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[ Write, Therefore I Am

Metafiction as Self-Assertion in Mustafa Dhikri’s
Much Ado About a Gothic Labyrinth

Christian Junge

Life is an activity and passion in search of a narrative,

Paud Ricoenr
The “Generation of the 90s”

No fatherland, no brokenness, no glorious defeats. Just writing with all its
formal playing. And if there have to be fatherlands, brokenness and defeats
then there are fatherlands of the body, brokenness of the soul and defeats of
desire. It is a writing ... that belongs to the individual; it turns away from the
collective and with i, politics, history, and society. '

Mustafa Dhikri

The Egyptian author and screenwriter Mustafa Dhikri is a distinctive representative
of the so-called “Generation of the 90s” in Egypt. This generation of young writers
published their first works during the 1990s, mostly through the small publishing
houses Sharqiyyat and Mirit. They can be considered as the second generation of the
hassasiyya jadida (New Sensibility), a term coined by the Egyptian writer and critic
Edwar al-Kharrat. In the aftermath of the political and ideological disillusionment
of the 1960s, Arabic literature underwent a “crisis of representation”; writers
turned away from realism and romanticism and their established aesthetic and
poetic norms. The “New Sensibility” thus resulted in a literature “breaking the
preordained order of narration (...) plunging into the interiority of the character
(...) or incorporating or re-incorporating dreams, legends, and implicit poetry’,
as Kharrat has put it.

The literature of the 1990s allows for greater artistic freedom and radicalizes
the renouncement of the collective. In consequence, it deals intensively with the
self - and the text. While some critics disregard it as narcissistic, one has to see this
preoccupation in a broader conrexr. Sabry Hafez has said that the “Generation of
the 9os” experiences continuous political, social and even urban marginalization
and helplessness, which influence both the content and form of the new novel. One

444



I WRITE, THEREFORE I AM

could even say that as a consequence of Cairo’s ever increasing population density
and the lack of green space, the self and the text are the last “rooms of one’s own”
in which writing can take place. But instead of retreating into solitude and silence,
the literature of the 1990s tells of the struggle of the decentered, marginalized self
for self-assertion. Unlike in the “literature of the infitah” (open door), this struggle
often loses its concrete historical and social dimensions, turning instead towards
an “absolute present’, a more existential conflict taking place in the here and now.
Thus, this literature moves away from politics, history and society to become “a
chaos of art without opinion or illusions”, as the Egyptian writer and critic May
Telmissany has put it.

Like the “New Sensibility”, the “Generation of the 9os” should not be considered
as a homogenous school or movement. It includes various tendencies and such
diverse writers as Miral al-Tahawi, Somaya Ramadan, May Telmissany, Ibrahim
Farghali, Adil Ismat, Muntassir al-Qaffash, Nora Amin and Husni Hassan - to
name a few. Among them, Mustafa Dhikri may be called the enfant terrible for his
taboo-breaking work, his radical combinations of high- and lowbrow literature
and of high standard Arabic and vernacular Egyptian and for his experimental
kind of Gedankenprosa, or contemplative prose.

Born in 1966, Mustafa Dhikri studied philosophy and received a degree from
the Cairo Film and Television Academy in 1992. As a screenwriter he wrote the

two feature films Afarit al-asfalt (Devils of the Road, 1996) and Gannat ash-shayatin
(Paradise of the Devils, 1999), both of which are celebrated for their innovative ways
in which they deal with violence and death — ways that go far beyond mainstream
cinema. Dhikri has published two collections of short stories, five novels and a
diary; his novel Lamsa min alam gharib (Touch From a Strange World, 2000) was
awarded a State Encouragement Prize in 2004.

Hura’ mataba qutiyya (Much Ado About a Gothic Labyrinth, literal translation:
Idle Talk of a Gothic Labyrinth) was published in 1997 and contains two riwayatan
(novels). The first novel, Ma ya'vifihu Amin (What Amin Knows), recounts one
day in the life of Amin, who is a helpless intellectual from Helwan (a suburb of
Cairo). In the second novel, Much Ado About a Gothic Labyrinth, the marginalized
protagonist, who also lives in Helwan, tells of his painful encounter with an
attractive nurse in the hospital. Here, the self-conscious narrator intertwines
digressions, anecdotes, day-dreams, reflections and stories, so that the text becomes
a confusing labyrinth of plot and time. Much Ado About a Gothic Labyrinth may
therefore serve as a good example of the “chaos of art” that the literature of the
1990s represents, as well as a telling narrative of the self.

By way of departure into Dhikri’s text, this essay will first explore the link
between a literature that reflects upon itself as literature, namely metafiction, and
the self that writes about itsclf.
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ARABIC LITERATURE: POSTMODERN PERSPECTIVES

Metafiction and Writing the Self

[ write, I erase. I write. What if someone reads these leaves of paper before
they’re ... complete? Writing is never complete ... Not being is more merciful
surely. For being demands that we never end ... never. Being demands that
we erase and return to writing and life once again, a writing and life that

might be.

Somaya Ramadan

A major feature of the writers of the 1990s is a preoccupation with the self. Indeed,
Mustafa Dhikri has stated that they all write autobiographies but differ in their
approaches. Certainly, one will rarely find traditional confessions; instead their
works tend more towards fictionalised autobiographies and/or autobiographical
novels in the vein of Edwar al-Kharrat’s influential Tirabuba zafaran (City of
Saffron, 198s). In regard to this novel, Stephan Guth has remarked that “writing
autobiography means producing a fictional account.” This postmodern conviction
is related to the notion of the “narrative self” that Wolfgang Kraus describes as

follows in his study on transitory identity:

Language doesn’ carry the inner life outside, but produces it. Since we are
all involved in social structures, there is no thinking about and feeling our-
selves possible outside of language (...) By narration, the self organizes his
multifaceted experience in contexts referring to each other. The narrative
structures are no creation made by the self, but anchored in and influenced
by the social context, so that their genesis and transformation take place ina

complex context of constructing social reality.

As a consequence, the narrative self challenges the idea of a stable and prior identity
by highlighting the various processes of its own construction through narration, or,
so to say, through fiction. This conviction has an important impact on metafiction,
the literary strategy of self-reference that Linda Hutcheon defines as “fiction
about fiction — that is, fiction that provides within itself a commentary on its own
status as fiction and as language, and also on its own processes of production and
reception.” Because the self is constructed by narration, preoccupation with the
text equals a preoccupation with the textually constructed self — and with the
narrative norms of society. When the self is the text and the text is the self, then
metafiction becomes more than fiction about fiction: it becomes fiction about the
fiction(s) of the self, a tendency that one could call “autobiographic metafiction”.
Unlike traditional autobiography, autobiographic metafiction does not necessarily
deal with the historical author outside the text. Instead, it deals mainly with the
fictional author within the text and is therefore a kind of meta-autobiography.
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This autobiographic tendency can be found in varying intensity in the novels
of the 1990s, ranging from Miral al-Tahawi’s al-Khiba’ (The Tent, 1996) to May
Telmissany’s Dunyazad (1997); and even more so in Nora Amin’s Qamis wards
Jarigh (An Empty Pink Shirt, 1997), where the female protagonist writes about
the writing of her love story and so produces a multi-layered palimpsest of the
narrative self.

Autobiographic metafiction is not a mere narrative narcissism, as one might
think. In his study of The Postcolonial Arabic Novel, al-Musawi has highlighted the
“critical endeavor” of the metafictional discourse in Arabic literature, which leads
towards cultural contestation and self-definition. Autobiographic metafiction
narrates the various struggles of the sclf in and with narration. In the case of the
Egyptian literature of the 1990s, it deals less with societal narration and its norms,
instead bringing to the fore the narrative ambitions of the self that is not struggling
for a national or cultural assertion, but seeking its own very individual self-assertion.
In the end, despite their uneasiness with the collective, these novels nevertheless
provide an account of the narrative rules and constraints of society — even if they

do so ex negativo.

"The cinematic humiliation: what Amin knows

Therefore, marginalization appears to be one of the major and lasting concerns
in that kind of modern prose that especially the new generation of authors

writes.

Sabry Hafez

Despite their differences, the two novels of Much Ado About a Gothic Labyrinth both
feature an intellectual protagonist who suffers marginalization and humiliation.
Since each deals with these misfortunes differently, the two novels can be interpreted
as two versions of a single antihero’s story. In this regard, the generic term riwayatan
may equally signify Doppelroman, or double novel, that is a single novel using
strategies of double or multiple narrations; here, the two narrators’ points of view
on intellectuals living in Helwan, the suburb of Cairo. In the second part of the
novel, the reader plunges deeply into the interior life of the first person narrator,
whereas in the first part of the novel (which Dhikri initially wrote as a screenplay)
the reader observes Amin through the dispassionate lens of a third-person narrator.
Against this background, the first part deals with self-assertion in the outside
world, the second with self-assertion in the inner world.

Amin wants to watch The Misfits. But driven by compulsion, he involuntarily
leaves his home and castle and finds himself on the street. There he falls victim

to his social tormentors, who make fun of him, mock him and even beat him up.
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Feeling that there is nowhere safe to watch the movie, he flees from Helwan to
the center of Cairo, where he rents a room in a hotel. Even there, he can’t escape
humiliation. When he falls asleep in the hotel lobby, two children put his finger
in cold water, so that he wets himself, to their great delight.

Despite all his efforts, Amin cannot assert himself. As an intellectual, he has
no niche in socicty, whether in unsophisticated Helwan or in highbrow Cairo. He
is as much of a misfit as the protagonists of the movie, except that whereas Gay
Langland (played by Clark Gable, the “King of Hollywood”) is a “clear symbol
of masculinity”, Amin is a real misfit, a loser. In its cinematic rewriting of The
Misfits, the novel rejects the common transfigurations of the outsider’s role as
cowboy, Steppenwolf or Zarathustra. Instead, it recounts the marginalization of the
intellectual who cannot even find himself an ivory tower. Amongst the manifold
dimensions of marginalization, Dhikri also highlights the results of the exploding
population of Cairo: an urban marginalization, where spatial restrictions enhance
the feeling of mental or intellectual restrictions.

In the “literature of the infitah”, the antihero often undergoes a process of
disillusionment, a good example of which can be found in Sonallah Ibrahim’s novel
al-Lajna (The Committee, 1981). During the course of events the highly committed
hero turns into a frustrated antihero, who withdraws into his own world and finally
consumes himself. In contrast, in the metafictional autobiographies of the 1990s,
disillusionment is not the final result but rather the starting point. Amin’s neurotic

compulsions, which may be interpreted as the psychological effects of previous
humiliations, initiate a merciless odyssey that never ends.

The artist’s novel: art or life

I'say to you that I'm often dead tired of portraying human life without taking
partin it (...) Is the artist a man at all? One must ask the woman! It seems to

me that we, the artists, share the same fate as those modified papal singers
() We sing quite touchingly, but ...

Thomas Mann

In the second part of the novel, the reader’s view shifts from the outside world to
the inner world of a first-person narrator, an author who lives in Helwan. While
witnessing a street-fight, he is accidentally injured and taken to the hospital, where
he encounters the frivolous and mocking nurse, Ragawat; an encounter that awakens
his sexual desires and opens up old sores. Brought up in the unsophisticated
social sphere of Helwan, he has been an outsider from his early childhood. While

the others prove to be highly talented when it comes to “life’, which significs
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women, sex, violence and suburban eloquence, the protagonist suffers the fate of
literature:

Cursed should be literature and all who practice it. Is it always my fate to know
everythinglater - a cold, neutral knowledge only suitable to be written down
and to be documented? Or are writing down, documenting and the ideas of

writing things that, by nature, only occur afterwards?

Feeling estranged from life, he worries that his profession handicaps him by
preventing him from taking part in the world. This fear leads to humiliation when
Ragawat rejects him sexually; he believes that her reason is that he is a writer and
so cannot assert himself as a man. The binary opposition between life and art is
a classic topos of the artist’s novel, as is well expressed in Thomas Mann’s novella
Tonio Kriger (1903). In Much Ado About a Gothic Labyrinth, this dichotomy is
clearly embodied in the figure of a poet, who, in his old age, is finally successful
with both poetry and women, but he is no longer able to have sexual intercourse,
so that he has to satisfy his women by alternate means. Instead of using his penis,
the poet uses his hand - to write. Writing is considered as a kind of Freudian ersatz,
a pale imitation of the authentic life that the story’s author can never achieve. The
only possible way towards life, or towards participation in life, is to write it.

Unsurprisingly, in many autobiographic metafictions of the 1990s, the “self-
conscious narrator” is not a lay narrator writing for the first time, but an experienced
professional author. As a consequence, these texts offer heterogeneous and multi-
layered concepts of writing.

In Much Ado About a Gothic Labyrinth the narrator creates a polyphony by
intermingling two distinct writing concepts with one another. On the one hand,
he “documents” incidents such as the humiliating encounter with the nurse, the
cloquent vernacular bon mots of the others and his own inability to be as quick-
witted as they are. This kind of “mimetic representation” reinforces the narrator’s
marginalization and underscores his inability to assert himself. On the other hand,
he presents himself as a “ericky author”, who does not consider writing to be a
substitute for life, but celebrates it as a stage for himself. Here, he appears as a witty
trickster, reminiscent to a certain degree of the eloquent and artful protagonist
of the classical Arabic magama genre. This kind of “poietic representation” offers

the narrator the narrative freedom to assert himself:
Now you will say, dear reader, that I'm a tricky author and that I pursue a

labyrinthine and digressive way. And I say: Yes! I'm crazy about labyrinths
and corridors that lead to nowhere.
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These two modes of writing do not remain separate and distinct, but are intertwined

throughout the novel, shaping its narrative maze.

The narrating self and the narrated self

Here we find the mysterious double play of both the selves, the superior
narrating one and the stunned experiencing one; therefore also the natural
intellectualism.

Leo Spitzer

In his famous study on Proust, Leo Spitzer distinguishes between the erzahlendes
Ich (narrating self) and the erlebendes Ich (experiencing self, or narrated self). The
first person narrator (autodiegetic narrator) can emphasize the temporal and/
or spatial difference between himself as narrator and himself as protagonist, or
even highlight the transitory aspects of his identity. In Much Ado About a Gothic
Labyrinth, the first person narrator subverts the marginalized role he plays as
protagonist with the picaresque role he plays as narrator.

During a nocrurnal fight, the protagonist and the very sportive Nunna start
in pursuit of a friend. But when the protagonist catches Wafdiya's mocking and
scornful glance, he gives up the pursuit, fecling stigmatized as an author who can’t
stand his ground. The narrator recounts this scene twice. The first time, he depicts
it very concisely in a neutral tone; the second time he changes his tune, subtly
making fun of his “rival” Nunna. Using an “as-if” construction, he compares him
toa runner on a treadmill who doesn’t get anywhere, no matter how fast he runs.
This causes “the author’s moving away from the narrated subject, a distance between
the narrating self and the experiencing self”, as Spitzer pus it in regard to Proust.
In the case of Much Ado About a Gothic Labyrinth, the narrator creates an ironic
distance to Nunna, offering the humiliated protagonist a hidden counter-narrative
to his experience of social defeat. Ultimately, this irony cannot change the course
of events, but it helps him to a subtle self-assertion.

The frequent use of “as-if” comparisons in the novel keeps the mysterious
double play of the selves going. Unlike in many traditional autobiographies, the
narrating self is not superior because of its wisdom, knowledge and life experience.
It is superior because writing offers the narrator an extended freedom to act. To
write means to re-read, rewrite the story and to provide supplementary narratives.
The narrator suggests to the reader elsewhere that a certain detail is “brought into
the story by foree”, so that he can use it for his own purposes. The focus is no longer
the story, but the way in which the story can be written. Or, as Jean Ricardou has
put it in reference to zouvean roman, literature is not the writing of an adventure,

but the adventure of writing. As a consequence, the story consists only of “minimal
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narratives’, leaving room for the sparkling intellectualism of the narrating self. This
Gedankenprosa is implicitly metafictional insofar as it shows the narrator using
and abusing the protagonist’s story for his own purposes.

Between fusha and ‘ammiyya: the narrator’s carnival

Carnival brings together, unifies, weds, and combines the sacred with the

profane, the lofty with the low, the grear with the insignificant, the wise
with the stupid.

Mikhail M. Bakhtin

The mysterious double play between the narrating and the narrated selves must also
be interpreted against the background of such dichotomies inherent in the novel
as ammiyya (Egyptian vernacular) and fisha (high standard Arabic), periphery
and center, lowbrow and highbrow, provocation and taboo, frivolous and frigid
sexuality ... Although the protagonist suffers marginalization in the periphery,
he does not disregard his surroundings in a Freudian sublimation. Instead, he
admires in others the vernacular eloquence and quick-wittedness that he can never
achieve — or if he does, one of the others “steals” it from the tip of his tongue. The
only thing he can do, as he complains, is to “document” their witticisms. But this
documentation can easily shift toward self-presentation, as the beginning of the
novel illustrates:

About the corpulent and stout nurse Ragawat, Nunna used to say in his vulgar
and dircct tone: “Perfect is just her bone frame.” Her stout figure can be related
— though only from afar and with some good will and clemency — to the old
Arabic standard of beauty, when they used to say: “Thatisa beautiful woman
with shapely limbs. She feeds the nursling and warms the darling”

With this commentary, the narrator introduces himself as someone who is at least as
eloquent as Nunna. At the same time, he offers the highbrow reader an intraduction
that combines a truduction (translation) of the periphery with an introduction to
the center: he translates the Egyptian vernacular to high standard Arabic and prose
rhyme (saj"). But with the notion that only goodwill and clemency will justify his
commentary and translation, he treats his specch ironically. As a result, he implicicly
brings to the fore the artfulness of a rather far-fetched self-presentation. He also
claims a mésalliance that unifies what doesn’t fit together, like the classical Arabic
rhetoric and the vulgar Egyptian vernacular ~ or the sexuality of the periphery and
the one of the center, as the following “carnivalization” demonstrates.

The narrator derives the high standard word #huwwa. (road-sign) from the

vernacular word suwiwa (mons veneris), since thruowa is explained in the dictionaries
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as “what is raised above the earth and visible” and shares a similar shape with the
suwwa. By this ironic philological ishtigaq (derivation), which is based on the
vernacular homophony of the letters #ha’and sin, the narrator offers a vernacular
reading of high standard Arabic. In what follows, he uses the words thuwwa and
suwwa interchangeably. This carnivalization of pure language and culture offers the
narrating selfa space “in-between” the center and the periphery, the fisha and the
ammiyya and so on. Foregrounding the far-fetched pretexts for his misalliances,
he appears as a self-conscious narrator, seeking to convince his audience indirectly
that he is an eloquent and masterful trickster.

The imaginary labyrinth: an example of the riwaya qasira

'The composition of vast books is a laborious and impoverishing extravagance
- A better course of procedure is to pretend that these books already exist,
and then to offer a résumé, a commentary ... More reasonable, more inept,
more indolent, I have preferred to write notes upon imaginary works.

Jorge Luis Borges

From implicic metafiction, Dhikri’s novel shifts to explicit metafiction, where

the narrator addresses himself directly to the reader in order to convince him of
his wit: '

Now I will tell you a story devoted to labyrinths that I wrote a long time
ago. I've always been of the opinion that it is skilled and proficient to kill

two birds with one stone. So what do you think about killing all birds with
one stone?

By virtue of this rhetorical question, the narrator performs a kind of modern fakhr
(boasting), celcbmting his skill and proﬁciency as author. The birds that he claims
to kill, are, as he elaborates, threefold: the story devoted to labyrinths, the novel he
is writing about the events in the hospital and finally the reader. For him, killing
the three birds with one stone means creating a genre suitable for his purposes.
Therefore, he combines the riwaya (novel) with the gissa qasira (short story) into
akind of riwaya gasira (short novel); a term not mentioned in the novel itself, but
employed by several authors of the “Generation of the 90s” and also mentioned
by Dhikri in an interview. This term is reminiscent of al-Kharrat’s qissa qasida, a
poetic prose that combines the gissa gasira (short story) with the gasida (poem) o
create a new hybrid genre. Dhikri’s text also denies the traditional rules of genres,
“so that [these rules] will not help you to know if what I am telling you is a novel

orastory.” For the narrator, the éeviture transgénérique (writing beyond the genres)
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serves as a picaresque genre allowing him to “kill two birds with one stone and
litdle effort and to become narraror and novelist with a single blow”,

In the story of the labyrinths, the narrator makes use of this waning of generic
borders to challenge the borders between reality and fiction. He constructs
a labyrinth in order to confuse the Argentine author Jorge Luis Borges, the
labyrinth’s doyen. While he describes the labyrinth to him over the phone, he gets
the impression that Borges uses his words against him: “Does he make fun of me
and weave threads of a labyrinth out of my mouth, without my recognizing ic? For
his own labyrinth, not for mine.” In consequence, it is not Borges who is confused
but the narrator, who lost this munazara (dispute). At the end, he notices that his -
readers and critics are confused by the order of the literary labyrinths and cannot
distinguish clearly between them. T: aking advantage of this confusion, he suggests to
the reader that he first constructed Borges’ labyrinth and is now inventing his own.
With this tricky maneuver, he rearranges the labyrinth and its counter-labyrinth
in his own favor, demonstrating how brilliantly he can manipulate the story.

Just as Borges deals with “imaginary books”, the narrator prefers “imaginary
labyrinths” to constructing complete labyrinths. Once again, it is not the labyrinths
but the re-reading and rewriting of the labyrinths that is the focus: “But T admire
the possibility of seizing a literal expression as if it were a concrete thing that could
be stolen unexpectedly in order to serve a purpose that nobody yer knows.” Such
is the narrator’s artfulness.

The riwaya qasira appears frequently in the autobiographic metafiction of the
1990s, such as in Telmissany’s Dunyazad or Somaya Ramadan’s Leaves of Narcissus
(2001, Awraq al-Narjis). As Much Ado About a Gothic Labyrinth exemplifies,
this genre challenges the clear-cut boundaries between the embedded stories and
their contexts; berween the imaginary books and their notes; between the “story
about a fabyrinth” and the genesis of this “story about a labyrinth” Confusing, or
even erasing, the distinctions between the meta-, intra- and extradiegetic levels
of narration, these short novels — despite their brevity — can be considered an
extension of the fictional battlefield.

Rewriting the Arabian Nights: never ending details

In Bouvard et Pécuchet, 1 read this sentence, which gives me pleasure: “Cloths,
sheets, napkins were hanging vertically, attached by wooden clothespins to
taut lines.” Here I enjoy an excess of precision, a kind of maniacal exactitude
of language, a descriptive madness ... The exactitude in question is not the
result of taking greater pains, it is not a rhetorical increment in value, as
though things were increasingly well described - but of a change of codes:
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the (remote) model of description is no longer oratorical discourse (nothing
at all is being “painted”), but a kind of lexicographical artefact.

Roland Barthes

Metafiction in Much Ado About a Gothic Labyrinth elaborates as much on the state
of the text as on the state of the self. While the narrator describes his “poetics of
detail’”, he asks himself whether a normal person in Helwan ~ Hajj Abdallah, for
example — would understand his elaborations or if he would in fact be considered
abnormal or even “sexually deviant”. First, he tries to explain his passion, desperately
but quite unsuccessfully, before he suddenly recognizes that to “stop talking would
be my death or sexual violation by the six sons of the Hajj.” This reminds him of
Scheherazade in the Arabian Nights, who saves her life by telling stories. As a
consequence, he pursues his speech notin order to convince the Hajj, but merely

for the sake of talking:

I'said to myself: (...) Let it be a vociferous speech (badith), without drawing
a breath. Let it be a crazy, incorrect speech combining fisha and ammiyya.
Let it be a speech unguided, merging in my mind and in the mind of both
reader and critic. Let it be a rousing speech whose only goal is to increase the
number of pages, so that the author — that is me — is convinced that he is able

to narrate, to narrate truth and untruth. So be it then the story (badith) of
Harun al-Rashid and the story of the enchanted bag.

Metafiction explains not only how the text is made, but why the text is made in this
manner. The continuous narration serves the author as a means of self-assertion.
Itis no longer important whar he narrates, but #hat he narrates.

This paradigmatic change of representation is well expressed by Dhikri’s rewriting
of the story of “Ali, the Persian” from the Ayabian Nights. This story deals with two
persons who claim ownership of the same bag. To find out who is the legitimate
owner, the judge orders cach of them to describe the contents of “their” bag, Both
exaggerate to such a degrec that the bag could not possibly hold everything that
they have described; therefore, neither could be the true owner. When the bagis
finally opened, it contains only “bread, a lemon, cheese and olives.”

The narrator in Much Ado About a Gothic Labyrinth provides a modern
rewriting. Tamratag, one of the two “owners”, lists, mostly in Egyptian vernacular,
more than fifty items all belonging to the realm of modern popular culture;
ranging from lipstick to a Yamaha drum set. Wardatag, the other “owner”, uses
high standard Arabic and prose rhyme to enumerate items belonging to the realm
of classical heritage; ranging from two robes to “one thousand castles, the biggest
as huge as Egypt and a part of Syria” When caliph Harun al-Rashid appears, the
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bag is opened. It contains the curse of a witch condemning Wardatag, Tamratag
and the judge to repeat their descriptions until the witch’s death.

Itis obvious that the detailed and exaggerated descriptions do not describe the
bag’s contents; instead they provide a “change of codes”, as Barthes has called it,
that regards details as “lexicographic artefacts”. In this context, writing no longer
has the purpose of telling the reader a reliable story, but turns towards the radical
acesthetic of [art pour lart — or at least of Lart pour lautenr. The narrator celebrates
his pleasure of enumeration and thereby achieves his goal of “increasing the number
of pages” while proving that he is a masterful author.

This change of code ~ from illustrating a situation prior to writing to writing
an artifact - is reminiscent of Barthes’ elaboration on the word “to write” as an
intransitive verb and its impact on the writer:

I would say that we should no longer say today “jz éerit” but rather e suis
éerif’, just as we say “je suis né” ... In the modern verb ... to write, however,
the subject is immediately contemporary with the writing, being effected
and affected by it. ‘The case of the Proustian narrator is exemplary: he exists
only in writing.

Limitations of self-assertion: body and emotion

As for expression and fecling‘s or emotions, the liberation, in contemporary
society, from the older anomic of the centred subject may also mean not merely
aliberation from anxiety but a liberation from every other kind of feeling as
well, since there is no longer a self present to do the feeling.

Fredyic Jameson

Fredric Jameson describes the “waning of effects” as constitutive for western
Postmodernism, “since there is no longer a self present to do the feeling” Much Ado
About a Gothic Labyrinth may be considered for several reasons as a postmodern
work; it includes metafiction, deconstruction, fragmentation and playfulness.
Unlike in Jameson’s elaboration, the subject or self in Miuch Ado About a Gothic
Labyrinth is not dead, however, but decentered; it retains both its body and its
feelings, which sometimes antagonize the narraring sclf and frustrate its tricky
purposes.

When the narrator rearranges the order of the labyrinth, he suddenly feels
trapped in the center, which he has created to confuse Borges. It is a dark room
with clouded mirrors on the wall. This reminds him of the saying: “He who looks
in the deep-black darkness at his reflection in the mirror becomes insane.” In the
darkness, of course, he cannot see his reflection; he therefore has no visual proof of

his existence. Trapped in his own fiction, the narrator raises his hands in fear, gets
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goose pimples, and flees his fictional labyrinth. While the narrator takes advantage
of the fictionality of the labyrinths on the one hand, he is disturbed and disquieted
by the possible fictionality of his own self on the other. Writing fiction not only
offers the freedom to act; it sometimes causes fear.

'The infinite rewriting of the Arabian Nights finally comes to an end when the
natrator imagines ‘Amm Diyab entering the room and defending him from all
harm, like a father would his daughter. A never-ending repetition of all the details
may be considered as a curse not only for the characters in the story, but also for
the narrator, who suffers the fatigue of telling his tales even after the allotzed one
thousand and one nights — until the witch’s death.

In another story, the body and sexual desire play a major role. After the nurse
Ragawat has rejected the narrator sexually, he wants to take revenge. He decides to
listen to Ragawat’s life-stories ad infinitum and not any longer with sexual desire,
but like a priest taking someone’s confession. While the priest, the narrator’s
alter ego, hears the confession of Ragawat’s attractive alter ego, he feels suddenly
aroused. Consequently, he betrays the beautiful woman to a Nazi who orders her
immediate execution. In this allegory, the narrator’s sexual desire re-emerges in
the allegorical figure of the priest and unintentionally causes his quite unpriestly
behavior. Ultimately, the narrator cannot deny his body or his sexual feelings in
the narrative, not even in the allegorical figure of a priest.

Writing in this intransitive form gives birth not only to a self that is “being
written” rationally, but also to an emotionally and physically written self. This
emotionally written self cannot celebrate its complete fictionality, since it is
overcome by fear. It cannot celebrate the infinite telling of the story, since ‘Amm
Diyab’s parental feelings cut the story short. It cannot re-invent itself as a priest,
since its sexual longings turn the allegory upside down. Thus, the narrative self is
not only rational, but also emotional and physical. Body and feelings have a deep
impact on the decentered self. Much Ado About a Gothic Labyrinth — and other
autobiographic metafiction of the 1990s ~ has little in common with the kind of
postmodern literature that deals only with surfaces. Although the selfis decentered,
it has a deep structure that influences and limits the struggle for self-assertion.

Therefore, emotional self-assertion must sometimes take place in a realm
beyond writing, In Nora Amin’s An Empty Pink Shirt, for example, the female
protagonist gets emotionally trapped in her narration so that she finally ceases to
write in the manner she was used to. And in Much Ado About a Gothic Labyrinth,

the protagonist finds his dénouement in a kind of ropographical vision of the
Japanese Garden.
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The Japanese Garden in Helwan: a sexual heterotopia

And also a totally different androgen appearance was on my mind in Japan,
an appearance that drives the thinking mind (...) to contemplate the prob-
lem of hermaphroditism: the form of the Buddha. Is it imagined as asexual,
monosexual or bisexual ?

Magnus Hirschfeld

The Japanese Garden in Helwan is of great importance to the protagonist. In
school days, he and his friends went to a prostitute in the garden’s roilet. Waiting
outside for their turn, they sat on the statues of the Buddha and imitated sexual
intercourse by touching the Buddha’s belly. The Japanese Garden, which is home
to a large number of plants and trees from the Far East as well as about forty
statues of Buddha, is an extraordinary place within the urban fabric of Helwan.
It is a “cultural translation” of the Far Eastern Buddhism that preaches chastity
as embodied by Buddha. But in the surrounding of Helwan, it becomes a brothel
for minor clients located in dirty toilets.

The protagonist recognizes the peculiarity of this place when he contemplates
the Buddha's “cffeminate-looking and arousing body with soft folds of fat, one over
another, and above a thin blanket uncovering the fleshy chest and the thuwwa of
the round belly.” This sexualized shape seems to him to have nothing in common
with the demands of chastity. At the end of the novel, he believes that he will one
day sit in the Buddha’s lap while Ragawat sits in his lap and that the streetlamp’s
light will hit them “as if we were three images of the god Buddha.” This sexual
ambivalence, similar to that described by the German sexologist Magnus Hirschfeld
at the beginning of the last century, neither accurately reflects Helwan’s frivolous
sexual identity, nor the uptight sexual identity of Cairo; much less the celibacy
espoused in the sayings of the Buddha. Instead, the ambivalent Buddha embodies a
kind of sexuality “in-between” these identities, entities and places. The presence of
the statues of the Buddha renders the Japanese Garden in Helwan a “contestation
of all other places”, similar to Michel Foucault’s concept of heterotopia — at least
with regard to sexuality.

Like Amin, the protagonist of What Amin Knows, the narrator cannot find
his place in greater Cairo. But while the Japanese Garden renders scene to Amin's
humiliation, the narrator of Much Ado About a Gothic Labyrinth finds refuge in
the garden — its statue of the Buddha serves him as neither center nor periphery,
but as a counter-place. Becoming itself the “Buddha of Helwan” in his vision, the
narrator finally finds a “room of his own”. It is not a room of writing, but a room
of sexuality. The narrator imagines his self-assertion beyond the “white sheet of
paper” and the act of writing.
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Conclusion

Who says that I want the normal reader? The normal looks for the normal.
The great is great. And the text is text, text, text.

Mustafa Dhikri

The “Generation of the 9os” often deals with life as a “fictional account”. Terms like
identity and self are no longer prior to the act of writing. Therefore, metafiction
facilitates reflection not only upon the text, but also upon the texture of the self and
its identity. Leaving grand narratives aside, this literature often depicts the struggle
of the individual or self within the text: within its own texture and that of society.
In the case of Mustafa Dhikri’s Much Ado About a Gothic Labyrinth metafiction
becomes a powerful method of achieving self-assertion, it foregrounds the shift
from passive documentation to assertive writing. The double play of the narrated
and the narrating self, carnivalization, the riwaya qasira, the change of codes —
all these strategies fathom out the possibilities and limitations of the narrative
textures. The ability to write becomes the sine qua non of the narrative self: Twrite,
therefore I am. As consequence, self-assertion can be interpreted as control over
the texture of the self, as the case of Amin in What Amin Knows illustrates: since
he can neither narrate nor express his own point of view emphatically, he suffers
from the humiliating speech of the others without either “writing back” to them
or “being written” differently.

Despite all its disillusionment, the autobiographic metafiction of the 1990s — or
at least Dhikri’s Much Ado About a Gothic Labyrinth — does, at times, employ an
idealistic concept of writing. The page serves as a place besides or sometimes cven
beyond the narrative constraints of society, allowing a somewhat idealistic texture
of the self to appear. But at the same time, this literature narrates the limitations
and failures of self-narrations; they are set and uncovered by the body and the
feelings. Thus, this idealistic inclination does not necessarily produce an idealistic
text. In fact, thesc narratives give evidence of the sometimes joyful, sometimes
bitter existential Geworfenheit: the thrownness of the artist into writing. Since
the self cannot exist apart from writing, it can only act within the possibilities
and limitations of writing. In this context, writing is no longer the result of
careful reflection, but becomes as spontaneous as life itsclf, erroncous sometimes,
frightening, and also surprising and hopeful.
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