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General Information about Mahfouz’ Life

Naguib Mahfouz was born December 11, 1911 into a lower middle-class family in Cairo, Egypt.  He was the youngest of 7 children and his birth was difficult.  However, the well-known physician Naguib Mahfouz brought both little Naguib and his mother through this birth with no lasting trauma.  In gratitude, the parents named their newborn son after the Coptic physician.
At the time of his birth, the family resided in el-Gamaleyya district of Cairo and later moved (1924) to the newer el-Abbaseyya district.  Both of these neighborhoods figure in Mahfouz’ writings.  He reports being a happy child who enjoyed many friends and a large family in spite of the fact that his family were devout Muslims.  Mahfouz lived all his life in Cairo and rarely traveled except to Alexandria.  His father was a civil servant and Naguib followed in his footsteps after trying philosophy and journalism as a young man.
Mahfouz always liked to write, and completed his first novel when he was still a teenager. He studied philosophy at the University of Cairo and graduated in 1934.  He started a master’s degree program there but gave it up to become a professional writer.  As a journalist he worked for er-Risala for a time and then joined the Egyptian Civil Service in the Bureau of Arts where he had several different positions until he retired in 1971.  All during this time he wrote prolifically, mostly in the evenings.  He was very disciplined in his approach to writing.  He wrote at the same time and for the same length of time each day.
Our author lived at home with his mother until he married at age 43.  Mahfouz and his wife had 2 daughters of whom he was very proud.  According to Mahfouz, he waited to marry because he felt that married life would interfere with his writing.  Married life seemingly did not hamper his output and he received the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1988.  By that time he was in poor health and too frail to travel to Sweden to accept the prize.  So, his daughters accepted it for him.  He was the first Arab writer to receive this literature prize.
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Naguib Mahfouz was outspoken in his support for freedom of expression and defended Salman Rushdie after the Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini issued a fatwa on Rushdie in 1989.  Mahfouz supported Rushdie’s right to publish Satanic Verses even though he (Mahfouz) felt that it was insulting to Islam.  This support for Rushdie earned him censure and an attempt on his life.  Mahfouz nearly died when an extremist plunged a knife into his neck on October 14, 1994.  The wound caused him great pain and a very long recovery time before he could write again with pen and paper.  Mahfouz worked daily on retraining his handwriting skills.  Towards the end of his life he was able to write for about a half hour daily and wrote short stories.  During the earlier stages of recovery, he dictated short pieces to his friend Mohamed Salmawy for Al-Ahram Weekly.  Many of these reflections are collected in a book Naguib Mahfouz at Sidi-Gaber, Reflections of a Nobel Laureate 1994-2001 which was published in commemoration of his 90th birthday.  Naguib Mahfouz lived another 4 years and died on August 30, 2006 in Cairo.
Influences on Naguib Mahfouz and his Writings

First and foremost among the influences on Mahfouz’ writings was his strong belief in freedom of expression in all areas, especially in literature. He felt that being free to express one’s ideas and feelings makes for a better society and life for all people.  He was very interested in portraying social conditions in Egypt as he saw them in order to improve them.  He saw himself as an ordinary person who observed and participated in Egyptian society and who greatly valued his friends and family and their friendship.  He wrote about the impact of social and political change in the lives of ordinary Egyptians.  His friends gave him ideas and made it possible for him to continue “writing” after the assassination attempt.  Much of his work was novels and he regarded the novel as a story. 
Two events also greatly influenced the author’s thinking and outlook on life.  The first was the Revolution of 1919 during which he witnessed British soldiers firing on crowds of Cairo citizens who were demonstrating in a square just outside his home.  He recalled that this event shocked him out of his childhood security.  The second was the 1952 overthrow of King Farouk.  Mahfouz had great hopes for an Egyptian republic under Gamal Abdel Nasser.  However, he was sorely disappointed by the oppression and corruption during the Nasser regime.  In fact, he did not write at all for 2 years after he finished the Cairo Trilogy in 1957.
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Other influences were the authors and literature which Mahfouz read and loved.  He reported that his childhood reading of the Qur’an and the Thousand and One Nights lay the foundation for his interest in literature, writing and story-telling.  Some of the authors whose influence he acknowledged were Taha Husayn, Egyptian author of Tree of Misery, Tolstoy, Thomas Mann and Flaubert.  Tree of Misery is the story of successive generations which Mahfouz also loved writing about.  Although these few writers are the ones Mahfouz mentioned, he was a voracious reader of western novels in general.
Writings/works of Naguib Mahfouz
When Mahfouz began writing novels, he first thought that he would write them as a multivolume history of Egypt.  He completed 3 works before he decided that he would really like to write about contemporary times in Egypt and the psychological impact of social change on ordinary people.  So he switched gears and began writing about people who lived in the el-Gamaleyya district of Cairo.  The most famous group of these novels is the Cairo Trilogy, which includes Palace Walk, Palace of Desire and Sugar Street, all of which are names of streets in that district. This series traces the life and family of el-sayyed Ahmed Abdel Jawad over three generations from World War I to the 1950s when King Farouk was overthrown.

Another of his best known novels was Children of Gebelawi or Children of our Alley.  This book was published in 1959 and banned in Egypt until 2006.  It was condemned for alleged blasphemy over the allegorical portrayal of God, Judaism, Christianity and Islam. The characters are ordinary Egyptians living the lives of Cain, Abel, Moses, Jesus and Mohammed. 
During the 1960’s and 1970’s Mahfouz began to construct his novels more freely and to use internal monologues and several-person narration.  Miramar (1967) is an example.  Another popular novel from this period is Chitchat on the Nile (1966) which was made into a movie during the Sadat era.  It criticizes the decadence of Egyptian society during the Nasser era.

Politics is always a part of his writings because Mahfouz felt that “politics is the very axis of our thinking.”  He was sympathetic to socialism and democracy and believed ardently in freedom of expression and despised those who wished to stifle it.  He was an opponent of the Muslim Brotherhood.
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Some critics feel that Naguib Mahfouz is a middling novelist by western standards because his fiction is the outcome of his desire to reform society and his primary purpose is to inform and convey ideas.  Others, including author Nadine Gordimer, find Mahfouz’ work eloquent, poetic and inspiring as he relates the trials, tribulations and joys of ordinary folks.
In summary author Naguib Mahfouz has given his readers a panoply of works in which to sink their teeth.  He presents many aspects of life and the human condition which bear deep consideration and discussion.
