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510 THE RISE OF A SYMBOLIST TREND

(iv) Bishr Faris (1907 *-1963) : a Symbolist experiment in Eqgypt

In his definition of the creative function, Bishr Faris Jaid the empha-
sis on feeling and intuition. He was writing in 1938, at a time when
Romantic poetry in Egypt had reached its most decadent point,
being characterized by dilution, verbosity and too much insistence
on emotional exhibitionism. It had become, moreover, a melancholic
expression of a generation of poets brought up under similar social,
emotional, cultural and political conditions. In a very short time,
‘Ali Mahmiid Taha’s joyous lyricism was to dominate the poetic
scene, but in 1938 the general atmosphere seemed gloomy, and the
poetic situation was getting desperately out of hand.

It does seem a loss for poetry in Egypt that Bishr Faris’s special
qualities were not capable of being exploited in a poetry rich enough
and abundant enough to dominate the poetic scene. His production was
sparse and intermittent and of an elitist nature, never meant for the
general public. Faris is the most aristocratic of modern Arab poets,
if the term can still convey what is meant here : a man who was not
precceupied with achieving quick and laudatory victories with a large
reading public. But this commendable quality was not free, perhaps,
of a certain desire to surprise his contemporaries with a novel invention.

Bishr Faris was a man well versed in Western literature. He did
his post-graduate studies at the Sorbonne where he received his Ph. D.
in 1932. He started his career in 1936 by writing articles in French
for the Encyclopaedia of Islam, and throughout his life he did, among
other things, research in Islamic art, writing both in French and Arabie.
His scholarly and original work was published by the Irench Institute
for Oriental Antiquities in both Damascus and Cairo.17 He was also
a poet, a dramatist and a story writer.17¢ His literary output was of
a highly Symbolical nature and, like Sa‘id “Aqgl, he based his Symbolist
theory on nineteenth century IFrench Symbolism. In Egypt he was an
isolated figure, unique in his way of life,17s in his interests, in the kind
of literature he wrote. Of Lebanese origin, his presence i Egypt did
not seem to blend with the general literary atmosphere there although
he was born in Egypt and lived there most of his life.

Aside from his great and active interest in Islamic art, Faris was
very interested in the Arabic language of which he had a firm grasp.
This is why he was able to apply his theory of Symbolism to his work,
because Symbolism demands a profound knowledge of the language
in which the author writes. Like other Symbolists, Symbolism to
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Faris is the discovery of the subconseious, the exposition of hidden
feelings and impulses which are revealed when the author turns his
back on the actual world.17¢ What makes literature to him is the
ability to record our own reactions to things. not to describe the
logic of the external world. Literature is therefore a record of the inner
self by the artist whose eyes are well trained to see inner visions.
The emphasis on feeling is prominent in his writings, and Faris insists
that the artist cares little for logic, which is a rational process emploving
the mind as a tool. He differentiates, rather sharply, between the process
of drawing conclusions from several facts, which is a rational process.
and the artistic realization of things (“talqiq”) whiel caniot be achieved
except through feeling and intuition. For truth to the artist is not that
which he arrives at by a rational process. but that which he feels by
his intuition. To Faris, ordinary language is connected with the mental
exercize of the mind and is therefore foreign to the substance of the
subconscious, and completely inadequate to express its spontaneous
creations. The only way to do that is Ly abandoning the oratorieal
style. The act of ereativity, morcover, depends on both the intelligence
which perfects the created piece of work, and feeling which, even hefore
the work of creation has begun, aspires to an ideal which 1s difficult
to realize through ordinary speech. But by the above mentioned
process m which both the intelligence, (“«l-hidhg” as he calls it), and
feeling have co-operated, a finer artistic creation is achieved charac-
terized by conciseness and an abhorrence of inflation and verbosity.
The deeper the ideas, the more difficult and ambiguous the stvle will
be, so that there is a fine vell over the words, which must never he
stereotyped, nor ever become stock expressions.

Bishr Faris’s poetry s very distilled, and his choice of words is
deliberate and original. Unfortunately, his poetry lacked the spark of
creative genius. His two Symbolic prose plays, Mafrag al-Tarig
(1938) and Jabhat al-Ghard (1960).277 however, are niore suited to the
expression of his talent. Yet, for all his knowledge and love of the
Arabic language, he did not suceeed 1n imposing a new poctic diction
on his generation of poets or on the generation that came after him,
Whereas Sa‘id “Aql mspired and stimulated the poets who followed
him, the poetry of Bishr Firis seems now. in retrospect, to have heen
an experiment as isolated as the poet himselll Its role was not so much
to help the development of poetry as to test the readiness and capacity
of the poetry of his time to assimilate diverse poetic experiences.

FFaris never published his poems in book form, but thev are to be
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FARIS, BISHR

the caliph al-Ma’min. The book was crit-
cised by Ibn al-Salzh (d. 548/1153-4; see
appendix 3 in the edition of his treatise On
the astrolabe (2003)).
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Faris, Bishr

Bishr Faris (born Idwar Faris,
1907-63) was a poet, playwright, short-
story writer, and scholar of Islam. It is
not clear whether he was born in Leba-
non or Egypt, but we know that he spent
most of his life in Egypt. He earned his
doctorate at the Sorbonne in 1932, for his
dissertation entitled “L’honneur chez les
Arabes avant PIslam. Etude de sociologie”
(“Honour among the pre-Islamic Arabs.
A sociological study™). His literary output
was primarily in Arabic, but he wrote his
scholarly essays and books in a combina-
tion of French and Arabic.

He was considered a symbolist poet in
the sense of the late-nineteenth-century
French school of literature, although
he and others were keen to stress the
school’s native, specifically Saff, roots. In
the introduction to his first play, which he
considered a sort of personal manifesto,
he defines symbolism as “the discovery
of what is behind the senses; in order to
display that which is hidden.” His poems
were published in various magazines dur-
ing his life and compiled only posthu-
mously into a volume. They did not seem
to gain him a wide following.

He wrote two plays in both Arabic and
French, Mafrig tarig (“The fork in a road”)
in 1938, and Fabhat al-ghayb (“The front
lines of the transcendental”) in 1960. He
is said to have adapted his first play from
a work by the Belgian writer Maurice
Maeterlinck (d. 1949). His 1942 short-
story collection, written in Arabic, is S&’
tafahum (“A misunderstanding”).

His scholarly activities focused on soci-
ology, Islamic art, and the modernisation
of Arabic academic terminology, exam-
ples of which can be found in the bibh-
ography and which also include entries

The Encyclopaedia of Islam Three, 2013-1, Leiden 2013. DN. 22\8785.
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C. VIAL

E ne pensais certes pas, en rédigeant, voici quelques mois, le compte-rendu
de lecture qui suit, que la mort frapperait si tot Bidr Faris (Bichr Fareés):
le grand écrivain égyptien s'est éteint en févricr 1963 & 'age de cinguante-

sept ans. C’est une figure prestigieuse et attachante qui quitte brutalement
la scéne des lettres arabes. Si I'attention des spécialistes devait étre attirée
trés tot par sa compétence ct sa rigueur de chercheur lors de Ia publication
de sa these soutenue en Sorbonne I’ honneur chez les Avabes (1932), le public
lettré retiendra plutot sa contribution au développement du théitre arabe.
En écrivant Mafrig al-tariq « Quand les chemins divergent », il se montrait
moins intéressé par les problémes de la vie quotidienne que par le combat que
se livrent dans I'homme ses forces fondamentales. Or, malgré le succés du
réalisme dans la littérature arabe actuelle, il serait faux de prétendre que
cette tendance A une stylisation métaphysique est exceptionnelle chez les
auteurs modernes. Sans remonter aux piéces de Gabran Halil Gabran, il
faudrait rappeler les différents aspects du symbolisme chez un Tawfiq al-
Hakim : dans gahmzdd, bien str, mais aussi dans tout son Thédtve multi-
colore, dans maintes piéces du Thédtre de la socidlé et méme, récemment,
dans cet étonnant Ya takia I-gabal.

La véritable originalité de Bisr Faris nous parait avoir surtout résidé
dans le fait qu’il a mené sa recherche de 1’essenticl aussi bien dans le domaine
du langage que dans celui des sentiments. Sa langue manifeste un souci de
concision et de pureté qui rend malaisée la compréhension de ses drames —
et en tout cas leur représentation — et confére & ses nombreuses poésies un
cachet d’ésotérisme qui l'apparente & Mallarmé. L'un de ses Diwans ne
porte-t-il pas le titre de S@° fafzhum : « Malentendu »? §’il demandait
beaucoup 4 la langue arabe c’est parce qu’'il la connaissait bien, et ceux qui
ont approché ce savant s’accordent & reconnaitre la profondeur et 'ampleur
de sa culture classique. Aussi fut-il tout naturellement porté par ses pairs au
Secrétariat de I’Institut d’Egypte (al-Magma© al-<Ilmi al-Misri).

L’une des derniéres manifestations publiques de Bidr Faris, et la plus
spectaculaire, devait se produire non pas a propos de théatre ou de linguistique
mais au sujet de la peinture. Le 19 décembre 1962, il publiait dans la revue
égyptienne Derniére heure une lettre ouverte & M. Khrouchtchev en réponse
& sa condamnation de l'art abstrait. Ce Plaidoyer intéressant et habile
montre que ce toujours jeune artiste d’avant-garde, ce farouche partisan de
V'art pour 'art, savait Iui aussi « s’engager ».

1l est encore trop to6t pour mesurer exactement la place occupée par Biir
Faris et done le vide causé par sa disparition. Mais on peut poser la question
de sa popularité. Son art étant assez hermétique, Bisr Faris ne s’est jamais
adressé qu’a une élite et, de ce fait, le mot « popularité » peut sembler un
peu fort. Mais il faut pourtant admettre que cet écrivain difficile avait une
audience plus vaste que celle & laquelle on aurait pu s’attendre, En effet, la
presse (al-Adib, fév. 1956) nous apprend quel accueil chaleureux il regut des
milieux les plus divers durant son séjour au Liban de I'été 1955. A cette
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