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Edison of Pumbedita: Fiction and History across Time and 
Space in a Judeo-Arabic Feuilleton, Algiers 1891
Avner Ofrath
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ABSTRACT
This article explores notions of history and historical imagination 
through an unusual text published in Algiers in 1891: A serialized 
story titled The Tale of Edison describing the world of the Talmudic 
academies of Babylonia in the tenth century. Through a close read
ing of the narrative and a tracing of stylistic influences, the article 
pieces together an attempt to create a modern adventure story 
rooted in Arab, Islamic and Jewish history, transcending the geo
graphical distance of the Maghrib and the Mashriq, the temporal 
distance of past and present, and the stylistic distance between the 
European feuilleton and the Jewish folktale.
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Introduction

The Tale of Edison, a story written in Judeo-Arabic and published in ten sequels in late 
1891, is a text that defies boundaries of veracity and fiction, past and present, geography 
and history. Published by Shalom Bekache, a prominent figure of the Haskalah in the 
Central Maghrib of the 1880s and 1890s in his journal Beit Yisrael, it tells the story of 
Edison, a Jew from the town of Pumbedita, during the time of Saadia Gaon, the great 
Halakic authority, poet and translator of the Hebrew Bible of the tenth century. It is a story 
of adventure, misfortune, the powers of nature and above all the hardship of Jewish life 
and deliverance by the Almighty.1

With its language, format, genre and narrative, The Tale of Edison (Ma‘ase Edison, as its 
Hebrew title reads) is situated between European, Arabic and Jewish textual traditions, 
thus offering a glimpse into the plurality of influences and intellectual endeavors that 
circulated in the increasingly connected Jewish world of the late nineteenth century. The 
most intriguing and enigmatic feature of this text is in this regard is its very title. ‘Edison’ is 
neither a Jewish name nor a likely version of any known Jewish name. In the press and 
popular culture of the late nineteenth century, it was closely and widely associated with 
the American inventor Thomas Alva Edison, whose patents and inventions were covered 
widely in the press and who inspired a series of fictionalized characters in popular stories 
carrying his name and epitomizing the promise, but also the peril and angst of the 
industrial age.2 While it is not possible to trace any direct line of influence or inspiration 
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between Bekache’s Edison and any specific such story, there can be little doubt that it was 
to this popular, captivating figure that Bekache alluded.

While translating French and English popular novels was common practice in the 
Hebrew, Ladino, and Judeo-Arabic press of the late nineteenth century, The Tale of 
Edison appears to be, as far as research for this article could reveal, neither a translation 
nor an adaption, but an original text. It is a story firmly set within Jewish history and the 
geography of Babylon, Persia, and Egypt. Edison is the only character carrying a modern 
European name, while all other characters have either Hebrew or Arabic names. And while 
this character of a careless drunkard bears some resemblance to the adventuring Edisons 
of European newspapers, he does not seem to correlate with any of them specifically.

What, then, is the story of Edison of Pumbedita? What is the role of his name and 
character in a text that is, in the end, a meandering tour through the Persian and Arab 
world during the Geonic period? Is it an epitome of modernity or the dangers of 
irreligiosity? Is it an attempt to popularize knowledge of Jewish history through a figure 
that would have resonated with many of Bekache’s readers? Or is it an attempt to create 
a new, Judeo-Arabic popular literature, for which an explicit reference to Western popular 
culture was necessary? By delving into the language, references and content of this 
unusual text, the following pages probe different facets of what was, at the time, an 
emerging, new Judeo-Arabic writing.

While scholars of Maghribi Jewry have long been interested in Hebrew and Judeo- 
Arabic printing, folktales such as The Tale of Edison have received little attention. Scholars 
like Yossef Chetrit and Yossef and Tzvia Tobi explored the different genres of textual 
production in the Maghrib and the transfer of technical printing skills and literary tradi
tions such as the piyyut throughout the Mediterranean.3 More recently, Clémence 
Boulouqe, Jessica Marglin, Noam Sienna and Vered Sakal traced the networks and 
hierarchies of Halakic authority that shaped the printing and dissemination of responsa 
and other religious commentaries on the questions and challenges of a Jewish life 
increasingly dominated by French and to some extent Italian expansion.4 But the new 
genres that emerged in Judeo-Arabic and Hebrew writing in the 1880s and 1890s remain 
much overlooked.

Yet, it is precisely the popular genres, translations and fantasy stories that allow us to 
trace the shifting landscapes of writing and writers – and to some extent reading and 
readership – at a time when the increasingly potent, centralizing state was reshaping 
Jewish life in Europe and the regions under European colonial rule. As Matthias Lehmann 
notes in the case of Ladino musar (moral, ethics) literature, popular genres ‘played 
a central role in defining the path chosen between continuity and change . . . “Popular” 
ethical literature was above all an act of translation: the authors translated rabbinic expert 
knowledge into what they believed approached popular discourse.’5 As Olga Borovaya 
notes, it was above all the serialized novel that ‘introduced a simple style and a pattern of 
writing for the masses that combined instruction and entertainment.’6 Published ‘below 
the line’, visibly separated and physically detachable from news coverage and delibera
tions of the pressing issues of the day, the feuilletons that featured in so many Jewish 
newspapers in North Africa and in which texts like The Tale of Edison were included were 
testimony to the strong influence of the French press on the local public sphere and often 
included texts either influenced by or translated directly from European newspapers.7 At 
the same time, a text such as The Tale of Edison reveals an effort to create a local version of 
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this popular literature, to translate not so much the content as the genre and adapt it to 
a Jewish readership. It included clear didactical motifs, aiming to familiarize its readers 
with the spaces and key events of Jewish life beyond the here and now.

Through its language and style, its content and intertextual references and not least 
the biography of its author, The Tale of Edison offers various vistas through which to 
explore the production and transfer of knowledge and of new genres of Jewish popular 
culture across geographic, political and linguistic borders. Weaving historical figures and 
events of the Geonic period and a landscape stretching from Persia through Babylonia to 
Egypt into a format and a genre that were decidedly European and modern – the 
adventure story and the feuilleton – Bekache created something that was entirely new: 
a folktale that was at once a narration of a Jewish past and a very contemporary, modern 
text.8

A Baghdadi Jew in ‘French’ Algeria

With its focus on Babylonia, its multiple sources of influence and its ample use of historical 
figures, The Tale of Edison reflects much of the biography and intellectual ambition of its 
author, Shalom Bekache, as bearer of wisdom and spreader of knowledge beyond 
geopolitical borders. Born in Bombay in 1848 to a family of the Baghdadi Jewish diaspora, 
Bekache was ordained as rabbi in Safed and settled in Algiers in 1878. There, he became 
a prominent figure of local printing and a voice of the Haskalah in Algeria and from 1891 
to 1893 published his weekly Beit Yisrael.9

Notwithstanding the colonial endeavor of turning Algeria into a French province, the 
Algiers in which Bekache arrived and the public sphere in which he published his works 
were highly multilingual, even as speakers of different languages occupied very different 
positions and possessed unequal statuses in Algeria’s legal order.10 Since the French 
conquest of Algiers in 1830, French militaries, as well as settlers from France, Italy and 
Spain had thoroughly transformed the built environment, the social fabric and the 
linguistic landscape of the city. Alongside the local Arabic dialects spoken by Algerians 
of different backgrounds and religious affiliations, French, Spanish, Italian, and an emer
ging dialect of the European population now made the soundscape of Algiers.11

Printing and publishing were particularly marked by the legal inequalities of the 
colonial order, with the overwhelming majority of Algerian society excluded from this 
domain. An 1881 French law limited the right to publish newspapers to full French 
citizens, thus excluding almost the entire Algerian Muslims population, which was con
sidered as ‘native’ and subjected to the repressive ‘native code’.12 Algerian Jews, who had 
been collectively declared to be French citizens by the so-called Crémieux Decree of 1870, 
thus possessed a legal privilege that allowed them to turn the cities of Algiers and Oran 
into important regional centers of Hebrew and Judeo-Arabic printing, one that remained 
open to them even as colonial officials sought to limit their activity.13 When Bekache 
published the first part of The Tale of Edison in the first issue of Beit Yisrael in 1891, his 
journal joined several other newspapers in Judeo-Arabic that had been published since 
1870, as well as numerous newspapers in French, Italian, and Spanish that catered for 
Algeria’s European colonial population.14

In his writing, Bekache occupied an ambivalent position vis-à-vis the local Jewish 
community. On the one hand, he endeavored to write in the local Arabic variety spoken 
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by Algerine Jews, which was very different from the Baghdadi variety which was his native 
language – an attempt that is evident in his adoption and ample use of grammar and 
syntax components which are specific to the central Maghrib.15 On the other hand, he 
remained distanced from local Jewish affairs and his gaze and tone remained those of an 
outsider – whether out of choice or due to opposition from local players. Yossef Chetrit 
argued that Bekache’s distance from the structures of the local community ultimately 
made his writing fragmentary, preventing him from commenting on the affairs of his time 
as part of an emerging generation of writers and publishers.16 Indeed, in his articles to the 
Hebrew weekly Hamagid, published at the time in Prussia, he struck a very critical tone of 
the Jews of Algiers for what he saw as their lack of interest in the affairs of the Jewish 
world beyond Algeria, including attempts to settle in Eretz Israel.17 In the preface to 
a collection of stories and historical accounts published in 1885, Bekache criticized local 
Jews for their ‘ignorance’ and for refusing to accept wisdom brought to them by an 
outsider:

I am amazed how every month we bless Rosh Chodesh18 in the synagogue, saying: ‘May it be 
your will to bring us the Hahamim of Israel, them and their children and all that belongs to 
them’,19 but when one of them comes to us we despise and reject him and in order to ignore 
him we say ‘We do not need you, go out and learn, do not preach at us.’ In the synagogue we 
say a prayer for them [the Hahamim] to come to us, and in reality we do not understand 
them.20

Indeed, Bekache’s writing reflects none of the dramatic changes that French colonial 
rule brought to the built environment, language, ritual, rabbinical authority and commu
nity organization of Jewish life in Algeria – and the different ways in which rabbis and 
notables responded to them. The destruction of old synagogues, the imposition of French 
as language of learning and ritual, the establishment of state-run consistories to admin
ister the Jewish population or the appointment of French rather than Algerian rabbis 
remain unmentioned in his journal.21 Even Bekache’s choice of writing exclusively in 
Judeo-Arabic and Hebrew ran counter to the cultural and linguistic development of 
most of his potential readers. Most Jewish journals in the 1870s and 1880s had been bi- 
lingual and aimed at familiarizing their readers with the French language and the key 
terms and norms of French political life. The different genres he included in Beit Yisrael, 
from folktales and adventure stories to news and highbrow articles, indicate that he 
sought to cater to different classes, including the middle classes that had, by the 1890s, 
adopted the French language.

Rather than an Algerian-Jewish journal, Beit Yisrael is best understood as an attempt 
at making the intellectual world of the Haskalah and its vibrant press accessible to 
Algerian Jewish readers. Beit Yisrael presented itself clearly as a journal with broad 
interest in the Jewish world. Its title (meaning ‘The House of Israel’, translated into 
French rather misleadingly as le people d’Israél) evoked a sense of belonging not 
confined to or defined by a certain place, and its motto stated that it was dedicated 
to ‘issues that concern our Jewish brethren in all countries.’ The news coverage in the 
first issues of Beit Yisrael concerned Europe almost exclusively; whilst Bekache rarely 
named the newspapers he was citing from, he did, on two occasions, mention Hebrew 
newspapers as his sources: HaMaguid and HaTzfirah.22 By 1893, when the journal 
ceased publication, a typical issue of Beit Yisrael would consist of four large-format 
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pages, with a lengthy treatise-like article on an abstract or political matter on the first 
page, followed by a feuilleton and an extensive news coverage with translations from 
various newspapers from across the Maghrib, the Mashriq, and Europe. The news 
section was divided into ‘general’ news ( ןאדלובלתראבכ ), ‘Jewish news’ ( תראבכ
דוהיל ) and ‘miscellaneous’ news ( ןיטלכמתאראבכ ).23 The ‘general’ news had 

a remarkable geographic scope, stretching in one issue between Egypt, Montenegro, 
America, Dublin, Prague, and Dahomey.24 The first issues also included Judeo-Arabic 
translations of parts of Jacob Sapir’s travelogue and description of Jewish communities 
in Yemen in his famous book Even Sapir.25

A Jewish history contoured by the Islamic world

The outlier’s position and perspective assumed by Bekache is crucial for understanding 
The Tale of Edison and situating it in the landscape of knowledge transfer and production 
of the Jewish world of the late nineteenth century. The Tale of Edison and the feuilleton 
more broadly were part of this agenda of connecting readers to more distant sites and 
times of Jewish life. Inserting a fictional figure named Edison – a name that resonated with 
technology, contemporaneousness and western civilization – into the world of Babylonia 
during the Geonic period and weaving these very different elements into a story of 
distress, adventure, love and finally relief, Bekache defied the barriers of time and space, 
placing the reader very effectively and evocatively in a distant time and place and creating 
a sense of familiarity rather than foreignness and distance.

Bekache’s didactical motivation emerges clearly in the very last sentence of the story: 
‘And so we have completed the Tale of Edison and our rabbi Saadia Gaon al-Fayumi who 
was nominated as Rosh Yeshiva in the town of Pumbedita. Next year will mark five 
hundred years since the time of his death. And there shall be major festivities in all 
communities of Israel in honor of the great Gaon.’26 The story opens in Karmisin – the 
name used in Jewish sources to designate the Persian town of Kermanshah in the west of 
present-day Iran. The reader is introduced to Edison, who arrives in Karmisin after 
a difficult journey from his hometown of Pumbedita and meets his friend Binymain 
shivering in the cold. Holding a glass of ‘Arak offered to him by his friend to warm 
him – alcohol will turn out to be a central part of Edison’s mischievous life – Edison sets 
out to tell his friend of his difficult journey, but more importantly of political upheaval 
amongst Babylonian Jews.

Edison’s opening monologue evokes various historical figures and events from differ
ent periods of the Geonic era, especially those connected to the power struggle between 
the two prominent intellectual centers of Sura und Pumbedita. Edison is described as the 
servant of the wealthy notable Natira, a wealthy Jewish notable from Baghdad who is 
mentioned in one of the sources of the Geonic era as deeply implicated in power 
struggles between Pumbedita, the political leadership of Babylonian Jewry, and the 
caliph.27 Edison tells of the rivalry between the descendants of two Geonim, Rav Cohen 
Zedek of Pumbedita and David Ben Zakai of Sura, and the question of which of the two 
was of higher scholarly and dynastic stand and whose followers should have the ascen
dancy. Overshadowing this rivalry is the threat of Karaite Jews contesting the authority of 
the Halakha and the Geonim, as Edison mentions.28
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While Edison is telling his friend of the political rivalry between the Talmudic acade
mies of Sura and Pumbedita, external events intervene, drawing the reader’s attention to 
geopolitical power struggles between the Arabs and the Persians, the caliph and the Shah 
in the borderland region between Kermanshah and Pumbedita. Binyamin’s son Boaz 
enters the scene shaken, telling the two of Persian soldiers who entered the town and 
broke into several houses including their own, hit him, killed his mother and kidnapped 
his sister, Naama. From this point, the reader is taken through a series of fights, storms, 
incarcerations and escapes in a space contoured by the Persian town of Kermanshah, the 
town of Pumbedita (the Abbasid capital of Baghdad isn’t mentioned by name), the 
Kurdish town of Erzurum, as well as the Egyptian coast and what is clearly the town of 
Fustat.

In the upheaval that follows, Edison, Boaz and Binyamin part ways, each facing 
different hardships. Boaz runs away to search for his kidnapped sister. Binyamin leaves 
the house to look for his son and is told by Persian soldiers that his son had been killed, 
whereupon he loses his sanity and disappears from the narrative until its very last scene. 
Edison, his judgement flawed by alcohol, is captured and nearly lynched by Persian 
soldiers, rescued by a passer-by, moves between different towns and peoples, is captured 
again – this time by the caliph – and rescued again miraculously, dressed up as a Muslim 
woman and makes his way to Egypt. Boaz, searching for his kidnapped sister Naama, 
encounters a young woman named Halima, who turns out to be the Jewish daughter of 
the caliph and his Jewish wife. Together they search for Naama, are persecuted by 
soldiers, and eventually fall in love. Toward the end of the story, we encounter Edison 
again wandering through the streets of what Bekache calls Masar and is clearly the city of 
Fustat and entering the Eliyahu Hanavi synagogue, where he witnesses a wedding and 
reads in the Ketubah the name of the groom: Boaz ben Binyamin. The last scene brings 
together the different characters, but also the different levels of the text. We are in 
Pumbedita again, the Jews have been saved from danger. Saadia Gaon is recognized as 
Halakic authority and made Rosh Yeshiva (head of the academy) while Edison and 
Binyamin are made his servants.

What is the role of this meandering narrative? What is the world to which Bekache 
sought to introduce his readers through The Tale of Edison? Beyond the lengthiness that 
characterized most of the literary works that appeared in sequels in the feuilletons of the 
nineteenth century, it seems necessary to pay special attention to the many details, 
characters and place names of this text in order to make sense of it. It is the livelihood 
of the text, created through everyday conditions and objects such as wind and rain or 
a bottle of ‘Arak, but also through its constant movement, that allows Bekache to draw his 
reader into a time and place of Jewish life that were very different from those of late- 
nineteenth century Algiers.

Movement between different places is a recurring and central feature of The Tale of 
Edison. This mobility is rarely easy or safe. It connotes precarity and insecurity but is also 
portrayed as inseparable from the world it depicts. An awareness of several places at the 
same time, almost to the degree of ubiquity, is present already in the second sentence of 
the story: ‘Said Edison to his friend Binymain . . . in the town of Karmisin near Babylonia.’29 

It continues through the repeated movements from one place to another throughout the 
text. Edison’s journey takes him first from Pumbedita to Karmisin, then from Karmisin to 
the Kurdish town of Arzurum (called Azrum in the text), then to al-‘Arish on the Egyptian 
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coast of the Mediterranean (called in the text ’Arish Masar), then to what is called in the 
text Masar and can be identified as Fustat through the mention of the Eliahu Hanavi 
Synagogue, and finally back to Pumbedita.

Absent from this narrative is any mention of the Holy Land or any of its towns and 
sites – an absence that reflects the standing of the Babylonian academies during the 
Geonic period, but which also draws our attention to an important feature of Bekache’s 
writing: his distinction between different genres. For Bekache was not only a prominent 
figure of the Haskalah, but also an advocate of renewing Jewish settlement in the Holy 
Land (the term ‘Zionism’ would be misleading, since Bekache did not discuss questions of 
nationhood, nationalism, or sovereignty). He reported extensively on new settlements 
and infrastructures in Eretz Israel and on Jewish societies supporting it and criticized the 
Jews of Algeria for their lack of interest in this movement.30 The fact that none of these 
issues is present in The Tale of Edison is characteristic of his attempt to include an array of 
genres in his journal. This awareness and delineation of different genres is also evident in 
his presentation of his first book Mevasser Tov from 1884, in which he described the 
different texts collected in the book as ‘fairy tales [khara’if], stories [ma’assiot], fables 
[meshalim], utterances of wisdom [divrei hockma], past affairs [khawaij nata’ ayam ‘l-awal] 
and present affairs [khawaij nata’ had ‘l-ayam].’31

Beyond places and regions, The Tale of Edison introduces the reader to a host of groups, 
rituals and conflicts of the Arab and Islamic world. During his journey, Edison comes 
across Bedouins, Druzes and Copts. He and other characters encounter the soldiers of the 
Persian Shah and those of the Arab caliph – who nevertheless remains unnamed and 
unspecified, without any mention of the Abbasids. The caliph is also presented as sharif al- 
Muminin and the believers are referred to as ummat al-Islam.32

Through the story of the Jewish wife and daughter of the caliph, the reader is also 
presented with important figures of Islamic history and society: those descending from 
prophet Muhammad (the shurafa’) and the scholars of Islamic law (‘ulama’).33 Edison joins 
a convoy of believers in their pilgrimage to Mecca, the Hajj.34 And in one of the narrations 
of rivalry between Arabs and Persians the narrator explains the rivalry – though without 
mentioning the terms or the names of the rival Arab dynasty of the Abbadis and the Shiite 
dynasty of Buyid – between Sunni Muslims and Shiites.35 By doing so, Bekache provided 
his readers with a saturated portrayal of a time and place of Jewish history that is clearly 
contoured by the landscape and people of Persia, Babylonia and Egypt and is shaped by 
Arab and Muslim history, sovereignty, and ritual.

Between textual traditions

The most glaring and enigmatic exception to the rootedness of The Tale of Edison in 
the time and place of the early Arab empire is, of course, the name of its protagonist. 
In a story dotted with historical figures of the Geonic period and in which all fictional 
characters have either Hebrew or Arabic names, Edison strikes the reader as an 
unexpected and odd choice of a name. While the name Edison resonates and would 
have resonated for the reader of the late nineteenth century with modernity, technol
ogy and innovation, there is nothing in Bekache’s Edison to suggest that this is 
a protagonist that highlights the issues of modernity per se. Rather, Edison seems to 
convey the gaze of an outsider: a figure that on multiple occasions arrives at new 
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scenes and interrupts set constellations. It is above all his drinking that leads him to 
misjudgment and mischief, and it is through his visit to the synagogue and his 
encounter with Saadia that he finds his way back to a respectable life within the 
congregation of Pumbedita. ‘Edison’, in other words, is a fictional protagonist that 
embodies adventure and misadventure – a stylistic device that Bekache most likely 
borrowed from the European Feuilletons of his time, and which compels us to situate 
this unusual narrative between the different textual traditions that informed it.

Indeed, The Tale of Edison reveals an intersection of different textual traditions in the 
development of Jewish publishing and writing in the Central Maghrib. While the name 
Edison and the format of the feuilleton testify to a deliberate attempt by Bekache to 
introduce European genres into the Jewish landscape of writing and reading, the histor
ical figures mentioned in his text resonate with the emerging Jewish historiography of the 
time and the controversies around it. And the story of deliverance and piety that he 
unfolded through the character of Edison reveals influences of genres in Arabic, Judeo- 
Arabic and Hebrew writing that dated back centuries and which were being collected, 
printed and popularized since the 1850s.

Why Edison, then? Neither a Jewish name nor with any likelihood the version of 
a Jewish name, this name stands out in a story whose other characters all have Arabic 
or Hebrew names. This is also a clear contrast to the next feuilleton published by Bekache, 
which was called Robinson and re-told the story of Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe. One 
possible source of influence is the science fiction novel l’eve future – The Future Eve – by 
Auguste Villiers de l’Isle Adam, published throughout 1885 and 1886 in the French 
newspaper La vie moderne. It features a fictionalized Thomas Alva Edison who creates 
an artificial woman – this novel is credited with popularizing the term ‘android’. L’eve 
future started a trend of popular novels and stories featuring a fictionalized Edison – and 
in a broader vein any young male character – experiencing adventure and saving himself 
and those around him from trouble.36 The fact that Bekache’s next feuilleton concerned 
Robinson Crusoe – another, albeit much older hero of an oft retold story of adventure – 
also testifies to the influence of European popular literature on his writing when seeking 
to appeal to different audiences.37 However, there is no indication of whether Bekache 
read or was introduced to the original publication of l’Eve future, neither was the story 
translated in any of the Hebrew journals of the time as far as research for this article could 
yield.38 Another explanation for the use of the name Edison is that Bekache was influ
enced by the extensive reports about Edison in the Hebrew journals he read and whose 
reports he often reproduced. Hatzfira, for instance, reported in the summer of 1889 about 
Edison’s visit to Paris and printed many of his statements on nature, inventions and 
technology.39

Whatever the exact source or reason may be, it seems clear that Bekache sought to 
weave a name that was synonymous with adventure and which was anathema to the very 
different textual tradition in which his narrative was rooted – that of the folktale of 
Babylonian Jews. This bringing together of different worlds is evident in the presentation 
of the story in the first issue of Beit Yisrael: ‘The story of Edison, which occurred in the days 
of our master [rabenu] Saadia Gaon al-Fayumi.’40 As scholar Avishur Abishur notes, this 
genre gained renewed visibility from the mid-nineteenth century onwards, as Hebrew 
print houses opened in Calcutta, Bombay and later Baghdad after centuries in which 
Hebrew books were printed mainly in Istanbul and Livorno. Collectors and printers such as 
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Shlomo Bechor Hotzin and Shlomo Twina published collections of folktales, fables and 
proverbs.41

In Bekache’s narrative, Saadia serves as an omnipresent definer of an era and its 
mores rather than as a protagonist. Saadia, author of the most important Arabic 
translation of the Hebrew bible and, seen from the 19th century, one of the most 
revered authorities of Jewish law, is a distanced, elevated presence in the world of 
simple people and daily activities and hardships. The fact that Edison and Binyamin 
end up as his servants (the Arabic word used by Bekache is Shawish) only highlights 
this contrast. As mentioned, the concluding sentence of the text – ‘And so we have 
completed the Tale of Edison and our rabbi Saadia Gaon al-Fayumi who was nomi
nated as Rosh Yeshiva in the town of Pumbedita. Next year will mark five hundred 
years since the time of his death’ – shows a feuilleton intended to promote 
a knowledge and appreciation of history.42

Another strand of writing with which The Tale of Edison resonates is historiography, 
which was emerging as a central discipline at European universities and a central area of 
interest of the Haskalah. The events and power struggles of the Geonic period that are the 
subject of Edison’s opening monologue were the object of continued debates and 
controversies between Jewish scholars and writers in the late nineteenth century – 
particularly between proponents of the Wissenschaft des Judentums and their critics – 
and it is likely that Bekache was informed and inspired by them when writing The Tale of 
Edison. Historians like Heinreich Graetz in his Geschichte der Juden and Zeev Yavetz in his 
Toldot Yisrael discussed extensively the Geonic period and the power struggles within 
Babylonian Jewry.43 Through the mixture of fictional and historical figures, of political 
power struggles and daily objects and concerns, the reader of The Tale of Edison is 
introduced in an almost intimate, gossip-like manner to the struggle over dominance 
and leadership of Babylonian Jewry between the towns of Sura and Pumbedita.

Finally, the structure and some phrases of The Tale of Edison also reveal the influence of 
a central textual tradition of Arabic literature, known as Deliverance after Adversity (al- 
faraj ba‘ad al-shiddah), whose most famous and popular author was Al-Muhassin Ibn Ali 
al-Tanukhi who lived in Baghdad and Basra (939–94). In this genre, piety is narrated and 
exemplified through stories of distress followed by deliverance.44 In The Tale of Edison, it is 
the narrative arch that resonates with this tradition, with several adversities – storms, 
political unrest, kidnapping, imprisonment, wild animals – all ending in harmony. But it is 
also the word faraj itself that appears in the text on several occasions. Thus, when Halima, 
the Jewish daughter of the caliph who had been sent away by the ruler together with her 
mother, is worried about the fate of the Jews under the Persians, she puts her trust in the 
Almighty, saying: ‘HaShem, may he be blessed, has doors to deliverance (biban l-faraj).’45 

Her teacher agrees, saying ‘HaShem, may he be blessed, shall deliver (yafraj).’46

Indeed, in The Tale of Edison, unlike in his following feuilleton telling the story of 
Robinson Crusoe, Bekache used the narrative of adventure and adversity to convey the 
importance of piety and belief and highlight the power of the Almighty. One of the 
most evocative passages, conveying the limit of human understanding and action, 
reads:

Many dangers plague man and are external to him. For the course of time isn’t subject to 
anyone but to HaShem, may he be blessed, who created the world this way. Often we see the 
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world becoming peaceful and neither rain nor wind remains to plague man . . . and then 
a time arrives and splits the world from above and from below . . . And we cannot know when 
such things might occur until after they come into being and take shape.47

Conclusion

What was the world that Bekache wanted his readers to imagine themselves as part of 
when reading The Tale of Edison? While the ethical frame of this narrative is clearly that of 
piety in times of distress, the temporal and spatial contours of this world are more 
ambivalent. Their essence seems to lie in a way of situating oneself in a world that 
transcends distance and spans both here and there, now and then. Seen from Algiers of 
1891 with its French architecture, language, and schools, Babylon is remote and ‘the days 
of our rabbi Saadia Gaon’ are a long bygone past, but they are made present, knowable, 
almost palpable through the printed text and the mischievous, hardly impressive, but all 
the more familiar Edison.

Is Edison the face of modernity? Of contemporaneousness? Of this-worldliness? With 
his love of alcohol and his habit of getting into trouble, he is certainly the opposite of 
piety and good conduct. Neither a sinner nor a Tzadik, Edison seems to embody confusion 
and disorientation. The sense of harmony with which the tale closes stems not from any 
epiphany or a new degree of devotion, but from Saadia’s nomination as rosh yeshiva and 
Edison’s appointment of his servant – a reaffirmed social order rather than a rediscovered 
spiritual dimension.

For writers and publishers like Bekache, printing and the press were tools for fostering 
and negotiating new spheres of what was considered public. The Tale of Edison highlights 
the multilayered, multidirectional character – temporally and spatially – of the new 
spheres that newspapers were to usher in. History was not a matter of the past, and the 
great minds of Israel walked the same ways as did Bekache’s more modest characters – 
and not least his readers.
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