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Introduction



Most of the articles, studies and lectures assembled in this volume date from the period of my professional life which began in the autumn of 1949, when I was appointed to the newly-created chair of the History of the Near and Middle East at the School of Oriental and African Studies in the University of London.


I first set foot in the school as an undergraduate student in 1933. Already then I was not entirely a newcomer to Middle Eastern studies. My initiation had begun at an early age, when I was confronted with the need to study a difficult, ancient Middle Eastern text – to be precise, part of Chapter 26 of the Book of Leviticus. At the age of eleven or twelve, along with most Jewish children, I was instructed in the rudiments of Hebrew to prepare me for my Bar Mitzvah, the synagogue ceremony by which Jewish boys – and in modern times also girls – are formally recognized as full, adult members of the community. At that time and in that place, this normally implied only learning the alphabet, memorizing the tunes, and acquiring a sufficient command of the Hebrew script to read and chant the text without understanding it. In the normal course of events, no more than that was expected of pupils; no more was provided by teachers. But for me, another language, and more especially another script, offered new excitement, and led to the joyous discovery that Hebrew was not merely a kind of encipherment of prayers and rituals, to be memorized and recited parrot-fashion. It was a language with a grammar, which one could actually learn like the Latin or French that I was learning at school – or rather, like both of them at the same time, since Hebrew was at once a classical and a modern language. By good fortune, I had a teacher who could respond to my childish enthusiasm, and it was he who helped me find my way on one of the two paths that led to my subsequent career – the fascination with exotic languages.


It was therefore natural that I should continue my Hebrew studies, under his direction, after the completion of the Bar Mitzvah ceremony, and by the time I was ready to go to university, I had read widely and deeply in Hebrew. All this whetted my appetite for more of the same. The more serious study of Hebrew led inevitably to Aramaic, and later, in a more adventurous shift, to Arabic. Though I never made much progress with Aramaic, I became much more interested in Arabic, and was able to indulge that interest more effectively when I went to university. At one stage I was engaged simultaneously in the study of Latin, Greek, Biblical Hebrew and Classical Arabic – a rather heavy program of dead languages for a mere undergraduate. As a graduate student, I expanded my study of Arabic, and added Persian and Turkish.


My main subject of interest, however, was history. I had always been greatly attracted to this subject, and even as a child I had a curious desire to know the history of the other side. In England, when I was at primary school, history basically meant English history, and for a long time this, as taught at that level, consisted largely of wars with the French. From this, I developed a curiosity about French history and asked my father to get me a history of France – in English, of course. He did so, and I was able to consider the history of the Anglo-French wars from both sides. I found it both a rewarding and a stimulating experience.


A little later, chapters in my history textbooks on such topics as the Crusades and the Eastern Question raised similar questions. Here too my Bar Mitzvah marked a turning point. Like most other Bar Mitzvah boys, I received a number of presents, one of which was an outline of Jewish history, a subject about which I previously knew very little. My eager and immediate reading of this book brought me to such fascinating and exotic places as Moorish Cordova, Baghdad under the Caliphs, and Ottoman Istanbul. These were no doubt the first steps on the path which led to my career as an historian of the Middle East.


The degree structure at the University of London at that time made it possible for me to take an honours (that is to say, specialized) degree in history with special reference to the Middle East. This enabled me to continue my linguistic adventures, and at the same time to find my true vocation as a historian. As far as I know, there was no comparable undergraduate program available at any other university at the time. I therefore chose that university and that syllabus – choices and opportunities for which I remain profoundly grateful.


After some years of study in Middle Eastern history and languages at the School of Oriental (later also ‘and African’) Studies in the University of London, my professor, the late Sir Hamilton Gibb, summoned me and said: ‘You have now been studying the Middle East for four years. Don’t you think it’s time you saw the place?’ A traveling fellowship from the Royal Asiatic Society, given to me on Professor Gibb’s recommendation, enabled me to follow his advice, and in the academic year 1937–1938 I set out on my first trip to the Middle East.


My first port of call was Egypt. Arriving (by sea, of course) at Port Said, I remembered the English Arabist Edward Lane’s description of his first arrival in the region whose language and culture had so fascinated him. As he put it, I felt like a Muslim bridegroom meeting the bride with whom he is to spend the rest of his life, and seeing her for the first time after the wedding.


At first, communication was not easy. Though the syllabus and the courses I attended included modern history, my main interest was in the period that in European history is called medieval, a term not very appropriate to the great age of Arab and Islamic civilization. My language studies followed the same line. When I arrived in Egypt the only Arabic I knew was classical Arabic, which was about as useful for conversation as Ciceronian Latin would be in present-day Naples. But I managed to acquire some colloquial Arabic, and enrolled as an ‘auditor’ in Cairo University. I did what students usually do – attended lectures and meetings, read books and newspapers, talked, and – more especially – listened, and on one occasion even attended a student demonstration, I can no longer recall for what cause. From Egypt, I traveled extensively in Palestine, Syria, Lebanon and Turkey, and in the early summer of 1938 returned to London, where I settled down to serious work. My main task during that period was study rather than research, though I did manage to make some progress in the collection of materials for my dissertation, which I completed after my return to England.


In 1938 the University of London offered me a position as an assistant lecturer in Islamic History. The first class I taught in 1938 consisted of four students, three Arabs and an Iranian. I remember my father asking me in wonderment at the time why the University of London would pay me a salary to teach Arab history to Arabs. Many others have asked more or less the same question, in a variety of forms. Some also asked why Arab students would come to England to study their own history, and were given – by both the students and their teachers – a variety of answers. For whatever reasons, they continued to come, and for the rest of my teaching career in England a varying number of my undergraduate students and a steady majority of my graduate students were Arabs from Arab countries.


A year after my appointment, war broke out, and in due course I, along with everyone else, went into the armed forces. I was initially assigned to the Royal Armoured Corps, but soon, either because of my aptitude for languages or my ineptitude with tanks, I was transferred to Intelligence. From there, in 1941–1945, I was attached to a department of the Foreign Office dealing with Middle Eastern matters. I was in Cairo when the war ended, and, thanks to an accelerated release, was back at the University on 1 September 1945.


It was not easy to resume an academic career after an interval of almost six years doing very different work. I had acquired a close, intense but highly specialized knowledge of some aspects of the modern situation in the Middle East in the course of my wartime duties, but I had to relearn my profession, both as a teacher and as a researcher. In 1949 I was appointed to the new chair in Near and Middle Eastern History at the age of 33, one of a generation that was still young in years but prematurely aged in experience and, one hoped, in wisdom. The immediate post-war period was a good time for young scholars just starting or re-starting their careers – a time of rapid and extensive development in the universities, which faced a double challenge: a five-year backlog of students who had gone straight from high school to the armed forces and wished to resume their academic education, and a skeletal academic apparatus, in urgent need of expansion and development to meet the demands of a new age. One of the answers to this demand was the creation of new teaching positions in previously neglected subjects, notably in the field of Oriental and African studies.


The university, wisely, decided that I should begin my tenure by going on what was called ‘study leave,’ to update and broaden my acquaintance with the region whose history I was to reach and research. When I set out on my third tour of the Middle East, beginning in the autumn of 1949, the situation in the region had been transformed beyond recognition. In the aftermath of the Arab-Israel War of 1948, severe restrictions were imposed by Arab governments on access and even entry by Jews, and this considerably reduced the number of places to which I could go, and in which I could work. Since then, there has been some easing of this rule in some but not all Arab countries, and it became possible for me to renew and extend my acquaintances with the Arab east. But in 1949, for Jewish scholars interested in the Middle East, only three countries in the region were open – Turkey, Iran and Israel. It was in these three countries therefore that I arranged to spend the academic year 1949–1950, most of the time in Turkey and in Iran. Iran was a new experience – the first of many visits over the years. My previous direct experience of Turkey was limited to a very short visit, as a student, in the spring of 1938.


I began in Istanbul, which because of the unique richness of its libraries and archives, offered special attractions to the historian of the Middle East. My primary interest remained classical Islamic civilization, an interest which I now extended to the great age of the Ottoman Empire. I counted on being able to use the collections of Arabic and other Islamic manuscripts in Turkish libraries. I also applied, with little expectation of success, for permission to use the Imperial Ottoman Archives. These archives had been described by various Turkish scholars, and a number of documents had been published, mostly in Turkish scholarly journals, in the course of the years – enough to whet, but not to satisfy a historian’s appetite. No Westerner had however been admitted to these archives, apart from a very small number of expert archivists brought in as consultants. These were the central archives of the Ottoman Empire, extending over many centuries. It was known that they contained tens of thousands of bound registers and letter-books, and millions of documents. It was obvious that these archives would be a precious, indeed an indispensable, source for the history of all the lands that had ever formed part of the Ottoman Empire, and of value even for others, like Iran, that had been involved with the Ottomans in one way or another. But so far access had only been allowed to Turkish scholars.


It was my good fortune, rather than any particular merit on my part, that I submitted my application precisely at the moment when the custodians of the archives decided to pursue a more liberal policy, and I was both astonished and delighted to receive the coveted permit. Feeling rather like a child turned loose in a toy shop, or like an intruder in Ali Baba’s cave, I hardly knew where to turn first.


Publications are of course an essential part of any academic career, both as a means of self-expression, and as a ladder for advancement. My earliest publications followed the usual pattern in our profession. First came some articles, developed from seminar papers, and placed in learned journals by the good offices of my professors. Second – and the first in book form – was my doctoral dissertation. I had finished this just before the outbreak of war, and when the University of London offered me the opportunity, through a subvention, to transform a dissertation into a real, published book, I responded eagerly. The future looked very problematic at the time, and I wanted to leave something behind me. In retrospect, I do not think it was such a good idea, as the thesis was not ready for publication. It was completed in great haste because of the war that was looming, and was published in five hundred copies in 1940, under the title The Origins of Ismailism, dealing with the historical and religious background of the Fatimid Caliphs, a dynasty that came to power in North Africa in 909, and conquered Egypt in 969 C.E. It took at least ten years to sell the whole edition. I was however very gratified when an Arabic translation was published in Baghdad in 1947. This was the first of many Arabic (and later also Persian and Turkish) translations of my books. For this one the publishers actually asked my permission, which I gave with alacrity, and sent me some complimentary copies, which I received with delight.


My next publication, apart from minor odds and ends, was a little book called The Arabs in History. A London publishing house was preparing a series of short books under the editorship of a very distinguished medieval historian, Sir Maurice Powicke. He gave me the title and asked me to write not a short history of the Arabs, but an interpretative essay on the role of Arabs in history. I was much attracted by this idea and was enormously flattered that a famous historian had actually written to me asking me for this book. The publishers even offered me money, in the form of a small advance – a new experience at the time. This was my first serious attempt to deal with a broader subject over a longer period, and to do so in a form addressed not solely to a few academic colleagues and/or rivals but to a previously unknown species – the general reader.


As a student of the Middle East, my interests and training were primarily historical rather than – as with most of my predecessors, teachers and contemporaries – philological and literary. I did however serve a brief apprenticeship in these disciplines and am profoundly grateful for having done so. The first and most rudimentary test of an historian’s competence is that he should be able to read his sources, and this is not always easy, as for example when the language is classical Arabic or the writing is a crabbed Ottoman bureaucratic script.


And that is not all. The historian of a region, of a period, of a group of people, or even of a topic, must know something of its cultural context, and for this literature is an indispensable guide. Fortunately, this was one part of my studies and of my subsequent researches which I particularly enjoyed. As a child and for a while as a young man, I cherished delusions of a literary career, seeing myself first as a poet, and then as an essayist. In time, with more or less regret, I abandoned these delusions, and devoted whatever literary skills I could muster to the presentation of my work as a historian, supplemented and in a sense illustrated by translations.


The surest test of one’s understanding of a text in another language is translating it into one’s own. One may believe that one has really grasped the meaning of a text, only to find, in the process of translation, that one’s understanding has serious gaps and even flaws. As a schoolboy and then as a student, I was of course required to translate texts from – and in accordance with English educational usage at that time, into – the languages I was studying. My translations into these languages were usually a disaster, though no doubt they served some educational purpose. But the task of translating from these languages into English was stimulating, challenging, even exciting, and I continued to do it long after it ceased to be a pedagogic requirement. A not inconsiderable part of my published work consists of translations of texts, generally pre-modern, in various Middle Eastern languages. In most of them my purpose was to offer the student or other reader some insight into how Middle Eastern history looks as seen through Middle Eastern eyes. Occasionally, I attempted to give the reader of English some experience, however diminished, of the pleasures of Middle Eastern literature.


A new phase in my professional and personal life began with my move from London to Princeton in 1974. This gave me several very substantial advantages. The first was more free time. Since my appointment was a joint one between Princeton University and the Institute for Advanced Study, I taught only one semester a year; the rest of my time was free of teaching responsibilities – except of course for the supervision of graduate students preparing dissertations. For a teacher with a sense of responsibility towards his students – that means most of us – this is a task that goes on all through the year and often continues for years after the student has completed his formal studies and requirements. I count such relationships with former students, many of them now professors, among the most rewarding that the academic profession has to offer.


A second advantage was that being a newcomer from another country and a part-timer in both institutions, I was free from the kind of administrative and bureaucratic entanglements that had built up, over decades, in England. This was a most welcome relief. I must confess that I never had much taste for administrative responsibilities. Had that been my desire, I would have either gone into business, in pursuit of real money, or into government, in pursuit of real power. I would not have stayed in the university, where neither the money nor the power is real. The satisfactions of the scholarly life are of quite a different character.


Finally, at Princeton I was provided with the kind of infrastructure which English universities simply could not afford, such as hiring student assistants to find and fetch me books from the library, to check references and help with other tedious and timeconsuming but essential tasks. Here, too, the time-saving was enormous.


There was another important change; I was growing older, at least physically, and I decided that it was time to start closing the files. During the course of my work as a researcher and as a teacher, perhaps most of all simply as a reader, I had built up a series of files on topics which aroused my special interest. Whenever I came across anything relevant, I made a note of it and put it in the appropriate file. What I have been doing since coming to Princeton is taking these accumulations of material built up over the course of the years, organizing and where necessary, expanding them by further research, and preparing them for publication. This is the explanation of what might otherwise seem a large output in a relatively short time, as contrasted with a rather small output in a much longer time previously.


Some of these resulted in books preceded and followed by a scatter of articles – the political language of Islam, the Judaeo-Islamic tradition, race and slavery in the Middle East, the emergence of modern Turkey, the Muslim discovery of Europe. These last formed part of a larger topic, of deeper concern. I have always been interested in the relations between the Islamic Middle East and the Christian and post-Christian West – the Islamic advance into Europe from the South West and then the South East, and the Christian reconquest and counter-attack; the impact of both Western action and Western civilization on the Islamic peoples and societies of the Middle East; the successive phases of Middle Eastern response; the perception and the study, or lack of study, of each by the other.


During the last half century, in the domains of religion, nationhood, and society, far-reaching and significant changes took place, including both successes and failures, both in the return to old traditions and in the pursuit of new ideas. My work involved a study of these changes, the new perceptions of freedom, both national and personal, and the attempts being made to achieve it; the changing content and significance of national and patriotic loyalties; and the resurgence of religious and communal identities and commitments. In looking at these processes, I tried to situate them in both a global and a regional context – in the shifting interplay of regional and global powers on the one hand, and in the far-reaching changes in Middle Eastern economies and societies on the other. Many of these topics, inevitably, are highly controversial, and evoke passionate debate among scholars and others, both in the region and abroad.


A few years ago, in the course of an interview, I was asked: ‘Why do you always deal with sensitive subjects?’ To which I responded: ‘The answer to your question is contained in the metaphor you have used. The sensitive place in the body, physical or social, is where something is wrong. Sensitivity is a signal the body sends us, that something needs attention, which is what I try to give. I don’t agree with the implicit meaning of your question that there are taboo subjects.’


There are, of course, in other societies, many taboo subjects. Some people in our own society and more particularly in the academic community wish to impose similar constraints, notably in the discussion of non-Western civilizations and religions, and even of contemporary non-Western leaders and movements. This approach, now widespread especially in the universities and the media, is defended – sometimes indeed enforced – in the name of sensitivity and is challenged or derided – usually by those whose careers are not at stake – as censorship or ‘political correctness.’ Some critics of Western scholarship, including some Westerners, even question the very right of outsiders to research, write, or teach Middle Eastern or Islamic history. Others go still further, accusing such outsiders of pursuing a hidden agenda and of devising or using special methods to serve it.


I have sometimes been asked about the ‘special methods’ that I and my colleagues use. I don’t think that there is a special method for studying Islamic or Middle Eastern history, different from the methods we would use for studying any other kind of history. History is history – our motivations may be different; our purposes may be different, and certainly the subject matter will be different, but the method is basically the same. To use one method for studying our own history and another method for studying someone else’s history would be dishonest. The serious study of history, one’s own or anyone else’s, must be based on primary sources, and these must be examined in the original, not through the filter of translation, adaptation, or summary. All of these may easily be slanted to serve some political, ideological or other purpose. They will inevitably reflect the filtrator’s perceptions. Learning a language for such study is not necessarily a predatory intrusion. It is more likely to be inspired by respect and above all by intellectual curiosity.


What is the historian trying to do? First, on the most rudimentary level, to find out what happened. Then, at a rather more sophisticated level, to find out how it happened. And, for the intellectually ambitious, why it happened. This is surely the really interesting part of understanding the past.


The study of recent and contemporary history presents special problems to the historian. There is the obvious difficulty arising from the fragmentary and usually secondary quality of documentation. In compensation there is the immediacy of his own experience of the events of his own time. This in turn brings another danger – that of the historian’s personal involvement and commitments. We are all, including historians, the children of our time and place, with loyalties, or at least predispositions, determined by country, race, gender, religion, ideology, and economic, social, and cultural background. Some have argued that, since complete impartiality is impossible, the historian should abandon the attempt as false and hypocritical, and present himself frankly as a partisan of his cause. If his cause is just, according to this view, his story will to that degree be authentic. If his cause is unjust, his story will be flawed and should be dismissed accordingly.


I adhere to a different view: that the historian owes it to himself and to his readers to try, to the best of his ability, to be objective or at least to be fair – to be conscious of his own commitments and concerns and make due allowance and, where necessary, correction for them; and to try and present the different aspects of a problem and the different sides to a dispute in such a way as to allow the reader to form his own independent judgment. Above all, the historian should not prejudge issues and predetermine results by the arbitrary definition of topic and selection of evidence, and the use of emotionally charged or biased language. As a famous economist once remarked, ‘Complete asepsis is impossible, but one does not for that reason perform surgery in a sewer.’


My readers will judge for themselves how far I have succeeded over the years in my antiseptic precautions to avoid infection. I derive some reassurance from the reception of the first edition of one of my books on recent and contemporary history. It was translated and published both in Hebrew, by the publishing house of the Israeli Ministry of Defense, and in Arabic, by the Muslim Brothers. The translator of the Arabic version, in his introductory remarks, observed that the author of this book was one of two things: a candid friend or an honorable enemy, and in either case, one who does not distort or evade the truth. I am content to abide by that judgment.


The study of past history is illuminated by what we see happening around us, just as our understanding of what we see happening around us now is enriched by knowledge of past experiences. But this does not mean that one has to slant past history so as to serve some present purpose, or let the grievances of today distort our understanding of yesterday.


In a free society, different historians put forward different points of views, with changes of theme and emphasis even when discussing the same events and evidence. At one time, when religion was generally agreed to be the crucial element in human affairs, scholars and others who wrote about the history of the Middle East and its relations with the West saw their topic almost entirely in terms of the religious encounters between Islam and Christianity, with Judaism somewhere in the middle. In the nineteenth century, with the rise of nationalism and ethnic awareness, historians once again looked back into the past from their own time and perceived not just Muslims and Christians, but Arabs, Persians, and Turks. More recently, economic and social historians have looked with a new awareness and acuteness at the structures of Middle Eastern economies and societies, in remote as well as recent times. Like the historians of religion, historians of ethnicity and of society were at times guilty of some over-emphasis, but by bringing these perceptions from the modern West to the study of the medieval Middle East, they were able to enrich and deepen our understanding of religious, ethnic and socio-economic relationships, in the past as well as the present.


In my early studies I was mainly interested in the period when the Islamic Middle East was most different from the West, least affected by the West, and in most respects far in advance of the West. I never lost my interest in early Islamic history, but it ceased to be my primary concern. The opportunity to enter the hitherto sealed Ottoman archives in 1949 was too good to miss; it provided me with a chance to pursue a topic in which I was already deeply interested – the history of the Ottoman Empire. Most of my published work since then has spanned the medieval, Ottoman, and modern periods, or some combination of the three.


But no specialist on the Middle East – not even an Assyriologist or an Egyptologist – can wholly ignore the contemporary scene. My war service gave me an intimate knowledge of some aspects of modern Middle Eastern life and politics. My travels in Middle Eastern countries, my occasional meetings with Middle Eastern monarchs and other rulers, more extensively with academic colleagues, and, perhaps most of all, my encounters with Middle Eastern students, kept me in touch with what was happening on the ground. From time to time I ceded to the temptation to make some public pronouncement on Middle Eastern events, usually in the form of an interview or article in some review or magazine or, occasionally, newspaper. Since coming to America I have written at greater length on recent and contemporary topics.


Anyone who studies the evolution of a civilization must, in the course of time, devote some thought to the broader and more general aspects of his topic, as distinct from the more specific objects of his immediate research. Any writer or teacher of history must from time to time explore, at least in his mind, the larger implications of the historic process. And, on a more mundane level, any professional scholar must, at times, pause and consider the state and needs of the field of scholarship in which he works, more especially when, as now, this field, and indeed scholarship itself, are under attack. Some of my thoughts on these matters are included in this volume.


The following pieces were written over a period of half a century, and cover a wide variety of topics. Most of them appeared in periodicals of one sort or another, ranging from learned quarterlies to daily newspapers, and their topics correspondingly range from problems of early medieval history to yesterday’s headlines and tomorrow’s challenges. Some were lectures. Others were contributions to colloquia and symposia held in various places, and originally published in the proceedings of these gatherings. Several of these were held in foreign countries and published in foreign languages. My English originals of such papers are published here for the first time. Some of the papers have not previously been published in any form.


With a few minor changes, I have kept all these essays in the form in which they were originally published. In a few places, I have made cuts, usually to avoid overlaps and repetitions, occasionally to remove matter no longer of any current interest. Such cuts are indicated in the usual way. In a very few places, I have inserted a brief explanatory note, in brackets.


In general, I have excluded specialist, technical studies, based directly on primary sources and heavily footnoted. These are accessible to specialists in the learned journals where they originally appeared; they would offer little of interest to the general reader.


All the articles in this volume deal with history in one form or another. I have divided them into three main groups – past history, present history, and about history. Clearly, the first and second at least overlap. What I have tried to do is to limit the second category, current history, to discussions of events or at least of processes while they were actually occurring. The third – about history – considers the tasks and duties of the historian, and in particular the problems of writing the history of the Middle East, both from inside and outside the region.





PART ONE



Past History
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An Islamic Mosque


The Suleymaniye Mosque in Istanbul was begun in 1550 and completed in 1556. It is one of the supreme masterpieces of Mimar Sinan (c. 1489–1588), by common consent the greatest of Ottoman architects. It bears the name of Sultan Suleyman, known to Europe as the Magnificent. His reign (1520–66) is generally regarded as the apogee of Ottoman Imperial greatness.


The structure and decoration of this mosque, begun almost a century after the Turkish conquest of Constantinople, illustrate both the enrichment of Islam by earlier streams of tradition and the essential originality of its own religious and aesthetic creations. Though the mosque shows clear signs of both Persian and Byzantine influence, there is something distinctively and characteristically Ottoman in the harmonious contrast of minarets and dome, in the lightness of touch in the use of the dome itself, and in the spacious and elegant interior.


Islam is an Arabic word meaning surrender, and denotes the act of submission of the believer – the Muslim – who surrenders himself to the will of God as revealed through the Prophet Muhammad. It is the name of the monotheist religion founded by Muhammad in Western Arabia in the early part of the seventh century; it is also used of the whole complex civilization, with its own distinctive political and legal, social and cultural patterns, that grew up under the aegis of that religion. In Western terms, it would thus correspond roughly to both the words Christianity and Christendom.


Within the Islamic religion and society of the classical period many elements of diverse origin can be traced: Christian, Jewish, and old oriental ideas of prophecy and revelation, Persian and Byzantine notions of government and statecraft, Hellenistic science, philosophy, and architecture. But despite the persistence and pervasiveness of these influences from earlier times, Islamic civilization is neither a revival nor an imitation of previous cultures, but a new creation, in which all these elements are fused into something fresh and distinctive, recognizable and characteristic in every facet of its achievement.


It is perhaps in art and architecture that we can see most clearly how Islam modifies and reshapes the many divergent local traditions, imposing on them the unmistakable stamp of the Islamic way of life and the Islamic pattern of culture.


The most striking feature of the Suleymaniye mosque, the great central cupola, clearly owes much to the example of Santa Sophia, which in turn reflects the merging of Hellenism, Christianity, and older Asian traditions. But the Ottoman architect made several significant changes. Centuries earlier the Arab Muslim conquerors, when they carried their new faith out of Arabia into the Near East, North Africa, and Spain, had been faced with the need to adapt the Christian churches, which were their principal models, to the different needs of Muslim worship, and had responded with the great mosques of Damascus, Kayrawan, and Cordova, masterpieces of a new, Islamic style of religious architecture. The Ottoman Turks, encountering the same problem again, found a new solution to it, in harmony both with their own traditions and with those of the lands and peoples among which they held sway.


In the Suleymaniye mosque we still find the central cupola buttressed by two half-domes, but these are no longer supported by great semicircular niches as in Santa Sophia. By finding a different solution to the problem of giving strength and balance to the central dome, Sinan was able to clear the central space under it of pillars and other encumbrances, and thus to obtain the wide extension needed for Muslim worship.


In the public prayer, held every Friday, the worshippers stand side by side, in long rows, facing the qibla wall which shows the direction of Mecca. They are led by the Imam, whom they must follow exactly, and there is special merit in being in the front row, preferably to the right of the Imam. Unlike the church, the mosque is therefore usually planned in breadth, with naves parallel to the qibla wall.


In the earlier Arab and other Mediterranean mosques there was usually a wide chamber opening on a great open court. In the colder climate of Turkey, however, an enclosed and sheltered space was needed. The Ottoman architects evolved, among others, the solution of a large cupola supported on walls on a hexagonal plan. The disposition in breadth and the removal of the central supports gave room for the wide rows of worshippers, with a clear and unbroken view of the Imam and the qibla.


The interior of the mosque is simple and austere. There is no altar and no sanctuary, for Islam has no sacraments and no ordained priesthood. The Imam has no priestly function, but is only a leader in prayer. Any Muslim who knows the prayers and ritual may perform the task, though in practice the Imamate usually becomes a permanent professional office. Communal prayer takes place at midday on Friday, and consists of certain prescribed prostrations and formulas, chiefly taken from the Qur’an, the book which Muslims believe to contain the word of God as revealed to Muhammad. Besides the Friday prayer, the Muslim is required to pray five times daily – at sunrise, midday, afternoon, sunset, and evening.


Inside the mosque the two chief foci are the minbar and the mihrab. The first of these is a kind of raised pulpit, used in the larger mosques during the Friday prayer. In earlier times, when the mosque was still the social and political as well as the religious centre of the community, it was from the minbar that the ruler or his representative made important announcements. It is still used for the sermon, which forms a part of the Friday service.


The mihrab is a niche in the qibla wall, showing the direction of Mecca, the birthplace of the Prophet, towards which all Muslims turn in prayer. It is usually placed in the centre of the wall, and determines the axis of symmetry of the building.


Muslim public prayer is a disciplined, communal act of submission to the Creator, to the One, remote and immaterial God. It admits of no drama and no mystery, and has no place for liturgical music or poetry, nor for representational painting or sculpture, which Muslim tradition rejects as blasphemy verging on idolatry. In their place, Muslim artists used abstract and geometrical design, and based their decorative schemes on the extensive and systematic use of inscriptions. The names of God, the Prophet, and the earlier Caliphs, the Muslim creed that ‘there is no God but God and Muhammad is the Prophet of God’, and verses or even whole chapters of the Koran – these are used to decorate the walls and ceilings of the mosque. The text is divine, and to write or read it is in itself an act of worship. Many different styles of writing are used, and in the hands of the great masters the art of calligraphy achieved an intricate and recondite beauty, the mainsprings of which are not easy of access for one brought up in the western tradition. These decorative texts are the hymns and fugues and icons of Muslim devotion; they are a key to the understanding both of Muslim piety and of Muslim aesthetics.


The most familiar and characteristic outward feature of the mosque is the minaret, usually a separate structure, from the top of which the muezzin summons the faithful to prayer. It typifies both the unity and variety of the Muslim world. Everywhere it serves the same religious and social purpose, soaring above the crowded alleys and markets, a signal and a warning to the believers. But at the same time each of the great regions of Islam has its own style of minaret, often preserving the remembered outline of some earlier structure, not always a religious one – the step-towers of Babylon, the church steeples of Syria, the lighthouses of Egypt. In the slender beauty of the Turkish minaret there is an ethereal quality in which all memory of a non-Islamic or non-religious past seems to have been effaced; the grouped fingers of stone around the Suleymaniye point heavenward in a gesture of devotion and submission.
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From Babel to Dragomans


And the Lord said, Behold, the people is one, and they have all one language . . . and now nothing will be restrained from them, which they have imagined to do. Go to, let us go down, and there confound their language, that they may not understand one another’s speech.


Genesis 11: 6–7


This famous passage from the Book of Genesis expresses the recognition of a distinctive feature of the Middle Eastern region as contrasted with the two other regions of ancient civilisation in the old world. China had substantially one classical language, one script, one civilisation; ancient India likewise, with relatively minor variations. The Middle East had many different unrelated civilisations and many languages which, from the earliest times, created problems of communication. The problem was apparently still unresolved by the time of the New Testament, and there again we have a reference to the situation created by the Tower of Babel, which was, when necessary, solved by what in Christian parlance is called ‘the miracle of tongues’. Let me quote another passage: ‘And how hear we every man in our own tongue, wherein we were born? Parthians, and Medes, and Elamites, and the dwellers in Mesopotamia, and in Judea, and Cappadocra, in Pontus etc . . . we do hear them speak in our tongues the wonderful works of God’ (Acts 2: 8–11). And again ‘In my name shall they cast out devils; they shall speak with new tongues’ (Mark 16:17). And again ‘If any man speak in an unknown tongue, let it be by two, or at the most by three, and that by course; and let one interpret’ (1 Corinthians 14:27).


By this time, clearly, the office and function of the interpreter were well understood.


The interpreter – the one who translates from one language to another, who makes communication possible between different peoples speaking different languages, appears very early. Again I go back to the book of Genesis, where we learn that Joseph, as a high Egyptian official, spoke to his brothers newly arrived from Canaan, and they did not know that he understood them when they spoke among themselves – ‘For he spake unto them by an interpreter’. (Genesis 42: 23). The word used in the Hebrew is melitz [image: image]. Melitz has a number of meanings; more often it means something like intercessor or advocate or even ambassador. But in this case, interestingly, the Authorized Version translates it as interpreter (obviously interpreting between Egyptian and Hebrew), and if we look at one of the earliest translations from the Hebrew text into Aramaic, we find that the word melitz is rendered as meturgeman [image: image]. Here we have an early form of what later, in English, came to be called ‘dragoman’. A meturgeman is a translator; the word is very old, and goes back to Assyrian, where ragamu means to speak, rigmu is a word and the taf ’el form indicates one who facilitates communication.


This word meturgeman, also turgeman, passed from Aramaic to Hebrew, to Arabic, to Turkish, to Italian, to French, to English, and many other languages. It occurs in Italian in the form turcimanno, no longer used in modern Italian. In French it becomes truchement, in English, dragoman and drogman. The Hebrew word Targum is from the same root.


The earliest discussions of translation are in the context of the translation of scriptures such as the Targum, the translation of the Hebrew Bible into Aramaic. There is an interesting difference between the attitudes of the scriptural religions to this question. Jews decided at an early stage that it is permissible to translate scripture, and translations of the Hebrew Bible were made into Aramaic, later into Greek and into other languages, especially Judaeo-Arabic, Judaeo-Persian, and of course Judaeo-German, better known as Yiddish.


For Christians, translation is not only permitted, it is required, and some translations acquire the status of scriptures themselves. Such is the Latin translation, the Vulgate; the Syriac translation, the Ethiopic translation and, one might add, the Luther German Bible and the King James English Bible. Indeed it has been suggested, with some plausibility, that parts of the Greek New Testament are themselves translations from an earlier original in some other language, presumably Aramaic.


The Muslim position on the other hand is quite different; translation of the Qur’an is not only not encouraged, it is expressly forbidden. The text is divine, inimitable, uncreated and eternal, and to translate it would be an act of presumption and impiety. Of course they do translate it. Most Muslims nowadays do not understand Arabic, and the contents have somehow to be conveyed to them, but this is presented as interpretation, not as translation. Certainly there is no translation of the Qur’an which has the status of the Vulgate or the Septuagint or the Targum. It is interesting that the Qur’an itself refers in a number of places to the fact that it is in Arabic: the Hebrew Bible does not refer to the fact that it is in Hebrew. On the contrary, the word Hebrew, meaning a language as distinct from its use as an ethnic designation, does not occur in the Hebrew Bible, which usually refers to the language used by the ancient Israelites as ‘yehudit’ (Jewish) (2 Kings 18: 26 cf. Isaiah 36: 11; Nehemiah 13: 24; 2 Chronicles 32: 18) or Sefat Kena’an (language of Canaan) (Isaiah 19: 18).


My concern today is not with translations of scriptural texts, but rather with translations for more practical purposes, for purposes of government, diplomacy, trade, war, and the like. Here again we have some very early examples. A passage in the Book of Esther tells us that in the Persian empire an order was sent ‘to the lieutenants, and the deputies and rulers of the provinces which are from India unto Ethiopia, an hundred and twenty-seven provinces, unto every province according to the writing thereof, and unto every people after their language’ (Esther 8: 9). A considerable task, to translate an imperial order into presumably 127 languages so that the ruler’s orders would be understood in all the provinces of his empire, from India even unto Ethiopia.


Who did the translations? How did it happen? We have literally hard evidence, in the form of inscriptions on stone, of the concern of the rulers of multi-national empires that their edicts and orders should be understood; we have bi-lingual and tri-lingual inscriptions, the most famous of course being the inscription at Behistoun in Iran and the Rosetta stone from Egypt, now in the British Museum. In these the same text is given in different languages, so that it may be understood by different elements of the population.


Translation requires a translator. Somebody has to know both languages, so as to understand a text in the source language and be able to express it in the target language. The Roman author Pliny (Natural History, vi. 5) tells us that the peoples of the Caucasus spoke many different languages, so much so that the Romans needed 130 different interpreters [interpres] to deal with the Caucasian kings and princes – even exceeding the Persian empire.


Another classical author, Plutarch, tells us that among the many qualities of Cleopatra, she was an accomplished linguist: ‘And her tongue, like an instrument of many strings, she could readily turn to whatever language she pleased, so that in her interviews with barbarians she very seldom had need of an interpreter [image: image], but made her replies to most of them herself and unassisted, whether they were Ethiopians, Troglodytes, Hebrews, Arabians, Syrians, Medes or Parthians.’1


One of our earliest accounts of a diplomatic communication in the Middle Ages comes from an Arabic chronicler called Awhadi. He tells us that a European queen, Bertha the daughter of Lothar, queen of Franja [Frankland] and its dependencies, sent a gift and a letter to the Abbasid Caliph al-Muktafi in the year 293 of the Hijra (906 CE). With them was a further message, not included in the letter, but addressed directly to the Caliph. The letter, says the Arab historian, was written on white silk ‘in a writing resembling the Greek writing but straighter’ (presumably this was Latin writing: the queen from Italy would obviously have used the Latin script). The message, he says, was a request to the Caliph for marriage and friendship – a rather odd listing; one cannot help but wonder whether there was some mistranslation here.2


How did they read this message in Latin? Who could there have been in tenth-century Baghdad that could read a letter in Latin? Awhadi tells us: they searched for someone to translate the letter, and in the clothing store they found a Frankish slave who was able ‘to read the writing of that people’. He was brought into the Caliph’s presence, where he translated the letter from Latin writing into Greek writing. They then brought the famous scientific translator Ishaq ibn Hunain and he translated it from Greek into Arabic.


Not surprisingly, nothing seems to have resulted from this embassy, neither by way of marriage nor of friendship. But it does give us an interesting early example of a method which we hear of much more, and that is the two-tier translation: translation through an intermediate language. It became very common in the later Middle Ages and the early modern period, when increasingly, we find a language which is, so to speak, accepted as a diplomatic and commercial lingua franca. In the later Middle Ages, Italian served this purpose in the Mediterranean; it continued until the beginning of the nineteenth century to be the most widely used European language in the region. Communications, for example, between the English and the Turks passed through Italian. An Englishman who had something to say to a Turkish official said it to someone who translated it into Italian and then someone else translated it from Italian into Turkish. The answer came back by the same route.


My main concern in this paper is with communications, through interpreters and dragomans, between the two major Mediterranean civilisations – the civilisations of Christendom and of Islam. It might be useful first to point to one or two relevant differences between these two cultures. On the Christian side, there was a well-established need to learn languages. Christians of whatever native language had two classical languages to learn if they wished to be considered educated: Latin and Greek, and two more if they wanted to read their scriptures in the original: Hebrew and Aramaic. In addition to that, they had a multiplicity of spoken languages: Rashid al-Din, the fourteenth-century Persian historian, notes with astonishment that the ‘Franks have twenty-five different languages which they use among themselves, and nobody understands the language of anybody else’.3


In 1492, a year well known also for some other events, a Spanish humanist called Antonio de Nebrija published a grammar of the Castilian language. This, as far as I am aware, is the first time that anyone had treated a colloquial language seriously. He tried to establish rules, and launched the process by which the Castilian dialect became the Spanish language. Very soon after that, Italian, French, English, German, and all the other vernaculars of Europe became recognized written languages with rules and eventually grammars and even dictionaries.


The situation on the Islamic side was entirely different. The many languages of antiquity either disappeared or dwindled into insignificance, surviving as written languages, if at all, in scriptures and rituals. After the spread of Islam, there was only one language that mattered – Arabic. It was the language of scripture, of the classics, of commerce, of government, of science. And although, like Latin in the west, it developed a number of vernaculars, they did not, like French and Spanish and Italian and Portuguese, develop into autonomous languages. Colloquially of course they did, but that development was never formally recognised or recorded. Just one language met all needs, and there was therefore no need to learn any other. Why would an Arabic speaker bother to learn the barbarous idioms of infidels and savages beyond the imperial frontier? Arabic provided all his needs, and if anyone wanted to talk to him, they would learn Arabic. One finds a similar attitude in parts of the English-speaking world at the present time.


A little later, first one, then another language was added: first Persian, then Turkish. In the Islamic Middle East and North Africa there were no more. Others were at most local dialects. A medieval (probably tenth-century) Arabic writer explains: ‘The perfect language is the language of the Arabs and the perfection of eloquence is the speech of the Arabs, all others being deficient. The Arabic language among languages is like the human form among beasts. Just as humanity emerged as the final form among the animals, so is the Arabic language the final perfection of human language and of the art of writing, after which there is no more’4 – a remarkable anticipation of the later concept of evolution.


Nevertheless, there was need for communication – in commerce, in war, and in some other matters. From an early date, and especially during the Crusades and after, there are numerous references to interpreters, mostly professional interpreters who came to be known in Arabic as tarjumān. The same word found its way, as I mentioned before, into a variety of western languages.


Who were these interpreters? Why does anyone set out to learn a foreign language, to learn the language of another people and learn it well enough to understand and interpret what are often very complex statements? The commonest and most widespread reason for learning a language is that it is the language of your masters, and it is wise, expedient, useful, or necessary to know the language of your masters. I am using the word ‘master’ in three different senses: a slave learns the language of his master, that is his owner, needing it in order to do his job, to receive his orders, to survive. The owner does not learn the language of the slave. The same is true of the master in the sense of ruler: the subject needs to learn the language of his ruler. In British India, Indians learned English; very few Englishmen learned the languages of India and when they did, for the most part they didn’t learn them very well. One finds much the same thing in French North Africa and in the various other empires that have flourished. Many Central Asians know Russian, very few Russians, even in Central Asia, knew the languages of Central Asia.


In a third sense of master, meaning teacher, the learner sees some earlier civilisation, some other culture as having classical status. The Greeks and the Romans provide us with examples of both. The Romans learned Greek because Greek was their classical language, the language of science and philosophy and the highest literature known to them. The Greeks eventually learned Latin because the Romans conquered and ruled Greece.


Another group who find it expedient and convenient to learn a language are refugees: those who flee from one world to another. There were considerable numbers of refugees who fled from Christian Europe to the lands of Islam in the Middle Ages and the early modern period; there were very few who went in the opposite direction. Among these refugees from Europe were many Jews, notably those who came after the expulsion from Spain in 1492. Some of them learned Turkish and were able to make themselves useful to the Turkish empire in a variety of ways.


A distinctive group among the newcomers consisted of those who changed their religion, and made a new career – those whom the Christians call renegade and whom the Muslims call Muhtadi, one who had found the true path of God. Considerable numbers of Christian – shall we say adventurers? – went from various parts of Europe into the Muslim lands, bringing useful skills – military, commercial, technical, and also linguistic – for which they were able to find a ready market.


All these groups – slaves, refugees, renegades – came in from the outside. There were also those who went out from the inside; there were prisoners-of-war, not too many, but we do know of some people from the Muslim lands who were captured by one or other Christian state and spent some years in a Christian country before they were ransomed or escaped, and went home. These are remarkably disappointing. Very few of them wrote anything about their experiences and even fewer appear to have played any sort of role on their return. There were also merchants who travelled abroad and returned home; they normally seem to have been non-Muslims – Christian and Jewish subjects of the Muslim states, and they have left little record.


There were also sailors. When Prince Jem, brother of Sultan Mehmed II, fled to Europe and spent a little while as the guest of various European rulers, the Ottoman government was not unnaturally concerned about what he was doing and what he might be plotting with the enemies of the empire. So they sent a spy to Italy and to France to keep an eye on the exiled prince and report on his activities. But whom could they send, whom would they have that could move around in Italy and France? They sent a sea-captain, who had been to Europe and apparently had sufficient language skill, not to pass as a native, but to sail, so to speak, around under his own flag, as a sailor, and communicate and report.5 The Venetian Father Toderini, who visited the Turkish naval school in the late eighteenth century, found that almost all the teachers were foreigners, Europeans who had learned Turkish, but he did find one Muslim, a native Algerian seaman, who had learned Italian and was able to help him.6 They were not a large group, but they were not insignificant. They have left their record in the European loanwords in Ottoman Turkish. Until the beginning of the nineteenth century, and the massive intrusion of new ideas and objects and words to designate them, European loanwords in Turkish were very few, and most of them were Italian and maritime.


By far the most important of those who went out and came back were Christians. From the seventeenth century, wealthy Christian families began to send their sons (not daughters of course) to Europe, principally to Italy, to study in the universities. They returned with a serious knowledge of at least one European language and usually some other useful skills as well. These came to play an increasingly important part.


In doing so they replaced the Jews. Jews had come from Europe in the fourteenth, more especially in the fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries. They came with a knowledge of languages and countries and for a while were very useful. But they lost their usefulness; no new ones were coming, and the second generation born in Turkey no longer possessed the skills and knowledge that their parents had brought from Europe. They were replaced by Greeks, and to a much lesser extent Armenians, who went out and came back, and took over many of the roles which Jews had formerly played in the Ottoman lands.


What were these roles? Who employed interpreters? We have rather scattered information, showing that they were employed at various levels, including the lower levels. They were needed locally. An imperial government has to have people who know the local language, for practical purposes like collecting taxes and maintaining order. For this, local people were usually used.


Jews served especially in the customs administration, where their knowledge of European languages and conditions was useful. Those who came from Europe could speak Spanish and often Italian too. We find for example great numbers of customs receipts in the Venetian archives, in Hebrew letters. A customs receipt is given so that the recipient can show it to another customs officer, and if the other customs officer was also likely to be Jewish, it made good sense to write the customs receipt in Hebrew letters. In the Venetian archives there are boxes of customs receipts given by Sephardic Jews in the Ottoman service to Venetian merchants.


There were more important interpreters, at government level, who served in negotiations between the Ottoman government and the various European embassies. This is the period when something new was developing, that is to say, resident embassies conducting continuous diplomacy. One after another the European states – the Venetians, the Genoese, the French, the English, and the rest – established embassies in Istanbul to negotiate with the Ottoman government on matters of concern, primarily of course on commerce.


How did they talk to each other? Ottoman officials did not know any English or French or Italian or any other Christian European language, nor did these westerners know any Turkish. Communication was carried on through first one and then two groups of intermediaries – those employed by the Sublime Porte, and those employed by the embassies, each side hiring and paying its own interpreters.


The earliest dragomans of the Sublime Porte about whom we have information seem to have been renegades, or from a Muslim point of view Muhtadi, and they seem to have come in the main from the periphery of the empire, including Hungarians, Poles, Germans, and Italians. These were gradually replaced by Greeks, who were of course Ottoman subjects. There were a few Jews, but not in major positions. In most of the jobs they had held, Jews were replaced by western-educated members of the Greek patrician class of Istanbul. They came to be known as the Phanariots, from the district in Istanbul where many of them lived and where the office of the Greek Patriarch was situated. These, generation after generation, continued to send their sons to Italy, where they graduated from Italian universities, came back with a thorough knowledge of Italian and of European conditions and were able to serve the Sublime Porte consistently, effectively and remarkably loyally for many generations. The earliest to bear the title of Grand Dragoman was a certain Panayotis Nicosias, a Greek who was appointed by his patron, Köprülü Ahmed Pasha, in 1661. He was followed by a medical doctor called Alexander Mavrokordato, founder of one of the great dragoman dynasties.


On whom did the embassies rely? They drew on a rather different group of people, whom it has become customary to call Levantines. The word levantine comes from Italian – Levante is the sunrise; people who come from the east are politely called ‘people from the sunrise’ levantini. Those who came from the west were sometimes called ponentini, people from the sunset. Levantine came to be something of a term of abuse; it came to mean people who are European but not really European; who have a veneer and a smattering of European ways and education but are really local; and yet who don’t possess the real local culture. The Turks called the Levantines tatlısu frengi, sweet-water Franks, as opposed to the genuine article, who are salt-water Franks.


The Levantines flourished for several centuries. They were overwhelmingly Catholic by religion; mostly they spoke Italian. Many of them seem to have been of Italian origin, though they intermarried freely with Greeks, especially with Catholic Greeks, and they formed a more or less self-contained, autonomous society, not only in the capital but also in many provincial cities, since dragomans were needed not only at the embassies but also at consulates, vice-consulates and trading posts and the like. Both embassies and consultes relied very largely on Levantines to do these jobs.


Almost from the start, we find continual complaints about the Levantines in the diplomatic documents of the European powers. Sometimes the interpreters are accused of incompetence; they pretend to know Turkish well but they don’t. That appears on the whole to be an unjustified complaint. There may have been some who were not able to do their job properly, but on the whole, they seem to have been pretty competent.


A more serious complaint is disloyalty: they are accused of serving their own interests, of selling their services to the highest bidder, of forming a sort of self-contained, coherent Levantine dragoman group which owed no real loyalty to anybody. Certainly there are quite awful stories told by many ambassadors about dragomans selling secrets to another embassy, or exchanging secrets with colleagues. They were mostly related to each other, so that a dragoman of the British embassy might be the first cousin of a dragoman of the French embassy. At a time of acute Anglo-French rivalry, this would give rise to interesting possibilities for both of them.


Another accusation, made very frequently and certainly justified by the evidence, is that they were frightened – too frightened to do their job properly. They were after all not Englishmen or Frenchmen or Austrians; they were local people who lived in Turkey. They were not citizens in the modern sense (the word has no relevance to that time) but they and their families were subjects of the Ottoman Sultan, and entirely at his mercy. They did not enjoy any kind of diplomatic status (not that the Ottomans in the high period of Ottoman rule cared all that much for diplomatic status, though they generally respected it). But the Levantine dragomans, until a very late stage, were not diplomats, and the embassies almost all agreed that they were far too scared of the Turkish authorities to deliver any unpalatable message honestly. Thus for example when the British or the French or the Austrian ambassador wanted to deliver a severe message, the severity disappeared entirely. The severe message as transmitted by the dragoman to the reis efendi or whatever other Ottoman official he dealt with became a humble supplication.


As an example of a dragoman’s style I may quote one example. A man called George Aide or Aida, who was the dragoman of the British consulate in Aleppo, working for the Levant Company and the consulate – by his name one would assume a Syrian Christian – got into trouble for reasons which are not quite clear, and was imprisoned in the Citadel. He asked the British ambassador to help him. The ambassador responded and eventually managed to get Aida released. But as precaution, the dragoman also sent a petition from the citadel, when he was imprisoned, to the Aga of the janissaries, the highest military officer in Turkey. One passage will suffice to give the flavour of such documents.


This is the petition of the dragoman to the Aga of the janissaries: Having bowed my head in submission, and rubbed my slavish brow in utter humility and complete abjection and supplication to the beneficent dust beneath the feet of my mighty, gracious, condescending, compassionate, merciful benefactor, my most generous and open-handed master, I pray that the peerless and almighty provider of remedies may bless your lofty person, the extremity of benefit, protect my benefactor from the vicissitudes and afflictions of time, prolong the days of his life, his might and his splendour and perpetuate the shadow of his pity and mercy upon this slave.7


It goes on like this at some length. If this was how a dragoman addressed a high Ottoman functionary, one can understand a certain concern on the part of European diplomats about the form in which their words – written or spoken – were transmitted to their Ottoman addressees.


Sir James Porter, an ambassador writing in the mid-eighteenth century, notes with regret that ambassadors


are under a necessity of trusting other men to transmit their thoughts and sentiments to these unknown ministers; or, which is still worse, are obliged to have recourse to writing, and if the Turkish ministry happen to not like the subject, it will never produce an answer. Hence arises a great perplexity to zealous ministers, for if they entrust their secret to interpreters, who with large families live upon a small salary, and are used to Oriental luxury, the temptation of money from others is with difficulty withstood by them [Sir James is very considerate in putting it that way] and even exclusive of any considerations of gain, they are often excited by mere vanity to discover [meaning to reveal] the secret they are entrusted with in order to show their own importance.8


This became a serious source of concern, and various ways were found of dealing with it. In time the system broke down on both sides – the use of the Levantines by the embassies, the use of the Phanariot Greeks by the Porte; they broke down in different ways and for different reasons.


Most of the European powers decided, sooner or later, that they could no longer rely on these people, and that the only real answer was to train people of their own. And so young Englishmen, young Frenchmen, young Austrians, young Russians – these being the four Powers mainly concerned – were assigned to learn the language. There is a long and interesting story about how attempts were made and finally succeeded – to some extent. The French began with what they called ‘les jeunes de langue’, a jeune de langue being a kind of language cadet. They were sent from France, where they had some preliminary training in a Middle Eastern language, and then attached as what we would nowadays call, I suppose, interns, to the French embassy. The Austrians at one stage even insisted that their ambassador must speak Turkish. The Russians, according to the testimony of Adolphus Slade, one of the best British observers, had a much simpler method: when they wanted something, they would say ‘Do so or I will declare war’ and this, apparently, was normally effective.9


By the nineteenth century, the older system was dying, though it persisted quite far into the century, and for a while young Englishmen and Levantine dragomans served side by side, naturally with not very happy relations between them. On the Ottoman side, the end came with the Greek war of independence. The last of the Greek grand dragomans, Stavraki Aristarchi, was hanged in 1821 on suspicion of complicity with the rebels. I have no idea whether the suspicion was well grounded or not; I am inclined to think not. The Phanariot bureaucratic families showed very little sympathy with the rebels; they had a long record of attachment to the Ottoman state which continued even after these events. Indeed, as late as 1840, the first Ottoman envoy to independent Athens was a Phanariot Greek, Kostaki Musurus, later Ottoman ambassador in London.


But it was no longer considered safe to entrust what had become a crucial post, in the newly important field of foreign policy, to non-Muslims. The basic change was in the relationship between the Ottoman empire and the western world. In the new balance of power, the Ottomans could no longer afford the attitude of easy disdain, of contemptuous unconcern for the barbarous peoples of Europe and their absurd dialects. It became necessary to learn languages. After the hanging of the chief dragoman, Aristarchi, we are told by the contemporary Turkish historians that there was total confusion in the office of the grand dragoman; papers were piling up and there was no one that could read them. So they brought the chief professor of the naval school, a Jew converted to Islam who knew several European languages, and he held this office for a while.


With the increasing importance of relations with European countries the chief translator became more than a chief translator; he became in effect a minister of foreign affairs, conducting the policies and drafting the letters, not just translating them. Later the Ottomans established a translation office, and that soon became the main avenue to power in Turkish bureaucratic politics in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In other words, on both sides – the Ottoman government on the one hand and the foreign embassies on the other – they were tending more and more to use their own people.


An important question is that of mistranslation, not just mistranslation by simple error or ignorance, but systematic, intentional mistranslation, of which there are interesting examples. I had occasion some time ago to look at the correspondence between London and Istanbul in the late sixteenth century, after the establishment of the first English embassy to the Ottoman government: letters from the Ottoman Sultans to the Queen of England and replies from the Queen to the Sultans; also correspondence with the Grand Vizier and other functionaries. The Sultan’s missives were of course in Turkish; a contemporary translation was provided in Italian which the English could understand; the reply was drafted in English, sent in Italian and presumably translated into Turkish. We do not have the letters from the Queen of England which reached the Sultan in their Turkish form; we have originals in English and translations in Italian but not the final form. We do have the successive versions the other way round, and they show systematic mistranslation right through.


From the Ottoman point of view, the Ottoman Sultan was the ruler of the world; outside there were enemies or vassals, and Ottoman protocol was not willing to use the full titles which these outside rulers claimed for themselves. Thus, in letters addressed to Queen Elizabeth – polite, friendly letters – she is addressed as ‘Queen of the vilayet of England’. The Holy Roman Emperor himself, in Vienna, is called ‘the king of Vienna’. The words used for ‘king’ and ‘queen’ – kural and kiraliçe – are European, not Turkish or Islamic. The Ottomans in Europe, like the British in India, used native titles for native princes.


The letters themselves reveal the same sort of approach, so that when the Sultan writes a friendly letter to the Queen of England, the purport of what he says is that he is happy to add her to the vassals of his imperial throne, and hopes, in the formal phrase, that she will ‘continue to be firm-footed on the path of devotion and fidelity’. None of this appears in the translation, which was made for the English ambassador in Italian and communicated by him to London in English. In these the language is one of equal negotiation between sovereigns. Thus, for example, in the berat (diploma) granted by Murad III to Queen Elizabeth authorising English merchants to trade in the Ottoman lands, the Sultan speaks of the Queen as having ‘demonstrated her subservience and devotion and declared her servitude and attachment’ (izhar-i ubudiyet ve ihlas ve ish‘ar-i rıkkiyet ve ıhtısas). The contemporary Italian translation renders this ‘sincera amicizia’.10


It was, it seems, the general practice for the dragomans discreetly to modify the language, making it less imperious and more polite. One may safely assume that they were doing the same thing the other way round, and that when, for example, the Queen wrote to the Sultan expressing good will and friendship, in the Turkish version which reached the Sultan this became loyalty and humble submission.


In the early stages, the Embassies were not aware of these discrepancies and there was no way they could have been aware of them. Later there was a growing realisation that the interpreters employed by the embassies were systematically misrepresenting their texts. That became more and more of a problem, and the subject of frequently expressed concern. An ambassador negotiating with a foreign minister needs to know exactly what is being said. A certain amount of sprucing up and tidying up is permissible, but when it comes to misrepresentation, falsifying the atmosphere that exists between two governments – that is not acceptable. At a fairly early stage, certainly by the eighteenth century (and there are some suggestions even earlier than that), diplomats were becoming very dissatisfied with their interpreters. We don’t find this on the Ottoman side, with reason. The Ottomans knew with whom they were dealing; their interpreters were their own subjects, working for them, their livelihoods and even their lives being entirely dependent on them.


That is one kind of mistranslation – the mistranslation of diplomatic documents, and I suspect that this continued into modern times, indeed may still be going on. A second type of mistranslation – perhaps more dangerous – occurs in treaties. A treaty is drawn up between at least two parties; it is usually elaborately negotiated and an agreed text is produced which both parties sign. What exactly is this agreed text?


Two examples may suffice. The first, the treaty of Küchük Kaynarja between Russia and Turkey, was signed in 1774 after a Russian victory in a war. The treaty was drawn up in Italian, still at that time the main diplomatic language. The last article of the Treaty (Article XXVIII) says that the Treaty will be signed and sealed in two versions – one in Italian and Russian, the other in Italian and Turkish, so that each of the two signatory nations would have a version in their own language. The Italian version, which is the same for both, was obviously the binding one. Yet the Russians used the Russian version and the Turks used the Turkish version, and quite considerable discrepancies appear between the two, both nominally based on the same Italian text.


A second example is the treaty of friendship signed in 1971 between the Soviet Union and the United Arab Republic. According to the text of the treaty, it was drawn up in two languages – Russian and Arabic, of equal validity. Unlike many other treaties, this has no agreed common version. Both Moscow and Cairo published English translations, but they are markedly different. We do not know in what language the treaty was negotiated and agreed. It may have been Russian or Arabic, with extensive use of interpreters all the way. It cannot have been English, since the Moscow English text is clearly translated from the Russian and the Cairo English text is clearly translated from the Arabic. There are a number of significant differences between them.


Today, the dragoman has given way to the highly trained professional translator, a member of an immense and still rapidly growing profession. Despite the widespread use and understanding of a few major languages, translators are now more in demand than ever before. Bodies like the United Nations and the European Union require that speeches and documents be translated into all the official languages. Sometimes even purely domestic speeches and documents must be translated, in countries with more than one official language.


For the official translator, elegance is of no significance. What matters is accuracy. But even today, startling discrepancies may sometimes arise. Thus, for example, Article (i) of Security Council Resolution 242 of 22 November 1967 requires the ‘withdrawal of Israeli armed forces from territories occupied in the recent conflict’. The omission of the definite article before ‘territories’ has usually been taken to mean that the required withdrawal relates to some but not necessarily all of the territories in question. This fine but crucial distinction is lost in both the French and Russian versions. The French text includes the definite article, since French grammar requires it. The Russian texts omits the definite article, since in Russian none exists. The Arabic translation, for both stylistic and political reasons, includes the article, but at that time Arabic was not an official UN language.


In translating and interpreting official documents, the purpose is not to evoke aesthetic appreciation but accurately – and in some but not all situations unequivocally – to convey the meaning of the original. In such translations the issues are not literary or linguistic, but political and even military.


Speed of movement and ease of communication have greatly increased both the range and scope of the translator’s work, and the need for his services. The impact of these new methods and opportunities can be seen in literary as well as bureaucratic translation. In this century the craft of the literary translator has flourished as never before, and more texts of more kinds are being translated from more languages into more languages than at any time in history. The Bible, still easily the most translated book, is constantly reaching ever new readers in ever new languages, in some of which a Bible translation is the first text ever committed to writing. With the growth of literacy and the improvement in communication, works of literature rapidly become known far outside their place of origin, and books are being translated into an ever-widening range of languages. In countries using lesser-known languages, a majority of the books offered for sale in bookshops are translations from other languages. Even in countries using a major world language, a significant proportion of new publications are translated from other languages, including some previously little-known languages. The first to benefit from this were the Scandinavians. Nineteenth-century writers like the Norwegian Henrik Ibsen, the Swede August Strindberg, the Danes Hans Andersen and Søren Kierkegaard, were able, through translation, to achieve world fame. Others, geographically, linguistically, and culturally less accessible than the Scandinavians, took a little longer – but only a little. The twentieth century brought such previously hidden talents as the Czech Karel Čapek and, most recently, the Albanian Ismail Kadare before a world audience.


The literary consensus on the quality of translation is on the whole pessimistic. As far back as the seventeenth century, the English writer James Howell remarked that some held translations to be ‘not unlike . . . the wrong side of a Turkish tapestry’. In the nineteenth century George Borrow sadly remarked that ‘translation is at best an echo’. A similar sentiment inspired the Turkish poet Ahmet Hashim who, when asked what was the essence of poetry, replied: ‘That which is lost in translation.’ A French wit is quoted as likening translations to wives – ‘some are beautiful, some are faithful, few are both’. A classical Italian phrase sums it up: ‘Traduttore traditore’ – translator, traitor.11
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Middle East Feasts


1.


The Promised Land is defined by its frontiers and then by its abundant if basic food supply – ‘a land flowing with milk and honey.’ The Lord’s Prayer deals with eternal truths, and with one practical request – for ‘our daily bread.’ The pagan ancient Greeks, imagining the life of the immortals on Mount Olympus, provided for their sustenance – ambrosia and nectar, the food and drink of the gods.


The systematic study of the history of food is comparatively recent, but historians have already made impressive progress. This kind of history, like any other, requires evidence, and in the Middle East, the home of the most ancient civilization known to history, such evidence is fortunately plentiful.* A major source of historical information consists of the actual words and names that we use to designate the foodstuffs that we eat and drink. In this, as in everything else, language is a primary and often very illuminating, though sometimes rather tricky, source of information. A few examples may suffice to illustrate the value and the pitfalls of verbal evidence. One is that familiar fruit, the orange: in English ‘orange,’ from French orange, from Spanish naranja, from Arabic naranj, from Persian narang, which is of course related to the Hebrew etrog, from the Persian turung. An interesting term of Middle Eastern origin, traceable in various forms, designating citrus fruit.


But then we find something very puzzling. Most of the languages of Europe use a word of Persian origin to designate this fruit, but in the languages of the Middle East, in Turkish, in Persian, and in Arabic they call it Portugal. So why is the fruit which we in the West call by a Middle Eastern name called in the Middle East by the name of a West European country? This question, fortunately, is not difficult to answer. The narang is the small bitter orange, used for conserves, for flavoring, sometimes also for perfume and medicinal purposes. The sweet orange came from China and was unknown in the Middle East until it was brought by Portuguese merchants, who had picked it up in the Far East, brought it around the Cape, and then reexported it from Western Europe to the Middle East. The Germans got it right when they called it Apfelsin, the apple of China.


As for the peach, the English name comes from the French pèche, from Italian pesca, from Greek persica – referring to the ‘Persian fruit.’ The Greek term also found its way into Hebrew in the form afarsek. This again is an instructive verbal route which one can retrace without too much difficulty.


Sometimes names can lead us astray. In the autumn of 1949 I was in Turkey, working in the Turkish state archives. This was just at the time when a new relationship was developing between the United States and Turkey, which culminated a couple of years later in the inclusion of Turkey in NATO. On Thanksgiving in 1949, President Truman, no doubt on the advice of his specialist advisers, thought it would be a gracious and pleasant gesture to present a turkey to the president of Turkey. In Istanbul, I could observe the general bewilderment. Nowadays of course they would understand immediately. But at that time people in Turkey didn’t know very much about the United States, and there was much mystification. They appreciated what was clearly meant as a friendly gesture, but they were very puzzled when a large dead bird arrived at Çankaya, the Turkish presidential residence, delivered by a special diplomatic courier.


The reason for the mystery is that the bird which in English is called ‘turkey,’ in Turkish is called hindi, Indian. It was an American bird, unknown in the Eastern Hemisphere before the discoveries of the American continents. Wanting to give it an exotic name, something odd, something different, Europeans made do with the most exotic they could think of. So people called it the the Indian bird, dinde (d’Inde) in French, and equivalents in other languages. In time the bird reached the Middle East, where, in Arabic, it is called dik habashi or dik rumi, the Ethiopian bird or the Greek bird. In fact, the bird is neither Ethiopian nor Greek, neither Turkish nor Indian. All these words simply mean something strange and exotic from a far and unknown place.


The same thing happens with maize, that distinctively American cereal, also unknown in the Eastern Hemisphere before the discoveries. The first English settlers in North America called it ‘Indian corn.’ ‘Corn’ of course in English meant wheat, and still does in England. But in America it was ‘Indian corn.’ Eventually there was no need to repeat the word ‘Indian’ all the time, so ‘corn’ came to be maize. In Europe it has various names. In Italian it’s called gran turco, Turkish grain; in Turkey it’s called mısır, Egypt; in Egypt it’s called dura shamiyya, Syrian sorghum. All these names serve the same purpose; to indicate that this is something foreign and exotic.


There are other ways in which etymology can be either misleading or instructive. In Hebrew le[image: image]em means bread, whereas the Arabic la[image: image]m means meat. Both obviously derive from the same word, and designate a major foodstuff. Similarly, samn in Arabic means clarified butter; the cognate Hebrew word shemen means oil. A moment’s thought is enough to explain the difference. For the pastoral Arabs, these basic words designated meat and butter; for the agricultural Hebrews, bread and oil.


A second major group of sources is literary works, literary in the broad sense. Some deal explicitly with food and drink. One is surprised at how much there is, going back to remote antiquity. We have for example cookbooks with recipes in ancient Assyrian cuneiform inscriptions, and there is a fairly extensive culinary literature in classical Arabic, as well as in later writings. An important topic is spices. The same commodities often turn up as spices, perfumes, and medicines, and in all three capacities they evoked a considerable scientific literature, including, by the way, a book by Maimonides.


Travel literature is of particular interest. Pilgrimage is one of the basic obligations of the Muslim faith, and every Muslim is required to go on pilgrimage to the holy cities of Mecca and Medina at least once in a lifetime. This brought pilgrims every year, traveling great distances from all the lands of Islam, in what must surely be the most important example of voluntary, personal mobility in pre-modern times. Many of the pilgrims wrote accounts of their travels, including descriptions of the places that they visited, the people that they met, and – more relevantly – the foodstuffs that they encountered and consumed in the course of their peregrinations.


An important contribution of the medieval historians is the lists of taxes and tributes which they sometimes provide. Many of these were levied in kind, and the enumeration of places, products, quantities, and prices can also be extremely informative.


There is also much to be learned from literature in the stricter and narrower sense: stories, poetry, even anecdotes. A characteristic example, related by a fourteenth-century Persian writer, deals with the eggplant, known in Persian as Badinjan, from which ‘aubergine’ and other European names are derived:


One day when Sultan Mahmud [reigned 998–1010] was hungry, they brought him a dish of eggplant. He liked it very much and said, ‘Eggplant is an excellent food.’ A courtier began to praise the eggplant with great eloquence. When the sultan grew tired of the dish he said, ‘Eggplant is a very harmful thing,’ whereupon the courtier began to speak in hyperbole of the harmful qualities of the eggplant. ‘Man alive,’ said the sultan, ‘have you not just now uttered the praises of the eggplant?’ ‘Yes,’ said the courtier, ‘but I am your courtier and not the eggplant’s courtier.’


One Persian poet deserves special mention. His name is Abu Ishaq, usually shortened to Boshaq, and he is known as Boshaq-i at’ima, Boshaq of the foodstuffs, because he devoted almost his entire literary output to writing poems about food. He was obviously fascinated by the subject. He flourished in the late fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries in Shiraz. His major work is called Kanz al-Ishtihā, or Treasure of Appetite. He also wrote an epic called Dastan-i Muza‘far o Bughrā, The Epic of Saffron-Flavored Rice and Meat Pie; a story in prose and verse called Mājerā-i Berenj o Bughrā, The Adventures of Rice and Pie; and even a dictionary of culinary terms, the Farhang-i Dīvan-i at‘imā, or The Science of Food-stuffs, mainly rather humorous definitions of food terms.


Another category of particular importance in this region, though perhaps less so in others, is religious and juristic writings, which deal, often quite extensively, with what may or may not be eaten or drunk, and lay down rules and restrictions concerning food and drink. These are primarily Jewish and Muslim. Christians may eat or drink anything.


This literature begins with ancient religious texts; it continues right through to the modern period. There are many legal and administrative texts dealing with the lawfulness or otherwise of foodstuffs, their pricing and distribution, and other related matters.


A recurring problem was that of wine, forbidden to Muslims but not to non-Muslims. Difficulties inevitably arose when two groups of people, Jews and Christians, were free to make, sell, and drink wine, and the Muslim majority was not. There are numerous decrees and regulations dealing with such questions – how one prevents the Jews and Christians from selling wine to the Muslims, and even the problem of Muslim guests at Jewish or Christian weddings, at which wine is served.


A third category of evidence consists of documents, meaning not literary works, but actual documentary texts. Here again the Ottoman archives, both central and provincial, offer millions of documents. They cover the whole food process from production, reflected in detailed lists of taxes in kind, to preparation and consumption, illustrated by kitchen accounts from the palace, the military, and a chain of hospices providing free meals to the needy.


We also have some much more ancient documents. Sometime between 884 and 859 BC, the Assyrian king Ashur Nasirpal II thought it worthwhile, in a major inscription near the doorway to his throne, to include a description of a banquet which he gave. The usual purpose of these royal inscriptions was to say: Look how great I am, look how strong I am, look what I accomplished. The normal pattern is: I conquered so many territories, I enslaved so many peoples.


But Ashur Nasirpal II was a man of kindlier disposition, and he describes in great detail a banquet which lasted ten days, with food and drink for 69,574 invited guests, both men and – remarkably – women. The food served is specified and enumerated in this inscription, in very great detail; so many head of cattle, cows, sheep, lambs, stags, gazelles, ducks, geese, pigeons and other birds, fish, eggs, bread, vegetables, fruits, nuts, condiments, and spices, and also 10,000 kegs of beer and 10,000 skins of wine. There are several references in the Bible to royal feasts, given by Pharaoh (Genesis 40:20), Solomon (1 Kings 3:15), and Ahasuerus (Esther 1:3–5; 2:18; 8:17; 9:17–22), but Ashur Nasirpal’s would appear to be the oldest described in detail.


Another category of evidence is archaeology, and particularly what is nowadays called ‘archaeo-chemistry.’ Forty-four years ago an expedition from the University of Pennsylvania excavated some ruins at Gordion, an ancient Phrygian site in central Turkey, where they found the remains of a funeral feast for a king, perhaps the famous Midas himself. The king had died, and in accordance with the custom of the time and the place, there was a great farewell dinner for him. Whether through drunkenness, carelessness, or obedience to custom, they did no washing up. The king was buried with the entire remains of the feast: the dirty plates and dishes, the unwashed glasses, the leftovers.


We are told that when the archaeologists went and opened the ruins, their nostrils were assailed by the stink of rancid meat. They couldn’t do much about it at the time, but since then new techniques have been evolved for the chemical analysis of organic remains. These have now produced extremely interesting data about what they ate and what they drank 2,700 years ago in Turkey.


2.


What were the ingredients of ancient cuisine? We start of course with milk and honey. Milk is a very basic foodstuff, taken sweet, curdled, clarified, and various other ways. One can, in a sense, divide the civilizations of this planet into three zones: the sweet-milk zone, the sour-milk zone, and the no-milk zone. The sweet-milk zone is Europe and the Americas; the sour-milk zone the Islamic lands and India; the no-milk zone China and Japan, where they neither drink it nor use it in their traditional cuisine – no milk, no cheese, no butter.


Honey was also important. It wasn’t until comparatively recently that sugar became known, and before that honey was the main sweetener. It was also used to make alcoholic drinks. Cereals are attested to from an early date: wheat, barley, sorghum. Rice seems to have been introduced from India. There is some evidence that it was cultivated immediately before the advent of Islam in Iraq and Iran, but probably not long before. It wasn’t known to the Greco-Roman world.


We have a rather interesting description from an early Arab source of their first encounter with rice, at the time of the Arab conquest in the seventh century. Some Persian scouts whom an Arab armed force surprised in the marshes took flight, leaving behind them two baskets: one containing dates, and the other what they afterward learned to be unhusked rice. The Arab leader told his men: eat the dates, but leave this other thing, for it might be poison which the enemy has prepared for you. They therefore ate the dates, and avoided the other basket. But while they were eating, one of their horses broke loose and started to eat the rice. They were about to slaughter the horse, so that they could eat it before its flesh was also poisoned, but the horse’s owner told them to wait, and said that he would see to it in due course.


The following morning, finding the horse was still in excellent condition, they lit a fire under the rice and burned off the husks. ‘And their commander said: pronounce the name of Allah over it and eat. And they ate of it and they found it a most tasty food.’


Bread of course is attested to from a very early time, and even acquired a kind of sanctity. Here is a passage from no less an author than al-Ghazali, the great Muslim theologian who died in 1111. In a treatise on table manners, on the correct way to behave while eating, he says: One should eat from the roundness of the loaf, except where there is only a little bread. A person should break bread and not cut it with a knife. That is disrespectful to the bread. The Prophet is quoted as saying: Tear it with your teeth. No bowl or other vessel should be placed on the bread, but only foodstuffs. Honor bread, which Almighty God sent down as a blessing from heaven. Don’t wipe your hand with bread. If anyone lets a mouthful of bread drop, he should pick it up, remove any dirt on it, and not leave it for the devil. A kind of respect for bread still survives in many parts of this region to the present day.


Meat was for most of antiquity something rare and precious, not something for ordinary everyday people. But we have indications of the various birds and beasts that were consumed, and those that were forbidden. Some historians have even argued that the ban on pork set the limits of Islamic expansion. The Islamic religion came out of Arabia in the seventh century, spread very rapidly eastward and westward and northward and southward, and then came to a stop in Spain, the Balkans, and China, three regions depending very heavily on pig husbandry.


Another theory sets the limits of the Islamic expansion in terms of the olive, the cultivation of olives and the production of olive oil, a staple of virtually all cuisine in the Middle Eastern region. That idea seems even more far-fetched than the pork theory, since Islam has after all spread very extensively in lands where the olive is not cultivated or known.


We find plenty of references to fruits and vegetables, including figs, dates, grapes, peaches; eggplant is a great staple. The apple seems to be so basic that it even serves as a sort of generic term for fruits and vegetables, so that something unfamiliar is called a kind of apple. An Italian pilgrim, describing his first encounter with a banana in Egypt in 1384, calls it a ‘paradise apple.’ When the potato, an American innovation, first appeared, the French called it pomme de terre. When modern Israel needed names for oranges and potatoes, lacking in biblical and rabbinic Hebrew, they both became apples of a kind: ‘golden apples’ and ‘earth apples.’ And when the tomato was introduced to Italy, it was the ‘golden apple,’ the pomodoro, which eventually passed into Arabic in the forms banadura and bandura.


A word or two about side dishes, condiments, flavorings – things which are not part of a main dish, but are used in various ways to give it flavor. There are the obvious ones, onions, leeks and garlic, all attested to in remote antiquity. Sugar is an interesting additional item, which came from India via Iran, and was either unknown or very little known in Greco-Roman antiquity. We find occasional references to what might be sugar, but they certainly didn’t use it normally for cuisine, and when it first appeared it was used for medicinal purposes. After the Islamic conquests sugar spread very rapidly – first its use, then its cultivation: from Persia to Egypt, to North Africa, to Spain, and from Spain to the Atlantic islands and to the New World. From the New World it came back to the Middle East. European powers were able to grow sugar more cheaply and more efficiently on their plantations than in the home countries. The same happened a little later with coffee.


Spices were of course very important. Mas’udi, a major Arabic writer of the Middle Ages, lists twenty-five different spices. Oddly enough, he does not include pepper, the most widely used of all of them, of which another author tells us there were seven hundred varieties. Spices are important also in another respect, and that is through commerce, both with Europe and Southeast Asia.


Mention has already been made of milk as a basic drink. The other most frequently mentioned in antiquity is alcoholic drink of various kinds, principally by fermentation, i.e., wine, or by brewing, i.e., beer. Distilling, making spirits, came later. We have a good deal of literary, archaeological, and even linguistic evidence on the history of wine.


Despite the explicit prohibition of all alcoholic drinks, they were widely indulged in, and there is a whole literature of wine poetry in Arabic, Persian, Turkish, and other Islamic languages. Pious attempts to explain wine as a metaphor for mystical ecstasy are not always persuasive.


Where did they go for a drink? There were of course no taverns in Islamic lands, and no vintners. Christians were allowed to make wine, and Christian monasteries, then as now, there as elsewhere, often specialized in the production of fine wine. So in classical and medieval poetry, both Arabic and Persian, the convent, the der, appears almost in the sense of the tavern.


Hot drinks come surprisingly late. Fruit juices or infusions may have been heated, though even that is questionable. But the familiar hot drinks, tea, coffee, cocoa, were totally unknown in the Mediterranean and adjoining regions in antiquity and in the Middle Ages. We do find occasional reference in Arab travel books to the infusion of tea leaves in China. But they describe it with puzzlement and distaste, and don’t seem to have been tempted to import this. There is some evidence that when the Mongols conquered Iran in the thirteenth century they brought tea drinking with them, but it didn’t take. It wasn’t until much later that tea was reintroduced to the Middle East by Europeans. Sometimes it came over land from North China, sometimes by sea from South China. The North Chinese word for tea is chai, the South Chinese tey, two dialectal pronunciations of the same word, designated by the same Chinese character.


Coffee is better documented. It originated in Ethiopia, probably taking its name from the province of Kaffa, where coffee grows wild. One can only marvel at the ingenuity of the people who discovered how to make coffee from the coffee bean. Most of the basic foodstuffs and drinks are fairly simple; for coffee, they had to go through a long and elaborate process in order to get drinkable coffee from the beans that grow wild in Kaffa. But it happened, fortunately for all of us.


Coffee was imported from Ethiopia to Yemen, from Yemen through Arabia in the sixteenth century to Egypt and Syria, then to Turkey, and from Turkey to Europe. Tea came to the Middle East from Europe, ultimately from China. Coffee was at first a subject of astonishment among Europeans; some even spoke of it with a certain disgust.


A famous English book, Robert Burton’s Anatomy of Melancholy, written in 1621, offers this comment:


The Turks have a drink called coffa (for they use no wine), so named of a berry as black as soot and as bitter . . . which they sip still of, and sup as warm as they can suffer. They spend much time in those coffa houses, which are somewhat like our ale houses or taverns, and there they sit chatting and drinking to drive away the time, and to be merry together, because they find by experience, that kind of drink so used helpeth digestion and procureth alacrity.


Like sugar, coffee was also taken by Europeans to their colonies in the West Indies and in Southeast Asia. By the eighteenth century both coffee and sugar figure among the imports to the Middle East from Europe.


Two other herbs are ‘drunk’ in Arabic, though not in English: hashish and tobacco. Hashish is of course indigenous to the Middle East and goes back a long time; tobacco is another American import. Here we have precise documentation. It was brought at the beginning of the seventeenth century, by English merchants, who presumably brought it from the American colonies, and it caught on very rapidly. About both coffee and tobacco, there was a long argument whether they were permitted or forbidden according to Shari‘a. For a while smoking was not only forbidden, but was treated as a capital offense. It is still forbidden by the Wahhabis and their disciples.
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We know from antiquity of two places for preparing food. One is the oven, called tannur, a word that goes back to Assyro-Babylonian antiquity. It was used for baking bread and also for baking pies. The other is the hearth, in Arabic mustawqad, where a fire was made in one way or another for boiling, stewing, grilling, and sometimes frying, though that seems to have been comparatively rare, no doubt because of the high cost of oil. We have a fair amount of information on utensils, and even a quantity of utensils preserved.


Foodstuffs were of course an important item of trade. Obviously a large part of what people ate was perishable, bulky, and inexpensive, and therefore unsuitable for long-distance commerce and of no interest to business. But there was nevertheless quite a lot to interest the traders. Spices were very important; also sugar, olive oil, alcoholic drinks. We also find nuts, dried fruits, honey, tea, coffee, and pulses (beans and lentils) listed among commodities.


The generality of Western travelers seem to agree that very few people, other than the great and the wealthy, cooked food in their own homes. They bought cooked food in marketplaces, in cook-shops, from a widely ramified range of professional cooks. An account of the city of Istanbul prepared by order of the Sultan Murad IV in 1638, cited by Evliya Çelebi, a Turkish writer of the time, lists the ‘guilds and professions’ of the city. Among those concerned with food, the first group consists of the cultivators, the people who grow food. The second group, led by the chief of the bakers, includes bakers, salt-makers, cracker-bakers, and pastry cooks, followed by millers, flour merchants, purifiers of corn, sieve-makers, bag-makers, starch-makers, and biscuit-makers. Then come what he calls ‘the Egyptian merchants.’ These are importers of rice, coffee, and sugar. Then the purveyors of rice and lentils, of sugar and sweets, of sherbets and of coffee: three hundred men and shops, all Greek and all rich, he says.


The next group consists of the butchers – the slaughterers, the beef butchers, the Jewish butchers, the sheep butchers; and a number of others concerned with the care, slaughter, and sale of animals. Then come the dairymen, divided into purveyors of buffalo milk and sheep’s milk, cheese-mongers, cream merchants, butter merchants, and yogurt sellers. Then come the cooks, and those who prepare food for sale in the public places. He enumerates the different kinds of food they sell: dried meats and salt meats, and also liver, tripe, pickled fruits and vegetables, garlic and onions. There are various groups who cook for the poor and a separate guild of carvers. In every cook-shop there is at least one carver who, after having set the dish before the guest, says bismillah (in the name of God), eats two morsels, and then bids the guest to eat. This is presumably to show that it is not poisoned. Then there are roasters and stewers and preparers of pilaf, of dolma, of eggplant, vine-leaves, onions, mustard, syrups, sherbets, and many kinds of fish.


The Middle East doesn’t seem to have had restaurants. At the beginning of the nineteenth century an Egyptian sheikh from al-Azhar, Rifa‘a Rafi‘al-Tahtawi, visited Paris, and wrote a fascinating account of his experiences and observations in the mysterious Occident. One of the oddities of Paris that he noticed was a place called a restaurant. He spells out the word ‘restaurant’ in Arabic script and explains what it is.


We take tables and chairs for granted in places where we eat – we sit on chairs and have the food served on tables. But that is by no means a law of nature. Tables and chairs seem to have existed in the ancient Middle East; they disappeared in the medieval and early modern periods. In a society where wood was rare and precious, and wool and leather cheap and plentiful, they had different arrangements for seating and serving.


With what did they eat the food? Here again we may divide the world into three zones – the cutlery zone in the West, the chopstick zone in the East, and the finger zone in the middle. Chopsticks seem to be a very ancient invention in the Far East. Cutlery is much more recent in the West. A knife was of course necessary, but was not a utensil for eating. The fork was the main one, and seems to have been a Byzantine innovation, introduced to England in the early seventeenth century. English travelers found it in Italy, and they were most impressed by it. The English word ‘fork’ comes from the Italian forchetta. The Italians, it was noted, are rather fastidious and don’t like getting their fingers or their napkins dirty. We find a couple of references to this new device, a fork, in the plays of Ben Jonson (d. 1637). It hadn’t yet arrived in Shakespeare’s time.
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