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			Introduction

			 

			 

			Would it be true to say that I began my investigation of Hindiyya ‘Ujaymi impartially, without feeling the slightest fascination for her? Certainly not. She remains even today shrouded in an aura of diabolical mystery that could only appeal to a narrator. I had already read Volney, who visited Lebanon when the ramifications of the scandal in 1777 had not yet subsided. The author relates factual elements of Hindiyya’s tale that fuel rather than satisfy the readers’ curiosity, like the pages of a good novel:

			About the year 1735 there was, in the neighbourhood of the Jesuit Missionaries, a Maronite girl, named Hendia, whose extraordinary way of life began to attract the attention of the people. She fasted, wore a hair-cloth, possessed the gift of tears; and, in a word, had all the outward appearance of the ancient hermits, and soon acquired a similar reputation. Everybody considered her a model of piety and many thought her a saint. The transition from such a reputation to talk of miracles is very easy, and indeed, it was soon reported that she was able to work miracles. To have a proper conception of the effects of these reports we must not forget that the state of men’s minds in Lebanon was nearly the same as in the earliest ages. There were neither infidels nor wits, nor even doubters. Hendia availed herself of this single-minded enthusiasm for the completion of her designs; and, imitating the conduct of her predecessors in the same career, she wished to become the foundress of a new order . . . . To build the convent, money was necessary. The foundress solicited the pious charity of her followers, whose contributions were so abundant as to enable her, in a few years, to erect two vast stone houses which could not have cost less than 120,000 livres (5,000 pounds). . . . Everything succeeded as well as could have been wished; it is true that many of the nuns died, but this was imputed to the air, and the real cause was not easy to be discovered. Hendia had reigned over her little kingdom nearly twenty years, when an unforeseen accident threw everything into confusion. A broker, travelling from Damascus to Bairout (sic) in the summer, found himself at nightfall near this convent: the gates were shut, the hour unseasonable; and, as he did not wish to give any trouble, he contented himself with a bed of straw and lay down in the outer court, awaiting the return of day. He had only slept a few hours when a sudden noise of doors and bolts awoke him. Three women came out of one of the doors, with spades and shovels in their hands. They were followed by two men bearing a long white bundle which appeared very heavy. They proceeded towards an adjoining piece of ground full of stones and rubbish where the men deposited their load, dug a hole into which they put it, and, covering it with earth, trod it down with their feet, after which they all returned to the house. The sight of men with nuns and this bundle thus mysteriously buried by night could not but furnish the traveller with matter for thought. At first he remained silent out of astonishment, but this was soon from anxiety and fear; he therefore hastily set off for Barout (sic) at break of day. . . .1

			The reputation of a saint and the founder of a religious order brutally destroyed by an accusation of murder provides great potential literary material, as Maurice Barrès would recognise much later.2 Reading Volney, however, it is difficult to understand clearly the full details of an affair that had lasted over twenty-five years. 

			Hindiyya was also fascinating for reasons beyond this tale. She left autobiographical texts in which she evokes memories of her childhood and adolescence and attempts to describe her remarkable mystical experiences. She was probably the first woman in the Arab world to have asserted herself as “I”. I was not the first person to be captivated by her story; Fr Michel Hayek had already published her writings in Arabic,3 and Fr Youakim Moubarac later made a French version of her two main testimonies available to a larger audience in a monumental work that was intended to be an anthology of Maronite heritage.4 

			I had some doubts about the truth of the murders that took place in the convent under Hindiyya’s supervision: my knowledge of the history of Lebanon and Syria made me sceptical about this kind of accusation, since on many other occasions the death of a patriarch or bishop had unjustly been rumoured to be criminal, or an upstanding figure had unjustly been accused of the most heinous acts. The idea of untangling the mystery seemed exciting. I was even more interested by the novelty of Hindiyya’s writings. It seemed to me that I had an example of “the modern individual”, shaped by the methods and themes of the post-Tridentine Catholicism I had previously analysed in Les Chrétiens du Proche-Orient au temps de la Réforme catholique.5 Moreover, the story involved a woman. As I had already noted in my earlier research, Western influence had led to a feminisation of Christianity in the Middle East. 

			Hindiyya struck me as modern insofar as she clearly demonstrated the effects of a devout education, the catechism, pious images, inspirational readings, regular sacraments, and intensive spiritual guidance on the development of her personality. All this seemed to have led to an awareness of the “self” that could be expressed with the psychological tools that the Catholic literature of the eighteenth century placed at her disposal, and resulted in the internalization of religion and a break with traditional practices which tended to be exterior and collective. Besides, the spirituality of the Sacred Heart, which she claimed as her inspiration, conveyed a specific political message, involving reparation, atonement, and combat against the enemy. Within the context of Christian minorities in Islamic countries this could be particularly effective.6 The methodical study of Hindiyya was consequently the natural continuation of my search for interactions between the Catholic West and the small Christian societies of the Middle East, and allowed me to develop the analysis of the changes taking place.

			Yet another reason encouraged me to take on this task: the abundance of sources, some of which were rather original, for example the testimonies of Hindiyya’s confessors concerning her spiritual direction. The “De Propaganda Fide” congregation, with whose archives I was already familiar, was the repository of a voluminous correspondence from a wide variety of protagonists and witnesses of events that occurred around Hindiyya during her long life. “Special congregations” of cardinals had sought to unravel the circumstances that were brought to the attention of the Roman authorities, and had tried to settle the protracted conflicts that had arisen. Apostolic delegates had been sent to Lebanon several times to investigate, and their detailed reports provided valuable material. 

			The sources may have been too abundant. I must admit that on several occasions I felt completely overwhelmed by the weight of contradictory evidence, doubting I would ever be able to clear up any particular episode, and weighed down by the amount of paper it had generated. My time was also limited. If the writing was not to be postponed indefinitely, I had to remind myself at certain moments that there was enough material to provide a degree of certainty and on which to base an honest version of the story. Nevertheless I continued to complement my discoveries in the archives of the Propaganda with documents kept in the patriarchate in Bkirki and the headquarters of the Society of Jesus in Rome, as well as with accounts in the French consular correspondence. Chronicles occasionally shed interesting light on a particular episode.7 I also examined what had already been published. At the beginning of the twentieth century Fr Bulus ‘Abbud Al-Ghustawi was the first scholar to study the “Hindiyya affair” systematically, and to publish a large quantity of documents kept in the archives of the Propaganda, supplemented by documents from the Maronite Patriarchate and other Lebanese collections.8 Fr Butrus Fahd subsequently published collections of documents, the most useful of which came from the convent of Aleppine Monks in Rome.9 The object of both of these clerics was clearly apologetic. Furthermore, their editorial work is somewhat sketchy, with numerous errors or inaccuracies. Yet I was still determined to use them for lack of anything better. Fr Michel Hayek had assembled the corpus of Hindiyyan writings and published them in the journal Al-Mashriq. He too was motivated by the idea of rehabilitating the Maronite heroine. Nevertheless, his introduction provides some interesting interpretations of what he calls an intellectual crisis at the confluence of several social, mental, and moral crises. He particularly emphasised the fact that Hindiyya raised the problem of the synthesis between a religiosity of Western origin, for which he provides a large number of sources, and an Eastern mentality.10 Tempted to write the history of the Maronite mystic, he stressed the difficulty of such an undertaking which, he believed, was impossible for a single individual in view of the complexity of events, the large number of protagonists, and the “sea of documents”. 

			This warning inhibited me. But I did not undertake the project with the intention of writing a “life of Hindiyya”. I am not particularly fond of biographies, and my background leads me to focus on structures and patterns rather than on the individual’s action in the evolution of history. Furthermore, I approached the subject with a hypothesis inspired by a simplistic feminism: I considered Hindiyya to have been a helpless girl who was manipulated by male authorities, a pawn in the struggles and ambitions of her masculine entourage. 

			In one of our conversations, on the other hand, Fr Hayek drew my attention to the importance of Hindiyya’s iron will in the course of events. I was able to verify the accuracy of his assessment as I progressed in my research. Besides, the material I had read made me realise that female mystics had not been so easily manipulated by men in a position of power. They had actually managed to usurp authority and impose some of their ideas, albeit within an extremely limited framework. The renunciation of sexuality, in particular, was not the result of any oppression exerted by their family, but was a deliberate choice that could allow them to escape the often unappealing fate of marriage and motherhood and aspire to a more enviable place in society.11 

			Hindiyya therefore gradually occupied more space in my project, becoming the central figure of the book I was writing. There was a consistency in her behaviour which, once grasped, provided a unity to the whole story. I did not intend to limit myself to an artificial opposition between society and the individual as individuals only exist within a diversified network of social relationships which enable them to develop.12 It is not the individual as such, immutably structured since childhood and programmed, as it were, for a future which the historian will reconstruct retrospectively, and who can provide the key to the events in which he or she was involved. On the contrary -- Hindiyya’s identity developed within the context of her time, while leaving an indelible mark on her society. Besides, living saints, more than other figures in history, are created in the gaze of those who behold them.13 In this respect, they belong to the category of charismatic leaders whose power comes from the recognition they produce in others.14 

			The Lebanese society in which Hindiyya began her career did not function according to a coherent, transparent and stable system of norms. It was riddled with contradictions which led to conflict between the protagonists and the values to which they adhered. I had sought to write the history of this changing society, caught up in a whirlwind of confusing political events at so many different levels that it looks confused and difficult for the historian to decipher. This complexity, however, allowed the individual, in this case Hindiyya, a relatively large “interstitial” freedom to act upon the group.15 The system of power surrounding a cloistered woman who aspires to charismatic authority clearly has specific traits. Within the Lebanese context, however, the system did not function as it did in comparable European cases. 

			In its relations with the Christian Churches of the East, Rome is usually presented as an immutable monolithic block. But I believe that we cannot understand Hindiyya’s story unless we adopt a different perspective. Lebanese temporality was not that of the popes and cardinals. When Hindiyya committed herself to the path of modern and Western mysticism under the guidance of a Jesuit, Rome, which distrusted personal inspirations and emotional outbursts, considered this with suspicion. Her story occurred in the wake of the Quietist crisis, and at the time of the “regolata devozione”. Nor was the cult of the Sacred Heart which Hindiyya claimed to follow particularly popular with the head of the Church just then. But the Roman normative system was itself in a state of flux during the turbulent period of the second half of the eighteenth century, and the attitude towards this kind of spirituality subsequently became more positive, or at least ambivalent, and Catholicism continued to be crossed by conflicting currents. 

			My desire to study Hindiyya’s fate in relation to her entourage resulted in a chronological history that was more of a narrative than I had originally intended. A method had to be followed resembling the Italian microstoria insofar as it seeks to rebuild social networks and strategies of power and domination within a restricted space but on a very large scale.16 I was therefore often confronted with the basic procedure of a positivist historian (for which I was not especially trained) in order to establish the detailed chronology of the events. This is not a prerequisite for interpretation but rather an initial interpretative approach, linking events and seeking meaning bit by bit. In a history that aims to focus on the strategy, the indecision and the intentions of the protagonists, this procedure, which often resembles a police investigation and a judicial reconstruction, is at the basis of all research. It would have been even harder for me to dispense with it since it had not been previously conducted in an honest and systematic way, and I did not possess the tools that would have allowed me to avoid it. 

			Hindiyya’s many autobiographical writings, along with the descriptions of her personality made by her successive spiritual directors, are naturally conducive to a psychoanalytical interpretation. It would probably be possible to diagnose a childhood hysteria which subsequently led to paranoia, although these pathological conditions were not defined by European medicine until well after her death. Without going that far we have enough details of Hindiyya’s childhood to discern, as in other women aspiring to sanctity, the sources of her quest for a mystical union, and later, her megalomaniacal hatred. While suggesting various possibilities, I finally decided to abandon this approach. Firstly, because it would have distorted the historical method I just mentioned, which focuses less on the individual than on the individual’s interaction with society, and reactions to events and situations. It would also have confined the entire history within an excessively univocal interpretation. Secondly, because I am not qualified for this kind of interpretation. If Freud himself practised retrospective analysis with some caution in the case of President Schreber, in A Neurosis of Demoniacal Possession in the Seventeenth Century, or in Leonardo Da Vinci and a Memory of His Childhood,17 in which he relied on written documentation, he did so by referring to his clinical experience in order to advance his hypothesis. This is obviously something that I lack altogether. Finally, for a psychoanalytical approach to be possible, the socio-historical groundwork must be established in order to avoid anachronisms and errors of interpretation. This has hardly been the case for Hindiyya up until now. I hope that my research will contribute to this end.18 Although the dialogue between historians and psychoanalysts has begun, it often concludes that the respective hermeneutics are incompatible. Abandoning the “psychoanalysis of Hindiyya” was frustrating, but I am convinced that a more qualified author will rise to the challenge using the sources that I shall indicate, for, rich though they are, the two texts published by Youakim Moubarac remain inadequate.19 

			Hindiyya’s mystical adventure is quite unusual in the Maronite context. It is, however, fairly commonplace when compared to the lives of a long litany of young women in the West who pursued sanctity from the thirteenth century onwards. While respecting the undeniably unique nature of her experience, I was able to show the way in which Hindiyya shared the characteristic traits of female mystics in general. To do this I had at my disposal an almost endless bibliography on the subject.20 Nevertheless, the acculturation of the model of feminine sanctity in Aleppo and Lebanon followed specific evolutions which I am not sure I have fully grasped.

			The second – dark – half of Hindiyya’s life poses more difficult problems of interpretation. The literature on female hatred and cruelty in convents is much less abundant than that which deals with the mysticism and sanctity of women. Contemporary sociological research on “new religiosities” and cult phenomena provided me with the relevant theoretical framework of understanding to apply to the events that took place in Bkirki from 1755 on.21 This interpretation has the additional merit of preserving the consistency of Hindiyya’s personality between the first and second phases of her life. 

			The writer has the privilege of being able to intervene at any time during the narrative and, if he needs to do so, to express his personal feelings.22 The historian, on the other hand, must try to be as unobtrusive as possible. In this account of Hindiyya it was not always easy to adopt a suitably neutral style. If I began this work with a feeling of empathy for Hindiyya, the discovery of Warda Badran’s shocking deposition in the archives of the Propaganda forced me to confront the subject of murders and disturbed me deeply. Reading the poignant testimonies of those who had been victims of the despotic charisma of Bkirki’s mother superior inspired feelings of horror and revulsion that I struggled to control. Is it possible to write the biography of someone you abhor?23 This question forced me to retain a distance that would avoid imposing my opinion on the reader. I am not sure if I have completely succeeded. 

			The question also arises of whether or not I should reveal everything I have discovered. Yes, undoubtedly. Not with a view to creating a scandal or a literary success, but simply in order to exercise my profession honestly, without obliterating any aspect of the truth. Unless I choose to forego a coherent narrative of events, I have to present once and for all the stark reality of the facts to the public, regardless of the consequences. This revelation could also facilitate the process of memory after a repression which lasted well over a century. 
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			Part One

			An Aleppine Childhood (1720-1746)

			 

			 

			1. Christians of Aleppo

			 

			 

			Aleppo. The city that witnessed the birth of Hindiyya ‘Ujaymi on 31 July 1720, with its 100,000 inhabitants, was one of the largest in the Ottoman Empire, gaining its wealth from trade and craftsmanship. Wars with Safavid Iran and the increase of European shipping in the Indian Ocean during the seventeenth century had all but ended the trade with the Persian Gulf and beyond which had originally established its prosperity; so the city’s economy had become more regional in scope. The arrival of spices met with obstacles ever since the 1630s. The silk trade, however, had been successfully maintained until the middle of the eighteenth century. Merchants were drawing increasingly on the products of the surrounding countryside and the developing local crafts (textiles and soap). Their commerce remained primarily in the Mediterranean area, from Istanbul to Cairo, but ties subsisted, or were renewed, with Iraq and India. Business with Europeans, many of whom lived in the city, became of vital importance. In the eighteenth century Aleppo was a hub for textile exports, especially cottons. Shipments of local textiles to Marseille were constantly increasing. In contrast with the generally accepted pattern of economic domination, Aleppo, at that time, sold more manufactured goods than it purchased. European material civilization and products from the New World, however, increasingly penetrated the local market.1 

			In the sixteenth century the Christians of the city, like the other inhabitants, were primarily influenced by the Turkish and Persian worlds, drawing not only on their material resources, but also on their tastes and cultural references. However, starting in the seventeenth century, their gaze turned elsewhere. They became ever more open to Mediterranean Europe, and increasingly coveted the West’s tangible and intangible assets. Many of them were craftsmen. They did not confine themselves to the usual professional specialisations of Christians, such as working with precious metals, but took part in nearly all the common professions (as bakers, ironmongers, green-grocers, etc.). They were most active in the textile industry (as weavers, lustreurs, manufacturers and merchants of silk, and so on).2 Some Christian notables were merchants, often sharing business deals with the great Muslim businesspeople of the city, and also with the European businessmen living there. They formed partnerships with Muslim moneylenders, went on business trips, and then shared profits with their creditors. They were also involved in shipping activity within the Ottoman Empire. They served, finally, as brokers (simsars) for European businessmen, locating goods for export and distributing imported goods throughout the city and its hinterland. All of these activities led them to expand their horizon towards Istanbul and Egypt as well as Italy and France. Their interactions with the Christian West were not limited to pursuing purely material interests. At a time when “economy” was not an intellectual category, “protection” from the Ottoman authorities was sought as much through personal relations, honorific titles or indulgences for souls in Purgatory, as it was through commercial partnerships with Europeans, tax exemptions and legal privileges.3 

			Christians in Aleppo benefited greatly from the growth of the city during the Ottoman peace. It is believed that they were better off than the general population, although the largest local fortunes were Muslim. Their number steadily increased during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and later, despite widespread emigration to Lebanon, Palestine and Egypt. Their population totalled around 20,000 or 30,000, some 20 % of the city’s population.4 

			Most of the Christian population was concentrated in the northern suburbs of Aleppo, which had grown considerably between the sixteenth and the eighteenth centuries, although the Muslim presence there had decreased. A centre formed by the neigbourhood of Al-Saliba Al-Jadida (Jdayda), where the churches of the different communities, crammed next to each other, were located, was almost exclusively Christian. This was where the young Hindiyya spent her early years. The main street of Jdayda, extending from the city gates (Bab al-Faraj, Bab al-Nasr), was lined with shops and public gathering places, mosques, baths, and cafés.5 In residential areas winding narrow streets were surrounded by high, sheer, stone walls. Some of the finest examples of patrician homes from the early Ottoman period can still be seen here today as testimony to the wealth of Christian merchants bearing the title of khawaja. Hindiyya was raised in a house (dar) like this. Behind a small door opening onto a corridor, which out of discretion was located on a corner of the house, the household space was organised around one or two interior courtyards, creating cool and peaceful haven from after the dust of the street with its lemon and citron trees, vine trellis, the scent of jasmine, and the gurgle of a small fountain. The courtyard was extended and completed on the southern end with a typical feature of Syrian architecture: the iwan (or liwan), a lounge open on the northern side, which was often taller than the rest of the house, and had a vaulted roof. It could be reached by climbing a step, after removing one’s shoes. Shelter was provided from the sun as well as the wind. Opposite, there was usually a reception hall called the qa‘a, which was often sumptuously decorated, and comprised several areas.

			The visitor either did not go beyond the first courtyard (if the house had two), or was invited to enter a special room for receiving guests. Large houses often had “a coffee room” (‘uda qahwa) divided into two areas, one exterior or barrani, reserved for men and their guests; another, interior or juwwani, strictly reserved for the family, especially women.6 This can be called the harem. According to Alexander Russell the latter only existed in some Christian houses. Nevertheless, several years earlier, Antonio Venturi, Hindiyya’s Jesuit confessor and first biographer, mentions a recinto delle donne (women’s premises), which had been invaded by an “army of intrusive fleas”, in the young woman’s family home.7

			The rooms of the house, according to the wealth and size of the family, were situated around two or three sides of the courtyard. There was usually another floor above. The chambers of various sizes were covered by a vaulted or wooden ceiling, and walls were often lavishly decorated with woodwork. The use of the rooms was determined by their exposure and the season: there were winter rooms and summer rooms, without being designated as living room, dining room or bedroom. Several people slept in the same room. In the morning, the bedding was rolled up, and space became available for the day’s activities. In the ‘Ujaymi household, according to Hindiyya, mother and daughters slept together, and the daughters occasionally slept beside the father. However, the young girl, at least when she was a little older, seems to have found some privacy, with a space for herself, where she was able to keep her devotional images. Later she says that her room “was not very big”. She also relates that she was accompanied at night by a “Greek woman” named Anna. She had probably stubbornly insisted upon this privacy as a special favour.8

			The Christians in Aleppo were divided into several different denominations, each with its own community and ecclesiastical organization. The “Greeks”, or “Melkites”, that is the Byzantines, whose “Patriarch of Antioch” had his see in Damascus, were the most numerous. They represented about half of the Christians in the city, between 10,000 and 15,000 souls.9 The Aleppines, with powerful notables and a clergy that comprised a dozen priests and an archbishop (1668), were one of the most dynamic elements of the Melkite Church, which it frequently provided with officers.10 Second in number were the Armenians, who had long belonged to the city’s Christian economic and cultural elite, and possessed two very old churches. The Syrians, who really originated from Mesopotamia, had made Aleppo one of their capitals between the fifteenth and seventeenth centuries, with a resident patriarch or archbishop, and a beautiful church. 

			Compared to these three communities the Maronites figured as rather “poor cousins”. They are said to have descended from the mountains of Lebanon to settle in Aleppo at the request of the governors of the city from 1489 on. This may not have been the case for everyone, and the Maronite presence in the Syrian city might be even older. Yet there was certainly a large immigration in the first part of the seventeenth century. Some families also have names that evoke villages in Lebanon,11 and others claimed kinship with their cousins from the mountain. This was true in the case of the Hawa, the maternal side of Hindiyya’s family, if we are to believe her great-grandfather, who reported that they were originally from Ehden and related to the patriarch Istifan Al-Duwayhi.12 Before 1725 the Maronite bishop of Aleppo did not reside in his diocese but in the Lebanese district of Kisrawan. The other communities of the city did not hesitate, on occasion, to call them emigrants who should return home or join the other Churches.13

			The Maronites are estimated to have numbered 3,000 in 1665.14 It is uncertain whether this population, which had significantly increased in previous decades, would have grown much more after this date. Their church of St Elijah, resituated next to the church of the Greeks and both of the Armenian churches in a narrow courtyard of Jdayda, is the smallest in the neighbourhood. Reconstruction work to enlarge it was begun around 1671. In 1682, most of the congregation had to remain standing at the door. This could indicate an increase in their number, but also the more frequent attendance of the female part of the “nation”.15

			The Maronites were often described during the seventeenth century as the poorest of the city’s Christian communities (ta’ifa). An account from April 1655, relating the terrible persecution of the small Church for having celebrated Easter with the Latin rite in accordance with the Gregorian calendar, says they did not even have two hundred heads of families, and that three quarters of them were beggars, starving and dispensed from paying the tribute (jizya) because of their poverty. The wealthiest were servants of the “Franks” (Europeans), and as such, would have earned two ecus per month, most of which would be spent on paying taxes.16 

			It is likely that this picture is only partially correct. Conditions that created and demolished fortunes changed very quickly during these years, which were not the best in Aleppo’s economic history. We can presume that the wealth of Aleppine Maronites, like that of the Melkites, generally increased from the second half of the seventeenth century. From 1664 on they claim to have paid much more than usual at the collection made by the bishop sent from Lebanon by the patriarch.17 In 1673 they contributed alms to the foundation of the convent of Tamish in Kisrawan. This became the seat of the titular bishop of Aleppo, who regularly received money collected in the city.18 The family of the Al-Khazin sheikhs, patrons of the convent and protectors of the Bluzanis, whose family members had occupied the episcopal see of Aleppo for two generations, demanded “gifts” and “services” from its parishioners. The ties between the bishop of Aleppo, the convent of Tamish, and the Khazin family, whose claims met with objections, continued until the appointment of a member of the order of Lebanese Monks, Arsanyus Shukri, as bishop of the city in 1763.19

			Around 1670, when the Aleppine Maronites appear to have been collectively wealthier, the more well-to-do merchant families among them distinguished themselves through their works of charity. This was the case for the maternal side of Hindiyya’s family, the Hawas. Antonio Venturi later called them a “very noble and very rich” family, while Shukrallah ‘Ujaymi, her father, is said to have been “comfortably off”, but less so than his ancestors. This did not prevent him, however, from considering the purchase of a larger and more beautiful house.20 

			In 1693 when Jibra’il Hawa, Hindiyya’s great-uncle, informed his father, Tuma, of his religious vocation, the latter sent him to visit Mount Lebanon to make discreet enquiries about the possibilities of becoming a monk, entrusting him at the same time with goods to be traded in Tripoli.21 When he arrived in Lebanon the young monastic candidate and his companions were naturally directed to the convent of Tamish because of its special ties with Aleppo. But the life that was led in that establishment did not suit them, and in the end they decided to restore the monastery of Mar Mura, in Ehden, with money from the Hawa family. The patriarch Duwayhi fully intended his native region to benefit from the prosperity and devotion of the Aleppines. The new order of Lebanese Monks founded by these zealous young men consequently received alms and donations regularly from the city’s faithful thereafter.22 

			Complex spiritual, political and financial relationships were therefore forged between the Maronites from Aleppo and their religious brethren in Lebanon. The group of young men to which Jibra’il Hawa belonged constituted, along with their followers, a kind of intellectual élite that was both more open to the West and better educated in the Arabic language and literature than preceding generations. With their dynamic energy they greatly contributed to strengthening the unity of the Maronite ta’ifa and its developing awareness of identity. But the close association of Aleppines with the life of the Maronite community in general and their role in Mount Lebanon with their monasteries of “Lebanese Monks” also brought out the contradictions between two mentalities, two ways of life, and two different social organisations. Recurring difficulties with the Khazin sheiks concerning the management of Tamish are an illustration of this. The same incompatibility appeared among the Catholic Melkites when they developed their Lebanese settlement through the order of St John of Shuwayr (Shuwayrite Monks), another Aleppine offshoot. The Aleppines, whatever their religious affiliation, had a strong sense of their own particularity originating from the local system of solidarity, protection and patronage organised around Muslim institutions and notables. As for the government of Mount Lebanon, it relied on other networks of alliances and hierarchies, based on the exploitation of land and tax farming.23 

			In the race for the tangible and intangible advantages of the West, the Maronites began with a lead over the other Eastern Christians. They were regarded as Catholic under the authority of the Holy See ever since the papal bull of Innocent III, Quae divinae Sapientiae, in 1215. Their patriarch, residing in Qannubin on Mount Lebanon, had requested investiture by the pope after his election by the bishops and popular approval. The pontiff granted this by sending him a symbolic sacerdotal vestment (the pallium) along with a number of gifts.24 

			However, the Roman Church reformed at the Council of Trent was not satisfied with a formal union between the pope and the Maronite Church. Like the rest of Christendom, the Maronite Church had to be reformed, by combating the “abuses” that were thought to have undermined its discipline and its rites. As from 1578 Jesuits were sent to Lebanon to ensure the enactment of measures decreed by the Council. In 1584 the Maronite College of Rome was founded, enlisting seven children from Aleppo when it opened. Several other boys from the city went much later, in the early eighteenth century, and these included Tuma Hawa, Jibra’il’s nephew, who arrived in 1724.25 The influence of the Maronite College prevailed locally thanks to the activities of its most brilliant former students. The future patriarch, Istifan Al-Duwayhi, stayed in Aleppo as “apostolic missionary” between 1663 and 1668, and took several “reforming” measures such as opening a school and introducing a register of baptisms.26 After him, Butrus Ibn Zaytun Al-Tulawi, who studied in Rome from 1669 to 1682, moved to the city in 1685 and remained there until his death in 1746. He was a man of influence, whose power far exceeded the Maronite ta’ifa. He left four volumes of sermons to the city library and tutored the young men from wealthy families who would found the Maronite order of Lebanese Monks and the Melkite order of Shuwayrites in languages. Future Arabic authors from eighteenth-century Aleppo, such as the Maronite Jarmanus Farhat and the Melkite Niqula Al-Sa’igh, were his disciples. He translated the Council of Trent in 1722, and, finally, introduced scholastic philosophy into the Arab world through his courses and his publications27. The priest Sarkis Al-Jamri (called Gamerio), who baptised Hindiyya on 6 August 1720, was also a former student at the Maronite College in Rome.28

			Ever since the early decades of the seventeenth century Aleppo had also become a missionary capital for Latin clerics of different orders. The Friars Minor from the Holy Land settled in the Syrian city in 1571, followed by the Capuchins in 1623, the Discalced Carmelites in 1625, and the Jesuits in 1627. After several unsuccessful attempts to establish themselves in Jdayda, all these “Frank” clerics lived in the khans of the old city together with other Europeans engaged in trade a good kilometre away from the Christian residential suburbs. In accordance with the ideas and methods of the time, the mission’s goal was more to educate and edify Catholics than to convert “heretics”, “schismatics” or Muslims. The priests opened schools for Christian children which were never as successful as those in Damascus. Nevertheless, the educational initiatives of the “Frank” priests must have caused emulation and encouraged the development of schools run by the local clergy.29 The action of Latin missionaries was limited. It was very difficult to attract Christians to their chapels in the medina. Muslim owners or managers would not tolerate an influx of Eastern Christians in their small rented apartments within the commercial buildings (the khans). Moreover, it was very difficult, particularly for women and children, to make their way through the unsavoury crowd gathered around the Bab Al-Nasr gate, to cross the maze of souks, and wend their way through shop stalls and cafés in order to reach the “Franks”. It was therefore up to the missionaries to visit the Christian neighbourhoods every morning so as to instruct the faithful. 

			In order to do so, however, they had to obtain permission from the members of the local clergy, who were not always willing to comply. They found it hard to put up with the systematic disparagement of the “Frank” clerics who attacked their “ignorance” and the “abuses” they had introduced into the dispensation of the sacraments and other rites. Moreover, from the eighteenth century on, local priests, like Butrus Al-Tulawi who had trained in Rome, did not want to see their influence diminished or their jurisdiction challenged by the “Franks” whom they could hardly envy from a scientific or devotional point of view.30 They had no desire to see their followers become Latins, abandoning their church and dissociating themselves from their ta’ifa. They also feared the overzealousness of some missionaries which would draw the wrath, whether real or feigned but always extremely costly, of the cadi (judge) or wali (governor) upon all the city’s Christians.

			In these circumstances the role of the missionaries was to visit families in their homes, to assemble them for lessons on “doctrine”, and to distribute rosaries, medallions, pious images and the edifying excerpts they themselves had translated from the best European spiritual authors. They became the favourite confessors and spiritual directors of a segment of the Christian population, especially adolescents and women. When Antonio Venturi began to act as Hindiyya’s spiritual director (when she was 16 or 17), he visited her once a week.31

			In the early eighteenth century, Catholic identity was clearly apparent among the Christians of Aleppo, while the Orthodox from Constantinople and Jerusalem resisted Latin influence more firmly. In 1726 the Melkite majority of the city adhered to the Catholic faction of their Church, led by the patriarch Cyril Tanas, who thereafter found himself confronted with an Orthodox patriarch, Sylvester the Cypriot.32 Maronite, Melkite, Armenian, and Syrian Catholics developed institutions that reinforced their solidarity and determination in the face of the Orthodox. Examples of this include the convents opened in Lebanon by the aforementioned new religious orders, or the creation of schools, secular congregations and confraternities. 

			All these institutions were directly inspired by European models. The Jesuit Pierre Fromage, who had arrived in Aleppo in 1719 after nine years of experience in Syria, and who stayed in the city (with some interruptions) until his death in 1740, initiated a number of catechisms for children and congregations for the laity, including one for girls. He was one of the first to introduce the devotion to the Sacred Heart, and he had translated many devotional works with the assistance of one of the brilliant young students mentioned earlier, ‘Abd Allah Zakhir. This Melkite cleric, a formidable “warrior of the reed” (which in these countries replaced the quill), revised his Arabic texts and, from 1734 on, entrusted some of them to the printing press he had founded in St John of Shuwayr before definitively falling out with the Jesuits.33

			The initiatives taken by the priests of the Society, like those of the Friars Minor who developed their Third Order at the same time, would raise sensitive issues of authority within the Catholic communities of the city. The local prelates wanted to maintain their influence over institutions and congregations. Western devotional practices themselves were sometimes adopted and directed by local priests. A confraternity of the Rosary, initiated by Fr Michel Nau (S.J.) in 1679, which transferred to the Maronite church in 1686, was the subject of a violent conflict between the clergy of the ta’ifa and the Jesuits from 1714 to 1716. The Jesuits obviously felt they had been dispossessed of their foundation. Butrus Al-Tulawi, the author of a treatise for devotion to the Rosary (1690), and other Maronite priests, were accused of having appropriated it unjustly. At the same time the Jesuits contested the claim of local priests who, like the missionaries, wanted to confess the members of all the Catholic churches represented in Aleppo.34 

			The management of pious associations and the administration of confession, which ensured a strong influence over the faithful through spiritual direction, are recurrent areas of friction and conflict between the Eastern clergy and the “Frank” missionaries, at least until the mid-nineteenth century. The adaptation of the European cultural model, and the refusal to leave it exclusively to the Latin clergy, gave rise to debates, and sparked off tensions among the Eastern Christians themselves. 

			These problems had consequences for Hindiyya’s future in the church.35 There is no doubt that her family was closely associated with these developments. Jibra’il Hawa, her maternal great-uncle, who had left for Lebanon in 1693 along with other companions from Aleppo in order to lay the bases of the Maronite order of Lebanese Monks, had a tumultuous career. Appointed the first general superior of the new congregation, his tyrannical conception of authority and his close ties with the Jesuits, whose organisation he tried to copy in every way, soon led his former companions, who had become his assistants, to rebel against him.36 Having left for Rome in 1701, he was subsequently assigned several missions in the East while continuing to look after the affairs of the Syrian Christians in the Catholic capital. The Maronite patriarch appointed him archbishop of Cyprus in 1723 in an attempt to distance him from the monks and end the constant squabbling.37 On a visit to Aleppo in 1724 he had quarrelled with the local Maronites who had him summoned by the Muslim wali (governor). Thrown into prison, he was released (as always in these circumstances) in exchange for a considerable sum of money that his family had to borrow.38 He then returned to Rome, where he continued to look after Eastern affairs and probably those of his relatives. He died in 1752.39

			Hindiyya’s maternal family had therefore adhered to the reformed Catholicism which the missionaries had introduced into Syria and had aspired to an active role in the church long before her birth. A personal connection through Jibra’il Hawa linked her directly to the capital of Christendom. Her family had also participated in the stormy disputes between the different representatives of this new religious movement by siding with the missionaries against the Maronite clergy. Jibra’il Hawa’s fate had certainly determined the position of her Aleppine relatives in the city’s Maronite community, and had forged a family history that must have influenced Hindiyya in one way or another.

			 

			 

			 

		

		
			 

			 

			2. Aleppine Women

			 

			 

			At a first glance the life of Christian women was largely indistinguishable from that of Muslim women. They never went out into the street unless they were fully covered by a veil of plain white calico, the texture and colour of which differentiated them from Muslim women. It covered them from head to toe, and was lifted across their face so that only one eye was visible. Married women additionally hid themselves behind a “mask” of black crêpe.1 

			According to Alexander Russell they were even more homebound than Muslim women, and went less frequently to the baths and gardens. The Christians imposed stricter confinement on their wives for fear of any contact with Muslims. Russell assures us, however, that this apprehension was entirely unfounded since he had never heard of a single example of violence against Christian women who seemed to him as physically safe as Muslim women.2 Nevertheless, this did not prevent leaders, whether secular or ecclesiastical, from expressing their concern about what they considered to be the excessively unrestricted movements of their women who were thus exposed to the gaze and contact of Muslims. During the seventeenth century young married women and adolescents rarely went to church, some no more than once a year. Overzealousness could tarnish their reputation. The women also had to abstain from entering holy shrines after childbirth or during menstruation.3 In 1764 the Maronite bishop of Aleppo, Arsanyus Shukri, declared that women who visited the city’s gardens without permission and who went to the countryside on holy days and Sundays without a legitimate reason were committing a sin which only he could absolve. Jarmanus Hawa, one of his successors, issued an extremely fastidious regulation in 1807 concerning the conduct of women, forbidding them from participating in funeral rites (even at church) or from attending festivals or celebrations.4

			Social conditions certainly determined the degree of confinement. A girl from a good family like Hindiyya would have had little opportunity to meet Muslims or Jews, unlike Christian women of more modest means who sometimes had to share accommodation or workshops with Muslims. She relates, for example, that she only went to school if accompanied by a servant or her grandmother.5 This probably accounts for the negative vision of Muslims and Jews who, in Hindiyya’s testimonies as well as in those of other devout women, only appear in the shape of satanic hallucinations. The male Christians of Aleppo who did encounter Muslims and Jews on a daily basis, however, perceived them in a more realistic and positive manner.

			Within the household walls Christian women seem to have been more socially active than Muslims. Like the Muslims, they usually ate separately from the men they served. They did, however, have more contact with the boys and servants of the household, and did not veil themselves before guests who were close friends of their husbands or fathers. They were also less scrupulous about appearing unveiled before doctors or priests.6 In the eyes of the clergy, they were sometimes too lightly clothed. A Carmelite missionary warned them about their “immodest dress”, particularly in the summer when their only covering was a shirt (camiggia), a camisole (camizola) and trousers (calzone).7 In 1766 the Melkite bishop of Aleppo criticised women who wore only a shirt, insisting that they be “veiled with a qanbaz over the shirt”.8 In his ruling of 1807, on the other hand, the Maronite bishop banned women from wearing the qanbaz, requiring them to wear a fustan which should not be transparent. He further imposed a whole series of restrictions on their dress: they were not to wear fur, or gold, or to smell of perfume in the streets.9

			Little is known at present about the demographic characteristics, rules of succession, matrimonial strategies, divisions of labour, and psychological relationships in the urban family of the Near East during the eighteenth century, let alone the details of domestic life among Aleppine Christians.10 Generally speaking, anthropological studies insist on lineage solidarities, on the predominance of patrilineal kinship and preferential marriage between paternal cousins in Near Eastern societies.11 Yet these characteristics that define a standard or an ideal are not necessarily predominant, and this model, primarily rural, cannot automatically be applied to the urban elite. On the other hand, a functionalistic vision of the family tends to underestimate the psychological motivations that govern relationships between parents and children, and may have some effect on marriage choices.12 And, finally, anthropological studies focus on analysing structure and tend to overlook the question of evolution.

			Some indications suggest that for the Christians of Aleppo solidarities went beyond the simple family nucleus. We know that the household could expand to include not only grandparents, but also uncles, nephews, and cousins, who lived together under the authority of the master of the house. Besides, a consciousness of lineage maintained extended kinship ties beyond cohabitation.13 Marriage remained the central concern in this model, not only for daughters, but also for their family circle. They were often engaged at a very young age, since early marriages appear to have been the ideal. There was no legal marriageable age in Muslim law or in the Maronite church until the synods adopted the Tridentine ruling (12 for girls).14 Muslim women in Aleppo generally married when they were between 12 and 15. Christian women married later: when they were about 17, and occasionally even when they were over 20.15 The choice of the marriage partner was crucial and hazardous within a patrilineal vision of the family. Under these conditions the autonomy of women certainly remained very limited. Their parents decided on their marriage, as they did for boys, although the Tridentine requirement of mutual consent was beginning to be respected.16 It was almost impossible for a girl not to marry, even if the dowry and wedding celebration were expensive for the family, and even if rules of succession could pose a threat to keeping inheritance from being divided.17 When single women are mentioned, it is either as poor orphans taken in by a family, or, more generally, as widows and wives abandoned by their husbands after a divorce or conversion to Islam. They occasionally appear to be economically and socially marginalised. Yet they often live under the same roof as their father, grandfather, brother, uncle or cousin, and under their more or less solicitous control. They contributed to the family economy through textile-related activities such as embroidery.18 Women’s religious vocations were practically unheard of. Antonio Venturi states that, prior to Hindiyya, he had only found a few old maids among the Maronites of Aleppo, who, instead of having renounced the world (in marriage), had been rejected by it.19

			Certain clues indicate, however, that Christian and Muslim women played a more significant role in the life of Aleppo than these observations might suggest. Indeed, Islamic court records attest that they sometimes engaged in real estate transactions or money loans.20 Christian women made important donations to their church or to the poor, and some used their own resources to create pious foundations (waqf).21 In exceptional circumstances they could also participate in public life. In 1655, when the leaders of the Maronite ta’ifa were sent to prison by the governor of the city, the women joined forces and prostrated themselves on the ground in front of the seraglio. Chased away with sticks, they went through the city screaming and shouting to complain before the cadi. On another occasion the missionaries reported that they saw Christian women from Jdayda yelling at each other about religious matters from their terraces before taking to the streets where they came to blows.22

			Since the mid-seventeenth century, moreover, contact with “Frank” missionaries and merchants, together with the influence of a clergy trained in Rome, introduced changes that were at first imperceptible into the life and behaviour of Christian women, but became increasingly significant. The Maronites were the first to attend church more assiduously. The missionaries encouraged them. In 1686 a Jesuit mentioned plans to enlarge the church of St Elijah, which would allow women to enter the nave through a separate door, enabling them to avoid walking between men from different rites who filled the courtyard during services.23 Christian women also increasingly visited the medina, the churches of the missionaries, and especially the church in the Shaybani khan belonging to the Friars Minor.24

			At home they enjoyed receiving the visits of the “Frank” missionaries, sometimes even behind their husbands’ backs. The clerics thus became their confidants and spiritual directors. Some of the women, feeling encouraged by the missionaries, boldly confronted their families with their desire for a religious life. The Capuchins (undoubtedly seeking to demonstrate the freedom of their vocation), reported several incidents where girls, in order to convince their families to allow them to become nuns, made the serious statement of cutting their hair. A young servant girl, whose father had turned “Turk”, and who had been taken in by a rich family as an act of charity, cut off her braids, laughed and threw them on the ground in front of the women in order to obtain the consent of her mother and her mistress. The same girl was driven from her adopted home for inciting one of her employers’ daughters, who was already betrothed, to cut her hair too.25 These signs of independence, encouraged by “Frank” clerics, triggered the anger of the family and the leaders of their ta’ifa. In 1711 a violent conflict erupted between the leaders of the different communities and the missionaries. Armenian notables sent a petition to the custodian of Jerusalem, also signed by the Maronites, Melkites and Chaldeans, complaining about the Jesuits and Capuchins who visited their homes, “deceiving wives and sons, giving them medallions, crosses, pious images and money, and thus allowing the Turks to gain strength against us”.26

			In Alexander Russell’s time most Christian women from privileged backgrounds were said to know how to read and write, although they did not seem to practise reading as a pastime.27 Priests had in fact made a point of educating Aleppine women at an early stage. As early as 1630 a Friar Minor envisaged retaining them in his church after vespers or mass to “study doctrine”.28 But requests also came from the families themselves. Around 1660 a Carmelite mentions an Armenian merchant who turned to Der Meguerditch, a priest who favoured the Catholics, to teach his daughter how to read Arabic and Armenian. He also reports that a wealthy Syrian woman began to instruct the women of her “nation” in 1662. The young servant mentioned earlier had learned to read with a daughter of the house who knew how to write even before she began visiting with priests.29 

			Instruction was not limited to learning to read and write. These were just the means for teaching sound doctrine and good Christian morals. Russell relates that at the end of the eighteenth century, families, especially Maronites, began to adopt European customs. Most Christians in the service of “Franks” ate their meals at tables, seated on chairs, and admitted the company of their wives, sometimes even allowing them to unveil themselves before European guests.30 He notes that they had more distinguished, or more affected, manners than Muslim women. According to the author they were less inclined to venture bold comments or constantly invoke the name of God. Compared with other accounts these observations draw our attention to changes that had been taking place for more than a century. In 1667, for example, a Carmelite priest stated that he had altered the curses that ill-matched married women directed at the cause of their conjugal unhappiness, changing the traditional Wallah! (By God!) to Saddiqni! (Believe me!).31 It may be that the subsequent regulations of bishops, like the aforementioned one established in 1807 by Jarmanus Hawa who tried to impose draconian restrictions on women’s clothing and movements, were in fact only a reaction against the changes taking place in Aleppo’s Christian community, since Alexander Russell also insists elsewhere on the women’s coquetry.32

			The special relationship that developed between missionaries and women drawn to a devout life through spiritual direction led some girls to renounce marriage and commit themselves to a religious vocation. The Carmelite Jean-Pierre de la Mère de Dieu succeeded in establishing ties with the Syrian khawaja Shahin together with his entire household. In about 1662 Sawuda, the merchant’s cousin, took a vow of chastity, sold the jewellery that would have been her dowry to distribute the money to the poor, and took the veil, under the name of Euphrosyne. She lived according “to the way of the Discalced Carmelites”, following the rule and Memoirs of Teresa of Avila which had been translated into Arabic by the Carmelite friar33. In later years the Capuchins began to unite Syrian, then Armenian and Melkite women, who adopted the name of the Sisters of Saint Clare. They abstained from eating meat, engaged in rigorous fasts, and recited daily the Little Office of the Blessed Virgin Mary. Since convent life was not possible in the Muslim city of Aleppo, however, they lived with their parents, where they had small rooms and a place of worship, and where they earned their living through their handiwork. They went to church three or four times a week, took communion every two weeks and on holy days of obligation, and served as an example for other women. Some provided care for the sick. Others taught children and adolescents to read. They had assembled between fifteen and twenty pupils in 1669. At that time there were twelve of these devout “Capuchinesses”. Maronite girls wanted to follow their example, but their bishop, who was passing through Aleppo, would not allow them to (although he was rather favourable to the plan), and preferred them to go to Lebanon. Nevertheless, persevering in their vocation, they decided to cast off their wordly clothing, dress much like other devout women, and live under the direction of the Capuchins.34 In 1668 Frousina, the wife of a Maronite merchant, became a member of the Third Order of Saint Francis. She learned to read from a Capuchin, and began teaching girls. Being married she could move around more easily than the younger women. But from then on disagreements developed between the Capuchins and the Eastern prelates concerning the spiritual direction of these women, and whether they should continue to live in this manner, neither marrying nor joining a monastic community.35 In 1672 there were approximately twenty girls who had adopted the habit and the rule.36 Their quantity does not seem to have increased, because in 1675 the provincial chapter of Capuchins in Poitiers sent an order to the clerics in Aleppo instructing them to limit admission to this number. This would suggest a certain success, but it also shows the difficulties the model created. In 1686 the provincial chapter sent new instructions to the missionaries in Aleppo to try to heal the divisions that had arisen among the women. They prohibited other women from joining the order in the future, stipulating that those who, during the most recent troubles, had left the order, could never return; that they could only confess to their superior or someone who had been especially appointed; that they could not have an extraordinary confessor more than four times a year; and that the abbess could not be elected for more than three years.37 This last decree led them to abandon completely the direction of the Capuchins in the following years, as they indicate in a petition sent to the Propaganda in 1700. They were hoping for the return of these priests as directors, but on the condition that they were free to elect their abbess.38 No further mention is made of the Capuchinesses. 

			This experiment, which lasted over thirty years but about which little is known, continued, or was revived, a few years later under the direction of the Jesuits. Fr Fromage took charge of a group of Melkite women, whom he initiated into the pious exercises of a female congregation according to the rule of St François de Sales. We know more about them from the moment when they publicly announced their plans to found a monastery in Kisrawan in 1730. There were five at first, then ten, almost all belonging to the best “Greek” families in Aleppo. Several of them were daughters or sisters of priests. They must already have renounced marriage some years earlier, since they were somewhat advanced in age in 1730. Maryam Qari, their “president” (Al-Mutaqaddima), had probably reached her forties. They still had to live cloistered in their families for a long time before their plans could be realised and they could leave for Lebanon (September-October 1737). But this was only the beginning of an endless discussion about the status of this new institution which brought the Melkite clergy into conflict with the Jesuits, the Maronites aggravating the situation.39 Hindiyya and her entourage must have closely followed this affair, which was so similar in many ways to her own history. 

			These episodes show that the status of women was changing in the world of Aleppine priests and merchants. They could take a vow of chastity and renounce marriage within a society where celibacy had previously been unheard of. Their self-realisation achieved respectability from their commitment to the priests and the social function of prayer, care for the sick and the education of young girls. If the families had at first opposed their choice, they came to accept their way of life for reasons which are never fully explained. Besides, these communities of devout women represented attempts to have people from different denominations live together under the unifying principles of post-Tridentine Catholicism. 

			It is not uncommon for efforts to found a religious institution to encounter all kinds of obstacles and face strong opposition from rival religious orders, discontented laymen, ecclesiastical authorities or reluctant politicians. A community of women living their religious vocation “in the world”, without enclosure, was a model to which many seventeenth-century European Catholics had aspired. The Aleppines attempted the experiment several decades after the French. But this model had met with the hostility of male ecclesiastical authorities who were suspicious of any organization that did not confine women behind high walls under the strict control of the local bishop.40

			These Aleppine attempts also reveal several local peculiarities, such as the rivalry between the Eastern clergy and the “Frank” clerics; the uneasy coexistence between women from different ta’ifas; the problem of combining the Eastern rite with Western-inspired devotions; the influence of kinship and patronage ties within the female community; and local idiosyncrasies which made exile to the remote convents of Mount Lebanon all but impossible. These points will recur throughout our narrative.

			 

			 

			 

		

		
			 

			 

			3. Hindiyya and her Family

			 

			 

			Shukrallah ‘Ujaymi and his wife, Helen Hawa, had ten children. In keeping with the typical demographic pattern of the Ancien Regime, they were not spared by the terrible infant mortality rampant in Aleppo and other cities. Indeed, the two eldest, Anthony (Antun) and John (Hanna), as well as the fifth, Elijah (Ilyas), sixth, Qudsiyya, and eighth child, Anthony junior, all died in infancy, less than a year and a half old. Suzanne, the tenth child, reached the age of nine. Consequently only four children arrived at adulthood: Maryam, Hindiyya (two years her junior), Nicholas (the seventh) and Margaret (the ninth). The parents were particularly affected by the death of the sons. The intercession of St Nicholas of Bari, to whom Helen had promised her fourth male child, seems to have been salutary, since he was the only one to reach adulthood before joining the Society of Jesus.

			The edifying biography by Fr Venturi which provides this information says that the mother suffered greatly during her pregnancies and deliveries, except in the case of Hindiyya. She was born 31 July 1720, the day of St Ignatius, which the Jesuit construed as a good omen. She was baptised on 6 August and, as it was the Feast of the Transfiguration in the Maronite Church, this was considered yet again to be evidence of a positive conjuncture. The liturgical practice of the Maronites from Aleppo complied with the rules of the Council of Trent: contrary to the tradition of Eastern Churches there was no forty-day delay before her baptism and she was not confirmed at the same time. 

			Her godfather was Elijah Knaydar and her godmother Giuliana, his sister-in-law. It is not hard to imagine that the Knaydars belonged to the same affluent devout milieu as the ‘Ujaymis and the Hawas. In the late eighteenth century a member of this family had become bishop of Aleppo, and his brother (who died in 1801) was well known as a school-teacher and a pillar of the congregation of celibate Maronites founded by the Jesuits.1

			The choice of Hindiyya’s name, meaning “Indian”, is somewhat surprising. The surname ‘Ujaymi, moreover, is a diminutive of “Persian”. Hindiyya ‘Ujaymi therefore bears the strange name of “the Indian Persian”. Her aunt insisted that she be given the name “Anne” (a popular name at that time in the Catholic West) as a baptismal name, but this did not prevent her mother from calling her Hindiyya, and it was the pagan name that triumphed. Nicholas, her brother, the future Jesuit, was somewhat ashamed of her name and always called her Anne, although he eventually adopted the common usage.2

			Some said that the evocation of India was the result of her dark complexion.3 There were probably other reasons too. A younger sister, who did not survive, was named Qudsiyya, the “Jerusalemite”, perhaps in memory of a pilgrimage or a business trip to the holy city.4 The name of Hindiyya could therefore be the commemoration of another similar expedition in this family of merchants. She was not the only one to have this name: Muslim courts recorded the case of a Christian peddler, Mikha’il Walad ‘Atallah Jirdi, who died in 1728 on the way to Istanbul, leaving behind three daughters whose names evoked the father’s itinerant profession: Hindiyya (the Indian), ‘Ajamiyya (the Persian), and Basra (a port city in Iraq).5 

			In any case, the question of Hindiyya’s name is hardly irrelevant to her fate. Fr Venturi interpreted it as an auspicious sign that God, who always addressed her in this way in her visions, wanted to include this new name among the saints to be venerated. Although her companions often changed their names when they entered into religion, Hindiyya kept hers as an expression of faith in the singularity of her vocation and in her local roots. Later, in a dark legend spread by her adversaries, the name would be infused with satanic connotations6.

			Although the candidate for sanctity whose conversion occurs in a sudden illumination usually changes names, Hindiyya’s attachment to her own confirms the continuity of her vocation. Lives of women with mystical and ascetic callings have been shown to have less interruptions, dichotomies, and symbolic inversions than those of men. Generally speaking, the feminine aspiration to sanctity is already manifest in childhood and develops continually, while men go through crises and conversions. Women often knew before the age of eight that they would choose celibacy and renounce marriage. A strong will at an early age was necessary for a family to accept a status that diverged from custom.7

			Like Catherine of Siena and many other mystics, Hindiyya showed an implacable resolve to forge her own identity while still quite young by refusing certain social conventions. She adopted others which had been introduced into Aleppo over a century earlier by missionaries and Eastern clerics. These she was capable of following with excessive zeal. All this, together with her refusal to conform to the behaviour expected of a “normal” young girl in the community of Christian merchants in Aleppo, were necessary conditions for a reputation of sanctity. It was this relative marginalisation that would reveal the virtual saint in the eyes of others as a potential mediator, capable of a prophetic mission and a direct and informal relationship with Heaven.8

			Many elements from Hindiyya’s childhood and adolescence confirm the archetype of female sanctity that has been well-documented in Italian girls since the fourteenth century. These were generally from a middle-class urban milieu of merchants and artisans, socially comparable to that of the ‘Ujaymis and Hawas, where family structures and dominant values probably differed very little from those of Aleppine Christians.9 If Hindiyya and her brother Nicholas did sometimes express family solidarity and an attachment to their extended family, thus conforming to the general image of Eastern families, witnesses emphasise above all the strong emotional ties, whether positive or negative, between members of the ‘Ujaymi nuclear family. This is one of the features of the “modern” family according to the now controversial model of Philippe Ariès.10 To what extent is the history of Hindiyya and the ‘Ujaymis indicative of “modernity” in family relationships, or rather, to what extent is it a paradigm of typical psychological situations in a traditional Aleppine family? It has to be admitted that we do not have the means to unravel these alternatives. Ultimately the ‘Ujaymi family history may suggest an ambiguity, or a conflict, between two cultural models which began to overlap within the community of Aleppine Christian merchants. 

			Largely because of Jibra’il, the Roman uncle, the Hawa family seemed to have particularly close ties with the “Franks”. Hindiyya’s parents had chosen priests from the Holy Land rather than Maronites as confessors. According to Hindiyya’s testimony in response to questions from the apostolic delegate in 1753 it was her mother, Helen, who was the central figure in the girl’s childhood. Her grandmother also took part in her upbringing. We do not know whether or not this was her maternal grandmother, but it makes sense to imagine that Helen’s mother had encouraged her grand-daughter to follow the path of piety and mysticism. She rocked Hindiyya in her cradle when she was little and took her to church and to school11. Eight years after her death she appeared to Hindiyya and squeezed her hand so tightly that she was in pain for several days.12 Yet it was Hindiyya’s mother who had the leading role as confidante and educator. She provided the little girl with understanding and affection while remaining the symbol of law and authority. Helen was no different in this respect from other mothers of “saints”: she was an attentive and loving woman who raised her daughter from an early age according to the precepts of piety. It may be that this too perfect mother inspired a sense of omnipotence in the child which lay at the origin of her search for the absolute and, later, of her megalomania.13 

			While Western observers generally deplored the laxity of Eastern parents towards their offspring,14 Helen appears to have been the ideal tutor for her daughter, conforming to the principles of post-humanist Catholic education. She instilled in her the notion of bodily control according to standards of “decency” common in Europe: “immodest behaviour, inquisitiveness, and gossip are sins”.15 A woman must not laugh out loud, she must sleep only on her side, must not extend her legs as Eastern women do when they are seated, or yawn without covering her mouth, etc.16

			Hindiyya relates that her mother summoned her during the day to recite the Our Father and the Hail Mary and that she had to repeat them again at night before going to bed. By the time she was three and a half she knew them by heart and could make the sign of the cross. At the age of five or six, Helen explained to her that Jesus was God and man, incarnate in the womb of the Virgin Mary for the redemption of humanity. The little girl had already learned that her behaviour was under the permanent scrutiny of God and she had begun to grasp the concept of sin.17

			However, when faced with these principles of education encouraged by the “Frank” priests, Helen’s attitude was occasionally ambivalent. She was torn between her desire to see her daughter achieve what she probably considered to be the ideal of a woman’s existence and the need to adapt the child to society. When Hindiyya differed too much from the usual standard of conduct for girls, by isolating herself and refusing to play like other children of her age, her mother rebuked her. Indeed, Hindiyya declared that although her mother had instilled in her a hatred of sin, she did not want her to behave abnormally in society and attract attention. She wanted Hindiyya to conform with the normal behaviour of children of her age, since some people said: “This behaviour will lead to your downfall. We have never seen anyone behave like this”. Helen’s equivocal attitude to the roles she wanted to impose on her daughter may have influenced Hindiyya’s psychological development.18

			Knowing the part he would later play beside his sister it is unfortunate that accounts of Hindiyya’s childhood give us so little information about her little brother, Nicholas, who was six years younger. She seems to have been very close to him.19 Antonio Venturi, who was her confessor, thought he detected in the boy the beginnings of a holy vocation, according to Jesuit standards, from an early age. He compared him to St Aloysius (Louis of Gonzaga) and St Stanislas Kotska (canonised in 1727). In 1741 Venturi decided on his own initiative to send him to Fr Franz Retz, the general of the Society, in order to have him admitted as a student.20 There is no doubt that Nicholas shared a propensity towards asceticism and mysticism with Hindiyya. Much later (1775 and 1776) his own admissions reveal his attachment to his sister and his faith in her vocation, belatedly shaken when he became aware of the pernicious deviations in the convent where she was mother superior.21 

			“Saints” are mainly younger children.22 Hindiyya does not mention her older sister Maryam in her responses to the interrogation by the apostolic delegate or in her autobiographical work, the Mystery of Union. Her confessor, on the other hand, stresses the jealousy between the two girls. From the time when she was four or five Hindiyya was persecuted by Maryam who mistreated her, beat her with a stick or wooden sandal, and chased her out of the house when the adults had their backs turned.23 Maryam was obviously convinced that her parents preferred her sister. Her jealousy was accentuated when, from the age of five, the younger girl began declaring that she wanted to become a nun, the bride of Christ, and her parents were even more loving to her.24 This rivalry manifested itself in the typical domain of beauty and seduction. At the age of thirteen, Hindiyya tried to appear more beautiful than her sisters. One day she wore a necklace of gold cubes “linked together, in the local style”. Her necklace was larger than Maryam’s. When Maryam asked her why, Hindiyya replied: “Because I am the prettiest”. She was wrong to choose coquetry, however. The necklace broke on three occasions. And, while she was descending from the terrace where she had had this conversation with her sister, her Guardian Angel pushed her downstairs as a punishment. In fact it was only a fleeting temptation, perhaps indicative of unconscious desire, because Hindiyya already knew that her superiority over other girls would not be owing to her beauty. Her aspiration to sanctity conferred a far greater advantage. Once, hiding in a corner of the kitchen after being chased by her big sister, she predicted that Maryam would have a rich marriage, followed by misfortune. And indeed, after a lavish wedding with a handsome dowry, Maryam would become poverty stricken just a few days later.25 Beyond sibling rivalry this episode illustrates the superiority of the “modern” female path of celibacy over a “normal” and traditional career of marriage and children.

			The father figure plays a less explicit and more problematic role in Hindiyya’s memories of childhood. When asked by the ecclesiastical investigator if “she had ever failed to obey”, she gave this intriguing answer:

			Yes, Father. I remember that I failed to obey twice. Once when my mother told me to sleep in my father’s bed, as is the custom in this region for little girls. Although I was only seven at the time, I refused, and despite my mother’s pleas, I would never go. The other time I disobeyed my mother was when she wanted a male servant to accompany me to school and I refused. My grand-mother agreed to accompany me, in order to please me, and then I went willingly. I do not remember ever having disobeyed my father.26

			“The custom of the region” mentioned in this statement is not found in any other source.27 We know that, ever since the sixteenth century, the Catholic clergy denounced the practice, common at that time, of having children sleep in their parents’ bed: if Hindiyya’s opposition to the custom was genuine, she was supported by post-Tridentine standards. She also refused to sleep next to both her mother and sister, and got up when they tried to force her.28

			Yet to report an act of disobedience which consisted of refusing to sleep in her father’s bed while saying that she had never disobeyed him is a strange confession to make, and draws our attention to the enigmatic father figure. Its prominence, associated with feelings of guilt, is a common feature in the lives of many female mystics. We might suggest, basing ourselves on Lacan, that a distorted image of the real father had led Hindiyya, like many founders of all-encompassing religious currents, to idealise her father - an overinvestment of the imaginary father figure. Her desire for a mystical union and the absolute may have originated here, especially since the symbolic father, who establishes the Law and allows assimilation in society, would later remain strangely silent.29 

			Being the second daughter in a family that was hoping desperately for a son must have placed Hindiyya in an uncomfortable situation. Shukrallah, her father, could either completely reject her, or, on the contrary, lavish on her an affection that would make her into a “tomboy”. This intention might have been brutally interrupted and transferred to the little brother when he was born, and survived, six years after her. The date of the act of “disobedience” could make this second hypothesis plausible, although we have no evidence to support it. 

			We would have to be able to return to the obscure episodes that preceded this act of “disobedience”. In her Mystery of Union Hindiyya says that, before even being able to speak, she had gazed at the sky and seen a figure whom she loved “for his grandeur, stature, beauty and splendour”. She had been surprised that he was not wearing any clothes and did not walk “like other men, like my father”. The figure asked her if she loved him, and she replied: “I love you very much”. However, this “recollection”, which is not very coherent, does not appear in her responses to the apostolic delegate during the investigation of 1753. She had then been more cautious, saying that the figure who had appeared to her was clearly the Infant Jesus, and that she had not begun to have these visions until the age of eight.30 It was around that time (probably following her act of “disobedience”), that, according to Antonio Venturi, she began to fear hell more for the idea of being there together with men than for its fire and brimstone. At eight or nine she had managed, with the miraculous help of her Guardian Angel, to resist a man who had tried to enter a small room with her. She would hide at the mere sight of a man, even her father; she did not even want to go into a room where her father and mother or other close relatives were consorting with other men and women. Much later, in a dialogue with the figure who appeared to her regularly, she would declare:

			I loathe, detest and refuse to have anything to do with men, their company and their conversation.31

			Venturi also reports that she sought every opportunity to hear the name “Jesus” in sermons and liturgical readings. Seeing people take communion, and having had her grandmother explain what it was, she asked that these words be repeated several times: “Il corpo di Nostro Signore Gesù-Christo”. When she was older, at a time when “incantata era dal amorosetto singore la fanciulla Hindié”, she addressed the bishop, the priest, the director and even her mother and sister inadvertently as “Jesus”. Her heart pounded with divine love on the feast of the Circumcision when, during a sermon lasting nearly two hours, the Maronite bishop uttered the beloved name repeatedly.32 

			The Mystery of Union, written after the investigation of 1753 and the subsequent Roman sanction, is permeated from beginning to end by the theme of inner conflict. She wonders about submitting to sensation and feeling physically the love which the “figure”, whom she believes to be Christ and who appears to her, has for her. She also mentions a mysterious experience, “which I detested and found abhorrent”, an “event” which she could not overcome and which forced her to confide her secret visions to her confessor. She felt shame and fear, a guilt that made her responsive to the mystical healing powers of the Sacred Heart. We may detect the distortion of the imago of the father in these visionary texts produced after Hindiyya had entered the convent, through the contradictory attributes of Jesus and Satan (although all mystics experienced these disturbing shifts between God and the Devil).33

			These observations might suggest that Hindiyya suffered from hysterical neurosis, a diagnosis which later physiological disorders would confirm. Indeed, Antonio Venturi says that at the age of six, her whole body suffered when reference was made to the passion of Christ, and she felt pain in her side at the mention of the wound to his Sacred Heart. Later, when she had already reached adulthood (at the age of about 25), she showed every sign of the pains of love: she spoke less and less, her eyes were constantly downcast and she never smiled. She was so absent-minded that she bumped into walls and put tobacco on her bread, confusing it with za‘tar (a condiment made from thyme which is usually eaten with bread). In moments of impassioned prayer, her hands resting on her chest could not endure the burning sensation which sprung from it. The burning flame could be seen to rise from her heart to her face, while a puddle of sweat spread around her. In the midst of the cold Aleppine winter, which can be harsh indeed, the violent love she felt made her clothing unbearable. She walked barefoot on the frozen ground and climbed up to the terrace to free her chest and breathe the icy wind. She placed wet cloths and snow on her bare breast, and had her sister spray her with water, to no effect.34 

			Like other women aspiring to sanctity, Hindiyya chose, when still quite young, to use food to test her self-control and the resistance of her entourage, although her anorexia never reached the self-destructive proportions that it did for other women. This is, once again, the “hysterical challenge”, a form of resistance expressed through body language,35 the symptom of a conflict dating back to childhood. Refusing food is commonly associated with the refusal of sex through a shift to orality. 

			Thirty years later Hindiyya would remember that she had begun to refuse to eat when she was three and until she was three and a half. At seven she fasted secretly on bread and water on Fridays. Her mother sometimes noticed and would then make her eat soup. This she would do, but grudgingly, taking one, two or at the most three spoonfuls, claiming she could not swallow more. Helen, who was sometimes reduced to tears, turned to the confessor who ordered the young girl to eat, which she did reluctantly. When she was older, however, she still found means to mortify herself through food and drink in secret. She chose to forego foods considered delicacies and which also served as social markers. She only accepted twice, at the behest of her mother, to drink wine, a “manly” drink traditionally rejected by Eastern ascetics.36 After receiving the Eucharist she could neither eat nor drink for the entire day. She went for three days without swallowing anything after her first communion, and when her mother anxiously tried to place food in her mouth she immediately spat it out.37 (This resistance to her mother’s efforts inevitably reminds one of her previous “disobedience”). Hindiyya never took her anorexia as far as some of her holy and heroic predecessors. At thirty, as founder of a congregation, mother superior of the Convent of Lebanon, and the “author” of spiritual texts, she seemed to have been “cured” of her anorexia – something that corresponds to a common and well-documented evolution.38 But her relationship with food would later resurface as a problem since she was then accused of gluttony. 

			Hindiyya also wanted to affirm her difference and to distinguish herself from her sisters and other girls of her age through the arrogant humility of her dress. She only wanted to wear modest and rough clothing, refusing the traditional finery that went with her social position. She thus refused to conform to the rules of her social milieu in a city where dress codes were very important, rejecting in particular the custom that four daughters be dressed identically. This attitude distressed her mother, who even wept because of it. Hindiyya accepted a compromise to avoid causing her undue chagrin, but she later admitted to the apostolic delegate: “I suffered greatly because of this, unable to act according to my own wishes”.39

			She would find further opportunities to exercise her will. Towards the age of ten (probably the age when she began puberty), she started to sleep secretly on stones and thorns. She would pick a bitter herb, covered with nearly finger-length thorns, and place it on her chest, causing profuse bleeding. At fifteen, for two or three days a week, she would attach an iron belt to her hips studded with spikes on the inside. She later experimented further with a board studded with nails which she bandaged to her chest, spiked iron wrist-cuffs, knotted cords tied to her legs, a discipline (a whip used for penitence) equipped with iron spikes, and a hairshirt.40 

			It is not surprising that Hindiyya should have renounced marriage, taking a vow of chastity and proclaiming herself to be the bride of Christ. Her grandmother’s encouragement, her mother’s repeated painful pregnancies with the loss of many children, the desire to surpass her elder sister without imitating her, the fear of men, even of her own father, would certainly not encourage her to follow the path of marriage and motherhood. Yet her mother, who seems to have instilled into her a fear of the male sex41 and inspired her quest for a new feminine ideal, only envisaged a married future for her daughter. We know nothing of the family’s matrimonial aspirations for Hindiyya. Perhaps it was difficult to refuse suitors who considered her a good catch. At ten years old she had already received several marriage proposals, with the promise of a noble and rich betrothal. According to her Jesuit biographer everyone encouraged her, even her mother and the priests. Only her grandmother understood her reluctance and took her under her wing. Marriage was then the only future possible for an eligible girl. As we have seen, there was no convent for women in Aleppo that could have received girls from good families, and it seemed out of the question to send her to the Lebanese mountain. Besides, she claimed that she did not want to be a nun. She knew she ran the risk of finding herself destitute if she did not marry before the death of her parents. Towards the age of eleven she had to undergo “a new attack”. A wealthy young man from a noble family, the only son of a widow, wanted to marry her. This episode seems to have been managed by women. The young man’s mother visited the ‘Ujaymi home and covered Hindiyya in fine clothing and gold necklaces. Helen and the other women urged the girl to accept. They accompanied her to the young man’s house where she could admire the furniture, silver vases and the rest of the family heritage. Hindiyya refused the prospect, however, declaring herself to be the bride of Christ. At fourteen she firmly committed herself to remaining chaste. At twenty Christ appeared to her “either in all his glory, or as he was in the world at the age of about 30”, and repeatedly asked her to become his wife. The age gap of ten years with her divine suitor corresponds exactly to the ideal difference in age between man and wife according to the Catholic clergy.42 

			This behaviour clearly shows that Hindiyya chose not to conform to the traditional model of the “Aleppine woman”. Her experience at home had convinced her from an early age that she had a special calling, already mapped out by Western female saints and initiated in Aleppo first by the devout followers of the Capuchins, and then by those of the Jesuits. She admits having experienced feelings of sadness and solitude when she refrained from behaving like other girls of her age. When she was six it was Jesus himself who began to guide her through an inner voice. By establishing a direct connection with God she could gain complete freedom from the constraints of her surroundings, from her family as well as her confessors. She could even claim to exercise a certain power over them, liberating herself from normal morality.43 It is certain that her childhood experience, her personality forged within her family, and the defence system built into the relationship with her parents would stand her in good stead in her adult life. 

			Nevertheless this strength was only acquired gradually, through all kinds of trials. Self-mortification was not a renunciation of femininity or the internalization of the negative image of the female body portrayed by men. It was, rather, a way of affirming the specificity of female experience. The renunciation of food was a means of challenging traditional gender roles in society. The renunciation of sexuality was a way to escape male power. Torturing her flesh questioned its physiological functions, its ability to procreate.44 Helen, her grandmother, and the “Frank” clerics had helped Hindiyya discover the only possible way for a woman to obtain independence and power: the difficult path of sanctity. 

			 

			 

			 

		

		
			 

			 

			4. The Devout Cultural Model

			 

			 

			As we have seen, Hindiyya grew up in a milieu that offered a choice between the traditional values of Aleppine society (probably with little distinction between Christians and Muslims) and the model of “modern” Catholicism which introduced radical innovations concerning the education of girls, women’s role in society, their relationship with the clergy, and devotion to God. For personal reasons the girl seems to have opted very early for this second model, for which her mother already felt a vague attraction. In Aleppo she could find the instruments necessary for developing her personality by following in the footsteps of the many female mystics portrayed in the history of Western Catholicism since the thirteenth century, several of whom had been known in Syria for several decades. It is not difficult to detect the inspiration of Western hagiography in the responses to her interrogation in 1753, in her later autobiographical writings, and in the facts recorded first by Antonio Venturi and then by Jarmanus Saqr,1 and in the report written in her favour by Mikha’il Fadil2. These later documents are obviously narratives intended as an edifying and apologetic account of Hindiyya’s childhood and adolescence. This does not mean that they do not have testimonial value: we have seen that they provide concrete details which must be based on real events that were identified as worthy to be recorded, analysed and discussed. Above all, these accounts reveal that the hagiographic and apologetic model provided Hindiyya’s entourage with the keys for understanding and guiding her, while giving her the instruments of her conscience. The child was exposed from an early age to an ideal of feminine perfection with which she could choose to identify herself. The signs of her vocation had to be perceived by her entourage, since the belief in her own divine election could only emerge from her legitimacy in the eyes of others. The reputation of Hindiyya’s sanctity only spread because it rested on a culture shared by her environment.3 

			The education of the ‘Ujaymi daughters was not limited to the domestic space. From the age of four until eleven or twelve Hindiyya’s mother sent her to learn embroidery in a school belonging to a married Armenian woman. There she found new opportunities to demonstrate her independent personality and to reject some of the current social norms in Aleppo. She says that she followed “the catechism and spiritual exercises like normal children”, but the recurrent figure in her visions allowed her to understand what she had “spoken and learned”. A cleric went regularly to the Armenian woman’s house to teach Christian doctrine to the schoolgirls. Yet, says Fr Venturi, such teaching was hardly conducive to modesty and piety, and it was a wonder if it did not lead to depravity! He was delighted that she had refused to study the catechism under the tutelage of a priest she regarded as too lenient and too immodest.4

			It was probably not at the Armenian’s house that Hindiyya learned to read but later, under Antonio Venturi’s direction. In any case, like many Christian women at that time in Aleppo, she must have been able to cope with the written text. 

			It was common in the eighteenth century for girls to know how to read without knowing how to write. During her interrogation in 1753 Hindiyya stated twice that she could not write,5 whereas other Aleppine women, and some of her companions from the convent, were fairly proficient. Her reading skills are more difficult to assess. In 1775 her brother Nicholas said that: “presently, she does know how to read, but only how to spell like a child; she does not know how to write; but I have heard that she has occasionally written her name”.6 This statement minimises his sister’s actual abilities because, in responding to an apostolic delegate’s questions about the divine inspiration of Hindiyya’s “texts”, ignorance was considered proof of sincerity. Her former companion, Maryam Mukarzal from Bayt Shabab, made a deposition at the same time, claiming that “Mother Hindiyya pretends that she can only read a little”, but that she had personally often seen her reading letters and the Gospel. She suspected her of having derived the inspiration for one of her visionary texts from a book borrowed from the monks in Luwayza7. She probably rarely read silently alone, and preferred reading aloud in a group. She claimed that at home she would ask her brother Nicholas to read the Passion to her. Later her companion Catherine recalled a time when, at the convent, they read Rodríguez together, holding the book between them8. This is surprising since Rodríguez’s Christian Perfection is, in its unabridged version, a serious work of spirituality, originally intended for the Jesuits and with little appeal for the ordinary reader. However, ways of interacting with writing in the eighteenth century were probably very different from ours, so that even the illiterate could devise strategies for absorbing the contents of a book that might be difficult to understand.9 Recitation and memorization would have been important to Hindiyya’s book culture. It is also possible that she made progress at the convent, particularly by frequenting her companion Catherine who was better educated. She probably also knew more than she sometimes wanted to reveal. 

			Aleppo had undergone, relatively speaking, a “devotional invasion” comparable to that which had engulfed the Catholic West in the seventeenth century.10 During Hindiyya’s childhood printed books were rare and only manuscripts were available. In addition to Christian Doctrines and Psalms, the Propaganda had published The Imitation of Christ in 1663 and the Prayers of St Bridget in 1677.11 On the other hand many devotional classics were available as manuscripts in Aleppo during the late seventeenth century. The Capuchins had already translated into Arabic The Sinner’s Guide by Luis de Granada around 163512. As we saw earlier, a Carmelite had given St Teresa’s rule and a biography to a nun in 166213. In about 1720 the Maronite Butrus Al-Tulawi translated into Arabic a Life of Teresa written in Latin by a Carmelite as well as a Life of Thomas à Kempis. The Interior Castle and The Path to Perfection by the great Spanish mystic were translated into Italian by the Aleppine Maronite Yusuf Al-Bani, in 1719. A copy of the Mystica Ciudad de Dios by María de Agreda which was found in Aleppo is dated 1696.14 A Treatise on Mental Prayer has been preserved, written by an anonymous author. It belonged to Mother Helen of the Cross, who was mother superior of the “Capuchinesses” and Syrian by “nation”, and it was borrowed by Jean François de Lille in 1674.15 There is also a Lover’s Gate, and a Food for the Soul in the Conversation between the Betrothed, translated by an anonymous Carmelite in the seventeenth century. The Arabic version of Spiritual Combat by the Neapolitan Theatine Lorenzo Scupoli was probably composed by the Aleppine Capuchin Jean Baptiste de Saint Aignan in 1670. He was also the translator of the Christian Educator by Philippe Outreman.16 The Grandeur of Jesus Christ by Louis d’Argentan was translated into Arabic by Joseph de Reuilly in 1721.17 The Scale of Time by Johannes Eusebius Nieremberg was translated by Yusuf Al-Bani around 1719. The same prolific translator also provided an Arabic version of Christian Perfection by Alfonso Rodríguez and L’inferno aperto al cristiano perché non v’entri by Pietro Pinamonti, as well as a Kitab al-Mu‘arrif wa-l-mu‘tarif, which is probably a condensed version of the two famous works by Paolo Segneri, Il confessore istruito and Il penitente istruito.18

			In addition to these spiritual treatises, prayers translated from Latin were circulated as well as rules for confessors and penitents which had more practical contents.19 In Christian Thoughts Organized for the Number of Days in a Month, an admonition specifies, presumably in the hope of promoting a wider circulation, that the book does not contain any complicated words.20 A Path of Devotion to the Heart of Jesus was written by a Jesuit from Aleppo in 1724 and Rules for Devout Women by the future Maronite bishop Jibra’il Farhat.21 
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