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T
he line to Homs 
crackles but, with the 
seventh anniversary 
of the war in March, 
Marwa al-Sabouni is 
used to inconven-
ience. As an archi-

tect, she looks forward to recon-
struction but she also has a 
daughter of 12 and son of 9 to 
raise.

“My son, Ayk, has a friend whose 
father was killed by a sniper and 
who explained to him exactly 
where the bullets landed in his 
dad’s body,” she said.

“One day, I discovered this child 
had attacked my son at school with 
a pencil and cut him behind the ear. 
So I asked him: ‘That’s very danger-
ous — what did you do?’ And my 
son replied: ‘I think he’s trauma-
tised so I didn’t tell the teacher and 
have him punished.’”

Ayk may have inherited his 
mother’s preference for explana-
tion over blame.

Sabouni’s “The Battle For Home” 
has won wide acclaim since 
published in 2016 by Thames & 
Hudson.  In March she is to speak at 
Ireland’s prestigious “Mountains to 
Sea” festival alongside other lead-
ing writers such as Britain’s Joanna 

Trollope and Pakistan’s Mohsin 
Hamid.

“The Battle for Home: The 
Vision of a Young Architect 

in Syria,” peppered with Sa-
bouni’s line drawings, would 
startle just as a personal 

insight into Syria’s conflict 
expressed in English prose 

of originality and power. Its 
ambition, however, is to locate 
origins of violence in architec-

ture and urban planning and to 
outline a vision for recreating 
what in the book she calls “civi-

lised environments where the 
communities live in peace.”

Over the crackly line from 
Homs, Sabouni traced the differ-
ent civilisations that added layer 

upon layer to the city: “The basic 
model of the city goes back to Hel-
lenistic [fourth century BC] and Ro-
man times [64BC-AD395]. Ayyubid 
[1169-1260] and Mamluk architec-
ture [1250-1516] are very evident in 
both Damascus and Homs, more so 
than Ottoman. They didn’t just tear 
down what had been built [before 
them].

“The souks, the old markets, 
were built in the same location as in 
Roman and Hellenistic times. Major 
mosques, like al-Nuri in Homs and 
the Omayyad in Damascus, were 
originally pagan temples, then 
transformed into churches and 
then into mosques. It was always 
evolution, integration, not razing to 
the ground.”

The break came with colonialism 
and modernism. Sabouni’s book re-
calls the French-mandate authori-
ties applying the “Versailles” and 
“Haussmannian” models to Damas-
cus, with a vast plan for ring roads 
and squares drawn up by Rene 
Danger between 1925 and 1937.

Modernism outlived colonialism, 
Sabouni said. “With an independ-
ent republic [after 1945], we should 
have come up with local solu-
tions, but they called upon Michel 
Ecochard [who had worked with 
Danger and photographed Da-
mascus from the air] in the 1960s 
to continue planning Damascus. 
We kept this inferiority complex: 
foreigners knew better.”

The grand schemes — Danger’s 
plan was 65% realised by 2009 — 
had scant regard for how people 
lived and worked. To this was 
added, by the 1970s and 1980s, 
a growing influx of countryfolk. 
Whereas the old cities encouraged 
mixing, modernist town planning 
bred segregation.

“People came from the villages 
with different skills — from the 
mountain, where they had little 
land, so they sold their labour,” 
she said. “They felt tension, that 
somehow they didn’t belong, that 
they were treated cruelly because 
of origin or sect.

“These newcomers are mostly 
Alawite but there were Shias, 
Christians, Druze and some Sunnis. 

Their unfair treatment was a moral 
decline within society. It was en-
hanced by urban planning, as they 
were settled together in one place 
away from the old city.”

The “built environment,” she 
writes in the book, created a 
“jungle” in which survival was 
for the “wildest and greediest… a 
precursor to war.” Lessons should 
be learned, Sabouni insists. Change 
should be no faster than people’s 
ability to absorb it.

“We must empower local trades-
men instead of importing building 
elements,” she said. “Let’s create 
pattern-books of windows, doors, 
arches, ornaments and walls to 
put in people’s hands instead of 
Western catalogues. Let’s use local 
materials — here in Homs, black 
basalt; in Damascus, limestone and 
black basalt. Allow masons, smiths, 
carpenters to have a market.”

In “The Battle for Home,” Sabou-

ni highlights her proposals for Baba 
Amr, a sprawling Homs suburb, 
based on a “tree unit” design for 
homes, gardens and shops — allow-
ing citizens both privacy and spaces 
for safe social interaction. It’s hard 
to imagine a greater contrast to the 
sharp lines of the highways and 
apartment blocks in the official 
plan.

To date, she said, little recon-
struction was under way. “Homs is 
60% destroyed, shrunk into three 
neighbourhoods. The rest is pan-
caked — hollow buildings ripped to 
the structure, concrete hanging off 
metal strips, although some people 
are living inside,” she said.

“The most evident problem is in-
ternational sanctions, which bring 
difficulties in banking. The cur-
rency fluctuates. It’s not politically 
stable, people don’t know which 
legislation or building codes are 
coming, what kind of constitution 
might be introduced. Everything is 
on hold.”

Well, not everything, she remem-
bers. “Children are amazing. You 

hear many stories and you see 
how resilient they are and how 
forgiving they can be. We should 

learn something from them.”

Culture

‘The Book of Safety’ offers new 
insight into Arabic literature

B
ritish translator 
Robin Moger 
beguiles the reader 
with his skilful trans-
lation of Yasser 
Abdel Hafez’s novel 
“The Book of Safety.” 

Winner of the 2017 Saif Ghobash 
Banipal Prize for Arabic Literary 
Translation, Moger’s skill is 
indisputable. He captures all the 
vibrancy and nuance of the 
original Arabic, never sacrificing 
the flow of the text.

As a result, “The Book of Safety” 
reads organically, without compro-
mise, enveloping the reader fully 
into a familiar but parallel world, 
rich with eccentric characters and 
thought-provoking philosophy.

Set in a modern, dystopian-
esque Cairo, Havez’s novel follows 
Khaled Mamoun, a transcriber at 
the Palace of Confessions, a state-
run agency shrouded in mystery. 
Mamoun is, by all definitions, a 
spectator, with no stories of his 
own to tell.

He is fascinated with works of 
fiction, idolising protagonists until 
he encounters Mustafa Ismail, 
a man so larger-than-life that 
Mamoun becomes obsessed with 
Ismail’s unique worldview. With 
good reason, as he is such a fasci-

nating and persuasive character, 
readers may also find themselves 

seduced by his criminality.

Hafez’s novel is fearless, unafraid 
to take expectation and turn it on 
its head and voice a perspective of 
the world that subverts not only 
Mamoun’s understanding of moral-
ity shaped by the fiction he’s read 
but challenges the reader’s own 
perception of morality.

Strong themes that pervade the 
novel are activity versus passivity, 
freedom versus compliance. This 
is fertile ground to explore and 
spares no one, regardless of culture 

or background. In ways, it engages 
with the passive act of absorbing 
a story, the relationship a reader 
forges with fiction reflected bril-
liantly in Mamoun, who becomes 
the reader’s vessel.

A quote from the first chapter 
encapsulates the driving force of 
the novel: “The world has no logic 
and fiction is truer than reality.” 
Mamoun is referencing Kafka’s 
“The Metamorphosis” but it per-
fectly foreshadows the transforma-

tion he is about to undertake and 
the realisations that Ismail 

inspires within him.
Ismail excels as a thief with 

the mind of a scholar and the 
key to his success is the sub-
version of expectation.

Ismail tells us how he did 
it, how even the life of crime 
has rules and expectations 

and using this to his advantage 
was the key to his success. 
Enthralled by this and eager to 

escape mundanity, Mamoun 
wishes to follow Ismail’s exam-
ple, pursuing a life of freedom, 

not dictated by rules, nor concern 
for how he is perceived by others.

Ismail says: “They lie who say 
that a man’s life story is all he 
leaves behind. They set us in mo-

tion with profound utterances that 
fix themselves in our thoughts, and 
we move accordingly, like machines 
with no minds of their own. You 
are the totality of the actions you 
undertake now, in the moment, and 
when you pass on that space you 
filled is taken by the breeze.”

Moger possesses a genuine talent 
in his work that will continue to 
have a great effect in the transla-
tion industry. The four judges were 
unanimous in naming him the 
winner of the Saif Ghobash Banipal 
Prize for 2017. The $4,170 prize is to 
be formally presented by the Soci-
ety of Authors on March 1.

For the first time in its 11-year his-
tory, the Saif Ghobash Banipal Prize 
named a shortlist. In addition to 
“The Book of Safety,” other works 
nominated were: Saudi author 
Raja Alem’s “The Dove’s Necklace” 
translated by Katharine Halls and 
Adam Talib; Syrian author Khaled 
Khalifa’s “No Knives in the Kitch-
ens of This City” translated by Leri 
Price; and Lebanese author Hilal 
Chouman’s “Limbo Beirut” trans-
lated by Anna Ziajka Stanton.

Moger has translated Maan Abu 
Talib’s “All the Battles” (2017), 
Yousef al-Mohaimeed’s “Where 
Pigeons Don’t Fly” (2015), Youssef 
Rakha’s “The Crocodiles” (2014) 
and Mohammad Rabie’s “Otared,” 
which was nominated for 2017’s 
Saif Ghobash Banipal Prize.

Sci Sarhan
is a regular Arab Weekly 

contributor in London.

Moger possesses a 
genuine talent in 
his work that will 
continue to have a 
great effect in the 
translation 
industry. 
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Marwa al-Sabouni’s ‘The Battle for Home’ 
offers personal account of Syria’s conflict

Gareth Smyth
is a regular contributor to 
The Arab Weekly. He has 

reported from the Middle 
East since 1992.

Marwa al-Sabouni’s 
‘The Battle for 
Home’ offers 
personal insight 
into Syria’s conflict

Cover of Yasser Abdel Hafez’s 
novel “The Book of Safety,” 
translated by Robin Moger.

Startling insight. Cover of 
Marwa al-Sabouni’s “The 
Battle for Home.”

Evocative vision. A drawing of the Tekkiye Suleymaniye complex in 
Damascus on page 79 of “The Battle for Home.”                   (Marwa al-Sabouni)
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