politics,
toso far to the left,
i ther boo L v o

Let go the reins, muchachos, Sive the hoone lead

i inations, gl
| v otherwise we'll vanish in wain.

There is in the sullen cheekbones of the rock face i

the wind _ .
has sculpted with longing and pain.

; : i
The clouds ane heavy, Qnmoy H\E.hﬂ“ the forests and swamps,
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End of Vysotsky's Ballad for Serezha Fomin
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KpoBRke nE® A =2a TebA, MOA CcTpaHa,
M BCce ®xe MOe cepllle HeDoOyeT:
KEpoBE HNEE A =2a CepeEKy $oMMHa —
L oH CcHMIWMT M B ¥o cefe He noyver!

Tenep: Hefock OH XOOMT IO KMHAM -
TaM XpoHHMEa OpOo Hac Oepel CceaHCcoM, —
Coga © cendac CepesRy doMMHa -

Urod nofun oH Ha $poHTE Ha DepMaHCKOM!

...HO HagoHell ZaHOHUMIACE BOMHa -

C nneu CEpD:HIM ME CHIOBHO TOHHE I'DV34, —

BocrTpeuam A CepeERy SoMMHa -—

-

A oH Tepol CoBEeTcCKOTo COKSA. ..
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My motherland, my blood pours out for you.
And yet my heart is hot with indignation:
My blood’s spilt for Serezhka Fomin, too

While he sits there like someone on vacation.

[ bet he’s at the movie house right now,

And us—we're in the newsreel that theyre
showing.

I'd love to get Serezhka here somehow,

To taste just how the German front is going,.

But finally the war is at an end
We heaved it off our shoulders like a burden.
| meet Fomin one time, and on his chest

Ea

A medal: ‘Hero of the Soviet Union.”™



and, then, therefore, so, but = «a

that works in this country.” A girl walked by wearing a
light coat over multicoloured trousers, a yellow shawl
over her braided hair. From her features and hairstyle
[ could tell she was Tajik. There were Uzbek families
sitting on big suitcases, and Gypsy women selling
beauty supplies. They had brightly coloured skirts and
gold earrings that clashed with their dirty faces. One of
the drinkers asked me, “‘Where from?’ I replied, ‘An
Arab, from Egypt.” One of the Uzbeks heard me and
approached, followed by his group. They wore embroi-
dered skullcaps and galabeyas over wide colourful
trousers. They looked lost and confused, and one of
them was holding an Arabic Quran. [ walked towards
the exit; they followed me. I stopped; they stopped. |
kept walking; so did they. Had they chosen me for their

imam?¢
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[he komendantsha who ran our obshchezhitie, the dorm, appeared around noon. First her round, frowning
ace 1n 1ts frame of grey hair. Then her fat body, filling our doorway. She would put another student in

©? Share [ Comments

vith us, a Russian. she said. IﬁH told her Held-hertthe room had only three beds%l—sa{d{ but she pointed
o a disassembled frame atop the wardrobe. I said, ‘I"m thirty-five years old. I can’t stand crowding and
101se, and besides, I'm supposed to have a private room like the other graduate students.” She looked at
ne for a moment, perhaps taking the measure of my slight frame: Did I really deserve a whole room to
nyself? She said, “Tovarish Shukri, ladno. Fine. We'll keep it just the three of you.”

When she was gone, Mario the Brazilian straightened the 1973 calendar on the wall near the door. He was
lim, about my height, with narrow, nervous eyes, wearing an embroidered wool shirt and jeans. He said,
wisting his earring, ‘“They want to put a Russian student in with the foreigners so he can report on them.’
Jur roommate Jalaleddinov, a tall young man with Asian features from the Kirghiz Soviet Socialist

put on my overcoat, put placedmya wool shapka on my head, wrapped sy-a scarf around my neck; and
yulled on my fur-lined boots, the ones with thick soles for walking on ice. I checked for my gloves in my
he-my pocket, walked down the clean stairs to the ground floor, waved to the dezhurnaya minding the
loor and ;+then-left the obshchezhitie. The sun had disappeared, and ;—; and-I was assailed by the new-
allen snow and the cold air— My nose began to run; I pulled the flaps of my shapka dewn-over my ears
ind put on my gloves. [ walked carefully on the snow. The glass front of the magazin was piled, like in all
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Sayoni Ghosh May 31, 2019

Kindly note that I have used quote marks for dialogues.
While I do understand that the style was adapted from an
earlier translation, I would however suggest that we retain
quote marks to set off direct from indirect speech and the
shift in tenses—which in English is quite tedious and often
jarring.

Kindly note that I have standardized the use of quote marks
for clarity and consistency. I request you to please double-
check these, just to be absolutely sure.

Litvin, Margaret e
OK. I have checked these throughout and moved a

few as needed.

The first one here marks indirect speech, so I have

removed the quotation marks here.

Now that you've added quotation marks: We can

eliminate the constant repetition of “said” by

reformatting the dialogue, each quotation starting on a

new line. What we should avoid, please. is varying

the introducing words besides “said.”

Litvin, Margaret Ina very few cases where the writer ¥

Sayoni Ghosh Shop?
Litvin, Margaret Please leave all transliterated ¥
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I passed an old woman in a white overcoat and
black boots with a box of stuffed pancakes called
piroshki. She opened the box to sell one and recoiled
from the scorching steam. | walked to the cigarette
kiosk run by a white-haired old man. When| got there,
I was surprised to see the window closed and the man
engrossed in studying some cigarette boxes laid out in
his hand. He did this extremely slowly, his hand trem-
bling, He looked over the contents again, counted the
money he had accumulated, then searched for some-
thing. Meanwhile a queue formed behind me. | began
hopping on my feet to warm them. I heard someone say
the temperature was ten below zero.

“The old guy’s looking for his dick,” someone else
said.

‘Did he find it?" a third person asked.

‘Of course not.’

The white-haired man began arranging new
brands of cigarettes behind the glass and labelling the
prices. When one ot the labels slipped, he adjusted it
slowly. Finally he opened the window. I bought a box
of TU-144 cigarettes and returned to the obshchezhitie.
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Her father drank? had drunk? used to drink?

-

‘I’1l teach you how to stay sober. First, smell the vodka, then take a sip and leave it in your mouth for a

away.™
I drameddrainedemptied- my glass according to her mstructions, then took a slice of bread. She said her

anything: and, to make sure it was pure, he would fill a glass and light it on fire, and only andif it ignited
would then-he-weuld putit-eutsnuff out the flames and drink it-#. Talia satdchanged the subject:added:—
“There are only a few places where you can get fresh soft white bread. Kutuzovsky Prospekt close to
Brezhnev’s house, and the shop in Gorky Street, and the Arts Cinema in Arbat.” When I declined a
second glass;and, -Hans satdurgedsaid=—, “We have to finish the bottle:-. Tthere’s no way to close it once
it’s open.” Zoya moved a lock of hair that had fallen across her eyes and tucked it behind her ear. She
asked me what would become of the Arab lands that Israel had occupied. Fsad-FI said tthey would only
be liberated if the Arab governments changed;t-answered. She-said:

“-But don’t some of them believe in socialism?”

‘Fsatd=That’s what they claim.—’

I then—teld-explamed-hertold her about —abeut-the War of Attrition we had been waging against the
occupation for years.

Litvin, Margaret
these are steps in an instruction guide

Litvin, Margaret
he is dead now



Discussion: https://bostonu.zoom.us/j/831118959

Questions later: mlitvin@bu.edu

Working group “Arab-Russian and Arab-Soviet Literary Ties”:
www.facebook.com/groups/244572505674949


https://bostonu.zoom.us/j/831118959
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