Tablet & Pen: Literary Landscapes from the Modern Middle East.  Edited by Reza Aslan.  A Words Without Borders Anthology.  New York and London:  W. W. Norton & Company, 2010.  $35.00.  Hardback.  ISBN 978-0-393-06585-5.

In 1982 I had the privilege of taking a university class called ‘Modern Middle Eastern Literature in Translation’, team-taught by five literature scholars.  Our main text was New Writing from the Middle East, a 1978 collection which, until the appearance of the volume under review, was the only anthology of Middle Eastern writing featuring more than one literary tradition.
  That volume divided into five discrete sections, sequenced alphabetically:  
I. Arabic Literature.  Background.  Fiction.  Poetry.  Drama.
II. Armenian Literature.  Background.  Fiction.  Poetry.  Drama.
III. Israeli Literature.  Background.  Fiction.  Poetry.  Drama.  
IV. Persian Literature.  Background.  Fiction.  Poetry.  Drama.  
V. Turkish Literature.  Background.  Fiction.  Poetry.  Drama. 
I mention this collection because I use it in ‘Introduction to Near Eastern Literatures’, a class I have been teaching for the past ten years, and because of the ways in which Tablet & Pen differs from it, differences that constitute both strengths and weaknesses.  

The breakdown of Tablet & Pen is as follows (with the number of selections indicated in brackets):

Part One: 1910–1950

I. The Language of Invention: The Renaissance of Arabic Literature, 1910–1920 (5)

II. My Country: The Nationalism of Turkish Literature, 1920–1930 (3)

III. Once Upon a Time: Politics and Piety in Persian Literature, 1930–1940 (4)

IV. Rise Up! Pakistan and the Independence of Urdu Literature, 1940–1950 (5)

Part Two: 1950–1980

V. I am Arab: Arabic Literature at Midcentury (9)

VI. Strangers in a Strange Land: Turkish Literature after Atatürk (6)

VII. Those Days: Persian Literature Between Two Revolutions (9)

VIII. Between the Dusk and Dawn of History: Urdu Literature after Partition (6)

Part Three: 1980–2010

IX. Ask Me About the Future: The Globalization of Middle Eastern Literature, 1980–2010 (22)

As the above shows, whereas in its first two chronological parts Tablet & Pen starts out looking at national literary traditions, in the third part it combines these to provide the reader with a sense of the ways in which these literatures are intertwined.  Indeed, the ways in which they have developed in response to similar inspirations and pressures is one of the raisons d’être of the volume, as Aslan notes in his very brief introduction, “… what binds together the writers in this collection… is neither borders nor nationalities, but rather intention, circumstance, and setting” (p. xxiii).  For Aslan, in this optic, Urdu material from the subcontinental tradition merits inclusion.  I am usually among the first to expand the boundaries of the Middle/Near East, but Aslan continues as follows (the brackets are in the original):
(It is for this reason that Hebrew literature, which has developed along a different historical path and thus reflects certain social and historical realites that do not align with themes of imperialism, colonialism, and Western cultural hegemony that occupy so much of the literature of the modern Middle East, Is not included in this anthology.) (p. xxiii)
I must confess that, for me, to include Urdu literature while at the same time excluding modern Hebrew literature is ultimately indefensible.  Israeli writers have by no means shied away from the themes of colonialism and Western cultural hegemony.  Mr Aslan is at liberty to define things in (t)his way, but  I fear it does a disservice to the notion of Middle Eastern literature, especially given the volume’s claim that it provides “a sweeping historical vision of the twentieth century” (inside flap).


The 1978 volume, New Writing, by including Israeli and Armenian literatures, forcefully takes on one of the constitutive experiences of people living in the Middle East, howsoever defined—namely the genocides and diasporas associated with Jews and Armenians.  It is true that Tablet & Pen draws still-needed attention to the Partition, but even here an opportunity is missed: by privileging Urdu and eliding the other north Indian languages and literatures that bear witness to the event, Pakistan gets a greater share of the attention.  In so doing, this anthology unwittingly postulates a “Muslim world”, in spite of the editor’s protestation:
“Although most of thewriters in this collection hail form Muslim-majority states, and the questions posed by the role of Islam in society are ever-present themes in their writings, this is not mean to be an anthology of literature from “the Muslim world” —not only because many of the authors do not self-identify as Muslim but also because there is no such thing as a monolithic “Muslim world,” save perhaps in the imaginations of some in the West.” (p. xii)—

Indeed, if I have any concerns with this collection, they stem from its presentation as an anthology of Middle Eastern literature.

Another concern is the exclusion of drama (or any explanation for that  decision), an omission especially unfortunate for Arabic, which has an important modern dramatic tradition that engages with the issues the anthology deems important. (New Writing, by contrast, has two plays in Arabic by Amin Bakir and Tawfiq al-Hakim, one in Perisan by Gowhar Murad and in Turkish by Orhan Veli Kanik).  In every other way, however, this handsomely produced and eminently affordable volume is the product of wide reading, judicious selection (69 pieces of extracts, including much previously untranslated material) and intelligent juxtapositions; in this, Aslan was ably assisted by Michael Beard (for Arabic), Sholeh Wolpé (for Persian), and Zeenut Azad (for Urdu).  
Words Without Borders—a not-for-profit organization dedicated to the translation, publication, and promotion of the finest contemporary international literature—is to be commended for adding Tablet & Pen to their superb list, comprising:  Literatures from the “Axis of Evil”: Writing from Iran, Iraq, North Korea, and Other Enemy Nations (2006); Words Without Borders: The World Through the Eyes of Writers (2007); The Wall in My Head: Words and Images from the Fall of the Iron Curtain (2009); and The ECCO Anthology of International Poetry (2010). It would behoove philanthropists in the “Muslim world” to take note:  a not-for-profit organization, an independent publishing house, and a corporate subvention (from Amazon.com)…
Shawkat M. Toorawa (Cornell University)

� New Writing from the Middle East, edited with an introduction and commentary by Leo Hamalian and John D. Yohannan (New York: F. Ungar, 1978).  


� I should note, in the spirit of full disclosure, that passages from my translation of a poem by the Syro-Lebanese poet Adonis are included.  





