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Abstract

This paper looks at the interplay of literary humor and urban representation in Nisa’ al-Karantina
(2013) by the Egyptian Na’il al-Tiakhi. This novel is set alongside other contemporary Egyptian
writings that provide an unusual portrait of Cairo and its inhabitants through humor. Moving to
Alexandria, Nisa’ al-Karantina turns the whole city and the possibility to write about it into the target
of its satire. This paper examines how humor dismantles some nostalgic clichés and how literary and
non-literary discourses (anti-epics, popular culture, and hostile jokes) shape the Alexandrian culture
of laughter in this novel.
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e Ali wanted to forge links with his Alexandrian forebears. Ali, scholar of
every aspect of the city’s history, envisioned this history as an unbroken
chain — the founder of old Alexandria, Suleiman Bekheit, linked to its
modern founder, his great-grand son, Sheikh Ali. Alexandrian history was a
history of rebellion: (Eltoukhy 2014: 97)

e Nadia, too, had a vision of Alexandria’s history. Of history as links forged in
an unbroken chain. The city, which had formerly been the center of Harbi’s
resistance against the Egyptian authorities, has now become the center of
another resistance, mounted by the Karantina generation, the generation that
had plucked the banner from Harbi’s hand and proclaimed its fight against
injustice. We should really think here about the significance of this
metaphor’s appeal — Alexandrian history as links forged in a chain — to
Nadia, Ali, and everyone else. They hadn’t come up with it, though. The
copyright was held by Harbi.

e [...] The words became a slogan, inscribed in golden letters within the
pages of Alexandria’s oral history. Alexandrian links are forged one to the
other, no link alone. (Eltoukhy 2014: 100-101)

e As we all agree, Alexandrian history is links forged in a chain, (Eltoukhy
2014: 138).

e The links of Alexandrian history are bound one to the other, as we’ve said a
million times before. (Eltoukhy 2014: 143, emphasis added)
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All were hanged the following December [1921], yet it was Raya and Sakina
who monopolized public attention, being the first women executed by the
Egyptian secular justice system and, it seems, the first criminals to have their
pictures published in the Egyptian press. Even today, Raya and Sakina are seen
as the first female murderers driven by the desire for economic gain and not by
emotional behaviour as in crimes of passion. Theatre, cinema, and TV
appropriated the characters and people still talk about them. (Chiti 2020:1)
t SVl Clilall e Al o2 cupil Al
On 22 November, not even a week after their arrest, the correspondent reports
that “some dwellers (abna’ al-balad) circulated a song about Raya and Sakina
and some printed another local chant (nashid baladri), sold for 5 millim per
copy.”®® Like the feuilleton novels published in the Egyptian newspapers,
including al-Ahram, Raya and Sakina's feuilleton captivates the public, both
educating and entertaining them through accounts of the crime.” (Chiti 2020:8)
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e This, more or less, was just the preface to the tale that Umm Salah wanted to
tell. The meat of the story came only after the tea had been drunk and the
tobacco plugs fixed atop the shisha. Her tale was the tale of two women who
once upon a time had left Alexandria reeling. The police had been unable to
catch them; they played with men like they’d played with dolls as girls. I
want you to really pay attention here, because one day you and your sister
might be able to achieve what those two ladies achieved back in the day. |
want you to get close to your sister. Don’t hate her and don’t resent her
happiness. Remember those two ladies and remember what they managed to
achieve when they loved and cared for one another. Their names were Nadia
and Itemad. (Eltoukhy 2014: 274-275)

e Was Umm Salah raving under the influence of the hash? Lara couldn’t tell
exactly. Most likely, the general outline of the story was true, but the
details were debatable. In the days that followed, some people told Lara
that Hasaballah had been Nadia’s husband, not Itemad’s, and that Abdel Aal
had been married to Itemad, not Nadia, and some people said that Nadia had
never been married, and that Itemad had a husband called Bekheit who was
from Sohag. Whatever the case, the names didn’t matter; what mattered right
then was what took place, to wit: that Karantina was not the only well-spring



of revolutionary fervor in Alexandria. Never! Who said such a thing? Umm
Salah went on. The whole of Alexandria was up in arms, from Miami to
Bahari, from Agami all the way down o Maamoura. (Eltoukhy 2014: 279,
emphasis added)
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After all the conflicts we’ve witnessed over the preceding decades, after the
surging cataracts of gore, after the heroics, betrayals, and feuds, after history

new and old had been written, after history new and old has been erased, after
all that, Cairo, not Alexandria, remains the capital of Egypt.

The Alexandrian, my friend, stands in owe of two things: Cairo and the
computer. (Eltoukhy 2014: 195)

Do gl el ) A1 el b 35,0 Aalill (aili (S (gl Chamy Ailial) )

vie AISH Geny 5lgily Cualdll (ulsblaly g e "SI yemiiall Zasyall (ro sy (i)
AalSall L lghaland) Y Jealidl o3 IS E0S) 5 Ha gane @bl s L)
Al &) Liad adgilly oligiodl Abay s ccaond &ipms uanill Alagy Gaitll o Sl Caund



Bllall Ge hadis 4ol Cisall 28 e gl By Sally phalls )uSaY) gells ddatiye
D (CsSsad 5 (saasSl) 7 pendl) She) Bl N Y L)y & audly

ClS G ages + ean 8 ) gl Blaa ) cpfias 830 dea @il V) o B
s el dole il L) i e sl 31 Callly T "aae i s Ll ¢ ) dend
P> WPREIVEN PN PSP CONE WP I POV BRI v ST IS xR SRR PIVEN
O ] OsalS agdl Gl oely Casadl GuSaaad sl sallll s o @lll LA
053 e 138 AN pgh WSy ¥ [L] cllall b el il b 35 lal) agilgaily Lalbasy)
Jeal o 15l pgnsen capeall dey Ay iy Cand Osliaall Vb (Aaga diia ) 5)LaY)
Gras i Sy asSly (s Mepaku’ S ekl (Ko Y slal e daaly 3,080
el e Zalms) b B i) sleg) e daly lgses i ) Halll) oda Llajes
1 330 aghlhails ¢ eas (3 QNS

) Lyad) slall 350 Jzas Gl aallall o3 (635 of pasd O L pe e oY)
L)uCuy) aa Byaiall e dase sl (6 ey i sl Cuaale sl (LK)
s oo Jlan sl gy (a8l L agie oo o o uamill Alglang copyuSully
lia ¢lusghsadluayly clughsesadll ad S B,uCuYl i Jlas o i€ cn pad A1 TSl 8
al-Tukhi 2013: 241-242, emphasis) <lb 4jlac lsa (: Al auagy ¢ LusisnSV) V)
.(added

In the mid-forties a number of actors rose to prominence in Egypt. Suhair
Naguib was the first of them, popularly known as the “Lady Boss,” a homage to
the nickname bestowed on that ancient star of the silver screen, Adel Imam. In
her wake came a group of young actors who specialized in comedy roles —
Mohamed Bekheit, Ayman Abdel Hamid, and Salama Salama; a movement
dubbed the “New Fools.” Critics condemned them for ushering in an era of
moral turpitude, their vulgar wisecracks dominated by sexual innuendo. [...]

The significance of this cannot be understood without reference to an important
fact: that these actors — Naguib, Bekheit, Salama, and Abdel Hamid — all came
from unambiguously Alexandrian stock, and from neighbourhoods whose
Alexandrian credentials could not be faulted — from Rushdi and Bakos and Sidi
Gaber and Bahari and elsewhere. This phenomenon prompted one editor to rage
in the editorial at the front of his monthly magazine: The Alexandrians are
invading Egypt with their terrible depravity.

ool B 8 DS Al bl 5 GaasS)) ped) F RS 83 (Sl Y1 dead) dsea g 8 peSally
.(al-Tukhi 2013: 43, Eltoukhy 2014: 31-32) Y+ 1) alad) dudll xie ()4l



Therefore, and contrary to the effect one might suppose this phenomenon would
have — to wit, the shifting of the center of Egyptian life to Alexandria — it in fact
facilitated the very opposite: a gathering wave of xenophobia against
Alexandria and Alexandrians, plus efforts to impede the progress of anyone
making their way from there to Cairo. Someone signing himself Gamal al-
Dowali — though it certainly was not him — wrote on the side of an Alexandrian
tram: After Communismophobia and Islamophobia, now there’s
Alexandrophobia, and scrawled a smiley underneath. (Eltoukhy 2014: 195,
emphasis added)
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All of which had its effect on the collective consciousness of Egyptians.
Alexandria became synonymous with the bestial epithets applied to its
inhabitants. One cartoonist specialized in depicting Alexandrians with tails;
another always colored them green. An anthropologist wrote the following of
the Alexandrian character: “The Alexandrian is an individual who loves blood
and violence. War drums are sweeter to his ears than the delicate strains of
classical music and guns dearer to his heart than hymns to peace. By his nature,

the Alexandrian only appreciates jokes told against his enemies, and can only
enjoy works of art that belittle others and glorify himself. (Eltoukhy 2014: 195)
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