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Abstract

The story "Thamar: The Jewess of Fez" by S. Benson addresses the themes of identity and hybridity within the context of
Moroccan society. It narrates the journey of Thamar, a Jewish woman living in Fez, who faces various challenges related to
societal acceptance and respect for her identity. Through analyzing this story, we discover how Thamar navigates her
multifaceted identities and adapts to the social and religious pressures imposed upon her. The story illustrates the use of
cultural and social hybridity as a means of adaptation and resistance, with Thamar adopting elements of Moroccan culture
and benefiting from the support of different characters such as the European narrator and the Moroccan pasha’. This short
narrative reflects the complexity of identity and its formation through the continuous interaction between different cultures,
enhancing our understanding of the dynamic and multifaceted nature of identity in colonial and postcolonial contexts.

Keywords: identity, hybridity, adaptation, resistance, colonial contexts.

The author uses Bashaw in the original text.!
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Original Text ol yadll

THAMAR: THE JEWESS OF FEZ?®
by S. Benson

The beauty of the Hebrew women of Barbary has not escaped the observation of travellers. Female loveliness must create a
deep impression on the mind, in whatever land it is found; but in the vicinity of the stupendous Atlas, where human nature is wild
and rugged as the mountain scenery, to meet with these beauteous children of the desert, is an unlooked-for pleasure. Here the
Jewish women possess all the primeval charms, which the imagination pictures to itself, as having belonged to our first mother.
Here are seen the large, soft melting eyes, fringed by the long silken lash; the jet black hair, shading the cheek of jessamine and
roses. Nor is the Oriental dress, here preserved, the gold- embroidered jillick and robe, the gemmed tiara, and anklet of pliant
gold, at all calculated to diminish the lustre of their appearance. Yet is the existence of these daughters of Israel marked only by
their beauty and their sorrow, they are subject to all the indignation of a tyrannical government and are the slaves of time-darkened
superstitions. Those who "know what 'tis to pity and be pitied," may find some interest in the tale of Thamar, a daughter of this
oppressed race. Her personal beauty and gentle manners had deeply interested me. | became a frequent visitor at her house,
where | was always welcomed with pleasure. | had often conversed with her on the difficulties under which her nation laboured in
The Barbary and asked her if she would not find herself much happier in Europe, where females enjoyed even greater privileges
than men. A look of inexpressible sweetness, and a deep-drawn sigh, was my only answer. My influence with the Bashaw of Fez
enabled me to show how far | sympathized with this lovely creature. The custom to which the Jewish women were subjected, of
taking off their slippers, and exposing their naked feet to the rough soil, on passing a mosque, had struck me as a peculiar cruelty.
| represented this circumstance to the Bashaw and asked him if it was not in his power to abolish it; he answered me "that it would
require more money than all their tribe was worth to purchase an exemption from such a long-established custom." I, however,
found means to succeed in getting Thamar excepted from the general rule, and one morning presented her with an order | had
obtained from the Bashaw to that effect. This favour had been as unsolicited as unlooked-for on her part, and kissing both my
hands, she thanked me for my kindness, with an emotion that nearly overpowered her. Her brilliant dark eye filled with tears. |
fancied | yet saw something within them that she was labouring to express but wanted courage to tell. Pressed by my solicitations,
she at last said, "I think | may confide in you, you are so generous, but not now, | hear footsteps approach; return tomorrow at this
hour, and | will tell you all."

My impatience could scarcely brook the prescribed delay. | was punctual to my appointment. "Your kindness," said she, "has had
effect | imagined, | am forbidden to receive you anymore."

| was not aware that any one had the right to regulate my visits, and was disposed to be angry. "Control your feelings," said she,
"and listen to me." | seated myself beside Thamar on a Moorish carpet which occupied the centre of the room. In a slightly-agitated
tone, she commenced: "The person you have often met here is my destined husband, and he is jealous of your visits."

" thought him your father, Thamar." "And well," continued she, "might you so imagine, for he is near fifty years of age, though
| am but just eighteen. Whilst yet a child in the cradle | was affianced to this man, who was a friend of my father's. When | grew
up, | foolishly ratified the contract my parents had made, which places me entirely at his mercy. Yet my heart refuses the sacrifice
| am bound to make; | must escape the unhappy lot that awaits me, or die. My parents, in the persuasion that | could have no other
choice but that which they had made for me, left this country some few years back, to reside in Portugal. They confided me to the
care of my aunt Zipporah, who, in her zeal for my happiness, confided my dislike to my destined husband to the Rabbi Benatar,
one of the most revered of our priesthood. This subtle hypocrite won my confidence by his seeming sympathy in my grief, but he
had no sooner heard the secret of my aversion to my lover, and my desire to escape the proposed union with him, than he suddenly
endeavoured to convert the disclosure to his own advantage. On condition that | would become his wife, he promised to annul
the contract existing with Benhadi, and when | turned with the repugnance | could not hide from his proposal, he threatened me
with his vengeance if | betrayed his secret, or avoided his addresses. From that hour this wicked priest has never ceased to persecute
me with his passion, and now declares, with most violent threats, if | do not decide in his favour, to pursue me to my undoing.
Complain | dare not; for surrounded as | am by power which can be bribed to any act of injustice, | must become the victim of one

8 Bekkaoui K. (2008). Imagining Morocco: An anthology of Anglo-American short narratives.
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of two lovers whom | equally dislike. The generosity you have displayed towards me induces me to consult you in my distress: how
| shall evade the cruel destiny that awaits me?”

| seized Thamar's hand and pressed it to my bosom, with offended pride she drew it back. "My unhappiness,” said she, "is of too
serious a nature for trifling. | must beg you to abstain from these passionate effusions, if you are really desirous to assist me."

"For the future,” said |, "I only breathe to serve you," and drew back respectfully. "Confide yourself fearlessly to my honour, and
| promise you the means of escape.”

"I will rely on you," said she; "if you free me, then shall the prayers and gratitude of the Jewess be yours; but recollect your only
reward will be that of having relieved a fellow-creature from wretchedness.”

"Enough!" cried |; "all | ask is to please the beauteous Thamar; you shall hear from me soon. | took my leave, ruminating on the
means of carrying my intention into execution. The danger of carrying off a Jewess was great, even with her own consent, the
Bashaw being entitled to a heavy duty on every one who leaves the country, the payment of which would have exposed Thamar's
intended flight to the rival lovers, and thus in all probability have foiled her escape; yet, in spite of every obstacle, | determined on
fulfilling her wishes. The festival of Purim was at hand, an epoch which the Jews of Barbary celebrate with great rejoicings. This
period is one of continued masquerading; the doors of every house are thrown open, and everyone is at liberty to partake of the
hospitality which prevails on these occasions. My return to Thamar's house being forbidden, | profited from the opportunity this
festival afforded, and procured a splendid female costume, which, with some little pains, formed a complete disguise. | stained my
hands and feet with henna, adjusted a neat mask to my face, and at the approach of evening sallied forth, and joined the first
group of maskers that passed by. | patiently accompanied them in all their rambles, till we arrived at the house of Thamar. My
elegant appearance, however, caused me more difficulties than | anticipated; | became the object of general attraction. My fellow
masqueraders (being now divested of my large el-haicke, or shawl,) wished to know who | was and invited me to unmask, or
partake of some refreshment, all their requests | refused except that of dancing, which I could not well avoid. Besides the noise of
the zambomba, and the gargualas of the old women, rather favoured my project of conveying to Thamar the means | had devised
for her flight. | therefore joined in the dance, and pressing her hand with fervour, soon made her understand who | was. | informed
her that before the end of the festival | should depart for Europe; that | had planned everything for her accompanying me in the
disguise of a Moorish servant, for whose embarkation | had procured an order from the Bashaw. | promised to return several nights
in different costumes, to convey to her the dress which she was to wear. She seconded my arrangements, and at a few subsequent
visits conveyed everything necessary for her equipment. At my last interview | informed her of the vessel's readiness, at Mogadore,
to put to sea, and that on the following evening, a little previous to the locking-up of the Juderia, a Jew quarter of the city, | would
meet her at the gate, with a mule, ready to convey her forward on her journey.

At the appointed hour | proceeded to the place of rendezvous; but, to my great surprise, the gates of the Juderia were closed.
| thought | had mistaken the hour, and again looked at my watch, but the time had not yet clapsed at which | had made the
appointment. | felt perfectly confounded at this unexpected incident and inquired the reason of the Juderia being closed at so
early an hour, but received no satisfactory answer. | therefore returned to the house | had previously occupied, determined to defer
my journey till this mystery should be cleared up. | passed a truly restless night and rose early the next morning to gain some
intelligence of Thamar, when, breathless and agitated, the aunt, Zipporah, entered my apartment.

"She is ruined she is lost!" shrieked the old woman; "and your unpardonable folly is the occasion of it."

"She is then dead!" cried I, with scarcely courage to listen to the reply, but not a word could be got from the old woman, who
continued to sob and weep. "Tell me, for Heaven's sake," cried |, "what has happened?"

“Imprisoned in a dungeon! Shut out from the light of day! In the hands of the Rabbi Benatar, her bitterest enemy! Who will
deliver her now from her persecutors? Oh! M my poor mistress, | never shall behold thee more!"

"She yet lives; then there is some hope. Quick, tell me where she is confined, that | may fly to her rescue.”

"Alas!" cried Zipporah, "if | knew that | should not stand here weeping, all | can tell you is, that the Rabbi Benatar, that somber
malicious priest, struck by the splendour of a mask that entered my house, and its close conversation with Thamar, traced its
dwelling here. His suspicions subsequently led him to discover its return to my residence in different disguises Last night this
wicked man caused the gates of the Juderia to be closed at an early hour, and search to be made throughout our quarter of the
city, when the trembling Thamar, amidst the hootings and execrations of a vile rabble, was detected in a male dress, and conveyed
before the elders of our people, where, accused of flagrant crimes, they have ordered her a solemn trial, and placed her in solitary
confinement All communication with the prisoner is denied."
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"That shall not be!" cried |, "whilst | have voice or influence left. | will straight to the elders of your people, and if they do not
deliver up Thamar, | will exert my influence to get them all punished.”

"You will ruin Thamar entirely by such a step.” said Zipporah. "Your interference will but augment their enmity against her. You
will be considered a favoured lover of the accused, she will be banished as an outcast from our people.”

Embarrassed by the just representations of Zipporah, | at last. determined on another course, that of propitiating the Bashaw
to protect Thamar's innocence. By great industry | discovered that she had been conveyed to a vault beneath some uninhabited
and ruined houses in an abandoned part of the town, where the Jews generally met to consult on any affair they wished to keep
secret from authority, or to carry into effect any measures which interfered with the power of their masters the Moors.

Thamar was here put upon her trial. Every offence that the wounded vanity and disappointed passion of the priest could suggest
was laid to her charge. The ostensible persecutor was the lover Benhadi; but Benatar, who possessed his private reasons for so
doing, alleged that the Jewish religion bad been insulted by her conduct, incensed her judges to the highest pitch of exasperation
against her. The principal crime, laid to her charge was as a violation of her engagement with Benhadi, by her intimacy with a
stranger, a disregard of her holy religion, and an attempt to fly her country in disguise. The document of the promise of marriage,
the Moorish dress, the verbal testimony of numerous suborned witnesses, were brought in fearful array against the Jewish maiden.
It did not suit the Rabbi's plan to proceed to a definitive sentence at once; he found sufficient pretexts to delay the proceedings,
and having succeeded in somewhat appalling the mind of Thamar, which, in fact, his art might have accomplished against a more
skilful adversary, he remanded her back to her dungeon

Overwhelmed with sorrow, the lovely Thamar lay on her straw bed, in her damp and gloomy prison-house, when she was
aroused from her solitude by the entrance of the Rabbi Benatar.

"Transgressor of our laws," said he, "arise! Does thy humbled pride yet relent? Where is thy fancied security now? Dost thou not
yet see the extent of my influence and power?" He proceeded to paint to Thamar, in glowing colours, the proofs of guilt that could
be brought against her and hinted that he alone could save her from her impending fate. He bade her reflect on the folly of trifling
with his feelings, and to choose between his love and the punishment the law could award.

The hypocrisy and impudence of the Rabbi but tended to increase Thamar's hatred of his proposals. She was tempted to
threaten to denounce him to the assembled elders when next she appeared before them; but when she recollected that she had
no witnesses of his misconduct, nought but her unsupported word to set up against the Rabbi's life of seeming piety and religious
austerity-no proofs which would not be branded as the last efforts of despairing criminality, her heart sank within her, she preserved
the silence of despair. The frightful presentiment took possession of her mind, that she must become the victim of his machinations.
She tore the hair that veiled her streaming eyes, and cursed the fatal beauty that inspired such cupidity. Benatar pressed her
acceptance of his offer. Her grief changed to the utmost indignation. "Sooner than become the victim of your hateful passion,”
said she, "shall this hand free me from bondage! Proceed, dissimulating priest, to blind the eyes of superstitious followers, and
make fresh sacrifices to your duplicity; but remember, | am yet mistress of myself!"

The priest, wondering at her resolution, and exasperated at her defiance of his power, a guilty and irresistible passion reigning
within his breast, now thought but of vengeance. "Tremble, proud woman," said he, "at your resolve; none ever yet offended me
with impunity.” And in a paroxysm of rage and disappointment he quitted the dungeon.

The second sitting of Thamar's judges now approached. Like the cedar of Lebanon, she stood unmoved, in the splendour of
her youth and beauty, before this self-constituted tribunal. To the hearts of any other judges her looks alone would have carried
conviction of her innocence: but on their prejudiced minds the voice of an angel could scarcely have made an impression. With no
hope save that derived from a consciousness of her own rectitude of conduct, she combated all the accusations prompted by the
Rabbi Benatar's disappointed hopes.

The old bridegroom and the priest were at once advocates and accusers, the former urged his right of still claiming the hand
of Thamar, in case she should be proved innocent, whilst at the same time (a tool in the hands of the designing priest) he laboured
hard to prove her guilt. Their evidence was again resumed; the affected solemnity and religious awe of the priest had its weight
on the assembly in everything brought against Thamar, whose crime consisted partly in the superiority of her mind over the rest
of her tribe. In answer to some questions respecting her opinions and pursuits, she boldly said, "I will not deny that my imagination
has been filled with illusions, and that | have, spite of your general customs, striven to cultivate my mind by means of books, that
in the vast wilderness of error which surrounds me, | might find some relief from the ignorance in which we are plunged. If to
aspire to knowledge be an offence, then am | guilty! If to detest a union, in which my heart could have no share, be a crime, then
am | punishable! If to spurn the oppression of bigotry, which weigh down my nation, be an error, then have | done wrong! But |
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will cede to none in the purity of my life and manners; and, therefore, | ask to be emancipated from the sentence of a tribunal, at
which circumstances render it impossible | should find an impartial hearing."

"Woman!" said the Rabbi Benatar, with severe voice, "you need not thus violently defend yourself. Words are the weapons of
your sex. We shall rest the cause of outraged virtue on a severer proof than your own assertions."

The patient and meek Thamar was enraged at these expressions. "Priest," said she, "l will spare you such answer as | am
privileged to make. | will only say that no one on earth can be better convinced of the purity of my life than yourself."

The Rabbi was confused. "Thamar," said he, "your judges do not arrogate to themselves the power of reading the human heart;
circumstances are certainly sufficiently strong against you to warrant extreme severity; but the Lord, who alone can judge rightly
of human transactions, will decide; to Him we have resolved to refer the question of your guilt or innocence. My brother judges
have agreed with me upon the proper course to be pursued in this affair. Hold yourself ready to drink of the water of purity."

This was a liquid the Rabbi had persuaded his brethren was brought from the Holy Land and possessed the power of exhibiting
truth in the most unequivocal light. T was one of the numerous superstitious customs which had obtained in former times, and
which the crafty Jewish priesthood had practised for the purpose of destroying those they wished to get rid of The Rabbi Benatar,
who was well versed in the mysteries of the cabala, had no difficulty in persuading his brethren that he possessed the secrets of
life and death, of good and evil, which their forefathers were reported to have held. He, therefore, easily persuaded his colleagues
to concur in the ordeal he proposed for putting the innocence of Thamar to the test. This fiend, under the pretext of asserting the
rights of the bridegroom, for whom he pretended the greatest friendship, and, as the champion of a religion whose true precepts
he was at that moment trampling under foot, only sought to fill the measure of his own revenge. He had determined, if he could
not possess Thamar himself, to prevent her from falling into the hands of anyone else, although her life should be thereby
sacrificed; he had therefore prepared a poisonous liquid, which he pretended was pure water, this he sanctified by many mock
mysterious ceremonies, and by some sentences which he first wrote on parchment, and afterwards scraped off and mixed with the
drink.

The ingenuous Thamar, who dreamt not of the extent of the priest's villainy, but who, at the same time, mistrusted the efficacy
of miracles, cheerfully consented to the ordeal her judge proposed. Her guileless soul could not conceive the extent of the priest's
malicious jealousy.

Benatar muttered the final prayer; he then handed the goblet, in which the drink had been prepared, to the bridegroom, and
commanded him to present the draught to Thamar the confiding girl, secure in the irreproachable tenor of her life, first raised a
look to Heaven, and implored her God to protect her innocence, then seized the goblet and raised it to her lips.

At this moment a crash like "echoing thunder" burst the doors of the secret assembly. A turbaned host, with flashing yatagans,
poured into the vault, and in a moment seized and manacled every member of this dark tribunal. Shrieks of despair fell from their
quivering lips; the elders called upon the God of Israel to deliver them from the violent death which they already saw in anticipation
prepared for them. Some fell on their knees, others offered all their worldly possessions to be allowed to escape, big drops of
perspiration stood on their pale foreheads. To the Bashaw of Fez, whom | had accompanied, and had stirred up this act of justice,
stood in the midst of the affrighted assembly.

"Wretches!" said he, in a voice at which they had been long accustomed to tremble, "since when have ye dared to usurp the
power which belongs alone to the Sultan, or to me his deputed representative? Speak, or | will blot ye all from the books of creation
Say, Jewess," exclaimed he, turning to Thamar, "why stand you here a prisoner, and what is the meaning of that goblet you hold
in your hand?”

Thamar, in softened colours, related the history of her confinement and trial, and, in conclusion, explained how the Rabbi
Benatar had merely required her to drink the contents of the goblet she held in her hand, in order to manifest her guilt or innocence,
a command with which she was perfectly ready to comply. She implored the Bashaw, as they had consented to so mild an
expedient, to pardon their offence, and allow her to satisfy her people by undergoing the prescribed ordeal. She here again raised
the goblet to her lips, about to drink off its contents.

"Hold your rash hand, Thamar, for Heaven's sake!" cried |, and whispered a few words to the Bashaw.

The eyes of the Bashaw flashed fire. "Give me the cup!" said he to Thamar, and took the goblet from her hand. "Come forth,
thou meddling priest!" cried he to Benatar. The trembling Rabbi, with bent body, crept towards the Bashaw, and kissed the skirt of
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his garment. "l fear much," continued the Bashaw, "that this liquid contains some poisonous mixture. Speak, reptile: are my surmises
well-founded or not?"

"Most noble Bashaw!" exclaimed the Rabbi, "I swear it contains
nothing injurious to the innocent; it can only affect the guilty."

"Why, then, have ye sought to hide your proceedings beneath the ruins of this abandoned quarter of the city? why, like owls,
do ye shun the day-light?"

By the life of Sultan Muley Abdirahman, whom God preserve a thousand years, we meant no harm, it only proceeded from a
wish to follow up all our ancient ceremonies in a sort of trial which has long been discontinued amongst us, and at which the bold
Mussulman would be apt to scoff."

"You are convinced that the beverage can only hurt the criminal?"
"None else, my lord."

“Then immediately swallow every drop of it, or by my beard, by the grave of my fathers, and by the life of the Sultan | serve,
your head shall be severed from your body on the spot

A groan of despair escaped the trembling Rabbi. He threw himself on his knees, and begged the Bashaw to immure him in
the deepest dungeon of the city, to take his gold, anything but make him drink of the cup he had prepared."

The Bashaw beckoned four of his black slaves-strong muscular men. "Bear the Rabbi hence," said he, and hurl him up into
the air till the falls have broken his neck, then fling his body into the ditch of lions by the eastern wall."

This order would have been as promptly executed as uttered; the Rabbi knew it well, and demanded the goblet. He drank
off its contents.

“"Curses on ye all," said he, "and may your lives prove bitterer to you than this draught to me, may ye live till" convulsions here
seized the Rabbi's frame, and paralyzed his speech. A livid hue usurped his face: he foamed at the mouth, reeled along the
pavement, and expired.

Thamar beheld the catastrophe with eyes filled with tears. She now saw, for the first time, the danger to which she had been
exposed, and was overcome by the conflict of her feelings. The faithful Zipporah ran to support her, and when she came to herself,
pointed me out as her deliverer. The beautiful Thamar overwhelmed me with manifestations of her gratitude. | begged her to
bestow her thanks on the Bashaw, which she equally did. This excellent Moslem redeemed his former government from a load of
reproach by his noble conduct towards Thamar. He annulled the contract of marriage which Benhadi held, by making his
renunciation of her hand the condition of his pardon for the share he had taken in the crimes of the conspirators; the rest he
liberated on payment of very heavy sums of money and granted Thamar uncontrolled permission to leave the country whenever
she pleased, and a freedom from all responsibility to the jurisdiction of the Jews as long as she wished to remain.
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