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Give Me the Flute and Sing*
Gibran Khalil Gibran

Translated Kay Heikkinen

Give me the flute and sing,
 for song is the secret that lasts;
the yearning of the flute remains
 after all else has past.

Have you dwelt like me in the forest
 forsaking the castle at night,
have you traced the course of the

streams and scaled the rocky heights?
Have you bathed yourself in perfume
 and dried your body by light,
have you sipped the wine of dawn
 from cups of ether, bright?

Give me the flute and sing,
 for by song we truly pray;
the yearning of the flute remains
 when life has sped away.

Have you tarried like me past noon
 beneath the grapes on the vine,
as the bunches dangled above you,
 golden chandeliers entwined?
Have you made your bed on the grasses
 and wrapped yourself in the sky,
with no care for what my come,
 and forgetting what’s gone by?

O give me the flute and sing,
 for song sets straight the heart;
the yearning of the flute remains
 long after our sins depart.

O give me the flute and sing,
 and forget both harm and remedy,
for people are but lines, inscribed,
 yet on the slate of the sea.

* This poem was a favorite of Professor Mustafa’s. It is translated by his wife. 
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“Farouk will be missed in many places around the university and in the larger world of 
Chicago but for me the greatest void that his passing has left is in the CMES lounge, 
where I most regularly saw him over the last years. What made those prolonged lunch-
time sessions so special was not only Farouk’s warm and lively personality but also 
the way he linked the two populations of the place—graduate students and fellow 
faculty members like me. Without being pedantic or insisting on the subjects of Arabic 
language and literature, Farouk was the teacher of us all. He embodied a common 
concern for the Middle East which cut across languages, religions and nationalities. 
Farouk never disguised his own passionate beliefs about the many issues of the region 
(and the rest of the world) but his humor and his humanity allowed even those who 
occasionally disagreed with him to feel comfortable.

In the last months of his life my one-on-one conversations with Farouk often turned 
to the topics that are the special concern of older people: medical care and retirement. 
I was looking forward to the time that he resolved the most pressing of these issues 
and we could focus more upon the scholarly matters, politics and jokes that drew the 
whole lounge community together around Farouk. Now such a possibility has been 
taken away from us, but I hope that Farouk’s spirit will live on in the way we continue 
to inhabit this and the many other spaces he so brought to life.”
 

Ralph Austen, 
Professor Emeritus of African History 
University of Chicago 

“In 2005, I taught my first seminar on modern Arab intellectual history. I was unsure 
as to what materials I should include in this class, and I consulted my friend and 
colleague, Farouk Mustafa. We met for coffee in his house on Harper Street. Farouk 
knew every single page I assigned, and his thoughtful insights regarding these texts 
were nothing short of amazing. After discussing the syllabus, Farouk told me, “You 
know that the reading-list is too long, right? Think of your poor students!” He then 
reflected on the fact that as a teacher, I should not consider what I find interesting, 
or essential for the knowledge of modern Arab culture. I also needed to think, he 
explained, about my students; what they read in English; what would make them cry 
or laugh; what would move them, and what they might find absolutely awful. And 
this was my friend Farouk in a nutshell; a fantastic scholar of Arabic texts, a careful 
reader of the greatest creations of modern Arab culture, and a sensitive teacher; the 
kind who constantly thinks about his students. In a way, this role of a teacher, who 
masterfully mediated between Arabic and English cultures and between American and 
Arab publics, was what made him such an important public intellectual; not only in 
the center for Middle Eastern Studies at the University of Chicago, but also in the 
American public sphere. 

Farouk, however, was not just a brilliant meditator between Arabic and English-
speaking cultures. His works also celebrated one Arab nation-state in particular, 
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namely, Egypt. He loved almost everything about the country; his hometown of Tanta, 
the city’s capital, Cairo, Egyptian drama, which was his passion since his days as a 
student, Egyptian music, Egyptian cinema, Egyptian literature, the Egyptian colloquial, 
and Egyptian food (during my first year here, I declined to eat his famous bamia dish, 
a historical mistake of grave proportions, of which I was reminded many times later). 
Farouk knew, often by heart, the texts of all major (and minor) Egyptian intellectuals: 
the authors of the nahda, the secularized generation of the interwar period, and the 
authors and writers, many of whom his close personal friends, whose formative 
years were during the Nasserite Revolution. One of the things that made him such 
a wonderful reader was that he had read the texts he studied on numerous times, at 
various stages of his life; as a child and a young man in Egypt; as a professor teaching 
these texts to American students, and as a translator, thinking about the transferability 
of cultures, languages, and ideas. Nonetheless, as enamored as Farouk was of Egypt 
and its cultures, its history from the days of Pharos, to the Mamluks, to the present, he 
was not an uncritical admirer. He delighted at the demonstrations at Tahrir and at the 
potentialities for a new democratic future for his country, and was very concerned, in 
his last days, from what awaited Egypt in the near future.

 I will miss Farouk very much. In fact, I already miss him. As a colleague, I miss 
his thoughtful commentary, wisdom, insights, and his sharp mind; but I also miss 
his voice, shouting al-Salam al-‘Alaym as he entered his class, and his laughter, as 
well as his sense of humor, his puns, and his jokes. I am joined here by dozens; my 
colleagues and my friends at Chicago, his friends in Egypt, and the dozens of students 
-- historians, scholars of Arabic literature, political scientists, anthropologists, experts 
in Ottoman studies and in Persian studies, archeologists, and Egyptologists -- who 
loved him very much and grave deeply at the passing of an outstanding scholar and a 
wonderful human being.”

“The Death of a Great Teacher” by 
Orit Bashkin, University of Chicago, 
Associate Professor of Modern Middle 
Eastern History 

“I remember the last time I talked one-on-one with Farouk Mustafa before he died. 
It was in his office, on a Tuesday. Always generous, he was insisting, insisting that I 
accept a sweatshirt printed with verses by al-Mutanabbi, the renowned 10th-century 
Iraqi poet. I love al-Mutanabbi’s poetry. Farouk knew this, and that’s why he had 
pulled me aside, unwilling to give up the chance to get excited about literature. It’s so 
rare to find people who like this stuff anyway, so why not pass along a free sweatshirt?

He ushered me through the doorway, and it was like I had walked into the belly of a 
giant that fed on words. Stacks of books leaned against each other with papers jutting 
out between them, like palm stalks covered in fronds. More dusty tomes rested on the 
wooden table in a gentle mound. Everything in his office smelled like aging paper. 
Everything felt old and important.
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“No one appreciates al-Mutanabbi anymore,” he was saying from behind an 
outcropping of books. He took great care with the word “appreciate,” pulling back 
the corners of his mouth to emphasize the long ee sound in the middle. He made sure 
to pause for two beats over the doubled b in “al-Mutanabbi” as demanded by good 
Arabic pronunciation. Words mattered to Farouk. He savored them like the book-
chomping beast whose gullet he had commandeered for office space. Each word was 
important and weighty, requiring precision and care. A treasure to be cherished for its 
own sake, then lovingly passed along like a free sweatshirt.
 
I nodded my head in agreement as he jostled a cardboard box out from between two 
steel grey file cabinets. He pulled out a black sweatshirt several sizes too large for me 
and held it up proudly. “Do you know this poem?”
 
I squinted at the Arabic lettering. Farouk’s boyish excitement, belying his age of 
70, made me want to lie and say I knew what it said. Three lines from an ode by 
al-Mutanabbi, he explained, followed by a multiple choice question. A mock test, 
part of the design for t-shirts advertising summer Arabic classes at the University of 
Chicago from a few years ago. The last line read, “My body has become so thin with 
lovesickness that if it weren’t for the fact that I’m talking to you, you wouldn’t be able 
to see me.” Then the question: “What is the main idea of these lines? (A) Love. (B) 
Wisdom. (C) Mourning. (D) Anorexia.”
 
I chuckled as the words congealed in my head. When Farouk saw that I got the joke, 
his eyes lit up and a self-satisfied grin wrinkled his cheeks. Anorexia! He folded the 
sweatshirt and placed it in my hands. “It’s a way to help students get excited about 
poetry. No one appreciates al-Mutanabbi anymore, you know.” I thanked him and 
walked out of the office and down the hall, not sure whether it was he or I that got 
more out of this brief moment together. 
 
The weather is warm now, and the sweatshirt is lying in a box in my room. Stacks 
of books gaze down at it, and it gazes right back. Words speaking to words, authors 
who never knew each other locked in eternal conversation. Farouk’s words echoing 
as I smooth out the sweatshirt, place it back in the drawer, wondering when I’ll read 
it again. 
In memory of Farouk Abd al-Wahhab Mustafa, 1943-2013.”

“Words Speaking” by Kevin 
Blankinship

“When I came to Chicago in the fall of 1982, Farouk was already here and already 
legendary as a phenomenal teacher of Arabic. We became good friends almost 
immediately, even though my office was across the street in the Oriental Institute 
building, and pretty regularly went jogging together along the lakefront in fair weather; 
he was not yet troubled by the knee injury and other health troubles that bothered him 
in later years. He already had at that time his characteristic abundant energy and good 
cheer so familiar to everyone who got to know him, even most recently. 
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Farouk had a deep and abiding love for the Arabic language, which he knew intimately, 
and of Arabic literature and indeed of all literature, in which he was astonishingly 
learned. Over the years he established several literary or poetry gatherings, during 
which those who knew Arabic would meet to share works of the literature they loved. 
I believe, too, that he was the founder of the University’s weekly Arabic Circle (al-
nadwa al-‘arabiyya); whether or not he founded it, he was certainly the life of that 
particular party, which he animated with his probing questions and many humorous 
observations, always delivered in his booming, deep voice (and often with hearty 
laughter). Moreover, whatever he said was delivered with impeccably clear Arabic 
diction, so that his every comment was instructive for those trying to learn the 
intricacies of Arabic. He wasn’t trying to be didactic; it was simply his way to speak 
clearly and forcefully, and thereby to help the rest of us realize that Arabic could be as 
clear to us as it was to him. Nothing, I think, would give him more satisfaction were 
he able to return for a short visit in ten, or fifty, or a hundred years, than to see the 
Arabic Circle still meeting unfailingly every week, and I think there is probably no 
better way to honor Farouk’s memory that to make sure that it continues and thrives 
for generations to come. 

Farouk’s enthusiasm extended to whatever he loved: Arabic, literature, beautiful 
women, Egypt, Gamal ‘Abd al-Nasir, democracy, politics that helped the common 
people and the poor…even to certain foods. Once, when he put me up for a few 
months while I was between residences, I noticed a large, dried twig of okra (Ar. 
bamia) in a vase on his bookshelf. It turned out that he especially loved okra stew, a 
famous Egyptian specialty, and had at one time formed with some like-minded friends 
an “International Bamia Society”…only in jest, of course, though if the Internet had 
existed in those days I don’t doubt that Farouk would have created a website for it. He 
was, he told me, the president of IBS, and when it convened, he would hold the dried 
okra stalk as a kind of ceremonial staff. Since I like okra too, we had an animated 
discussion of its virtues and various recipes. He was a lover of life in all its glories, 
large and small, and not excluding okra stew.”

“FAROUK MUSTAFA as I remember Him” 
by Fred M. Donner

“Farouk, my dearest friend,

In 1987, when we first met, I was introduced as “the Israeli” and you were “the 
Egyptian.” Little did we know, that the Israeli & the Egyptian would soon become 
colleagues & good friends, with no borders to come between us. The two of us had 
accomplished what our countries of origins never managed - a true, warm peace. We 
never allowed politics to come between us. In actuality, it even strengthened our bond. 
We spent endless hours discussing political issues, at times seriously and at times 
jokingly. We thought that one joke in particular, summed it all up. Whenever you 
told my joke of how Putin, Bush & Netanyahu came back from meeting God… you 
enjoyed it like it was the first time you heard it, laughing whole heartily, and your eyes 
became teary. 
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We were close friends because we also shared similar ideas about language teaching 
in general and teaching it at the University of Chicago in particular. We enjoyed times 
when we figured out common etymological phenomena our languages share and 
enjoyed it even more when we could apply it to current affairs. We rejoiced in the 
realization that our distant cultures actually do share so many common themes. For 
the love of our cultures and the CMES, we established poetry reading events, trying to 
show our students how possible it is to build cultural bridges.

Farouk, you became to be not only an anchor of intellectual and academic support but 
also of moral support. When you squeezed my hand by the university flagpole, when 
a small community mourned the assassination of the late Yitzhak Rabin, I felt less 
lonely, not so lost. 

I will eventually find the emotional strength to resume attending Friday lectures. I will 
end up going back to Pick lounge knowing that your couch is empty, that you are not 
going to be there, calling my name in such an endearing way, just to follow it up with a 
smile and a kiss. At departmental meetings I will continue to yearn for your questions 
and comments, always reminding us of times that are no more. Until I am ready to do 
all that, I will keep reliving the cherished memories I have from knowing you for so 
many years.

You left us too early, too quickly. Still there is no true peace in the Middle East and 
our countries of origins are yet to find the right path for their people. I will keep on 
wishing, in both our names, guided by your INSHA’ALLA.” 

Ariela Finklestein
Senior Lecturer in Hebrew

““SabaaH el-foll,”
“SabaaH el-tayr el-mutamakkin min shadwu,” 
“Time to make the donuts.”

I’ll never forget that voice. Nor, that stubbornness:

Me: “But Farouk…This isn’t moussakka; it has potatoes!”
Farouk, calmly, pityingly: “Yeeeeees. It IS moussakka, with potatoes”

It is hard to distill the essence of a decades long relationship, to wrap your arms 
around the whole of what you have lost. It comes to you in bits and pieces. 
I miss our morning hour in the CMES lounge, 10:30-11:30 MWF. Then, I miss hearing 
his voice booming “as-salaaaaaaamu ‘alaykum!” at 11:30 in Pick 218. That was my 
cue, next door, in Pick 222, to start my own class, after the students and I chuckled our 
response. I was so envious of that voice of his, and sort of “borrowed” it once. I had 
laryngitis and had to speak publicly, so, I positioned Farouk to speak on my behalf as 
I whispered the words to him. My words, and his voice. Very funny!
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Farouk was part of a generation that is dying out, one that melded the best of the 
Egyptian, Arab cultures with the best of the western. He so beautifully captured 
that mix that I began to see his home city of Tanta as a magical place from which 
fully formed citizens of the world emerged. He loved Egyptian movies and came to 
everyone we showed, with a special place for “al-Irhaab wal kabaab”. His taste in 
music was eclectic, from Bossa Nova to jazz to western classical to anything Egyptian. 
His favorite Shakespeare sonnet was #25. His favorite Qur’anic surah was al-Rahman.

Everything about Farouk bespoke an originality of character and a warm humanity. 
No wonder that children and young people loved him so much. When my daughter, 
Alya, interviewed him for a class project, he took it very seriously. When he heard 
that she loved his chicken thighs, he insisted on making some for her. Farouk made a 
mean bamia, and I adored his salad, drowning in finely cut parsley. Funnily, he loved, 
but couldn’t make molokhiyya.

I remember driving him to a student party, the sound of Abba’s “Dancing Queen” 
blasting into the street. I remember him being the first to get up to dance at the Muslim 
Hip Hop event a few years ago. Farouk couldn’t sing, but he did. 

I’ll miss the suspense of the 5 seconds between the opening of the floor for questions 
after a lecture and Farouk’s booming voice unfailingly proclaiming his lack of 
expertise in the same breath as he spews out the first question, the one we’d all love to 
ask, the one that is genius in its simplicity, but sticks in throats inhibited by academic 
calculations. 

One of the biggest gaps Farouk’s absence has caused is that he’s not here to send jokes 
to. He indulged my homesickness, and eased it by being there to “get it,” whether 
it was an article about some political horror or the latest song or joke out of Egypt. 
Without him here to be the first to receive my fresh jokes, the latest bitingly clever 
satire from Egypt every day, the circle of relishing it is painfully incomplete. I need to 
see his “shoulder laugh” to fully enjoy those jokes.

We have lost a great intellectual and human being. I will sorely miss and remember 
both.”

Noha Forster
Lecturer in Arabic 
University of Chicago

“Farouk ‘Abd al-Wahhab Mustafa was an ideal colleague, a gifted teacher, and an 
erudite but humble scholar who always shared his knowledge generously. 

Farouk’s commitment as a colleague was legendary: he was always willing to accept 
tasks and was always willing to help. He never complained about the invidious 
unfairness inherent to academic life (especially towards language teachers), and from 



9Remembering Farouk Abd al-Wahhab Mustafa

which he suffered grievously, and he never held grudges. He was always supportive 
of others, and was an ideal, faithful friend. In the decade after I left the University of 
Chicago, I never gave a lecture there when Farouk was not in attendance. This is just 
one small measure of his loyalty and dedication to those whom he honored with his 
friendship.

Farouk became a good friend of many of his former students because he was not 
just the most gifted teacher of Arabic language and literature of his generation. His 
enthusiasm and vibrant personality brought out the best in those he taught, inspiring 
students with his passion for the Arabic language and its rich literature. Since his 
passing, I have heard from people all over the globe who had the privilege of being 
taught by Farouk: their tributes were not just to an inspiring teacher, but to a man who 
had become a mentor to so many by virtue of the sense of personal closeness to his 
students that his brilliant pedagogy inspired.
While Farouk was renowned for his teaching, it was as a translator and literary 
critic that he will perhaps best be remembered. Great translation requires a level of 
expertise and sensitivity in two different languages that few people have attained. 
Farouk was a supremely gifted translator because of his superior abilities in both 
English and Arabic. His skilled, fluid translations into English of ‘Alaa al-Aswani’s 
Chicago, Gamal al-Gitani’s Zayni Barakat, and so many other major Arabic novels is 
an enormous literary achievement. These translations will serve as a monument to a 
man whose vast erudition was exceeded only by his modesty. 

Farouk had a sparking sense of humor, an outsized, open-hearted, warm personality 
and a passionate love of life that expressed itself in his wonderful cooking and his 
generous hospitality. He will be missed not only by past and present friends, colleagues 
and students, but also by all those who were introduced to the essence of modern Arab 
culture by his penetrating literary translations.”

Rashid Khalidi 
Edward Saeed Professor of Arab 
Studies, Department of History,
Columbia University

“Farouk was my teacher in modern Egyptian literature at the University of Chicago 
during the late 1970’s. He could take word or phrase of Arabic, embed it in his unique 
sense of humor, launch it through numerous levels of formal and vernacular usages, 
deconstruct it with real, pseudo-, and comic etymologies, and bring it back to the 
matter at hand, all within a few moments in such a way that the word or phrase and the 
cultural universes in which it was embedded remained vivid and resonant within the 
memory. In his classes he would declaim passages from works like Yusuf Idris’s al-
Farafir or Gamal al-Ghitani’s Waqa`i Harat Za`afarani in a manner that unlocked their 
irony, wit, dialect, and drama. I sensed the irreplaceable quality of these sessions and, 
with Farouk’s permission, recorded some of them, and I still preserve those recordings. 
Farouk’s commitments to human dignity and cultural integrity and his distress at the 
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over corruption and violence were often inseparable to the wit, joy, and wonder he 
brought to Arabic literature and to his life within and between cultures. 

Farouk bequeaths us a treasure through his translations, translations that are sensitive 
enough to reflect the distinctive registers, voices, and localities of the Arabic works 
while at the same time bringing to us the rhythm, suppleness and power of Farouk’s 
English prose style. 

I would like to quote from each of Farouk’s remarkable corpus of translations, and 
then, whenever I look up one passage I see yet others; each a gift, each remarkable and 
distinctive gift. Here are two:

His fingernails and toenails were long like fearsome talons, and his 
face like a black clay pot, the hairs of his beard sticking out like barbed 
wire. Out of his face peered eyes like those of an old camel, with red 
sparks flying out of them, and a mouth wide as a toilet bowl without a 
single tooth, and a nose like a roasted corncob. (Khairy Shalaby, Wikalat 
`Atiya, 1999; The Lodging House 2006, p. 11)

I found that I was connected to all living things. I heard the calls of the 
branches, the conversations of the stones, the whispering of the stars, 
the lisping of the dewdrops, the dialects of winds, the howling of the 
meteors, the supplications of the comets, the moaning of the atom at 
the moment of fission, and the echoes of the expansion of the far-flung 
universe. (Gamal al-Ghitani, Kitab al-Tajaliyyat; 1983; The Book of 
Epiphanies, 2012, p. 54)””

“A Word for Farouk” 
by Michael Sells, Barrows Professor 
of the History and Literature of 
Islam and Professor of Comparative 
Literature

“where were you when words were no where 
to be found, we are bee stung tongues
fear-numbed from licking honey drops on greedy hands 
scared the taste will fade like 
memory

swollen throats hoarse from whispering
gibberish, our diction, we are
Babel’s children scattered, you were
our tower, our shadow, our warmth

we picked from your branches, we ate
and we ate and we ate and we
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fed till we were empty, weightless 
sinners falling heavens-bound over earth’s edges
where is your gravity?

you left us, aimless moons
searching for Jupiter’s ghost
the emptiness is vast and haunting.
and we still stare till we are sun-blind,
begging the universe to quit its jest
the eclipse may pass at any moment

but there is no gravity
hopeful hearts will atrophy
no blindness will cure the inertia
of straying souls

we lie by blindness
listen with deafness
to the booming silence

the rhyme seems lifeless

till we trust that you 
have taught us well

till we accept
that our memory 
is a translation of you
from then
to now”

“To Farouk” 
by Samee Sulaiman 
Masters Candidate 
University of Chicago


