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Najib Mahfouz (1911-2006) 

• Egyptian novelist and screenplay writer 

• Nobel laureate for Literature in 1988  

• Published 34 novels, over 350 short 

stories, dozens of movie scripts, and five 

plays over a 70- year career   

• Many works made into Egyptian and 

foreign films 

• Stories set in the heavily populated urban quarters of 

Cairo,  where ordinary people try to cope with the 

modernization of society  and the temptations of Western 

values  

• Penetrating overview of 20th-century Egyptian thought, 

attitudes, and social  change 

• Critical views of the old Egyptian monarchy, British 

colonialism, and contemporary  Egypt.  



Awlad Haratina (1959, Children of Our Alley) 

• Egyptian Novel serialized in the daily al-Ahram  

• Banned of its alleged blasphemy through the 

allegorical portrayal of God and the  Semitic 

Abrahamic religions of Judaism, Christianity & Islam  

• No Egyptian publisher dared to print it in book form   

• It was published in Beirut in 1967.   

• English translations:  

 Children of Gebelawi (Philip Stewart, 1981)  

          Children of the Alley (Peter Theroux (1996)   

• The Satanic Verses brought back up the controversy   

• Death threats and murder attempt in 1994.  

•  Published in Egypt in book form in 2006   



• Allegory of humanity's historic destiny from Genesis 

to the present day 

• Recreates the interlinked history of the three 

monotheistic Semitic religions (Judaism,  Christianity, 

and Islam), allegorised against the setting of an 

imaginary 19th century Cairene  alley.  

• Main characters represent God and Satan, Adam and 

Eve, Cain and Abel, Moses, Jesus and  Muhammad.   

• Portrayed the patriarch Gebelawi and his children, 

average Egyptians living the lives  of the Semitic 

icons 

• Divided in to five chapters, each named for its central 

figure.   



• First chapter  retells the story Adam (Adham) and 

how he was favoured by Gabalawi over the  latter's 

other sons, including the eldest Iblis / Satan (Idris)  

• In subsequent generations the heroes relive the lives 

of Moses (Gabal), Jesus (Rifa'a) and  Muhammad 

(Qasim).   

• The followers of each hero settle in different parts of 

the alley, symbolising Judaism,  Christianity and 

Islam.   

• Arafa, protagonist of the fifth chapter symbolises 

modern science and  comes after the prophets, while 

all of their followers claim Arafa as one of their own.  

• The book ends after the murder of Arafa   



• Like all allegories, the novel is based on the doubleness 

of levels: the literal meaning and the  deeper allegorical 

significance.  

• Veil of allegory is thin and  transparent enough for the 

reader to establish a legitimate relationship between the 

two levels.   

• Mahfouz provides several clues, including phonetic and 

thematic resemblances, to indicate  that the main 

outlines of the story are drawn from certain events in 

the religious history of  Judaism, Christianity, and Islam.  

• Nevertheless, apart from the inner layer of allegory, the 

novel provides an evocative account  of old Cairo with 

close attention to physical  detail and topographical 

accuracy.   



 
 
 
 
 

 


