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 The Sharjah International Book Fair (SIBF), gateway  
 to the publishing world in the Middle East, North Africa 
and Asia regions, was founded by, and takes place under, the 
patronage of His Highness, Sheikh Dr Sultan bin Mohamed Al 
Qasimi, the United Arab Emirates Supreme Council Member and 
Ruler of Sharjah. This year, the Fair celebrates its 33rd birthday, in 
the year that Sharjah is the Cultural Capital of the Islamic World. 

I would like to thank all our partners and friends in the 
UAE and internationally for their support of the Fair. Of great 
importance to SIBF are the partnerships we have forged across 
the world and which join us here in Sharjah. For the first time, we 
welcome members of the American Library Association who come 
to meet their counterparts from the Arab world. This partnership, 
together with those we have with New York University, the UK 
Publishers Association and the London Book Fair, underlines the 
important position of SIBF in the global book industry. 

2014 marks our fifth International Cultural Programme and 
the fourth Professional Programme. This year, we are delighted 

Welcome AHMED AL AMERI, 
DIRECTOR OF THE SHARJAH 
INTERNATIONAL BOOK FAIR

and proud to be welcoming international writers of great  
stature, including Dan Brown, Elif Shafak, Liz Pichon, Felix Francis, 
Justin Marozzi, Amitav Ghosh, Romesh Gunesekera, Shashi 
Tharoor and Kamila Shamsie.

This year’s Professional Programme welcomes 300 
publishing professionals from more than 30 countries, with 
new countries represented including Austria, Belgium, 
Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Poland and Sweden. The SIBF 
Translation Grant which was launched in 2011 has to date 
facilitated the translation of over 254 titles, and goes from 
strength to strength. 

A World of Words is designed to showcase the Arab market 
and to deepen our understanding of the huge opportunities that 
exist within, and its place in the international publishing world.

I welcome you to Sharjah and I wish you, on behalf of  
the Sharjah International Book Fair team, a productive and 
interesting visit. 
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likewise, I am more open to receiving books in translation that 
capture the region’s vast literary tradition.”

The SIBF has a particular quality that sets it apart, one that 
many international commentators have noted. This comes from 
being hosted by an Emirate that cares deeply about books and 
literature, that places literacy and learning at the very top of the 
agenda and see words as the key to understanding the world. 
These beliefs stem from the ruler, His Highness Sheikh Dr Sultan 
bin Mohammad Al-Qasimi, for whom books are a passion. An 
author and avid book collector himself, he believes in the power 
of the written word to improve and change lives: hence the SIBF’s 
long-running slogan “For love of the written word”.

The respected commentator on Arab literature, M Lynx 
Qualey, says: “In Sharjah it’s a genuine Royal family interest. This 
separates it from other fairs. They’re not doing this as a status 
symbol – they’re doing it because they love books.”

That love of books continues in a new guise at this year’s Fair 
too, with professionals from the American Library Association 
coming over to demonstrate best practice and share their 
knowledge with librarians in the region.   

Sharjah has successfully positioned itself as the capital of 
culture in the UAE, and is currently enjoying a year of celebration 
as the Islamic Culture Capital for the Arab world, an accolade 
bestowed by the Islamic Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organisation. The latter was founded in 1979 by the Organisation 
of Islamic Cooperation, which is affiliated to the UN and seeks to 
“safeguard and protect the interests of the Muslim world in the 
spirit of promoting international peace and harmony”.

In July, an Islamic Book Fair was held as part of these 
celebrations. It included a display of ancient Qu’rans brought 
over from Egypt, some dating back to the 12th century. These 
precious Qu’rans had never been exhibited outside Egypt before, 
and this project was brought to fruition by the enthusiasm of His 
Highness. It was a gesture typical of a ruler who likes to reach out 
to the world through the medium of books, ancient and modern.  

The Sharjah International Book Fair has become a symbol of 
the Emirate, a valuable forum for encouraging understanding of 
the Islamic world during troubled times, and a powerful force in 
the flow of ideas between east and west.

 If the old adage used to assert: “Cairo writes, Beirut  
 publishes and Baghdad reads”, that should now surely 
be adjusted to run: “Cairo writes, Beirut publishes and Sharjah 
exhibits …” For with a roll-call of international best-selling 
authors that has included Arundhati Roy, Kate Mosse, Jeffrey 
Archer, Peter James and Marcus Sedgwick; a rights “souk” 
that is noisier – in a good way – than most street markets in 
the region, and an ever-growing list of international publishers 
and agents in attendance (more than 300 will attend this year’s 
professional programme) eager to explore, understand and trade 
with the Gulf states and the wider Arab world, it is clear that the 
Sharjah International Book Fair (SIBF) punches way above  
its weight.  

This is a Fair that speaks from experience. Now in its 33rd 
year, it is one of the oldest book fairs in the region. The Abu 
Dhabi International Book Fair only began in 2007 (and is still 
finding its feet after a change of management from Frankfurt 
to the Abu Dhabi Tourism and Cultural Authority); the Doha 
International Book Fair does not have a professional programme 
to speak of and is a decade younger than Sharjah; and the 
Riyadh Book Fair is another youngster too, having begun only in 
2006, and having a tougher “sell” when it comes to perceptions 
of openness and attracting international visitors.

Cüneyt Dalgakiran from Turkey’s Timas Publishing Group, 
a long-time SIBF supporter, says: “In the past, when you 
mentioned publishing in the Arab world, the first places that 
came to mind were Beirut and Cairo. The UAE, and especially 
Sharjah, have overturned this. Sharjah is the most important fair 
we attend after Frankfurt.”

Hachette UK’s Middle East Sales Manager Matt Cowdery says: 
“The SIBF has done a fantastic job of combining the traditional 
consumer aspects of a Middle East book fair with a strong and 
focused trade programme that acts as a meeting place for 
western and Arabic publishers and really delivers results. It’s the 
most important fair in the region.”

Judith Curr, Publisher of Simon & Schuster’s Atria imprint, 
visited for the first time in 2013. She said: “It opened my eyes to 
a gateway of readers I hadn’t traditionally considered. I have a far 
better idea of what parts of my list would be of interest now, and 

Sharjah: everything 
under the Sun THE 
SHARJAH INTERNATIONAL 
BOOK FAIR HAS BECOME A 
SyMBOL OF THE EMIRATE, 
THANKS TO THE ADvOCACy 
OF HIS HIgHNESS

RogeR Tagholm is a London-based freelance 

journalist specialising in the book trade
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members (all top New York media professionals) with publishers in 
other regions of the world.

We also felt that this collaboration would foster literature 
and literacy through a greater understanding of publishing 
strategies and best practices. An experiment in expanding cultural 
awareness and intertwining goals was under way.

Working with Ahmed Al Ameri and his team, we designed 
an educational programme for Arab publishers attending the 
SIBF. We invited Devereux Chatillon, former Senior Vice-President 
and General Counsel of Scholastic Corporation and currently a 
founding partner at Chatillon Weiss LLP, to conduct an interactive 
lecture pertaining to international publishing law, from contract 
terms to control of piracy. Chatillon drew not only upon her 
professional acumen, but her extensive classroom experience 
teaching publishing and internet law in the NYU School of 
Professional Studies’ MS in Publishing: Digital and Print Media 
Programme. Matthew Baldacci, Vice-President of Marketing for 
Scholastic Trade Publishing and a leading marketing professor 
in the Center for Publishing, taught effective strategies for 
promoting both print and ebooks.

And the students? They helped out in many ways, including 
setting up schedules and appointments for publishers, authors, and 
agents interested in buying and selling translation rights. Together 
with the SIBF staff, the students helped process 150 translation 
grant applications in the course of two days. It was an important 
introduction to foreign rights transactions and the manner of doing 
business in a very different publishing landscape.

The students also had the opportunity to take part in a book 
fair rather dissimilar from Book Expo America, which is still largely 
devoted to the trade. At the SIBF, the students witnessed families 
with shopping carts manouevring through the aisles, perusing 
more than 400,000 titles on display from exhibitors from 53 
countries. They came to understand the importance of book 
fairs in the Middle East as important vehicles to reach the buying 

 As the Sharjah International Book Fair (SIBF) gets under  
 way, you may notice four American students helping out 
during the “matchmaking” sessions or coming up to you, survey 
in hand, to ask a few questions about what interests you at the 
Fair, your publishing practices, tastes in reading, and more. And 
you may hear leading New York publishing executives Seth Russo 
of Simon & Schuster and Lisa Gallagher of Sanford J Greenburger 
Associates speaking on panels and conducting seminars in the 
Professional Programme. These ambassadors of the NYU School 
of Professional Studies Center for Publishing are part of the 
second group of NYU graduate students and faculty members to 
participate in the SIBF. In fact, as the publishing industry becomes 
increasingly global, the Center for Publishing is at the forefront of 
providing enriching international experiences.

As director of the Center, which offers an MS in Publishing: 
Digital and Print Media as well as the NYU Summer Publishing 
Institute and the NYU Advanced Digital Publishing Institute (an 
online executive education programme for mid- to senior-level 
book publishing executives), I highly endorse this philosophy.  
A global education— one that cultivates and encourages 
multiple perspectives— contributes greatly to success in a highly 
competitive, continually evolving marketplace.

To accomplish our goal of providing both students and 
faculty members with broader international experiences, we 
are constantly seeking out global opportunities and alliances. 
Students volunteer at both the Frankfurt and London book fairs, 
supporting the rights centres, educational programmes, and 
author events. Therefore, when Ahmed bin Rakkad Al Ameri, 
Director of the Sharjah International Book Fair, suggested last 
year that the Center for Publishing bring students and faculty to 
Sharjah as part of the 2013 Professional Programme, we were 
intrigued. This seemed to be a great way to provide students with 
a new and very different international publishing experience and 
to share the knowledge and the expertise of our esteemed faculty 

andRea ChambeRs is Director,  

Center for Publishing: Digital and Print Media,  

and Director, MS in Publishing: Digital and Print 

Media. at New york University

the global claSSroom: NEw yORK 
UNIvERSITy CENTER FOR PUBLISHINg 
STUDENTS AND FACULTy AT SIBF
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public. The students did some shopping themselves – although 
their Arabic was limited, that didn’t deter them from buying a 
few beautiful children’s books written in the language.

All in all, the students returned home with lasting memories 
and a reinforcement of their belief in the power and connection 
of words. Said student Molly Bagshaw in NYUPubPosts, the 
Center for Publishing’s blog: “The thing I love most about 
publishing is that, while it is a business, it’s a business comprised 
of people who share a love of books. They’re passionate, 
and they’re my people. It was clear in Sharjah that people are 
enthusiastic about publishing; they are excited to make deals 
and translate content. They were fascinated with learning and 
connecting with other people. We exchanged business cards and 
Instagram handles. It was an experience I will cherish always.”

Of course, with such a positive experience in 2013, we were 
eager to give even more students and faculty members the 
opportunity to participate in the SIBF in 2014. This year, the Center 
for Publishing faculty will be conducting targeted, highly interactive 
education programmes for Arab publishers during the Professional 
Programme. Seth Russo, Vice-President of International Sales at 
Simon & Schuster, will lead a session focusing on ways to develop 
international sales channels both in print and digital formats. He 
will discuss distribution and retail relationships, sales and marketing 
best practices, as well as promotional strategies and pricing 
considerations. A co-presentation on opportunities for Arabic digital 
content and ways to best enter the ebook sales channel will be 
made by Shadi Al-Hasan, Managing Director of Rufoof, a Dubai-
based ebook company.

“I am eager to meet my colleagues in the Middle East, share 
experiences, and put our heads together to expand international 
sales,” said Russo.

Lisa Gallagher, former Senior Vice-President of William Morrow 
and now a prominent literary agent at Sanford J Greenburger 
Associates, will focus on the buying and selling of rights in an 

international marketplace. She will cover such topics as the 
necessary contractual terms, how and when to include digital 
rights, and the best negotiating tactics, as well as the most 
effective strategies for selling rights in a crowded marketplace. 
Richard Charkin, Executive Director of Bloomsbury Publishing and 
President Elect of the International Publishers Association, will join 
Gallagher for an enactment of a rights negotiation. “What a great 
opportunity this is to grow rights opportunities for all of us,” said 
Gallagher. “While I am excited about teaching, I know that I, too, 
will have much to learn at the SIBF.”

 In addition to their teaching, both Russo and Gallagher 
also will participate in panel discussions during the Professional 
Programme, adding their unique perspectives to those of other 
global speakers. As for the NYU School of Professional Studies 
Center for Publishing student volunteers, they will take on an 
even greater role this year; supplementing their work in the rights 
centre, they will be instrumental in gathering and analyzing 
important information. The surveys they will be conducting – one 
for the publishers participating in the professional programme and 
another for consumers attending the Fair – will yield important 
new data about publishing practices and interests in the region.

To quote student Jessica (Ya) Lei, who will be volunteering in 
Sharjah: “An international book fair is a platform for publishers to 
meet, communicate, transact, and send greetings to their partners 
and competitors from all around the world. As an international 
student studying in the MS in Publishing: Digital and Print Media 
Programme, I am always eager to help strengthen exchanges and 
enhance understandings among people from different cultures.”
For both students and faculty members, participating in the 
SIBF is an extraordinary educational adventure. Together with 
their new-found Arab friends and colleagues, they join to share 
knowledge, understanding, and the spread of literature and ideas 
throughout the globe. 

International publishing figures participating in last year’s Professional Programme
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“We also consider this an excellent opportunity to bring new 
and improved delivery of products, services, and opportunities 
to audiences throughout the region,” Al-Ameri says, “especially 
training and professional development.”

ALA President Courtney Young believes the Conference is “a 
natural outgrowth for two institutions that promote reading and 
intellectual growth for all people”. Young noted that ALA has 
been active in the region as “a resource for the development of 
quality collections and library service” for over two decades and 
is eager to build on that relationship. 

“His Highness Sheikh Dr Sultan bin Mohammed Al Qasimi 
is a bibliophile and map collector, and has demonstrated his 
commitment to cultural development during his entire life,” 
Young continues, noting that the Sharjah ruler is respected and 
regarded as a leader in the region for the numerous libraries and 
museums he has established in Sharjah. In addition, both Dubai 
and Abu Dhabi have initiated plans for comprehensive public 
library systems, she added, and their projects are well on their 
way to implementation.

Without question, the SIBF will offer a major new platform 
for librarians in the region. The 11-day Sharjah Book Fair has 
over three decades grown into a major international book 
festival, with over 900 publishers participating from 62 countries 
and attracting over 1,000,000 visitors, helping to establish the 
Emirate as a leading cultural capital in the region. 

“The Sharjah International Book Fair is one of a kind,”  
says Jon Malinowski, President of the Combined Book Exhibit, 
who travels the world attending book fairs on behalf of 
American publishers, and who has attended the fair in Sharjah 
for more than 10 years. “They make a huge effort to bring in 
school-age children each day, sometimes totalling 30,000 or 
more, to encourage them to read. To see tens of thousands 
of children take such a keen interest in books is an amazing 
experience, and to see families with overflowing shopping carts, 
buying books for themselves and for their children, is something 
to see. The Fair exudes a carnival like energy with a cookery 
stage, book and poetry readings, and author signings.  
And now, with the Library Conference, in conjunction with 
the main Fair, the festival is poised to become a must attend 
destination for authors, publishers and distributors, as well  
as consumers.” 

the Sharjah 
international booK 
Fair – AMERICAN LIBRARy 
ASSOCIATION CONFERENCE

andRew albanese is a staff 

writer for Publishers weekly.

 Already the largest, most celebrated book fair in the  
 Middle East, the Sharjah International Book Fair will expand 
even further in 2014, with a groundbreaking partnership with 
the American Library Association that will see a new library track 
added to the conference programme. 

After more than a year of planning, the first SIBF/ALA Library 
Conference is set to take place from 11-13 November 2014, 
at the Expo Centre in Sharjah during the 33rd annual Sharjah 
International Book Fair. The two-day Conference will offer a slate 
of programmes for librarians of all stripes – public, academic, 
school, government, and special libraries  – and will offer 
librarians across the region a vital opportunity to network, share 
best practices, and forge new cultural ties.

The Conference has already attracted support from major 
library vendors, including Ingram and JSTOR, who have committed 
to “platinum level” sponsorship. Baker & Taylor, Diamond Book 
Distributors, and the American Psychological Association have 
committed to “gold level” sponsorship. The Combined Book 
Exhibit, also partners in the Conference – and instrumental in getting 
it started – will be running a “librarians’ lounge.”

The programme includes a strong slate of presentations, 
including a number of high-profile librarians from the US, as 
well as a host of regional librarians. Among the highlights:  
ALA president Courtney Young, Head Librarian and Associate 
Professor of Women’s Studies at Penn State’s Greater Allegheny 
Campus, will kick off the event with a keynote; Rick Anderson, 
Associate Dean for Scholarly Resources and Collections at the 
University of Utah and a Library Journal columnist will present 
on tech trends in libraries. Award-winning librarian Susan Nutter, 
Vice-Provost and Director of Libraries at North Carolina State, 
will talk on the changing academic library; and Lynn Silipigni 
Connaway, Senior Research Scientist at OCLC will discuss the 
ways that libraries can “prove their value.”

Officials at both ALA and Sharjah say they were quick to 
see the benefit of partnering on a regional show. For ALA, the 
Conference helps fulfill their mission to advocate globally on 
behalf of libraries. And for Sharjah, the conference expands on 
the mission of Sharjah Ruler His Highness Sheikh Dr Sultan bin 
Mohammed Al Qasimi, to “promote the love of the printed 
word and its creation”, and to “help showcase the culture of the 
United Arab Emirates”, says Ahmed Al Ameri, Director of Sharjah 
International Book Fair. 
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Ideas that emerge from these dialogues will go on to be 
published in the Gingko Library. Alongside the volumes that  
have their origin in the annual conference, the Library will  
also commission volumes that are relevant to its subject  
areas and objectives. This commissioning process will aim to 
produce works that are transcultural, transnational and, where 
applicable, translated.

This is why the opportunities awarded by the Sharjah 
International Book Fair are so valuable to the future of the 
Gingko Library. Not only will it offer me a chance to meet with 
publishers from the Middle East to explore the possibility of 
cooperating on forthcoming publications as it did last year when 
an Egyptian publisher signed the licence agreement for the 
translation into Arabic of three of our titles – something which 
was only made possible by the generous support of the Sharjah 
Book Fair Translation Grant –  I also hope to link up with as many 
booksellers from the Middle East as possible to introduce them 
to publication plans and to coordinate the distribution of the 
Gingko Library titles in the English language. 

When I came to Sharjah last year, the planning of the Gingko 
Library and its Inaugural Conference was still in its very early 
stages. Returning this year I will be able to bring early advisors  
of the project up to date with the development of the idea,  
for example the endorsement the Gingko Library received from 
the British Academy, whose purpose is to inspire, recognise 
and support excellence in the humanities and social sciences, 
throughout the UK and internationally, and to champion their 
role and value. I hope to reconnect with scholars from the UAE 
who expressed an interest in the Gingko idea of a dialogue 
between East and West and the publications emerging from 
this exchange of thoughts, fascinating people such as the 
astrophysicist Nidhal Guessoum, Professor and Associate Dean 
of the College of Arts & Sciences at the American University of 
Sharjah. With Professor Guessoum’s help I hope to encourage 
more academics from the Gulf region to submit their research 
for publication in the Gingko Library and to come to the Gingko 
Conference. The first Gingko Scholarship, entirely funded by 
Mark Linz’s friends, has been awarded to a young lecturer at the 
University Alexandria. 

 The distinguished and much-missed publisher Werner  
 Mark Linz, Director of the American University in Cairo 
Press, always thought big. So it is not surprising that his last plan 
was a 10-year project of dialogues and 100 publications “to 
preserve and promote the genius of Arab Civilization” as he put 
it. “You are not thinking big enough!” Prince El Hassan bin Talal 
of Jordan exclaimed. “Instantaneous meetings of minds are a rare 
occurrence, but such was my meeting with Mark Linz in London 
in November 2012,” Prince Hassan later wrote in his foreword to 
the East-West Divan: In Memory of Werner Mark Linz. “In order 
to avoid privileging a particular core national, ethnic, religious  
or linguistic group, and instead to concentrate on our shared 
values and concerns, I encouraged him, rather than to follow  
in the footsteps of others who had focused exclusively on  
Arab, or entirely Islamic culture and civilization, to expand the 
intellectual boundaries of this grand project. Thus, the idea of  
a Library of Thought from the West Asian and North African 
region was born.”

When Mark passed away in February 2013 I decided to 
realize “this grand project” in his memory. His plan was to 
bring together at an annual conference the most distinguished 
international scholars from both East and West working across 
10 principal academic fields – history and biography, philosophy 
and religious studies, literature and literary criticism, conservation 
and sustainability, art and architecture, music and performance, 
science and technology, political thought, commerce and 
economics, and education and social development. I feel 
privileged to have received from the very beginning Prince 
Hassan’s moral support and encouragement and that His 
Highness also kindly agreed to convene the first of the dialogues 
Mark envisaged. So the first Gingko Conference, to be held in 
London on 6–7 December 2014, will focus on the effects of the 
First World War on the Middle East. The attending advisors of the 
Gingko Library include Khaled Fahmy of the American University 
in Cairo, Eugene Rogan of the University of Oxford  
and Leila Fawaz of Tufts University. Our guest speakers include 
Alaa Al Aswany, multiple award-winning Egyptian writer of  
The Yacoubian Building (2002) and Democracy is the Answer: 
Egypt’s Years of Revolution (forthcoming).

building a library 
oF thought BARBARA 
SCHwEPCKE ON AN AMBITIOUS 
PROJECT THAT wILL FULFIL 
THE DREAM OF THE LATE 
wERNER MARK LINz

dR baRbaRa sChwepCke is the founder of Haus Publishing 

and Arabia Books, whose imprint Swallow Editions supports emerging 

writers from the Middle East. She is co-founder of the gingko Library. 
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 What books were around the house and which in 
particular left a mark on you?

My mother has a huge reading appetite so all kinds of books – 
from Watership Down to Jane Eyre, to Gabriel Garcia Marquez 
to Anita Desai to Agatha Christie. And I was always given free 
run of the bookshelves. But in terms of a particular mark, when 
I was about 14 or 15 I remember an intense period of reading 
writers who my mother particularly recommended – Anita Desai, 
Peter Carey, Salman Rushdie, Angela Carter, Kazuo Ishiguro 
– and being struck by how many different worlds could be 
encapsulated in English-language fiction. When I was growing 
up, it was all Enid Blyton and C S Lewis, so I thought novels had 
to be set in places that looked like England. 

But my first awareness of living language itself came from 
Shakespeare – and it was my father who gave me Shakespeare.

 
 You’ve talked about Karachi as being like “the Wild 

West for writers” – in what sense, that so much remains 
unwritten?

Yes. And I’ve said this specifically about English-language writers. 
Of course it’s been written about a lot more in Urdu. If you 
think of London, it’s a city so written about in fiction – different 
neighbourhoods, different moments in history, different groups 
within it. But with Karachi you can sit down to write about a 
neighbourhood, a seminal moment of political history and  
know that this hasn’t been done in the English language before.  
I should add, that was far more true when I started writing.  
In the last few years there’s been a wonderful increase in  
Karachi-based novels. 

 You’ve lived in three continents and your first novel was 
written while you were a student in the US. Which of them 
most inspires or defines you as a writer?

All six of the novels are, at least partially, set in Pakistan (or, in 
the case of the early 20th century world of A God in Every Stone 
the region that is now Pakistan), so I think that probably answers 
the question. Pakistan is the country in which I grew up, and in 
which my imagination was formed – for all my travels it was also, 
until a few years ago, the place where I lived. I’ll be interested to 
see what happens in the next decade or two now that I’m living 
in the UK. A God in Every Stone is the first novel I’ve written in 
the time I’ve been resident outside Pakistan, and it is as much 
about the UK’s history as Pakistan’s. 

But of course influence in a writer’s life takes many forms.  
My primary literary influences are all in the English language 
(though sometimes in translation) and hardly any of those 
influences come from Pakistan; they come instead from America 
(Toni Morrison), Canada, SriLanka (Michael Ondaatje), Britain 
(Virginia Woolf), Colombia (Garcia Marquez) etc. So there’s not 
really a straightforward answer. 

 You grew up in a home where writing was taken 
seriously – presumably your writerly family encouraged 
your ambitions?

My family encouraged reading and an interest in literature.  
My parents were both quite careful, I think, about not wanting 
me to feel there were any expectations around what I would 
do professionally so they really left it up to me, and made it 
clear with both my sister and myself that they would encourage 
whatever we chose. But they did read the “novels” I was 
working on from the age of 11, and always said nice things 
about the writing (they still do).

“booKS are alWayS A FINE 
CONTExT THROUgH wHICH 
TO ENCOUNTER A PLACE”

Q&AKAMILA SHAMSIE
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kamila shamsie is the author of six novels: 

In the City by the Sea; Kartography (both shortlisted 

for the John Llewellyn Rhys Prize); Salt and Saffron; 

Broken Verses and Burnt Shadows, which was 

shortlisted for the Orange Prize for Fiction and has 

been translated into more than 20 languages, and  

A God in Every Stone. Three of her novels have 

received awards from Pakistan’s Academy of Letters. 

She is a Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature and 

in 2013 was named a Granta Best of young British 

Novelist. She grew up in Karachi and now lives in 

London. She is appearing at this year’s Sharjah 

International Book Fair.

 You write in English (though you have been translated) 
but if you were to write in another language would you 
write very differently? 

I don’t speak Arabic (my second language is Urdu) but the 
question is not dissimilar to asking a sculptor if they would work 
differently if they sculpted glass rather than clay. I imagine the 
answer would have to be yes. Language is the raw material 
with which we work, and all raw materials have their particular 
properties. Stylistically, it’s impossible for me to untangle how I 
write from the language in which I write.

 Are there sufficient opportunities for writers, of fiction 
and non-fiction, men as well as women, in the Arab world 
and in Asia? 

I only really know about publishing in India and Pakistan, so 
it’s difficult to comment. If you’re writing in English then the 
growth of Anglophone publishing in India, plus the increased 
space given to books in magazines and newspapers, is a very 
good thing. Pakistani writers are certainly benefiting from it, not 
only Indian writers. But many of the other languages of the sub-
continent have a much harder time. The truth is that English is 
one of the primary languages of global capitalism so there are all 
kinds of financial possibilities that arise as a result of that which 
are unfairly not available to writers of other languages. 

Of course “opportunities” for writers aren’t just about 
publishing houses. There has to be a broader atmosphere 
that allows people to be creative, explore ideas, to challenge 
authority and received ideas. And that’s not so easy to come 
by in most parts of the world (though very often, of course, 
wonderful writing can come out of places that are trying to 
close down the spaces for the imagination. Still, we shouldn’t 
fall into the glib and false line that authoritarianism is good for 
literature).

 Do novelists have a duty to engage in politics, especially 
when for some doing so might mean not being published 
in your home country?

I don’t believe in being prescriptive about what and how 
individual novelists should write. The question is, as human 
beings do we have a duty to engage with politics? I think 
the answer is yes, though there are many different ways of 
interpreting the word “politics”. It doesn’t have to be the 
politics of governments; it could be politics of gender (though 
governments tend to get bound up in that to a fair extent). You 
could have someone politically engaged in one aspect of their 
lives who then goes home and writes novels inspired by PG 
Wodehouse rather than George Orwell – and why not?

There are no easy answers to how a novelist should respond 
if a certain kind of writing means they’ll be censored at home. 
Some may decide to accept not being published at home. Others 
may frame their politics in an oblique way that gets past the 
censors. Yet others will turn their attention to other kinds of 
writing entirely. You can have wonderful writing from all three 
kinds of writers. 

 The UAE is something of a staging post between East 
and West – have you visited the region before, and what 
are your thoughts on attending the Sharjah International 
Book Fair?

I’ve been very briefly to Doha to write something about the 
Museum of Islamic Art, but other than that my first-hand 
experience of the area is primarily confined to its airports. But as 
a Pakistani cricket fan of course I know Sharjah as a place where 
there were wonderful cricket matches in the Eighties, including 
the 1986 Nehru Cup Final, which was one of the great triumphs 
in Pakistan’s cricket history. 

I’m looking forward to the book fair. It’s strange when a place 
exists in your imagination for India vs Pakistan cricket matches 
but you have little sense of it in any other context. And books are 
always a fine context through which to encounter a place. 

Q&A
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can do gently and carefully to help an emergent and growing 
publishing industry in the United Arab Emirates and in the Middle 
East generally to widen the scope of what they do publish 
without encouraging them to publish anything that would give 
offence. It’s a learning curve for both sides conducted in an 
atmosphere of friendship and curiosity, helped by the immense 
goodwill of Fair Director Ahmed Al Ameri.  

It is perhaps an obvious mark of success that we already need 
a larger venue for these translation sessions. East meets West; 
India and China for instance meets Europe; and Europe plus India 
and China and the Far East meets the equally ancient culture and 
hospitality of the Middle East and the Arabic world, a civilisation 
as old, if not older, than our own. Can we see an International 
Rights Centre as large as that of the London Book Fair, with half-
hourly appointments from 8am to 6pm over three days? Not yet, 
but the expansion in Sharjah each year is a tribute to the team 
appointed to bring us to Sharjah – and Sharjah and the Emirates 
to the world.

 Publisher Edwin Buckhalter reflects on the Fair’s  
 growing importance to publishers.

The Sharjah International Book Fair is growing rapidly as an 
international event, with ever-increasing numbers of foreign 
publishers and agents attending as each year goes by. In 
particular, this is because it includes a forum for the growth of 
international translation rights.

As publishers we all know the high cost of publishing books 
in translation, from initial readers’ reports, to a partial translation 
of the first few chapters, to the cost of the final translation itself 
plus revisions. And thanks to the Fair making available generous 
grants to assist this process, I find that we are meeting more and 
more agents and publishers from other countries, both Europe 
and the East – new names, new faces, new literature. Ultimately 
this exchange must benefit the written word and deepen our 
understanding of each other’s history and culture.

There is much we can learn in these sessions in terms of 
trends and topicality in different countries, and there is much we 

edwin buCkhalTeR is Chairman 

of London-based Severn House, publishers 

of crime and mystery, thrillers and romance, 

sagas, general and historical fiction.  

www.severnhouse.com
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to international publishers, agents and scouts to meet their 
counterparts in the Arab world, and to do business at the Fair.

Those wishing to secure grants need to submit forms at the 
Fair, after which they have until late February to complete their 
applications. The rights holder and the rights buyer fill out the 
form, accompanied by a copy of the relevant book or manuscript 
and a description of the contents. Successful applicants learn 
of their acceptance by late March, when they should submit 
the book contract, including details of translator’s fees. The 
submission releases 30% of the grant to the rights buying 
publisher; a further 20% comes on receipt of the first draft of  
the translation, and the 50% balance on submission of 10 copies 
of the finished book.

What kinds of books win these grants? The organisers list 
the genres of fiction, non-fiction (including memoir, history, 
and cookery), children’s and young adult, and poetry.  
Children’s books have fared well, with successful titles ranging 
from Lauren St John’s adventure story The White Giraffe 
(Orion), to Macmillan Children’s Young Sherlock Holmes series, 
to Hachette’s factual titles such as Asian People Who Changed 
History and Catastrophic Weather. Adult fiction has included 
unusual titles such as Salvador Dali’s only novel, Hidden Faces 
(Peter Owen). Haus Publishing’s An Armchair Traveller’s History 
of the Silk Road has won a translation grant, as have business 
titles from publishers including Palgrave and Wiley. Among 
the Arabic publishers and agencies whose books have won 
translation grants are Kalimat, Kalem Agency, and Kalem  
Telif Haklari.

 Among the attractions of doing business during the  
 Professional Programme at the Sharjah International Book 
Fair (SIBF) is the possibility of winning grants on the back of book 
deals. Up to $4,000 is available to subsidise the translation of a 
general title or series, and up to $1,500 for a children’s title. Last 
year, 94 grants were allotted following deals at the 2012 Fair. The 
recipients included translators into Arabic of books in languages 
including English, French, Turkish, Hungarian, and Norwegian; 
translators from Arabic into various languages; and translators to 
and from languages other than Arabic.

This year, there is likely to be a record number of applications. 
Some 110 international publishers will be at SIBF, representing 30 
countries – up from 25 in 2013. Around 75 Arab publishers will 
be at the Fair.

SIBF launched the translation fund in 2011, the thirtieth 
anniversary of the Fair. The fund totals $300,000. Of this sum, 
$250,000 is earmarked for translations to and from Arabic, and 
$50,000 is for translations from any other language to any other 
language. Of the 94 grants awarded last year, 21 fell into this 
second category.

The organisers see the grants as part of their mission to enrich 
both Arabic and global culture “with new and valuable stocks 
of knowledge and science that belong to our cultural opposing 
world”. They want to be the means of forging contacts with 
Arab societies, and “to act as the bridge of appreciation and 
understanding among people of different cultural groups”. They 
also aim to encourage “more and better quality translators”. 
A further goal is the promotion of SIBF by offering incentives 

niCholas Clee is a founding editor of  
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 Elias Muhanna Professor at Brown University  
 and prominent blogger

 1 Al-Jahiz, The Book of Misers
 2 The Mu`allaqaat, A J Arberry translation
 3 Night, Horses, and the Desert, edited by Robert Irwin
 4 Ibn Khaldun’s Muqaddima, in the Rosenthal translation
 5 The Poems of al-Mutanabbi, A J Arberry translation

  YoussEf Rakha Author of Sultan’s Seal,  
journalist, and blogger

 1 The Travels of Ibn Battuta
 2 Ibn Hazm, The Ring of the Dove
 3 Bensalem Himmich, The Polymath
 4 Tayib Salih, Season of Migration to the North
 5 The Collected Poems of Sargon Boulus

 nouRi Gana Professor at UCLA and critic

 1 Tayeb Salih, Season of Migration to the North
 2 Mohammed Choukri, For Bread Alone
 3 Ghassan Kanafani, Men in the Sun
 4 Mahmoud Massadi, The Dam
 5 Naguib Mahfouz, The Beggar
 6 Mourid Barghouti, I Saw Ramallah

  shakiR Mustafa Professor at Northeastern  
 University, editor, and translator

 1 Tayeb Salih, Season of Migration to the North
 2 Naguib Mahfouz, Miramar
 3 Assia Djebar, Women of Algiers in Their Apartments
 4 Mourid Barghouti, I Saw Ramallah
 5 Alifa Rifat, Distant View of a Minaret

 MahMoud saEEd Author of Saddam City

 1  Mohammed bin Sakkra Alhashemi, One Thousand and 
One Nights

 2 Ibn Tufail, Hayy Ben Yadhan
 3 Bad’ie Azzaman Alhamadani, Maqamat al-Hamdani
 4 Naguib Mahfouz, Children of the Alley
 5 Driss Chraibi, Life Full of Holes

  sinan antoon Author of I’jaam and a professor   
at New York University

 1 Mahmoud Darwish, In the Presence of Absence
 2 Abdelrahman Munif, Cities of Salt
 3 Sonallah Ibrahim, The Committee
 4 Elias Khoury, The Kingdom of Strangers
 5 Hanan al-Shaykh, The Story of Zahra

Five arabic booKS to read 
beFore you die AUTHORS AND 
CRITICS – A FEw OF wHOM STRETCH 
THE RULES – EACH CHOOSE THE 
BOOKS yOU MUST READ

eliaS Khoury

naguib mahFouz
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  katRina WEbER Former moderator of the  
“Read Kutub” literature group

 1 Tayeb Salih, Season of Migration to the North
 2 Elias Khoury, Gate of the Sun
 3 Mahmoud Darwish
 4 Sinan Antoon, I’jaam
 5 Sonallah Ibrahim, Zaat
 6  Ghassan Kanafani, Men in the Sun and Other Palestinian 

Stories or Palestine’s Children: Returning to Haifa & Other 
Stories, or All That’s Left of You

 7 Abdul Rahman Munif, Cities of Salt and Endings
 8 Hoda Barakat, Tiller of the Waters
 9 Naguib Mahfouz, Cairo Trilogy
 10 Emile Habiby, The Secret Life of Saeed: The Pessoptimist

   Elliott Colla Author of Baghdad Central, professor 
at Georgetown University, and translator

 1 The Arabian Nights, translated by Husain Haddawy
 2 Tayeb Salih, Season of Migration to the North
 3 Gamal al-Ghitani, Zayni Barakat
 4 Maqamat, Badi‘ al-Zaman al-Hamadhani
 5 Abderrahman Munif, Cities of Salt
 6  Michael Sells’ translation of the early Meccan Suras in  

Approaching the Qur’an.

 uRsula lindsaY Journalist and blogger

 1 Mahmoud Darwish, Memory for Forgetfulness
 2 Tayeb Salih, Season of Migration to the North
 3 Naguib Mahfouz, The Trilogy or Children of the Alley
 4 Ibrahim El Kouny, Bleeding of the Stone
 5 Youssef Idris’s short stories

This piece first appeared on Arab Literature in English http://arablit.
wordpress.com/ a popular blog by Marcia Lynx Qualey, a cultural 
journalist, writer and commentator.

 laila lalaMi Author of Secret Son

 1 Ghassan Kanafani, Men in the Sun
 2 Mohammed Choukri, For Bread Alone
 3 Leila Abouzeid, Year of the Elephant
 4 Tayeb Salih, Season of Migration to the North
 5 Ahlam Mosteghanemi, Memory in the Flesh

 Maia tabEt Translator

 1  One Thousand and One Nights, translated by  
Hussain Haddawy

 2 Taha Hussein, The Days
 3 Tayeb Salih, Season of Migration to the North
 4 Mourid Barghouti, I Saw Ramallah
 5 Emile Habibi, The Pessoptimist

 R nEil hEWison Editor, author, translator

 1 Hoda Barakat, The Tiller of the Waters
 2 Mourid Barghouti, I Saw Ramallah
 3 Ibrahim al-Koni, Gold Dust
 4 Naguib Mahfouz, Miramar
 5 Ahmed Alaidy, Being Abbas el Abd

 huMphREY daviEs Translator

 1 Elias Khoury, Gate of the Sun
 2 Muhammad Mustagab, Tales from Dayrut
 3  Yusuf al-Shirbini, Brains Confounded by the Ode of Abu  

Shaduf Expounded 
 5 Muhammad Afifi, Little Songs in the Shade of Tamaara
 6 Ibn Khaldun, al-Muqaddima 
 

  hosaM aboul-Ela Professor at the University of 
Houston, translator

 1 Ghassan Kanafani, Men in the Sun
 2 Tayyeb Salih, Season of Migration to the North
 3 Soleiman Fayyad, Voices
 4 Abdel Rahman Munif, Cities of Salt
 5 Sonallah Ibrahim, Zaat

  aida baMia Professor Emiritus at University of 
Florida, translator

 1 Emile Habibi, The Pessoptimist
 2 Etel Adnan, Sitt Marie Rose
 3 Abd al-Rahman Mounif, Cities of Salt
 4 Ahdaf Soueif, The Map of Love 
 5 Sahar Khalifeh, The Image, the Icon and the Covenant
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literatures have. It’s yet to have its breakthrough “Scandi noir” 
moment, where the success of a particular type of genre fiction 
helped acclimatise foreign readers to the authors of a particular 
country or region. Scandinavian authors made lasting inroads 
into international bestseller lists by starting with a well-soldiered 
vanguard of genre writers (crime writers in this case), rather than 
literary ones. Once the likes of Mankell, Larrson and Nesbø were 
accepted, literary authors such as Knausgård marched in behind.

This “genre-first” model makes a lot of sense. Speculating 
and simplifying wildly for a moment: literary readers explore 
new geo-linguistic terrain for different reasons to genre readers. 
Literary readers want to learn, to be taken deep into a culture at 
a particular point in its history, to be informed and educated.  
A perfectly laudable motivation, of course, but it brings a certain 
finality to the reading experience. Even if a reader has all their 
preconceived ideas upturned by a book, they have still been 
provided with “an answer”, and one that doesn’t demand they 
read other books from that language. By contrast, the genre 
reader breaks new cultural ground for quite different reasons 
– for the sheer enjoyment of the form, a narrative type that is 
culturally “transferable” and thus universal. Scandi noir may be 
an acquired taste with a particular flavour, but it’s still food.  

Arabic fiction’s most commercial hits so far have been very 
literary figures – Naguib Mahfouz (writing in the 1950s and 
‘60s but not properly translated until the early ‘90s), and more 

 Comma Press is a small independent publisher  
 dedicated to the promotion of new writing.  
As Sarah Hunt explains, it is committed to a spirit of  
risk and challenge 

Translated fiction seems to be taking the bestseller lists in the UK 
by storm right now. No other literary meme is trending as high. 
Sadly, the same cannot be said, yet, for translated Arabic fiction, 
though this year we scooped the Independent Foreign Fiction 
Prize for Hassan Blasim’s The Iraqi Christ, a short story anthology 
translated from the Arabic by Jonathan Wright.

We discovered Hassan through the Lebanese poet and 
journalist Joumana Haddad who, in 2008, we had charged  
with commissioning an anthology of stories from writers in 10 
cities across the Middle East. The result was Madinah. Hassan 
was chosen as our Baghdad contributor and within seconds 
of reading his short story our founding editor, Ra Page, knew 
he had to commission an entire book from him. In Ra’s words, 
“Hassan’s prose is explosive; it takes no prisoners, it points the 
camera at a pile of bodies, and then it makes a joke; then it  
asks you why you think that joke’s funny; then it turns it into a 
ghost story.”

We at Comma don’t claim to be experts in this area (far from 
it) but, Hassan Blasim aside, we can hazard a few guesses about 
why Arabic fiction hasn’t made the kind of inroads that other 

saRah hunT is Engagement 
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recently Alaa Al-Aswany. Being literary, these authors have 
been much more cat-like, in their herd-ability. They have not 
conveniently appeared en masse, delivering similar books that 
readers can devour one after another. 

Nor is it a coincidence that Arabic fiction’s front-runners have 
all been so literary. A peculiarity of the language is that all Arabic 
authors have first to decide which Arabic they want to write in: 
the classical fus·ha Arabic (known as Modern Standard Arabic) 
which readers across the Arab world understand, or Amiya, 
the dialect of their particular country. Most Arabic writers (and 
publishers) opt for the former, preferring a potential pan-Arab 
readership to a local one. This results in the privileging of a prose 
style which is intrinsically archaic, being closely derived from 
classical, Quranic Arabic, a language which some argue is simply 
anachronistic in contemporary contexts. The mode this language 
best lends itself to, in fiction, is the poetic, that is to say the 
linguistically self-aware - which is to say the literary.

Another consequence of having to make a choice is that 
Arabic writers have to consider from the outset whom they’re 
speaking to: their next door neighbour in the here and now, or 
the whole Arab readership, in a preserved version of classical 
Arabic? It’s a decision that authors in the West never have to 
contemplate and, if we consider both sides of the whole business 
(the literary Arab writer, and the literary UK reader), we see an 
immediate disconnect: while the UK’s literary reader wants to 

learn from a stranger (as we argue above), the Arabic literary 
writer wants to speak to an Arab friend. As a result there’s 
often a huge disparity between those few Arab writers who 
are successful in English translation, and what the Arab world 
happens to be reading at that time.

Herein lie the two problems of translated Arabic fiction – like 
the Colossi of Memnon, staring down at us: the predominance 
of the poetic, and the lack of genre writing. With this in mind, 
Comma has precociously set up an Arabic imprint with two 
core missions: to discover and promote writers who use more 
modern, everyday prose styles, whether through Amiya or other 
means; and to promote the writing of genre forms in Arabic,  
in particular with our forthcoming Iraq Plus 100 project for 
science fiction writers.

We’re delighted to be attending the Sharjah International 
Book Fair this year. We will be busy speaking to Arabic publishers 
and authors, looking for works to translate and publish, and we 
hope to apply for many grants under the auspices of the Sharjah 
Translation Grant programme as our Arabic imprint grows.

To see the kind of projects we’re looking for go to  
http://commapress.co.uk/about/arabic-imprint/
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Hence I am thrilled to accept an invitation to the Sharjah 
International Book Fair, a chance to visit the Arab cradle of 
international horse racing. 

Currently there are four Thoroughbred racecourses in the 
UAE, one each in Sharjah and Abu Dhabi, and two in Dubai, at 
Meydan and Jebel Ali. But, of course, horses are not the only 
animals used for racing in the Emirates. Camels have been raced 
here for centuries, although recently the child riders have been 
replaced by robots that constantly whip the dromedaries as they 
charge down the five-kilometre track, chased enthusiastically by 
their owners and trainers in a fleet of Range Rovers.  

I have recently started writing my next novel, for publication 
in 2015, and therefore, between events at the book fair, I will  
be trying to get some words done – maybe a murder or two – 
but they are unlikely to feature a robot jockey either as victim  
or suspect.

Damage by Felix Francis (pictured below with his father) is 
published by Michael Joseph, price £18.99 hardback

 Horseracing is a worldwide phenomenon. From  
 Flemington in Melbourne to Churchill Downs in 
Kentucky, from Royal Ascot to Happy Valley in Hong Kong, the 
Thoroughbred racehorse reigns supreme. Yet where does the 
term Thoroughbred actually come from? It was not a natural 
breed of horse, but one that was manufactured with the aim of 
creating the most efficient racing “machine”.

For a horse to be classified as a Thoroughbred it has to 
be registered in either The General Stud Book of the United 
Kingdom, or in the American Stud Book, or in the official Stud 
Books of other recognised racing authorities. The condition 
for entry is that both its sire and dam are also registered as 
Thoroughbreds. It is a closed shop, with no opportunity for 
others to join the club. 

The breeding and racing of Thoroughbreds is now a huge 
industry that directly employs almost half a million people and 
generates some 34  billion US dollars in revenue annually in the 
United States alone. Well over 100,000 Thoroughbred foals are 
registered each year.

But where did it all start? The General Stud Book was 
initiated in 1791 as a means of regulating the breeding of 
racehorses. Today, all the Thoroughbreds in the world trace  
their descent, in their male lines, from one of three stallions 
imported to the United Kingdom in the late 17th and early 
18th centuries. 

Two of those stallions were Arab horses, the Darley 
Arabian and the Godolphin Arabian. The Darley 
Arabian is the male line ancestor of more than  
90 per cent of contemporary Thoroughbreds.

Throughout man’s history there have 
always been races, be it between naked 
Greek athletes at the ancient Olympics, 
between charioteers around the Circus 
Maximus in Rome, or between men and 
fast cars in Formula 1. But it is racing 
between people on horseback that 
has been the most enduring, and the 
Thoroughbred, with its Arabian ancestry, 
has been at the forefront. 

Felix FRanCis writes racing thrillers in 

the tradition of his late father, jockey-turned-

best-selling author Dick Francis. Here he reflects 
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the Mediterranean, plus a few more across the Atlantic Ocean, 
who regularly translate from (and into) Arabic some relevant 
contemporary literary fiction. Those houses include Gallimard 
in Paris, Unionsverlag in Zürich, Suhrkamp in Frankfurt, Hanser 
in Munich, Penguin and Harper Perennial in London and New 
York and Feltrinelli in Milan, together with Editions Antoine and 
Librairie Orientale in Lebanon and Dar Al Sharouk in Cairo.

Helped by both translators and other knowledgeable 
facilitators, and encouraged by a growing number of grants 
and related initiatives, more authors, and more of their books, 
have travelled between the Arab world and the West in recent 
years. And yet, the trade in books, and the web of translations, 
is not widely known – not least because direct encounters have 
remained limited to some specialized literary festivals or highly 
academic publications.

The fact that I could so randomly browse a volume that 
brought me exactly the kind of original information that I had 
been craving – in my case, to understand the ongoing Arab 
Spring rebellion in Cairo in 2011 – was the odd exception. It was 
probably not a coincidence for that to happen at the Sharjah 
International Book Fair, as this event had systematically started to 
organize a framework for bringing together book professionals 
from around the Arab World, with a targeted audience of 
European, American, and even Turkish, Indian or other Oriental 
publishing professionals.

One part of this exchange had been that together with my 
Lebanese business partner Nasser Jarrous, of Jarrous Publisher, 
we have been commissioned to survey, and document, first the 
Arab publishing market environment and then the market of 
translations from and into Arabic. 

The ambition was to identify and map exemplary lists of 
translated works, notably of fiction, published in recent years, 
plus the key stakeholders who are instrumental in this exchange, 
the main publishers on both ends, as well as translators, go-
betweens, grant sponsors, et al. That documentation, forming 
some kind of a guidebook, will eventually be made available by 
the Sharjah International Book Fair to its exhibitors and delegates.

The lesson I have learned from that adventure is always to 
look out for that original voice – in translation – for learning 
about another place, a foreign culture, an unfamiliar community. 
Finding those voices is getting ever easier, with the internet,  
and with good facilitators, like book fairs and related  
platforms, helping. 

 Browsing the shelves at the Sharjah International Book Fair  
 in late autumn 2011, I was caught by surprise by a small 
volume of political commentaries by Alaa Al Aswany, the 
celebrated Cairo writer (and dentist) whose urban novel, The 
Yacoubian Building, I had devoured a few years earlier. As I 
picked it up, almost at random – sentences and paragraphs 
from his political essays, all of which had been written in a light, 
almost innocent, tone – I became utterly confused. What I read, 
about the anger of Cairo’s city-dwellers on the hilarious idiocy 
and the everyday absurdities of life in a multimillion megapolis 
seemed as fresh and poignant as any post on Facebook or Twitter 
during those turbulent weeks and months when the old guard 
regimes of Egypt, or Tunisia, were swept away by angry Arab 
citizens. But in my hands I held a book, initially written in Arabic, 
and only then translated into English, published in a volume 
more than six months earlier by the American University in Cairo 
Press. And yet it seemed to be the most up-to-date and profound 
commentary on news I had followed only the previous evening 
on various TV channels in my hotel room in the UAE.

What I started to grasp upon discovery of that unlikely book 
was in fact a basic scheme on how the flow of news, stories 
and ideas, between the Arab world and what we still like to 
summarize as “the West”, is organized. I was discovering, 
in some detail, how the exchange of ideas works - and, 
occasionally, doesn’t work at all. Often enough, hardly any direct 
dialogue is available between the West and the Arab world 
and indirect approaches prevail. We learn about Arab current 
affairs, as much as about Arabic literature and culture, through 
summaries from foreign travellers – as we did in the 19th 
century. Direct translations of current works by Arab authors are 
published only in small numbers in America and Europe, despite 
the old continent’s leading role when it comes to translating 
books from around the world.

And yet a network exists of publishers and booksellers, 
and translators, amateurs as well as professionals, of the trade 
between languages and cultures and politics, as it is connecting 
and organizing that exchange. But it is clearly a set of conduits 
mostly run by (and aimed at) those who already have been 
subject to some serious initiation to that trade.

The true pioneers are well known and flagged as trusted 
outposts, such as the American University in Cairo Press and its 
legendary publisher, the late Mark Linz, or Saqi Books in London, 
and the web of those publishing companies, on both sides of 

the tranS-oriental Web: 
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potential that publishers may or may not be aware of. But books 
are not really designed to fit in any of these categories. In the 
absence of systematic marketing, such categories are in any case 
irrelevant. Either the book sells, or it doesn’t. In most cases, it will 
sell on its own, sometimes aided by press reviews. 

• We don’t have content editing. Whether or not, and to what 
extent, editors should “interfere” in a text is certainly open to 
discussion, and I don’t mean to take sides. But I have to say that 
it’s very clear how, in some cases, a book would have benefited 
from the help of a qualified editor. Publishers I’ve spoken to evoke 
a number of reasons: “Authors won’t have it” is on top of the 
list. Content editing requires a relationship of deep trust between 
authors and editors. Perhaps such a relationship is not possible 
in the current state of affairs. Also, the lack of any authoritative 
review journals makes it impossible to have shared quality 
standards. Without such standards, it’s impossible for authors to 
see the possible benefits of this kind of collaboration. “We have 
no qualified staff” is another reason. Again, given the relatively 
modest volume of book sales, the majority of houses are small. It’s 
possible such structures cannot afford to hire a properly qualified 
editor. It’s also possible that, with no job prospects, people who 
might have become good editors shy away from the profession. 
As a result, European acquiring editors are often surprised by the 
substantial editing required on the translation. 

• Our novels are mostly social. I’ve had several publishers 
approach me looking for “the Arab Harry Potter”, or “the Arab 
Fifty Shades of Grey”, or any “intimate account”, “urban tale”, 
“thriller”, “detective story”, “science fiction”, or “noir” book. 
Certainly, the boundaries of some of these categories are blurry, 

 In the spring of 2014, Ahmad Saadawi’s book  
 Frankenstein in Baghdad was awarded the International 
Prize for Arab Fiction, also known as the Arab Booker. It is a 
novel of a kind quite different from the ones generally acclaimed 
by the public or by critics, and from those that have come to me 
for consideration in the past few years. Whatever its originality 
or flaws, its being awarded the IPAF could be the sign of an 
interesting change to come.

As I celebrate this autumn my tenth year as a literary agent 
specializing in Arabic literature, I realize I’ve come to have 
expectations regarding the books I solicit, or those submitted to 
me. What follows is not meant to reflect all of Arab publishing – 
rather I’m drawing some conclusions based on my experience.

• Not an industry. A notable characteristic of the Arab 
publishing landscape is that, for better or for worse, it is not 
an industry. We have no systematic distribution channels, no 
systematic diffusion, no publicly available sales figures, no real 
evaluation, relatively little coverage in the media and only a small 
number of book stores. The infrastructure supporting books 
in the West is not available in the Arab world. This has many 
consequences: far fewer books are sold in comparison to the size 
of the market (some 150 million potential readers). As a result, 
the nature of production is affected. 

• We just have books. Although I do use the categories to help 
international publishers position a book in a landscape to which 
they are usually totally oblivious, we have no “commercial” 
books, no “literary”, “up-market commercial”, or “mass-market” 
books in the sense Western publishers do. We simply have books 
that are either good or bad, both of which have a commercial 
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and some of them overlap, but the conclusion I draw after a 
decade of extensive reading is that no such genres exist as genres 
in Arabic. I don’t mean to say that no such books exist. There are 
science fiction books (see Ada Barbaro’s interview in its English 
version on Arablit: http://arablit.wordpress.com/2013/09/30/
science-fiction-in-arabic-it-was-not-born-all-of-a-sudden/). Some 
books are built on a detective-like intrigue (Ahmad Murad’s 
Vertigo is perhaps an example, and, in a historical setting, Najwa 
Barakat’s Secret Language). Some books are decidedly “urban”, 
where the city determines the narrative (Rakha’s Crocodiles or 
Hilal Chouman’s Napolitana and Beirut Limbo). Some books could 
be categorized as “intimate accounts” (Alawiya Sobh’s It’s Called 
Love). Yet, there are no such identifiable trends at large. There are 
no “authors of” thrillers, etc. Also, most such books seem to only 
borrow the vocabulary of science fiction, urban tales, detective 
story, noir, to denounce an aspect of society. 

It could be argued that this is the case with all science fiction 
books. Wasn’t the purpose of Orwell’s 1984 to denounce 
totalitarianism? Perhaps. But what about Philip K Dick’s Do 
Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? Such books seem rather to 
contemplate some aspects of humanity in a more universal sense. 
Take Philip Roth’s Sabbath’s Theatre as another example. Through 
the intimacy of Mickey Sabbath’s mind, his sexual obsessions, 
fantasies and adventures, the reader does get a glimpse of a 
certain American middle-class. But depicting the struggle of the 
American middle-class is not the purpose of the book. It simply 
provides the writer with the tools he needs to create a credible 
character. Beyond Mickey Sabbath’s sexual appetite, there is a 
reflection on the human condition and death. Of course, there’s 
a balance in a novel between its different dimensions, but it 
seems to me that in a vast majority of cases, what drives Arabic 
literature remains deeply tied to social issues.

If most of our books are ultimately social, it’s in part because 
there are, unfortunately, many things to denounce: we suffer 
from injustice, our political systems are in most cases brutal 
or dysfunctional, our societies in many instances repressive, in 
transformation or decomposition. Such realities are inevitably on 
every Arab writer’s mind. 

• New trends? Yet, there are at least two important signs that 
seem to suggest a few changes to come. The first is the creation 
in recent years of two publishing companies in Kuwait that 
produce science fiction and horror. One of them, Nova Plus, is 
almost exclusively dedicated to it and publishes some 40 titles 
a year. It could be argued that, with such books, publishing 
companies are still targeting niche markets, not the mainstream. 
This is where what we could call “the sign of Frankenstein” 
comes in. Frankenstein in Baghdad is also a social novel that 
explicitly denounces the violence in Iraq. It does so through 
fantastic horror. How interesting that the prestigious Arab Booker 
was awarded to a novel that is in some parts unambiguously 
gory! Thus, gore, with its stylistic attributes, has made it into the 
publishing establishment. Such trends, if adequately nourished 
and guided, could mark the emergence of new forms of 
creativity in Arabic literature. Is it possible that Frankenstein paves 
the way to a wider variety in Arab publishing? It does at least 
prove there’s room for more diversity in the mainstream market.

 The relationship between LBF and SIBF is collaborative,  
 innovative and productive. The London Book Fair is very 
fortunate in having SIBF as an exhibitor since the Arab World 
Market Focus in 2008, and, during the intervening years,  
SIBF has chosen London as the launch pad for many of its 
literary initiatives, including the UK publication celebrations of 
His Highness Sheikh Dr. Sultan Bin Muhammad Al-Qassimi’s 
autobiographies. 

LBF representatives have attended the SIBF Professional 
Programme since its launch four years ago and last year LBF 
exhibited at SIBF for the first time, hosting a reception for 
Jeffrey Archer on the stand and with plans to increase their 
presence and announce a new collaboration at this year’s 
edition which – as ever – is at the heart of the important  
Arab book industry.

Jacks Thomas, Director of the London Book Fair (above), 
said: “Sharjah International Book Fair is an important date 
within the international book industry calendar. Attending SIBF 
always gives great insight into the Arab publishing world.  
We were delighted to partner with SIBF this year on the 
Translation Library at LBF and we look forward to announcing 
new initiatives in the near future.” 

Emma House, Director of Publisher Relations at the 
Publishers Association (UK), added: “I enjoy visiting Sharjah 
and attending the prestigious Fair. It is a great place for UK 
publishers to do business and learn about the opportunities  
in the Arab World.”
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presented on the day by His Highness who personally selects 
the winner.  It is given to a “person or organisation active in the 
field of culture” and last year was awarded to the Egyptian artist 
Farouk Abdel Aziz Hosni.

The remaining awards are also presented by His Highness, 
having been judged by a high-profile Selection Jury. The Sharjah 
Award for an Emirati Book has four categories: Best Emirati Book 
by an Emirati Creative Writer; Best Emirati Academic Book; Best 
Emirati Foreign Translated Book; and Best Emirati Book about 
the UAE. The aim of these awards is to encourage local writers 
and publishers to increase “knowledge development in the 
UAE” across a range of subjects, and also to “introduce the UAE 
internationally through writings in the fields of creativity, history, 
art and science”. 

Among last year’s winners were Ali Abualeesh, whose novel 
An Exceptional Woman tackles the status of women in modern 
society and was named Best Emirati Book by an Emirati Creative 
Writer. Zayed: Man Who Built a Nation by Graeme Wilson – a 
British writer who has lived in the UAE for nearly 25 years – was 
named Best Emirati Foreign Translated Book.

The Sharjah Award for the Best Arabic Novel is always eagerly 
awaited since the accolade boosts sales across the region.  
Last year it was won by 6000 Miles by the Palestinian writer 
Mohammed Muhib Jabr.

As befits the Fair’s global status, the SIBF Awards includes an 
international segment, with awards for books in three categories: 
Fiction, Non-Fiction and Children’s. Last year’s winners were 
Gabriel Gbadamosi’s Vauxhall, published by the UK’s Saqi Books; 
Khalaf Al Habtoor’s Autobiography, published by Dubai-based 
Motivate; and Cornelia Maude Spelman’s When I Feel Worried, 
published by Albert Whitman & Company of Chicago, which, 
incidentally, is currently celebrating its 95th anniversary.

Like the Oscars in Los Angeles, the SIBF Awards also include 
an industry segment, a chance to recognise the outstanding 
achievement of publishers large and small and the work of those 
many individuals behind the scenes. Awards are given to the Best 
Local Publisher, the Best Arab Publisher and the Best International 
Publisher. In 2013 these were awarded to Abu Dhabi’s National 
Library, the Centre for Arab Unity Studies in Lebanon, and DC 
Books of India, respectively.

In short, it is an impressive occasion, one that underlines 
Sharjah’s status as the cultural emirate – and adds a bit of show 
business hoopla into the mix too.

 Dubai may have the tallest tower  
 and Doha may one day have the fancy 
football stadia, but when it comes to awards 
ceremonies that combine glitz and gravitas, 
the Sharjah International Book Fair Awards 
has a commanding presence. 

Held on the opening morning of 
the Fair, it is a dazzling multimedia 

presentation that has Hollywood 
production values – pulsating 
music, sonorous voiceovers, 

video footage on three 
giant screens and enough 
swooping spotlights to 
make it seem like an Arabic 
Oscars, not to mention 

a top table that resembles the 
UAE’s Supreme Council.  This is a VIP occasion and then some, 
undoubtedly one of the key dates on the UAE calendar. 

The audience includes international publishers and agents, 
novelists and writers, as well as numerous government ministers 
from across the region. Last year saw Jeffrey Archer join the 
top table, while Young Suk Chi, President of the International 
Publishers Association, was among those who spoke, praising 
the work the Fair was doing in bringing books to readers “in the 
middle of the most tumultuous and exciting time in publishing”.

The event has grown in stature under the guidance of 
Sharjah’s Ruler, His Highness Sheikh Dr Sultan Bin Mohammad 
Al Qasimi, and today is beamed around the Arab world to 
an audience of several million. His Highness often uses it as a 
platform to speak to this wider world, especially to voice his 
belief in books as a civilising force for good.  Last year, he said: 
“Thanks to Allah and to the hard work of its leaders, and the 
diligence of its people, the UAE has reached this level of cultural 
and civilisational sophistication, aspiring to develop the human 
mind and spirit.”

During the Fair’s long history the Awards have expanded and 
they now recognise international talent, as well as home-grown 
excellence.  This outward-looking stance is in keeping with His 
Highness’ belief in international cultural diplomacy and the 
importance afforded to books at a government level.

There are now several awards, beginning with the Cultural 
Personality of the Year Award announced prior to the Fair but 
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particular many Syrian publishers have been forced to leave their 
home country and operate from other countries such as Lebanon, 
Jordan and the UAE.

• If possible, consider acquiring rights in titles from Arab 
publishers if they would fit your list – this is a region with a long 
cultural heritage which deserves to be better known.

For Arab publishers seeking to work with foreign publishers

• Be aware that for many years foreign publishers were nervous 
of operating in the region because of fears of piracy. Convince 
them that you are an efficient and reliable partner, and business 
will expand.

• Thus far, the trade in rights has been largely from foreign 
languages into Arabic, with titles ranging from children’s 
storybooks, adult fiction (popular and literary) through to 
academic titles. For foreign publishers new to the region, help 
them to understand the realities of your market – fragmented 
geographically with distribution challenges, relatively modest print 
runs and low prices, and some sensitivities over content.

• Don’t feel that it must always be a one-way trade – if you find 
compatible foreign publishers, they may consider buying rights 
from you. Be selective and identify titles which you feel may 
have real international potential; consider producing promotional 
material in English which will be accessible to publishers in a 
range of countries. Also consider translating some sample material 
from key titles into English.

• If offering rights to foreign publishers, it will be equally 
important to understand their markets – potential print runs and 
prices may be higher, and they may wish additional subsidiary 
rights included in the licence, as well as ebook rights.

• In 2011, the UAE Publishers Association published a handbook, 
Buying and Selling Rights in Literary Works: A Practical Guide for 
Publishers in the United Arab Emirates. There are separate versions 
in Arabic and in English, with guidance on rights negotiations and 
model licence contracts. 

 The active licensing of rights to and from the Arab World  
 has been expanding in recent years. The annual Sharjah 
and Abu Dhabi Book Fairs have both sought to encourage 
legitimate copyright licensing arrangements in a region which 
was long associated with piracy and absence from membership 
of the international copyright conventions. Both fairs now offer 
financial assistance in the form of subsidy schemes - Sharjah offers 
help with the costs of translation, while the Abu Dhabi scheme 
subsidises the cost of fees to the licensor. This is however an area 
where licensing arrangements are relatively new, so it is worth 
bearing in mind a few key points.

For foreign publishers offering rights to publishers in  
the region

• Remember this is not a single Arabic language market; it 
consists of many diverse countries. A book licensed to a publisher 
in one country is not guaranteed distribution to all other countries 
in the region.

• For this reason, print runs of licensed editions may seem small 
– perhaps 1,000-2,000 copies, with prices lower than those in the 
West. Ask potential licensees how they can reach markets other 
than their home country.

• Do suggest licence terms which take into account local market 
circumstances – western publishers and agents are sometimes 
perceived as requiring unrealistically high terms.

• Be aware of cultural considerations – there may be elements 
in western titles which would not be acceptable in the region, 
or at least in some countries in the region. These might range 
from a pig character in an illustrated children’s book, overtly 
sexual themes or unacceptable political views. Don’t offer 
content which could be offensive to local publishers and their 
readers.

• Be aware that publishers in parts of the region are operating 
under extremely difficult political circumstances – life for many 
has been disrupted since the Arab Spring began in Egypt, and in 
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 How do UK publishers look on business in the Gulf?

With a flat home market, UK publishers are looking overseas to 
build their businesses and always looking for regions that have 
the potential to deliver growth. The Gulf region is one of them, 
presenting opportunities across the spectrum of publishing: 
consumer, education, higher education, textbooks, journals – 
print and digital. Children’s books are a major growth market, 
especially with families encouraging reading for pleasure among 
children and on the look-out for high quality product. The rulers 
of Gulf countries are recognising the benefits of having an 
educated workforce, and huge investment is going into providing 
education ranging from building more schools and universities, to 
consistent teacher training and of course investment in resources. 
Libraries are building their digital resource collections, and want 
to ensure they have the broadest range possible. On the trade 
side, new bookshops are being opened. The UAE boasts one of 
the world’s biggest bookshops with Kinokuniya in the Dubai Mall, 
and WHSmith recently opened a raft of stores in Qatar. A thirst 
to learn English has also bolstered UK publishers’ opportunities 
in the Gulf, and the establishment of new private schools 
following the National Curriculum of England and Wales has 
led to opportunities for educational publishers, partnering with 
Ministries of Education in the region.

 
 How do you see the Arab market developing?

Long-term government policies on education, the English 
language and the rising importance of the Gulf on the world 
stage – especially with upcoming events such as the World  
Expo in Dubai 2020 and the World Cup in Qatar – should all 
point to a prosperous market for publishers over the coming 
years. The Gulf is a hub for students from the Arab world seeking 
higher education opportunities, and the ex-pat market also 
continues to grow.

 How many Sharjah International Book Fairs (SIBFs)  
have you been to?

I started going to the SIBF in 2006 in preparation for the London 
Book Fair’s Arab World Guest of Honour, which took place in 
April 2008.

 
 What is your role at the Fair?

The Publishers Association (PA) works closely with the SIBF on 
the Professional Programme that precedes the public opening 
days of the Fair. The PA inputs into content and speakers for 
the programme as well as encouraging UK and international 
publishers to apply for attendance at the Professional 
Programme.

 
 How has the Fair evolved over the years?

The SIBF has always been a destination and a hub for reading 
and buying books, not only for the residents of and visitors to 
the UAE, but for visitors – both professional and public – from 
all over the Arab world. Over the past eight years I have seen the 
Fair grow from strength to strength, not only in terms of size of 
space the exhibits cover, but the activities available for children, 
the author events, the cultural programme and of course the 
Professional Programme, now in its fourth year. The Fair has 
gained enormous profile and respect internationally, and has a 
real appeal to the professionals and public alike. The SIBF has 
become a truly unique fair in the Middle East in its ability to meet 
the needs of these two very different audiences, and meet them 
well. Of course the Fair’s commitment to promoting translations 
through its grant programme enhances further its appeal as a 
venue for doing business.
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  To what extent is Sharjah a bridge between East  
and West?
Sharjah as an Emirate is a thriving, hospitable cultural centre  
that welcomes people from the East and the West. This 
is reflected in the Book Fair, which remains an open and 
professional setting for people from all over the world.
 

 What is the significance of SIBF for UK publishers?

UK publishers’ Gulf regional headquarters are mainly in the 
UAE, which serves as a centre from which to reach the other 
Gulf countries, and so the SIBF plays an important role for 
UK publishers. Books are sold via their distributors who have 
stands at the Fair, and some UK publishers have standalone 
exhibits from which to sell to the public. It’s a destination for 
UK publishers to meet their customers, whether for export or 
translation rights sales. It also offers great consumer insights  
for those attending and observing what is attracting the 
attention of readers.

 
 What kind of business do they hope to do there?

The Professional Programme allows the meeting of new rights 
buyers and sellers and translation sales opportunities – with a 
particular emphasis on taking the needed time to sit with Arab 
publishers and discuss publishing lists. The Fair itself is a meeting 
place for publishers to meet their distributors, librarians and 
booksellers from across the region. Teachers and educators also 
visit the Fair with the intention of seeing what is new on the 
market and buying resources for their educational institutions.

 

 Western publishers worry about copyright and piracy 
in the Arab world – to what extent are these issues being 
addressed?

Piracy does exist in the region in various forms: Indian editions 
meant for sale only in India and the sub-continent often make 
their way into the region; pirated books from Iran cross the 
borders into the UAE; and there has been a raft of piracy of 
school books of late. The SIBF, the government and the police are 
fully committed to cracking down on piracy and take complaints 
seriously. UK publishers work with an enforcement firm called 
the Arabian Anti-Piracy Alliance, which has support from the 
Ministries of Economy and Education in the UAE and in other 
Gulf countries.

 
 What sort of openings are there for trade/educational/

academic publishers hoping to trade rights?

There is a real opportunity for all publishers to trade rights at this 
Fair, not only with Arab counterparts but with rights professionals 
from around the world. The translation grant scheme offered by 
the Fair is broad, covering a range of genres.

 What are the prospects for pan-Arab deals or is it still 
very much country by country?

Generally Arab publishers want pan-Arab rights. Their markets 
are small in individual countries and they need pan-Arab rights in 
order to have a print run of even 2,000 copies. Arab publishers 
do much of their trading at the Arab book fairs selling to the 
public, and it would be very difficult if there were various Arab 
editions on sale at one fair.

Q&A
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hunting trips in the Liwa sands half a century back and Sheikh 
Zayed reminded Thesiger how one day, desperately hungry, they 
had caught a rabbit. But it was so thin and miserable that the 
Sheikh threw it to his dog, only for Thesiger to snatch it back 
from its jaws so they could eat it themselves! It was a sanguine 
reminder of how far the UAE has come in such a relatively short 
time and I felt rather privileged to listen to this account from 
what seemed like another world.” 

 “The years we spent living in the UAE (1997-2000) were  
 some of the happiest of our lives. Both our children were 
born there, we had Jumeira Beach just yards away and being 
three hours ahead of the UK meant morning swims in the Gulf 
before anyone in London was up,” journalist and broadcaster 
Frank Gardner recalls. 

“One of my most memorable days was going with the 
veteran explorer Sir Wilfred Thesiger to meet Sheikh Zayed Al-
Nahyan at his court in Abu Dhabi. The two men recalled their 

gulF wINDS…

Frank Gardner 

with an Emirati 

falconer in the 

dunes near 

Hatta.
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