Cities of Salt: A Reader’s Guide 

Cities of Salt may be the longest novel you have ever read. It may be the first Arab novel you have read. This is not a dense or difficult book, but it is long. It can be highly rewarding if read with care. In other words, it flies in the face of our visual, instant message, instant gratification culture. In short, it is art. To read it as it is meant to be read requires some serious time and effort. You need to find a space of focus and thought so that you can luxuriate (not wallow) in the text like a warm bubble bath (or, for you outdoor types, a great hike. Ever try to rush a mountain? Sheer misery. Like waiting til the night before seminar – or the day of – to read the assigned book).

The following reading guide can help you get a handle on the themes of the book, and save you some time plowing through every word and page. You don’t need to do this. Go through the following questions and you should come away from this book with a good sense of what it is trying to do. 

1. Who is Abdelrahman Munif? 
· Find out what you can about Abdelrahman Munif, the author. What books has he written? What are his main themes? Why did he write Cities of Salt?

· Practice pronouncing the author’s name – out loud. The pronunciation is phonetic, so sound the name out like you did in grade school with words you didn’t know. Our names are among our most personal belongings. It is a sign of respect to say someone’s name and say it correctly (that goes for country names too, e.g. ee-rahn, not eye-ran and ee-rahk, not eye-rack).

2. When and where does Cities of Salt take place? 

· Munif does not explicitly name the country or the time period depicted in Cities of Salt. What clues does he give about the setting? What are some key landmarks?
· What clues does Munif give about the time period? What is a key scene that supports your answer?
3. What is the central plot and theme in Cities of Salt? 

· What is the difference between plot and theme?
· What is the plot of the novel?

· What is its theme?

4. What are some key elements of Munif’s literary style in Cities of Salt?

Cities of Salt shares some similar qualities to a popular genre of Latin American fiction called magic realism. It blends precise and detailed realistic images with the imaginary and fantastic (some critics argue that magic realism began in Middle Eastern literature and was adapted by Latin American writers). 
· What examples of magic realism do you find in Cities of Salt?

· Select a chapter and read it aloud. What do you notice about the author’s use of language, e.g. literary techniques such as simile, metaphor, internal/external dialogue, etc. 
5. What is the thesis of Cities of Salt? 

· Use the academic journal database EBSCO Host (available through the Evergreen library’s catalog page), NOT Google, to find a book review of Cities of Salt. Try to avoid the temptation to choose the first one in the list. Scroll down and read the full-text versions of several before making your selection. Include the link to a full-text version of one book review of Cities of Salt to your response paper. You will need a valid Evergreen library card for this exercise. Even if you have a library card, it may need updating. Bring it to the circulation desk at the library and a staff member can check and update it if needed.
· What evidence did you find that Cities of Salt is a tool of political dissent? What is the author protesting?
· Do you agree with the author’s critique? Why or why not?

· Formulate your own thesis of Cities of Salt and write it beneath your EBSCO Host book review link.

