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Book Reviews

Iv{aria Rosa Mcnocal. sltartls of Lot'e; Exilc anl tbe origitts of tltc Llri;.
Durl'ram and London: Duke University Press, 1994. pp. xv+19).

.\/-t,ttz/.r of I-ot'c is a sPcctacrrlar book, l sh:rttcrinr:, brcatlrtlkirrr:,
impossiblc book-a book that any scrious scl'rolar dcaling rvitrr the
It'liddlc (Ncar) East nccds to face up to, for reasons I rvill touch r.rpon
later. Impossible, as thc objcct of the usual kind of revicrv;
irrcsistibli' impossiblc for tl're reviewcr, bccausc it is in the cnd
impossible to avoid the certainty that its shattering will be somc-
rv[rere, somctimes expcricnced as a rebellious vandalizing of precious
vesscls of unity, origin, grand narrative, textual authenticity. . . and
that it will be elsewhere aod for much the same reasons a bursting
of bonds, a breaching of walls, and the first breath of a new air that
takes y,eu1 breath arvay.

Sbar* is a story of storics, of thc making of memory and the
politics of forgetting. It transgresses everywhere, across boundaries
of timc, language, culture, disciplinc, spccialization. And in its
transgressions it demonstratcs over and again that Nietzschcan
"strong philology," embracing the contingency of ..truth,, 

and
"reason," pragmatisrn, rejcction of foundationalisms, idealisms, his-
toricisms, positivisms, far from signaling the demise of all that is
pure and right, is the promisc oFbrilliant insights into the lovclinc.ss
and pos,cr of things too long kcpt in thc dark.

\\/c livc in a scholarly univcrsc ordcrcd and scg,rcntcd, for 1:,rrr-
poscs of control perhaps, on tl-re belief that thc shards of mcmory,
*'hen thc mcasurc of cach has been cxl-raustively taken by methocl-
ological tools of proper devising, rvill rcasscn-rblc into thc truc
narrati'e that rvill be the ground and proof of its orvn exegesis. Antl
in this univcrsc Jvfaria Rosa N{cnocal is an incisivc, crudite vanclal, a
fbrcc, llrcakcr o[the Vcsscls, to conjurc, quitc appropriatcly, Harolcl



l, I l)utk litt t,tt s

Bloom and the Kabbalah. She is' to borrow her own words' one of

,l'," u"ry bad childrcn rvho amount to a grcat deal that Yale' to its

vtst crc(lit, has nurtrrrcrl in thcir lrlr.lncss, rvhich tcrm l trsc in btlth

its ustr;rl lttl(l lll()rc tt'llt"1tri;rl s('llsc5' Slrt'lr:ts lr tlrltir' tllc li' St'ltlcrr

Ilosc Chair o{'SPrrnish anrl l)ortugr-rcsc, frottr rvhiclr shc tcars tt thc

*'allstli)atcllgcn.lcrclrairstll.SllanislranclPtlrttrgttcscan.lscllarlrte
Sltanish an.l lrortr.rSucsc liom Arabic ancl ltalian ar-rd Turkish lnt]

Hcbrcrv, that scparatc al-Anclllus tionl Provcncc and lstanbul' fronl

ip"in ,na Portugal and Francc, that scparatc the troubadours o[ the

ir,rgrrd*lvror"nirl from Arabic lyricists and today's rockcrs' Shc is'

lrcrsclt, an cxilc iiom flcltls ancl dcpartmcnts o[ this or rhat' cxilc'l

to a kin<j of comparative litcrature or cornparativc philology that is

tcnaciously vital if yct to be fully born'

Our conrtnon narrativc oI origins, thc story oF thc classical

(Grcck/lloman) birth ancl latcr rc-birth o[ Wcstcrn Civilization

ancl thc l)urc, sranlrlratical national languagcs is a palinlpscst'.thc

Pctrarchan ovcr-lvriting and occultation of an utrgr:itrrtDatical'

vulgar, lyrical, hctcrogencous history/mcll"lory' This me mory is

n"rI.,1 "medicval," thein-betrvecn, tl'rc dark' occluded age' lts mode

.of mcmorializing is a lyrical, unorthodox lristory' lyrical 
-in. 

its

i;gri"i.ancss,lntimacy, syncl'rronicity, the lyrical' medieval that'

whcn it shorvs up today, is callcd "post-modcrn.'' Thc story oI this

"mcdicval-ncss," which stcps quitc casily antJ paradoxically into thc

ncwcst o[ the n"*, ...rg.s in thc rctclling of al-Andalus' and thc

troubaclours ancl ntrrwasbslubdt md Dantc's cxilic Dc trylgdri cloqtett-

lia. Sltarcls is itsclf a giant stridc that takcs off from talc ol memory

dcvcloped in two prcvious books: 'fbe Arabic llole iil r\lcdieuul Litt'rut1'

HistntT (Philadclphia: Univcrsity of Pennsylvania Press' 1987)

an,J lVriritry irr Dante's Cult of 'frnth (Du.rharn: Dukc Univcrsity

Prcss, l99t-). t, l, a lyrical tclling of this mcmory's origin' although

r.rot witfiout thc occasional, not-quitc-hiddcn urge to chill bloody-

nlindcdnrclldyfigs.rvitlrablasto[erudition.ltisalsoatcllingtlrat
oftcn and cffcctivcty errbraccs thc languagc of art-fbr horv indccd

can onc capture the lyric in the cxegctical languagc of scholarship

or capturc any o[ it at all cxccpt in anothcr lyric'

Br'rt tl',ere is a thcme here in thc magnificent metaphoric mom-

cr-rts o[ Shart*: thc much prcmorialized originary voyagc oi 1492

and thc sirrrultancous, usually ignorccl' and vastly nlore numcrous
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voyages of tragic ending; the scraping clean of al_Andalus/Sefarad as
preparation for inscribing the history of spain and spanish ancr thc
nati.nal rr:rrrltivc; a^rl C.lrrr,btrs' t'rrrsr^t.r, I.tris <lc 'r'.rrcs ,,r 

rr;rt
tirtrg rr1r" tlrc'l':rirro irr l\r;rIrit-.rlrtrrr:rll1,, lrccirusc lLrr1,r,,,lrcre irr.rll
tltc krtorvn rvorld tlrcrc is ulu,a1,s ,u,.,rau,.,a ,r.ir,, sJ...rk. r\r.L[.r.: ,irr, j

tlrc rny stical l1'rics ,r' rbrr ',,\rrrbi :rrrcr tlrc Iovcs or tlrc Clrrr.:r r,Lrr
,r'stic, ,Arabist lLa.rr. LlLrll; trrc Catliars/Albi,.crrscs unii Kabb,rl_
ists; 

^ntl 
Safu.ra, Iluslidic and his cpony, Ibn riushcr, 

-f i'r r\,rorris.n
and Ezra Pound and Judah Halcvi onj E.i. Clapton . . .

[l :ilJirft'otu d]t)t t/,it'crJit), tt,ir/t Sharcls 0,, ,,y /,4, r,tt/ tt 1,r/,t,q f,'..r,ttt
.r/opt itt the uct of passin.q ttt /uok ut tu|, f11111[. 

,,Ab,,.'tfu 
,,,.y.,,'..L)r,i,,. . ...

;lu,niug.tl lor't ercu ktau'/tau,'t/te attou,s, to tbc exltrttittit. truc/'u.t t,rrto/'hlla atrl llaintTtt, Niztini of Garja autl tbe rrribs a,t,/ persirrt.r ,rt,/
otlo,tr,$. /ot'c dtl// tl:c /1,ric tttt/ rock t,utic. . . att cxtrrtrtrt/itt./r), L.otli.L,t..t(t-
tiott u'it/.t n nrrtrrt/ itltrut rctt//1,Jbrut/ ott/1, ultottg fa//ou, 5plsjd/;j1.y,. ,,,,
crtt'/t /c,tnt t0tuct/titt,q. 1e11s/1i17,q-211,t.c /b,ut.roiuc gr.tr/trrtt1,.sg111j'11,1y.;_1111 /ft1
t/tittgs t/.ttt lt0t,c ttlc /0 f)d$i0u itt lt1, tuork.)

when *'c pull back fron'r a tin-iorous fhitli in a scic.rcc tli:rt c;Ln
cncompass any shard and all srrards and teil thcir story in .nc
srnooth narrative, we may just come to the rcalization that it is all
about tlre imaginative construction of memory in a contcst to scc*'hat *'ords our childrc, *,ill usc to sing *r.,nt songs. It is abotrt
Erich Aucrbach, cxilcd in lstanbul, crcatr:ng thc stoly o[ Romancc
philology as an antidote to nationalism gonc mad; a lyrical(n:edic'all) philology rooted in desire, rvithout distance, witho.t
totalizing, ri,ithout 1>rctcnsc to a sclf_clcluclcd objcctivity.

. lltt.itttatc cugd?etileilt. .. Alettocal euett te/h tbe stot1, of /ter sonrces. ,turiil d l)drrcil /ist bn iu cturtbcr sttuttittg ,stay. A,t)/ i fiottrt trry_1o
l'urtc ,t1'x/f-vbdt tbc inclrulu sone /rauei:ittg tuords for tbis rct,ieuerl Lo*it or lcspise it 1'otr u'il/ kttou' tt,/.terc rotr stc,tt/ ,,,,,ir/ ,/r, cbrt ,utr/ //ott, ,,1
critic,t/ tbu,4' tr/tcr 1'rtr /.t,tt,c rzrrzl Slrards. attr/, I ttt.rt rr/,/, it b,r.rit/rt,r,/y
Ittctt t/tc ccttrcr o/ t/tc tttos/ t,rridl,ilg gr.k/t/tt/t scntittrtr ott t\rit/t//c E$tct.tr
/ilcrzt/trre ,tttl lilct.utl, theory I /rnuc ,re, totrg/tr.)

so ho*'is a book that on thc surfacc r"",',',, ai,rcrr at cxpanclirg
thc horizor.rs and recrcating thc ,etaphors a'cl vision of Romancc
philolo-q1' a crucial book fbr Nficidle/Ncar East s1>ccialists and cvcn
tbr non-spccialists or cxilcs [ro,.r spcciarizationi Thc short ans*.cr
gocs so'rcthins likc this: thc l\{ickirc East is itsclt a. cxilc frorn thc



story of "world litcraturc/culture," a story in which China is far more

oftcn and morc casily told than Turkey or Persia. Scholarship on

thc Middlc East has laborcd long and diligcntly to rvritc a smooth

narrativc of national lan.{uagcs, authcntic tcxts, cpic roots, "cIassi-

cal" urigins krst rtr il vcry klnr,.lark "nrcrlicva[" intcrinr trnd

rccovcrcd only ruccr:tly in thc bclatcd rctririssltt.tcc of'nation.rlisl
Ino.lcrrritr,. S.r.lly, tlris .lclirrrrtc,-l Cottsitt of'Iirrrolrc's l)ctrrrrcll:rrt tlrlc

fias, irr l:rct, lirilc.l ttl [rrirrg trl tlrc r\litIllc Iil.st rcctrilttitirttt o{'kirrslrilr

rvithin tlrc ivorld litcraturc lamily. Instcad, mr.rcli oI r\lidcllc Eastcrtr

litcraturc l.ras [ccn consigncd to a rathcr lI]usty attic alon.rl rvith

othcr f urnily shartrcs and skclctt>trs srtclt irs tlrc so-c:rllc,,l "nrc.licvll".

And lrorv oltcn is tnr.tititlnul i\1i.l.llc llastcrn cultirrc crtllc.l "nic.li-

cval" ls r labcl cortnoting thc rlark, crucl, trninrrtginativc' r-rn-

ori-tinali, llut if'thc "tncdicval" is not ntcrcly a transccndcd trlotllcnt

on thc tinrc-linc oi 1;rogrcss, iI it rclrrcscrlts otlc 1;crioJ tlf t s1'n-

chronic oscillation: ortho.Joxy/hcrcsy, originrrl/variant, classical/vr.rlgar,

upity'/fiagrrrcqtation, national/qrulticultulrl, granlnlatical/rrngralr-
nratical, nrodcrn/postnrodcrn. .. tlrcn thcrc is contcxt in rvhich thc

litcraturc oF thc Nliddlc East itsclI is crucial to thc storl' rvc cotrld

bc tclling of all litcnturc.
Irlaria lrlcntlcal has ol)cncd thc doors to thc ghctto a largc bit

rii'Jcrlirr us, cspccirlly, l)crhill)s, lbr tIrclsc o['us irttcrcstctl in tclling
tlrc stclrics oI post-Tinrurid ancl prc-tl1o(lcrtr Iitcritturc lrt.l s[rc

sutgcsts as wcll a thcorctical f rantovork tbr our cnlcrgcncs; i[ only

wc havc thc ability, rvhich I dr.ln't doubt cxists ltcrc and tltcrc, anJ

also lravc thc ncrvc to undcrstand rvlrat shc is slying, to n'rekc a

hugc conccptual lcal> to*':rrd tltc crcation oI an altcrnirtivc nrcttrory'

of thc Iltidtllc llast, rvhich I, stdly, dcltrbt rvc shall .lo cvcu lrs

I cagcrly hopc rve rvill. We shall scc. . .

Waltcr G. Androvs
U nivcrsity oi Washi rr-r1 ton


