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Abstract

This study aims to explore some aspects of the popular religious practices of the
eighteenth-century Damascus, roughly during the period of 1741-1763. For this purpose, this
thesis uses an eighteenth-century manuscript produced by a barber-chronicler which covers the
aforementioned years. Due to the recent discovery of the manuscript, this work offers a chapter
committed to juxtaposing the manuscript with its printed edition, presenting results of this
comparison.

Through the barber-chronicler’s manuscript, this study analyzes some elements of the
eighteenth-century Damascene practiced religion, providing the overview of customs shared by
the population of the city as perceived and documented by the barber. This research will point
out the issues which emerge from attempts to study the popular religious practices of Damascus
(and elsewhere) through the examination of the normative texts only. Furthermore, it shall be
pointed out that the study of practiced religion of a people (in this case, the Damascenes of the
eighteenth century) requires the realization that it does not seem valid to separate the formal
from the informal religious practices.

This thesis will highlight the role which religious tropes had for self-representation,
representation of others, and in some cases, for negotiating social mobility. Some elements of
the popular beliefs and practices of the eighteenth-century Damascenes (as described by the
barber) shall be provided. Furthermore, it shall be demonstrated that popular religious practices
had the potential to serve as a symbol of unity for the population of the city. This study will
help illuminate some of the details necessary for acquiring a clearer understanding of the region

under study approximately a century before the first Islamic reformers emerged.
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Note on Transliteration

The manuscript used in this study is written in colloquial Arabic language native to
Damascus of the eighteenth century. The fact that there is no exact system which allows precise
annotation of Arabic colloquial sounds and expressions, | resorted to using one of the standard
transliteration systems for classical Arabic language. | did not correct the grammar contained in
the manuscript. The transliteration of both the manuscript and the published works in Arabic

used throughout this thesis is conducted according to the ALA-LC transliteration system.
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Introduction

The City and the Barbershop: Popular Religion in Eighteenth-Century
Damascus

And in the year 1154 [1741], the first day of which was Saturday [March 18™], the common
people spread [the tale] that a great earthquake will happen in Damascus, and that it will
destroy many places, and that the men will turn into women..."

It is with this sudden report that the text of a Damascene barber begins. There is no
introduction, and no preparation of the reader for what is to ensue — just a sudden sense of
impending doom.

The words on the first page of this most peculiar manuscript imply that the fear of
demise, caused by the earthquake to come, enveloped a large number of the Damascenes,
demonstrating the power of rumor over the inhabitants of the city. This apocalyptic earthquake
which threatened to break the men along with their homes never came. If it did, however, the
barber’s Damascenes would, perhaps, pay a visit to a shrine of a powerful saint whose body
was entombed in one of the local graveyards. Or perhaps they would offer a prayer in a mosque
which had a peculiar power to help the prayers come true. A Sufi shaykh, whose miracles were
famous far and wide, might gather a procession and conduct a ritual specifically aimed at
preventing this horrid threat.

One can speculate endlessly, but as the manuscript of the barber shows, in other

instances when the city would face a more tangible threat, the reactions of the population would

! Shihdb al-Din Ahmad Ibn Budayr, “Hawadith Dimashq al-Sham al-Yawmiyya min Sanat 1154 ila Sanat 1176
[The Daily Events of Damascus Between the Years 1741 and 1763].” MS Chester Beatty Library, Ar 3551/2,
Dublin. In addition to Ibn Budayr’s texts, the Ar 3551/2 collection includes a chronicle recounting the attack on
Medina in 1781, as well as an account of the governors of Bagdad in the second half of the 18" century. | have
found no clues to help me ascertain the exact time of the manuscript’s production. The covers of the manuscript
collection state that all three manuscripts are autographs. In chapter 2, | shall show that this statement is, in the
case of the barber, inaccurate. Furthermore, because of the inconsistency pertaining to the page numbering of the
manuscript, | will use my own markings while quoting the text. The folio no. 24 of the Dublin manuscript will thus
hold pages 1A and 1B — this is the first page after the cover of the text, which begins with the report of the
rumored earthquake.
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indeed resemble what was proposed above. The present study seeks to examine such actions,
recounted by the barber. This is a work about Sufi shaykhs, miracle-workers, saints living and
dead, and peculiar messages sent by nature to the inhabitants of this eighteenth-century city. In
short, this study is about popular religion of the Damascene inhabitants. It is the barber who
made my research possible. I will take what his text conveys and present it in the following
pages.

I.1. Reinventing Middle-Eastern Piety: Imagined Orthodoxy in the History of the
Ottoman Empire

Much of the older historiography focused on the Ottoman Empire, like the works of
Jennings, Wittek, or Gibb and Bowen,? approached the study of religious practices within its
borders with Orientalist notions of Islamic orthodoxy. This approach to the study of the
Ottomans was further encouraged by the non-critical analysis of source narratives which
sometimes tended to depict the imperial subjects’ religious practice in terms of normative Sunni
doctrine. Previously, the scholars of the Middle East displayed a tendency to assume that
religion within the Empire may be studied only through the normative written texts conveying
the sets of rules and practices prescribed by the religious authorities of the Muslim community
— the texts which establish allowable sets of practices pertaining to one’s religion. This
simplified attitude may facilitate the creation of a schematic historiographical narrative of the
overall development of Middle Eastern religious practices, but it contains many flaws. The
reality seems to have been much different and far more complex, as more recent scholarship

shows. In a manner similar to the histories of the early Islamic Empires, as well as in many

2 See Ronald C. Jennings, “Some Thoughts on the Gazi-Thesis,” Wiener Zeitschrift fir die Kunde des
Morgenlandes 76 (1986): 151-161, and Paul Wittek, The Rise of the Ottoman Empire (London: Royal Asiatic
Society, 1938). See also Sir Hamilton Gibb and Harold Bowen, Islamic Society and the West: A Study of the
Impact of Western Civilization on Moslem Culture in the Near East (New York: Oxford University Press, 1950).

2
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other regions of the world, the development of Islamic Sunnism under the Ottoman government
was paralleled by the emergences within the corpus of religious practices and beliefs which
were not always conforming to the normative written tradition, and which changed through the
passage of time, flourished and became more nuanced. Sufism, a term used to combine the
various Islamic mystical doctrines and traditions, spread and developed from the twelfth
century onwards. It blossomed under the Ottomans (as well as under the Mamluks, and even in
earlier periods), much due to its flexibility and optimism towards religious syncretism. Another
reason for this rapid growth and development of mystical Islam under the Ottomans is the fact
that the Ottoman sultans were quite open for such traditions, and that the population of the
Empire seemed eager to accept it.* This went to such an extent that the Empire’s rulers used
mystical tropes to depict the sultan’s charisma and authority — the appropriation of the Sunni
doctrine and the incorporation of shari ‘a into the official codes of law is more rightly described
as a means to justify jihads against rival neighbouring states and local rebels than as a proof of
Ottoman “orthodoxy.” The Ottomans, in fact, supported the development of these mystical
orders so much that in the second half of the seventeenth century it became truly hard to
distinguish between a member of a Sufi order and the rest of the population. It might, indeed,
be suggested that in the early modern Ottoman Empire there were not many individuals who

did not belong to a Sufi order.°

% Jonathan P. Berkey, The Formation of Islam: Religion and Society in the Near East, 600-1800 (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2003), 231.

* Cemal Kafadar, Between Two Worlds: The Construction of the Ottoman State (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1995), 52.

® The neighbouring Safavid Empire slowly adopted Shi‘ism in the same period, much for the same reasons. See
Markus Dressler, “Inventing Orthodoxy: Competing Claims for Authority and Legitimacy in the Ottoman-Safavid
Conflict,” in Legitimizing the Order: The Ottoman Rhetoric of State Power, ed. Hakan T. Karateke and Maurus
Reinkowski, (Boston: Brill, 2005), 171. See also Suraiya Faroghi, Approaching Ottoman History: An Introduction
to the Sources, (Cambridge & New York: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 9.

® Eminegiil Karababa and Giiliz Ger, “Early Modern Ottoman Coffeehouse Culture and the Formation of the
Consumer Subject, ” Journal of Consumer Research 37 (2010): 17, doi: 10.1086/656422. See also James Grehan,

3
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Sunnism itself represents a broad doctrine, within which a number of trends with mutual
recognition developed over time. The picture can be made even more complex. Islam did not
represent the only religious confession within the Ottoman Empire. Christianity and Judaism —
in fact, various Christianities and Judaisms — also maintained their presence within the
Empire’s borders. Every religious confession was further influenced by local folklore, which
filtered into the everyday practice of the Empire’s population. The Ottomans had to be flexible
to maintain an empire of such a wide diversity, so the varieties of religious practices multiplied
and grew, creating an interesting set of religious identities native to different geographical
regions within the Empire. Such was the case with Ottoman Syria, the traditional home to the
three monotheistic religions, the interplay of which significantly shaped and guided the overall
development of its territory from the early rise of Islam, till the present years.

It would be wrong, however, to believe that religion represented an exclusive guiding
line for the subjects of the Empire. Religion was indeed present among the population, but it
was not necessarily a dominant force in all domains of life at all times. Bruce Masters rightly
states that it is, perhaps, the preeminent role of the ‘ulama in the process of creating historical
sources that led previous researchers to think otherwise.” Scholars like Krsti¢, Rothman, or
Pierce demonstrated that the subjects of the Ottoman Empire, regardless of gender or
confession, sometimes even tended to utilize religious tropes and notions for the sake of
achieving quite mundane goals, like defending their cases at court, advancing their social status,

or enhancing their material conditions.® In her work on eighteenth-century Ottoman Aleppo,

Everyday Life & Consumer Culture in 18th-Century Damascus (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2007),
21-55.

" Bruce Masters, The Arabs of the Ottoman Empire, 1516-1918: A Social and Cultural History (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2013), 105.

® See Tijana Krsti¢, Contested Conversions to Islam: Narratives of Religious Change and Communal Politics in
the Early Modern Ottoman Empire (Palo Alto: Stanford University Press, 2011), 121-164, E. Natalie Rothman,
Brokering Empire: Trans-Imperial Subjects Between Venice and Istanbul (Ithaca and London: Cornell University

4
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Meriwether shows through court cases that the norms prescribed by religious law, especially
with regards to marriage and inheritance, did not always have absolute authority.” Bruce
Masters further points out that the use of religion as a political ideology made the rule over the
Arab lands easier for a sultan,'® proceeding to show that religion in everyday context did not
seem to have such exclusively decicive role.* This study will also show that religion did not
always represent an essential driving force for the population I will argue, however, that
religion was always available for the people, and that one of its main functions was, as Masters
states, to give “structure and meaning to those who inhabited Arab provinces in the Ottoman
centuries and [inform] their culture.”*?

Religion under the examination of the present study, however, is not the religion
recorded by the Ottoman ‘ulama in endless heaps of paper. Bruce Masters indicates that beyond
this “institutionalized” religion described in normative writings most of the subjects believed in
saints, communications with the spiritual world, and other notions of a magical and mystical
nature.® It is my belief that it seems quite impossible to establish a religious practice that
corresponds only to those elements which Masters labels “institutionalized.” Religion,
especially popular religion — the body of worship, practices, and rituals widely spread among

the population of the empire — cannot be approached historically through the analysis of these

normative texts only. The examination of religious practices must first be conducted by

Press, 2012), 29-34, and Leslie Pierce, Morality Tales: Law and Gender in the Ottoman Court of Aintab (Berkeley
and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2003) 176-208, 251-310. See also, for instance, Heinz Schilling
and Istvan Gyorgy Toth, “From Empires to Family Circles: Religious and Cultural Borderlines in the Age of
Confessionalisation,” Cultural Exchange in Early Modern Europe 1, ed. Schilling and Téth (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2006), 41. Interesting with regards to the Ottoman policies pertaining to religion is
Dimitris J. Kastritsis, “Religious Affiliations and Political Alliances in the Ottoman Succession Wars of 1402-
1413,” Medieval Encounters 13 (2007): 222-242.

° Margaret L. Meriwether, The Kin Who Count: Family and Society in Ottoman Aleppo, 1770-1841 (Austin:
University of Texas Press, 1999), 3-6.

19 Masters, The Arabs of the Ottoman Empire, 10.

1 Masters, The Arabs of the Ottoman Empire, 81-82.

12 Masters, The Arabs of the Ottoman Empire, 105.

13 Masters, The Arabs of the Ottoman Empire, 105.
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observing those practices which were (or are) present among the people. Only then can one turn
to analyze the texts of the scholars — in the case of the Ottoman Empire, the ‘ulama. On the
other hand, when one turns attention to the religious practices of a people within a certain
geographical region, it seems hard to disentangle informal practices from those informed by the
normative texts. As | will argue later in this work, religion of the imperial subjects was a
product of a merge between the formal religious practice as described in normative writings and
accepted by the population, and the wide scope of beliefs and legends (in short, the folklore of a
people). Only in this form can religious practices of a certain geographical area be thoroughly

examined, yielding satisfactory results for researchers.

I.2. Popular Religious Practices and Bilad al-Sham: Damascus before Modernity

This thesis will focus on the analysis of popular religious practices in the eighteenth-
century Damascus, the capital of the province which carried the same name, and which
stretched during the eighteenth century into parts of Jordan, Palestine, and Lebanon. By using
the term “popular,” I do not wish to imply a contrast between religious practices used by
different groups, or different strata of society within a certain geographical area (in the present
study, the city of Damascus). I am rather using the term “popular” in its everyday meaning in
the English language. | will refer to religious practices which were widespread and accepted by
all levels of the Damascene society (as observed by the Damascene barber), regardless of rank,
social status, or occupation. Naturally, by stating that I will examine the religious practices of
the barber’s eighteenth-century Damascenes, | aim to underline the significance of studying the
forms of practiced religion which are applied by society, and which are therefore present and

living among the people of the city.
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| choose to examine the developments of the eighteenth century for several reasons.
Previous scholarship expressed its conviction that the Middle Eastern society during the
nineteenth century underwent a drastic set of changes, which were later described in
scholarship with terms such as the “Arabic Renaissance” (in Arabic — al-Nahda). As some
scholarly works produced after 1990 argue, however, the Arab World (along with the city of
Damascus) was not in a deep, decadent slumber from which it awakened only through contacts
with Europe. In addition, several scholarly works suggest that the processes of Enlightenment
in the Middle East began as early as the eighteenth century.™® The analysis of the elements
present in the Syrian culture of the eighteenth century, including popular religious practices,
serves well to further illuminate the state of affairs in Damascus prior to the nineteenth-century
developments, increasing historians’ understanding of the early modern history of Syria and the
Middle East, and allowing the researchers to assess claims for an ‘Enlightenment’ in the
eighteenth century. In terms of the development of religious practices, the chosen century,
according to Bernd Radke, represents a centerpiece within a historiographical period of the
overall development of religious practices in the Eastern Mediterranean, which lasted from the
second half of the sixteenth to the first half of the nineteenth century. Radtke points out, for
instance, the long influence of certain Sufi personalities which took roots in the seventeenth,
and extended well into the nineteenth century.*®

Analyzing a chronicle written by a Damascene barber during the middle of the

eighteenth century, 1 will examine the way in which these developments of religious practices

4 See Bernard Haykel, Revival and Reform in Islam: The Legacy of Muhammad Al-Shawkani, (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2003), 12, and Joseph A. Massad, Desiring Arabs, (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 2007), 3. Of importance is the discussion in Reinhard Schulze, “Mass Culture and Islamic Cultural
Production in the Nineteenth-Century Middle East,” in Mass Culture, Popular Culture, and Social Life in the
Middle East, ed. Georg Stauth and Sami Zubaida (Boulder: Westview Press, 1987.)

> Bernd Radtke, “Sufism in the 18th Century: An Attempt at a Provisional Appraisal,” Die Welt des Islams 36
(1996): 326-327.
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were treated and applied by the eighteenth-century population of Damascus (as it was perceived
by the barber-chronicler). | shall demonstrate the complexity of religious customs within the
city, while at the same time providing significant facts which will contribute to a better
interpretation of the culture which existed in the Syrian society prior to the emergence of the
nineteenth-century reformers. It is my belief that the various religious influences shared by the
population of Syria spurred the creation of an original community of shared values in which
religious practices figured as a combination of both normative writings and a rich local folklore

— the two inseparable parts of a whole.

1.3. The Voice of the Barber: A “Semi-Literate” Chronicler in the Center of Damascus

The chroniclers of Damascus weave the story of their city, its rulers, social activities,
politics, and administration. Readings of these chronicles, however, might present a researcher
with a significant issue. Works like the famous chronicle of Ibn Kannan significantly benefit a
historian’s attempt at reconstructing the historical image of eighteenth-century Damascus, but
the problem lies in the fact that the art of creating an Arabic chronicle stands predominantly
(but not absolutely) subjected to the literary canon of the intellectual elites and authorities of the
period — the ‘ulama’. These intellectual elites, however, were not the only ones entitled to
produce such texts in the Middle Eastern past. The eighteenth century Middle East was no
exception, and it also witnessed the appearance of a number of authors without previous formal
education who recorded diaries of their cities. A peculiar characteristic of these chroniclers is
that they belonged to the non-elite population of Damascus, or Syria. They used colloquial
Arabic for their works, and some attempted to imitate the official style of Ottoman chronicle-
writing. Attempting in that way to enter the territory of the ‘ulama’, these ‘“semi-literate”

authors left their trace in Syrian history, representing their peers and colleagues, criticizing, or

8
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appraising societal changes, rulers, and innovations, and recording, sometimes to minute
details, the developments which emerged within their habitats.

Many non- ‘ulama’ authors appeared in the Ottoman Empire of the eighteenth century —
the practice of chronicle-writing was adopted by many imperial subjects of different
allegiances, religious beliefs, origins, and cultural traditions. In the eighteenth-century Levant,
the chroniclers included one barber, a priest, a Shi‘T farmer from Jabal ‘Amil and his son, a
Samaritan from Nablus, a clerk from Homs, a Damascene soldier, and a janissary warrior. All
of these chroniclers speak from different vantage points — some as soldiers, others as clerks
who meticulously wrote down everything that transpired in courts of their cities, and some as
priests or craftsmen.*® The study of their texts is very important if a researcher desires to obtain
a clearer understanding of this age and region, seen from different points of view. In addition to
the voice of the scholarly elite, this variety of points of view is invaluable for piecing out the
history of the eighteenth-century Levant. Out of this wide scope of authors, 1 will choose a
Damascene barber, whom | deem fit for the purpose of this research — Shihab al-Din Ahmad
Ibn Budayr, positioned between what he deems common, and the city’s elites. It is through his
writings, which cover the period between 1154/1741 and 1176/1763 that | will examine the
popular religious practices within the city walls - through his eyes the reader shall observe the
city and its various inhabitants with all of their peculiarities. The vantage point of the barber
and his tone are the topics of Chapter 2.

The discovery of the barber’s manuscript is owed to Dana Sajdi’s The Barber of

Damascus (2013). Through this work, it is possible to find out that the existing edition of the

'° Dana Sajdi, The Barber of Damascus: Nouveau Literacy in the Eighteenth-Century Ottoman Levant (Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 2013), 77-114.
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text which was first published in 1959, seems to coif the barber’s words much as he,
undoubtedly, coiffed his customers in the middle of the eighteenth century. Indeed, the barber
served many famous figures of eighteenth-century Damascus, at the same time learning from
them, becoming an auto-didactic individual who dared to write a work of his own and attempt
to enter the circles shared by the scholarly elite of this eighteenth-century city. The barber,
indeed, made many peculiar claims for himself and his family, using his writing as a device of
mediation.*®

In a sense, the barber represents a Middle Eastern counterpart of the Italian miller,
Menocchio.™ It is highly doubtable, as the readers will see from Chapter 2, that the barber led a
life which was common for the population of the eighteenth-century Damascus. Both he and the
Friulian miller seem to represent exceptions within their societies, but the reasons for their
exceptionality are different for each of them. Not every miller, or every inhabitant of Italy, had
an urge to read, purchase, distribute, or make known the heretic texts and engage in fervent
discussions about religion. In a similar manner, not every barber, or indeed — every Damascene
inhabitant, had the opportunity to gain contact with some of the city’s most prominent figures
and acquire the leverage which Ibn Budayr possessed. On the other hand, while Menocchio was
engaged in reading heretic vernacular works, seemingly not able to stop himself from

proclaiming his feelings and attitudes publicly, the barber appears as (or at least fashions

Y7 Ahmad al-Budayri al-Hallaq, Hawadith Dimashq al-Yawmiyya [The Daily Events of Damascus] 1154-
1175/1741-1762, in the recension of Muhammad Sa‘id al-Qasimi, ed. Ahmad ‘Izzat ‘Abd al-Karim (Cairo:
Matba‘at Lajnat al-Bayan al-‘Arabi, 1959). This is the edition which will be used consistently throughout the text.
The second edition was published in Damascus: Dar Sa‘ad al-Din, 1997. These editions correspond to the barber’s
text in the Dublin collection of manuscripts Ar 3551/2. | will use the manuscript, as well as the printed text
published in 1959, referring to each of them with the name of the author as stated on the cover page of the text —
thus the printed version will be marked with the author’s name as al-Budayri, while the manuscript will be referred
to with the proper name of the author — 1bn Budayr.

'8 The barber’s personal history, as well as the implications of his chronicle, represent the subject of Chapter 2.

19 See Carlo Ginzburg, The Cheese and the Worms: The Cosmos of a Sixteenth-Century Miller, trans. John and
Anne Tedeschi, (Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 1980).
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himself to appear as) more conservative about his religious attitudes. This traditionalist view is
the trait that differentiates the barber from Menocchio, but exactly this trait of the barber will
help to reach an understanding about the Damascene popular religion of Ibn Budayr’s period.
Through his criticism, Ibn Budayr exposes many peculiar events which transpired in Damascus
of his time, providing for this study an invaluable pool of information. Finally, both Menocchio
and Ibn Budayr wished their voices to be heard in society, and it seems that they were
successful in carrying this mission out. Because of this wish for publicity Menocchio was
executed on the stake. Of Ibn Budayr’s fate, however, historians do not know, although he does
not seem like a “troublemaker” — it is doubtful that he was punished by execution like the
Friulian miller.

Ibn Budayr complains, quite emotionally, about the social order of his period, listing for
historians a whole set of social practices and customs which make possible the research into the
culture of the Damascene eighteenth-century inhabitants. In addition, the barber writes with
diligence about strange occurrences within the city, leaving behind a detailed report which
enables the examination of a wide variety of beliefs which constituted the folklore of the
eighteenth-century Damascenes. As | will show, it might be presumed that the barber
sometimes utilized religious tropes and integrated them in his narrative so as to dramatize
certain events he described. At other times, however, the barber simply wrote what he
overheard, and as such he will, indeed, serve well to the purpose of this study — not as a model
through which the inhabitants of the eighteenth-century Damascus might be understood (for he,
after all, was an exceptional individual with regards to his acquaintances), but as a medium with
enough capability to stand on the line between the leading members of society and the non-

elites, and tell the story of the city from his own perspective.
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I.4. Religion and Society: Popular Religious Practices as Symbols of Culture and Identity

This thesis, then, is about some of the religious practices present and witnessed by the
Damascene barber 1bn Budayr during the period between 1154/1741 and 1176/1763. Its goal is
to present the readers with a coherent overview of some elements which constituted the
religious practice of the Damascenes in the eighteenth century. The examination of the
Damascene popular religion comprised of both normative texts and a rich folklore shall widen
one’s understanding of the culture which was shared by the Damascenes approximately a
century before the rise of modernity. It was previously stated that religion of a people in
significant part informs the culture of that people. In addition, religious tradition of a group of
people living in the same geographical region may partially serve as an expression of that
group’s identity.

Presenting an overview of the eighteenth-century Middle East through the case of
Ottoman Aleppo, Abraham Marcus indeed positions religion in the center of the process of
identity-formation. According to his words, different confessional groups of Aleppo used their
religious beliefs as the basis for making distinction between the city’s inhabitants.?’ The case of
Damascus in the same period proves to be somewhat different — during the period the barber
writes about, for instance, the city’s government alleviated taxes and other obligations which
distinguished the Muslim from the dhimmi community, which increased, to an extent, the
liberties of the dhimmis and allowed more intermingling in the Damascene society. Indeed,
Najwa al-Qattan argues that the Muslims and the dhimmis of Damascus in the eighteenth and

the nineteenth centuries did not live in isolation from each other — their society was much more

% Abraham Marcus, The Middle East on the Eve of Modernity: Aleppo in the Eighteenth Century (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1989), 39-48.
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fluid.?* 1 will further show that the barber’s Damascenes of the eighteenth-century had a wide
corpus of tradition, folklore, and superstition to draw from, which brought them together into a
solid group of imperial subjects and gave an original local character to their religious practices.
It is my hope that the readers will understand the inseparability of formal and informal religious
practices perceivable within the Damascene society. I will inform the readers about the
possibilities of creating an image of one’s self, as well as of others, through the employment of
religious tropes and notions. This study will offer a look into some of the beliefs and reactions
to them which were present among the eighteenth-century Damascenes, and the case of the
barber will serve well to demonstrate how certain individuals might have attempted to negotiate
their social position and authority precisely through the use of elements which belonged to
practiced religion within the city walls. Finally, in a similar fashion to Natalie Zemon Dauvis,
who demonstrates the power which religion and its communal practices might extend over large
groups of inhabitants in Early Modern France,** | will show how proud the Damascenes could
sometimes be of their own communal rites and rituals, and how these practices could become a
symbol out of which a communal identity, informed by the Damascene culture, folklore, and
tradition could be formed.

The first chapter of this work will offer a brief insight into the state of affairs within the
eighteenth-century Damascus, establishing a context for my research. The readers will be
provided with the glimpse of the city’s geography, architecture and infrastructure of the city.
Some customs and habits of the population will be examined in broad strokes. The period

covered by this study largely follows the al-‘Azm family’s rule in Damascus. The al-'Azms

2! Najwa al-Qattan, “Litigants and Neighbours: The Communal Topography of Ottoman Damascus,” Comparative
Studies in Society and history, 44, no. 3 (July 2002): 512-514.

%2 See Natalie Zemon Davis, Society and Culture in Early Modern France: Eight Essays (Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 1975), especially 65-96 and 152-188.
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introduced many innovations in governing, economy, and social policy, causing an increase of
liberty within the city and the whole Ottoman province of Damascus. Introducing the reader to
some of some information about the people that inhabited the city during this period will
benefit to the overall understanding of the arguments developed in this study.

The second chapter is committed to the barber-chronicler whose words provided the
material for my research. It is here that the reader will find information about the identity and
personal history (as much as it can be gathered from his manuscript) of the barber 1bn Budayr.
This section will suggest explanations of his motivation to preserve his words on paper. A brief
analysis of the text itself will be provided, followed by the juxtaposition of the manuscript and
its printed counterpart.

The third chapter will commence with the examination of some aspects of the
Damascene popular religious practices. Within this chapter, it will be revealed how religion
could have served as a device for self-representation, fashioning of self and others, and in some
cases for negotiating authority and social mobility. In addition, I will introduce the readers to
some popular customs of the Damascenes, such as visitations (ziyarat) of graves, shrines, and
other sacred places, as well as to the power which omens might have had, both over the
inhabitants and as integrated elements of Ibn Budayr’s narrative. Furthermore, this chapter will
concern itself with religious practices in the context of social interaction. 1 will question
whether (and in what measure) religion had impact on the interaction between the inhabitants,
demonstrating that the rich corpus of the eighteenth-century Damascenes’ religious practices
consistently paralleled the life of the city. Instead of serving as an exclusive guiding line,
however, it simply remained available for the people, when they saw it necessary.

The fourth chapter is committed to communal religious beliefs and practices.

Celebrations of large religious holidays, communal prayers, and rituals, will be analyzed. This
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chapter will uncover significant information about religious practices conducted en masse
which had the potential to serve as an expression of an original Damascene religious identity of
the eighteenth century. This chapter will also indicate the connection of this period to previous
and more recent periods. Its main purpose is to explain the stimuli which brought the
population to unity through religious practice. In the remaining text, some concluding remarks
will be given.

The quest for the popular religion of the eighteenth-century Damascenes is, thus,
mapped and ready to commence. The reader shall first be provided with a brief glimpse into the
life, structure, and society of the eighteenth-century capital of Ottoman Syria, so as to with
more ease locate, in midst of its towers, minarets, alleys, and gardens, a barbershop in which

Ibn Budayr meticulously canvased the twelve eventful years of the city’s history.
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Chapter 1

Through the Labyrinth of Back-Alleys and Towers: Reconstructing
Damascus and its Environment

The examination of the practices and customs common to the people of a city requires
first an overview of the city itself. Its geographical location and immediate surroundings
influence the inhabitants as much as the changes in polity, economy, and social interaction.
Weather changes and occasional catastrophes shape the city along with the changes in fashion
among the inhabitants. Only with the overview of all these elements will a complex
understanding of the people’s social practices become available. This chapter serves to in brief
outlines draw the image of eighteenth-century Damascus, position the city geographically, and
provide an overview of its inhabitants. The surroundings of Damascus will serve well as the
background canvas upon which the topography of the city can be depicted. The roles of its
various notables will help illuminate the ways in which the city’s businesses functioned, while
an examination of some habits of the population will enrich its atmosphere, within which the

barber emerged with his text.

1.1. From Frozen Hilltops into the Desert: Landscape and Surroundings

Nestled atop the eastern slopes of Mount Lebanon, more than a thousand meters above
sea level, Lake Barada sends its river towards the Syrian Desert. Some twenty kilometers to the
west of Damascus, this river, Barada, recharges itself with the waters of the spring called ‘Ayn
al-Fijah, descending then through Rabwe, a tight, steep gorge. On its passage through

Damascus towards the oasis of al-Ghata, its waters split into six branches (which are called
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‘rivers’), enveloping the city and fueling the swamps that lie on the very edge of the desert.

Then they disappear into the sands.?
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Figure 1: The Branches of the Barada River. Source: Ross Burns, Damascus:
A History (New York: Routledge, 2007), 18.

Sprawling to the east and south of Damascus, the al-Ghata Oasis shielded the city from

the dry grasslands on the borders of the Syrian Desert. In the eighteenth century, a thin belt of

8 For an account of an eyewitness from the eighteenth century, see John Green, A Journey from Aleppo to
Damascus with a Description of Those Two Capital Cities, and the Neighbouring Parts of Syria. To which is
Added, An Account of the Maronites Inhabiting Mount Libanus, Collected from their own Historians. Also The
Surprising Adventures and Tragical End of Mostafa, a Turk, who, after professing Christianity for many Years in
Spain and Flanders, returned to Syria, carrying with him his Christian Wife. The Whole illustrated with Notes and
a Map (London: W. Mears, 1736), 38-47. This work was digitalized on July 22" 2009, and is, thus, available
online, on http://books.google.hu/books?id=Q1pFAAAAY AAJ&q=alleyst#v=onepage&q=damascus&f=false (last
accessed June 9", 2014).
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fields named al-Marja separated the oasis from the desert, its main function to yield grain for
the city.** Nourished by the water of the Barada River, al-Ghiita represents one of the most
fertile areas in western Asia.” In the eighteenth century, it was covered by orchards of olive
and fruit trees. Its surface of some thirty thousand hectares hosted a large network of irrigation
canals, products of a centuries-long process of construction and maintenance. Closer to the city,
the oasis turned into a labyrinth of gardens, enjoyable destinations whose rich surroundings and
incredible beauty attracted words of praise from foreign visitors. Henry Maundrell writes:

You have indeed... the most perfect prospect of Damascus. And certainly no place in the
World can promise the beholder at a distance, greater voluptuousness. It is situate [sic] in
an even Plain of so great extent, that you can but just discern the Mountains that compass it,
on the farther side... The Gardens are thick set with Fruit Trees of all kinds, kept fresh, and
verdant by the waters of Barrady [Barada]. You discover in them many Turrets, and
Steeples, and Summer-Houses, frequently peeping out from amongst the green boughs,
which may be conceiv’d to add no small advantage and beauty to the Prospect. On the
North side of this vast Wood... [there exist] the most beautiful Summer-Houses and
Gardens.?
The gardens of al-Ghata represented a favorite destination for picnics and walks in which

women enjoyed as much as men.?’ In 1163/1750, the barber-chronicler 1bn Budayr expressed
with surprise that on one occasion there were more women than men at the river bank on a high

plateau which overlooks the al-Marja and al-Takiyya al-Sulaymaniyya.?®

1.2. Towers and Mazes: An Overview of the Damascene Urban Landscape

It cannot be said with precision where Damascus ended, and where the oasis began.

Many orchards and gardens were settled during the process of urban expansion, but in many

2 Grehan, Everyday Life, 23.

% Grehan, Everyday Life, 22.

% Henry Maundrell, A Journey: From Aleppo to Jerusalem at Easter A.D. 1697 (Oxford: Theather, 1703), 120-
121.

2 Grehan, Everyday Life, 23.

% |bn Budayr, HDY, 57B.
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other areas, gardens stood in the places of former houses and shops.?® Since the time when
Syria became a part of the Ottoman Empire (in 1516), the population of Damascus grew
immensely.*® The city itself expanded to the northwest of al-Ghiita, all the way to Mount
Qasiytin which stood overlooking the forest of minarets emerging from the rooftops of
Damascene madrasas and mosques. On the highest point of the foothill of Mount Qasiytin stood
a pavilion named Qubbat al-Nasr (The Dome of Victory), overlooking the entire city.*! The
slopes of Qasiyiin hosted the neighbourhood of al-Salihiyya, which developed alongside other
suburban neighbourhoods, expanding to the north, west, and southwest since the twelfth and
thirteenth centuries.®* Thus the walls of the old, medieval city, built in a rough shape of a
rectangle, ceased to serve as a barrier for traffic. New settlements grew around the walls,
gradually taking over parts of the oasis and joining the city.®® Of all the neighbourhoods, Siq
Sartija and al-Qanawat were the most prosperous in the eighteenth century, becoming a home
for distinguished inhabitants, Ottoman officials and military dignitaries.>* The most populous,
and undoubtedly, most turbulent quarter was al-Maydan the southwestern district of the
eighteenth-century city, developed from a thin belt of settlements which ran along the road to
the south. This road, which was a part of the Pilgrimage route, was also used for grain
transportation from Hawran.*® Within the walls of the old city, Stiq al-Darwishiyya was located

near the Damascene citadel, while the quarter of Bab al-Barid stood in the center of the old city,

? Grehan, Everyday Life, 25. See also Linda Schatkowski Schilcher, Families in Politics: Damascene Factions
and Estates in the 18" and the 19" Centuries (Stuttgart: F. Steiner, 1985), 7.

% shilcher, Families in Politics, 3-4.

31 Samer Akkach, “Leisure Gardens, Secular Habits: The Culture of Recreation in Ottoman Damascus,” METU
Journal of the Faculty of Architecture 27 (2010): 73. Accessed May 7", 2014, doi: 10.4305/METU.JFA.2010.1.4.
%2 Grehan, Everyday Life, 27.

% Shilcher, Families in Politics, 7-11.

% See, for instance, ‘Abd al-Razzaq Moaz, ,,Domestic Architecture, Notables, and Power: A Neighbourhood in
Late Ottoman Damascus. An Introduction,” 10th International Congress of Turkish Art, Geneva. 17-23
September1995 (Geneve: Fondation Max van Berchem, 1999), 489-495. Moaz shows how the Ottoman officials
managed to influence the development of a city district.

% Grehan, Everyday Life, 26-28.
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representing one of the prized locations to live in. For a number of years during the middle of
the eighteenth century, this quarter also hosted a barbershop which is very important for this
study — the shop of Ibn Budayr.*® This area was mostly populated by the Muslim inhabitants.
The Christian quarter concentrated around Bab Tiima, in the eastern section of the inner city,
and south of it was Hayy al-Yahtad — the Jewish quarter. The quarters were not exclusive,
however, and certain studies show that the population intermingled quite often.®” Outside the
walls, the city also hosted quarters for minorities, like the Kurdish quarter, or the
neighbourhood populated by the people originating from Bagdad. Clashes could sometimes

take place between these minorities.*®

Figure 2: Historical Development of Damascus. Source: Burns, Damascus, 310.

% See section 2.1.

87 Colette Establet and Jean Paul Pascual, “Damascene Probate Inventories of the 17" and 18" Centuries: Some
Preliminary Approaches and Results,” International Journal of Middle East Studies 24, no. 3 (August, 1992): 383-
384, 389.

% For an example, see Ibn Budayr, HDY, 90A. For the urban developments within Damascus, see Karl K. Barbir,
Ottoman Rule in Damascuss, 1708-1758 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1980), and Ira M. Lapidus,
Muslim Cities in the Later Middle Ages (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1967).
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Many areas within the city were comprised of dense residential quarters, closely
huddled buildings removed from the main roads and interconnected by a maze of back alleys,
barely wide enough for two men to walk abreast.® Within the northwestern section of the old
city, a large Ottoman citadel, which in previous periods served as a Roman fortress, to be later
turned into the residence of the Ayyubid and Mamluk governors, dominated the northwestern
section of the inner walls on the bank of the Barada River. The main business district extended
to the south, rich with markets and caravanserais which were also available for long-distance
trade.*® Within these walls rose the minarets of the Umayyad Mosque, the main mosque of the
city since the eighth century. Along with al-Salihiyya, strongly associated with Islamic
learning, the inner city hosted most of the mosques and religious schools. In addition to
mosques, the Damascene neighbourhoods often held Sufi lodges. Aside from madrasas and
mosques, the buildings would rarely be comprised out of more than two stories.*

For the wealthy, there existed ample opportunities for the display of wealth and fortune.
The Damascenes never refrained from public displays of luxury and power.*? Over the course
of the eighteenth century, private palaces and public buildings rose in great numbers as
monuments symbolizing the good fortune of prosperous Damascenes. During this century,
seventeen new mansions were erected within the walls of the old city, while the notables moved
in with their families, for the sake, perhaps, of proximity to the great bazaars where important
trade was conducted. Nineteen prominent families, thus, took residence in the inner city, and
the most famous of their mansions*® was the residence of a Damascene governor, As‘ad Pasha

al-‘Azm, built from spolia, recently condemned structures, and even monuments which were

% See Grehan, Everyday Life, 29-30.

%% Grehan, Everyday Life, 28.

*! Grehan, Everyday Life, 28.

%2 Sajdi, The Barber of Damascus, 20.

*% See, for instance, Shimon Shamir, “As‘ad Pasha al-‘Azm and Ottoman Rule in Damascus (1743-58),” Bulletin of
the Shool of Oriental and African Studies 26, no. 1 (1963): 1-28.
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still standing at the time.** The al-‘Azm family, whose members governed Damascus
throughout most of the eighteenth century, built several complexes, mosques, madrasas, and
numerous mansions, efficiently displaying material power, and influencing the formation of an
original architectural style.* As‘ad Pasha bought houses, orchards, and wheat mills (which
presumably enabled him to substantially influence the prices of bread), and his mansion was
built very near to the Umayyad Mosque, between 1749 and 1750. He had the Umayyad Mosque
redecorated, ordered the reconstruction of the road to the al-Maydan district, and built an
edifice around the shrine of Sayyida Zaynab, the daughter of the Fourth Righteous Khalifa,
‘Ali, which was often visited by the Sufis of the city.*® The governor commissioned the
construction of an enormous caravanserai, which was in his honor named As‘ad Pasha Khan.*’
Interior ornamentation was, apparently, of great importance, and it was done to such an extent
that the international museums today exhibit a large number of the eighteenth-century
Damascene rooms. The fashionable and wealthy Damascenes were obviously very proud of
their homes.*®

In addition to private residencies, the wealthy population of Damascus commissioned
the construction of many public buildings. Two centuries earlier, it was the Ottoman officials
from Istanbul, including the sultan himself, who sponsored monuments like mosques. However,
during the eighteenth century, the notables of the Arab provinces overtook the initiative in
constructing mosques, along with madrasas, caravanserais, and fountains.*® Rivalries would

sometimes find a way to display themselves through commissioning of such large architectural

** Sajdi, The Barber of Damascus, 21.

** Jane Hathaway, The Arab Lands under Ottoman Rule, 1516-1800 (New York: Pearson Longman, 2008), 108.

¢ Abdul-Karim Rafeq, The Province of Damascus, 1723-1783 (Beirut: Khayats, 1966), 182-183. For the
architecture under the al-*Azm family, also see Schilcher, Families in Politics, 31-35.

*" Hathaway, The Arab Lands, 108.

“8 Sajdi, The Barber of Damascus, 23-27.

% Hathaway, The Arab Lands, 107.
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works. The As‘ad Pasha Khan competed in splendor with the Qaymariyya Mosque (built in
1743), the project of the governor’s rival, the Daftardar (treasurer) Fathi al-Falaqinsi. This
official did not shy away from commissioning public works, which awarded him much prestige

within the society of Damascus, as well as affection from Istanbul.*

Under the governor’s
orders, this treasurer was executed in 1159/1746.%

The city, thus, served not only as a home to those inhabiting it, but also as a stage for
exhibiting power and negotiating prestige within society. The shifting urban landscape
influenced the fashion and trends within the city, forming at its center a “reincarnated

9952

residential uptown,””* surrounded by a tangle of narrow corridors and alley-ways, which led

into the distant quarters watched by the towers of Sufi schools and minarets of al-Salihiyya.

1.3. Who Is Who among the Powerful: A Brief Overview of the City’s Hierarchy

The highest political authority lay in the hands of the governor, who spent most of his
time in the capital city of the province of Damascus, which was (in the sixteenth century) split
into ten sanjags: Jerusalem, Gaza, Safad, Nablus, ‘Ajlun, Lajjun, Tadmur (Palmyra), Sidon and
Beirut, and Karak and Shawbak.>® The governors in the middle of the eighteenth century
usually held the title of a wazir.>* Other Arabic terms were employed to describe the function,
and among the mostly used were wali, na’ib al-Sham, kafil, or hakim. In the eighteenth century,
as in the centuries before, the governors were confirmed in office on a yearly basis. This
practice was meant to represent a threat to the continuity of their rule. However, many a

governor was capable enough to avoid, or reverse his deposition, much due to the slovenly

%0 Rafeq, The Province of Damascus, 149-152. See also Sajdi, The Barber of Damascus, 28.
*! 1bn Budayr, HDY, 32A-32B.

%2 3ajdi, The Barber of Damascus, 21.

>3 Rafeq, The Province of Damascus, 1.

** Rafeq, The Province of Damascus, 10.
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administration of the Ottoman state. The decision of confirmation often provided a chance for a
grandiose public celebration, another occasion for attaining prestige and reputation within the
city.

During the period between 1725 and 1783, the office of the Damascene governor was,
at intermittent periods, held by the al-*Azm family, as was the case with the late eighteenth and
the early nineteenth century. The most prominent in the line of governors was, perhaps, As‘ad
Pasha al-*Azm (r. 1742-1757), the son and for a time the mutasallim of Isma ‘il Pasha.” In spite
of tumultuous circumstances surrounding the first years of his rule, As‘ad Pasha managed to
consolidate his power, much due to his flexible policies, especially with regards to provincial
economy. Faced with inner power struggles, as well as outside threats, As‘ad Pasha was still
able to enforce his policy, mainly devised for the sake of amassing more wealth.® A
Damascene priest-chronicler, Mikha’1l Burayk al-Dimashqi, reports that As‘ad Pasha lifted the
poll tax, along with all other regulations imposed on Christians, which apparently brought him
much praise from the members of the Christian community within the city.>’

The governor’s office in Damascus was located near Siiq al-Darwishiyya, close to the
citadel of the inner city.”® The governor could primarily rely upon four different types of troops
— the feudal forces, two groups of the janissaries (yerliyya, the locals, and kapi kulus, imperial
troops), and the dalatiyya, the deli irregular trops. Other military units, such as maghariba

(mainly Algerian and Tunisian infantry), musketeers, and /awand (or levent in Turkish — the

*® Rafeq, The Province of Damascus, 160-169..
°® Rafeq, The Province of Damascus, 169-180.

> As cited in Sajdi, The Barber of Damascus, 79.
%8 Rafeq, The Province of Damascus, 11-12.
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term was originally used for foreign mariners, to be later, in the eighteenth-century Damascus,
often associated with Kurdish soldiers®®) existed in small numbers.

The two groups of janissaries at times displayed a strong adversity towards each other.
While yerliyya were comprised mostlz of the local populace, kapi kulus were comprised of
soldiers who originated from different areas of the Empire. At times, the kapi kulus members
would be more supportive of the governor and his institutions, while yerliyya figured as
constant “trouble makers” in the barber’s chronicle, often displaying immoral public behavior
like drinking openly, or enjoying the company of prostitutes. For the barber, though, the kapi
kulus units were only marginally better. The clashes between these two groups were not rare
during the period described by the barber.

One of the most important duties of the governor was to take command of the
Pilgrimage. For the sake of funding it, the governors often organized tours around the province,
during which they collected a special tribute from the local tax-farms. This tax would be used to
finance the Pilgrimage, and the tour was called al-dawra. Depending on the problems which the
governor had to deal with, the dawra usually lasted for a month. It had to end before the start of
the Pilgrimage, and its start was determined by the governor himself. ®°

Next in the hierarchy of power was the mutasallim (or musallim), whose role was to
serve as a viceroy to the governor of the province. The title could cause a certain ambiguity, for
it was also employed by the governors of sanjags (although these officials sometimes bore the
title of mutasarrif). The importance of the role would become obvious during the governor’s

absence (while he leads the dawra, for instance), or during the periods of interregnum (in the

*° Rafeq, The Province of Damascus, 37-38.
% On the dawra, see Rafeq, The Province of Damascus, 21-22.
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case of which this official would, according to Rafeq, be known as mutasallim ma bayn).**
Mutasallims were usually chosen by the governor. In certain instances, however, the yerliyya,
or the kapi kulus janissaries chose the person who would carry out this duty.

The daftardar or al-daftart would take care of the provincial treasury. This official
would sometimes be called daftardar al-Sham, or the daftardar Dimashq, in order to
distinguish him from the private treasurers employed by rich households to tend the affairs of
the family. It is interesting to notice that the Ottoman government relied more on Jews and
Christians when it came to the matters of finance — the Jews were more preferred as treasurers,
while the Christians were more active in trade.®® In addition, two drwans were present in
Damascus — the administrative, comprised of notables who tended to the registers, and the
consultative, which represented the full assembly of officials, a ‘yan, who discussed the
decisions of the governor, or the sultan.®®

With regards to the offices of religious authority, the exact hierarchy was not
completely clear. As Rafeq states in his The Province of Damascus, the exact authority and
status of the office depended on the individual who took the mantle, as well as on the current
circumstances.® It is important to note the significance of the Hanafi judges, being that they
represented the official school of jurisprudence (madhab) of the whole Ottoman Empire,
including the territory of Syria. This judge was sometimes called gadi al-qudar.®® The
appointment of this judge would usually be conducted by the mufir of Istanbul. From time to
time, a judge would appoint one or more deputies, who had the power to act instead of him in

times when this was needed. It is interesting to note that during the eighteenth century this

¢! Rafeq, The Province of Damascus, 13.

62 Rafeq, The Province of Damascus, 19.

%% Rafeq, The Province of Damascus, 10-42.

% Rafeq, The Province of Damascus, 43.

% Literally, “the judge of [all] judges,” meaning the high judge.
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judge also performed the functions normally observed by the market inspector (mu/tasib),
which made him responsible, among other things, for the rises and falls in food prices, at least
in the eyes of the population.®® In contrast to the Hanafi judges, who often (but not always) had
Ruamt origins, the judges of other schools were chosen from the local populace, most likely by
the supporters of their respective school of law, and they tended to hold on to their offices for a
long period.®’

The Hanaft mufti was considered lower in rank than the judge. The choice of the
individual who will carry out the duty of this office also lay in the hands of the shaykh al-Islam
in Istanbul. All officials performing this function during the eighteenth century were of local
origin. As was the case with the judges, the muftis of other schools were chosen by their
schools, with the approval of the governor.®®

It is important to notice the significance of the group known as the ashraf — the
descendants of the Prophet Muhammad, ‘Ali, and Fatima. This group shared a kind of a noble
blood, informed through the bloodline which stems from the Prophet through the Fourth
Righteous Khalifa. An individual carrying the title of naqib al-ashraf resolved the issues within
the group. Rafeq notices the different influence this group managed to establish in Aleppo and
Damascus. While the ashraf played an important role in Aleppo, they attained political
influence in Damascus only much later, around the middle of the eighteenth century, without
any impressive successes.®

Since the middle of the seventeenth century, the wulama’ of Damascus did not enjoy a

strong position — a result of the cancellation of certain stipends formerly received from the

% Rafeq, The Province of Damascus, 47.
%7 Rafeq, The Province of Damascus, 48.
%8 Rafeq, The Province of Damascus, 49.
% Rafeq, The Province of Damascus, 51.
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sultan. The weakening of their status occurred simultaneously with the increasing power of the
janissaries. By the beginning of the eighteenth century, however, the ‘wulama’ managed to
recover. For some members of this group, the early eighteenth century represented a volatile
period, during which some members were exiled, while others led rebellions within the city.
For instance, a mufti was leading the popular rebellion which arose in Damascus prior to the
rise of al-*Azms to power, supported by the inhabitants.”

Such was the milieu of officials who oversaw and tended to the political, social, and
religious matters in Damascus. Their power, however, depended greatly on the people of the
city. This dependence did not manifest itself only in the form of financial tributes like taxes, or
tithes. The people of the city were sometimes capable enough even to force the deposition of
governors and their deputies, as was the case with the revolt against the governor Aba Tawq."
Politics of the city often represented interesting subjects for discussion, but there was, indeed,
more. The people of Damascus shaped its trends, fashion, and interests, influencing both social
and political circumstances within the city and its surroundings. I will, thus, steal a swift glance
into their life and habits, making the vision of the eighteenth-century Damascus more colorful

and complex.

1.4. The People and Their City: Some Habits and Customs of the Damascenes

The Damascene barber often interpreted the events around him as proofs of shifts in
local social relations. The power of notable families depended on support from the Ottoman
capital, but Istanbul alone could not maintain their welfare. In addition to gaining support from

the imperial capital, these notables had to rely on the local actors to facilitate their power.

7% Rafeq, The Province of Damascus, 35, 81.
™ See Rafeq, The Province of Damascus, 77-83.
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Patronage was an important means of acquiring political, as well as social prestige, and
its usage allowed the common, non-elite people to participate in the city’s contestations over
authority, brought ever-closer to the cores of power through a web of boons and favors. The
social topography of the city, thus, never stayed the same, and its dynamics guided the events
throughout the century, and in later periods. As Dana Sajdi states, “the eighteenth century was
about social flux, about a reshuffling of the social topography.”’? Damascus was, like many
other cities of the Empire, a stage of intensive social mobility which changed its image along
with the rise of new notables, creation of new networks, and developments of social relations
among the inhabitants. The complex Damascene society of the eighteenth century shared many
common habits and practices — in a sense, a common culture. The brief examination of certain
elements of that culture will serve well to illustrate the background for the following study.

Like their wealthier neighbours, the Damascene common people — common in the sense
that they had no function among the official ruling institutions within the city - seemed to have
enjoyed their public visibility. Among the favorite ways to spend free time were picnics, often
organized in the oasis surrounding the city. Enjoyed by both women and men, these picnics
attracted even the attention of foreigners, who amiably wrote about them:

Like the Jordan, it [The Barada River] is clear and rapid, and wanders circuitously for
several leagues through a wilderness of gardens whose innumerable fruit-tress, flowers, and
water-works it keeps perpetually fresh and full: it is a stream that peculiarly ministers to
luxury and enjoyment; every fathom of its course is precious and useful to the pleasure-
loving Damascenes, who, reclining on its banks, beneath the shadow of their own trees, or
in a little summer house, listen to its quick murmur, smoke, and sip coffee, while their
beautiful Arab steeds, richly caparisoned, are near, to take their indolent masters home in
the cool of the evening.”

2 Sajdi, The Barber of Damascus, 20.

8 W. H. Bartlett and William Purser, Syria, The Holy Land, Asia Minor &c. Illustrated in a Series of Views Drawn
from Nature. With Descriptions of the Plates by John Carne, ESQ (London, Paris & America: Fisher, Son, & Co.,
1836), 35.
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It appears that the city gave ample opportunities and many wonderful locations for picnics.
Enjoyable sites could be found everywhere, and indeed, it seems that their charm was
irresistible to the local population.”

For Sajdi, this outdoor culture represents an “indication of a relative abandonment of
privacy.”” The eighteenth century witnessed the increased social visibility of women, whose
participation in these outdoor activities surprised Ibn Budayr greatly (or at least he appears
quite surprised in his writing).” The Damascene barber paints in strong emotions what he
understood as social shifts that took place during the eighteenth century. His amazement,
however, was not of such an extent to prevent his own literary talents to come to the surface.
Ibn Budayr, thus, provides a short poem, celebrating his wonderfully spent day:

A day unlike any before [today] passed, oh, uncle,
In Damascene Marja where you will not find a free place,
Oh, what a Thursday! It passed without mishaps,
On the eighteenth day of rabi al- ‘akhar the cold went away,
Oh, people of literacy, record it, [for on that day] your malaise vanished.”’

The people of Damascus, indeed, enjoyed in poetry as much as its notables. When the
women were absent from social gatherings, men would often compensate with the exchange of
elegies and love poetry. In addition to poems about the beauty of nature, the beauty of women
and men was celebrated.”® ‘Abd al-Ghani al-Nabulsi, perhaps the most prominent literary and
religious figure of the eighteenth century, compiled an anthology of these poems and published
it under the title Khamr al-Babil wa Ghina’ al-Balabil [The Wine of Babylon, and the Songs of

the Nightingales].

" Sajdi, The Barber of Damascus, 29.

"> Sajdi, The Barber of Damascus, 30.

"% See Chapter 3, 84.

" Mada lana yawm mithlahu ma sabaqa ya khal, fi Marjat al-Sham ma baqa fihi mawda‘ khal, milla Khamis!
Mada ma sadafahu “arzal, fi thamin ‘ashar Rabt‘ al-’Akhar raha al-bard, ya hal al-"adab ’arrikhiih al-diq ‘ankum
zal. See Ibn Budayr, HDY, 57B.

8 Samer Akkach, “Leisure Gardens”, 69.
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The oasis, however, did not represent the only popular place for the Damascene. It is
noteworthy to mention the two largest cemeteries on the outskirts of the city. To the north, one
would find the al-Dahdah Cemetery. Another ancient cemetery, Bab al-Saghir, stood southwest
of the Umayyad Mosque. Both cemeteries hosted shrines and tombs of local saints, which were
objects of frequent visitations, of which there will be word in Chapter 3.

But picnics did not represent the only form of spending quality pastime in the eighteenth-
century Damascus. Since its arrival from Yemen, coffee represented a great pleasure for the
Damascenes. It may be suggested that the owners of coffeehouses around the city enjoyed a
great reputation — the opening and running of a coffeehouse required a decent amount of
capital, although some individuals borrowed the funds from other parties and, interestingly
enough, religious establishments.” Coffeehouses represented another preferred place for
gatherings (although mostly, for men) which offered, in addition to the chance for gossiping,
games like backgammon, and what seems more interesting, games of chance which often
involved dice. Like poetry, the Damascenes seemed to praise music highly, so some
coffeehouses had to provide skilled musicians. Ibn Budayr once noted:

During that month [Jumdada al-Thani, 1160/June, 1747], three Jewish musicians

arrived from the city of Aleppo to Damascus. They started to work in coffeehouses,

and both distinguished figures and the commoners listened to them.®

Budayr notices that these Jews sat on higher stools than the Muslims, seizing the
opportunity to build on his own image of a religious traditionalist through his apparent surprise

with this act (of which there will be word in Chapter 3). Coffeehouses became so popular that

people sometimes refused to leave them for the Friday prayers, and a leader of a rebellion in al-

" Grehan, Everyday Life, 142.
8 |bn Budayr, HDY, 38A.
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Salihfyya died in one at the hands of his opposition.®® In addition to coffee, smoking
represented a passion which drew both men and, as the barber shows, women.®

It is important to keep in mind that the people of Damascus were much more concerned
with local matters, than with those in other parts of the Empire. Travel and information-
exchange represented long, slow processes, especially because the majority of people used their
own feet as the most common method of transportation.®® The people’s attention would mostly
be occupied with local emergences, while the news from the “outside,” although sometimes
proclaimed with grandeur, rarely held on for long in the minds of the populace. Although this
orientation towards the local might have been a direct consequence of the troubles which the
Ottoman Empire faced on two military fronts — against Russia (1768-1774) and during
Napoleon’s occupation of Egypt (1798-1801), the poor technological development with regards
to transport definitely took its toll.®* The populace, thus, mainly tended to itself, for the sake of
itself.

Damascus, however, was not only a place of peaceful leisure and joy. Unrests in the
form of violent outbursts threatened to shake the city to its walls in some instances.®® Sufi
processions attracted the attention of locals, while the people from other villages and cities
walked for miles to be able to see and listen to the figures they respected. Folk saints held
lectures on the streets, amassing their followers, but also, their opposition. On some occasions,
processions were led by the most unexpected of groups. Ibn Budayr, thus, remembers a

procession led by the “daughters of passion” (banat al-hawa) who gathered without their head-

8 Grehan, Everyday Life, 144-145.

8 Grehan, Everyday Life, 146-155.

8 Grehan, Everyday Life, 35-46.

8 Grehan, Everyday Life, 54-55. For the state of roads in Syria, See Leila Fawaz, “The Beirut-Damascus Road:
Connecting the Syrian Coast to the Interior in the 19" Century,” in The Syrian Land: Processes of Integration and
Fragmentation. Bilad al-Sham From the 18" to the 20™ Century, ed., Thomas Philipp & Birgit Shaebler (Stuttgart:
Steiner, 1998), 20.

8 See, for instance, Sajdi, The Barber of Damascus, 31-34, and Rafeq, The Province of Damascus, 77-83.

32



CEU eTD Collection

dresses in the streets in the middle of the day.®® This dynamic needlepoint of rulers and
subjects, craftsmen and traders, priests and saints faced earthquakes, plagues of locusts,
extreme rises and falls of temperature, and sudden changes in market prices — all these factors
shaped the city during the eighteenth century, giving it a distinct, original atmosphere out of
which the barber emerged to leave his words for posterity.

The next chapter is, thus, committed to the barber 1bn Budayr. Fortunately, the barber
possessed a keen ability to notice the developments in his society during the middle of the
eighteenth century. His decision to write a chronicle of the city was most fortunate, and
deserves a favor in return. I will, thus, use the following chapter to get deeper into the past of
the barber. I will recount who he was (to the extent of what he chose to provide in his text), for
the sake of discovering the main motivations which made him start writing. The barber
expressed his thoughts with a strong voice, attempting to trespass into the domain of the famous
figures of the eighteenth-century Damascus. Through his text, the barber will communicate

more about the people of the city, their passions, habits, and beliefs.

8 See section 4.4.
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Chapter 2

From Ibn Budayr to Al-Budayri: The Editorial Strategies of Muhammad
Sa‘id al-Qasimi

The Daily Events of Damascus, of which most was published during [the reign] of two

glorious wazirs — Sulayman Pasha and As‘ad Pasha who belonged to the notables and

wazirs 0f the glorious al-‘Azm family — were collected by the virtuous Shihab al-Din

Ahmad Ibn Budayr al-Budayri known as a barber to cover the wonders, oddities, and

horrors between the years 1154 [1741] and 1176 [1762]. Because of the simplicity of the

author, who wrote [Daily Events] in colloquial language, proceeding to expatiate with
additional words and rhymed supplications, getting the listener bored and the reader tired, |
pealed off the crust from these Events and left their pulp, refining and correcting [the text]

as much as possible.®’

It is with this paragraph that the nineteenth-century scholar, Muhammad Sa‘id al-Qasimi,
begins his redaction of an eighteenth-century chronicle, referring to its author as al-Budayri. Al-
Qasimt’s edition of the text was later prepared for publishing. Two versions are now in
circulation, along with a translation of the text in Turkish, and the original author, whose name
was changed by the editor Ahmad ‘Izzat ‘Abd al-Karim into al-Shaykh Ahmad al-Budayri al-
Hallaq (“the barber”) became a common reference for the scholars of the eighteenth-century
Damascene history ranging from Abdel Karim Rafeq to James Grehan.

Among the sources discussed at the end of The Province of Damascus, Abdel Karim
Rafeq reveals that he had read and analyzed al-Qasimi’s manuscript — the barber’s edited text —
stating that the barber’s own manuscript was not available in its original form.*® Rafeq sees no

reason to claim that al-Qasimi “altered what BudayrT stated,” using as an argument the religious

upbringing of al-Qasimi, as well as the fact that the scholar served as an imam of the Sinaniyya

8 .. fa-‘inna Hawadith Dimashq al-Sham al-Yawmiyya allati sadara ghalibuha ff ayam al-wazirayn al-‘azimayn:
Sulayman Basha wa As ‘ad Pasha alladhayn humda min ‘a‘ayan wuzara’ Bant al- ‘Azm al- ‘uzam, jama ‘aha al-fadil
Shihab al-Din ‘Ahmad bin Budayr al-Budayrt al-shahir bi-l-hallag, min sana 1154 ‘ila sana 1176 gad ishtamalat
‘ala ghara’ib wa ‘aja’ib wa ‘ahwal, wa li-basatat mu’allifiha katabaha bi-lisan ‘ammi, thumma agnaba bi-ziyadat
kalimat wa ‘ad‘iya musaja‘a yamillu sami‘aha wa yasa’amu gari’aha, fa-hadhaftu al-gishr min hadhihi al-
Hawadith wa wada ‘tu al-lubab, wa hadhabtuha ‘ald hasbi al-istiza ‘a bi-l-sawab... Al-Budayri, HDY, 3.

8 Rafeq, The Province of Damascus, 321.
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Mosque in Damascus. Developing his argument further, Rafeq lists the works written by this
‘alim of the nineteenth century, concluding that it seems reasonable to accept “his word that he
did not alter the account of Budayri.”®

An unedited manuscript of the barber’s text seems to have been, however, preserved. Its
discovery was much due to the research of Dana Sajdi, who provided the results of juxtaposing
the barber’s text and its edition by al-Qasimi in her The Barber of Damascus (2013).% This
juxtaposition seems to be of high importance, for it serves to in many ways bring Rafeq’s
statements into question. It would seem that the scholar al-Qasimi indeed did whatever he could
to improve the grammar and expression of the barber’s text, but he did much more. After only a
brief comparison between different versions of this text, it might be concluded that the
interventions of the nineteenth-century imam completely altered the intent with which the
barber set off to write his work.

This chapter is, thus, committed to the barber and his text. Its main goal is to present the
ways in which his text was manipulated through the later processes of editing, exposing the
possible reasons for the barber’s motivation to become an author of a chronicle. I will recount
the barber’s personal history (to the extent shown in his chronicle), and demonstrate some of
the changes and interventions conducted by al-Qasimi’s quill. I will show that the editor
conducted numerous changes which effectively managed to expel the barber’s own self out of a
good part of the text, change his modes of speech, and completely change the purpose of the
text itself. From a medium which the barber could use for self-representation and negotiation of
his image and position in society, the text turned into a standardized chronicle revolving around

the annual events of Damascus and its rulers. The tone of Daily Events changed through the

8 Rafeq, The Province of Damascus, 322.
% 3ajdi, The Barber of Damascus, 1-4, 11.
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editor’s work. An urgent, emotional text, aimed at criticizing the notables, dramatizing peculiar
events, and recounting entertaining tales turned into a calm and monotonous prose. It is my
strong belief, therefore, that the study of the barber’s text cannot be conducted through reading
the published version of this text — scholars who attempt such a thing will receive a completely
distorted understanding of what Ibn Budayr tried to convey. The study of his text should start
with a research of 1bn Budayr himself, so the next section will assemble the autobiographical

data which the barber provided and create out of it a narrative about his own past.

2.1. Who was Ibn Budayr: The Barber and His Origins

The cover page of the barber’s manuscript states that the author is “the skilled and
brilliant litterateur, Shihab al-Din Ahmad Ibn Budayr, the Damascene barber of the Shafi‘i
madhab.”®* Although the barber does not refer to himself very often, the information he does
provide makes it possible to reconstruct Ibn Budayr’s personal circumstances to a certain
extent. Considering the years covered by his chronicle, Ibn Budayr must have been born
sometime during the early eighteenth century. According to the information provided in the
manuscript, the barber did not stem from a family of notables, nor was he a member of any
wealthy Damascene household. Quite the contrary, it would seem that the male members of his
family worked as carriers for the pilgrims going to Mecca. Ibn Budayr mentions this in the
context of an obituary composed for one of his cousins — the barber states that his father, his
deceased cousin, and their grandfather all worked in this line of business.”” Dana Sajdi

identifies this occupation as an ‘akkam — a porter for the pilgrims.®® With significant pride, 1bn

' al-shaykh al-adib al-mahir al-bari‘ Shihab al-Din Ahmad ibn Budayr al-hallag al-Dimashgr al-Shafi 7.

%2 1bn Budayr, HDY, 43A-44B.

% See Sajdi, The Barber of Damascus, 40. For the description of the occupation, see Muhammad Sa‘id al-Qasimi,
Jamal al-Din al-Qasimi and Khalil al-‘Azm, Qamiis al-Sina ‘at al-Shamiyya [The Dictionary of Occupations in
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Budayr states that his cousin escorted the pilgrims to Mecca on fifty one Pilgrimages. In
another obituary, describing the death of a former imam of the al-Daqqaq Mosque situated in
the al-Qubaybat neighbourhood, the barber relates that this was the area where he was born.
This neighbourhood was located on the pilgrimage route, more than a kilometer away from the
Damascene old city.** This is where the barber lived until his father’s death, upon which he
moved with his family to a more costly district of al-Ta“dil,* southwest of the al-Qanawat
neighbourhood. In this area, inhabitants could find work and affordable housing with more
ease, along with the necessary contacts which would enable them to “integrate themselves into
local society.”96

Given this information, a question arises — how was the barber capable of affording the
purchase (Ibn Budayr uses the verb ishtara, indicating that he did buy, and not rent his new
house) of a new home in a more expensive part of the city? His own choice of occupation might
offer some clues. Out of reasons unknown, lbn Budayr developed a relationship with a
professional Damascene barber known as 1bn Hashish, of which he seems exceptionally proud.
Ibn Hashish had a powerful clientele which included Shaykh Murad Efendi al-Nagshibandi,
Shaykh Muhammad al-‘Ajlani, and “the axis (quzb) of his time,” the famous Shaykh ‘Abd al-
Ghani al-Nabulsi. It would seem that this relationship brought necessary connections to Ibn

Budayr.?” The chronicle conveys that Ibn Budayr managed to open a shop in the very center of

the eighteenth-century city — in the district of Bab al-Barid. Later on, his shop will be relocated

Damascus], ed. Zafir al-Qasimi (Damascus: Dar Tlas, 1988), 318-319. People involved in this occupation were
expected to tend the camels and travelers during this arduous journey.

% Sajdi, The Barber of Damascus, 40.

% |bn Budayr, HDY, 22B-23A.

% Schilcher, Families in Politics, 18. See also Sajdi, The Barber of Damascus, 40.

°" 1bn Budayr, HDY, 6A-6B.
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to more modest areas, first to the quarter of al-Darwishiyya, and then to al-Sinaniyya.*”®
According to the Dictionary of Crafts compiled by al-Qasimi, barbers who would be capable of
opening their own shops counted above the “peasant barbers” who worked outdoors, in the
streets. The barbershops were favored places for gossip, where the barbers could operate both
as collectors and distributors of “hearsay” information among the inhabitants (which might
prove that the barber was well-informed about the events transpiring in the city — as retold by
these other inhabitants). In addition to providing grooming services, these men would also
perform selected healing services, bloodletting, cupping, and circumcision.*® Ibn Budayr,
however, does not convey that he performed any of these services usually performed by the
barbers of the eighteenth century, except coiffing. Haykel offers one possible explanation for
this in his work on eighteenth-century Yemen, stating that these services were counted as some
of the more scornful among the population.® A question arises, however, whether a
comparison between Yemen and Syria of the eighteenth century might be valid. Ibn Budayr’s
readers will note, however, that the barber indirectly mentions these skills when speaking of his
own mentor, so the reasons behind this omission remain to a certain extent unclear.*™*

During the years which the barber spent working in the inner city (according to the
chronicle, between 1155/1742 and 1167/1754), he got to know many of the powerful and
famous Damascenes. The barber does not shy away from displaying great pride in working for
these men. Some of the most prominent figures of the eighteenth-century Damascus, including

the Damascene chronicler al-Maqqar, who was the barber’s neighbour and a member of the

% For the reports about changing the location of the barbershop, see 1bn Budayr, HDY, 77B. For the description of
the quarters, see Schilcher, Families in Politics, 16.

® Al-Qasimi, QS, 103-104.

10 Bernard Haykel, “Dissembling Descent, or How the Barber Lost His Turban: Identity and Evidence in
Eighteeth-Century Zaydi Yemen,” Islamic Law and Society 9, no. 2, Evidence in Islamic Law (2002): 205-206.

01 Eor Ibn Budayr’s master, see section 3.2.
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Sufi Qadiriyya order,'® seem to have been using his services, and more than one liked to spend
time and talk with the barber.'® Perhaps it is through these relationships that the barber was
inspired to start reading and educating himself, eventually undertaking the process of authoring
his own chronicle. In addition, it is obvious that the contact with these persons represented a
large influence on some of the more important decisions which Ibn Budayr made during his
lifetime. His relationship with Shaykh Ahmad al-Sabiq led to the barber’s initiation in the Sufi
Qadiriyya order,"® and his relationship with one of the important scholars of the al-‘Ajlani
family probably made him opt for the Shafi‘T madhab of Islamic jurisprudence.'®® Ibn Budayr’s
friendship with one of the popular local storytellers, (al-kakawi) whom the barber describes as
his friend, teacher, and father, might have provided Ibn Budayr with some of the other literary
forms he introduces to his chronicle.’® The chronicle does not, however, offer any hint that the
barber received any sort of formal certificate of education. It would seem that he was a self-
taught individual, while one of the main purposes of his chronicle seems to be his attempt of
self-fashioning in the manner of contemporary scholars he knew.

In spite of his apparent connections to some of the more prominent figures of the
eighteenth-century Damascus, it does not seem that the barber led a cozy and relaxed life. He
needed to provide for his family which included, as far as it can be gathered from the chronicle,
his mother,*®” undoubtedly his wife (who is unsurprisingly not mentioned in the chronicle at

all), and at least three children — two sons and a daughter. In addition, the barber celebrated the

192 The barber testifies to this relationship in Ibn Budayr, HDY, 20A.

103 An account of some of them is located in section 3.2. of Chapter 3. Socializing with these powerful figures must
have brought much prestige to the barber, provided that his reports about his friendship with them were thrutful.

104 |bn Budayr, HDY, 15B.

195 |bn Budayr, HDY, 76A.

196 |bn Budayr, HDY, 10B.

197 See the extensive report on the death of the barber’s mother in Ibn Budayr, HDY, 9A.
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birth of his grandson on Jumada al-Awwal 14™, 1170/February 3", 1757.2%® Furthermore, 1bn
Budayr consistently reports about the rate of prices in Damascus, often frustrated by the high
taxes and expenses required for some of the barest life necessities. During his complaints, the
barber himself makes a clear distinction between the common and the poor with whom he
identifies when writing about such matters (while at other times seemingly looking down on
them from a clear vantage point of a middle-classed artisan) and the powerful inhabitants of the
city, whom he accuses of hoarding supplies and exacting oppressive economic policies.'® In
addition to his frustration about the costly house he purchased in al-Ta‘dil, Ibn Budayr shows
persistent concern about the prices, complaining about difficult life conditions in the city.
Similar to the exact time of Ibn Budayr’s birth, the time and circumstances of his death
remain unknown. His chronicle ends abruptly (the last sentence is not finished, and the last
word seems hastily written, as if something distracted the writer), which might imply that the
barber suddenly died before his work was finished, or that the potential copyist of the particular
manuscript which | had the chance to observe stopped before finishing the text.™° For now it
seems impossible to discover why the ending of the text is missing. Ibn Budayr, however, left
behind enough to implicate the prevailing circumstances during the time while he was
composing Daily Events. The barber was a witness of what he interprets as drastic changes that
took place within the eighteenth-century society of Damascus. He was an auto-didactic
individual with connections to some of the most prominent individuals of the eighteenth-

century Damascus (and Syria). Finally, he attempted to enter the space of the city’s intellectuals

by recording a history of the city — The Daily Events of Damascus.

1% For the hirth of the daughter, the death of one son, and some information about the other one, see Ibn Budayr,
HDY, 4B, 24B-25A, 69A-69B respectively. For the birth of the grandson, see Ibn Budayr, HDY, 82B.

109 See, for instance, Ibn Budayr, HDY, 52A. Reports about the prices in the city recur throughout the chronicle.

110 See subsection 2.2 of this chapter.
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2.2 The Daily Events of Damascus: The Barber’s Text as a Tool for Leverage

Daily Events begin the same way as they end — abruptly, without any introduction.
There is no trace of a mugaddima (preamble) or a khugba, which would be expected to precede
the main text. This fact might lead one to think that some material is missing from the
beginning — but it also might be stated that 1bn Budayr simply did not wish to make a proper
introduction to his work. Lamenting the death of his son, however, the barber mentions that he
inserted a eulogy in his name at the beginning of his text."™* This section seems to be absent
from the text which abruptly begins with the urgent report of the imaginative earthquake,*?
indicating that it may be true that some beginning paragraphs were lost. Furthermore,
considering that the version of the text edited by Muhammad Sa‘id al-Qasimi begins with the
same descriptions as the original manuscript (and also ends with the same event), it would
appear that the nineteenth-century scholar read the same version which I use in this work (and
which was used by Dana Sajdi for the preparation of The Barber of Damascus), or an identical
copy.

The text of the manuscript is written in a very clear handwriting, skillfully done, with
almost exact spacing between the words and proper justification of the margins. This fact,
along with the bismillah which is located immediately before the abrupt beginning of the
barber’s text, indicates that Daily Events might have been copied, and perhaps distributed,

during or after the barber’s lifetime. Copies of texts in the eighteenth-century Damascus, as

well as elsewhere in the Middle East, were usually obtained per order, so it seems that the

111 |bn Budayr, HDY, 25A.
112 See Introduction, page 1.
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barber’s words had some recognition among the Damascenes.™ Finally, it does not seem that
the name of the barber, which is spelled on the cover page of the manuscript, proves the
manuscript | use is an autograph. The name is followed by the formula rakamahu Allah (“may
God have mercy upon him”), which would signify that the particular copy of the manuscript at
my disposal was produced after the barber’s death. Furthermore, the folio 51B of the
manuscript contains an interesting comment on the margins, stating that the manuscript was
found as a scroll in someone’s house (no further data was given), and that someone read it on
the 15" of Dhii al-Oa ‘da, of the year 49. If the year in question is 1249, the date would
correspond to April 15", 1834, well after the barber’s death, and much before al-Qasimi could
have read the text. This note is written in different handwriting than some others which appear
on the margins, leading one to think that this particular copy changed a number of hands before

its redaction ensued.
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Figure 3: A Part of The First Page of Ibn Budayr’s text. Source: Ibn Budayr, HDY, 1A.

113 gee, for instance, Nelly Hanna, In Praise of Books: A Cultural History of Cairo’s Middle Class, Sixteenth to the
Eighteenth Century (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 2003), 82-90.
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Figure 4: The Curious Note on the Margins of Page 51B. Source: 1bn Budayr, HDY, 51B.
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In his prologue to al-Qasimi’s printed version of the barber’s text, Ahmad ‘Izzat ‘Abd
al-Karim states that al-Qasimi’s family relates several tales of how Ibn Budayr’s manuscript
could have ended up in al-Qasimi’s hands. According to one of them, the nineteenth-century
imam wished to buy something from the spice merchant. The merchant wrapped the sold goods
in a piece of paper with some writings on it. Being that al-Qasimi loved to read, he went back
home, unwrapped his purchase and started to read the text, discovering that he has a part of a
written history in front of him. He returned to the vendor with haste, managing to obtain the
whole text and assemble Daily Events.

According to another story which some other members of al-Qasimi’s family related,
the nineteenth-century scholar obtained the barber’s text on an auction held in the Umayyad
Mosque. The written works on offer belonged to a recently deceased Damascene ‘alim, who
was famous for his collection of both printed works and manuscripts. Al-Qasimi noticed the
barber’s manuscript and wanted to purchase it. When he made an offer, however, others seemed
to realize the value of the work. Losing the auction bid to one of his friends, Tahir al-Jaza’ir1,***
al-Qasimi later managed to borrow the book and copy it. According to the story, al-Jaza’irT’s
copy was not preserved. ™
It would seem that the exact account of the manuscript’s discovery might not be

available. Regardless of the way in which al-Qasimi obtained the text, he could certainly notice

some of the peculiarities woven into the narrative of the barber’s chronicle. The expected

14 Al-Jaza’iri (1852-1920) was one of the most famous Syrian religious reformers, sometimes called the
“Muhammad ‘Abduh of Syria.” See Michael Dumper and Bruce E. Stanley, Cities of the Middle East and North
Africa: A Historical Encyclopedia (Santa Barbara: ABC-CLIO, 2007), 125. See also Joseph H. Escovitz, “’He Was
the Muhammad ‘Abduh of Syria’: A Study of Tahir al-Jaza’irT and his influence,” International Journal of Middle
East Studies 18, no. 3 (August, 1986): 293-310.

15 For the account of these stories, see Ahmad ‘Izzat ‘Abd al-Karim, “Muqaddima [Prologue]” in Al-Budayri,
HDY, 18.
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function of an Arabic chronicle is to provide the data and chronology of an established Islamic
state, legitimizing it in the process.*® Its main protagonists are high officials and notables, and
its story revolves, after the exact day and year is provided, around these officials. It should be
indicated that two ways of chronicle writing existed — writing about past events, or recording
them as they happened, similar to a diary. Regardless of the exact type of a chronicle, however,
this form of writing was most often connected with the function of supporting the state, and its
authors mostly belonged to the ‘wlama’. The chronicle, however, also represented a worthy
genre for the non- ‘ulama’, for it offered opportunity for the author to introduce himself to the
events described in the texts. Authors other than those of the ‘wlama’ often wrote in a more
mundane mode of speech, taking interest in everyday occasions, humorous instances, and
peculiar events. The language employed within a chronicle could vary — it was possible to
compose such a work through usage of colloquial language — a practice also employed by the
eighteenth-century non- ‘ulama’ Levantine chronicles.**’ Tbn Budayr’s chronicle is no different,
and it is, in its nature, auto-centric. The barber often points out himself as a reference point (in
first person plural, as it was common), signifying the events he himself witnessed or heard
about. The obituaries he composed are based on his own relationships with the deceased. The
author was, thus, capable of positioning himself within his history, giving clues both about the

time described, and about his personal views of the contemporary state of affairs.

118 gajdi, The Barber of Damascus, 6. See also Chase Robinson, Islamic Historiography (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2003), 20-21.

17 See Sajdi, The Barber of Damascus, 115-124, Claude Cahen, “History and Historians,” in The Cambridge
History of Arabic Literature: Religion, Learning, and Sciences in the ‘Abbasid Period, ed. M.J.L. Young, J.D.
Latham, and R.B. Serjeant (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 188-233, Young, Latham and
Serjeant, The Cambridge History, 172, Muhammad Mustafa Badawi, ed., Modern Arabic Literature
(Cambridge:Cambridge University Press, 1992), 75, and Paul Starkey, Modern Arabic Literature (Edinburgh:
Edinburgh University Press, 2006), 6. For the development of chronicle-writing and its many variations in
different periods, see Franz Rosenthal, A History of Muslim Historiography (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1968), 59-84, 87-
88, 204-267, or Tarif Khalidi, Arabic Historical Thought in the Classical Period (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1996).
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That the barber was certainly no ‘alim must have been unusual for his nineteenth-

8 The barber’s chronicle displayed many traits which might have at first

century editor.
confused al-Qasimi, spurring him to insert a large number of modifications in the text. As
earlier indicated, al-Qasimi belonged to the ‘wlama’, and left three written works among which
is the Dictionary of Crafts of Damascus which is used throughout this study. His son Jamal
belonged to the prominent generation of the salafiyya movement for Islamic reform in Syria,
and was deeply engaged in printing and publishing in various magazines, newspapers, and
journals. The family resided in a home famous for literary and musical salons.**® To Dana Sajdi
it appears that al-Qasimi’s interest for Ibn Budayr stems from the fact that his own father was
also a barber.'?° Of that there is no proof. There is, however, no doubt that a nineteenth-century
scholar with such a background felt that the barber’s text required significant modifications.

The nineteenth-century ‘alim could see that Daily Events represent the barber’s harsh
critigue of the government and the highest-ranking notables of the eighteenth-century
Damascus. Very often, the barber sets off with the reports of prices in the city immediately after
establishing the year and the date. The high prices are then connected with a lack of diligence
on the part of the government, inertia of the state organs whose function is to control the state
of the prices in the markets, and the excessive greed of the city’s officials. As a result, the

barber would highlight the poverty of the subjects and the emergences of crime waves,

corruption, and sin among the population.*?* The barber does not, as one would expect, begin

18 1bn Budayr was not the only common chronicler of the eighteenth-century Syria. See Sajdi, The Barber of

Damascus, 77-114.

119 See Sajdi, The Barber of Damascus, 174, Rafeq, The Province of Damascus, 321-322, and David Dean
Commins, Historical Dictionary of Syria (Lanham: Scarecrow Press, 2004), 230. For a work largely committed to
al-Qasimi’s son, see David Dean Commins, Islamic Reform: Politics and Social Change in Late Ottoman Syria
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1990).

120 5ajdi, The Barber of Damascus, 176.

12! This is obvious almost from the very beginning of the manuscript. See, for instance, the report in lbn Budayr,
HDY, 6B-7A.
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his reports with celebrating the government and its officials, nor does he focus his events to
revolve around annual occasions, like the celebration of Ramadan, the Pilgrimage, or the annual
commencement of the governor’s dawra. These events are indeed mentioned, but often only in
passing, while the barber was engaged in powerful criticism of the state and society, or
describing other events he deemed more interesting.

The chronicle gives the impression that 1bn Budayr lived as a pious individual, firm in
his traditionalist attitudes towards life and society of his city. His critiques did not target only
the governing authorities — the barber’s accusing finger sometimes pointed at the whole
Damascene society. Public immorality seemed to disturb him greatly,** and the chronicle
became a medium for his thoughts. Within a predominantly oral culture of the eighteenth-
century Damascene society, scribal works would usually be read aloud to the inhabitants,** and
the barber’s acquaintance with the common habits and pastimes of the city leads one to
presume that the Daily Events might have been read and discussed in its many coffeehouses.***
According to what | have already suggested, the text must have earned some merit, considering
that copies of it were produced and read after his death (and before the editorial process began).
The barber certainly recorded strong statements, clearly expressed thoughts and attitudes, and
sometimes even direct curses aimed at those who, in his opinion, needed to rethink the way
they lived and acted in his city. From his vantage point between the common and the poor
(‘awam) and the patricians (akabir) the barber shouts his curses, wanting his voice to be heard.

When the barber was not concerned with society and its ill-mannered habits, he reported

a large number of strange incidents which occurred in the city during the years covered by

122 See, for instance, Ibn Budayr, HDY, 24A.

123 gee, for instance, Ilham Khuri-Makdisi, The Eastern Mediterranean and the Making of Global Radicalism,
1860-1914 (Berkley: University of California Press, 2010), 36-37.

124 For the barber and coffeehouses, see Chapter 3, 87-88.
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Daily Events. Strange suicides, fits of domestic violence, and miraculous events fill the pages of
the manuscript equally with the clashes and skirmishes between military and societal groups
both within and outside the city walls. Humorous incidents, mysterious events and reports of
sex scandals form (roughly) a good twenty percent of the text. The barber clearly marks the
events he witnessed himself, but at most times, he reports from gossip probably gathered in the
barbershop by inquiries, or overheard in the streets. It is impossible to prove Sajdi’s statement
that the barber obviously believed absolutely everything he wrote down,*?® but what does seem
peculiar is that these events, sometimes highly unrealistic, figure in the text without any
hedging, or an additional comment. At times it seems that the barber is utilizing strange,
miraculous occurrences as literary devices to accentuate or emphasize his point, but more often
he just seems to have written down the tales of Daily Events exactly as he heard them.

Daily Events, then, appear to be the barber’s “soapbox” for expressing both his deep
thoughts about the city and its inhabitants, and for entertaining the audience with humorous
events and rich stories. To maximize the potential of his work, the barber employs additional
literary devices, most probably begotten through his relationship with some of the city’s elites,
attempting to carve for himself a niche of authority both among his peers and among the
famous Damascenes. The most obvious literarz device he uses is a tarjama — an obituary of a
person usually written posthumously, accompanied with an exact date and cause of death. In
addition to this basic information, a tarjama might include interesting incidents which
transpired during the deceased’s life. These reports were usually composed for the notables and
elites of a society. For instance, the biographer, ‘alim, and mufti, Muhammad Khalil al-Muradji,
published four volumes of tarjamas dedicated almost exclusively to the elites of the eighteenth-

century Damascus. Al-Muradi himself was a prominent scholar, with authority to compose a

125 5ajdi, The Barber of Damascus, 13.
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book whose function was similar to a catalogue of everyone who was important in a city. To
enter a book of tarjamas represented a great achievement for an individual.*?°

Within his text, Ibn Budayr provided more than sixty obituaries, of which al-Qasim1
omitted many which he deemed unimportant. For instance, the tarjama of ‘Uthman Ibn al-
Qudsi,**" who worked as a scribe, seemed to be left out because of its insignificance to the
nineteenth-century ‘alim. The barber, however, did not enjoy the same scholarly authority as al-
Muradi to decide who was worthy of a tarjama. Ibn Budayr wrote on the basis of acquaintance
with the deceased. In addition to the deaths of his family, which are described and lamented in
detail within his text, his tarjamas figure the scholarly elites and Sufi shaykhs with whom the

barber had a personal relationship.'?®

Writing in this way, the barber could attempt to insert
himself into the world of scholars, Sufis, and intellectuals, complimenting them with
posthumous reports. With the tarjamas, the intent of Daily Events is obvious — through his text,
Ibn Budayr attempted to ascend up the social ladder and enter the circles of the city’s cultural
elites, at the same time maintaining his self-proclaimed right to criticize the mighty and
wealthy, as well as the common and poor of his Damascus.

Ibn Budayr is writing both in prose and poetry. In some cases, he uses rhymed prose to

129 and on certain occasions he is inspired enough to compose a short

dramatize a certain event,
verse.’® The barber, again, imitates the poetic inspiration known among the scholarly elites of
the city (and in the Middle East in general). The verses he composes, however, correspond to

the form called mawwal — a specific verse which was written to be sung. This form of poetry

126 5ajdi, The Barber of Damascus, 51.

127 |bn Budayr, HDY, 58B.

128 |t seems interesting that Ibn Budayr does not mention his affiliation with other barbers, or a guild. In addition to
the tarjama of Ibn Hashish, the barber simply mentions in passing that a shaykh of the barbers’ guild died. See Ibn
Budayr, HDY, 68B.

129 See |bn Budayr, HDY, 45A-45B.

130 One of many instances is Ibn Budayr, HDY, 57B.
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never managed to enter the elites’ circles of the Arab world,**! which might indicate the
barber’s own position in society.

One of the most striking ways in which the barber claims authority for himself is the
appropriation of dream visions known among the Sufi shaykhs of the eighteenth-century
Damascus. Those aspiring towards the mystical expected and hoped to receive mystical dreams
in which a communication with the divine would be established, but these dreams could
sometimes appear to inhabitants other Sufi mystics. The barber testifies that he received one

132 and serves

himself. His dream of divine inspiration is carefully documented in Daily Events,
several purposes. 1bn Budayr uses it to explain the unjustifiable incorporation of the title sayyid
in the names of his sons.’® In addition, by using this dream, the barber once more strives to
gain leverage and stand among the spiritual figures of the eighteenth-century Damascus. He
also builds up on his image, fashioning himself as a receiver of divine instructions for himself
and his family, and this particular dream serves to help historians understand the influence that
the philosophies of his clients might have had on him.

Upon comparing the barber’s text with its printed version, it can be concluded that the
barber’s negotiation of social mobility through writing did not impress al-Qasimt at all. Quite

on the contrary, in what follows I will show that the nineteenth-century scholar did everything

he could to amend the way the barber wrote and rectify his “transgressions.”

131 sajdi, The Barber of Damascus, 65.
132 |bn Budayr, HDY, 25A.
133 See Chapter 3, 71-72.
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2.3. The Barber Meets the ‘Alim: The Scope of al-Qasim1’s Interventions on Daily Events

The first issue which attracts the eye of the researcher upon juxtaposing the manuscript
to its published version is the apparent difference in dates given in the title. The published
edition claims that the scope of years covered by Ibn Budayr ranges from 1154 to 1175 (1741-
1762), despite that the cover page of the barber’s manuscript shows the years 1154-1176 (1741-
1763). Both al-Qasimi and ‘Abd al-Karim agree that the barber has accidentally added one year
during his writing. Dana Sajdi seems to support this view.'** However, it would seem that the
barber — or the copyist of his manuscript - “forgot” to mention the coming of 1173/1760 in
between 1172/1759 and 1174/1761, which probably led the editor to group the events of two
years into one. However, between the reports of these two years, certain months are doubled,
and Rafeq notices that the deposition of “Abd Allah Pasha occurs in the edited text a year
before it actually happened.*®

In addition to the problem with dating, many other issues seem to arise from the
comparison of the manuscript and its printed edition. | indicated previously that the barber’s
text begins abruptly, with the report of an earthquake which would never happen. Al-Qasimi,
however, browses through the Ibn Budayr’s words, reordering the text so that it begins in a
proper (in his own opinion) fashion. The edited version, thus, begins with this paragraph:

And in the year 1154 [1741], Hajji ‘Ali Pasha of the Turks was the ruler of Damascus. This
was eleven years after the beginning of the rule of our master, Sultan Mahmtd Khan, the
son of Sultan Mustafa Khan, may God support the throne of this state until the final hour.'*

3% See ‘Abd al-Karim, “Muqaddima,” 9. See also Sajdi, The Barber of Damascus, 12.

135 See Ibn Budayr, HDY, 92A-93B. See also Rafeq, The Province of Damascus, 322.

Y38 ya fi sana 1154 kana wal?*" bi-I-Sham al-hajj ‘Alf Basha min al-‘Atrak wa dhalika ba ‘ada mada ‘ihda ‘ashara
sana min julis malana al-Sultan Mahmiid Khan ibn al-Sultan Mustafa Khan, ‘ayyada Allah ‘arsh hadhihi al-
dawla ‘ila akhir al-dawaran. Al-Budayri, HDY, 4.
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The reader who wishes to familiarize with this paragraph in the original text may locate it, but
only after the report of the rumored earthquake, followed by the report of unbearable prices in
the markets. The barber wrote a bit differently:

At the beginning of the year, ‘Alf Pasha ruled Damascus, and the sultan was Mahmud
Khan, son of Sultan Mustafa, and he reigned for eleven years.137

The comparison of these paragraphs betrays the difference between the formal modes of
speech used by the nineteenth-century editor and a somewhat more relaxed language which Ibn
Budayr used. Furthermore, it would seem that the barber did not bother with the words of praise
for the rulers of Damascus and the Empire, being at the moment of writing more occupied with
other necessities, like public safety and the availability of resources. For al-Qasimi, this was
unacceptable. He had to intervene and first celebrate the local and imperial officials before
proceeding further. Other portions of the text had to be reorganized as well — it does not seem
that the barber’s text revolved around the governors and sultans of the period, but around local
events, punctuated by unending poverty and moral decay of the inhabitants. Furthermore, the
barber did not attempt to compose unbroken narratives of events which stretched for days, or
months. Instead, he wrote down his reports in succession, as they occurred. Al-Qasimi
sometimes needed to reshuffle the text so as to create uninterrupted narratives of certain
events.® Insertions of praises to the Damascene notables were necessary in many places within
the text where the barber did not show proper respect for the official authority. Al-Qasimi, it

seems, did not wish to portray the glorious members of the ruling family in any negative light.

187 wa kana al-hakim bi-\-Sham ‘Ali Basha awwal sana wa al-Sultan Mahmiid Khan ibn al-Sultan Mustafa wa

lahu ft al-mulk ihda ‘ashar sana... Ton Budayr, HDY, 1A,

138 An example of a textual rearrangement can be found, for instance, when comparing lbn Budayr, HDY, 7A with
Al-Budayri, HDY, 23-27. It seems that the editor did not find appropriate that the report about the celebration of
the treasurer’s daughter precedes the celebration of circumcision of the pasha’s son. In between these two reports,
several briefings of military campaigns outside the city were given. The editor collected them and assembled them
into an unbroken text.
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Dana Sajdi provides an example of this tendency in her discussion of the barber’s reports
concerned with the architectural works commissioned by As‘ad Pasha al-'Azm — while the
barber complains that these works are quite costly in comparison to the general poverty of the
population, al-Qasimi makes it look like the newly-built structures reflect the glory of the
powerful ruling family, celebrating them in his edition through the mouth of the barber.**® Of
the barber’s original complaint there remains no trace — omission represents another important
point which needs to be discussed with regards to al-Qasim1’s changes to the text.

As al-Qasimi states at the beginning of his edition of Daily Events, he considers the
barber tiresome at times, so he strives to shorten his reports, providing what is crucial, but
erasing the barber’s thoughts on the subject. Many supplications, thus, directed to God by the
barber in the name of himself and the people of Damascus were erased from the text.** In a
similar fashion, the editor cuts out much of the poetry which Ibn Budayr provides.'** Al-Qasimi
in many instances rephrases the passages which the barber wrote in rhymed prose for the sake
of dramatization.*? In this way, the edited text remains faithful to its meaning (but not to its
intent!), while its tone changes, gaining a calmer, passive voice.

It would appear that the nineteenth-century ‘alim did not wish the barber to play a major
role in Daily Events. Much of Ibn Budayr’s reports about himself are, thus, omitted from the
edited version. As previously stated, the barber did not speak much about his family, but Daily
Events still hold enough for a researcher to assemble at least a basic image of some parts of his
life. The edited version does not contain any information about the death of one of Ibn Budayr’s

sons, nor about the occupation of his father, grandfather, and possibly other male cousins. The

139 sajdi, The Barber of Damascus, 184-185.

140 Compare, for instance, Ibn Budayr, HDY, 74B, and al-Budayri, HDY, 174, or lbn Budayr, HDY, 52A, and al-
Budayri, HDY, 127.

141 The poem, for instance, in Ibn Budayr, HDY, 43A-44B, is missing from the edited version.

142 Compare, for instance, the report in Ibn Budayr, HDY, 45A-45B, with al-Budayri, HDY, 112.
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reader of the published text may encounter only three reports about Ibn Budayr’s personal life —
the obituary of his mother, the birth of his daughter, and the mentioning of his son Mustafa
(during the occasion of visiting Zaynab’s shrine).*** The obituaries of more modest people who
did not, for instance, enter al-Muradi’s tomes of biographies (like the aforementioned
storyteller), or whom the editor deemed inappropriate, were also left out of the published
edition. Many of the barber’s acquaintances are lost for a researcher who uses the published
text of Daily Events, which makes the study of the barber’s past more difficult.

As for the remaining tarjamas, al-Qasimi did everything he could to omit the barber from
them. The report of the death of a person would, thus, stand unchanged, but the barber would be
completely expelled from it, as if it was not appropriate for a person such as him to mingle with
the elites of the city. The reader of the edited Daily Events would never, thus, find out about the
barber’s close acquaintance with Shaykh Jabri, Shaykh al-Tabbagh,*** or the celebrated poet
Bahlal.'*

Through these changes, the voice of the barber is effectively silenced, leaving as a result a
chronicle which is reorganized so as to revolve around important figures among the Damascene
notables. Little did remain in the edited version of the text of the way the barber’s Damascenes
understood the changes and events around themselves — indeed, little did remain of the
viewpoint of the barber himself. Al-Qasimi, of course, had to testify to the existence of an
original author, as is visible from the beginnings of certain paragraphs in the edited text which
begin with an introductory note stating, for instance, “the historian said,” or “al-Budayri said”
(gala al-mu’arrikh, or gala al-Budayri). 1bn Budayr, however, told much more than what was

carried over by the nineteenth-century scholar.

143 Al-Budayri, HDY, 30, 18, and 168 respectively.
144 See Chapter 3, section 3.2.
145 Compare Ibn Budayr, HDY, 57A, with al-Budayri, HDY, 139.
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In several instances, al-Qasimi inserts his own remarks in the text. This occurrence is not
encountered often, but it is still perceivable, especially when the editor is holding strong
attitudes against a certain individual. Perhaps it is, thus, his dissatisfaction with the notables of
Damascus hoarding supplies in the face of a harsh economic crisis which made him describe
these individuals as brazen people, not afraid of God.**® In another instance, while carrying
over the reports about the transgressions of the Damascene treasurer al-Falaqinsi, al-Qasimi
inserts a verse from the Qur’an as if to announce that the demise of the daftarT is at hand.'*’

The nineteenth-century editor of Ibn Budayr’s Daily Events conducted many repairs with
regards to the barber’s grammar and style. Some of these repairs seem quite unnecessary, while
others may reflect the developments of Modern Standard Arabic in the century after Ibn
Budayr’s time. The barber often writes in colloquial Syrian dialect, inserting many localisms,
omitting the letter hamza () from the words, and often using masculine pronouns with
feminine nouns, or nouns in plural which refer to non-sentient objects (which are treated as
nouns of feminine singular). Al-Qasimi mostly rectifies these divergences (but he also neglects,
or willingly ignores some of them) from the Modern Standard Arabic, adding other necessary
changes, such are the accusative endings to the words where they are necessary. The opening
paragraph of the barber’s chronicle will serve well to demonstrate some of the changes made by
the editor. Ibn Budayr writes:

. Wa azharat fiha al-a'wam annaha fi madinat Dimashq yazhar zalzala ‘azima
tatahaddam ftha amakin kathir wa anna al-rijal tuglab bi-nisa wa anna nahar al-Sham tajrt
ta‘am wa tahaddathii fi bad‘ kathir'" wa kan dhalika kulluh kadhib wa lam yasir shay®" min

dhalika...

146 Al-Budayri, HDY, 127.
147 Al-Budayri, HDY, 56.
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The translation is as following: “... the common people spread [the tale] that a great
earthquake will happen in Damascus, and that it will destroy many places, and that the men will
turn into women, and that the days will pass in hunger. They told much, but it was all a lie, and
not a thing of it happened...”

Edited by al-Qasimi, the same passage becomes:

Jara ‘ala lisan al-‘ama ‘annahu sayahduthu bi-Dimashq al-Sham zilzal ‘azima [Sic]
tuhaddimu bi-sayyiha ‘amakin kathira, wa ‘anna al-rijal sa-tuqlabu nisa’, wa ‘anna ‘anhar al-
Sham tajri ta ‘am® . Wa tahaddathii fi hawddith kathira min mithla hadhihi al-khurafat, wa sarii
yatadawalinaha fima baynahum, wa lam yahduth shay’ fima ba ‘ada min hadhihi al-sana.

In translation: “The common people started to tell that a great earthquake will happen in
Damascus and that it will destroy many places with its evil, and that the men will turn into
women, and that the days in Damascus will pass in hunger. In many instances they told many
such fairytales, passing them on amongst themselves, but not a thing [that was told] happened
during the rest of this year.”

This example demonstrates how al-Qasimi conducts the repairs of grammar within the
barber’s work. The proper cases for the nouns are added, the more frequent plural forms are
used, and in the beginning of the sentence, the future tense is marked in front of the verb. Al-
Qasimi inserts modifications even with regards to the barber’s writing style. It is as if the editor
feels necessary to further explain some of the statements of the original author — some of the
changes within the text seem quite unnecessary, with the purpose only to, perhaps, demonstrate
the editor’s own linguistic skills.

Most of the barber’s text is modified in the way similar to what is shown in this chapter.
A researcher interested in the language which the eighteenth-century Damascenes used will

certainly not be satisfied with reading the edited version of this chronicle. However, al-Qasim1
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did not stop at the barber’s grammar and style. Many facts about the author, his life, work,
friends, and acquaintances were lost in the process of editing, and the whole intent of the text
was changed. Ibn Budayr’s text represents a social critique which served on the one hand to
express a strong opinion about the circumstances prevailing in Damascus during the middle of
the eighteenth century, and on the other to elevate the barber and allow him to trespass into the
territory of the scholarly elite. Out of the hands of al-Qasimi emerged a scholarly chronicle,
indeed peculiar — for it was written by a barber, but still fulfilling the same purpose which the
‘ulama’ chronicles mostly served. It is my strong belief, thus, that it is impossible to use the
book attributed to Shaykh Ahmad al-Budayri without a close scrutiny of the original
manuscript, for such an act would cause a distorted perception of what is conveyed within the

barber’s pages.

2.4. Conclusion: The Barber’s Legacy

In the center of the eighteenth-century Damascus, Ibn Budayr coiffed, gathered the
tales, wrote them down, and passed them on to be, perhaps, read aloud to audiences in the many
coffeehouses of the city. Much of the events related within his pages might not have entered the
work of a well-standing scholar of the same period. Ibn Budayr, however, wrote with diligence,
leaving a peculiar history of his time to the future researchers.

Ascertaining the credibility of the barber’s reports is not easy, especially with regard to
some of the more miraculous incidents which are mentioned in Daily Events. As | will show in
the following chapters, the barber quite often tends to exaggerate and dramatize his reports.

Dana Sajdi states that the credibility of his history is attested by some of the more prominent
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historians of the Middle East, providing Rafeq’s The Province of Damascus as an example.!*®

However, this classic work of Abdel Karim Rafeq has its own issues which need revising and
resolving. It seems more productive to use Ibn Budayr as a reflection of the attitudes and beliefs
of the people of the eighteenth-century Damascus — expressing his opinion about the events
transpiring within and outside the city, the barber tells volumes about the thought prevailing
among the inhabitants of this provincial capital.

The barber echoes many of the people’s attitudes and relates much about them. He
uncovers their more private habits, sometimes their darker sides, favorite role-models, and
hated individuals. Recounting the stories he overheard, he relates what people tended to believe
in, what they sometimes found credible. In a sense, these beliefs represent the concern of the
present work, which strives to present an overview of the eighteenth-century Damascenes’
believes and inquire into their religious practices. For such a study, the chronicle of a barber
who listened and recorded with diligence seems invaluable. The barber will, thus, tell his
stories, weaving them into the essence of the following chapters. His role in this work
established, the inquiry into the popular religious practices of the Damascenes may truly

commence.

148 sajdi, The Barber of Damascus, 13.
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Chapter 3

Of Sacred Things and Pleasures: Religion and Ibn Budayr’s Damascenes of
the Eighteenth Century

Shaykh Ibrahtm, known as Al-Kayki, a holy, modest, and demented man died during these
events [1161/1748]. He was a blessed man, whose father belonged to the faithful of the Al-
Qubaybat neighbourhood. He would often clap his hands, swaying to the front and back,
shouting from the top of his lungs...**°

At first glance, this seems to be just another of the barber’s sometimes quite detailed
reports of deaths in the city. According to 1bn Budayr, however, the story of Al-Kayki deserved
more than just a couple of lines providing the time of death and the place of burial. It seems that
Al-Kayki enjoyed a certain level of popularity within the city, for according to the barber the

d.*° Ibn Budayr provides an account

inhabitants told many tales about the miracles he performe
of one of these miracles to his audience. Of his miracles the barber might have been aware
himself, considering that al-Kayki’s family apparently shared the same neigbourhood of origin
as that of Ibn Budayr. According to the barber’s report, one day Al-Kayki happened to pass by
a milk-vendor. Upon noticing the trader, he started shouting at him, saying that he wishes to be
given a container of milk. Shaykh Ibrahim started crying and clapping his hands until the
people gathered around him. They took a container of milk and presented it to the swaying
man.

According to the barber’s report, this act did not seem to satisfy Al-Kayki who was still
crying. Clapping his hands without pause, he pointed to a particular container saying that he

does not wish any other, so the people obliged him. Upon receiving the desired container of

milk, Shaykh Ibrahim immediately emptied its content on the ground. A large snake, the barber

Y9 .wa fi hadhihi al-waqa‘ tawaffa al-walli al-majdhiib al-khali * al- ‘idhar al-Shaykh Ibrahim al-mulaqgab bi-I-
Kaykt wa kana rajul mubarak wa abith rajul min al-sulaha’ min mahalla al-Qubaybat wa kana fi ghalib awqatihi
yaduqqu ‘ala yaddayhi wa yamilu ila waraihi wa ila quddamihi wa yunad bi a ‘ala sawtihi... Ibn Budayr, HDY,
49B.

150 |bn Budayr, HDY, 49B.
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continues, fell out of the container and the shaykh’s excitement subsided. He left the snake, the
vendor, and the onlookers, and went on his way. Ibn Budayr finishes his report mentioning that
this was but one of many miracles the shaykh performed during his lifetime. ™"

Shaykh Ibrahim al-Kayki was certainly not unique. According to Ibn Budayr’s reports,
eighteenth-century Damascus hosted many men and women who built up their reputation
through miraculous words and deeds. Miracles were not exclusively the trait of mentally
challenged. Ibn Budayr, along with many other authors, such as the biographer al-Muradji,
described the wondrous deeds of many a pious man — while the wealthier population of
eighteenth-century Damascus could publicly express their piety by commissioning, for
instance, repairs and construction of structures like mosques, shrines, and madrasas, the faith

and piety of the rest of the population would often be rewarded with peculiar powers.

3.1. Formal Religion and its Practice: Different sides of a Whole

This chapter will examine some aspects of the role which religion had for Ibn Budayr’s
eighteenth-century Damascenes. Placing the barber’s chronicle under my focus, | shall
demonstrate the significance of integrating religious tropes in narratives which depicted certain
individuals of eighteenth-century Damascus. Furthermore, my analysis will highlight some of
the important beliefs and superstitions conveyed by the Damascene barber, underlining also the
significance of certain places of power which existed within and around the city in the
eighteenth century (and of which some still exist). It is through this examination that the reader
shall receive an overview of the Damascenes’ popular religious practices as expressed by the
eighteenth-century barber, as well as of Ibn Budayr’s idea of significance which religion had

within his society.

151 |bn Budayr, HDY, 49B.
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It is my hope that the reader shall realize that the corpus of religious practices and
beliefs which existed among the people of the eighteenth-century Damascus seems to have been
built out of many different sources, which include both the traditional understanding gained
from reading normative religious texts, as well as a wide array of practices native to the folklore
of the region (and the rest of the Empire), such as Sufi rituals, meditations which lead to altered
states of mind, dream visions, and visitations of graveyards and other places of power. On the
first glance, these two sources which informed the religious practice of the eighteenth-century
Damascenes might seem opposed to each other. Discussing a similar issue in the European
religious tradition, Wouter Hanegraaff, for instance, argues that the esoteric religious practices
always existed in parallel with the mainstream religious beliefs, and that the corpus of
established religious traditions is in no small part fashioned on the basis of its differences from
what is described as esoteric (the quest for the mystical which falls out of the scope prescribed
by the normative text).*** Through this chapter | will show, however, that informal religious
practices represented in no small part the material from which religious tradition of the barber’s
eighteenth-century Damascenes was formed. In addition to listening to preachers in mosques
and adhering to the advices of muftis, Ibn Budayr’s Damascenes observed a wide variety of
other practices which formed an essential part of their religious tradition. In the following text,
the reader will encounter Sufis, saints dead and living, miracle-workers, dreams of divine
inspiration, and mysterious omens which figured in the life of the Damascenes (as described in
the barber’s work) — it is the combination of practiced customs and written normative tradition

which informed the popular religion of the barber’s Damascenes.

152 For the discussion, see Wouter J. Hanegraaff, “Forbidden Knowledge: Anti-esoteric Polemics and Academic
Research,” Aries 5, no. 2 (2005): 225-251.
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Through this analysis, | shall show that religion played a significant role in self-
representation and representation of others within society — personal piety represented an
important quality for depicting an eighteenth-century inhabitant of Damascus. In the case of the
barber 1bn Budayr, | will show that appropriation of religious tropes and notions had the
potential to help in the process of self-fashioning and negotiating social mobility in the
eighteenth-century Damascene society. Furthermore, | will demonstrate how the integration of
religious tropes in a narrative could be used against a particularly unpopular individual, or to
emphasize a particularly undesirable set of circumstances which could arise in the city. A
narrative aimed against an unpopular individual could draw upon and emphasize particular
habits of that individual, which might otherwise be ignored by Ibn Budayr’s Damascenes.
Finally, I will discuss the presence and role of religion in the context of the eighteenth-century
Damascenes’ social intercourse, intending to show that the rich Damascene religious tradition
led a parallel existence with the life of the city — the inhabitants sometimes displayed a
tendency to completely disregard its presence, but it nevertheless remained close at hand, so the
people of the city could draw upon it, if they felt so moved. Ibn Budayr’s Damascenes could, in
case they felt it necessary, reach for their religious tradition to defend themselves from a threat,
explain a particularly startling event, and praise or denigrate a certain individual. On the other
hand, they could choose (and Ibn Budayr reports that they sometimes did) to disregard that part
of their wide cultural corpus.

The piety of the eighteenth-century Damascenes had a significant role in the barber’s
Damascene society, for it sometimes helped determine the amount respect an individual
acquired from Ibn Budayr’s Damascenes, or at least contribute to the overall impression which
an individual desired to leave on others. In what follows | will analyze some of the methods

which the barber uses to portray a respected individual in the eighteenth-century city, as well as
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some of the claims the people of the city made when they wished to build a respectful image of
themselves. Displays of piety and proper observance of religious customs (where “proper” is
defined by the Damascenes’ culture as conveyed by the barber) seem to have been an integral

part of such acts of representation and its role will be the discussed in the following text.

3.2. Public Displays of Piety: The Importance of Religious Tropes for Depicting the People
of Damascus

James Grehan relates the story of one ‘Abd al-Rahman Ibn Ahmad who had to defend
himself in court. After divorcing his wife an argument ensued about the exact amount of dowry
which he had to pay to his former spouse. While he claimed that the dowry had the value of
fifty piasters, the woman and her brother maintained that it was one hundred. It would appear
that neither of the parties was capable to present enough proof, so the judge decided to make
‘Abd al-Rahman swear on the Qur’an. Upon doing so, the defendant would be free of any
charges. However, ‘Abd al-Rahman refused this opportunity — three times in succession, and
the case was closed with the defendant paying one hundred piasters to his former wife.*

According to Grehan this case was not unique, and the author argues that the reason
preventing people from taking an oath and resolving their problems lay in the significance and
importance of verbal agreements and spoken words for the reputation of an individual.*>* The

honor of an individual in eighteenth-century Damascus seems to have depended quite a lot on

spoken agreements and vows. This can be demonstrated through the example of a scholar

153 James Grehan, “The Mysterious Power of Words: Language, Law, and Culture in Ottoman Damascus (17"-18"
Centuries),” Journal of Social History 37, No. 4 (Summer, 2004), 991.

%% Grehan, “The Mysterious Power of Words,” 992. This seems to be common for the whole Mediterranean
region, as well as many others. For the sake of comparison with wider studies of the Mediterranean, see for
instance Peter Burke, The Historical Anthropology of Early Modern Italy: Essays on Perception and
Communication (London: Cambridge University Press, 1987), 10-14, or Peregrine Horden and Nicholas Purcell,
“’I Also Have a Moustache’: Anthropology and Mediterranean Unity,” in The Corrupting Sea: A Study of
Mediterranean History (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 2000), 485-523.

63



CEU eTD Collection

Ahmad al-Manini. This scholar composed a poem celebrating the beauty of a young man. Upon
hearing this poem, the young gentleman in question declared in public that he shall kiss the feet
of the author. However, upon encountering Al-Manini in a market and trying to fulfill his vow,
the scholar refused him, stating that he did not compose the poem with his feet, but with his
mouth, leaving the young man in an unwelcoming position. The young gentleman apparently
went through the motions of honoring his words before distancing himself from the poet, not

wanting to display in public that he does not honor his words.'>

Ibn Budayr writes about a
prostitute who swore to offer prayers for her beloved if he recovers from a disease. The latter’s
recovery spurred the forming of a merry procession that attracted, according to the barber, quite
a lot of curious observers.™® Adhering one’s word insured the continuous honorable reputation
and a good standing of an individual between his or her peers.

Religion also played a significant role in maintaining one’s reputation. Adhering to the
codes of conduct given by the normative texts was commendable, but the piety of a person
could manifest itself in various other ways. Such public demonstrations of religious feelings
seem to have been easier for the wealthy notables of the city, but the more modest population of
the eighteenth-century Damascus had their own ways to represent themselves.

In Rabi® al-Awwal of 1156/May of 1743, for instance, Sulayman Pasha al-‘Azm (r.
1733-1738 and 1741-1743), made a powerful claim and a commendable political move when
he offered circumcision free of charge for everyone poor during the ceremony organized in

honor of the circumcision of his own son. Bestowing gifts to the population during such a

ceremony served to increase the popularity and the honorable reputation of the Damascene

%% Muhammad Khalil al-Muradi, Silk al-Durar fi A ‘yan al-Qarn al-Thant ‘Ashar [A String of Pearls among the
Notables of the Eighteenth Century], 4 vols. (Biilaq: Al-Matba‘ah al-‘Amirah, 1883), I, 142.
1% See section 4.4.
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governor.™’ The pasha’s act was not an exception — it was rather a practice displayed by many

wealthy families of the region, but it helps to show how the wealthier population of the city
could influence the improvement of their own public image. In April of the same year, the
treasurer of the city, Fatht al-Falaqinsi, made an excellent display by gathering shaykhs of the
city for a communal prayer in praise of God at the closure of the celebration honoring the

marriage of his daughter.'*®

During his reign, As‘ad Pasha invested a large amount of material
resources for the sake of restoring and redecorating religious structures, such as mosques,
madrasas and shrines.™ Besides making a powerful political claim and investing resources in
architectural works so they could not be later confiscated by the Ottoman government, As‘ad
Pasha contributed significantly to the image of his own personal piety. Such acts, along with his
successes and political moves in other fields, earned significant support from the population.
When writing about this governor, Ibn Budayr often uses lengthy sentences filled with
blessings and prayers for his well-being — much longer than for other governors who appear in
his chronicle.*®

The common people of the eighteenth-century Damascus could not, however,
commission great architectural works, or invest in religious sites. Their piety had to find a
different channel to manifest itself. 1bn Budayr did everything he could to record and preserve
these displays for his audience. His obituaries (tarjama) are, thus, filled with praise for

particular Damascene shaykhs and Sufis, but also of others who lived in the city. In 1155/1742,

Ibn Budayr records a tarjama of Shaykh Mustafa al-Mugharbil, stating that “he was a pious

157 See section 4.3. Also Ibn Budayr, HDY, 14A-14B.

158 See section 4.3.

159 See, for instance, Ibn Budayr, HDY, 54B, 57B, or 69A-69B, where the barber seems to be particularly excited
by the renovations and redecorations commissioned within the Shrine of al-Sayyida Zaynab.

160 See, for instance, Ibn Budayr, HDY, 59A, 69A-69B.
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man [who followed the teachings] of Shaykh Yasuf al-Tabbakh al-Khalwati.”*** This example
tells of a specific sort of piety which Ibn Budayr recorded among the Damascenes. Popular Sufi
orders had their followers and saints who spread their teachings around the city (and the whole
region in some cases). The piety of some of them would manifest through saintly powers which
Ibn Budayr recorded, sometimes with obvious pride, in his diary of Damascus.

Shaykh al-Tabbakh’s own tarjama can be located in Ibn Budayr’s work, and according
to it, the shaykh himself was a well-known and respected person among both the small and the
great. 1bn Budayr takes great pride in the fact that he personally cut the hair of this man, of
whom al-Muradi says that he was celebrated as one of the eighteenth-century saints whose
hands the people rushed to kiss, requesting his blessings.'®> Another very representative
example is the tarjama of Muhammad Jabri, whom the barber describes as a person capable of
performing miracles and enter altered states of mind. Besides being depicted as a modest man
who was equally respected by both the small and the great, Jabr1 drank “the wine of the
Greatest King,” acquiring many divine blessings through his meditations.*®® The piety of the
Sufi was rewarded with a mystical charisma, bestowed upon him from the divine, and his
ability to enter a spiritual trance earned him a high level of respect among the inhabitants.

Religion seems an integral element of Ibn Budayr’s tarjamas. The barber feels that it is
necessary to underline that a deceased person was pious, and in the case of obituaries such as
the one committed to Jabri, the main part of the narrative is committed to the divine blessings
which the deceased received throughout his lifetime. The examples stated above serve well to
demonstrate the characteristics of piety which were apparently praised within the Damascene

society — this form of piety is comprised of Sufi asceticism, capability of performing miracles

10 wa kana rajul®™ salih®™ min al-ustadh al-Shaykh Yisuf al-Tabbakh al-Khalwati [sic]... 1bn Budayr, HDY, 6B.
162 |bn Budayr, HDY, 27B. Also, al-Muradi, SD, 1V, 245-246.
163 wa yashrabu khamr sharab al-malik al-jabbar-... Ibn Budayr, HDY, 56A.
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and wonders, as well as passing divine blessings on to the rest of the population. The
inseparability of these elements from the institutionalized religious tradition of Ibn Budayr’s
eighteenth-century city seems evident in these reports.

While certain individuals would succeed in becoming saints whom the people revered,
the rest of the Damascenes could, in addition to receiving blessings through contacts with these
saints,*®* gain the opportunity to display their own piety through following the advice mediated
through the teachings of these respected figures. Miraculous expressions of piety were not,
however, reserved only for the celebrated Sufis and saints. Other strata of the Damascene
society could as well become known by their own religious feelings and their outright
manifestation. Reports of their own lives and deaths in Ibn Budayr’s work also display many
elements which figure in the biographies of prominent saints. Religious practices comprised of
both the institutionalized tradition and various forms of mysticism went along with charity and
an overall display of good manners, honor, and generosity.

The obituary of Ibn Budayr’s master barber, Ibn Hashish, seems a good illustration. The

barber writes:

And a pious man, Hajji Ahmad Ibn Hashish the barber, died on Tuesday, the twenty third
of the blessed month Ramadan, 1155 [November 20", 1742]. He was a pious, temperate
man who saw many things and traveled to many lands... He did well in his profession.
Never did he place his hand on the sick, ailing, or those suffering from the pain in the eyes
without healing them... He coiffed the poor and students [for free]... I received blessings
from him, may God have mercy upon his soul. Amen.*®®

1% See section 3.3.

185 wa tawaffa al-rajul al-salih al-Hajj Ahmad al-Hallag ibn Hashish fi nahar al-Thuldatha thalith wa ‘ishrin
yawm?®" khila min al-shahr al-Mubarak Ramadan fi al-sana al-madhkiira wa kana rajul®” salih™ quni " wa gad
ra’a ‘ajayib® kathiva wa dara bil-bilad dawr kabira... wa kana yaf alu al-khayir fi sun ‘atihi wa ma yada ‘ yaddah
‘ala rajul marid au gasim au mawji * al- ‘uyiin ala hasala lahu al-shaffa... wa kana daym® yahliqu lil-fagr aw
ralabat al- ilm wa lahu rughba fi dhalika...wa minhu hasala lana al-futah rahmat Allah Ta'ala amin... 1bn
Budayr, HDY, 6A-6B.
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Ibn Budayr first establishes that his deceased mentor was a pious man. As the tarjama
progresses, the audience becomes introduced to the impressive healing techniques of the old
barber. In addition to cutting and trimming hair and beards, the barbers of the eighteenth-
century Middle East also circumcised and provided healing services. Ibn Budayr, however,
weaves his narrative as if he wishes to imply that the healing skills of his late mentor had a
distinct miraculous quality. The barber’s excitement might stem from the fact that Ibn Hashish
provided services for several important Damascene saints, including Shaykh ‘Abd al-Ghani al-
Nabulst,**® which provided the deceased barber with a source of baraka — the divine beneficent
force which flows through certain chosen objects and individuals. The baraka represents the
energy of divine grace. Touching a saint meant receiving these divine blessings, and a man as
pious as Ibn Hashish (as portrayed by Ibn Budayr) could then utilize this blessing to gain
benefits to his own healing techniques.*®” Charity once more plays an important role for the
status of an individual. Charitable people of the city no doubt remained in the memory of the
population with much praise to their name.

Ibn Hashish’s tarjama is one of the longest obituaries in Daily Events. Ibn Budayr took
obvious pride in his relationship with his late mentor — the contact with him secured a source of
baraka for the barber, in addition to all the saints whom Ibn Budayr himself coiffed.*®® To
demonstrate the quality of his old mentor, Ibn Budayr had to put a heavy emphasis on the piety

of the deceased. Death accounts similar to this one (if not exactly as long) can be found

188 |bn Budayr, HDY, 6A. For more information about this prominent figure, see Elizabeth Sirriyeh, Sufi Visionary
of Ottoman Damascus: ‘Abd al-Ghani Al-Nabulusi, 1641-1731 (New York: RoutledgeCurzon, 2005), Yannis
Toussulis, Sufism and the Way of Blame: Hidden Sources of a Sacred Psychology (Wheaton, Ill.: Quest
Books/Theosophical Pub. House, 2011), 231, and Bruce Masters, “Al-Nabulusi, Abd al-Ghani,”, Encyclopedia of
the Ottoman Empire, ed., Gabor Agoston and Bruce Alan Masters (New York: Infobase Publishing, 2009), 415.

187 For references to baraka, see Sajdi, The Barber of Damascus, 62-63, or Masood Ali Khan and S. Ram, ed.,
Encyclopaedia of Sufism: Basic Principles of Sufism in Islam (New Delhi: Anmol Publications, 2003), 125, 147,
275.

168 See, for instance, Ibn Budayr, HDY, 6B.
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throughout the Daily Events, and the individuals featuring in them were at least depicted as
pious, respectful persons, even if they did not display special supernatural qualities.

Religious tropes might also be used against an individual. Those who were not
respected by the population, as well as those who somehow fell from grace, sometimes became
eligible targets for attacks on their religiosity. During 1162/1749, in one of the numerous
instances when the high prices caused great trouble to the population, Ibn Budayr overheard
that the mufti of Damascus, Hamid Efendi Ibn al-‘Imadi began to hoard wheat, similar to the
notables and the wealthy population of the city. Al-Qasim1 adds that these notables had no fear
of God.*® Towards the end of the paragraph, the barber concludes that there is no one who
could be blamed if the mufti of the faithful does such a thing.!® Both the barber’s statement and
the editor’s insertion display the tendency to make strong arguments against a person through
referring to his or her piety. It might be presumed that this strategy left a strong impact on the
people who judged the behavior and deeds of the person described in such a manner.
Furthermore, such statements indicate that Ibn Budayr’s Damascenes seemed to expect a
certain level of piety and honorable behavior from the authorities they depended on.

The chronicler Mikha’1l al-Dimashqi provides another interesting example while
speaking about the Christian Patriarch Daniyal. This particular patriarch seems to have loved
material property, and the chronicler portrays him as someone who was ready to hoard his
riches by many forbidden and illegitimate deeds (haram).*"™

After the execution of the Damascene treasurer Fathi al-Falaqinsi which As‘ad Pasha

ordered in July 1746, Ibn Budayr wrote about the man’s vile nature which led to corruption and

169 Al-Budayri, HDY, 127.

170 |bn Budayr, HDY, 52A.

71 Mikha’1l al-Dimashq, Tarikh Hawadith al-Sham wa Lubnan: Aw Tarikh Mikha'il al-Dimashqt [The History of
Events in Damascus and Lebanon: Or the History of Mikha'il al-Dimasqi] 1192-1257/1782-1741, ed. Ahmad
Ghassan Sabanii, (Damascus: Dar Qutayba, 1403/1982), 20.
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evil deeds. On the list of his misdeeds, the drinking of wine also appeared.*’? The biographer al-
Muradi also writes about al-Falaqinsi’s bad habits, which included wine drinking and “violating
many things private (al-hurumar)”.'”® As a representative of the common people of the
eighteenth-century Damascus, Ibn Budayr expresses dissatisfaction with the behavior and deeds
of the late treasurer, denigrating his religiosity as an integral part of his narrative. This act, in
turn, helps the barber to establish his own religiosity — his seemingly disapproving attitude with
which he writes these pages indicates that the barber wished to depict himself as a very pious
person. Indeed, he uses contrasting between himself and the executed treasurer well to achieve
this purpose.

Even without such devices, Ibn Budayr would not be faced with any problems while
demonstrating his own piety. His manuscript is full of supplications directed to God, often both
in his, and all the Muslims’ name. While relating the events of the months of Ramadan, for
instance, the barber provides clear reports of his own fasting throughout the holy month. But he
goes a step further, attempting to negotiate his own social status and the amount of respect he
enjoys in the Damascene society precisely through religious tropes.

During his lifetime, the barber acquired for himself several direct sources of baraka. His
relationship with Ibn Hashish most certainly had a significant part in this process, but it still
represents an indirect source. Fortunately for him, the barber had a more direct method to
communicate with the Damascene saints — his own profession. Being the barber of the famous
Shaykh al-Tabbakh, Ibn Budayr takes pride in his opportunity to speak with the holy man, joke

with him, trim his hair and beard, and “make use of his blessings.”*’* Similar narrative can be

72 1bn Budayr, HDY, 32A-32B. It is interesting how the editor Al-Qasimi “hedges” away from this whole event,

stating that his role is just to edit this chronicle and publish its text. See Al-Budayri, HDY, 76.
'3 Al-Muradi, SD, 111, 280.
174 |bn Budayr, HDY, 27B.
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observed in the tarjama of Shaykh Jabri — the barber is proud to proclaim that he barbered the
deceased several times, “claiming some of the shaykh’s blessings and [mystical] secrets.”*”
Within both accounts, the barber directs praises to God several times for being granted such a
glorious opportunity.

Ibn Budayr must have striven to achieve an elevation of his social status with such
narratives. Spending time in company of these two, as well as many other Sufis and saints,
enabled him to claim significant authority, for he had direct access to the saints’ divine
blessings. The barber did not stop there, however. His initiation into the Qadiriyya Sufi order'™®
is particularly telling. The eighteenth-century population of Damascus did not find this order
particularly popular. However, the intellectuals who had tendencies towards the mystical
usually joined this order, and the choice of the barber to follow the same steps helped him make
a large claim and attempt to increase his own prestige by fashioning himself as a peer of such
famous figures.*’’

Upon losing his fourteen-year old son, al-Sayyid Muhammad al-Mahdi, to the plague
(1157/1744), 1bn Budayr wrote a lengthy tarjama. This obituary relates that the barber’s son
helped Ibn Budayr at the barbershop. The barber praises the boy’s religious fervor and respect
for the Qur’an. Justifying the decision to give his son a title which was reserved for the

descendants of the Prophet,'’®

Ibn Budayr claims he got an “inspiration from God” to do so
during a dream.*”® Direct contact with the divine was an achievement toward which many Sufis

aspired, and the barber’s claims strove to enable him to enter their territory. Further praise to

175 |bn Budayr, HDY, 56B.

176 |bn Budayr, HDY, 15B.

177 See section 2.2 of the present work.

178 On “sayyidization,” see Hiilya Canbakal, Society and Politics in an Ottoman Town: ‘Ayntab in the 1 70 Century
(Leiden: Brill, 2007), 77-83.

179 wa dhalika al-ilhaman [sic] min Allah Ta ‘ala... Ibn Budayr, HDY, 24B-25A.
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God is given in this instance, confirming the barber’s belief during his attempt to, no doubt,
comfort himself because of his loss.

These and similar segments of Ibn Budayr’s chronicle testify to his acute awareness of
religious ideals present within the eighteenth-century Damascus. Carefully woven narrative
such as the one he used in his tarjamas could have served only as a literary device designed to
improve the significance of the author, but the fact remains that 1bn Budayr must have had a
finely-attuned sense of how religion could have been important for self-representation during
his time. It has already been mentioned, however, that the information conveyed in the barber’s
chronicle cannot accurately determine whether such a sense was present among the majority of
the eighteenth-century Damascenes — the barber might have simply been fortunate enough to
mingle with the scholars and saints who made it possible for him to make such big claims about
himself. The barber shows, however, that religion did indeed matter for the representation of an
individual in the eighteenth-century Damascene society. Inclusion of religious tropes and
notions, if only on the rhetoric level, had the potential to attract respect from the rest of Ibn
Budayr’s society. Daily Events reflect, furthermore, the current trends of Damascus in the
middle of the eighteenth century (as the barber perceived them), illuminating a specific kind of
piety which Ibn Budayr’s Damascenes praised — the one punctuated by charitable deeds, acts of
generosity and honor, and comprised of living saints, divine grace, and dreams of divine
inspiration which dazzled the population.

On several occasions, Ibn Budayr’s chronicle provides information about practices
which were so common for the barber that he does not throw them a second glance. They are
usually mentioned in context of other events which represent his current focus, but they give an
insight into those elements which the barber considers a part of his everyday routine.

Furthermore, if 1bn Budayr might serve as a representative example of an eighteenth-century
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common inhabitant of Damascus, such cases indicate a part of the Damascene religious
tradition of his time. The barber prayed and listened to preachers in mosques,® studied with
muftis,"®" and paid occasional visits to the shrines of powerful Damascene saints.'®** With
regards to many of such practices, he might not have been different than many inhabitants of
the eighteenth-century city. The religious corpus of these people was, however, full of miracles,
wondrous incidents, and ominous emergencies which require an analysis so as to further clarify

the elements of the popular religious practices of the eighteenth-century Damascenes.

3.3. Of Graves and Witches: Powerful Sites and Superstitions of the Barber’s Damascus

While Ibn Budayr conversed with and provided services to saints of eighteenth-century
Damascus, other inhabitants had to find different ways to gain access to divine energy. Not all
of them enjoyed the circumstances which allowed direct contact with these powerful figures,
which might explain their apparent exhilaration with which they ran, according to al-Muradi, to
kiss the hands of the famous al-Tabbakh. Where the contact with a living saint of the city was
not an easily accessible option, however, contact with a dead one might have served as an
alternative. The graveyards and mosques of Damascus hosted many powerful figures from the
past, around whose tombs shrines were erected. The people paid visitations (ziyara) to these
shrines, questing for baraka and good fortune for themselves and their loved ones. This practice
emerged well before the early modern period — both notables and the rest of the population

went to the graves of saints in search of divine blessings throughout a good part of Islamic

180 For example, 1bn Budayr, HDY, 51A, 55A.
181 For instance, Ibn Budayr, HDY, 76A.
182 |bn Budayr, HDY, 69A.
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past.'®®

Visitations of graves would include prayers, walking around the graves in a procession,
presenting offerings, and in some cases the reading of poetry, or staging plays. In addition to
walking around a grave, lying on its soil was sometimes practiced, as it was believed that the
soil of a sacred grave possesses healing properties.*%*

The cemetery of Bab al-Saghir in Damascus allegedly held the graves where many
Companions of the Prophet lay, like Aws Ibn Aws al-Thagafi, Bilal Ibn Rabah (Bilal al-
Habashi), and Abi al-Darda. Outside of the walls of the city lay the graves of famous saints like
Shaykh al-Sar@iji and Ubayy Ibn Ka'b (although it would appear that the grave of this
Companion is actually somewhere in Medina, while the one in Syria belonged to Aban Ibn
Aban).*®® Of the more important shrines which figure frequently in Ibn Budayr’s chronicle are

186 \who was one of the

the shrines of Shaykh Arslan al-Dimashqi (Ruslan in Damascene dialect)
most important saints in the region, sometimes called “the Protector of Damascus,” and Ibn
‘Arabl (whose tomb was located in the neighbourhood of Al-Salihiyya).'*” The cemetery of

Marj al-Dahdah got its name from Aba Dahdah the Companion. In addition, according to

Shaykh al-Nabulsi, the al-Agsab Mosque held the graves of several martyrs executed by

183 For ziyarat in Medieval Damascus, see Michael Chamberlain, Knowledge and Social Practice in Medieval
Damascus, 1190-1350 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 118-120.

184 Christopher Schurman Taylor, In the Vicinity of the Righteous: Ziyara and the Veneration of Muslim Saints,
(Leiden and Boston, Brill, 1998), 62-79, Donald Swenson, Society, Spirituality, and the Sacred: A Social Scientific
Introduction (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2009), 178-179. See also John Spencer Trimingham, The Sufi
Orders in Islam (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1971), 26.

185 For a more complete list of important shrines and graves in Syria, see Elizabeth Sirriyeh, “’Ziyarat’ of Syria in
a ‘Rihla’ of ‘Abd al-Ghani al-Nabulusi (1050/1641 — 1143/1731),” Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great
Britain and Ireland 2 (1979): 109-122.

188 See Eric Geoffroy, "Arslan al-Dimashqi, Shaykh," Encyclopaedia of Islam 111, ed. Gudrun Krimer, Denis
Matringe, John Nawas, and Everett Rowson. Brill Online, 2014, Url:
http://referenceworks.brillonline.com/entries/encyclopaedia-of-islam-3/arslan-al-dimashgi-shaykh-COM_23403
(Last accessed May 29th, 2014).

87 For Ibn ‘Arabi see Claude Addas and Peter Kingsley, Quest for the Red Sulphur: The Life of lbn ‘Arabt
(Cambridge: Islamic Texts Society, 1993), and Alexander D. Knysh, Ibn ‘Arabi in the Later Islamic Tradition: The
Making of a Polemical Image in Medieval Islam (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1999), 25-37, 113-
120, 133-140.
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Mu ‘awiyya for leading ‘Alid rebelions against his Umayyad dynasty.'®® The shrine of al-
Sayyida Zaynab was one of the most popular visitation destinations for the inhabitants, and this
practice of ziyara appeared (and still does) to be very common for the population. Ibn Budayr
mentions only as a passing episode that he went with his older son (another sayyid — al-Sayyid
Mustafa) to visit Zaynab’s shrine, reciting the scripture on his way and hoping to receive the
saint’s baraka.*®

Prayers directed to the saints residing in their tombs within and around the walls of
Damascus were to ensure that the divine grace reaches the population of the city, and some of
the entombed shaykhs allegedly even specified the exact way to do so. Shaykh al-NabulsT thus
left in his writings that the Shaykh Mahmiid, shortly before his death and burial in al-Salihiyya,
specifically instructed al-Nabulsi’s mother to bring young al-Nabulsi to his grave and rub him
with its soil in order to gain baraka for the child.'®® Graves had power in the eighteenth-century
Damascus, and the people strove to harness that power, gaining baraka through the process of
visitation.

Al-NabulsT recounts another interesting custom of his lifetime tied to the alleged grave
of Ubayy Ibn Ka‘b. According to the Sufi saint, a Damascene judge received a vision of the
grave in his dream and decided to build an edifice around it. Rumors had it that the bodies of
deceased Jews and Christians would fall to the ground if carried in a funeral procession past
this grave, which made the Christian and Jewish population pick a different funeral route —

along the city walls.*" If there is any merit to this habit of the religious minorities of Damascus,

this could be an aetiological tale fashioned to explain an old custom. The story does not seem to

188 Sirriyeh, “Ziyarat,” 111.

189 |bn Budayr, HDY, 69A-69B.
190 Sirriyeh, “Ziyarat,” 112.

9 Sirriya, “Ziyarat,” 110.
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be supported with any further references, however, so the whole matter seems somewhat
blurred. What seems important is the obvious role which belief has in this tale.

In addition to the graves of saints, the population of Damascus also went out to the
graveyards to visit their deceased loved ones and relatives, in addition to which the cemeteries
became one of the preferred places for picnics, of which there will be word later in the text.*

Aside from cemeteries, Damascus had other sites which were considered important for
performing religious rituals. The Umayyad Mosque, the most dominant symbol of the Islamic
Damascus, allegedly hosted the head of Saint John the Baptist, which granted it the beneficence
of a saintly aura. Of particular note is the Al-Musalla Mosque, around which the neighbourhood

% Ibn Budayr remarks that this mosque was well-known for its

of Bab al-Musalla was built.
power to make prayers come true,** and many prayers of significance for the community were
conducted there. The population often gathered within this particular mosque to conduct
prayers for the rain, and in one instance, a prayer to God seeking salvation from a horrid wave
of earthquakes.*® Places of power seem to have been widely used in order to imbue the prayers
with saintly blessings and mysterious powers.

The Christian population of Damascus had their own special places to which numerous
miracles were also tied. A striking example is a legend told about the Saydnaya Monastery
which is located north of Damascus. The legend was retold by a Western visitor to the region,

Henry Maundrell, who writes on May 2", 1697:

In the Chapel, made use of by the Convent for their dayly Services, they pretend to shew a
great Miracle, done here some years since, of which take this Account, as I receiv’d it from
them. They had once in the Church a little Picture of the Blessed Virgin very much resorted

192 See section 3.5.

9% See Abdul Karim Rafeq, “The Social and Economic Structure of Bab-al-Musallah (Al-Midan), Damascus,
1825-75,“ in Arab Civilization: Challenges and Responses. Studies in Honor of Constantine K. Zurayk, ed. George
N. Atiyeh and Ibrahim M. Oweiss (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1988), 272-311.

. wa inna hadha al-makan mashir bi’ijabat[sic] al-da'‘a ‘inda ahl dimashq al-sham... \bn Budayr, HDY, 92B.
19 See section 4.4.
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to by Supplicants, and famous for the many Cures, and Blessings granted in return to their
Prayers. It happened that a certain Sacrilegious Rogue took an opportunity to steal away
this Miraculous Picture: but he had not kept it long in his custody, when he found it
Metamorphsed into a Real Body of Flesh. Being struck with wonder, and remorse at so
prodigious an event, he carried back the prize to it’s true owners, confessing, and imploring
forgiveness for his crime.™®

It was not unheard of that religious icons which rightly belong to a certain religious
confession enter the space of another. The priest Burayk reports how a Damascene mufti dreamt
of Virgin Mary. The inspiration he got through this dream drove him to commission the
reconstruction of Saydnaya."®’

In addition to power of certain sites, icons, and saints, other common people might have
also been attributed with miraculous qualities. An example of such wondrous traits is Shaykh
al-Kayki himself. Ibn Budayr describes this individual with an Arabic word majdhiib. The word
is derived from the root (j, dh, b) which conveys the meaning of pulling, or attracting — a word
often used to express theolepsy (jadhba, for instance) — of which an example is the trance of
Sufis during which an individual is pulled (out of body) by the divinity and bestowed with
magical properties. The word can, however, also be used in an everyday context for somebody

1% As it was already implied, however, Al-

foolish, or a person with psychological problems.
Kayki was by no means an exception.

| have already showed how a barber like Ibn Hashish might display a kind of a
miraculous quality himself through his honorable behavior and association with powerful

figures of religious significance. Even Ibn Budayr himself seems to be able to receive mystical

dreams and commune with the divine, rewarding his sons with a title of significant implications

196 Maundrell, A Journey from Aleppo to Jerusalem, 130.

97 sajdi, The Barber of Damascus, 79. n.8.

198 An interesting synonym in this context would be the word majniin, which also implies a madman, or someone
who is possesed by jinn, a malevolent spirit.
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(the barber does not testify that he made an attempt to induce these dreams). A peculiar case of
“witch hunt” in the year 1160/1747 provides further illustrations. 1bn Budayr records:

And during these days, news appeared in Damascus that there is a woman in the

city who they [the people] call a sorceress, who tricks boys and men and makes

poisons out of them. The people were scared and panic built up, so they started

warning each other about this, afraid of death and peril. Uproar spread in Damascus

and [people] were saying: “Get the witch!”**°
Upon further inquiry, the barber found out that the “sorceress” was apprehended by a group of
the Damascenes and taken to the gadi, who had the woman’s pockets and house searched.
There was no apparent evidence testifying to the accusations against the woman, and her
neighbours vouched for her, stating that she was just a poor woman who lived alone in their
street for a long time. In the end, the “witch” was able to go home in peace.’® This incident is
unique in the barber’s chronicle — Ibn Budayr’s text offers no clues that similar episodes tended
to occur during the period covered in the manuscript. It demonstrates, however, the power of
rumor and superstition over certain individuals who lived in Ibn Budayr’s Damascus.

In addition, the people’s decision to take the accused woman to the gadr implicates the
willingness to subdue to the religious authority of the city and its decisions about this matter. It
seems reasonable that the people will turn to such a figure when it comes to religious issues, but
this incident also implies how strong superstitions could be for Ibn Budayr’s Damascenes. On

the level of practice, this incident shows how informal belief can be connected and inseparable

from the formal understanding of religious authority.

199 wa fi tilka ayam sha‘ khabr fi Dimashq bi-anna fi al-Sham imra yugalu laha al-sammawiyya tamsaku al-

awlad wa al-rijal bi-\-ihtiyal li-ajli ikhraj al-summ minhum fa-khafat al-nas wa kaththura al-faza “ wa sarat al-nas
tuwsa ba ‘duha ba ‘ad bi-dhalika khawf®" min al-mawt wa al-muhalik wa ba ‘ada min ayam waqa‘ dajja fi Dimashq
al-Sham wa qali imsaki al-sammawiyya... 1bn Budayr, HDY, 36B.

200 1hn Budayr, HDY, 36B.
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According to Daily Events, Ibn Budayr (along with other inhabitants of the eighteenth-
century Damascus) had a strong attitude towards what is right and wrong, and was keen on
receiving signs from the mysterious world around himself, sometimes as a warning, and
sometimes as guidance. These signs occasionally appeared as the portents of blessings which
are to be received, but sometimes arrived to admonish improper behavior and serve as a lesson
for the Damascenes and their families. The significance of such symbols is clearly expressed
within the barber’s text, playing an integral role in the overall corpus of the Damascenes’

understanding of religion during Ibn Budayr’s lifetime.

3.4. The Mysterious Power of Omens: Signs and Portents in the Narrative of Ibn Budayr

And after sundown of Rajab 23%, 1157, [August 31%, 1744], the sky split and out of it
emerged a great blight. This [tale] spread among the people, but | did not see it.**

This is how the barber finishes his narrative about the confiscation of the property and
material resources of the late Sulayman Pasha al-‘Azm. The officials who came from Istanbul
to assess and redistribute the personal property of the former pasha acted, according to Ibn
Budayr’s opinion, very violently and disrespectfully. During the investigation, the wife and
daughters of the deceased pasha were threatened, and their vaults were emptied. The barber
recorded his own feelings about the matter, cursing those involved quite emotionally.?* In
addition, during the same year the barber reported about the rise of a devastating plague, the

deaths of many popular shaykhs, a suicide of one leader of a Sufi order, and an increase of

prostitution.?®

2V wa fi thalatha wa ‘ishrin min Rajab ba‘ada al-‘ishd inshaqat al-sama wa nazala minhd afa ‘azima wa

ishtaharat dhalika bayna al-nas wa ana lam ara dhalika... 1bn Budayr, HDY, 26B.
22 1hn Budayr, HDY, 25A-26B.
203 1bn Budayr, HDY, 24A-24B.
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It seems that omens had a powerful role in the barber’s work. Ibn Budayr employs them
often at an end of a section where he intends to show a particular dissatisfaction with the
outcome of certain events. Some of these appearances which play a role in the text seem to
have been of a purely physical nature — terrifying storms, comets, or eclipses, the appearances
of which can, in the present century, be verified. Other appearances, however, (like the
unrealistic rumor about a splitting sky) seem to be pure products of imagination. Regardless of
the credibility of these appearances, it seems that their role in the barber’s manuscript is to add
further dramatization to certain events which he finds deeply disturbing, or particularly
significant.

Five days after the beginning of the year 1155 (which corresponds to April 11", 1742),
the people of Damascus were spreading tales of a star with a tail of impressive length that shone
for several days. It would appear on the eastern sky in the second half of each evening and it
would vanish with the sunrise. It seems that the barber understood this emergence as a sign of a
fortunate year under God, and his report continues with a poem written by his shaykh, Ahmad
al-Sabiq. The joyful verses of the poem celebrate the newly-ensuing year and God’s blessings
bestowed upon it.?>* The treatment of this portent, both by the barber and the shaykh,?* might
be indicative of the significance attributed to such symbols by the people of Damascus in the
eighteenth century.

Not all signs sent from the nature around the barber, however, served to foretell a merry
and enjoyable year, or God’s blessings upon the population. Various symbols entered Ibn
Budayr’s narrative to heavily underline some of his feelings toward the events he describes.

The example of this might be observed in the case of one particularly violent riot caused by the

2% 1bn Budayr, HDY, 3B.
2% This particular shaykh was the one responsible for the initiation of the barber into the Qadiriyya order. See lbn
Budayr, HDY, 15B.
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extremely high prices of food and other articles in the year 1158/1745. A large crowd of the
Damascenes first went to the citadel to complain about the prices, but the current governor,
As‘ad Pasha al-*Azm sent them to the gadr. In front of the court the judge’s retinue engaged in
combat with the crowd, killing and wounding many of them. However the judge was forced to
escape and hide.?®® Only after the beginning of the year 1159/1746 was he able to return. He
reached the court escorted by a large number of men armed with rifles and other equipment,
which represented, according to Ibn Budayr, a very unusual instance.?’” In the following days,
the barber writes that the people of Damascus witnessed the eclipse of the moon which the
barber interpreted as “a lesson for those who pay heed.”?®® According to the official website of

299 Only once

NASA, the partial eclipse of the moon indeed occurred during that year — twice.
was it visible in the Middle East, and only a month after the dated event in the chronicle. The
barber seems to be “fast-forwarding” events, using the eclipse to warn the notables of
Damascus of the divine wrath which could ensue if they continue with their greed.

Ibn Budayr the barber provides a similar warning for the year 1161/1748. The governor
of the city was absent on a military campaign against the Druzes of Mount Lebanon. While the
people were dying in the skirmishes, the prices soared and unending swarms of locusts fed
upon the fields and orchards around the city. The people offered prayers in order to be released
from their suffering, and in those days the thunderstorms came. Heavy rains followed the

thunder clouds for a number of days, and then they stopped — the thundering still continued,

representing a “lesson for those who pay heed.”**°

2% 1hn Budayr, HDY, 27B-28B.

27 1bn Budayr, HDY, 28B.

208 bra li-man i ‘atabara, bn Budayr, HDY, 28B.

29 The data about lunar eclipses is available on the websitt of NASA. URL:
http://eclipse.gsfc.nasa.gov/LEcat5/LE1701-1800.html (Last accessed: June 9th, 2014).

219 1hn Budayr, HDY, 37B.

81



CEU eTD Collection

The role of mysterious incidents to admonish and warn the people of their behavior in
society are numerous in Daily Events. Ibn Budayr describes another which the inhabitants
related to him in the tarjama of one Mustafa Agha Ibn al-Qabbani, who died of illness in
1159/1746. It would appear that this man had a tendency to hoard supplies within the premises
of his estates, even in times when the prices were disastrous for the majority of the Damascene
population. In addition, it seems that he wished to sell his goods to the population by
unsatisfying prices. Ibn Budayr reports:

.. and they [the people] informed me about him. When they dug a grave for him and
wished to place him [in it], they saw a giant snake inside, so they filled the grave [with
earth] and dug another one, where they also saw [a snake] and thus they dug several
graves. .. This [appearance of the snake] followed his vileness...*"

If the barber’s narrative was truthful in its claim that this tale was related by other Damascenes,
it displays a tendency among other inhabitants of Damascus to employ tales of ominous
incidents so as to warn their co-inhabitants about their behavior. Such a tendency is well
reflected in Daily Events.

If the barber’s thoughts can reflect the feelings, beliefs, and attitudes of the eighteenth-
century inhabitants of Damascus, it would seem obvious that these people held a significant
amount of respect for phenomena such as comets, eclipses, frightening weather conditions, and
other miraculous manifestations. Furthermore, the barber seems to be using these mysterious
signs to build on the significance of his reports. His critique of the government officials and his
powerful descriptions of the hard living conditions in the city may have been amplified by these

ominous emergences so that they would appeal more to his audience, which could also lead to

the presumption that the importance of such symbols was indeed high among the people of the

2 wa gadd balaghani ‘anhu annahu lama hafari lahu al-gabr wa aradi an yatralih wajadi fihi thu ‘aban

‘azim fa-dammii al-qabr wa hafarii ghayrahu fa-wajadi kadhalika hatta hafari ‘idat qubir... gad sabbaga dhalika
al-amr fi al-salaf li-ba ‘ad al-zulmihi [sic]... 1bn Budayr, HDY, 28B.
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city. On the other hand, if the barber was conforming to the widely accepted trend, the omens in
his narrative can be interpreted as elements which further help him to ascertain his personal
piety in the form which was expected among his peers.

Disturbing events recorded in Ibn Budayr’s text were often followed or punctuated by
one, or an entire succession of strange incidents. The barber’s narrative about, for instance, the
outbreak of a large civil war after the deposition of As‘ad Pasha al-‘Azm (1171/1758) included
an eclipse of the moon, followed by an eclipse of the sun, as well as an earthquake which lasted
for several days. NASA records do not show any data about the eclipse of the sun. In this
instance, the eclipse of the moon which was visible in the Middle East happened some months
before the incident itself — the barber is again tying this symbol as a narrative element, keen on
augmenting his account with the use of mystical signs.?** Prior to a particularly devastating
wave of earthquakes in Syria during 1171/1758, the barber described a night in which the
people heard a terrifying, booming roar. Some of them noticed that the roofs of houses
disappeared to allow the stars to be clearly visible from within homes. The rooftops returned to
their places, and several days after this incident a star was noticed right after the evening
prayer. It was traversing the sky, from west to east, illuminating the mountains. Then it fell
from the heavens, creating a sound “stronger than any cannon.”**?

Whether as literary devices or real natural manifestations, omens had significance and
the barber had to include them in his narrative. Their inclusion in the text seems to have served
the purpose of increasing the impact of the barber’s descriptions. In some instances, however,
like the sighting of the comet which appeared in 1155/1742 or the splitting of the sky in

1157/1744, the barber indicates that he only heard the tale and written it down. This fact may

2 |bn Budayr, HDY, 85A-85B. For the list of the eclipses of the sun on the NASA website, refer to the URL:
http://eclipse.gsfc.nasa.gov/SEcat5/SEhybrid5.html (Last accessed, June 9", 2014).
13 1bn Budayr, HDY, 92A.
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imply that the barber’s case was not an exception when it came to perceiving, interpreting, and
spreading the warnings provided by the nature around the city. What he did see, however, he
incorporated however he could in his narrative. It would seem that these phenomena
represented a common element within the corpus of religious beliefs and folklore of the
barber’s eighteenth-century Damascenes.

At a first glance, the nature of the Damascenes’ beliefs in the eighteenth century seems
binding, especially with regards to the level of piety required for achieving and maintaining a
respectful image in society. These expectations were, indeed, respected at times. However, the
society of the eighteenth-century Damascus had much more to offer than what was written in
the texts of occasional tarjamas, and the daily life of the city naturally went on in spite of
ominous thunderstorms, and blights descending from the sky. The following text will examine
the extent to which normative religious prescriptions, as well as elements of folklore applied to
the context of social intercourse within the eighteenth-century Damascus. The analysis of some
favorite leisure habits of the Damascenes will serve well to cast some light on the place which
religion occupied within this old provincial capital. Places where the people of Damascus

gathered and interacted will once more, thus, enter under the spotlight.

3.5. The Damascenes’ Passion and its Daughters: The Crossing of Boundaries in Social
Intercourse

And on Thursday [April 5", 1750] | went out with some of my beloved [friends] for a
picnic to al-Sharaf which overlooks the al-Marja and it was the time when the flowers
blossom in the gardens. We sat so we can see al-Marja and al-Takiyya Al-Sulaymaniyya
and we saw women in such large numbers that there were perhaps more [of them] than the
men. [They were] sitting on the riverbank and around al-Marja and al-Takiyya throughout
the day with food, drinks, tobacco, and coffee, like the men do. | have not seen such a
thing, nor was there anyone who saw it before until now.**

A% wa fi yawm al-khamis thamin wa ‘ishrin Rabi‘ al-Thant kharajna ila al-siran nahiya al-Sharaf al-mugtal ‘ald

al-Marja ma ‘a ba ‘ad ahbabina wa kana al-wagqt fi awwal khuriyj al-zuhr fi al-basatin wa jalasna muttalin ‘ala al-
Marja wa al-Takiyya al-Sulaymaniyya wajadna al-nisa wa rubama al-kathira aghlabin al-rijal jalisin ‘ala shafir
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This is how the barber Ibn Budayr describes his surprise by a scene he witnessed during
his leisure time spent on picnics around Damascus. His description of this particular picnic
illuminates well what he understood as changes in social liberties which took place during the
eighteenth century, but it also serves as another instance in which the barber could build on his
respectable, pious image.

It does not come as a surprise that a Christian priest-chronicler, Mikha’il “the
Damascene” Burayk, writes in admonishing tones about what he deems an exaggerated
freedom displayed by Christian women during picnics around the city. Dana Sajdi relates
paragraphs written by him, in which the Damascene priest claims that the Christian women of
Damascus were tricked by Satan and full of false pride. Faced with the opportunity provided by
the governor of Damascus, Burayk claims, they felt that a bit too much of freedom is in order to
be displayed.?®> The women, thus, began to act as men did, displaying themselves in improper
clothing and smoking even in the places where people could see them. According to what Sajdi
reads from the chronicle of Mikhail the Damascene, the women would even use an excuse Of
visiting the graveyards so that they could gather, drink alcohol and enjoy coffee in places where
men could mix with them.?*®

The social visibility of women obviously presented a shock for Ibn Budayr, who had the
chance to observe the changes within his society as they gradually took place during his
lifetime. But the paragraphs shown above also imply the popularity of enjoying coffee and

tobacco - practices mostly frowned upon during the previous centuries of the Middle Eastern

al-nahr wa hum [sic] kawla al-Marja wa al-Takiyya til al-nihar bil-ma’akul wa al-mashrab wa al-tutun wa al-
qahwa kama tafa ‘al al-rijal wa hadha shay’ md ra’ayna wa la alladhina hum min gablind ild fi hadha al-zaman...
Ibn Budayr, HDY, 57B.

215 gajdi, The Barber of Damascus, 80.

218 For an exact citation, see Sajdi, The Barber of Damascus, 30.
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history. In addition, the popularity of graveyards as destinations for visitation made them enter
the social world of the Damascenes as one of the favorite spots for spending leisure time.

This unsurprising lack of correspondence between the social life and the normative
setting provided by texts on law and religion was not obvious only in the social behavior of
eighteenth-century women. It seems that the men of all religious confessions freely
intermingled, especially during the rule of As‘ad Pasha. This, undoubtedly, still caused some
shock among the people — the barber, for instance, locates another niche for improving his own
image when he mentions the three Jewish musicians who started touring the coffeehouses of
Damascus, adding in apparent surprise that “they were brought to sit on high chairs, while the
ashraf and the Muslim people did not have any.”**’ The trends and passions of the Damascenes
surpassed the written rules of the ‘ulama’, it seems, and the discrepancies between these rules
and their application in practice seems to be in no small measure tied to the behavior of the
celebrated Sufis of the city.

The Islamic proscriptions of alcohol provide a very interesting example in this context.
Although Muslims were banned for drinking it, its production was continuous, in some part due
to the Christians and Jews who had the right to drink it, even if in the privacy of their homes*®
- the consumption of alcohol in public seems to have become more common after the
alleviation of the rules imposed on Christians in the middle of the eighteenth century.?*® Certain
Sufi saints, however, consumed alcohol regularly, and it might be presumed that the figures of

such high popularity must have inspired some of the other Damascenes to do the same. Some

Sufis used wine regularly as a preparation for certain ceremonies, and this practice attracted

AT wa as ‘adithum ‘ala al-karast al-‘alivat wa ajlasii dinahum al-ashraf wa ahl al-islam... 1bn Budayr, HDY,

38A.
218 \/ery informative is the entry in Al-Qasimi, QS, 127.
219 5ajdi, The Barber of Damascus, 79.
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whispered rumors about homosexuality.??® It does not seem, however, that the consumption of
alcohol managed to change the social status of the saints who engaged in such acts. The Shaykh
Jabri, of whom there was mention previously, was sometimes seen sober and sometimes drunk,
but this did not influence the exhilaration with which the barber describes him, nor did it make
the barber stop and throw a second glance to the topic.?*

Besides those Sufis who used alcohol as a means of intoxication necessary for their
ritual practices, rumors accused some of the notables of Damascus for participation in this
forbidden pleasure. The case of late Fathi the treasurer had already been mentioned, but he was
not the only one. In an almost comic fashion, Ibn Budayr recounts an episode about the
Damascene gadr who was spotted drunk in front of his own court in the midst of Ramadan, and
rumors of adultery seemed to have followed this incident.””? The janissaries of Damascus
(mostly yerliyya) tended to make impressive display of themselves, parading through the streets

223 Maundrell describes an instance in which he

drunk and often in the company of prostitutes.
met one intoxicated janissary, obviously terrified by this encounter.?*

Coffee and tobacco represented similar objects of discussion within the Middle East.
Coffee first arrived in Damascus from Yemen in the fifteenth century (and the coffeehouses
attained popularity in the Ottoman Empire during the 16" and the 17" centuries). It would seem
that this drink at first caused suspicions among the population and authorities, to be later

popularized by Sufis. Tobacco appeared in the Middle East later — the import from the New

World started during the seventeenth century.??®> Sufis used coffee and tobacco to enhance their

220 Grehan, Everyday Life, 134.

22! 1bn Budayr, HDY, 56A.

222 1hn Budayr, HDY, 53B.

223 1bn Budayr, HDY, 37A-37B.

224 Maundrell, A Journey from Aleppo to Jerusalem, 131.

%25 gee Grehan, Everyday Life, 124-155. Also Karababa and Ger, “Early Modern Ottoman Coffechouse Culture,”
2-4, 7. Also see Ralph S. Hattox, Coffee and Coffeehouses: The Origins of a Social Beverage in the Medieval Near
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spiritual states. Coffee helped them to stay awake during rituals which lasted throughout the
night.??® The ‘ulama’ had scorn for coffee-drinking and smoking, and their views are in some
measure echoed by the biographer and mufti Al-Muradi, who applauds to acts of converting
local coffeehouses into religious objects and admonishes those who sat and smoked openly in
these establishments.??’

The common people, however, seemed to have held different opinions of these pastime
pleasures. Ibn Budayr complains that coffee and tobacco became so popular that an increasing
number of men, women, and even young girls began to partake of them, proceeding to report
that the governor As‘ad Pasha proclaimed an official ban on these items. The ban did not last
long, however.??

The people of the city had the opportunity to spend their time in numerous coffeehouses
around the city, in which they would be entertained by storytellers and musicians while
enjoying their cups of coffee and their hookahs - sometimes until late hours of the night.??
They would at times become so fascinated with the traveling entertainers, such as musicians, or
street performers to whom they gave money that some Damascenes attempted to imitate their
acts.”® In some cases, the popularity of the coffeehouses surpassed the popularity of the

mosques during Friday prayers, and even the most restrictive governors do not seem to have

been able to prevent them from operating.?®* The official attitude of religious authorities,

East (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1985), and James Grehan, “Smoking and ‘Early Modern’
Sociability: The Great Tobacco Debate in the Ottoman Middle East (Seventeenth to Eighteenth Centuries),” The
American Historical Review 111, no. 5 (December, 2006): 1352-1377.

228 Grehan, Everyday Life, 135.

221 For the sake of comparison, see al-Muradi, SD, 11, 293, and al-Murad, SD, |, 41-42.

228 1bn Budayr, HDY, 53A.

229 Grehan, Everyday Life, 142-146.

%0 1bn Budayr, HDY, 59A.

281 Grehan, Everyday Life, 145.
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however, remained clear — spending leisure time in coffeehouses was connected to all manners
of immoral entertainment including bad behavior, vulgarity, and illicit sex.

In 1157/1744, Shaykh Hassan Ibn Yasuf al-Rifa‘'T committed suicide by jumping off a
minaret in the district of al-Qubaybat. Ibn Budayr writes:

I asked what the reason for this was and | was told that the brother of [Shaykh Hassan’s]

wife brought a prostitute to his house. He found out about it... and [his brother in law]

scolded him and wanted to beat him, he was a fool. [The shaykh] went to the notables of

his neighbourhood and informed them about this matter, but they criticized him and talked

him off, cause all of them are down to their ears [deeply engaged in similar matters]. [The

shaykh] then went to the Al-Daqgaq Mosque, where he finished his morning prayer with

the imam. He then conducted the death prayer in his own name and climbed up the minaret,

where he shouted: “Oh, Community of Islam, it is either death or pimping here under this

government today,” and he threw himself off [the minaret], may the Exalted God grant him
mercy and forgiveness.”*

In many instances, the chronicle of the barber shows Ibn Budayr’s great concern with
prostitution in eighteenth-century Damascus. Even though the written law prescribed severe
penalties for cases of illicit sex, it seems that the application of these regulations was not much
different in Damascus than in Aleppo of the same period.?** In most cases of prostitution, the
women accused would either be approached and reprimanded by their neighbours, or expelled
from the quarter they were living in.*

Ibn Budayr records just one occasion in which the Damascene government issued radical
orders against the prostitutes. This occurred in 1157/1744 when the Damascene judge

encountered, while taking a walk, an apparently very famous prostitute who went by the name

of Salamiin. The “daughter of passion” was intoxicated — she was swaying in the middle of the

282 fa-sa’alna ‘an dhalika al-sabbab fa-gila lana anna akhii zawjatihi jaba imra’ ila baytihi wa kanat min al-

dayirat fa-nahahu ‘an dhalika... fa-naharahu wa arada darabuhu wa kana min al-jihal fa-dhahaba ila akabir al-
hara wa akhbarahum bi-dhalika al-sha’an fa-yu ‘ayyibithu wa shaghalihu bil-kilam li-annahum ghatisin jam " ila
fawq al-adhan fa-dhahaba ila Jami‘ al-Daqqaq wa salla al-subh ma‘a al-imam wa salla ‘ald nafsihi sallat al-
mawt wa sa ‘ada al-minara wa nada ya Ummat al-Islam al-mawt hiin wa 1a al-ta ‘aris ma ‘a dawla hadha [sic] al-
ayam... 1bn Budayr, HDY, 21B.

23 See Elyse Semerdjian, “Off the Straight Path”: Illicit Sex, Law, and Community in Ottoman Aleppo (New
York: Syracuse University Press, 2008), 94-137.

234 semerdjian, “Off the Straight Path,” 84. See also Abdel Karim Rafeq, “Public Morality in the 18" Century
ottoman Damascus,” Revue du monde musulman et de la Méditerranée 55-56 (1990): 182.
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street, and when the judge shouted reproachful comments to her, she attacked him with a knife.
The judge’s retinue stopped her and took her away to face trial. The Damascene mufi7 issued a
farwa ordering her execution, after which the judge and the mutasallim ensured that the
sentence was done. These Damascene officials proclaimed after this incident that prostitutes
should be killed on sight.?®

This decree, however, did not last for a long time, and the barber often lamented the
number of the prostitutes which walked the city during daylight and night-time.?*® The Daily
Events make it more than obvious that prostitutes could find plenty of work in the eighteenth-
century Damascus. Salamiin was apparently able to entrance boys and men with her charm to
such an extent that they presented her with many expensive gifts, which seems to have been
outrageous for the officials who discussed her case prior to her execution.”®’ She was by no
means an exception, as Ibn Budayr shows in his other reports. Prostitutes tended to attract the
soldiers within the city walls. In 1162/1749, As‘ad Pasha’s diwan, according to lbn Budayr,
complained that these women are displaying themselves everywhere — they strolled down the
markets and alleys, and slept over in coffeehouses, bakeries, and other stores. The diwan asked
the pasha to solve this problem either by sending them away from the city, or designing a
specific place for them where they would not be so visible. As‘ad Pasha, however, refused to
intervene in this matter, adding that he does not wish them to appeal to God against him.?*®
Rafeq explains this lack of action through a popular belief that “since the prostitutes bear the

59239

guilt of mankind, God out of sympathy to them accepts their appeals, not giving any

reference to the origin of this interpretation. In 1750, however, the pasha proclaimed that the

2% |bn Budayr, HDY, 24B.

2% The barber often records at the beginning of a new year how corruption grew in the city, along with the high
prices and the increase in prostitution. See, for instance, 1bn Budayr, HDY, 24A.

7 1bn Budayr, HDY, 24A.

2% |bn Budayr, HDY, 52A.

2%9 Rafeq, “Public Morality,” 189.
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prostitutes who worked in the city have to pay a monthly tax to the government.”*® This
governmental decree implies that the popular belief explained by Rafeq might not have been as
important as the chance to collect profits from a seemingly reliable source.?**

Much due to the somewhat inert mechanisms for issuing and applying religion-related
policies (along with the tendencies toward private enrichment, of course), the city went on with
its life in an orderly fashion. But Damascus was not only about spending lovely and exciting
time within the aesthetic locations spread within its territory. As in any other city of the word,
criminal acts and violence were not unheard of. The sanctity of graves could be disregarded if

242

the Companions’ tombs held items worthy of stealing,”* clashes between the militant groups of

d,?* and homeless

the city could grow so intensive that communal prayers had to be cancelle
people could get their throats slit even in the very interior of the Umayyad Mosque for the sake
of petty thievery.?**

Most of the Damascene people, of course, went about their business with a somewhat
relaxed understanding of prescribed norms and regulations. They enriched their free time with
pleasures like coffee and tobacco, enjoying in socializing and gossiping in establishments such
as the coffeehouse. Even Ibn Budayr, who strives to maintain a well-mannered pious attitude,
criticizing, thus, the coffeehouses in the manner of al-Muradi and other intellectual elites, gives
himself away with his decisions that the news of newly-opened coffeehouses is significant

enough to enter his chronicle, or when providing a location of a coffeehouse in order to situate

29 1bn Budayr, HDY, 55A.

1 This taxing of prostitutes is not an unprecedented measure. See Semerdjian, “Off the Straight Path”, 100-101.
22 1bn Budayr, HDY, 71B.

243 1bn Budayr, HDY, 9A-10A.

2% 1bn Budayr, HDY, 22A.
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an event geographically.?”® Along with their daily life, however, a rich religious tradition

existed, to which they would be capable of turning if they felt it necessary.

3.6. Conclusion: Ibn Budayr Between Religion and Daily Life

In this chapter | have demonstrated the significance of religion for self-fashioning and
depiction of the eighteenth-century Damascenes. Ibn Budayr displays this significance in his
numerous tarjamas within which the piety of a person is incorporated as an integral element of
the overall narrative describing an “ideal” man of his city. In a similar fashion, the barber
strives to display himself in the most favorable light, often employing religious tropes to
achieve this goal.

Through the barber’s text, the importance and power of certain sacred places and
individuals becomes obvious. Representing the population of the eighteenth-century Damascus
and conducting same practices and rituals as many of his fellow co-inhabitants, the barber
opens a window to the complex and rich set of beliefs and convictions which were present
within the walls of this Ottoman provincial capital. To appeal to his audience, the barber
integrates omens and miracles into his narrative, creating a twofold effect. The material he
wrote certainly became more interesting to his audience, while its appeal increased through
reiteration of the attitudes and beliefs shared, no doubt, by many of the barber’s contemporaries
who lived and worked in the city. In addition, the barber manages to demonstrate to a
researcher how powerful the symbols, miraculous incidents, and omens could have been for the
wider population of eighteenth-century Damascus.

The inhabitants, of course, did not seem to have lived their lives only in pious fervor and

religious ecstasy. Figures of religious importance had the means to change the popular trends

245 See |bn Budayr, HDY, 80B and 77B respectively.
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within the city and shift the boundaries of behavior in society, but they also lived and earned for
a living in a similar fashion as the rest of the population. Poverty, immorality, and corruption
reigned in some years covered by the barber, while others were marked with blessings, welfare,
peace and prosperity. Battles raged in its streets, and public celebrations spread joy among the
populace. Religion, however, existed in parallel with the daily life of the Damascenes, close
enough to be sought after when it was needed.

The religious tradition described in this chapter differs in many ways from what is
described in traditional Islamic textbooks. Esoteric practices and beliefs which originated on the
margins of the Islamic world became gradually incorporated into the mainstream of culture and
tradition of the city’s inhabitants — in the eighteenth century, such practices seem to have been
common and, indeed, widely supported. Ibn Budayr’s Damascus drew on the power of saints,
both living and dead, and other people with divine charisma obtained through miraculous ways.
It shielded itself through prayers upon powerful sites, and sent warnings to its inhabitants
through means ranging from natural phenomena to mysterious manifestations. Religious
syncretism was not unseen, not even among different religious confessions, as the narrative
about renovating the Saydnaya monastery implies. Religious corpus of Ibn Budayr’s
Damascenes spreads out to envelop traditional and esoteric, piety and superstition — all of these
streams formed an inseparable tradition, deeply ingrained in the culture of the city’s inhabitants.
They must be observed as many integral parts of a whole, and only together should they be
examined.

The power of religious rituals and beliefs was sometimes, indeed, formidable for the
population of the barber’s Damascus. In certain times, these rituals would unite a large number
of the city’s inhabitants, regardless of their role in society and their social standing. As the next

chapter will demonstrate, in certain times of need (and sometimes even as a first reaction to an
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outside stimulus), the Damascenes would reach within their religious tradition, demonstrating
how religion can unify the population of the city and contribute to the process of establishing a

kind of a communal identity — the identity shared by the Damascenes.
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Chapter 4

The Wings of Samarmar: Communal Processions and Rituals in the
Eighteenth-Century Damascus

And in the month of May of this year [1747], the locusts arrived to Damascus, and spent
years around it...When they reached Damascus, they fell upon its gardens and plants and
ate so much. The pasha sent two distinguished men [the Sufis] to a journey and gave them
money to bring him the water of Samarmar...?*

Local legends spin the tale of a mysterious black bird, Samarmar, attracted by the water
which flows from a special spring, located between Shiraz and Isfahan. According to tradition,
it was important that the Sufi experts see to the necessary preparations and bring the water to
the city. Once they take the water from the spring, they must not, under any circumstances, look
back, place the water on the ground, or pass under any kind of roof with the water in their
hands. With all these prescriptions properly observed, Samarmar would appear, followed by a
flock of black birds so large as to resemble an enormous, black cloud. Samarmar would
descend upon the locusts and feast on them until there was not an insect left.*’

It was the middle of August when the two experts returned with the powerful water. Sufi
shaykhs of the city went out to greet them, followed by a large number of dervishes. They were
carrying flags and flowers. The beating of their drums sounded the arrival of Samarmar’s water,
and a large procession formed. The Sufis entered the city with their prize, and around them,
countless onlookers followed, first to the minarets of al-Salihiyya, where the containers filled
with water were left high above the ground. The crowd then approached the Umayyad Mosque
and hung the containers filled with the essence of the magical Persian spring on its minarets,

proceeding then to distribute the water, hanging their pails on high vantage points in the city, its

28 wa fi Jumada al-Awwal wasala al-jirad ila Dimashg, wa kana hawlaha lahu sinin... wa lama wasala Dimashq
nazala ‘ala basatinihda wa al-nabat wa akala shay’ lathir mih al-hadr wa arsala al-basha ithnayn min al-afadil wa
ammarahum bil-safar a ‘tahum mal li-ya’atin lahu bima’ al-Samarmar... Ibn Budayr, HDY, 31B.

7 The legend of Samarmar is explained both by the editor of Ibn Budayr’s chronicle, Ahmad Ghassan Sabani, in
Al-Budayri, HDY, 73, n. 1, and by the biographer Al-Muradi. See al-Muradi, SD, I, 214.
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other minarets, towers, and walls. Some water was also left within the city’s citadel, so that it
could be sent to the lands of Hawran.?*® The city could be at peace and wait, for it was just a
matter of time before the Samarmar would swoop down and end, once and for all, the trouble

with the locusts.

4.1. The Power of a Ritual over Crowds: Religion as a Rallying Banner

In this chapter, I will analyze the barber’s descriptions of rituals and prayers conducted by
large parts of the Damascene community during the eighteenth century. | shall explore what
communal religious practices, rituals, and beliefs meant for the barber’s Damascenes during the
eighteenth century, and what could have been obtained through their enactment. Accent will be
placed on public processions, celebrations, and manifestations during which the Damascenes
assumed a kind of a common identity. Some of the manifestations | will analyze are of purely
local character, while others share common properties and elements with those observed in
other regions of the Ottoman Empire. I shall show, however, that most of the Damascenes’
communal religious practices developed “a taste of the local” over time, creating an original
religious and cultural tradition, the examination of which will allow a deeper understanding of
the people who resided in this eighteenth-century provincial capital.

In the following text, the reader shall encounter some of the great catastrophes which
struck Damascus and Syria during the eighteenth century, celebrations in honor of certain
events or people, as well as processions organized by certain groups within the city. I will
examine some elements of the eighteenth-century Damascene religious practices which figure
in these ceremonies. No matter the occasion, the events described in what follows attracted the

participation of large crowds of the Damascenes, who in some instances retold their tales about

248 1bn Budayr, HDY, 33A.
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these occasions much after the event itself would be over (while the barber would be writing
them down). | will take interest in these crowds when the reason for their assembly was the
enactment of a religious ritual aimed at, for instance, alleviating a certain disastrous set of
circumstances. Natural catastrophes, however, were not the only phenomenon which united the
barber’s Damascenes under a particular set of religious practices. Public processions often
represented an intentional breach of the customs proscribed by normative trends, but as I will
show, even such acts contained a significant level of religious behavior. Celebrations of the
most important religious holidays played a significant role in the lives of the Damascenes, and
their elements deserve a detailed analysis.

The goal of this chapter is, thus, to use the barber’s work in order to illuminate the
significant capacity of religious tradition expressed through public rituals to serve as symbols of
unity for various groups and individuals of the city. Ibn Budayr’s Damascenes united through
such rituals usually strove to achieve a specific effect, but I will further show that the
significance of the traditional and religious corpus on which the united inhabitants drew lies in
the fact that it helped ascertain the identity of a Damascene, defining who he is, and where he

belongs.

4.2. A Unique Taste of the Local: The Origins of Samarmar

The legend of Samarmar seems to have been deeply ingrained in the minds of eighteenth-
century Damascenes. So deep, in fact, that the summoning of the mystical bird represented the
initial response of even the formidable As‘ad Pasha al-‘Azm. The Damascene governor even
planned ahead and ordered that some of the water be stored in the citadel to be later sent to
other regions troubled similar issues. This initial reaction to catastrophe, displayed even on the

highest levels of the city’s authority, clearly demonstrates the extent to which certain beliefs
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could grasp the people of Damascus. It is of worth to mention that 1bn Budayr does not feel it
necessary to explain the legend of Samarmar in Daily Events. Instead, he simply mentions the
name, as if he expects the reader to know about the topic. This fact also implies the deep roots
of this particular legend in the consciousness of the barber’s Damascenes.

It appears that Samarmar is an exclusive “property” of the Syrians (in particular those
residing in large cities, such as Damascus and Aleppo) — there seem to be no reports or sources
witnessing the same strategy for dealing with locust infestations in other regions of the Ottoman
Empire.?*® The earliest report of the ritual emerges in 1196, when the population of Aleppo sent
three Sufis of Persian origin to get the water. As late as the sixteenth century, the Ottoman
government of Aleppo still insisted that the Sufis sent forth to bring Samarmar’s water have to
be of Persian origin.?*® The involvement of Persians as one of the main elements of the ritual
might imply that the legend could have migrated to Syria from Persian territories, or that it was
inspired by the people of Persian origin residing, or passing through the Syrian territories. In
addition, these facts demonstrate the flexibility of the Ottoman attitude towards local religious
practices in various territories under their rule. For the Ottoman state, it would have been
virtually impossible to impose a certain set of allowed religious practices within every single
territory which was joined to the Empire. Samarmar was initially allowed to soar through the
skies above Damascus since it made no political implications (even with the Sufis of Persian
origin involved) which opposed the Ottoman regime.

On another occasion when Samarmar was summoned in Aleppo, to the middle of the
sixteenth century, the Ottoman authorities seemed to tolerate the Sufi processions within the

city, insisting only that the inhabitants proceed with collecting and burying daily quotas of

9 James Grehan, “The Legend of the Samarmar: Parades and Communal Identity in Syrian Towns c.1500-1800,
Past & Present 204 (2009), 120.
20 Grehan, “The Legend of the Samarmar,* 121.
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insects. When the inhabitants, however, attempted to hang containers with Samarmar’s water
on the high towers of the citadel, the military commander turned them down, stating that the

21 As it was shown, however, some two

power to allow such an act belongs only to the sultan.
centuries later, Samarmar’s water reached even the city’s citadel, under the orders of the
governor himself. This can, on one hand, be explained by the origin of the governor, a
distinguished member of the al-* Azms. Originally a Turkoman family, in the eighteenth century
its members were described as “sons of Arabs,” hinting at their gradual localization in the
region, or at least to the fact that the local population accepted them as locals.?*?> However, the
ritual summoning of Samarmar in 1747 also shows the powerful, grasping nature of the
communal belief itself, which managed to embrace the entire barber’s city with its inhabitants —
starting from the common people and traveling upwards to the highest instances of authority. It
is also important that the significance of Persians for the ritual decreased with the passage of
time — by the eighteenth century, Damascus sent forth local Sufis to obtain the water, which
testifies to the gradual process of the ritual’s localization. In his biography of Shaykh “Alf al-
Misri, one of the Sufis who was sent to retrieve Samarmar’s water during the seventeenth
century, Al-Muradi does not mention the involvement of any Sufis of Persian origin. %>

Despite its uniqueness and exotic properties, Samarmar was not the only inspiration for
organizing public religious manifestations in the eighteenth-century Damascus which lbn
Budayr had the chance to observe. Regular religious holidays were celebrated, which gave to
the people opportunities to rejoice. But these ceremonies also included certain practices which

were, in their nature, local. In addition, they sometimes tended to “lend” their elements to other,

more specific rituals which took place during the eighteenth century. The application of these

21 Grehan, “The Legend of the Samarmar,* 122.
%2 gajdi, The Barber of Damascus, 79.
23 Al-Muradi, SD, 111, 214.
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elements in no small part led to the formation of an original corpus of Damascene religious
practices, the understanding of which can be improved through a thorough analysis. These

elements will represent the subject of examination in the next section.

4.3. Bright Lights and Cannon-Fire: Religious Elements of Public Celebrations

One of the most important religious events of the year was the fast observed during the
month of Ramadan. The Damascenes would proclaim the beginning of the sacred month by the
firing of cannons, while the shops, groceries, and bakeries would open during night-time. The
Damascenes would illumine the minarets and markets of the city with numerous candles and
lanterns which would burn throughout the month, while the communal prayers would, as
always, take place in the Umayyad Mosque. The barber Ibn Budayr does not bother to describe
this ceremony in much detail — to him it seems obvious and common.*** The firing of cannons
was an element in various kinds of official Ottoman proclamations, including the arrival of new
governors, judges, and other officials in the city.”®® The birth of a sultan’s heir, or his ascension
to the throne was also accompanied by the sound of cannons.?® On one occasion, in 1776, the
inhabitants of Damascus celebrated the birth of future sultan Mahmud Il (1808-1839) for seven
days. The continuous cannon fire, as well as the illumination of the city, made it look like the
people were celebrating “a religious holiday.”*’ The chronicler who wrote down this sentence,
cited by Grehan as the priest Burayk, seemed to connect the firing of canons and the practice of

illumination with religious celebrations.

% gee, for instance, Ibn Budayr, HDY, 5B-6A.

2 gee, for instance, Ibn Budayr, HDY, 20B, 88A-88B, 95A.
26 An example can be found in Al-Muradi, SD, 111, 161.

%7 Grehan, “The Legend of the Samarmar,” 108.
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The illumination of markets and minarets within Damascus was common during religious
holidays, as well as for celebrating royal bithdays, circumcisions, or victorious military
campaigns. The practice emerges from a widespread Ottoman custom — the sultan of the
Empire might use town illumination, known as donanma, to celebrate, for instance, the birth of
his heirs, or a victory on a battlefield.>>® Mosques and other structures would be decorated by
lines supporting lanterns whose wicks burned behind lids designed to protect from the wind.
Wealthier inhabitants would sometimes use multi-colored glass, granting to the city a sort of a
fairytale look.” Even in these present times, the mosques in Turkey are illuminated during
some religious celebrations. Although only adding to the overall aesthetic effect which a
twenty-first century observer might notice, in the eighteenth-century city such decorations
were, undoubtedly, something incredible to behold — without electric lighting, the streets would
by nightfall be completely shrouded in darkness.

The Damascenes, however, used the practice of illumination for more than just important
religious holidays. Similar to cannon-fire, the markets would glow brightly during night-time
on occasions when a new gadi would enter the city, following his appointment to the position.
According to Grehan, the priest-chronicler Burayk reported that the Damascene Christians were
required to greet the newly-appointed governors, as well as pilgrims returning from Mecca,
with a procession which included candles and lanterns before the custom was abolished in
1762.%° The death of one governor, Ahmad Pasha al-Jazzar (“The Butcher,” d. 1804), provides
a rather interesting example. The people who lived under the rule of this particular pasha

considered him a frightening tyrant, and loathed him greatly. Upon hearing rumors that he

28 An example could be found in al-Dimashqt, TSWL, 37.

9 gyraiya Faroghi, Subjects of the Sultan: Culture and Daily Life in the Ottoman Empire (New York: I.B.Tauris,
2005), 178.

260 Grehan, “The Legend of the Samarmar,” 119.
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passed away, the people of Damascus were at first suspicious, so they patiently waited to
receive an official report. The confirmation of a new ruler being appointed in Damascus was
witnessed and described by Mikha’1l al-Dimashqt:

‘Abd Allah Pasha [al-°‘Azm] took over [the governorship in Damascus] and the people’s
hearts were filled with joy and pleasure because this exorbitant, strict government was
removed. The rejoicing of the people was such that they decorated the city in a peculiar
way. Behold the candles lit in front of the stores in the middle of the day.***

The Damascenes employed town illumination in this celebration of relief, giving also
indications that they believed that this change of rulership represented a matter of the divine.
Heavenly justice removed the tyrant from the position of governorship. As such, the entire
celebration acquired the elements of a religious ceremony, uniting the inhabitants described by
al-Dimashqi on the basis of mutual interests towards prosperity of oneself, and of the city as
well.

The candles and lanterns were also lit during the celebrations of 1156/1743, organized by
Sulayman Pasha al-*Azm, As‘ad Pasha’s uncle, to honor the occasion of his son’s circumcision.
Ibn Budayr remembers that all of the markets of Damascus were decorated with candles and
lanterns in such great numbers that he never heard of anything similar in the past.?®* The whole
city glowed for seven days and nights, which were, it would seem, quite eventful. In addition to
many of the city’s officials, notables, and aghas, a large crowd of Christians and Jews gathered
in the gardens of the al-‘Amara district. Very soon, a large number of musicians, dancers, and

other entertainers showed up, and the pasha ordered them to dance and animate the crowd in

%! Tawalla ‘Abd Allah Basha fahasala al-farah wa al-surir fi quliib al-nas bi-izala tilka al-ahkam al-katifa al-
bahiza hatd annahu min suriir al-nas zayyanii al-balad binii* mustaghrab. Wa tanazzir al-shama* sha il wusta
al-nihar. Al-Dimashqi, TSWL, 21.

%62 1t would be reasonable to presume that similar ceremonies took place in the past. The ending statements seems
to be another one of the barber’s many dramatized interpretations. Ibn Budayr, HDY, 14A.
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numerous ways, which the barber describes as “lewdness.” Ibn Budayr concludes his report
lamenting that “they did not stop doing this for seven days and eight nights.”*®

This social ritual, classified by VVan Gennep as a rite of passage to adulthood,?** gave an
opportunity for the pasha to publicly display his generosity and other respectable traits towards
his subjects, improving his image among the Damascenes. Furthermore, Ibn Budayr used this
occasion to build up on his own respectable image, criticizing the immoral behavior of the
population. Finally, this occasion, which was included in the wide corpus of norms set by the
written religious texts, seemed a good opportunity for the barber’s Damascenes to unite
regardless of their confessions and celebrate under the town illumination.

Ibn Budayr’s tone here is very reproachful, though it does not seem that his fellow
inhabitants who attended the ceremony minded much. According to the common
understanding, at least from the point of view of the ‘ulama’ and other Middle Eastern upper, as
well as middle-class individuals, a well-mannered person should indulge in entertainment
which includes literary works, like poetry, while the arts of singing and dancing were
considered more ill-mannered, and were frowned upon. The barber’s words do not convey the
exact extent to which this “lewdness” progressed, though it certainly was captivating enough to
surprise a man who interpreted these events as a sign of social changes within his own
hometown.

Ibn Budayr’s memory of this celebration demonstrates his views that the Damascene

society changed during his lifetime in several different ways. The increased liberty of the

populace (as perceived by the barber, of course) allowed Sulayman Pasha to entertain his peers

283 wa la zali ‘ald mithla dhalika al-hal saba ‘t ayam wa thamaniyat layal... \bn Budayr, 14B.

%% Arnold van Gennep, The Rights of Passage (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1960), 71-72. See also
Karen Ericksen Paige and Jeffery M. Paige, The Politics of Reproductive Ritual (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1981), 3, 14.
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and subjects in all sorts of ways while still maintaining the ceremonial overtones of a religious
celebration. In addition, members of other confessions attended the ceremony, honoring the
circumcision of the pasha’s son. They stood with the most powerful notables in a large
procession marking the event, as well as in the row of people who brought their children to be
circumcised for free under the pasha’s orders. The pasha offered these services to all who are
poor, “and to whomever else is willing,” bestowing upon the circumcised a gift, comprised of a
suit and some gold.?® This immense celebration, the description of which the barber provides,
might demonstrate the unity of Ibn Budayr’s Damascenes when it came to honoring those who
represent their city, in the same time showing both religious and societal liberties which applied
to all groups present within the city, regardless of their confessional affinity.

A similar ceremony was witnessed in the same year, when the treasurer of the city, Fathi
al-Falaqinsi, celebrated the marriage between his daughter and his nephew. The celebration was

266 and it lasted for seven

so immense that “nobody reported to have organized anything like it,
days. The treasurer decided to pay honors to different groups in the city, assigning one of the
seven days of the celebration to each of them.

He committed the first day to the governor of Damascus, His Excellency the Wazir
Sulayman Pasha, the second day to the deputies, the third to the [Sufi] shaykhs, the ulama’
and the aghas... the fifth to the Christians and Jews, the sixth for the peasants, and the
seventh for the singers and the prostitutes, the people of passion.?’

Every day he provided gifts for each of these groups, giving away gold and silver in such

amounts that it “could not have been measured.”*® The proceedings of this ceremony imply a

certain level of unity and equality among the people residing in the city. The hierarchy is

%6 1hn Budayr, HDY, 14B.

288 The barber again employes a dramatized narrative. Ibn Budayr, HDY, 13B.

21 fa-kana awwal yawm ila walf al-sham Hadrat al-Wazir Sulayman Basha wa yawm ila al-mawali wa yawm
ila al- ‘ulama’ wa al-mashayikh wa yawm ila al-aghawat... wa yawm ila al-Nasara wa al-Yahad wa yawm ila al-
Jfalahin wa yawm ila al-maghant wa al-shlikkat min ahl al-hawa... 1bn Budayr, HDY, 13B

288 The barber’s hyperboles follow the same, expected pattern. Ibn Budayr, HDY, 13B.
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obvious and it must be respected — the governor was, thus, entertained during the first day of
the manifestation. On the third day, the treasurer paid respect to all the members of the
intellectual elite of the city - the ‘ulama’ and the Sufi shaykhs equally. Finally, the daftart did
not skip the Christians and the Jews, and he brought his attention even to those frowned upon —
the singers and the prostitutes. The respect for the Sufis is evident here — as already underlined,
they maintained a continuous presence and represented a great intellectual and religious
influence in Damascus during the eighteenth century. But the inclusion of the members of other
confessions, as well as the nominally scorned elements such as singers and prostitutes, again
implies a sort of a unity (one that still follows a strict hierarchy) which enveloped the barber’s
city during times of celebration. Sufis and traders, Muslims and Christians, peasants and
prostitutes, they were all Damascene, and as such eligible to partake in the joy of the
Damascene daftari. On the seventh day, after the ceremony had ended, the treasurer summoned
“all shaykhs of the surug,”?* for the sake of performing a communal prayer, a song in praise to
GOd.27O

The involvement of Sufis, both dead and alive, in communal prayers was significant, and
widely appreciated. These prayers, in which all inhabitants of the city, or a certain group would
participate, were often employed to perform a specific function, such as to defend the populace
from a catastrophe, or to create some other, magical effect. Ibn Budayr, for instance, records the
words of his own Sufi shaykh, who in turn maintained that the one who repeats the words “my

271

dear” (ya ‘aziz) for eighty seven times after praising the Prophet®'" at the end of the morning

prayer will be awarded with a wondrous result. When such an individual calls upon the one he

%9 This is a plural of the noun fariga, which literally means “a road,” or “a path.” It is used to mark a specific Sufi
fraternities. The corresponding Turkish noun is tarikat.

2% 1hn Budayr, HDY, 13B.

2™ Salg ‘ald al-Nabi. In Islam, this is a formal phrase commonly placed after the names of the prophets. It is
commonly translated as: “Peace be upon him” (in Arabic: salld Allah ‘alayhi wa sallama).

105



CEU eTD Collection

loves, the desired individual will answer his summons.?’? Some prayers were led by the city’s
religious authorities and some by various shaykhs of a large number of Sufi orders. Sometimes

it happened, however, that the prayers were led by the most unexpected of groups.

4.4. A Prayer that Opens the Sky: Public Prayers and Their Significance for the Barber’s
Damascenes

It was the summer of 1156/1743 when a crowd of onlookers formed in the streets of
Damascus to observe a most peculiar procession. Drawn by loud singing, clapping of hands and
the jingle of tambourines, they watched as the “daughters of passion,” their faces uncovered
and their hair loose, marched through the markets. The prostitutes of the city carried lanterns,
candles, and braziers with them, celebrating what appeared to be a miraculous event. According
to the reports of the Damascene barber, a certain lady of the “daughters of sin” happened to fall
in love with a young “Turkish” man, but this gentleman got sick. The lady swore that if her
loved one should recover, she would offer a mawlid in his name at the tomb of Shaykh Arslan,
“the Protector of Damascus.”?”® After a number of days, the young Turkish gentleman
recovered. A wave of joy brought many of the Damascene prostitutes to the most frequented
places of the city where the passers-by slowed down to watch the procession, and all the barber
could say was “God is the greatest.”*’

With this unusual event, the barber illustrates well the role which religion played in the
life of his city. The previous chapter has already shown the significant power which a vow

could hold over an individual within the Damascene society, and it seems that it was equally

valuable to all groups within the city walls. But the “daughters of sin” went a step further. Their

272 1bn Budayr, HDY, 43A.

23 This Arabic term is usually used with regards to the celebration of the birth of the Prophet Muhammad, but it
gradually came to be applied to the ceremonies honoring the birthdays of Sufi saints.

1% . wa nahnu naqiil Allahu "akbar. \bn Budayr, HDY, 45A-45B.
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appearance in public without the proper headdress demonstrated a kind of a rebellion against
the adopted formalities, but the prostitute who figures as a protagonist made a powerful
promise. The prayer of gratitude for the restored health of the lady’s young man acquired
ceremonial properties, to which an exclusive local element was added — the visitation and
prayer on the grave of a Sufi saint whose tomb was located in Damascus. This prayer, along
with the described public demonstration of religious behavior (for even without observing the
proper dress code, these ladies were still clearly expressing deep, religious feelings during their
rejoicing), thus, retains an element which is in its essence Damascene. The ceremony was
powerful enough to gather a large number of prostitutes, as well as onlookers, who observed
peacefully — Ibn Budayr’s text does not contain any reports which should imply attempted
repercussions because of this event. The fact that the procession was left in peace is in itself a
demonstration of respect which people had for public prayers, as well as for the power of vows.
Even the most ordinary of public prayers within the city might demonstrate more than what the
normative texts might provide for the historians. The governors of the city would on certain
Fridays — the first Friday following their appointment, for instance — attend the public prayer in
the Umayyad Mosque, after which a procession would form and follow the governor to the
neighbourhood of al-Salihiyya and the mausoleum of Ibn ‘Arabi, one of the most important
saints of the Ottoman Empire. Only after the prayer at this site would the ceremony end. The
importance of this site grew significantly after its renovation, commissioned by the Ottoman
ruler Siileiman | (1494 — 1566),2” until it became considered an alternative site to the Umayyad
Mosque itself. According to the legends, Ibn ‘Arabi visited the sultan in his dream and showed

him the conquest of Syria and Egypt. Kafescioglu rightly notices that this legend may indicate

2" Heghnar Zeitlian Watenpaugh, The Image of an Ottoman City: Imperial Architecture and Urban Experience in
Aleppo in the 16" and 17" Centuries (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2004), 38-39.
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the attempts of the Ottomans to legitimize their presence in the newly conquered lands.?’® For
that purpose, a powerful local figure was used, the saint who holds a special meaning for the
Damascenes.

The Damascene people, however, did not participate only in regular public prayers which
were, for instance, held on Fridays in the mosques of the city. Disturbances caused by bad
weather conditions could inspire people to gather and conduct a prayer, for instance, to
summon rain. Sufis were extremely important for ensuring the success of this ritual, as was the
case with most rituals aimed at achieving a particular magical effect. The biographer al-Muradi
demonstrates the significance of a successfully performed ritual — both for the population, and
the participating Sufis — on the example of Shaykh Abu al-Mawahib al-Hanbali. Close to the
very end of the seventeenth century (during the winter of 1698 — 1699), Shaykh al-Hanbali
prepared to lead a prayer for the rain:

[The people] fasted for three days. On the fourth day, they went to the Al-Musalla
[Mosque]. [Al-Hanbali] went forth and led the prayer after sunrise as an imam. He then
placed a chair in the center of the oratory, and sat on it, commencing the sermon for the
rain. He started to pray, and the noise became louder with supplications directed to God
Almighty. Crying was increasing. Every peasant brought a lot of beef, the meat of goats
and sheep. [Al-Hanbali] grabbed his beard and said, whining, “My God, do not expose this
old man [to shame] in front of your worshippers.” In the same moment, black clouds
appeared in the west... The people dispersed and went to their homes. With the next sunset,
the gates of the sky opened [and] pouring water [came out of it], and it was raining
abundantly for three days and nights...?”

278 Cy13dem Kafescioglu, “In the Image of Riam: Ottoman Architectural Patronage in Sixteenth-Century Aleppo and
Damascus,” Mugarnas 16 (1999): 74.

21 fa-sami [al-nas] thaldthat ‘ayam wa kharajii fi al-yawm al-rabi * ‘ila al-musalla siyam® fa-tagaddama sahib
al-tarjama wa salla bi-l-nas imam®" ba ‘da tulii * al-shams thumma nasaba lahu kursi fi wasat al-musalla fa-ragiya
‘alayhi wa khataba khugbat al-istisgam [Sic] wa shara‘a fi al-da‘a’ wa irtafa ‘a al-dajij wa al-ibtihal ‘ila Allah
Ta ‘ala wa kaththara buka’ al-halaq wa kana al-falahin qad ‘ahdarii janib® kathi*" min al-bagar wa al-ma ‘az wa
al-ghanam wa amsaka al-mutarjam bi-likyatihi wa baka wa qgala ya Allaht la tafdah al-shayba bayna ‘ubadik fa
kharaja ft al-hal min jihat al-maghrib sukab aswad... tafarraga al-nas wa raja ‘i fa-lama idhan al-maghrib tilka
al-layla infatahat abwab al-samd’ bi-ma’ munhamar wa dama al-matar thaldthat ayam bi-layalihd ghazir™
kathir*"... Al-Muradi, SD, |, 68.
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In another case during the seventeenth century (during a particularly dry winter of 1662 —
1663), three consecutive prayers for rain were conducted. The crowd prayed twice at the
Umayyad Mosque, proceeding then to the suburban areas of the city. Their prayers were not
answered until the third time, and it seemed to the people that the reason for the first two
inefficient attempts lay in their misconduct, and their failure to demonstrate enough modesty
and humility.?

This betrays an important characteristic of communal prayers in the eighteenth-century
Damascus — the power of the ritual itself is unquestionable. If the prayer does not yield
immediate results, the problem must lie elsewhere. Morality would be questioned, the behavior
of populace would be highlighted, and the mystical properties of the shaykhs involved in the
ritual would be put to the test.

This particular understanding of a ritual conforms with studies of Legare, Sax, or
Sorensen, who defined ritual practice as a learned set of actions causally related to a certain
goal. This set of actions, seems to be consciously attributed with a specific result, which is
expected to occur. For the sake of efficacy, icons, or charismatic individuals may be included in
the ritual (in this case, the Sufi). If the desired effect does not occur, despite all of the actions
involved in a ritual properly conducted, one’s own piety may be questioned, as well as the

belief in the ritual itself.?”® Shaykh al-Hanbali had a lot at stake when he shouted out his plea to

God. His reputation, especially regarding his power over elements and other aspects of his

28 James Grehan, “Street Violence and Social Imagination in late-Mamluk and Ottoman Damascus (c. 1500 —
1800),” International Journal of Middle East Studies 35, no. 2 (May, 2003), 218.

" For the discussion, see William S. Sax, “Agency,” and J. Podemann Sorensen, “Efficacy,” in Theorizing
Rituals: Issues, Topics, Approaches, Concepts, ed., Jens Kreinath, Jan Snoek, and Micael Stausberg (Leiden and
Boston: Brill, 2006). See also William S. Sax, “Ritual and the Problem of Efficacy,” and Johannes Quack, “Bell,
Bourdieu, and Wittgenstein on Ritual Sense,” in The Problem of Ritual Efficacy, ed. William S. Sax (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2009), Cristine H. Legare and André L. Souza, “Evaluating Ritual Efficacy: Evidence
from the Supernatural,” Cognition 24, no. 1 (July, 2012): 1-15, and Catherine M. Bell, Ritual Theory, Ritual
Practice (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992), 140-142.
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piety, could have been put under scrutiny. Fortunately for him, it seems that the ensuing storms
prevented this turn of events.

Other natural catastrophes also spurred the people to conduct prayers so as to improve the
current set of circumstances. In the year 1171/1758, a wave of catastrophic earthquakes struck
at Damascus and its surrounding regions. The first tremor was weak, but it was immediately
followed by a second one, right at the time when the mu adhdhins commenced with their duty
in the many minarets of the city. Many of them died in the first wave, while the ensuing quakes
proceeded to destroy countless structures. The inhabitants of Syria were lost in large numbers.
Fear drove the Damascenes out of their houses to sleep in the alleyways, open fields,
cemeteries, or in the Umayyad Mosque. Ibn Budayr records the destruction of several khans,
adding that the earthquakes brought down the Qubbat al-Nasr — only half of it, according to the
barber, remained standing on the Mount Qasiyiin. A huge rock fell into the irrigation channel,
blocking the water supply for eleven days, while the ensuing earthquakes proceeded to tear
down buildings, towers of the citadel, and even a part of the Umayyad Mosque.?*°

The governor of Damascus of that period, ‘Abd Allah Pasha Al-Shataji (r. 1758 — 1759),
who reigned over Damascus after As‘ad Pasha, ordered the people to fast for three days. On the
fourth day, they were to go to the Al-Musalla Mosque, famous for its power to make prayers
answered.”®* A large crowd gathered in the mosque, and soon, the ‘ulama’ of the city
assembled along with the Sufi shaykhs. The governor himself arrived in the mosque with the

rest of his retinue, the judges and the muyti, and noise and crying filled the whole structure. For

280 1bn Budayr, HDY, 91B-92B..
81 Although this seems unusual, the order to fast and pray, according to the manuscript, came directly from the
pasha. Al-Budayri, HDY, 92B
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three days, the prayers went on in al-Daqqaaq Mosque, while the people demonstrated humility
and submission “as if it was the Judgement day.”?*

It seems that the ritual preparation for the communal prayer aimed to influence the
weather conditions and natural disasters did not change for more than half a century. According
to Ibn Budayr, even the new pasha seemed to be aware of the correct proceedings of the ritual
(the fast and the prayer). As in the report about Shaykh Al-Hanbali, the ritual prayer for making
the earthquakes stop required three days of fasting, after which the crowd would visit a mosque
famous for its power to make prayers come true. The supplications to God were followed by
loud cries as the people strove to express their own modesty and their absolute submission to
the will of the divine.

Their prayer was not answered this time. Light tremors of the ground drove the crowd to
disperse and return to their makeshift tents and camps in the open, where they stayed until the
first snow. Devastating winds followed the catastrophe in the ensuing months, adding to the
damage brought upon the fields and orchards. The prices of food immediately soared, leaving
the people of Damascus in, according to the barber, unprecedented poverty.?*®

The supreme authority of a religious ritual in the form of a communal prayer can also be
observed in the ritual summoning of Samarmar in 1747. The mystical bird did not appear that
year, and during the next season the number of locusts gradually increased to outrageous
proportions. The devastation they brought to the crops and orchards of Damascus brought great
agony to the people. As‘ad Pasha decided to turn to more practical measures this time. As was

the case with prior locust infestations, he ordered the people to collect quotas of insects (the

barber does not state the exact number of insects required per person) and bring them back to

%82 1hn Budayr, HDY, 92B.
%83 |bn Budayr, HDY, 92B-93B.
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him. They would then bury the locusts in the caves around the city. What is even more
interesting, the pasha’s orders also compelled the populace to dig holes in Christian and Jewish
graveyards, so that they could bury the insects there. Finally, the exterminated locusts would be
buried in wells and caves of the al-Salihiyya neighbourhood.?®* Soon after, the barber reported
a peculiar sighting. According to Daily Events, joyous news reached Damascus. Samarmar
came. It flew over numerous villages around the city, bringing terrible destruction to the locusts
praying on the crops. The ritual was successful. The joy of the people made them leave their
houses — shaykhs of al-Salihiyya formed a procession, followed by the sound of drums and loud
praise to God, and the people, naturally, proceeded to decorate the city with bright lights - in
Samarmar’s honor.?®®

But there was no end to the locusts — their numbers were still increasing “as though the
people did not gather a single one.”?®® To Ibn Budayr and, undoubtedly, to the majority of the
inhabitants, it appeared that the increase in numbers of locusts followed the increase in
“debauchery, bawdiness, vanity, the rising prices, and evil.”?*’ An intervention had to be made
urgently, so the shaykh of the Sufi Sa‘adiyya order, ‘Ibrahim al-Jabawi, organized a procession.
This particular order was considered a branch of the Rifa‘iyya order — an order famous for its
ability to deal with snake poison and evict snakes from people’s homes. They were often called
to help alleviate a certain cause of misery from the populace, and they remained even to the
present day, often performing impressive demonstrations of piercing their bodies, or eating

burning coals.?®® Followed by the sound of drums and fluttering flags, the shaykh led the

procession to visit the shrine of al-Sayyida Zaynab, where he asked the saint to reveal the

284 1bn Budayr, HDY, 35B-36A.

28 1bn Budayr, HDY, 36A-37B.

%6 ka-anna al-nds lam yajtami ‘ minhu shay’. Al-Budayri, HDY, 91.

21 wa qad zada al-fujir wa al-fisq wa al-ghuriir... wa al-ghila’... wa al-shurir. Al-Budayri, HDY, 36B.

%88 gee Itztchak Weismann, “Sufi Brotherhoods in Syria and Israel: A Contemporary Overview,” History of
Religions 43 (2004): 306. See also Al-Budayri, HDY, 91, n.1.
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source of the people’s misfortune. This saint seemed to be of particular value for dealing with
natural calamities.?® The procession stayed there during the day, proceeding to circle around
the city, arriving finally at the doors of the citadel. There, in the center of the city, the Sufis
performed a ritual called dawsa.?® This ritual was usually performed by the Sa‘adiyya
dervishes to celebrate the Prophet’s birthday. The dervishes would lie on their bellies, and the
shaykh would ride a horse over their backs. The dervishes would remain unharmed and stand
upright, which was one of the miracles of this order.

Shaykh al-Jabawi employed every device he had at his disposal. Amidst the desperate
cries and supplications, the numerous candles and lanterns shone over the shaykh’s followers
who called for the destruction of the insects and the final release from the city’s ordeal. Two
days later, a procession of the people of al-Maydan, followed by the sound of drums, entered
the al-Musalla Mosque to pray for the destruction of locusts. Their prayer was a lament of the
state of society in their city, the society in which:

...most of the women are unveiled, and the daughters of passion, who are the whores,
circulate the alleys and markets during night and day, followed by the dalatiyya and the
evildoers, and nobody says a thing... while the righteous are in grief and agony...*"

Once again, the prayer along with its result seems to be unquestionable. It was the people
themselves who were guilty of improper behavior, which pollutes the ritual and prevents it from
succeeding. Deeply engraved into the consciousness of the Damascenes, the many prayer
rituals conducted en masse represented the first line of defense against natural disasters. Like
the summoning of Samarmar, these rituals were employed by every resident of the city, from

the common people to the highest authorities.

289 gee Taylor, In the Vicinity of the Righteous, 130.

20 1hn Budayr, HDY, 37A.

2% “akhtar al-nisa’ qad bahat, wa banat al-hawa wa hum [sic] al-shlikkat da’irat layl®™ wa nihar* bil- ‘azqa wa
al- ‘aswaq wa ma ‘hum al-dalatiyya wa al-fusaq wa la ‘ahad yatakallam bi-gil wa qal... wa al-salih fi hamm... 1bn
Budayr, HDY, 37B.

113



CEU eTD Collection

4.5. Conclusion: Religion and Ibn Budayr’s Eighteenth-Century Damascene

The communal religious practices which I discussed above represent a common part of the
Damascenes’ tradition. Indeed it might be stated that they represented an element which in part
forms the definition of the barber’s eighteenth-century Damascene. For the city’s inhabitants
this corpus of religious practices was, undoubtedly, something to take pride in. It is no surprise,
therefore, that the attempt of one governor of Damascus, Husayn Pasha al-Bustan;ji (r. 1738-

1739), to abolish certain forms of Sufi prayers called tahlila,***

spurred dissatisfaction of such
great proportions among the population and the military that it finally became one of the factors
which led to an outright rebellion.?*®

Religious feelings and their expression, as described by Ibn Budayr, seem to have
represented a great unifying factor for the populace of Damascus, an element so common that
its presence could be felt even in the midst of celebrations which cannot be fully classified as
religious. During some of the greatest manifestations, sometimes organized by the highest
instances of authority within the city walls, 1bn Budayr writes about a large number of the
inhabitants drawn together, regardless of their social status and religious affiliation. Religious
overtones are, however, perceivable even within these events.

In addition to the normative texts pertaining to religion, the barber’s eighteenth-century
Damascenes demonstrated a wide folklore which was accepted by all strata of Damascene
inhabitants. The Damascenes fueled their prayers with the mystical charisma of saints, both

those still living and those long since deceased, whose tombs now represented a miraculous

source of divine blessing. Samarmar’s wings hid in their shadows the mystical sites the power

22 The Sufis of Damascus performed the tahlila prayer in the days following an individual’s death, upon the
request of the mourning family. For more details about how this prayer looked like in the nineteenth century, see
al-Qasimi,QS, 222-223.

298 Rafeq, The Province, 133.
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of which was more favored than others for the successful completion of a ritual, shaykhs who
would not risk their authority and exposure to shame even if it came from the divine itself, and
miracle-workers whose active involvement in prayers led to wondrous effects.

Even more important is that the elements of these manifestations, both those covered by
the normative texts and those more informal, seem to have acquired a local character over the
passage of time. The sites and individuals which provided saintly charisma for the people were
ultimately local and Damascene. Veneration of a certain place or individual was sometimes
inspired from the outside, as with the tomb of Ibn ‘Arabi, but this tomb stood within the
territory of Damascus, providing a local character to specific rituals conducted upon it.

Some beliefs grew their roots deep within the city, shedding away the need for outside
inspiration. The Samarmar’s legend represents an excellent example. As I have already
mentioned, it does not seem that inhabitants of other Ottoman regions called upon the bird
during locust infestations. Legends like the one about the magical spring in Persia existed
within the local tradition for at least a significant part of the second millennium of the Current
Era, merging into the life of the population to such an extent that they represented a reflexive
reaction against an emerging threat. Such a legend represents a part of the entire corpus of
beliefs which united every member of the Budayr’s Damascenes. It was as much a part of the
city as were its own inhabitants.

| have, thus, shown how Daily Events might imply the twofold role of the public rituals
and religious practices in the eighteenth-century Damascus. On the one hand, the people of the
city used them to achieve a specifically set goal. Their other role was to preserve a certain sense
of belonging to the city, along with the rest of the population. Comprised of applied

prescriptions of normative texts, as well as of a variety of other elements of local (and
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universal) folklore, they contributed to the defining of a Damascene inhabitant, and served as a

symbol with the potential to unite the barber’s Damascenes under one communal identity.
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Conclusion

Damascus Before Modernity: Popular Religious Practices as a Part of a
Damascene Tradition

The Damascene barber, Shihab al-Din Ahmad Ibn Budayr had much more to say about
the state of society and government in Damascus during the period between 1741 and 1763 than
became apparent in the previous pages. However, the scope of this study does not allow a
thorough analysis of other reports and briefings which figure in Daily Events. The analysis of
the barber’s text is, still, of great importance for the scholarship dedicated to the Middle East,
and it seems worthwhile for the barber’s manuscript to remain in the focus of historians’
research, uncovering more information about the city of Damascus and its eighteenth-century
inhabitants.

This study offered an overview of some religious habits and practices of the barber’s
Damascenes. Its pages supplied the reader with information about some more peculiar and
informal practices of the Damascenes which the barber wrote down and left for the future
generations. The form of religion practiced by the population of Damascus in the span of years
covered by Ibn Budayr’s chronicle was placed within the context of everyday life, claiming for
itself a position from which it would remain available for the inhabitants, if such a need
presents itself.

The Damascenes could draw upon their rich religious corpus whenever they felt that
such an act was necessary. Great catastrophes which shook the city required serious reactions,
which often included a prayer or a ritual to summon the divine energy for salvation of the
people from their misery. Often led by the Sufi shayks and saints who represented living
sources of divine blessings, these ritual acts required from the inhabitants full obedience,

humility, and employment of places rumored to have enough power to ensure the ritual’s

117



CEU eTD Collection

success. The saints of the city offered incantations which secured an individual’s success when
attempting to find, for instance, a loved one, heal an injury, or increase the supplicant’s
monetary gain. All such practices were ingrained deep within the Damascenes’ traditions — SO
deep that it seems impossible to detach them from the written corpus of normative texts
provided by the imperial intellectual elite.

The barber 1bn Budayr serves as an excellent example of this inseparability of formal
and informal religious practices. The barber maintains a traditionalist attitude towards morality
and religion, and writes reports in which he informs the researcher about his own religious
practices. The barber fasted during holy months, listened to preachers, and studied with muffis.
In addition, he wrote about the miracles of his master, snakes that appear in freshly dug graves,
and dreams of divine inspiration. The barber writes without exclusion, demonstrating through
his own modes of self-representation how deeply intertwined the formal and informal religious
practices were for him and his co-inhabitants.

The Damascenes would reach for their religious traditions when it would be necessary
to display themselves in the best possible way. Religion had a strong significance in the acts of
self-representation, as well as the depiction of other famous figures, or the writer’s loved ones —
Ibn Budayr quite clearly shows that. On the other hand, the people who did not enjoy much
popularity within society of the barber’s eighteenth-century Damascus could often find their
own piety questioned as a sign of serious neglect on their part. Piety of the city’s notables
seemed to be of importance for the wider population — the people depicted by Ibn Budayr
expected of their rulers to display traits of piety in order to become figures on whom the rest of
the population could depend on.

Communal rituals and religious celebrations had the power to unite a large number of

the Damascenes together. Aimed at a specific goal, such rituals would also participate in the
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process of building the foundation upon which the sense of a communal identity could be
formed. These practices would often draw from a vast corpus of folklore, the elements of which
might have existed within and around Damascus even throughout several centuries. The entire
scope of customs and practices observed by the Damascenes in the eighteenth century included
many borrowed elements from other regions of the Ottoman Empire, and some of its elements
seem universal — reminiscent of similar practices observed in many different geographical
areas. Still, these practices would often also demonstrate a local character, through the inclusion
of local saints, places of power, or other elements which originated on the territory around
Damascus. The legend of Samarmar serves well to illustrate how certain legends might acquire
local properties over the course of time. Samarmar was summoned in Damascus to fend off the
locust infestations - for the same purpose, the inhabitants of Latakia organized communal
ceremonies at the grave of a local saint, Ibn Hani, while the people of Homs formed
processions carrying what was believed to be one of the original copies of the Qur’an made
under the rule of ‘Uthman (r.644-656).2°* Such rituals served to perpetuate local tradition and to
define an inhabitant of a certain area.

Popular religious practices of the Damascenes served to perpetuate and inform the wide
cultural corpus of the city’s inhabitants. The inhabitants of the city were, in a sense, united by
common tradition and cultural values, which makes the research into the forms of their popular
religious practices invaluable. Examinations of the various elements which constitute this
cultural corpus will enable historians to assemble a clearer overview of the circumstances
which prevailed in the region in the century prior to modernity.

Approximately half a century after the last years described in Ibn Budayr’s work, the

Middle East and Levant witnessed an intensified contact with the European countries, which

294 Grehan, ,,The Legend of the Samarmar,” 119-120.
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gradually brought more changes to the Arab lands. Among the innovations brought to the
Middle East was a wider use of the printing press, which enabled scholars and intellectuals to
publish their thoughts with more ease. Newspapers, journals, and magazines appeared, and their
content seems, in a sense, reminiscent of the content of the barber’s chronicle. The first
generations of the Arab intellectuals who employed the printing press were comprised of many
Christians, who supported the unity of the Arab lands established on the basis of common
language and culture. More than half a century before the rise of the Islamic reformist
movement, the families like al-Bustanis, or authors like Jurji Zaydan who were the reforms’
contemporaries,”® propagated the unification of the Arabs on the basis of a shared cultural
heritage. The barber, along with other chroniclers of the eighteenth century, as well as those of
previous periods, illuminates certain aspects of this rich cultural heritage, preserving it for
future generations of scholars. The rich volumes they left behind cast light on the Middle
Eastern world and all of its peculiarities out of which the nineteenth-century reforms arose.
Because of Ibn Budayr, and chroniclers like him, the researcher can in the present day attempt
to assemble a coherent, more complex image of the factors which precipitated the

developments within the Arab World since their time and through the nineteenth century.

2% For the authors of the al-Bustani family, see Albert Hourani, Arabic Thought in the Liberal Age 1798-1939
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), 99-102. For Zaydan, see Starkey, Modern Arabic Literature, 23,
99-100.
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