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Mara Steele

Mara Steele will receive her master’s degree in English in June from Western 
Washington University. She is interested in desire and the rupture of the rational sub-
ject as elements of language acquisition, learning, faith, and ethics, and in this she is 
influenced by the works of Jacques Derrida and Julia Kristeva. Future translation in-
terests lie in French West African studies of drum language. Like Barthes, she believes 
knowledge and language to be empirical matters of desire, flesh, bliss, and music. She 
thanks her parents.

“Silhouettes d’Afrique” by Isabelle Eberhardt (1898)
Trans. by Mara Steele (2011)

Copyright © 2013 Mara Steele
All rights reserved

Preface
Isabelle Eberhardt: Sufi, Orientalist, and “Proto-Postmodernist”

In 1904, at the time of her death in a flash flood in the Algerian desert, 
Russo-Swiss traveler and writer Isabelle Eberhardt left the literary world a 
legacy that would amount to thousands of unpublished pages of journals, short 
stories, and unfinished novels. By the age of 27, she had lived for years as a 
Muslim convert in North Africa, writing constantly of her spiritual, cultural, 
and psychological struggles and epiphanies, both in fiction and personal diary 
form. As well as documenting her inner life, she possessed a remarkable gift 
for rendering the visual and sensuous details of the people she met and the 
landscapes that bewitched her. Yet among the literary travelers to the Muslim 
and Arab worlds of her period, she remains a marginalized figure on the stage 
of European Orientalism, escaping the attention of Edward Said’s Oriental-
ism as well as that of many existing scholars in cultural, literary, and religious 
studies. For some scholars familiar with her work, she fits cleanly under a 
pejoratively-dispensed Orientalist label, although others will suggest she is 
not so easily categorized. While she employs numerous tropes of the Oriental-
ist writing of the era, she was also an advocate for French decolonization in 
North Africa. Speaking fluent Arabic, living and traveling through Algeria, 
Morocco, and Tunisia dressed as a man, she took her shahada at the age of 18 
and studied Islam for the remainder of her life with the Sufi order known as 
the Qadiriya. Her Orientalism was one of hyperbolic adulation, drawn to the 
beauty and serenity of fin de siècle Algeria and naively believing the Muslim 
world to be morally and spiritually superior both to that of European intellec-
tualism and Christianity. Like many, she was sometimes prone to hypostatiz-
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ing her Dar-el-Islam in an idyllic, simple, and perpetual long-ago, as well as 
projecting upon it the resolution to her lifelong sense of homelessness, as the 
daughter of exiled Russians and a father whose name she would never know. 

Her decidedly impassioned conversion to Islam complicates a wholly ratio-
nalist effort to understand her project, particularly because her faith is admit-
tedly far from unequivocal or orthodox. Raised in an anarchist, revolutionary, 
and atheist household, she would be plagued by religious doubts all of her life, 
while at the same time struggling with drug and alcohol addiction. It should 
not be surprising, then, that some choose to ignore or dismiss Eberhardt’s spir-
itual inclinations as the whims of a dilettante. Following a translation of her 
work, Karim Hamdy makes a baffling error, writing that “nowhere in her dia-
ries did Eberhardt discuss, or even refer to her mystical experience in Islam.”1 
Nevertheless, her diaries abound not only with spontaneous quotations from 
the Holy Qur’an and invocations for the blessings of Allah, but with passages 
such as the following: 

Whoever considers themselves to be a Muslim must devote them-
self body and soul to Islam for all time, to the point of martyrdom if 
need be; Islam must inhabit their soul, and govern every one of their 
acts and words. Otherwise, there is no point in mystical exercises 
of any sort…God is Beauty. The word itself contains everything: 
Virtue, Truth, Honesty, Mercy…2

In his detailed and enumerative effort to determine if Eberhardt was “truly 
a Sufi,” Hamdy suggests that Eberhardt’s failure to write of the details of her 
Sufi training proves her lack of commitment to it. However, in his preface to 
The Oblivion Seekers, Paul Bowles suggests that this silence is just as likely 
to be a sign of her humility and commitment to its secrets.3 Perhaps Hamdy 
sees her as another Edward Lane, who learned to pray alongside Muslims yet 
whose “identity as a counterfeit believer and privileged European” maintained 
him at a “cold distance” from Islam.4 Unlike Lane, however, who writes ex-
tensively of the most outlandish and sadomasochistic Sufi rituals, Eberhardt 
is not interested in producing a codified Islam or sensationalist Sufism for Eu-
ropean consumption. Her faith is movingly personal, complex, and appears to 
1) Karim Hamdy, “The Intoxicated Mystic: Eberhardt’s Sufi Experience,” in Isabelle 
Eberhardt, Departures, trans. Karim Hamdy and Laura Rice, (San Francisco: City Lights 
Books, 1994), 235.
2) Isabelle Eberhardt, The Nomad: The Diaries of Isabelle Eberhardt, trans. Nina de Voogd, 
(Massachusetts: Interlink Books, 2003), 143.
3) Isabelle Eberhardt, The Oblivion Seekers, trans. Paul Bowles, (San Francisco: City Lights 
Books, 1978), 7.
4) Edward Said, Orientalism (New York: Random House, 1979), 160.
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sustain her emotionally, a crucial matter for a woman who in her brief lifetime 
experienced the loss of many family members, social alienation, poverty, and 
starvation as well as an attempt on her life. Therefore, her silence on her train-
ing and religious experiences in the sealed walls of the zawiyas of Africa must 
be acceded some respect, at the very least because such an overwhelming and 
ubiquitous piety imbues her later journals.

Arguably, scholars such as Hamdy deny Eberhardt her commitment to Is-
lam because it destabilizes easy conclusions that would place her in the same 
ignorant and imperialistic category as Lane, Chateaubriand, and other Roman-
tic pilgrims to the idyllic land of sensualists and barbarians. However, Hedi 
Abdel-Jouad proposes a radically different conclusion about her work, writ-
ing that “Isabelle/Mahmoud [her male Arab alias] will henceforth embody the 
mendicant Sufi as artist.”5 Referring to Eberhardt as “proto-postmodern and 
postcolonial,” emphasizing “the empathy she showed for the disinherited,”6 
he  suggests that her writing defies the authoritative and teleological project of 
Orientalism, replacing it with anti-colonialist sentiment and an insecure and 
troubled place of enunciation. Abdel-Jouad invokes Eberhardt’s polyglottal 
plurivocity, her inability to settle on a unary identity or speech. Instead, as a 
multilingual, cross-dressing, Russo-Swiss Muslim convert, she offers a rich 
multiplicity of voices: ethnic, gendered, and linguistic. As the first writer in the 
French language to use the native term “Maghreb” in reference to the region at 
the time only known in Europe as North Africa, she incorporates many other 
transliterated Arabic words into her published writing, while her journals and 
personal correspondences unfold in a dizzying woven tapestry of Arabic, Rus-
sian, and French.7

Flirting with the slippage of meanings, identities, and language, seeking 
signification in diffèrance, Eberhardt will ally her faith with alinguistic, jouis-
sant moments of self-disintegration into music and embodied response, such 
as the emotional fusion and sensuous pleasure of prostration in prayer and 
the trance-like exaltation induced by the melodies of the muezzin’s call. In 
“Silhouettes d’Afrique,” the masked voice of Eberhardt—writing under the 
male pseudonym Mahmoud el Mouskoubi— protests the failure of language 
to describe her memories: 

Where are the words subtle and tenuous enough, also, vaporous 
and imprecise enough, that could ever translate these impressions 

5) Hedi Abdel-Jouad, “Isabelle Eberhardt: Portrait of the Artist as a Young Nomad,” Yale 
French Studies, 83:2 (1993): 100.
6) Ibid., 101.
7) Ibid., 110-116.
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so profoundly individual, and unique? …One would need, for that, 
words in turn inflamed and idyllic, of a delicacy and a sweetness 
inaccessible to the human language.8 

While lamenting that “words cannot describe” is something of a cliché, 
I think that Eberhardt as “proto-postmodernist” expresses her awareness in 
this passage and elsewhere that nothing escapes the violence of written repre-
sentation. Positive description will always fall short of and interfere with the 
religious ecstasy of music and surrender, those things that she and the narrator 
of “Silhouettes” seek and find in Islam. In her Muslim life she seeks what she 
will call the “felicity of faith”9: not just transcendence from the hardships of 
her existence or reprieve from metaphysical doubt, but also liberation from 
the constraints and limits of positive knowledge. “I will only ever be drawn to 
people who suffer from that special and fertile type of anguish known as self-
doubt,”10 she writes in a journal entry, elsewhere noting her alienation from 
those who fail to acknowledge the importance of what could not be seen, those 
“skeptics…who like easy solutions and have no patience with mystery.”11

In such passages, Eberhardt may reveal the roots of her private Sufism—an 
intuition that truth, if there is such a thing, is inarticulable in human language. 
Her practice of faith is passionate and heretical: the striving for bliss-as-tran-
scendence and an aching, tearful love for an inherently unknowable Truth or 
God. Her manic-depressive moods and notorious addiction to alcohol situate 
her in a space at once too sensual and erratic to be orthodox spirituality, and 
yet arguably too mystical to be sheer libertinism. Sufism is as complex and 
regionally varied as Islam itself, often more strictly disciplined than its roman-
tic Western depictions; nevertheless, its origins are inseparable from music, 
dance, and heretical poems of erotic metaphor and forbidden intoxication. Per-
haps most of all, Sufism is known to emphasize desire’s role in the acquisition 
of spiritual knowledge: unrequited desire for the beloved and for the Divine 
Mystery that comes to dwell in the broken heart. 

“Silhouettes d’Afrique” closes with a description of the melancholic vigil 
of Abdesselim, who spends his evenings composing love songs on a flute, for 
a beautiful woman with whom he once fell in love and has not seen since. Situ-
ated at the end of a tale of religious inspiration and personal loss, the vignette 
carries intimations of a Sufi parable, that of an unrequited love doubling as 
8) Eberhardt, “Silhouettes d’Afrique : Les oulemas,” Oeuvres complètes II: Ecrits sur le sable 
(Paris: Bernard Grasset, 1990), 63-64.
9) Ibid., 64.
10) Eberhardt, Nomad, 38.
11) Ibid., 84.
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inspired mystic devotion. As in the lover’s flute song, Eberhardt invokes the 
sovereign and untouchable others of lost epiphany, God and human memory, 
disintegrating meanings never to be reconstituted, and therefore always to be 
desired. Like Abdesselim, she has been touched and abandoned, her love since 
reduced to scattered ashes of that which once burned apotheotically, and for 
which she can now only compose songs of mystical desire. 

“Silhouettes d’Afrique” 
Isabelle Eberhardt (1898)

It was a time long ago, a time already distant, when I was a student at the 
zawiya12 of the kind Shaykh Abderrhamene, in Anneba, the old Maghrebian 
city dozing in its azure gulf, in the great and morose shade of Idou... I recall 
these times as a dream of youth, like something sweetly melancholic that 
passed in a sunny morning of my life, it would have been so long ago, alas!

It was also in this era of my life that Islam cast upon me its deep and powerful 
charm which, by the most mysterious fibers of my being, attached itself to 
me forever in the strange land of Dar-el-Islam. And it is well since then that 
the heritage of the Prophet has become my elected homeland, loved for life, 
through the years and the exiles and the prodigious distances. In winter and 
summer, from near and far, as long as I will live and beyond!

In those times—I was twenty years old—I loved life for her brilliant 
illusions, for her ineffable enchantments, without a care for the universal grief 
so ceaselessly triumphant… I loved life, melancholy and serene, relentless 
and mysterious—the grand smiling sphinx, infinitely charming and menacing.

I was a vagabond—because I had no country... I loved, in theory, a grand 
country of the North because it had seen to give birth to my beloved mother 
and because, from there, weak yet still vibrant echoes reached me, of strange 
melancholies, of the identical essence to my own inexplicable and precocious 
moods… the Slavic country that I could never know. Yet, in this Dar el-Islam, 
I had found the fatherland so much and so desperately desired... And I loved it. 

With great clarity of vision, I recall the beings and things from then: all that 
which has already disappeared and all which is destined to remain still, all 
that will rest unchanging forever across the infinite expanses of Time—when 
I myself will have been annihilated.

12) Zawiya. School in North Africa for mystical Sufi learning, often built close to a holy place 
such as the tomb of a Saint.
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Sometimes, in hours of melancholy, it appears to me again, looming out of 
the heaps of life’s dismal ashes accumulated over the years, the silhouette of 
the bright white Annaba, at the foot of austere Idou, reflecting in the vibrant 
azure of her gulf, at the favored hour of the Maghreb. 

It appears to me, as then, from the terrace of my Moorish home, profiled in 
the sky’s profound blue, facing the Orient, a snowy and vaguely bluish piling 
of old houses, peaceful and unchanging through all the tumults and silences of 
centuries; fiercely sealed against all deleterious foreign influences.

Appearing to me once again are the beloved shadows before which, now, I 
would like to be able to prostrate myself in the dust, in an infinite adoration…

And I believe I hear, as then, the clear and melancholy voice of Hassene 
the muezzin intoning in the ancient manner the litanies of Islam, proclaiming 
loudly, in the great golden-red glow of sunset, the glory of the Eternal…

Now that all which was then standing and to my juvenile soul appeared 
nearly indestructible, nearly eternal—now that those beings and things have 
disappeared, returned to the original dust—it is with a great anguish, with 
an icy shiver, that I shall stir these dead ashes of my early years, all over 
there, beyond the Great Azure…And it is especially for unknown and distant 
brothers who, like myself, think sometimes, with the same anguish and the 
same unfightable regret, of cherished lands, among all those of the earth 
where, still young, in the enchanted dawn of their lives, they have loved, 
contemplated and suffered and where, like myself perhaps, they have left in 
silent tombs that which they would love the most madly, that which ultimately 
was their reason for existing and accepting pain—where they have left behind, 
in painful separations, their final vestiges of love. 

It is exclusively for the restless and the melancholy, for the loners and 
dreamers, that I wish to evoke these cherished shadows. 

In an old and sedentary neighborhood, sleeping for centuries in the 
protective shadow of the holy zawiya of the Aissaouas13 on a narrow and very 
steep little street, there was a low-lying and unsophisticated house, a little 
cube of hundred-year-old masonry faded each year to a whitewashed blue, 
and crowned over its roof by an ancient fig tree, planted in the middle of a 
small Moorish courtyard, long ago cemented, now rough and uneven. On the 

13) Aissaouas. Sufi fraternity known for its members’ abilities to attain states of unusually 
heightened ecstasy.
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street, nothing, not a window or embrasure. The low Gothic door, of thick 
planks bordered by iron and embellished with ancient brass studs, was always 
mysteriously closed, and did not open but to allow one of us who lived there 
to enter or leave: Sidi Mohammed Djeridi the landlord, Sidi Abdel Qader, 
Negro talib14 from Morocco and myself, known in the neighborhood and at the 
djema15 under the name of Si Mahmoud el Mouskouby, the Muscovite... Only 
sometimes, this fierce door would give passage to veiled shadows appearing 
under the white ferrachia of the wealthy or the blue mléya16 of the working 
class women. This, only after nightfall, and very clandestinely, so that no one 
could give a name to these impersonal phantoms…

There were four rooms within, whose doors and little windows all opened 
on the courtyard, in the midst of which, at the foot of the hundred-year old 
fig tree, was a stone well in the form of a sculpted vase. The gray trunk of the 
household tree inclined over the narrow orifice and leaned upon the edge of 
the terrace, shaded by its yet very green branches, those which had earned the 
house its nickname, Dar el-Qarma, or house of the fig tree.

The walls were, inside and outside, cleanly faded to a whitewashed blue of 
a shade approaching azure, like most Maghrebian homes. The interior doors 
were simple curtains of floral calico. To the right of my door, in an old broken 
planter, lived several white pigeons, domesticated to the point of  coming to 
eat with us in the room of Sidi Mohommed, where he lived with his wife Lella 
Fatima, and his young niece Yamouna.

At the edge of the terrace was the inevitable pot of white jasmine, and also 
a little rosebush with red flowers, and antique amphoras of tapering depths 
within which we stored our oil. The fig tree’s branches reached a section of 
wall belonging to a neighboring house, where a small window opened and 
where a priceless creature sometimes came to speak to us, an immodest and 
mischievous young Negress from Sudan, of whom Sidi Mohammed Djeridi 
was quite afraid. 

In the steep and poorly paved road, hardly any vehicle traffic. Only the 
occasional rhythmic noise of some Negress’ or Jew’s wooden sandals, or the 
singing cries of traveling merchants or morning milkmen... Then, the silence 
would fall again, heavy and deeply lulling. In this old neighborhood, the 
time-clock seemed to be thirty centuries slow, arrested in the last years of 
14) Talib. A student of theology (pl., taliban).
15) Djema. Literally, “place of assembly”—usually refers to a mosque on Fridays.
16)  Mleya, ferrachia. Regional types of traditional head and face coverings worn by the 
Muslim women of the neighborhood.
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the caliphates... The days and years, immutably alike, passed with a lulling 
monotony, as the centuries had passed before, illuminated by a serene faith 
and a tranquil resignation.

In the house, a serene and nearly solemn peace ruled, and in this profound 
peace was something very archaic, of another time... And when, upon leaving 
the banal and tumultuous city of the Nazarenes, one re-immersed oneself 
there, it was like a sudden backward plunge into the unfathomable depths of 
long-ago.

Above the door of my bedroom, Sidi Djeridi had traced in red ink this 
fatalist maxim: “Man does not ever escape the hour of his destiny”.

In the crimson-flushed dawns, when the cocks sang in the blond light, 
shaking their multicolored plumage, and the pigeons awoke and flew in circles 
in the cool, perfumed air, I awoke on my woolen mattress, stretched out upon 
a thick rug... I awakened with a delicious sensation, of a force and insouciance 
nearly joyful... like the happy mornings of my joyful childhood, long ago. I 
went out, dressed in the long white gowns of haik, under the burnous17 and the 
yellow turban of the Maghrebian Beldi (the Moors). 

Invariably, I found Lella Fatima engaged in lighting her charcoal fire in a 
smoking kanoun.18 Crouched with her little braided fan in hand, careful and 
dignified, she was entirely pre-occupied by her task. Tall, slender, and shapely 
under her long-sleeved shirt of patterned muslin, pulled and attached in the 
back, her long gandoura19 of yellow calico tied at the waist by a red kerchief, 
a little tiara of velvet trimming her handsome black headscarf, Lella Fatima 
had once been very beautiful. Now, her calm and honest, fading beauty held 
a great charm, consisting of naïve peace and gentleness. Ceremoniously, we 
exchanged long salutations and the kissing of hands, with many questions 
regarding each others’ health, our dreams, and all this during five wonderful 
minutes, interrupting our conversations with numerous staunch alhamdulillah’s 
(Praise to God).

Then, sitting myself on the trunk of the fig tree, next to the deep cistern, we 
would chat familiarly until Lella Fatima placed three minuscule cups filled 
with very sweet coffee on the little deep meida. In the middle, she placed 
an unleavened bread of her own making, and a blue pot full of strawberries 
candied in honey. Then, in her placid voice she would call “Ya Sidi 
17) Haik. Light scarf or veil; Burnous. Large wool cloak.
18) Kanoun. Stove.
19) Gandoura. Long tunic of light material. 
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Mohommed, Ya Yamouna!” And from the still closed door of the bedroom, 
the pleasant voice of the old talib responded, just as scrupulously polite: 
“A’nam, ya oumni Fatima!” Yes, o mother Fatima—mother being a formula 
of affectionate respect. Never, in any circumstance of life, did one of them 
depart from this well-observed politeness, which excluded  neither the passion 
of youth, nor the close friendship of their tranquil old age. And this had a very 
touching, aesthetic charm which made them appear to both love and venerate 
one another...

Sidi Djeridi was an old man of sixty-five years, tall and thin. His oval face, 
emaciated and somewhat ascetic, carried the imprint of an entirely childlike 
sweetness and simplicity, despite the clear and always wakeful intelligence of 
his striking, iron-gray eyes. His white beard and his habit of wearing a rosary 
of black wooden beads around his neck had earned him several irreverent 
nicknames from some, us other young and mocking tolba20 having the custom 
of referring to him as Bou Léhia, the man with the beard, and Bou Sebha, 
Father Rosary. He knew, and laughed in good humor. A little melancholy and 
silent, extremely modest and very poor, making his living from meagerly 
remunerated private lessons, Sidi Djeridi had an extraordinary charm, seeming 
to move in an unearthly atmosphere of peace and serenity, living in a special 
world of silence and dreams.

The little niece of Lella Fatima, natural daughter of her late brother and 
a rich woman from Marseilles, was a great beauty of a nearly pure Moorish 
type, with the exception of her clear, small eyes which betrayed her mixed 
blood. Her mother had abandoned her, and Sidi Djeridi was raising her as 
his daughter. She was eight or nine years old, extremely capricious, and of a 
seemingly incurable lazy disposition.

With Sidi Djeridi, we exchanged greetings still even longer, then we sat 
ourselves around the table upon little squares of carpet or cushions. Each 
of us spoke aloud this formula of sanctification: “In the name of God, the 
compassionate, the merciful!”—and then, in silence as usual, we would eat. 
When finished, we washed our hands in the little pewter basin that Lella 
Fatima brought to us, and we arose, finishing our meal as we had started it, by 
an act of remembrance: “Praise to God!”

Then, sometimes, Sidi Mohammed and I would go down to the djema el-
Bey, the mosque of Annaba, for the morning prayer, the cabéha. 

20) Tolba. Students of theology at the zawiya.
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Grave, and majestically draped in our burnous, we went out in the street, 
still full of cool shadows and peaceful silence, increasingly noisy and hurried 
the closer we came to Armes, the center of Moorish life. We spoke learnedly, 
with the great reflective calm of Muslims, of ancient things, of religion and 
of its poetic aspect mainly, because Sidi Djeridi, like all tolba, was passionate 
about ancient literature and poetry. Immersed in these tranquil and inoffensive 
conversations, we arrived at the narrow and silent street whereupon opened 
the small rear door of the great djema, at the foot of the minaret, at the very 
moment when Hassene began to cry: “Allahu Akbar!” (God is Greater!) 

And with the other tolba, after our ritual ablutions, we entered into the 
meditative shadow of the mosque. 

The hour of the cabéha, and that also of the next-to-last prayer, the Maghreb, 
at sunset, would become the sweetest hours of my life, blessed hours when 
an infinite peace descended upon me, and a serene resignation towards the 
inevitable rulings of Destiny… Blessed hours whose melancholy charm still 
remains dear to me across the years and the vertiginous distances—beloved, 
forever.

Where are the words subtle and tenuous enough, also, vaporous and 
imprecise enough, that could ever translate these impressions so profoundly 
individual, and unique? And who could ever describe the ineffable beauty of 
Africa’s mornings and evenings, their lights of gold and of purple, and the 
apotheotic dawns of a red sun emerging from a bloody sea and lighting aflame 
the mountain summits, and the enchanted twilights upon the white cities of the 
Orient, veiled in light lilac mists... and the nights flooded with blue moonlight, 
of an incomparable limpidity... and the sad splendor of the litanies of Islam, 
sung in the voices of men, fervent and sonorous, at the height of the minarets 
and in the solemn silence of the mosques, proclaiming the triumph of Faith, 
and ineluctable Destiny, and the infinite glory of the Eternal! Who could 
express these indescribable things of such powerful charm... these ineffable 
things, so distant from the banal objects of a feverish and morbid Europe? One 
would need, for that, words in turn inflamed and idyllic, of a delicacy and a 
sweetness inaccessible to the human language.

In the vast, solemn djema, the sweet murmur of prayers put to rest all 
sadness, in a slow ecstasy. 

However, for a long time, I went to the mosque only as a dilletant, nearly 
impious, an aesthete hungry for rare and delicate sensations... Yet, since the 
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very beginning of my Arab life, the incomparable splendor of the God of 
Islam dazzled and attracted me, with an unexplainable desire to let myself be 
penetrated with the great, gentle light of the fierce and magnificent desert, in 
order to escape the dreadful solitude of disbelief... in order to take my flight 
out of the obscure abysses of Doubt, towards the azure heights of Heaven.

Of all the evils which afflict the human soul, Doubt is the slowest and most 
arduous to fight off. And the man who thinks is no more a master of belief 
than of denial. It was, then, in great sadness and with an intense anguish that I 
searched for the felicity of faith. 

One clear summer evening, when the great heavy warmth of the day had 
lifted, I passed through a silent crowd of Muslims in the little white alleyway 
lying in the shadow of the old minaret, gilded in its vague sheen of sunlight.

There above, in the purple light of golden iridescence, Hassene the muezzin 
sang in his melancholy voice with such sweet, slow modulations, the eternal 
hymn of the One God. In this dreamlike voice was translated, strikingly, all 
the grand serenity of Islam.

Suddenly, as if touched by a divine grace, in absolute sincerity, I felt an 
exaltation, without name, carrying my soul towards previously unknown 
regions of ecstasy. On the doorstep of the mosque, an old blind man in 
rags—in his resignation, the tragic image of a Biblical Job—moaned in a 
tone of unending sadness, the following plea: “For Sidna Abraham and Sidna 
Abdelkader and Sidna Belkerim…For the Lord, give me a coin, O believers 
in God!”

Everyone who passed contributed some alms to him, in silence, and he 
blessed them with this word of hope, always the same: “May God repay you!”

For the first time in my life, I entered with an inexplicable joy, sweet and 
intense, into the perfumed coolness of the djema, which filled little by little 
with muffled murmurs and vague echoes. For the first time, crossing this 
familiar threshold, I murmured with their unshakeable faith: Allahu Akbar! 

In that blessed hour, my doubts were dead and forgotten. I was no longer 
alone, facing the sad splendor of Worlds. In a shiver of mystery I had, in the 
precise instant whence died up there the sad call of Hassene, something like an 
intimate foreshadowing of Eternity. And I went, eyes bathed in ecstatic tears, 
to prostrate myself in the dust, before the majesty of the Eternal. 
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Surely, such ecstasies are but luminous meteors that do nothing but dazzle 
our shadowy worlds, illuminating them in a brisk yet incomparable flash, just 
as quickly forgotten in the night of a more mortal darkness. Perhaps even, it is 
nothing but a divine illusion, torn from grief, an illusion of health for the sick 
of soul…but this is of little import! In the vertiginous whirlwind of lives and 
of deaths, in our supreme distress, why and in the name of who should one 
drive away and dispel the enchanted mists of Dream, ultimate consolation of 
the most unfortunate of beings?

Who will ever give me back the blessed hours of faith and of sweet felicity 
found in the blue half-light of the African mosques? Who will return them to 
me, the glad intoxications of that time, the inappreciable instants of hope, when 
the dark realities of life seemed to fade and disappear in a gentle radiance, and 
infinite horizons opened to me, of enchanted light and ineffable hope? 

How young and naïve—and more pure—was my spirit of that time, carried 
away towards mystic regions of ecstasy, on the iridescent wings of Chimera…!

When, after the oblivion and slow exhiliration of prayer, we left the mosque, 
we searched out and called to one another, students of theology and rhetoric 
of the zawiya, to re-embark together up our old street of silence and sleepy 
tranquility, onto which again opened the little stalls of bakers and the Moorish 
cafés. 

Among us—there were approximately twenty—were the mischievous 
and the mystics (these latter of small number, as elsewhere), the mutes and 
the dwarves, the voluptuous and the indolent; all entirely preoccupied with 
love and poetry, the only tastes intense and common to all. In small groups, 
according to the affinities of our souls, we climbed our poorly paved street, 
with the grave leisure of Muslims, talking without raising our voices, nearly 
without gesture, very calmly, as befits tolba concerned for their dignity. 

Discussion sometimes playful, sometimes melancholy, in these groups of 
poets and dreamers, where Love and Death returned frequently…discussions 
of the young scholars of the Middle Ages, embellished with citations from the 
great poet-philosophers of Islam. 

My two intimate friends, Abdesselim ould Esseny and Essalah ben Zerrouk 
Elerarby, and myself, we were closely linked, despite great differences of 
character, by the commonality of our thoughts, and a shared taste for silence, 
contemplation and indolent dreaming. Sons of illustrious Moorish families, 
issued from austere and rigid races, Abdesselim and Essalah were both very 
handsome, of that Moorish beauty at once masculine and very slender…they 
were very young and very enamored of freedom, while still observing family 
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traditions of respect and submission. They profoundly loved their Arab life 
and its lulling constancy; outsiders to and above all scornfully indifferent to 
a European “Movement.” Neither one knew a word of French. Essalah spoke 
perfect Spanish, learned in Morocco, his fatherland. Neither had any curiosity 
for the things of Europe. 

“That we never change our Africa, and the old homeland over there, our 
Yemen and our Hadjaz, where lie our holy mosques and the tomb of our 
Prophet! Peace be with him! And his family and our ancestors!...That we 
change nothing, that we never rebuild the ruins, and that we never attempt to 
be wiser and more powerful than God, in wanting to rebuild that which time 
has destroyed! That we never replace our beautiful horses with their imbecile 
railroads, sons of hatred and insane agitation! That our Islam, instead of 
assimilating the lies and impure forgeries of the Occident, return to the purity 
of the first centuries of the Hedjira in its original simplicity, above all! Then, 
that nothing more be changed or modified across the centuries. When the Sage 
has achieved that which may accrue happiness to the son of Adam, he does not 
search, like a madman, to change his condition and he does not abandon the 
real for Chimera…the insatiable are the ones who starve, and the ungrateful to 
God are the evil ones.”

Such were the discourses of Abdesselim, enthusiastic believer, beyond any 
superstition, and affiliated with the powerful fraternity of the Senooussya.21 

Abdesselim was consumed with love for a beautiful Moorish woman 
glimpsed by chance on a terrace. He never saw her again, and employed his 
leisure time composing melancholy kacides, singing in harmonious verse of 
his passion and the beauty of his beloved. Of her, after numerous and ardent 
researches, he knew only her name, Mannoubia, and the impassioned taste of 
the young woman for the music—infinitely sad—of the Bedouin reed flute. 

Every evening, very late, Abdesselim went to sit on the steps of an old, low-
lying door, always shut, that of an ancient zawiya abandoned for years, whose 
khouan22 were all dead or long ago departed...

It was in his old neighborhood, which had been hers. There, to the echoes 
of the dead streets, in the silence of the night perfumed with vague scents, he 
told of his ardent dreams and his sadnesses, through the sobs and sighs of the 
little enchanted flute. 

21) Senooussya. Sufi fraternity.
22) Khouan. Members of a religious fraternity.
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