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About the book

"Year of the Elephant," a seminal work by Leila Abouzeid, is a nuanced

collection comprised of a novella and eight short stories that illuminate the

intricacies of life in Morocco in the aftermath of its liberation from French

colonial rule. At the heart of this collection is the novella featuring Zahra, a

woman grappling with the ramifications of her recent divorce. Her husband

left her because he deemed her too traditional, which thrusts Zahra into a

poignant exploration of her identity and her place in a rapidly changing

society.

Zahra returns to her hometown, a setting that, like her, is caught in the

struggle between the steadfast embrace of tradition and the pull of

modernity. The sense of alienation she feels reflects a broader dislocation

experienced by many Moroccans in this new era, where independence brings

both hope and uncertainty. Zahra’s unwavering commitment to the ideals of

an independent Morocco contrasts sharply with the societal expectations

placed upon her, creating an internal conflict that resonates with many

women in her situation. 

The novella serves as a microcosm of post-independence Moroccan society,

highlighting how various characters navigate this turbulent landscape shaped

by residual colonial influences and emerging national identities. Abouzeid's

storytelling provides a vital perspective on the lives of women, cultural
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shifts, and the intersection of personal and political realms in a country at the

crossroads of tradition and change.

In addition to the novella, the collection's accompanying short stories further

enrich the reader's understanding of contemporary Moroccan life, exploring

themes of love, loss, and resilience in the face of evolving societal norms.

These narratives are imbued with the complexities of Northern African

Islamic culture, offering a tapestry of experiences that reflect the diverse

voices of a nation redefining itself.

First translated into English in 1989, "Year of the Elephant" was

groundbreaking, establishing Abouzeid as the first Moroccan woman to have

her work reach an Anglophone audience. This revised edition includes a new

introduction that delves into the significance of this translation, as well as a

study guide that enriches the reading experience, allowing readers to engage

more deeply with the cultural and historical contexts that underpin the

narratives. Overall, Abouzeid's collection remains a vital contribution to

understanding the intricacies of Moroccan life and the enduring impact of its

colonial past.
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About the author

In Leila Abouzeid's narrative, we journey through the intricate tapestry of

Moroccan life and the profound themes of identity, culture, and social

change. Abouzeid's characters often grapple with their own sense of

belonging amid a rapidly evolving society, offering readers a poignant

exploration of personal and collective experiences.

As the story unfolds, we are introduced to key characters whose lives reflect

the wider socio-political landscape of Morocco. Their journeys reveal the

complexities of navigating tradition while striving for modernity, illustrating

the internal and external conflicts that accompany these transitions.

Abouzeid's unique narrative voice intertwines personal stories with broader

cultural critiques, showcasing how individual identities are shaped by

heritage and contemporary challenges.

The plot thickens as the characters encounter both opportunities and

obstacles that force them to confront their values, relationships, and

aspirations. Each chapter builds upon the previous one, creating a

compelling progression that highlights moments of tension, revelation, and

growth. Through skillful storytelling, Abouzeid not only portrays the

characters' internal struggles but also critiques societal norms, prompting

readers to reflect on the broader implications of these changes in Moroccan

society.
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Overall, Abouzeid's work is a vibrant representation of the Moroccan

experience, marked by a rich narrative that elegantly blends personal identity

with social commentary. The interweaving of character arcs and cultural

themes provides deep insights, making her stories resonate with audiences

well beyond Morocco.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/scWO9aOrzTb


https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/scWO9aOrzTb


Summary Content List

Chapter 1: A House in the Woods (page 71)

Chapter 2: A Vacation (page 74)

Chapter 3: The Discontented (page 80)

Chapter 4: Divorce (translated by Salah-dine Hammoud) (page 83)

Chapter 5: Silence (page 88)

Chapter 6: Dinner in the Black Market (page 92)

Chapter 7: The Stranger (page 95)

Chapter 8: Out of Work (page 100)

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/scWO9aOrzTb


Chapter 1 Summary: A House in the Woods (page 71)

In the heart of a tranquil village nestled in the Middle Atlas Mountains,

 spring brings vibrant life, with sunlight filtering through the tall pines and

the soothing sounds of a babbling brook. This idyllic setting serves as the

backdrop for a charming scene featuring three sisters: the eldest, full of

energy and authority, has taken the initiative to build a special house from

stones. She organizes her younger siblings to gather pebbles, emphasizing a

sense of teamwork and collaboration.

As the girls enthusiastically collect stones from the stream, the older sister

skillfully seeks out the best sizes, while the youngest cleverly uses her skirt

as a pouch to hold the pebbles. Their playful labor is briefly interrupted by

an old man, whose appearance is so intertwined with his natural

surroundings that he seems part of the forest itself. He offers the younger

sister some oranges, but her determination to carry on with their task leaves

her oblivious to his gesture.

The old man settles down to enjoy the peace of the woods, while the sisters

finish their house and divert their attention to flowers for decoration. In a

whimsical moment, the youngest girl becomes enamored with a hornet,

trying to catch it but instead only managing to pluck a flower, resulting in a

mix of disappointment and amusement.
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Once the house is complete, the girls delight in extracting seeds from pine

cones. However, the playful spirit takes a turn when the youngest innocently

pokes the sleeping man with a pine needle, inadvertently waking him. While

initially startled, the man’s anger dissipates, and he generously shares the

oranges with the children. In their excitement, the girls consume the fruit

eagerly, forgetting their creation, which ultimately gets trampled in the

process.

As they make their way home with the old man, the once lively area grows

silent once more, leaving only the remnants of their house—now just a

memory marked by scattered stones and wilting flowers.

The chapter poignantly captures the essence of childhood—imagination,

camaraderie, and the transient nature of joy. The relationship among the

sisters illustrates themes of leadership and teamwork, while the old man

symbolizes the deep connection with nature and the calm beauty of their

environment. Ultimately, the fleeting moments of happiness and creation

reflect how such joys can quickly become memories, reminding us of the

simplicity and wonder of youth.
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Chapter 2 Summary: A Vacation (page 74)

Chapter 2 Summary: A Tense Vacation

On a seemingly serene June afternoon, a group of schoolgirls returns home,

their cheerful singing contrasting sharply with the underlying tensions of

familial relationships. The last girl, Roukia, arrives to find her cousin

visiting, and their mutual animosity surfaces, with Roukia's mother

humorously lamenting the chaos that the school holidays often bring to their

home.

Feeling unappreciated and frustrated, Roukia retreats outside to throw

stones, a symbolic act of her pent-up emotions. As night falls, the tension

lingers—heightened by nostalgic stories from Roukia's mother, which evoke

laughter but also underline the family's underlying conflicts. The atmosphere

shifts abruptly with the arrival of Roukia's father, whose presence brings an

air of anxiety to the household.

The next day, Roukia and the girls are tasked with collecting thyme in the

fields, an innocent outing that takes a turn when they forget a bag. While

exploring a dark cellar, the door unexpectedly slams shut, trapping them

inside and igniting panic. Roukia, once confident, now grapples with

self-doubt in front of her cousin. In the cellar's darkness, their fear leads to
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the sharing of personal memories and ghostly tales from Roukia’s

grandmother, deepening their anxiety.

As hunger strikes, devolving their situation into a more comedic realm,

Roukia's cousin finds herself in an embarrassing predicament involving a

chickpea lodged in her nose, which momentarily lightens the dire mood and

fosters a sense of camaraderie.

Their ordeal comes to an end when a woman, who had been searching for

them, rescues them. However, the return home escalates anxieties as

Roukia's father lashes out over their absence. Despite the gravity of the

situation, the community of women surrounds them, tackling the chickpea

incident with humor and warmth, showcasing the resilience and unity within

their relationships.

Ultimately, this chapter delves into themes of childhood fears, the

complexities of familial ties, and the quest for identity within the suffocating

demands of family life. Roukia's journey reflects the tumult of growing

up—marked by moments of bravery, embarrassment, and the navigating of

intricate domestic expectations.
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Chapter 3 Summary: The Discontented (page 80)

In Chapter 3, titled "The Discontented," the narrative unfolds through the

 interaction of two cousins from markedly different socio-economic

backgrounds, illustrating the themes of class disparity and personal struggle.

The chapter opens with an official, signifying a person of authority and

privilege, exiting a meeting and encountering his cousin, a custodian. This

initial encounter features an awkward yet genuine embrace, signaling the

familial bond amidst their divergent circumstances.

As they travel in the official's luxurious car, the custodian expresses

deep-seated frustrations regarding his inadequate salary and the pressures of

providing for his family amidst rising living costs. This discussion starkly

contrasts their lives, prompting the official to reflect on his own past

misfortunes and the notion of social mobility. He feels regret for his

previous harsh judgments about his cousin's education, which highlights the

deep-seated social divides that often define personal relationships.

Upon arriving at the custodian's modest home, the official is confronted with

the harsh realities of poverty that surround it, including an unkempt vacant

lot filled with debris. Though the custodian makes efforts to offer hospitality

despite the oppressive heat and simplicity of his home, an underlying tension

reveals itself through their conversation. The official attempts to instill a

sense of honor in all forms of work, but the custodian's feelings of
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entrapment in his menial job overshadow this reassurance.

In a bid to uplift his cousin's situation, the official proposes a job offer for a

supervisory position on a government farm near Casablanca, promising

improved pay and living conditions. However, the custodian, overwhelmed

by the prospect, struggles with the decision, ultimately declining the offer.

He raises valid concerns regarding the potential disruption this change could

have on his children's education, revealing his priorities as a devoted father.

The chapter culminates in the official's frustration, stemming from his

cousin's rejection of the opportunity. This moment exposes not only his

anger but also the overarching societal issues that bind them both in their

respective roles. The custodian's despair and the official's disillusionment

resonate throughout the narrative, emphasizing the inescapable realities

shaped by class divisions, leaving the reader with a profound sense of their

shared but disparate fates.
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Chapter 4: Divorce (translated by Salah-dine Hammoud)
(page 83)

In the chapter titled "Divorce" from "Year of the Elephant," we delve into

 the turmoil of a young man grappling with despair and feelings of failure.

His day begins with anxiety as he awaits news about a potential job

promotion, a fleeting hope that quickly dissipates when he returns to work

and finds himself disappointed. Overwhelmed, he recklessly rides his

motorcycle through heavy traffic, narrowly escaping serious injury before

crashing onto the pavement.

Back home, his wife tends to his injuries while their children observe

silently, feeling the palpable tension between their parents. The young man's

emotional turmoil is deeply rooted in his past, shaped significantly by the

abandonment he experienced from his father. As he confides in his brother,

he articulates a deep sense of disappointment in life, reciting painful

memories of poverty and instability. The brother, trying to offer support,

suggests moving beyond their past grievances, but this only amplifies the

young man's bitterness, particularly regarding their father's failure to provide

a stable home. A poignant moment emerges as he recalls a childhood desire

for a bicycle, symbolizing how the impact of divorce and familial strife can

stifle a child's happiness.

The chapter reaches a climax when the young man confronts his wife about

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/scWO9aOrzTb


his frustrations. Their ensuing argument lays bare the fissures in their

relationship, with her accusing him of perpetuating the cycle of

abandonment that their father began. Overwhelmed and feeling cornered

during this heated exchange, the young man makes a fateful decision—he

opts for a divorce.

In a pivotal scene at the adil’s office, which serves as the formal authority

for marriage and divorce matters, he contemplates the harsh realities of how

some people take advantage of the pain of others, echoing the broader

themes of societal failure and personal tragedy in the narrative. With a

complex mix of resignation and determination, he takes the first steps

toward ending his marriage. This decision holds significant weight, marking

both an end to his current struggles and a potential new beginning in a life

fraught with challenges.
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Chapter 5 Summary: Silence (page 88)

Summary of Chapter 5 from "Year of the Elephant"

In Chapter 5, the city of Rabat is enveloped in the spirit of Ramadan, a

sacred month of fasting and reflection in the Islamic calendar. The streets

buzz with life as the community anticipates the arrival of this holy period.

Central to the narrative are two elderly sisters, representing different aspects

of endurance and fragility—one is robust and takes on a dominant role,

while the other is frail, struggling with emotional burdens tied to their shared

past.

As they return to their modest home, steeped in memories, the palpable

tension between them grows. Their meals are shared in silence, punctuated

by unexpressed grievances that weigh heavily on their relationship. The frail

sister is particularly haunted by a photograph of a man, which evokes

feelings of nostalgia and regret, hinting at past loves or lost opportunities.

Amid the serenity that Ramadan typically brings, the thin sister finds

moments of peace while admiring the beauty of nature around her—like the

swallows flitting in the courtyard. In contrast, her sister is consumed by

bitterness, leading to a heated confrontation that reveals deep-seated feelings

of obligation and resentment. This argument serves as a catalyst, unearthing
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their troubled history and the roles they have taken on over the years.

As the month of Ramadan winds down, tension escalates, culminating in a

pivotal decision by the thin sister. Feeling suffocated by what she perceives

as her sister’s overbearing support, she resolves to leave, interpreting her

sister's care more as a burden than an act of love. This decision underscores

a profound yearning for autonomy overshadowed by a looming sense of fate.

Just as festive sounds herald the conclusion of Ramadan, a telegram arrives

for the robust sister, delivering the devastating news of her sibling's death.

The chapter closes with a haunting image of her frozen smile, encapsulating

a whirlwind of grief, regret, and the complex emotions that arise from

unresolved familial bonds.

Overall, Chapter 5 delves deep into themes of familial duty, the isolation

stemming from unspoken conflicts, and the delicate balance of love and

resentment, all framed within the reflective essence of Ramadan. The

chapter poignantly illustrates how spiritual observance can intertwine with

personal turmoil, leaving lasting impacts on relationships.
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Chapter 6 Summary: Dinner in the Black Market (page
92)

In the chapter "Dinner in the Black Market" from "Year of the Elephant," the

 protagonist's routine life is interrupted by an unexpected reunion with a

middle-aged woman, an old acquaintance who had heard her on the radio.

This visitor, though not classically beautiful, exudes confidence and

sophistication, suggesting a life of success as she manages an insurance

company and has significant ties to the real estate sector. Her unexpected

offer to assist the protagonist in finding an apartment hints at a lingering

camaraderie.

As they reminisce about their high school experiences and navigate their

current lives, the conversation naturally flows into an invitation for dinner.

This leads the protagonist and her husband to the visitor's awe-inspiring

home, replete with art that resembles a gallery, reinforcing the visitor's

affluent status. The dinner itself is animated; the hostess captivates the men

present, who are eager to praise her while the women seem relegated to the

background, highlighting an underlying tension in gender dynamics.

However, the evening takes a dark turn following their departure. The

protagonist’s husband discovers that his wallet is empty as he attempts to

buy cigarettes, leading him to recall the hostess's earlier insistence that he

remove his jacket. This revelation suggests a more sinister implication,
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raising questions about trust and the potential for betrayal within social

circles.

This chapter explores themes of superficiality, the complexities of gendered

social interactions, and the nuances of friendship, contrasting the opulent

façade of the dinner setting with a growing sense of unease. The narrative

skillfully draws readers in, blending nostalgia with a creeping tension that

underscores the fragile nature of trust and the hidden dangers that lurk

beneath polished exteriors.
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Chapter 7 Summary: The Stranger (page 95)

Summary of Chapter 7: The Stranger

In this poignant chapter of "Year of the Elephant," we witness the return of a

man to Fez after an absence of thirty years, a journey laden with emotional

significance. Upon his arrival, the hotel desk clerk recognizes him,

indicating that his past is still alive in the memories of the city's inhabitants.

As he steps out onto the balcony overlooking a stunning Andalusian garden,

he is swept away by childhood memories, particularly an instance from his

youth when he failed to respond to his mother's desperate cries. This pivotal

moment brings to light the complexities of his family dynamics, shaped by

his mother's struggles with mental health and his father's violent outbursts.

These tumultuous experiences contribute to his eventual choice to escape his

past, transforming from a troubled boy into a devout Christian monk in

France—an act that represents both a severance from his family and a leap

into a new life.

Haunted by unresolved traumas, he endures a restless night at the hotel,

reminiscing about his childhood and the sanctuary provided by Yasmine, a

caretaker who stood as his protector during turbulent times. The following

morning, invigorated by the freshness of Fez, he stirs to the city’s timeless
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essence, feeling an intrinsic connection to its people and landscape. An

unsettling moment arises when he encounters a figure reminiscent of his

father, triggering a deeper reflection on his past.

When he reaches his childhood home, a flood of memories engulfs him, yet

he is met by Yasmine, now aged and emotionally distant. Her chilling news

that Aziz—the name he once carried—is dead serves to underscore the

themes of loss and the relentless passage of time. This revelation symbolizes

the profound disconnect between who he was and who he has become.

Sitting alone in an orange-juice bar, he grapples with his melancholy reality

as he confronts the ghosts of his past that haunt him. Through evocative and

sensory-rich descriptions, the chapter captures the protagonist's emotional

turmoil, illustrating the bittersweet nature of returning to a place once

cherished, now tinged with sadness and disconnection.
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Chapter 8: Out of Work (page 100)

In Chapter 8 of "Year of the Elephant" by Leila Abouzeid, titled "Out of

 Work," the narrator undergoes a transformative experience following the

loss of a decade-long job. This significant turning point compels them to

reevaluate their life, which had become monotonous and automated,

characterized by the daily routine of driving the same route to work six days

a week almost on autopilot.

With unemployment now part of their reality, the narrator embarks on a

journey of reconnection with their neighborhood, choosing to explore on

foot—something they hadn’t done in years due to the convenience of the car.

This new mode of exploration allows them to observe the dramatic evolution

of their surroundings; the neighborhood that once featured charming

single-story homes has now been developed into a lively area filled with

modern apartment complexes, bustling shops, and a diverse array of

residents.

As the narrator strolls through the vibrant streets, they become acutely aware

of the changing dynamics within the community. Couples appear strained,

grappling with the challenges that modern life imposes. Amid these societal

shifts, the narrator uncovers hidden gems of the past, such as the traditional

medina and secret markets, that evoke nostalgia and serve as remnants of a

bygone era.
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Through this chapter, themes of change, nostalgia, and rediscovery of one's

environment are richly woven together. The narrator, now armed with time

and a newfound perspective, embraces the chance to immerse themselves in

their surroundings, seizing the opportunity to engage with the world they

once took for granted. The narrative ultimately highlights how losing a job

can lead to unexpected pathways of self-discovery and appreciation for the

familiar.

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/scWO9aOrzTb


https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/scWO9aOrzTb

