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The meaning of words given below is for how they are used in this text.


Ablaq


Banding of contrasting stone


Bab


Gateway, door or city gate


Badieh


The wilderness


Barakah


Blessing or spiritual power believed to reside in holy places and persons


Barrani


The first of the hammam’s three bathing rooms where temperatures are not very hot; the first main room of the hammam


Beit al-nar


The hot part of the floor in the jouwani over the heating duct


Bilad al-Sham


The region bordering the eastern Mediterranean that is roughly equivalent to the modern states of Syria and Lebanon and part of Palestine


Derwish


Sufi mystic; poor person


Finjan


A small cup with no handle, for coffee


Foul


Brown fava beans


Futa


A long piece of cloth like a light towel that is worn when bathing


Hadith


Saying attributed to the Prophet Mohammed


Hajj


The pilgrimage to Mecca


Halal


Lawful or permitted in Islamic law


Hamam


Variant spelling of hammam, used to refer to public baths in Turkey


Hammam


Public bathing house, often called a Turkish bath in English; rooms for bathing in a private house


Haram


Forbidden in Islam. Informally, you might show disapproval of someone’s actions by saying Haram!


Haramlek


The private family area of an Ottoman house


Hijama


A traditional kind of blood letting in which ‘bad blood’ is removed through the use of suction cups


Hijri


The Islamic calendar, the first year of which dates from the Prophet Mohammed’s migration from Mecca to Medina


Imam


The leader of a mosque’s congregation


Jelabiyah


A tunic-like garment that usually reaches the ankles


Jinn


Spirits believed by Muslims to have free will and to influence humanity


Jouwani


The hottest room in the hammam (apart from the steam room) where bathers sweat it out


Kibbeh


A traditional Syrian food of fried bulgur and minced beef


Leef


A circular sisal scrub that is used to clean the bather’s skin


Madrassah


School; school for religious studies


Maqqam


A shrine


Maqsurah


Smaller, more private room off the main rooms in a hammam


Maristan


A hospital (often attached to a mosque)


Mashrabiyah


Latticed window overlooking a street


Mi’allim


The manager, the one in charge


Minbar


Pulpit


Miraj


The Prophet Mohammed’s ascent into the heavens


Mukeyyis


The person whose job is to exfoliate the bather’s skin in the hammam


Muqarnas


Decoration that gives a ‘stalactite’ effect to a dome or entrance


Nargileh


Pipe for smoking, the smoke being cooled through water


Naoura


Water wheel used to raise water from a river


Ramadan


The Islamic month of fasting


Sebil


A drinking fountain


Selamlek


The public quarters of an Ottoman home


Shebab


Youths; the lads


Sheikh


An elderly leader of the community


Silsileh


Chain


Sirwal


Loose-fitting trousers traditionally worn in the Arab world


Suq


Market; market place


Tasai


Bowl used for pouring water over the body when washing


Wall


A saintly person; governor


Waqf


Endowment or trust


Wasta


Someone who acts as an intermediary


Wastani


The moderately warm room in the hammam which connects the barrani with the jouwani


Ziyarah


Pilgrimage to, or worshipping at, a holy person’s tomb or holy site










INTRODUCTION
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The Ecclesiastical History of Socrates talks of Bishop Sisinnios, who ‘was accustomed to indulge himself by wearing


smart new garments, and by bathing twice a day in the public baths. When someone asked him why he,


a bishop, bathed himself twice a day, he replied: “Because you do not give me time for a third.’”


William Dalrymple1









WITH THE FIRST LIEUTENANT


It was in a restaurant in Damascus that I announced my intention. I would often go to eat with the first lieutenant when he had officially finished his duties, and we would dip together into the usual dishes of foul beans and hummus as the waiters served us with affable ease.


Despite his position, the lieutenant had a mischievous approach to life, and we sometimes discussed topics that were not normally broached in Syria. (I never knew whether his work extended into the evenings when we ate out or drank arak together on the balcony of my flat, or whether it was just his enquiring mind that led the lieutenant to seek out the company of foreigners.)


Eventually I confided in the first lieutenant my project. But the announcement wasn’t met with the lieutenant’s usual laughter (like when he raised his glass of arak on the balcony and called out an irreverent toast). Indeed, on hearing my plans the lieutenant was genuinely shocked:




– You can’t do that! You must have permission!





I would write a book about the hammams of Syria, recording their traditions even as they disappeared. Strangely enough, although he disapproved of the project, and knew some things about hammams, the first lieutenant had never actually been to one. His explanation for this was clear enough:




– We are a simple people in Lattakia, and we bathe in the sea.





I laughed it off, the first lieutenant’s disapproval, for this was where our outlooks would never match. I was a man with a mission, but not the kind of assignment that most foreigners are suspected of entertaining in this region of the world. Like in that film The Swimmer where Burt Lancaster strips bare and dives into American society, crossing swimming pool after suburban pool across Connecticut, so, with only a towel wrapped around my waist (a waist that is somewhat expanding with Syrian cuisine and middle age), and with a bar of Aleppo soap scented of bay and myrtle in my hand, I would hammam my way across Syria, from Damascus right up to Aleppo, if not beyond.


NOTES
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1   Dalrymple, William, From the Holy Mountain (Harper Collins, 1997), p. 37.
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HAMMAMING IN BILAD AL-SHAM
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‘The hamam, after all, was an Islamic


interpretation of the Roman bath.’1








A HISTORY LESSON IN A HAMMAM


Damascus is not without its history.


In the mountains above Damascus Cain is said to have killed Abel, the very mountainside opening in horror at the deed. But then Adam himself is said to have been formed from the clay of the River Barada2 that rises in the snowy mountains of the ante-Lebanon and waters the desert plain, creating a green girdle of orchards around the city, ‘like a halo around the moon’.


If you climb up the illegal settlements above the Friday Market you can still visit the shrine on Mount Qassioun that marks the first spilling of human blood. The guide to the shrine will genially point out where a hand is imprinted in the rock, with the word ‘Allah’ in the rock alongside it, above where the rock surface is dabbed with a splash of red paint, just for effect. Fashionable young women cover themselves and earnestly pray at the shrine, or light a candle perhaps, for in Syria such holy places are often common to both Christians and Muslims.


From the mountaintop Damascus can be seen spreading out in the oasis below, the dull brown of the city shaped like a comet’s tail3 in the surrounding vegetation, before the greenness yields to desert. From the line of cafés cut across the mountain, parts of the city are quite distinct below: the jumble of flat roofs of those who have just settled beneath; the cupolas of the line of mosques and tombs that is Salihiye; the boulevard of Abu Roumaneh stretching through the posh suburbs where I taught. Through the haze you might just make out the maze of alleys that is the old city, and even the minarets and dome of the Umayyad Mosque, the landmark towards which everything is orientated.


My interest, however, lies not so much in the mosque as in the hammams near its doors. Two of the best hammams in Syria are just outside the walls of the Umayyad Mosque, and in one of these, Hammam al-Malek al-Zaher, I had perhaps my simplest lesson in Syrian history.


The hammam is named after the Mamluk sovereign who drove the Crusaders out of Syria, but in fact predates al-Malek al-Zaher’s rule, for the baths were once part of a tenth-century house. One corner of the hammam has a Roman pillar incorporated into its structure, no doubt borrowed from the site of the nearby temple and, maybe a millennium later, still not returned.
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The Umayyad Mosque in Damascus


I knew the hammam from the days when it was plastered over in tiles of dubious effect. If the beauty of the east is veiled, hidden so that it is not exposed to the public eye, this has certainly been true of the hammams of Syria: hammams going back seven or eight hundred years have been covered in the kind of tiles that might have graced your auntie’s bathroom in the 1970s.


As I crossed the hammam one day in my wooden clogs (clogs are the traditional footwear of the hammam, to avoid contact with the impurities of another’s bath water) I had my usual banter with the attendants:




– Ya, Irlandi! I called to one of the workers.





He laughed, and one of the other attendants joined in:




– And why do you call him Irish?


– Well, look at his red hair!


– And what would you call me?


– You? You’re absolutely Damascene.


– Not me! I’m Caucasian.





And indeed, although the country is officially called the Syrian Arab Republic, there is a wealth of non-Arab minorities within its borders. On closer examination the attendant’s looks did support his claim.




– I’m Caucasian. My family were from Turkey.





My geography of the region wasn’t good enough to challenge the equation of the Caucasus with Turkey, but I concurred:




– Ah! Like the hammam itself! We are after all in a Turkish bath.





At this point I was most decidely corrected by the ‘Caucasian’ attendant:




– Not at all. This bath isn’t Turkish; it’s Roman.





And here there is a linguistic problem, for the word used in Arabic for the public baths – hammam – can most easily be translated into English as ‘Turkish bath’, a term which is probably inappropriate for the hammams I explore, and a phrase this attendant objected to. I conceded:




– Okay. It’s not Turkish. It’s probably Mamluk.





We were standing in a hammam named after a great Mamluk leader, and the Mamluks were, after the Romans, bathers sans pareil. The attendant, however, would not compromise:




– No, the hammam is Roman. Even this arch in front of you is Roman.





I wasn’t convinced by the arch, for the interiors of hammams are often much modified, and this hammam underwent a makeover or two even during my time in Syria. I had to admit, however, that the other great hammam just down the way, Hammam Silsileh, did advertise itself as a ‘Roman Bath’. But here in Hammam al-Malek al-Zaher, as we stood by the stacks of green Aleppan soap made from laurel and olives, and the piled circles of saisal with which the next bathers would scrub themselves down in their communal wash, I received the simplest explanation of the development of the hammams in Syria.


The attendant gave me my history lesson in colloquial Arabic, for if he had little classical Arabic, I had none:




– Here we are just by the Umayyad Mosque. The mosque was once the Roman Temple of Jupiter.





I agreed with the obvious. And before it had been Jupiter’s it had been a site of worship for Haddad, an Aramean god. Haddad had not so much been ousted in a religious coup as absorbed into the civilisation which followed, just as in Lebanon the Virgin Mary has been absorbed into traditions of Rome’s Diana, and has been traditionally pictured with the moon beneath her feet.4


The attendant went on:




– So the Romans would have bathed here before going to the Temple.





I concurred:




– And the hammam is built according to the classic Roman structure of three rooms. And after the Romans came the Christians. And they made the temple into a church.


– Okay.


– And they would have bathed before they went to church.


– Maybe.
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The Umayyad Mosque


(I had my doubts about this one, for there were people who claimed that those who were baptised in Christ had no need of further washing.)




– And after Christianity came Islam.


– And Muslims bathe here in this hammam before Friday prayers.





It all made sense: civilisation after civilisation had taken the city, adapting the site that was once a temple to the god Haddad for their religious needs. But the conquerors must have claimed not just the holy site but the neighbouring hammams, for some kind of ritual cleansing is generally part and parcel of religious duties.


I doubted whether this hammam had ever been Roman, although archaeologists are excavating a Roman hammam at the Umayyad Mosque’s south gate. But the first principle of hammaming was clear: Syria’s hammaming traditions were inherited from the Romans.


APHAMEA


A friend had told me of a hammam in Aphamea, the ruins of a city of the Seleucid Empire, famed for the cavalry horses bred among its rich pastures.5 My stated goal was the hammam, but who could come to Syria and not visit Aphamea? Antony and Cleopatra had once passed through its colonnades.


In pursuit of this hammam, I got off the bus after the Arab castle of Shayzar, beyond which the Orontes River flows by ancient water wheels. An unhurried throng of motorbikes at an intersection was functioning as a taxi fleet. Soon I was passing through rolling countryside with Mohammed, not unhandsome in the red-checked keffiyeh wrapped around his head à la Arafat. The great plain of the Orontes below us was all neatly cultivated squares, and I savoured a landscape of cornfields and olives.


We drove through wheat fields that seemed to stretch as far as the distant haze of the Ansariye Mountains, until at a T-junction two men in seriously grey suits stopped us. They seemed a little out of place in the cornfields around us; guarding an embassy in Damascus might have been more their milieu. They asked Mohammed where he was taking me. Surely we weren’t trying to avoid the ticket office?




[image: Image]


The ruins of the hammam in Aphamea


They seemed to know Mohammed, and I relaxed a bit. I could even buy a ticket at the Syrian not the foreigners’ rate, they suggested. Or even better, why didn’t we enter the ruins by the far side and avoid the ticket office altogether? Or, best of all (and here, for some reason, there was a bit of a chuckle), Mohammed himself could take me directly to the hammam! I must admit I was a little surprised to think of the hammam as still functioning – it must have been some kind of natural spring that the locals still used. And so we set off again over the gentle undulations, a breeze almost caressing us through the wheat as we travelled.


Suddenly the colonnades of Aphamea rose up from among the corn. That is all there was: two clean lines of limestone colonnades stretching for a mile above the swirling patterns of corn, with the harvesters making their way through the wheat.


True to his promise, Mohammed avoided the golden splendour of the pillars and took me directly to the hammam. The locals certainly were not bathing, for here there was neither fountain nor pool; my destination was a dried-out ruin part way along the colonnade. Two fairly spacious rooms formed the ruined Roman hammam: a curved inner room that sported a fig tree growing out of the rubble, and another room with a central arch that framed part of the colonnade. I had to admit that although the hammam itself was a bit of a let-down, it had a prime site by the cardo maximus and one of the best views in Syria.


After Mohammed and I had argued over the fare, for he had refused to let me pay anything, my driver disappeared, and a local ‘guide’ arrived, offering both information (‘the colonnade has 1,200 columns…’) and local antiquities. The antique coins offered – one Byzantine, one from the time of Queen Zenobia in Palmyra, and one ‘Arab’ – were rather tempting, and they could have been bought with an easy conscience, for they had probably just been manufactured up the road in Homs.


When the guide went off, I sat in the shade of the votive column near the baths. The fields were half-harvested, the reapers were resting in the shade of a lorry, and sheep were munching as gleaners among the stubble. My only companions were now the birds: kites flew overhead, swallows chirped among imperial glory, and an owl perched on the colonnade looked down on everything, even though it was midday. Where else in the world could you arrive at such a site and be the only visitor?


I sat in the stillness of the afternoon and read from a book of poems that I had picked up in a tired old Mamluk hammam in Homs that functioned not just as a place for the poor to wash, but as a second-hand bookshop for undergraduates. A hammam in Homs might seem a rather unlikely place to buy the Penguin Book of English Verse, but there has been an interesting relationship between books and hammams. Wasn’t a library an essential part of the Roman hammam? Bathers may once have reclined to read in the hammam I had just visited.


The corn grew right up to the columns, and spilled onto the paving stones where the ruts made by the cartwheels of travellers on their way to Antioch maybe two millennia ago could still be seen. I settled down to some pre-Elizabethan poetry:




They flee from me that


sometime did me seek


With naked fote stalking


within my chamber.





This is how it would be at almost any site I visited in Syria. In the oasis city of Palmyra, below the towers of the dead, I found hammam ruins scattered by the desert colonnade. At Serjilla, one of the many ‘Dead Cities’ between Hama and Aleppo, the hammam was so grand I at first mistook it for a Byzantine church. This civilisation – once rich in olives and wine and wheat –had fallen into stony oblivion, perhaps as the Byzantines and Umayyads fought it out. The hammam, however, survives as the greatest monument of town life; bathing was civilisation.
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The entrance to the hammam in the ruins of Serjilla


A ROMAN TRADITION


It is perhaps in Bosra that the Roman baths of Syria are most evident, but even in the Ismaili town of Selamiyah the Roman origins of its hammam are evident. It wasn’t really by design that I went to Bosra; on my way to Dera’a (where T. E. Lawrence lived out his fantasies with the Turks) a Palestinian passenger on the bus invited me to visit Bosra instead. It is a foolish traveller who doesn’t forgo the set itinerary in response to a spontaneous invitation, and I accepted.
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Sunlight pours through the roof of the hammam in Selamiyah


After travelling through barren, basalt landscapes, I found myself taking in the ruins of Bosra’s South Baths, a massive structure with a columned porch, as impressive as Bosra’s Byzantine cathedral to the east. Through the porch was a domed vestibule where the bather would have undressed in spacious splendour. The hammam’s architecture reflected the stages through which the bather would have progressed. The vestibule led to the cold room, which in turn led to the warm room, which had a hot room on either side where bathers would have sweated it out.
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The South Baths in Bosra
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Hammam Manjak in Bosra
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A cross in a stone in the wall in Hammam Manjak


But the South Baths is not the only hammam in Bosra. Opposite the Mosque of the Caliph Omar I found Hammam Manjak. This hammam is not Roman but was constructed in the fourteenth century by those great builders of hammams, the Mamluks. Although it does not have the T-shape of Bosra’s Roman hammam, the Mamluk hammam essentially mirrors the Roman hammam’s structure.


Built opposite a mosque rather than near a temple, (a mosque with Byzantine pillars absorbed into its walls), its entrance rooms led to a reception room where a raised pool filled the central floor. From here a corridor led to the hammam proper. But I had problems checking the hammam within; the building was locked. One of the great travel quests in the Arab world is to find the man with the key to the public monument, but I jumped up on to one of the walls to view the maze of piped cubicles beneath.


Here pilgrims who had left Damascus to travel to Mecca on the hajj would have cleansed themselves before setting out again on their desert crossing. Clearly the Mamluks were into recycling, for stones with crosses from some nearby church and symbols that were precursors of the swastika from a place of worship were incorporated into the walls of the hammam’s outer rooms.


Bosra had appeal: the ruins were not just at the heart of a community, but incorporated into the homes, the stones of the great monuments having been carried off to build the local houses. (It is the same all over Syria: the citadel in Aleppo was stripped of the casing that covered its slopes to furnish the buildings beneath, just as in Cairo the limestone that once covered the pyramids was recycled to furnish the mosques.)


Near the local bakery citizens set circles of unleavened bread to cool on the remains of ancient pillars. That for me was the charm of the place: these were living ruins – and I had the place to myself. But unfortunately, in order to conform to the perceived tastes of Westerners doing tours of the Levant, many of the local people had been moved out of their homes and their basalt-built houses were now blocked up. Sanitisation in the name of tourism – the authentic local culture replaced with something artificial – was already underway.


In terms of size, Bosra’s Roman hammam could have competed with the local Byzantine cathedral, but not with its amphitheatre. I thought of the Swiss explorer John Lewis Burckhardt, who had travelled through the basalt landscapes of the Houran two centuries earlier, but missed Bosra’s greatest monument: one of the biggest amphitheatres outside Rome then lay beneath the sands. Further down the road in what is now Jordan, Burckhardt did receive his consolation prize; pursuing rumours of a hidden city, he stumbled across Petra and its Nabatean sepulchres, the mountains carved out to house the dead in monumental splendour.




I could live with Bosra without its amphitheatre, for I never felt that Syria for me should be a reverent perusal of historical sites. When I think back on Bosra it is not just its basalt monuments that I remember; there was the Palestinian home with its begonias in pots and Islamic texts and photographs of the brothers on the walls and a supper of cheese and olives. In the evening, my host’s brother, a student at the technical school, sat next to me in his khakis, his arm slung over my shoulder. Even when travelling there is no escape from the role of English teacher, and I was given his course book to explain:




The good tradesman always takes a pride in his work… Even when his boss is absent he continues to work, for it is his work that he loves…





It was further along that bleak basalt landscape, in the Druze area near Suweida, that I sat with friends by the ruins of a Byzantine church with vine leaves carved on its entrance, and sarcophagi scattered in its depths. In vain we scanned the landscape for the grove of oaks mentioned in the guide book. Finally we realized that the grove that evaded us was in fact the single surviving oak right above our heads.


I suppose that was the day that put Roman pillars and Byzantine ruins in perspective for me. In that basalt plateau of the Druze there is hardly a roundabout or a garden wall that doesn’t exhibit a sculpted lion or a Roman pillar, or some unread Greek inscription across the lintel of a doorway.


Syria for me was not going to be a diligent exploration of dead ruins. I would study a more living architecture – the hammams, and the world that they contained.


A TRADITION ABSORBED


At the end of the eighteenth century two British doctors living in Aleppo wrote their Natural History of Aleppo. (A European presence in Aleppo was nothing new, for there had been a Venetian consulate in the Coppersmiths’ Khan opposite a hammam in the suq since the days of Shakespeare.)


True to the spirit of the Enlightenment, and precursing Napoleon’s documenting of Egyptian life, the doctors took out their thermometers and recorded not the fevers of their patients but the temperatures of a hammam in Aleppo, moving from room to room:




In the month of February, when the mercury in Farhenheit’s thermometer stood at fifty-four, in the open air, it rose in the burany to sixty-four… From this chamber a door opens into a narrow passage, leading to the wustany or middle chamber… The thermometer in the passage rose to seventy-five, and in this chamber to ninety. From the middle chamber a door opens immediately into the inner chamber, or juany, which is much larger than the wustany, and considerably hotter, the mercury rising here to one hundred.6





What the Russells were documenting was the quintessential structure of the Roman hammam, reflected in the South Baths I had seen in Bosra. The first Islamic baths would have been modelled on the Roman structure, with the three-room composition typical of a Roman bath (frigidarium, tepidarium and calidarium) imitated in the Islamic bath. Bathing involved three rooms, with temperatures coolish in the barrani, moderately warm in the wastani (the room which connects the outer and inner rooms) and intensely hot in the jouwani, where the bather would have really sweated it out. In addition, hammams developed a spacious dressing room where bathers would undress and later relax after their hammam. It seemed to my amateur eye, however (scholars of Islamic architecture might see things differently!), that in many hammams the barrani and dressing room were one and the same.


What has changed in the structure of hammams since Mark Antony gave Syria to Cleopatra as a wedding gift, is the heating system. The Romans had a system beneath the floors of raised pillars through which heat circulated. Right in the centre of Beirut the Roman hammam system can still be seen, and at Umm Quais in the far north of Jordan, with the Sea of Galilee a haze in the distance, I came across the heating system of a Roman hammam which still retained its essential components. In Syria, however, a system evolved in which heat and smoke from a furnace passed along a duct under the floor of the jouwani to a chimney.7 Nowadays though it is steam from diesel boilers that heats the hammams.


The Arabs absorbed the Roman hammam structure, but renamed the rooms. It’s simple: the outer room, the coolest, is called the barrani. The middle room, with a moderate heat, is called the wastani. The innermost room – the hottest where you experience the hammam proper – is called the jouwani. These three words for the main rooms of the hammam – barrani, wastani and jouwani – are the essential Arabic for this book.


The aesthetics of each room can be quite different. Surprisingly, one of the most beautiful Ottoman hammams in Syria can be found in the heart of the fairly characterless city of Homs; even the great documenter of Syrian monuments, Ross Burns, found little of interest in this ‘rather drab city’.8 The Ottoman hammam in the suq however is a wonder. The first room where you undress on raised platforms is not unlike the interior of a Methodist chapel with a rickety balcony. The wastani rooms connect to the innermost hammam – these are spacious and moderately cool and are really just a transitional area where you might change out of your wet towel beneath exquisite roofs or wash alone in moderate warmth. The jouwani, the hottest room, is the most atmospheric with its algaed walls and daylight sifting through lingering steam.
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The heating system at the Roman hammam in Umm Quais
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The barrani, or dressing room, at Hammam Othmania in Homs


Since the Russells documented Aleppan life, many hammaming traditions have survived, but the number of bathers has certainly decreased. And I suspect that if the Russells were alive today their thermometers might not record quite the same temperatures; with the price of heating oil nowadays some hammams no longer maintain their intense heat.
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The wastani dome at Hammam Othmania




The atmosphere too will have changed; the candles or oil lamps that would have lit the hammams from some niche in the wall have been replaced by the harsh glare of fluorescent lights. Who could document the Arab love affair with the fluorescent tube, not to mention the loudspeaker! With one flick of a switch the dreamy afternoon light in the hammam is shattered, and the fluorescent tubes hanging like a trapeze artist’s bars from the dome fix all and sundry with their unforgiving glare.
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The jouwani at Hammam Othmania in Homs
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Fluorescent tubes in Hammam al Naem, Allepo


The thick electric cables falling over some intricately honeycombed doorway, the minarets of Mamluk mosques culminating in fluorescent strips, the flyover carved through an Ottoman area of Damascus – there is a general indifference to the concept of cultural heritage. In The Street Philosopher and the Holy Fool, Marius Kociejowski rails against the desecration of the architecture around him in Aleppo:




Everywhere one looks there are electrical cables, makeshift repairs, advertising posters and fluorescent tubes. Who first brought in the fluorescent tube?9





It takes a foreigner to notice such things; for the indigeneous these unfortunate imports have become the norm.


Despite the fluorescent lighting, the basic structure of the hammam remains intact. To put it simply, a Roman tradition became an Islamic one. However, the libraries which were an integral part of the Roman bath – for the reclining citizen might have refreshed the mind as well as the body – were not brought into the Islamic bathing tradition. Indeed, it is said that with the Arab conquest of Roman Egypt the works in the great library of Alexandria were used to fuel the hammams, but this might best be taken with a pinch of salt. Given that the Arab general Amr ibn al-As reported back to the Caliph Omar that he had taken a city with 4,000 palaces, 4,000 baths and 400 theatres, it seems that the Alexandrians were not just conversant with the art of bathing.10


Whatever the reason, the functions of the baths were somewhat reduced; hammams serve the body, not the intellect.


ISLAMISATION


When other cultures were conquered during the spread of Arab civilisation they were said to have ‘opened to Islam’, just as people are ‘invited’ to become Muslims – an invitation I have received more times than I care to count.


Ibn Battuta’s account of the ‘opening’ of Damascus to Islam centres on what was then the Byzantine Church of Saint John, built on the site of the temple of Haddad in the heart of the city. (Today the pillars of the Roman temple still lead to the mosque from the suq, sheltering the sellers of religious books and tamarind drinks beneath.) It seems that initially there was some kind of agreement between the local Christians and the invading Arabs; only half of the church site was appropriated as a mosque, the other half remained for Christian worship.
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Calligraphy on a door to the Umayyad Mosque in Damascus


If we are to believe the account given by Ibn Battuta, a fourteenth-century traveller from Tangiers who spent time as a poor scholar in Damascus, the conquering forces showed exemplary tolerance:




The site of the mosque was a church, and when the Muslims captured Damascus, one of their commanders entered from one side by the sword and reached as far as the middle of the church, while the other entered peaceably from the eastern side and reached the middle also. So the Muslims made the half of the church which they had entered by force into a mosque and the half which they had entered by peaceful agreement remained as a church.11







Indeed, in Jerusalem the Caliph Omar refused to pray in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre so that the local Christians could retain their church. Such tolerance was not unusual, with Greek-speaking Christians retaining key posts in the Umayyad Empire. The compromise concerning the Church of St John did not last, however. The Caliph Waleed, not content with half a church, laid claim to the entire site, and set about demolishing the Cathedral of Saint John with his own hands.


The Caliph Waleed sent for 12,000 artisans from the Byzantine Emperor to build the greatest wonder of Damascus, the Umayyad Mosque, all green and gold in its mosaics of pavilions and palaces, rivers and orchards, so that even today the worshipper doesn’t know whether it is Damascus portrayed on the dazzling walls or paradise itself as described in the Qur’an:




Such is the paradise promised to the righteous, streams run through it, its fruits never fail; it never lacks shade.12





For that world traveller of the fourteenth century, no mosque in the world could match that of Damascus for its beauty – and Ibn Battuta had prayed in many a mosque. When he left Tangiers to go on the hajj, it took many years for him to complete his journey; somewhat distracted, his travels took him not just to Mecca but to China. With the authority of a traveller who had covered some 13,000 miles, Ibn Battuta could finally state that the Umayyad Mosque was:




The most magnificent mosque in the world, the finest in construction and noblest in beauty, grace and perfection; it is matchless and unequalled.13





What with earthquakes and fires and attempts at restoration, the mosque is not quite the marvel it was; over a century ago a workman’s pipe set the roof on fire as it was being repaired with pitch, and the marvellous mosaics ‘perished in incandescent showers’, with the marble panelling ‘crumbling into heaps of lime’.14


But it is still a marvel. The mosaicked courtyard is now a marbled floor, shimmering like a pool in the morning light – like that palace floor of Solomon, where the Queen of Sheba, the visiting Bilquis, thinking the floor a reflecting pool, bared her legs before the dumbfounded king to step through its waters.


THE OTHER WONDERS OF DAMASCUS


It seems that before Caliph Waleed graced the city with his mosque, the citizens of Damascus had other marvels to enjoy.


The first marvel in those days was the air – a little difficult to imagine now, with the minibuses ferrying their passengers throughout Damascus, choking the streets with diesel fumes. But even today, evening breezes blowing in from the desert still refresh the city, and it is those winds that for Gertrude Bell made Damascus a city of the desert.


A century ago this scholar of Persian poetry saw in Damascus a desert purity. For her, more than twelve hundred years after the Islamic conquest, Damascus still had the purity of the early caliphs who, although ruling an empire, still milked their goats. Damascus was the last Muslim capital to be ruled by bedouin traditions, and the desert permeated the city:




The desert stretches up to its walls, the breath of it is blown in by every wind, the spirit of it comes through the eastern gates with every camel driver.15





Today the evening breezes bear the scent of the jasmine that cascades over suburban walls, intoxicating the streets with its sweetness. It is the heady scent of jasmine that I will forever associate with Damascus, the starry flowers in the half-light of a summer evening with all their perfumed excess.


The second wonder was the water of Damascus – indeed there are people who still say it:




– Aleppo for its food, Homs for its girls, and Damascus for its water.





It is the waters of the River Barada seeping into the desert that gave birth to this city on the Silk Route. Students still learn of the beauty of the River Barada as recorded by the poets, although it is hard to reconcile the rivers of Damascus (are they not the Abana and the Pharpar of the Bible?16) with the sad trickle nowadays passing underground through Martyrs’ Square.


The third wonder of Damascus was its fruit. It is the Fiji spring that supplies Damascus with water, and today the hillsides of Ein el Fiji still bloom briefly with almond and apple blossom when the short, sharp winter ends. Spring-time is a shock of blossom beneath barren hills, with families picnicking in the orchards. Summer is a succession of local fruit: apricots yield to the bloom of peaches; then baskets of bursting figs fill the markets until, announcing the approach of autumn, pears and plums give way to wine-dark pomegranates.


The fourth wonder for Waleed was the city’s hammams, and they for me are still a marvel of the city. Until very recently any quarter would have had its hammam, along with its place of worship and the baker’s and a barber perhaps, for these were the essentials of life. When European royalty were bathing once a year, in dire need of ‘all the perfumes of the east’, the men of Damascus could have nipped into a hammam at the end of a day’s work.


Legend has it that at one time Damascus had a hammam for every day of the year. Even after the Ottoman Empire collapsed and the French occupied Damascus (those Syrians who had rebelled against Ottoman rule were thus betrayed, the French occupying Syria while the British claimed Mesopotamia), the architect Sauvaget recorded some fifty hammams still in use. Then, what with the building of modern flats with bathrooms, the decline rapidly set in, and of those legendary 365 hammams, maybe 18 or so are still in use today.


Some hammams still stand in a state of decay, closed up and semi-derelict, the rubbish dumped beneath their walls like Hammam Asakakri, a hammam built by a sheikh, and described as small and elegant by M. Kayall in 1989.17 Others function as a warehouse or a carpenters’ workshop or the like, the décor of their domes flaking where sparrows fly through – like the Tailors’ Hammam in the heart of the suq, now used as an underwear shop. Others are entirely lost, not just in Damascus but in Aleppo as well, their destruction sanctioned by the authorities in order to widen some road or other, their loss recorded by some lover of domes and dying traditions.
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The former Hammam Asakakri, in Damascus
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Hammam Hayateen, the Tailors’ Hammam


HOLY GROUND


Damascus is a holy city. Jews have built a synagogue in Jobar commemorating where the prophet Elijah is said to have lived; for Christians it is from Damascus that Saint Paul escaped over city walls in a basket, and for Muslims, companions of the Prophet are buried in its graveyards.


According to Damascene tradition, the Prophet passed so close to Damascus that there is still a village called Qaddam commemorating the place where he stood (in Arabic qaddam means foot) and surveyed the Byzantine city. Damascenes say that on viewing the distant city surrounded by orchards, the Prophet refused to enter –shunning the earthly paradise for that of the hereafter, saying that a man could enter paradise only once.


And it is to Damascus that Muslims claim Jesus will finally return, and (or so the Damascene Islamic version goes) give the call to prayer from the south-eastern minaret of the Umayyad Mosque.


It is a city sanctified by saints and prophets. In the prayer hall of the Umayyad Mosque, Christians and Muslims alike visit the shrine of John the Baptist, the sexes carefully segregated near the gilded memorial. In a nearby hall, Shi’a pilgrims come to revere the shrine of Hussein who met a fate similar to St John, his head delivered to the Umayyad ruler of the day, and so a rival to the caliphate was disposed of, and divisions confirmed that split the Islamic world even now. Escorted by their tour guide, Iranian pilgrims beat their breasts in grief, wail with sorrow as if Hussein had been killed just yesterday, and have their photographs taken in his domed shrine.


The Umayyads, rather than govern their Islamic world from Medina or Mecca, made Damascus the centre of their rule. And when they lost the Arab world, they continued their rule in Andalusia, the mihrab of the great mosque of Cordoba with its horseshoe arches oriented not towards Mecca but south, as if they had never left Damascus for exile in Europe.
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The Umayyad Mosque in Damascus




In Damascus lie the giants of Islamic history. Nur al-Din, the wager of jihad against the Crusaders, is buried here. His tomb lies largely ignored in the suq – the square walls rising delicately to a pointed dome, all honeycombed muqarnas layered in dust – but the hammam he built to fund the madrassah or religious school where he is buried is much frequented today.
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The shrine of John the Baptist
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The prayer hall at Hussein’s shrine


The very skyline of the city is one of minarets and mausoleums. The Kurdish liberator of Jerusalem, Saladeen, is buried near the Umayyad Mosque, a sign in Arabic announcing his resting place as a shrine. Modern-day visitors wishing to pay their respects are confronted by two different caskets: one suitably austere, and one less appropriately ornate, his tomb renovated after the wishes of a visiting Kaiser. T. E. Lawrence, having taken Damascus with Prince Faisal, is said to have paid homage at his hero’s tomb.


The rusty-red cupolas of mausoleums define the skyline – monuments built by rulers who knew their days were numbered and had their deeds inscribed in stone before their successor held sway. Both mystics and Arab nationalists have their place, and sometimes even lie buried together. The great Sufi, Mohi al-Din ibn ’Arabi, is buried below Qassioun Mountain in Salihiye.


For some time the mystic Mohi al-Din ibn ’Arabi shared his tomb with the Algerian ‘Abd al-Qadir who fought the French in Algeria, and gave refuge to the Christians of Damascus during the city’s sectarian massacres of 1880. Observing mystic and nationalist resting beneath one dome, Colin Thubron writes in his homage to the city, Mirror to Damascus, ‘two men were never coupled more strangely in one tomb’.18


The Algerian’s body has been returned to his native soil, but women still come to touch the tomb of Mohi al-Din ibn ’Arabi, imploring him to intercede with God to grant them children. However, it is not just by his domed tomb that Ibn ’Arabi is remembered. Nearby, just below the market, are the domes of the Hammam Muqaddam, opposite which a forgotten tomb, its dome collapsed on the grave beneath, half recalls some knight who fought with Saladeen to re-take Jerusalem. There, in the depths of the hammam, a basalt bathing font is remembered as the one used by the thirteenth-century mystic.


The font remains in the hammam, surrounded by bathroom tiles. Seeing its solid shape, the basalt rock devoid of any ornamentation, I at first imagined ibn ’Arabi to have been some miserable fundamentalist, as dour and sour as his dark font in the hammam.


In that I was quite mistaken.


THE ISLAMIC HAMMAM


The discerning passerby in Damascus may still catch sight today of a Greek inscription referring to the return of the Messiah, not in the Christian quarter of the city, but built into the main wall of the Umayyad Mosque. Just as the traditions of others were built upon, so Roman bathing traditions were incorporated into Islamic life.


Initially, however, Islam showed resistance to the baths of Christendom and the pagan world, and they were not immediately absorbed into Islam. The Mother of the Faithful, Aisha, a wife of the Prophet, is reported as saying:




The Apostle of Allah (peace be upon him) forbade to enter the hot baths. He then permitted men to enter them in lower garments.19





It seems that over the years some kind of process of accommodation took place. The hammams in the conquered world were perhaps rather raunchy affairs, at odds with the Islamic taboo on nudity. It is reported that Aisha rebuked certain women she met from Syria over this issue:




She said: Perhaps you belong to the place where women enter hot baths (for washing). They said: Yes. She said: I heard the Apostle of Allah (peace be upon him) say: If a woman puts off her clothes in a place other than her house, she tears the veil between her and Allah, the Exalted.20





Public bathing Roman-fashion was incompatible with Arab concepts of modesty.


Hammaming was not fully embraced by some religious authorities. In the fourteenth century Ibn Battuta financed his travels by working as a travelling qadi, a kind of itinerant religious-legal authority. Like many a traveller today, his travels did not go without sexual pleasures. Travelling in order to do the hajj did not stop him from marrying a Damascene woman during Ramadan, only to continue on his journey a couple of weeks later, leaving his wife behind.


Our serial polygamist later enjoyed the immodest beauty of the women of the Maldives, but closer to home in Egypt Ibn Battuta was quite upset by the hammams, where he found men bathing in the buff. The travelling judge immediately contacted the authorities to enforce modesty among male bathers:




I went to the governor and informed him of it. He told me not to leave and ordered the lessees of all the bath-houses to be brought before him. Articles were formally drawn up there and then making them subject to penalties if any person should enter a bath without a waist-wrapper, and the governor behaved to them with the greatest severity, after which I took leave of him.21





I wonder if the neglect of Cairo’s last hammams today is not a yielding to similar, contemporary forces?


In contrast, Ibn Battuta much approved of hammaming in Basra, for in Iraq the bather was appropriately given three towels, a towel for each stage of the bathing – a towel for each room perhaps.


Today’s hammams follow a system similar to that observed by Ibn Battuta in Iraq: the bather undresses and puts on a futa or wrap-round for bathing, then, when the bathing is over the attendant dries him down and wraps him in fresh (or sometimes not-so-fresh!) towels to wear briefly as he walks to the barrani. There he is wrapped again in clean towels in order to relax after his bath. The futa worn when bathing is quite different from the towels used for drying; while the towels worn in the barrani are usually white and may be hand-woven locally, the futa has all the brightness of a chequered tea towel.
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Futas drying at Hammam Malek al Zaher


If Ibn Battuta were to tour hammams today he would mostly approve of how bathers are dressed. Everyone will be wearing a futa. The word cannot really be translated as loin-cloth for it usually covers much more than the loins, and given that it is one metre long it would conform to even Ibn Battuta’s criteria for modesty.


A male visitor to Syria is likely to find most bathers still following Islamic guidelines about covering the body from the waist down to the knees. The exception is the Iraqis (Syria gave refuge to over a million Iraqis following the invasion of their country) who seem not to share the average Damascene bather’s prudishness. Our fourteenth-century itinerant judge would have had a fit to see a bather standing stark naked by the font in a Damascene hammam; ironically, however, such a bather is probably from Iraq, and is likely to be rebuked by the Syrian attendant for his lack of prissiness.


I am told that covering up is much less of an issue when women are hammaming. Lane, documenting Egyptian life in The Manners and Customs of the Modern Egyptians, devotes a whole chapter to hammam life (Cairo had between sixty and seventy hammams in Lane’s day), painstakingly recording the four ‘napkins’ which men might wear in an Egyptian hammam. However, he says of the women bathing:




Many women of the lower orders wear no covering whatever in the bath.22





The honour of women bathers, however, is much protected; in Syria a few hammams are reserved for women only, while others like Hammam Bakri are open to women during the day, and men at night for, as I have had it explained to me, what woman would be seen leaving a hammam in darkness? (Men, by the way, can bathe in Hammam Bakri all day on Friday, but given that false ceilings now block out the light that once sifted through patterned domes, something of the art of bathing has been lost.)




At the times of women’s bathing the hammam windows looking out onto the street are firmly shuttered and a curtain is drawn over the outside door to signal the exclusion of men. Only once when I was new in Syria did I breach this forbidden zone. Not realising the significance of the curtain, I pulled it aside, pushed the door open and stepped into the hammam, to confront a woman in her nylon petticoat. It would be hard to say who was the more horrified – the intruder or the intruded upon.
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