The Baladiyyat Ahmad ilFar

A note on a modern Egyptian manuscript text
by Jacob M. Landau* and Manfred Woidich*

Habent sua fata libelli, as the Romans used to say, is
in fact applicable to all ages and places. This maxim
seems to be particularly relevant to the vicissitudes of
the manuscripts of the Arabic Kasf isSitar ‘an Bala-
divvat Ahmad ilFar, a collection of five popular plays
from Cairo, the text of which was found by the two
authors of the present article. It is the subject of a
critical edition and German translation, prepared by
them and due to appear in 1993 as a volume in the
Bibliotheca Islamica series of the Deutsche Morgenlén-
dische Gesellschaft. The present article, a by-product
of the above volume, comprises some materials which
could not be included in detail there. but which may
be of some interest, nonetheless, to those engaged in
the study of modern Arabic manuscripts.

A brief exposé of the manuscripts is necessary in
order to better understand the essentials of this
article!. There are two manuscripts. Both comprise
the same plays but with quite different wording. One is
in the Leiden University Library?, the other is now in
the private collection of Manfred Woidich3. Both
manuscripts date from 1909-1910 and comprise five
popular plays in the colloquial Arabic of Egypt
(chiefly of Cairo) at that time. These plays were
performed by a popular actor at the time, Ahmad
ilFar, and his troupe, chiefly at festivities (such as
weddings) in private homes. They are more representa-
tive of what might be termed ‘low farce’ or ‘sketch’
than of theatrical comedy. The street scenes, often
copied from daily life; the dialogues, frequently impu-
dent and obscene; and the tricks and thrashings,
characteristic of slapstick, place these shows in the
direct tradition of shadow plays, puppet shows and
mime sketches, savoured by Egyptian (and other)
audiences before Westernized modernization influen-
ced their tastes*.

The Leiden manuscript (hereafter referred to as manu-
script L) consists of 124 folios, or 248 pages (of which
nine are blank). The paper, which is of de-luxe quality,
contains a watermark GOUVERNEMENT EGYPTIEN, with
crescent and star. The size of the paper is 255 x
185mm, that of the text area 170 x 90 mm. There are
17 lines of text to the page. The text is written in a
Middle-Eastern hand in black ink, with the use of red
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ink for the names of the persons and the stage instruc-
tions. The composition of the quires, for each play
separately is as follows: 1: V(11), IV(18), 3V(48),
2(50); 2: V(60), 11(64); 3: 2V(84), 4(88); 4: 2V(108); 5:
V(118), 1II(124). Catchwords are usually written on
the verso pages. For each play, each quire except the
first has a quire-mark as well, consisting of a k (for
kurrasa, quire) with number, plus usually an abbreviated
title of the play in question. The manuscript was
copied by the same copyist of MS Leiden Or. 14.520
(which contains the Divan of Ibn Sudin (died 864/
1464, cf. GAL 11, 18)): Mahmud b. Muhammad b.
Ahmad al-Sayvad al-Marsafi (Leiden Or. 14.520,

f-181a). The copying of the 4th and 5th plays was

completed on 28 and 23 December 1909, respectively
(colophons on ff. 108a and 124b), whereas the three
other plays have no separate colophon. The volume is
elegantly bound in a half-leather binding in European
style, made in Cairo by Richard Preller, according to
the sticker on the inside end-cover. The former owner
of the manuscript is Dr. Curt Priifer, who was Orien-
tal Secretary to the German Diplomatic Agency for
Egypt. He used this manuscript for his article ‘Drama,
Arabic’ in the Encyclopaedia of Religion and Ethics,
vol. 4 (1911), pp. 872-8, and especially the passages on
Ahmad ilFar on pp. 872-3. Three of the plays in this
volume are mentioned by Priifer by name. Priifer’s
association with the Leiden manuscript was established
by J.J. Witkam in his catalogue of the Arabic manu-
scripts of Leiden University Library, on the basis of
the codicological data available in MS Leiden Or.
14.520. The reader is referred to Witkam’s Leiden
catalogue for more detailed information, especially
concerning the possible involvement in commissioning
the Leiden manuscript by yet another German scho-
lar, Friedrich Kern.

The Woidich manuscript, which was found in Kurt
Munzel’s estate (hereafter referred to as manuscript M),
comprises the same five plays, albeit in a different
order, and is much shorter. It consists of only 96
pages, (of which eight are blank). Manuscript M is
also written on fine paper, similar in quality to that of
manuscript L, but it is not bound. The paper contains
a watermark: the recurrent image of a perched eagle.
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Fig. 1. Kasf isSitar ‘an Baladiyvat Ahmad ilFar. Title-page.
MS Leiden, Or. 14.521. f. 1a.

The paper measures 260 x 190 mm, the text area 185
x 100 mm. There are 19 lines of text to the page. The
text is written in a Middle-Eastern hand (not identical
with that of the copyist of manuscript L) in black ink,
with the occasional use of red ink for headings and
stage instructions. The composition of the quires, for
each play separately. is as follows: 1: V(20). 11(28): 2:
V(48). 1(52); 3: 111(64): 4: V(84): 5: II1(96). Catch-
words are written on the verso pages. There are no
quire-marks whatsoever. The page lay-out is such that
the copyist has used abbreviations of usually one letter
to indicate the dramatis personc, written in a column
at the right hand side of the text.

The high quality of the paper in both manuscripts, the
expensive binding of L, and — above everything else —
the explanation of certain words in the margins, lead
one to the conclusion that these can hardly be texts
used by the actors, but rather the somewhat elaborate
work of scribes who had written these plays for
foreigners. They are, after all, the only ones who really
need the explanations for a proper understanding of
the text. The fact that we have two different versions
seems to indicate that they were not copied from the
actors’ own texts, but that they were, more probably,
written down during the actual performances which,
as we know, changed in contents and wording from
one show to the next.

As far as manuscript M is concerned, we do not
know how it came into Munzel’s possession. It is
likely that this occurred during his residence in Egypt
during the 1930’s. It is practically impossible for Munzel
to have commissioned a scribe to attend the performance
of the plays, since by then ilFar was dead and his

troupe had dispersed. One can only surmise that he
acquired the manuscript in Egypt. In any case, he
considered it sufficiently important to start transcribing
and translating it (into German).

A crucial question which we wish to discuss here,
however, is the obvious variation between the two
versions and its significance. Manuscript L contains
substantial additions which, when compared with M,
almost all clearly differ in style and content from the
general character of the rest of the text in L, and of
that in manuscript M as well. We shall deal here with
these differences, categorize them according to their
style and content, indicate their origins, and, finally,
propose how and why these interpolations were inserted.

While all five plays are more condensed in manu-
script M, it is in particular in two plays in manuscript
L that interpolations of a basically different character
are noticeable. These are the plays entitled Riwayit Ibn
ilBalad (to be discussed presently) and Riwavir isSa 1di
(ff- 69a-70a. 77a-81a). The first of the two, in particu-
lar. comprises several extraneous materials which do
not fit in with the main plot of Act I. Indeed, this is
the only five-act play in either manuscript (which
otherwise comprise one-act plays). and is, therefore
unsuitable for a one-night performance which, as
manuscript M informs us, was the regular procedure
of ilFar and his troupe. More importantly, most of the
interpolated passages in the two above-mentioned
plays in manuscript L are moralizing. This is at
variance with the humorously bantering tone and
frequently pornographic wording employed through-
out. which was a trademark of ilFar. who preferred to
entertain a not too sophisticated audience rather than
to educate it. On the level of style and language. too,
basic differences are in evidence. While dialogue,
expressed in short phrases, is used throughout, the
interpolated passages employ long-winding monolo-
gues which are better suited to stating an argument
about a religious issue or presenting social criticism.
In some instances, however, the monologues were
abbreviated or broken up between two dramatis per-
sone in order to make the presentation more appro-
priate for ilFar’s audience.

After some effort it could be established that the
main source of these additions was no other than
‘Abdallah al-Nadim (1845-1896), the well-known
Egyptian nationalist®. He had been writing patriotic
tracts during Ahmad ‘Urab?’s revolt in 1882 and his
periodical, al-Ustad, published in 18926 in literary and
colloquial Arabic, was available for anyone wishing to
plagiarize it. The copying was done in an intelligent
way, with certain alterations, which are largely due to
the fact that al-Nadim was writing for a different
readership than the public for which these plays were
intended. The scribe who took over the text from al-
Nadim knew this very well and slightly adapted the
text accordingly. These changes included dropping al-
Nadim’s name and that of his periodical al-Ustad
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Fig. 2. Kasf isSitar ‘an Baladiyyar Ahmad ilFar. Beginning of the first play,
Riwayit Ibn ilBalad. MS Leiden, Or.14.521, f. 1b.



MANUSCRIPTS OF THE MIDDLE EAST 6 (1992)

«”m oA m,g,,a.) “"“""aéc 8 } P ‘__““j
ws—wb& 1L..!,..,.M,E,
(9’“3-45 UW}}’?L“M

uLu»,(y;uuuytw'
df—*Lw__ui g&;\.au ﬁs.—il—.« :

e

L‘rlc,.u L..L: J/wiu—'_’w _,_oJ

-

Jaliis Ll el cals

i-dl-‘: < )b

3L Lol fae SN W_'Ls:L-u
M\bg\%ﬁ} L:vj il ol L)
LMlsLipls 9 21 oA i Lo sl
e g 2
(-)J | _;u JLA’X’ u‘*u-"
é; @..bt J" )y cwlose,

Fig. 3. Kasf isSitar ‘an Baladiyvyar Ahmad ilFar. Beginning of the second act of the first
play, Riwavit Ibn ilBalad, with a conversation between Hanifa and Latifa. MS
Leiden, Or. 14.521, f. 17a.
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Fig. 4. Al-Ustad, edited by ‘Abdallah al-Nadim. Year 1, no.6 (Tuesday 27

september 1892), p. 132. The textual source of the conversation between Hanifa and

Latifa, in Riwayit isSa'ldi (see previous illustration) as found in the Leiden
manuscript Or. 14.521, f. 17a.
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Fig. 5. Kasf isSitar ‘an Baladivyat Ahmad ilFar. Discussion
between Sa‘ida and Bakit in Riwayit Ibn ilBalad. MS Leiden, Or.
14.521, f. 31a.
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Fig. 6. Al-Ustad, edited by ‘Abdallah al-Nadim. Year 1. no. 4 (Tuesday 13 september 1892). pp. 90-91. The textual source
of the conversation between Salda and Bakit. in Riwdvir isSa'ldi (see previous illustration) as found in the Leiden
manuscript Or. 14.521. f. 31a. Note that only the gender of the names of the two speakers has been switched.

wherever mentioned, and at times even substituting
ilFar’s name for al-Nadim’s or that of his journal.
Moreover, in addition to breaking up some of the
monologues, as we have already indicated, some humor-
ous expressions were occasionally added in order to
keep the interest of the spectators, and some phrases
of al-Nadim were altered so as to give them a greater
impact.

The interpolation of foreign materials — chiefly
from al-Nadim — is so obviously out-of-place in
ilFar’s plays (even when tied in with some humorous
remarks), that we have decided to leave them out in
our edition of Riwayit Ibn ilBalad, thereby skipping
Acts II-V. The more reason, then, to return to them
here and now. While it is not our intention to list here
all the passages copied, with some changes, from al-
Nadim’, a few examples are in order. Several appended
reproductions from manuscript L and from al-Nadim’s
al-Ustad may serve as a visual demonstration of our
argument.

The most evident borrowings of L from al-Ustad of

1892 are as follows (our references are to the 1985
reprint):

MS L al-Ustad
17b-25b 132-140
3la-34a 90-93
38b-43a 395-399
44a-48a 149-154
69a-70a 147-148
T7a-82a 444-449

A few more specific examples will illustrate in more
detail how these borrowings and interpolations were
carried out.

First, several of the poetic passages (possibly used
as songs) were borrowed from al-Nadim, e.g. the
gasida in manuscript L, ff. 67b-68a, starting with
S U sladl oy Qb b usly ol s copied from al-
Ustdéi, 64, 4ff. The zajal verses in L 76a, beginning
with s> L $lia r.u'\, are taken from al-Ustad, 986,
1-2. The madih in L 82a-83a, starting with:
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Fig. 7. Kasf isSitar ‘an Baladiyyat Ahmad ilFar, Riwayit isSa‘idi. Poetical conversation between Ahmad and Hanafl. Title-
page. MS Leiden, Or. 14,521, ff. 81b-82a.

@2l Lo ML ( o d S sl is taken from al-
Ustad, 986, -Sf¥. )

Secondly, the lengthy dialogue between two Muslim
ladies, Hanifa and Latifa, about their husbands and
the moral shortcomings of menfolk in general (L 17b-
26b, i.e. most of Act Il in Riwayit Ibn ilBalad) derives
with few changes (even the names of the ladies are the
same) from al-Ustad, 132-140. The discussion between
two ex-slaves, Bakit and Sa‘ida, commenting on their
freedom and problems (L 31a-34a, a sizeable share of
this play’s Act III), is taken almost verbatim from al-
Ustad, 90-93, where their names were Sa‘id and Bakita.
Another lengthy dialogue between other ladies, the
Muslim Bahiyya and the Copt Dimyana (44a-48b,
making up most of Act V of the same play), debating
the merits of various religions and of their followers, is
copied from al-Ustad, 149-155. Elsewhere, ilFar’s
detailed debate with Hanafi about the relative merits

of Egyptians and foreigners is closely patterned, again,
on al-Ustad, 444-449.

Although skillful attempts were made to collate
such additions and others into the plays by connecting
them somehow to the main plot and by changing
somewhat the style and wording, the general result
seems less than successful. There remains an unexplain-
able incompatibility between the moralizing, educatio-
nal and socio-critical interpolations and the humorous
and obscene elements. The former may have been
appreciated by ilFar’s audiences, although one may
surmise that they failed to captivate their full interest.
The interpolations altered the relations among the
various characters in each play. While women in
ilFar’s plays are usually easy-going, active, often
taking the initiative, the interpolations present them as
submissive to their husbands, generally accepting their
own sorry situation and remaining highly respectful of
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Fig. 8. A/-Usiad, edited by *Abdallah al-Nadim. Year 1, no. 41 (Tuesday 6 June 1893), pp. 986-7. The textual source of the
poetical conversation between Ahmad and Hanafi, in Riwayir isSa‘idi (see previous illustration) as found in the Leiden
manuscript Or. 14.521, ff. 81b-82a.

anything traditional. Moreover, while Europeans are
frequently made fun of in the general manner of
popular shows, the interpolations introduce them as
virtuous, industrious, thrifty and cooperative people,
worthy of admiration and imitation. Lastly, while the
sheykh in Riwayit itTuru’i is rather unprincipled and
lecherous (fitting the popular image of some derwish
sheikhs), the one in Riwayit Ibn ilBalad, borrowed
from al-Nadim, is respectable and extremely conserva-
tive in his recommendations of strict religious beha-
viour: all this, again, without any serious attempt to
reconcile over these discrepancies in the presentation
of character.

An intriguing question remains. Who introduced
these interpolations in manuscript L, none of which
appear in manuscript M, and why? The obvious an-
swer to the question of identity is that it was either
ilFar himself, or the scribe who wrote down the text
probably during the performance, and then edited it.

A strong case could be made either way. Some of the
changes introduced and the connecting of the passages
borrowed from a/-Ustad and interpolated into the
already extant text, indicate the experienced hand of
ilFar himself. But the fact that ilFar himself did not
have much use for a five-act play (as he could not
perform it in one single evening) and that the interpola-
tions might well have adversely affected the plot and
characteristics of the play (at least, of Riwayit Ibn
ilBalad, considering his audiences), militate against
this assumption.

An argument in favour of a scribe having enlarged
the text is that an astute scribe would naturally prefer
to insert his additions into a few places, for convenien-
ce’s sake, whereas the author would have used them
throughout in a more balanced manner in order to
improve the overall quality of his works. A scribe
could also gain money and prestige by providing a
longer and more sophisticated text to his client, in this
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Fig. 9. Kasf isSitar ‘an Baladiyyar Ahmad ilFar. Riwayit inNaggar. End of the
play, with colophon dated 23 December 1909. MS Leiden, Or. 14.521,
f. 124b.
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Fig. 10. Al'ab Ahmad ilFar ilMasri fi Afrah ilMasrivyin.
Title-page. MS private collection Woidich, p. 1.

case Curt Priifer, the Arabist of the German Embassy
in 1909, who commissioned manuscript L. The combi-
nation of quality and quantity has been frequently
translated into money, in Egypt as elsewhere.

There is, moreover, one other indirect proof which
seems to point towards the scribe. Much later, in 1944,
Enno Littmann published a study entitled “Ein Gesprich
befreiter Sklaven in Cairo'®. This is based on an
Arabic manuscript which is almost identical to both
ilFar’s Riwayit Ibn ilBalad, 31a-34a, and to al-Nadim’s
al-Ustad, 90-93. Internal evidence, too detailed to be
presented here, leads us to conclude that both ilFar’s
text and that of Littmann were based on al-Nadim,
without being influenced by one another. Littmann
obtained his text in 1911 — that is, about two years
after our copy of manuscript L was written down —
from a scribe, Mahmud Sidqi, an official at the Khedi-
val Library in Cairo. Since we now know of at least
one scribe who had no scruples in copying al-Nadim'’s
printed work, ‘improving’ his text slightly and selling
it to Littmann as something else, that is, as an original

Arabic manuscript, it would not surprise us if another
scribe had padded ilFar’s plays in the same manner,
two years previously, and sold his product to Priifer.
Or one may even hypothesize that the same Mahmud
Sidqgi (who, by the way, had access in the Khedival
Library to the high-quality government paper on
which both manuscript L and M are written) succeeded
in cheating Prifer in 1909 and in repeating this feat,
two years later, by selling extracts from al-Nadim’s
work as an original manuscript to Enno Littmann.
Caveat emptor.

NOTES

* Hebrew University. Jerusalem. Israel.
** University of Amsterdam, The Netherlands.

1 For a detailed description and analysis, the reader is
referred to the introduction in the above volume entitled
Arabisches Volkstheater in Kairo im Jahre 1909: Ahmad
ilFar und seine Schwinke. Bibliotheca Islamica 38 (Beirut/
Stuttgart 1993).

2 Listed as Cod. Or. 14.521. About its re-discovery by
Landau, see his article ‘Popular Arab Plays’ in Journal of
Arabic Literature 17 (1986). 120-125. For a more detailed
description of the Leiden manuscript. see J.J. Witkam,
Catalogue of Arabic Manuscripts in the Library of the
University of Leiden. fascicule 6 (forthcoming). The present
authors were fortunate to be allowed to consult Witkam’s
unpublished description of the manuscript.

3 Woidich discovered it among the papers of the late
Kurt Munzel. A microfilm is deposited in the Library of the
University of Leiden (registered there as film A 1682).

4 Though shadow plays were still performed. from time
to time, at least until the 1940s.

5 See e.g. al-Zirikli, Al-A‘lam, Bayrut* 1979, vol. 4,
pp. 137-8.

S The entire periodical was reprinted in Cairo in 1985.

7 For a more complete list, see our Arabisches Volksthea-
ter in Kairo, introduction, pp. 33f.

8 In Studien zur Auslandskunde. Vorderasien, Berlin,
vol. I, fasc. 2, pp. 105-112.
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Fig. 11. Al'ab Ahmad ilFar ilMasri fi Afrah ilMasriyyin. Introduction and
beginning of the first play, Hikayit it Turugi. MS private collection Woidich, p. 2.



