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In this file photo US actor and director Robert Redford reacts
after receiving the Honor award during the 44th edition of the
Cesar Film Awards ceremony at the Salle Pleyel in Paris. — AFP

This image grab taken from an AFP video shows French
actress Adele Haenel waiting at the Central Office for the
Suppression of Violence against Persons in Nanterre, on the
outskirts of Paris. — AFP 

A picture shows the desk of Egyptian novelist and Nobel prize winner Naguib Mahfouz displayed at his museum at al-Azhar dis-
trict in the heart of the capital Cairo. — AFP photos

A mural depicting Egyptian novelist and Nobel prize winner Naguib Mahfouz is pictured.

The legacy of Islamic Cairo’s most
famous son Naguib Mahfouz lives
on in its winding lanes more than

three decades after he became the only
Arab to win the Nobel Prize for
Literature. A mosaic of the bespectacled
author overlooks a market teeming with
children on bikes, waiters balancing
trays of hot drinks and shoppers hag-
gling with hawkers over the price of
meat. It could be a scene straight out of
a typical Mahfouz novel focusing on the
minutiae of life in the Egyptian capital,
with its satirically political overtones
and timeless characters.

After years in the making, a museum
in the writer’s honor opened in July this
year. A new translation of previously
unpublished Mahfouz work is also in
print, underscoring 13 years after his
death the mark he made both on world
literature and on Egyptians themselves.
In November, young writer Ahmed
Mourad sparked controversy in Egypt
when he suggested that the quality of
Mahfouz’s work needed to be adapted
to make it more contemporary.

The backlash at this tarnishing of the
great man’s reputation forced Mourad
to go on the popular television talk
show circuit to clarify his comments.
Mahfouz is considered to be the father
of the modern Arabic novel: he broad-
ened its literary range by pushing
through sacred red lines including reli-
gious taboos. And he was nearly killed
for doing so. In 1994, a knifeman

stabbed him in the neck in an assassina-
tion attempt.  The attacker had been
acting on a fatwa or religious edict
issued by radical Egyptian-American
imam Omar Abdel-Rahman, denouncing
what he deemed to be the prodigious
author’s blasphemous prose.

About Cairo with love
Mahfouz’s daughter Om Kalthoum

said he was so deeply enmeshed in the
chaotic energy of Cairo that the city
itself was a major character in his work.
The writer’s routine included walks
along the corniche by the Nile to his
favourite cafes near Tahrir Square, epi-
centre of the 2011 revolution, and to
cultural salons. “He wrote about Cairo
with true love. He described it in granu-
lar detail. Even if he criticised it, it was
still full of love,” she told AFP. She and
her sister accepted their father’s 1988
Nobel Prize on his behalf because of
his inability to travel due to his deterio-
rating eyesight.

Om Kalthoum said: “I remember
sometimes we used to go to Al-Hussein
(the area around the Al-Hussein mosque
in the heart of Islamic Cairo) and we’d
sit in the cafe bearing his name,” the
Naguib Mahfouz Cafe. “He showed us
Midaq Alley-it was pretty much the size
a small room-and he would tell us great
stories about his days as a schoolchild,”
she recalled. ‘Midaq Alley’ was one of
his most widely read books globally and
was adapted into a 1995 film starring

Salma Hayek.
The site of the museum dedicated to

him is in a beautifully restored Ottoman
guesthouse in Islamic Cairo dating to
1774, and was chosen because he spent
his early years there. In the Al-Gamaleya
neighborhood the budding writer was
surrounded by 10th century walls and a
myriad of hiding spots for curious kids.
Om Kalthoum noted that being raised
there left an indelible mark on her
father’s imagination. Mahfouz’s precious
belongings including his mahogany
desk, honours such as his Nobel certifi-
cate and even his last pack of cigarettes
are among the items displayed in an
exhibition that covers three floors. 

A universal writer 
Roger Allen, emeritus professor at

Penn University in the United States and
a prolific translator of Arab writers but
especially Mahfouz, told AFP the author
was monumental “in the development of
Egyptian fiction”. His writings delved
into “ancient Egypt, Sufism, politics”,
Allen said. “You get glimpses of his
many interests. He was working on mul-
tiple tracks throughout his career.” Allen
translated a collection of his writings
into English this year in a work entitled
‘The Quarter’.

The collection “reflects what a
Cairene quarter looks like”-much like
where the museum dedicated to him is
located now. It is also “a heavily sym-
bolic entity associated with humanity”,

Allen added. “His works take on uni-
versal  themes that show how to
organize society and how it can be
disrupted by forces,” he said. The new
collection is based on a pile of papers
that his daughter found years after his
death. It was organized and originally
published in Arabic by Mohammed
Shoair, an editor with the culture jour-
nal Akhbar Al-Adab.

He told AFP that “in the years before
winning the Nobel, he lost his eyesight
so his relationship with reality was
almost severed. Writing for him became
an obsession.” Shoair has been archiv-
ing Mahfouz’s papers with Om
Kalthoum’s help for a multi-volume
biography. He talked about Mahfouz’s
pioneering role in revolutionizing the
Arab novel to the extent that many Arab
authors now follow in his footsteps.

Alaa al-Aswany from Egypt, Ahmed
Saadawi from Iraq and Algeria’s Ahlam
Mosteghanemi have all found a global
readership with books that have won
international awards. “The main idea
behind his work since the 80s was
returning to his childhood... his begin-
nings and the alley,” Shoair said of
Mahfouz. “He was talking about his per-
sonal life in a way, but through the mem-
ories of the past.” — AFP 

A mural depicting Egyptian novelist and Nobel prize winner Naguib Mahfouz
is pictured.

Kabul is rising from the ashes, shedding decades
of war and mountains of trash to rebuild its
pummelled culture. It’s no small job. When

restoration began in the Old City, some locals had
moved their ‘front door’ to the second storey, so high
were the heaps of garbage piled against their homes.
Today, more than a decade on, dozens of mud and
wood courtyard homes have been restored in the
historic Murad Khani district, and locals throng its
narrow alleys and weave through its once decimated
bazaar of food stalls and shops.

In a city brimming with security checkposts and
newbuilds, old mosques, community bath houses and
gardens have come back to life, drawing visitors and
locals alike. “The preservation of cultural heritage is
important, and is far more valuable than converting
Kabul into a sterile, glass-and-steel city,” said Pietro
Calogero, a professor of urban studies at the San
Francisco State University. “Monuments and cultural
heritage are integral to the political effort to win the
loyalty of the Afghan people.”

Forty years of war, from the Soviet occupation of
the 1980s to internal strife and Taleban rule, have
destroyed much of Afghanistan’s prized art, artefacts
and architecture. When the Taleban government was
ousted in 2001, restoring monuments and historic
neighborhoods was a low priority, given the urgent
need for essentials from roads to sewer lines. So
non-profits - including the Aga Khan Trust for
Culture (AKTC) and Britain’s Turquoise Mountain
Foundation (TMF) - stepped into the void.

“The restorations instilled a sense of pride in the
local community,” said AKTC general manager Luis
Monreal, who credits the build with also creating
homes, jobs and tourism. “Far more than a pro-
gramme of historic preservation, the work has
sought to contribute to the lasting redevelopment of
the economy, society and culture of the country,” he
said.

Casualty of war
From the English cathedral city of Coventry

bombed in World War II, to Syria’s ancient Palmyra
desecrated in 2015, cultural sites have often been a
casualty of conflict. In Afghanistan, the militant
Islamic group blew up giant statues of Buddha in
Bamiyan province in 2001, and destroyed scores of
smaller artefacts dating from the third century. A

US-supported project at the national museum of
Kabul aims to reassemble thousands of broken frag-
ments of Buddhist artefacts into statues within the
next three years.

Other projects focus on old Kabul, a city of nearly
5 million, most of whom live in unplanned, informal
settlements. “The government lacked the resources
to restore damaged heritage structures, even if it
recognised the merit in doing so,” said Kabul Mayor
Ahmad Zaki Sarfaraz. “So we encouraged the partic-
ipation of non-profits and others in preserving
Afghan heritage, which is a way for the city to
recover and boost its revenue potential also,” he
said.

In 2002, AKTC signed a deal to restore several
buildings, monuments, parks and other public spaces
in Kabul. In the Asheqan wa Arefan area, AKTC ren-
ovated more than two dozen homes, buildings and
bath houses; it paved alleyways, built drains and
improved water supplies, Monreal said. The project
provided training and work for dozens of locals in
conservation, along with old crafts such as carpet
weaving, woodwork, glass-blowing and tile making,
he said.

“Afghan traditional cities and architecture are the
product of centuries of development, which have a
direct bearing on regional identity and sense of
place,” Monreal said. “A rich cultural heritage in
danger of being cast aside in the race to modernity
after years of war was a significant element in
reconstruction, not only of buildings, but awareness
and professions that contribute to Afghan identity,”
he said.

Business is back
In Murad Khani, an 18th century area just north

of the Kabul river, TMF has restored some 50 hous-
es, and set up an institute to train Afghans, women
included, in woodwork, ceramics, calligraphy, jew-
ellery and glazed tiles. Their output is sold by well-
known global brands such as Kate Spade, Monsoon
and Asprey, according to its website. At one court-
yard house, the walls have been fortified and the
restored woodwork gleams in the sun. “It is good
that it is being renovated and preserved for future
generations,” said Safia Ahmad, who says the house
has been in her husband’s family for generations.

Parts have been left for residents to fix, though,
and Ahmad said they could not afford to repair the
cracks in the walls and stop the ceiling from caving
in. “We will have to wait till we have the money to do
it,” she told the Thomson Reuters Foundation.
Elsewhere in the neighborhood, men sit outside the
mosque chatting, and shoppers throng the food stalls
and shops. — Reuters 

Legendary US actor Robert Redford hit out at the
Trump administration on Tuesday in a scathing open
letter warning that America faced a “dictator-like”

attack by a man who, he said, must be voted out of office
in 2020. “We’re up against a crisis I never thought I’d see
in my lifetime: a dictator-like attack by President Donald
Trump on everything this country stands for,” the 83-
year-old founder of the Sundance Film Festival wrote in
an op-ed for NBC News.

“We have much to lose-it is a critical and unforgiving
moment,” wrote the Hollywood heartthrob, who memo-
rably starred in the 1976 political thriller “All the
President’s Men” about the Watergate scandal that
brought down Richard Nixon. “This monarchy in dis-
guise has been so exhausting and chaotic, it’s not in the
least bit surprising so many citizens are disillusioned,”
Redford wrote.

“It’s time for Trump to go,” he said. “And it’s up to us
to make that happen, through the power of our votes.”
Redford plays a fictional US president in HBO’s new
series “Watchmen”-which imagines a parallel world
where the actor succeeded Nixon as head of state and
remained in power for 26 years. The screen legend had
publicly praised Trump during the 2016 election cam-
paign, saying he “shakes things up,” although a
spokesman later clarified that Redford did not back the
real estate mogul for president.

In his op-ed, Redford explained that while he did not
vote for Trump, he had been willing to “give the guy a
chance.” But he said he was almost instantly disillusioned.
“There are only 11 months left before the presidential
election; 11 months before we get our one real chance to
right this ship and change the course of disaster that lies
before us,” Redford wrote. —AFP

French star Adele Haenel lodged a formal complaint on
Tuesday against a film director she claims sexually
harassed her between the ages of 12 and 15, her

lawyers said. The actress shook the French film industry
earlier this month with accusations about being repeatedly
touched and kissed by Christophe Ruggia, who directed
her in her first film role.

The 30-year-old winner of two French Oscars initially
refused to bring charges because she said so few sexual
assault cases come to court in France. But she changed her
mind and went to a police station in a Paris suburb on
Tuesday to make a formal complaint against Ruggia. The
director, now 54, initially denied the accusations before
asking Haenel to forgive him, saying: “I did not see that my
adulation and the hopes I placed in her, might-given her
young age-be distressing (for her).” 

Emotional interview
Paris prosecutors had already opened a preliminary

investigation after she detailed the alleged abuse in a
lengthy livestreamed interview to investigative website
Mediapart. The interview was seen as a turning point for
the #MeToo movement in France, where the film industry
has not been rocked in the same way as Hollywood. It
helped galvanize renewed criticism of controversial direc-
tor Roman Polanski, whose new film “An Officer and a
Spy” was released in France earlier this month.

Polanski, who has French citizenship, has been a fugi-
tive from US justice since 1978 after admitting to the
statutory rape of a 13-year-old girl in a plea bargain to
avoid a trial on more serious charges.  Days before his his-
torical thriller opened, a French photographer claimed that
Polanski had raped her in 1975 when she was 18 after
beating her “into submission” at his Swiss chalet. —AFP


