
Kilito’s Anbe’ouny belro’yA:  

An Analytical Perspective of Arab Narratives 

Mountain Top Monthly Newsletter published by 

Language Research Centre, King Khalid University 
Mountain Top 

Page 4 

VOLUME 3, ISSUE 2    MAY 2017 
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Abdelfattah Kilito lays the basis of a 

postmodern approach to creative writ-

ing in Arabic literature. Like his previ-

ous output, this text combines  

In Anbe’ouny belro’ya: Riwayah (Tell 

me about the vision: a novel, 2011), 

Abdelfattah Kilito lays the basis for a 

postmodern approach to creative writ-

ing in Arabic literature. Like his previ-

ous output, this text combines narra-

tion, theoretical discourse and critical 

insights. It draws heavily on al turath in 

highly experimental ways. The text, 

subtitled “a novel”, digresses drasti-

cally from the traditional conventions 

and undertakes to restructure the gen-

re by utilizing the potentialities and 

resourcefulness of the Arabic language 

and the Arabic literary heritage. He 

creates a text following criteria that are 

unorthodox and almost idiosyncratic.  

Kilito emerges in Anbe’ouny belro’ya 

as a critic-novelist who engages in her-

meneutical inquiry into the foundation-

al texts in the Arab literary tradition. 

He merges his penetrating reading of 

classical works with the theory and 

western methodology of modern criti-

cal approaches thereby instituting a 

space for Arab writers in postmodern 

world literature. In his own words, he 

resents “to be forced to acknowledge 

Western literature as an absolute para-

digm” nonetheless he does not wish to 

be like Sindbad the sailor “obsessed 

solely with al turath and al turath only” 

dissociating himself from innovations 

exploding the boundaries of convention-

al narrative (17). Is this one quotation, or 

three? “Solely” and “only” express the 

same idea so one of them is redundant; 

however, if they form part of the quota-

tion, it must remain unchanged. There 

might be a better word to use instead of 

“exploding” but I can’t think of it now. 

His conceptualization of the value of nar-

rative evokes Gabriel  Márquez’s words: 

“living to tell.” And yet Kilito goes be-

yond that perspective to embrace, in his 

opinion, the more significant principle of 

“telling to live.” To him, art achieves 

transcendence and, in this respect, he 

alludes to Shakespeare’s Shall I compare 

thee to a Summer’s Day” and revives 

Scheherazade’s affirmation, “Indeed, it is 

such tales that will populate the world 

after death do us part and destroys 

all” (67).   

Anbe’ounybelro’ya: Riwayah takes the 

reader on a promenade in the realm of 

magic realism teeming with the quirks 

and playfulness permeating Alf Laylah 

wa Laylah, the journeys of Ibn Battuta and 

the politico-religious polemics of Jahiz. 

Such is the mélange out of which he 

molds his investigational methodology 

that blurs the boundaries between diver-

gent generic, spatial and temporal 

realms. The narrator shifts backward and 

forward in time, wandering across the 

variant locales of Morocco, America and 

France, and slipping from one genre into 

the other, alternating between prose, 

poetry, autobiography and criticism. 

Incidents in Kilito’s personal life experi-

ence permeate the text and come across 
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merged with readings of, and speculations 

about, Arab Classics and Western theory 

of critics such as Michel Foucault, Friedrich 

Nietzsche and Jacques Derrida. 

Amidst a state of mystery and uncertainty 

evoked by a sprawl of reflections, Kilito’s 

panoramic exposé provides a sol-

id epistemological ground for the readers 

of literature. Kilito disrupts the mono-sided 

sender/author-to-reader/receiver relation-

ship and creates instead a dialogic correla-

tion in which the writerly text, in Roland 

Barthes’ terms, becomes an open arena for 

the reader, who gives up the role of con-

sumer in readerly texts and adopts the 

active role of a producer and collaborator 

in formulating meaning. 

(4) 

The title of the narrative is 

elusive and heavily coded: 

what is the vision to be 

interpreted? Who under-

takes the interpretation? 

How can onefigure out the 

unknown? Kilito augments 

this mystical dimension 

through supplying instanc-

es of historical and fiction-

al visions. In Alf Laylah wa 

Laylah, Scheherazade nar-

rates: “One night the Cali-

phate Haroun al Rashid 

woke up gloomy and 

heavy-hearted. He sum-

moned his minister, who 

told him that reading is the cure. Haroun al 

Rashid found an old book. While going 

through it, he read what made him cry and 

laugh at the same time.” The irony is that 

he asks Ja'afar to explain to him such a con-

tradictory state, which baffles him. Kilito 

cites another example from the Torah of 

Moses; it is narrated that during the second 

year of Naboukhaz  Nassar’s reign, the 

king summoned the fortunetellers and the 

magicians to tell him about a bad dream. 

They asked him to recount the dream in 

order for them to interpret it, yet he told 

them: ‘I do not want an explication. Tell me 

about the vision. Only then, I will admit that 

you are skillful interpreters” (62).   This 

question of telling is quite different from 

the vision in Surah Yusuf in the Holy Quran, 

wherein the vision is disclosed first, and 

the king then asks for an exegesis. The 

verse states: “Expound to me my vision if it 

be that ye can interpret visions” (43).  

The novel consists of four chapters with four 

different stories, namely: ‘Aida by the Win-

dow,’ ‘Shahryar’s Second Madness,’ ‘The 

Chinese Problem,’ and ‘Frivolous Desire of 

Transcendence.’ The choice of titles con-

notes lack, fragmentation and discontinuity. 

The protagonists have in common a longing 

for survival through art, a state that can only 

be attained through innovative and ingen-

ious work, whereas the work of plagiarists 

and imitators is doomed to transience.  

In chapter one, Aida, the central figure in the 

title, is hardly visible. This segment of the 

text examines the author’s interest in litera-

ture. He remarks, “As a child I enjoyed 

reading in bed since the day 

I found Arabian Nights in my 

bedroom (7) … Literature 

has a healing power; the 

more I read, the better I be-

came. By the time I reached 

the last page, I was fully re-

covered” (8). If literature 

does not treat physical 

aches, it mitigates the woes 

of the soul. The narrator 

states, “It is the blessed 

power of narratives” that 

had the same curative im-

pact upon Shahryar since it 

mended his propensity for 

murdering. To Aida, reading 

literary works brings about 

misery as she recaptures the 

agony of Flaubert's Madame Bovary (1856) 

whom no-one attempted to help or rescue 

by satiating her desire.   

In chapter two, the narrator weaves a story 

about Ismail Kemlo, one of Kilito’s brilliant 

students. Kemlo is about to submit a pro-

posal entitled “Shahryar’s Second Madness” 

dealing with the disregarded closures of the 

tales of the Arabian Nights.  He indicates that 

Shahryar has never slept, first due to Shah-

razad’s continual narration at night, “if she 

had snoozed, she would have been behead-

ed,” (67) and, second, due to his preoccupa-

tion with the affairs of his people during the 

daytime. Again, the problem of the vision 

comes to the fore: as Sharazad’s tales fade 

away, Shrayar asks the writers to write the 

tales she narrated. They are able to write 

about his part, but it is impossible to write 

about Sharazad’s  role because they are ig-
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ist narration,  fragmentation and questiona-

bility particularly. The narrator pretends that 

he knows about the specific issues he tack-

les, and then he does an about-face and 

shows that he is uncertain about whatever 

knowledge he has. 

In Kilito’s viewpoint, the ignorant who pre-

tend to have knowledge are called “Tufaily 

el Thaqafah” or “Culture’s Parasites.” In an 

Art Exhibition of his friend, Mo’men Barry, 

Kilito discusses the world of hypocrisy in 

depth. The attendants acted as if that they 

were interested and knowledgeable in the 

highly “sophisticated arts” whereas, in reali-

ty, they were engrossed in other affairs. 

Kilito investigates another issue that is equal-

ly important; it concerns the plagiarists who 

like to “be praised for something they 

have not done themselves” (Surat 'Ali 

`Imran 188). He refers to his friend, Omar 

Lobarou, who published Kilito’s collection of 

poems under his own name instead of that of 

Kilito, the original author. What is even more 

provocative is when Lobarou’s accuses Kilito 

of literary theft. As a result we find Kilito de-

claring that the original authorial voice is as 

important as the text. In this way, Kilito is 

diametrically opposite to Roland Barthes in 

the latter’s advocacy of “The death of the 

Author.” Kilito sees that the “text in itself is 

not sufficient, the character, the voice… are 

all indispensable and crucial compo-

nents” (105). 

In  Anbe’ouny belro’ya, Kilito’s mélange of 

creative writing and theoretical criticism 

breaks the constraints of the storytelling gen-

re. The text embarks on a stylistic experi-

ment: to relocate the Arabian Nights in a 

Postmodern perspective insofar as it rejects 

generic constraints, and embraces pastiche, 

parody and bricolage. Moreover, the hero is 

a surreal narrator who is not governed by the 

inveterate conventions of narration. He is a 

wanderer roaming different realms, questing 

a space for his alienated identity in which he 

can recreate and conjure the world anew.   
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norant of it. Sharyar’s madness materializ-

es in his threat that the writers would be 

executed if they did not fulfill the mission. 

It is Sharazad who comes forward to re-

solve the predicament. She tells 

Shahrayar, “All my tales are chronicled 

and they only need a narrative 

voice” (67).  

In chapter three, Kilito shifts the focus 

from literature and its generic constraints, 

to the woman-man relationship.  He tells 

the story of a Chinese man who under-

goes an experience of unrequited love. 

His sweetheart makes a stipulation that 

she would never reciprocate his love un-

less he stays under her veranda for three 

years, from dusk till dawn. The closure is 

far from expected:  after three years, “she 

has left paying no attention to his ago-

ny” (82). In the same way as chapter two, 

chapter three ends inconclusively, which 

is a hallmark of postmodern narratives, 

deconstructing the  traditional linearity of 

the text and transforming it into the multi-

linearity of the hypertext that stimulates 

many interpretations on the part of the 

reader.  

Then, Kilito moves to another dubious 

story about his neighbor Aida, whom we 

heard about in the first chapter. He falls in 

unrequited love with her. Unpredictably, 

the story ends in his departure from the 

building because of a scholarship in USA. 

It ends where it began with Aida by the 

window. The “window” is highly emblem-

atic; it may be a reference to Henry 

James’ “The Art of Fiction”, where he 

compares fiction to a house that has many 

windows, and ponders the multiple per-

spectives of the narrators.  

In chapter four, Kilito astounds the read-

ers and arouses a sense of uncertainty 

about the narrator’s credibility. He di-

vulges another name for the woman he 

referred to in chapter one as Aida. He 

announces it to be Aidah and states that 

this is her real name. He also declares that 

he is about to prepare a proposal about 

“Slumber in the Arabian Nights” and 

dreams of becoming a professor. This 

contradicts what has been mentioned in 

chapter two about Ismael Kemlo, his stu-

dent. The incidents of the story under-

score significant features of postmodern-
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