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Praise for
Prophet of Reason

   ‘A masterful and captivating book that rescues one of the greatest thinkers of nineteenth-century Syria from obscurity. Mikha’il Mishaqa bursts from the pages as a three-dimensional character and a pioneer in the debates on secularism and religious freedom in the modern Arab world. An outstanding intellectual biography.’ 

   Eugene Rogan, author of The Arabs

   ‘In this gripping new exploration of religion, reason and cultural transformation, Peter Hill brilliantly recreates the many lives and worlds of an Arab renaissance man. Combining meticulous research with original, nuanced insight and a novelist’s eye for detail, Hill brings to life the nineteenth-century Middle East in all its richness. In the process, he reminds us that modernity has many origins and takes many forms.’ 

   Andrew Arsan, author of Interlopers of Empire

   ‘Deeply researched and engagingly written, Prophet of Reason gives us the turbulent life of a remarkable individual… Peter Hill’s sympathetic and beautifully contextualised study is at once a gripping biography and an intellectual history of how religious faith and doubt, legacies of rational thinking both local and far-flung, and human networks – contentious and affectionate – were fluid shapers of a history we too often view as set in stone.’ 

   Marilyn Booth, Khalid bin Abdullah Al Saud Professor for the Study of the Contemporary Arab World

   ‘While most of the scholars writing about Syria in the nineteenth century speak about “sectarianism”, they barely take the religious beliefs and the communitarian belonging of individual actors as seriously as Peter Hill does with this original and emphatic biography of Mikha’il Mishaqa. Through Hill’s approach, the life of this well-known figure of Ottoman Syria appears as an extraordinary and exemplary testimony to the social and intellectual dynamics of the early Nahda.’ 

   Bernard Heyberger, author of Hindiyya, Mystic and Criminal, 1720–1798

   ‘It has taken over 150 years for Mikha’il Mishaqa to find his historian, and it is Peter Hill. Hill paints a riveting and transformative view of religion and its discontents in the nineteenth-century Ottoman Empire… This much-needed study breathes new life into the field, and it offers a compelling and human account of the life and times of an Ottoman thinker who has remained thus far elusive to scholars… This book will make readers think in completely new ways about Christianity, Islam and indeed the history of religion itself in the making of the modern Middle East.’ 

   John-Paul Ghobrial, author of The Whispers of Cities

   ‘Prophet of Reason is an enthralling and impeccably researched account of the life of Mikha’il Mishaqa, a man at the centre of the shifting religious and political movements of nineteenth-century Levant. Peter Hill has produced a milestone of a book, laying bare Mishaqa’s only too human journey from faith to doubt and back again, all the while showing how the beast of modernity in Ottoman Syria encompassed not just science and secularism but newly divisive religious identities.’ 

   Yorgos Dedes, author of The Ascensions of Felicity
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‘… if thy heart can comprehend the language of reason, interrogate these ruins!’

   Constantin-François Volney, The Ruins

   ‘Knowest thou the ordinances of heaven? canst thou set the dominion thereof in the earth?’


   Job 38:33
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‌Key Dates in Mikha’il Mishaqa’s Life

   1800: Mikha’il Mishaqa is born at Rashmaya on 20 March.

   1813: Witnesses a solar eclipse. 

   1814: His uncle Butrus ‘Anhuri arrives in Dayr al-Qamar, bringing scientific books from Damietta.

   1818: Travels to Damietta and experiences a crisis of faith.

   1820: Returns to Dayr al-Qamar and takes up silk trading and banking.

   1825/26: Moves to Hasbaya as chancellor to the Shihabi emirs there.

   1828: Falls ill with quartan fever, and begins to study medicine.

   1831: The Egyptian army under Ibrahim Pasha invades Syria.

   1832: His father Jirjis dies.

   1834: Moves to Damascus.

   1835: Marries Elizabeth (Khanum) Faris.

   1838: His son Nasif is born.

   1840: His mother Barbara dies. Ottoman, British and Austrian forces expel the Egyptian army from Syria. Emir Bashir al-Shihabi goes into exile.

   1841: The Mishaqa family home in Dayr al-Qamar is attacked by Druze forces, and Mikha’il’s brother Andrawus is killed. His son Ibrahim is born.

   1842: Richard Wood appoints Mishaqa honorary dragoman of the British consulate in Damascus.

   1844: A group of Orthodox Christians from Hasbaya convert to Protestantism. Mishaqa meets the missionary Eli Smith in Hasbaya. His son Salim is born.

   1845: Travels to Egypt and is awarded a medical diploma.

   1847: His daughter Salma is born.

   1848: His daughter Salma and son Ibrahim die. He publicly converts to Evangelical Protestantism.

   1849: Publishes his first tract, The Guide to Obedience to the Gospel.

   1850: His son Ibrahim (the second) is born.

   1852: Publishes The Evangelicals’ Answers to the Traditionalists’ Superstitions.

   1853: Publishes Proof of the Weakness of Man. His daughter Salma (the second) is born.

   1854: Publishes Exculpation of the Accused from the Slanders of Maximus Mazlum.

   1855: Maximus Mazlum dies. Richard Wood leaves Damascus.

   1857: Eli Smith dies.

   1858: Mishaqa’s son Iskandar is born.

   1859: He becomes vice-consul of the United States at Damascus.

   1860: Sectarian violence in Damascus. Mishaqa and his family narrowly escape death.

   1870: Resigns as United States vice-consul in favour of his eldest son Nasif.

   1873: Writes his memoirs, The Answer to the Friends’ Request.

   1888: Dies at his home in Damascus on 6 July.

  

 
  
    


‌Note on Place Names, Dates and Language

   The events this book describes took place in Ottoman Syria – the area bounded by the Taurus Mountains, the Sinai Mountains, the Mediterranean Sea and the Syrian Desert – and in Egypt, roughly corresponding to the present-day state of Egypt. The term ‘the Middle East’ had not yet been invented at the time of these events, but I use it for convenience to refer to the wider region: Syria and Egypt plus Anatolia and the Arabian Peninsula. Europeans of the time referred to this area as the ‘Near East’ or the ‘Levant’; Arabic speakers might refer to al-Mashriq (the ‘east’ of the Arab world), as well as more specific designations such as bilad al-Sham (the Syrian lands) or – a new term from the mid-nineteenth century – Suriyya (Syria).

   Several dating systems were used in Ottoman Syria and Egypt in the nineteenth century. For convenience, all dates have been converted into the standard Western calendar used today, the Gregorian Calendar (where necessary, I refer to this as NS, for New Style). In footnotes, I give these dates in the format day/month/year, abbreviating years in the nineteenth century (so 1/10/50 is 1 October 1850). In a few cases, I also give the original dates used in the sources, in the Islamic Hijri Calendar (AH, for Anno Hegirae) or the Julian Calendar used by Orthodox and Greek Catholic Christians (OS, for Old Style), which was around twelve days behind the Gregorian Calendar in the nineteenth century.

   The main language of Ottoman Syria and Egypt was Arabic, although state officials used Ottoman Turkish, and particular groups used other languages, such as Armenian, Greek, Italian or Ladino. I have rendered Arabic words, and less frequently Ottoman Turkish ones, into Latin script using a simplified transliteration system. For some names, I have used the version conventionally used in English or European languages (so Cairo and Elizabeth, not al-Qahira and Ilidabat), a version which reflects the local pronunciation (so Beiteddine and Zahleh, not Bayt al-Din and Zahla), or the original version used in a source (e.g. Paolo Tiutiungi). Except where otherwise noted, all translations are my own.

   In the footnotes, I use abbreviations to refer to works by Mikha’il Mishaqa, archival and manuscript sources, and some printed primary sources. These are explained in the bibliography.
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‌Introduction

   Mishaqa slipped out of the back door. Behind him he could hear shouting, gunshots, the blows of an axe on wood, as the mob battered their way into his home. With him were his two young children, Ibrahim and Salma, and a single armed guard. Mishaqa stood for a moment in the narrow alleyway that ran behind his house through the Old City of Damascus, a tall man of sixty in a flowing robe and turban of fine cloth. He wondered which way to run.

   It was mid-afternoon on Monday, 9 July 1860.

   That summer afternoon saw the most notorious event in nineteenth-century Syria. Armed bands of Muslims ranged through the Christian quarter of Damascus, killing men, women and children, looting property, burning houses. Several thousand Christians were killed. When the ‘events’ finally ended, eight days later, the Christian quarter stood in ruins: ‘not a house, not a church, not a monastery – all has become ashes.’1

   The causes that led to this bitter violence have been debated ever since. At the time, Europeans – and some local Christians – were loud in their denunciation of Muslim ‘fanaticism’ and the complicity of the Ottoman state.2 To many Westerners and Ottoman bureaucrats, the Damascus violence – and the simultaneous fighting and killing between Maronite Christians and Druze in nearby Mount Lebanon – confirmed their view of Syria as a land riven by ancient hatreds between different religions.3 Elite Muslims in Damascus, meanwhile, blamed outsiders to the city: Druze, ‘Alawis, nomadic Bedouin and other riff-raff.4 Some Muslims – and a few others, including, later, Mikha’il Mishaqa – would point at the growing prominence of wealthy Christians, often taking advantage of protection from European states, who had provoked Muslims’ resentment.5

   Mikha’il Mishaqa and his family were astonishingly lucky that day. He fled one way and then the next through the alleyways of Old Damascus. Twice he encountered crowds of armed men, and distracted them by scattering coins in the street, which they scrambled to pick up. A third time he was cornered and badly beaten with clubs and axes; a man shot at him twice from six feet away but somehow managed to miss; his daughter Salma, aged six, was struck on the head with an axe. But Mishaqa succeeded in getting the crowd to take him to an Ottoman officer, who offered him protection of a kind. In an upstairs room on Bab Tuma Street, now separated from his children and the rest of his family, Mishaqa wondered anxiously about their fate. He was also concerned about his own: the officer who had temporarily sheltered him was working with the looters, he suspected, and only waiting for dark to have him killed.

   As dusk fell, seven armed men came to knock at the door of the house. ‘Where is Mikha’il Mishaqa?’ they asked. ‘At that moment’, he would relate, ‘I despaired of life’. But just as he was telling his loyal Muslim guard, who had stayed with him the whole time, to save himself, Mishaqa realised the new arrivals were not there to murder him. It was a Muslim friend, Muhammad al-Sawtari, with some followers of Emir ‘Abd al-Qadir, the famous Algerian leader who was doing his best to protect Damascus’s Christians. Muffled in a North African burnous, Mishaqa set out with them across Damascus, ‘treading on corpses in the alleyways’, until he reached the Emir’s house – and safety. Sawtari then went in search of Mishaqa’s family, and was able to gather them in within a surprisingly short time. They all survived, even little Salma.6

   Mikha’il Mishaqa lived on to tell his story. He told it several times: in letters written in the weeks after the event as he recovered from his wounds in Sawtari’s house, in the memoirs he would write thirteen years later in 1873, and doubtless many times over in conversation. His eyewitness account of his narrow escape from death, and his shrewd observations of the details and causes of the outbreak, have become indispensable reference points for the tragedy of 1860. It is as a narrator of these events, above all, that he is known to historians and scholars of the Middle East today.

   The violent events of 1860 in Damascus and Mount Lebanon leave us with something of a paradox. On the one hand, they can be seen – as recent historians have argued – as a marker of a new sectarian politics. In the wake of the reforming projects of the Ottoman state, and of the growing intervention of European powers in Syria, religious groupings were becoming more sharply and visibly differentiated from each other. One’s religion, it was increasingly assumed, also defined one’s politics.7 At the same time, 1860 also marked a reaction against this sectarian view of the world. In Beirut, fifty miles away on the Syrian coast, as the city swelled with Christian refugees, the leading intellectual Butrus al-Bustani wrote an appeal to his ‘countrymen’ to end the violence. All ‘Syrians’, he wrote, should work together for their ‘homeland’ in loyalty to the Ottoman state, rather than let themselves be divided by religious loyalties.8 Over the rest of the nineteenth century, other Arab writers would follow his lead, calling for more secular forms of politics and society.9

   The nineteenth century left the Middle East a curiously double legacy.10 On the one hand, it brought new forms of religious identitarianism: not only frightening sectarian outbreaks like that of 1860, but also new religious revivalist movements, Muslim as well as Christian, based on strictly bounded conceptions of religious identity. On the other hand, the same century saw the beginnings of new forms of secularity in politics and culture: the growth of a public sphere dominated not by clerics but by lay intellectuals like Butrus al-Bustani, the rising prestige of modern science, and the idea of the state as something separable from divine claims, standing over and above different religious communities. Both traditions might plausibly be seen as ‘modern’, and continue to shape the Middle East’s cultural landscape even today. But they are generally thought of as opposed, rivals in a contest over Middle Eastern politics and culture. How could both emerge at the same moment, side by side?

   Some of the answers can be found by taking a closer look at Mikha’il Mishaqa, and the paths that had led him up to that fateful July day in 1860. Mishaqa was more than just a witness to his age; he was a participant. Born in 1800, he had lived for sixty years before he faced the violence of the Damascus ‘events’. A little over a decade earlier, Mishaqa had been at the centre of another religious controversy, though a less violent one. On Michaelmas Day in autumn 1848, he had announced that he was leaving the Christian community in which he had been raised, the Greek Catholic Church, to adopt a new, unfamiliar faith. This was the Evangelical Protestantism brought to Syria’s shores a quarter of a century earlier by American missionaries from New England. Over the following months Mishaqa engaged in a heated debate with the head of the Church he was leaving, Greek Catholic Patriarch Maximus Mazlum. In the polemical tracts he had printed on the American missionaries’ press, Mishaqa revealed that he had not in fact been a believing Catholic for thirty years. He had lost his faith – not just in Catholicism but in all religions – at the age of eighteen, after reading Arabic translations of scientific and other writings from the European Enlightenment. Since then he had remained a sceptic or deist, ‘walking according to the guidance of the natural light’ which God had ‘planted within us’. ‘All the religious laws’, he had thought, were ‘false’: irrational ‘superstitions’, akin to magic.11 Mishaqa’s views had changed only when he encountered the writings of the Protestant missionaries. For the first time, these had persuaded him that a revelation from God was necessary. They had done so by appealing convincingly to his reason.

   Mishaqa was unusual. His path through doubt to faith was a highly personal one. Yet he was thinking all this through not in isolation, but immersed in the upheavals and transformations of his social world, nineteenth-century Ottoman Syria. Mishaqa had hardly led a retired life prior to 1860. He was at different times a merchant and banker, a tax-farmer and a close advisor to local potentates in their strongholds in Mount Lebanon. He practised medicine and mastered a whole range of intellectual disciplines from mathematics to natural science, with little in the way of formal education. When European powers began to intervene seriously in Syria, in 1840, Mishaqa – though he spoke only Arabic – became an influential go-between for their representatives, local power-holders and the American missionaries. 1860 found him, among other things, the vice-consul in Damascus of the United States of America, and firmly connected to an international network of Evangelical Protestants. Behind Mishaqa’s pathway through reason to religion lay not only his own intellectual convictions, but also his shifting social and material ties, and unsettling changes in his world.

   This book is based on a gamble: that by tracing in detail the life of one idiosyncratic figure, we can find ways of answering larger questions about the nature of his society, and how it was changing. The oddity of Mishaqa’s story compels us to stop and ask: what did people actually believe in the nineteenth-century Middle East? The question is often answered too quickly, as soon as it is asked: obviously, there were Muslims, Christians, Jews and so on, and we know what these religions teach. But this way of seeing the Middle East, as a set of neatly defined religious boxes, might itself be seen as a product of the new religious culture which came into being in the nineteenth century. If we delve a little deeper, we begin to encounter a messier, blurrier reality, rife with unexpected overlaps and quarrels. Mishaqa, the erstwhile Enlightenment-style sceptic, was doubtless an outlier within this world – although, as we will see, he was not entirely isolated. But his individuality allows us to see both how intellectually diverse his society could be, and its constraints – in ways that may confound our expectations.

   Mishaqa contributed to a cultural sea change: that transformation in Middle Eastern religious culture which passed through critical thresholds in the nineteenth century, and is still going on today. Here again Mishaqa is an oddity. On the one hand, he was a Protestant vigorously engaged in polemic against the Catholics, and one of those creating new religious identities in negotiation with European diplomats and the Ottoman state. On the other, he was a proponent of a rational approach to religious belief, a staunch critic of religious leaders’ involvement in politics and a pioneer of new-style public debates in print. Mishaqa sits, that is, somewhere within the entangled roots of both the religious identitarian tradition and the rational secular one in Arabic thought: a precursor of a kind, but an awkward one. By looking at him more closely, we can begin to grapple with the fact that these two traditions – now so often seen as inimical – emerged in the same historical moment. A quarrel, as we will see, implies a dialogue.

   If we are to wager on any one individual’s history to show us all this, Mishaqa at least offers us good odds. He is exceptional for the sheer quantity of detailed, personal information that survives about his life. I first encountered him, like many others, through the English translation of his memoirs, by Wheeler Thackston Jr., published in 1988.12 Through his memoirs I began to sense the strangeness of Mishaqa’s story: a man who had lost his faith in a society many assumed to be saturated with religion. Searching online, I found digitised copies of some of the pamphlets he wrote after his Protestant conversion; strangely enough, many of them were on websites devoted to Muslim religious apologetics. Reading these I encountered, more than in his memoirs, the rough side of Mishaqa’s intellectual personality: his obstinacy, his conviction of his own rightness, his readiness to lambast his opponents. There was something here, I felt. I began to track down other sources on this unusual man. I was not yet sure what it would amount to: I was supposed to be finishing another book, on utopian writing in Arabic in the nineteenth century. I thought I might write an article or two on Mishaqa, but no more.

   Then in the Houghton Library at Harvard University, in November 2016, my perspective changed. I had gone there with only hazy intentions, taking advantage of an academic conference I was attending nearby in Boston. The library holds the personal papers of Reverend Eli Smith, the missionary from Connecticut who became one of Mishaqa’s closest friends. Smith’s English-language correspondence was carefully catalogued, but there was little information about his other set of papers, in Arabic. Now they were in front of me: three boxes of unsorted, largely unstudied letters. As I leafed through them, I realised that the majority were letters that had passed between Smith and Mikha’il Mishaqa in the years leading up to and following Mishaqa’s conversion to Protestantism in 1848 – a source as yet untapped. As I read through the small, neat, Arabic handwriting, I began to appreciate the close relationship between these two men, and to glimpse new sides to Mishaqa’s thoughts, hopes and anxieties. Looking out at the autumn sunlight on the sedate buildings in Harvard Yard, I realised that one day, this would need to be a book.

   Over the intervening years, I have tracked Mishaqa through a wider set of archives and sources. He left records in many different places. His involvement in the politics of European intervention in Syria left a trail in the British and French diplomatic files, as well as the US ones. His closeness to the American missionaries left many references in their archives in the United States besides his letters to Eli Smith. His family, I was thrilled to discover, still possess books he owned, private papers and manuscripts, in Syria, Lebanon and South Africa – copies of which they generously shared with me. But I found his traces in less obvious locations, too: in a Catholic Church archive in Rome, where his signature appears on a petition to the Pope; at the American University in Beirut among the papers of a Lebanese historian, who had carefully preserved a photocopy of one of his sale contracts; in the manuscript collections of the Egyptian National Library in Cairo, where once again I found Mishaqa’s careful handwriting, this time in the margins of a book on astronomy which, as I discovered, played a crucial part in his intellectual journey.

   As I followed Mikha’il Mishaqa, I searched also for traces of the communities he had been part of, many of them now little-known, which had shaped his intellectual journey. I encountered the ruler of Mount Lebanon Emir Bashir al-Shihabi and the merchants and magnates who gathered around his court; I examined again the remarkable learned circle of Orthodox Christians who translated Enlightenment writings into Arabic for the first time in the busy Egyptian port of Damietta. I looked at the small, embattled set of families from the obscure mountain town of Hasbaya who converted to Protestantism before Mishaqa, in 1844, and drew his support and admiration; as well as the wealthy, upwardly mobile Catholic community of Damascus, riven by its own furious divisions. Not least, I studied the Protestant missionaries themselves, those curious, often eccentric figures who took to Syria – as to many other locations around the globe – all their Western prejudices and assumptions, and a terribly earnest resolve to preach ‘nothing but Christ’.

   This book is the result. I have tried not just to trace but – so far as I can – to explain Mishaqa’s unique journey from faith to doubt and back again. I hope, in the first place, to do justice to his story, or at least the parts of it I have been able to recover. But in doing so, I hope also to show that his story, in all its oddness, can illuminate something far bigger: a change in the nature and place of religion in the Middle East, whose consequences are still with us today. In what follows, I take Mikha’il Mishaqa as my guide to many unexplored corners of history, but with this larger aim in mind: to show how both ‘religion’ and ‘reason’ were shifting in nineteenth-century Syria, and how ‘modernity’ could bring in its wake both science and secularism, and newly divisive religious identities.
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‌1

   A Mountain Childhood

   The village of Rashmaya sits perched above the Damur River in the Shuf hills of present-day Lebanon. Its terraces of olive, lemon and orange trees, mingled with oaks and pines, fall away steeply into the valley bottom. To the east, in winter and spring, gleam the snows of the high Shuf mountains. Across the valley to the south-west, on the far side of a hill, lies the town of Dayr al-Qamar, ‘the Monastery of the Moon’, the old capital of the emirs of Mount Lebanon. Here, on 20 March 1800, ‘at midday on Thursday’, Barbara, daughter of Hanna ‘Anhuri, wife of Jirjis Mishaqa, gave birth to her fourth child and third son. He would be christened Mikha’il.1

   The boy’s father was absent. Jirjis Mishaqa had recently been appointed treasurer (sarraf) to the ruling Emir of Mount Lebanon and lord of Dayr al-Qamar, Bashir al-Shihabi. But the Emir had fallen foul, for a time, of both local and international politics. His main overlord was the formidable Ahmad Pasha, called al-Jazzar, ‘the Butcher’, Ottoman governor of Sayda Province, who controlled the Mediterranean coast to the west and south. In the spring of 1799, Jazzar Pasha had accomplished his greatest feat of arms, holding his fortress of Acre with British aid against Napoleon Bonaparte, who had invaded Egypt the previous year and was pushing up into Palestine. Counter-revolutionary Europe would celebrate this as the first time Bonaparte’s onward march, which had swept all before it through Italy and the Mediterranean, was halted.2 But it drew Emir Bashir al-Shihabi into difficulties: one of Mount Lebanon’s numerous and fractious elite families accused him of secretly supplying the French, and called down on him the wrath of Jazzar. The Pasha of Acre appointed two rival members of the Shihabi family as Emirs of Mount Lebanon in his place, and Bashir had to flee to territory controlled by other Ottoman governors to the north.3

   When Emir Bashir left Dayr al-Qamar in the autumn of 1799, Jirjis Mishaqa, like his other retainers, went with him – he would spend the next year in the ‘Akkar hills above Tripoli. Before leaving, he had placed his family in the village of Rashmaya: near the capital, but perhaps sufficiently out of the way to keep them from harm. The Emir, after a voyage to Egypt in a British warship, succeeded in gathering enough support, from the Ottomans, British Admiral Sidney Smith and several Lebanese factions, to regain power in the Mountain. In November 1800 he returned to Dayr al-Qamar in triumph. Jirjis Mishaqa, returning with him, saw his eight-month-old son for the first time.4

   The boy, Mikha’il, would grow up at the Shihabi court, in the years when Emir Bashir was consolidating his power. Over the two decades following his triumphal return in 1800, the Emir would eliminate his rivals – often former allies – one after another, to emerge after 1825 with greater power than any ruler of Mount Lebanon since his famous predecessor, Fakhr al-Din ibn Ma‘n (1572–1635).5 Each year – barring a brief interlude in 1821 – Bashir was re-confirmed in office as ruling emir of southern Mount Lebanon by the Ottoman governor of Sayda. From 1807 he also succeeded in bringing under his sway northern Mount Lebanon – within the province of the Ottoman governor of Tripoli, also on the coast – and he exerted a more fleeting influence in Wadi al-Taym and the fertile Biqa‘ valley, part of the province of the governor of Damascus to the east.6 But his position was also precarious: the history of these years is one of frequent fighting, intrigue and sudden shifts of allegiance.

   Like other regional power-holders in the Ottoman empire, Emir Bashir was a tax-farmer, delivering the Sultan’s land-tax (miri) annually to the various governors from whom he held his territory. These governors, powerful and unruly magnates themselves, were one important set of players in the Mountain’s politics. By custom, though – and exceptionally for the Ottoman empire – the tax-farm of southern Mount Lebanon was hereditary: it had been held by a member of the Shihabi family since they took it over from the Ma‘n family in the early seventeenth century. But there was no precise rule of inheritance: any male Shihabi was a potential candidate, and rivals for the post were rarely wanting. These Shihabi contenders made up a second set of players of the game of Mountain politics; Bashir al-Shihabi had to see off challenges several times. He was forced into exile himself in 1799–1800, 1821 and 1822–23. When back in power, he punished his rebellious cousins by having them blinded.7 Often decisive in these clashes was a third set of players: the lesser notable families of Mount Lebanon itself. Its rugged mountain country was divided into several tax-districts (muqata‘as) over which powerful local families had customary hereditary rights, paying their taxes to the Shihabi Emir in Dayr al-Qamar. These taxlords (muqata‘jis) had their own forces of armed retainers, and were divided into two factions, Jumblati and Yazbaki, which backed rival Shihabi candidates for Emir. Even as Emir Bashir’s power grew in the 1800s and 1810s, he was widely said to be dependent on the head of the Jumblati faction, Shaykh Bashir Jumblat – before he double-crossed him in 1825.8

   Most of these taxlords and many of their retainers were Druze, adherents of a heterodox and secretive sect derived from Shia Islam; southern Mount Lebanon was traditionally called ‘the Mountain of the Druze’. But by 1800, Druze were probably outnumbered even in this area by Maronite Christians, who had been moving in since the seventeenth century from the northern Mountain – traditionally ‘Mount Lebanon’, a name which came to be applied to the whole of the Shihabi domains. The Maronites belonged to an ancient local Church, which in the thirteenth century had accepted Roman Catholic supremacy; especially from the seventeenth century, its clerics cultivated ties to the Papacy and the French King. ‌9 By 1800 it counted several powerful taxlord families, as well as most of Mount Lebanon’s commoners, among its flock; and the Church itself, under activist Patriarchs like Yusuf al-Tiyyan (in office 1796–1809), was becoming a player in the Mountain’s politics.10 The Shihabi family itself was traditionally Sunni Muslim – the ruling religion of the Ottoman empire – but many of its members, including Emir Bashir himself, were said by the early nineteenth century to have converted to Maronite or Latin Catholic Christianity.

   Staying on top of this complex, shifting politics demanded as much skill and ruthlessness as had been required by any prince of Machiavelli’s Italy. Emir Bashir undoubtedly had these qualities in abundance – though in and out of power from 1788 to 1800, he then continued as ruling emir, apart from the blip of the early 1820s, until 1840, a longer run than any preceding Shihabi emir.11 His aspirations to solidity of rule were expressed in the many new buildings he sponsored, above all the grand new palace of Beiteddine, just outside Dayr al-Qamar. The British officer Captain Henry Light visited the Emir in his new residence in 1814 and left a description. He found Bashir in a ‘spacious oblong’ room, its walls ‘adorned with Arabic inscriptions, taken from the Koran and Scripture,’ embossed ‘in a large and beautiful gilded character’. The Emir sat on a set of ‘broad cushions, covered with blue cloth’, and ‘dressed in a rich vest of blue cloth, trimmed with ermine’, with valuable shawls ‘round his head and waist’. He was ‘about fifty years of age, rendered older in appearance by a long beard’.12

   Bashir al-Shihabi was undoubtedly proud of his new palace and appreciative of the comforts of courtly life. His court poet and chancellor from around 1812, Butrus Karama, wrote many commemorative verses on the completion of this and other new edifices, as well as paeans to the Emir’s favourite pastime, falconry.13 But through this period Karama also offered the Emir – until 1821 at least – a yearly ode congratulating him on receiving the sable robe which was the emblem of his office from the governor of Sayda.14 This expressed the Emir’s success, but was also a reminder that his power was still on a yearly tenure; it could not – quite – be taken for granted.

   Behind the potentates who – like Jazzar Pasha or Emir Bashir – controlled most parts of the Ottoman empire at the turn of the nineteenth century stood another set of figures. As a Mafia Don always had his consigliere, so each of these magnates (a‘yan) had his chancellor (mudabbir), his treasurer and a staff of secretaries. Proficient in manipulating paper, money and numbers, these men assured the critical link between the military power commanded by the a‘yan and the commerce and finance networks which extended through the Ottoman empire and beyond. It was largely in this commercial domain that Ottoman Christians and Jews could gain wealth and power; and while Ottoman governors and military potentates were generally Muslim, their chancellors, treasurers and secretaries were almost always Christian or Jewish. Over the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries they formed dynasties to rival the magnates themselves: the Greek Catholic Bahris of Homs and Sabbaghs of Acre; the Jewish Farhis of Acre and Damascus. Emir Bashir himself governed in effective partnership with the Maronite mudabbir Jirjis Baz from 1800 until 1807, when he had him killed.15

   Sometimes the ostensibly lesser men were rumoured to be the true power-holders: ‘the governors hold the cow’s horns’, so the common people would say, as Mikha’il Mishaqa reported in his memoirs, ‘but [the Farhis] drink the milk’.16 Yet as such sayings suggest, the chancellors’ status could appear in a dubious light. They were probably widely hated as illicit extorters of tax and usury. ‘If only Jad‘un Agha would die!’ wrote an anonymous farmer-poet from near Dayr al-Qamar of Emir Bashir’s mudabbir in 1791: ‘Everyone curses him, even monks and the pious.’17 But the chancellors suffered more, perhaps, from the jealousy of their superiors. Jazzar Pasha’s cruelty to his chancellor Haim Farhi was notorious, probably deliberately so: he first cut off Haim’s nose, then his right ear, then put out his right eye, all while keeping him in his service.18 Haim would ultimately be put to death by one of Jazzar’s successors.19 A mudabbir’s position was as precarious, as threatened by rivals and unforeseen events, as that of a magnate like Emir Bashir al-Shihabi.

   The Mishaqa family emerged in the eighteenth century as one such dynasty of mudabbirs. Their ancestor, Joseph Petraki – Mikha’il Mishaqa would record in his memoirs – had come from the Greek island of Corfu as a merchant, sailing in his own ship around the Levant coast. He settled in Tripoli in the early eighteenth century and married a girl from the nearby village of Anfeh. It was he who gained the family their surname, Mishaqa or Mushaqa, from the scraps of hemp and flax that he bought up in Syrian ports to sell as caulking to the Corfu shipyards.20 After Joseph’s death, his son Jirjis (1723–1760/61) moved from Tripoli down the coast to Sayda and then Sur. He married a Catholic girl from Anfeh, converted from his father’s Greek Orthodoxy to Greek Catholicism, and formed a connection with the Shia taxlords who governed Bilad Bishara, the tobacco-growing country inland from Sur.21 Jirjis grew wealthy in the tobacco trade with Egypt; gave rich gifts to the Greek Catholic Monastery of St Saviour (Dayr al-Mukhallis) in Joun, above Sayda; and founded a church and even a Sunni mosque in Sur.22

   His eldest son Ibrahim (1747–1789/90), Mikha’il Mishaqa’s grandfather, was the first of the family to make the step from merchant to chancellor.23 Jazzar Pasha had established himself as ruler of Acre and the surrounding coast in 1776. Five years later he moved in on the Shia lords of Bilad Bishara and dispossessed them.24 In their stead he installed Ibrahim Mishaqa, a capable man who knew well ‘the revenues and important people of the land’.25 Ibrahim nominally worked with a Muslim tax-farmer, respecting the convention that a Muslim should hold office, ‘as most of the people of the land were Shia Muslims’. But according to his grandson, this official’s actions were really ‘under the guidance of Ibrahim Mishaqa’.26

   This post was lucrative, but not always comfortable. Ibrahim survived plots against his life by deposed Shia shaykhs, but was perhaps more concerned about his famously cruel master, Jazzar Pasha.27 In 1794 or 1795, disaster struck: Jazzar executed and dispossessed his chief treasurers, the Sakruj brothers, and held their friend Ibrahim Mishaqa liable for their debts.28 When Ibrahim heard the news, he fell ill with a fever, and soon died; his thirty-year-old son Jirjis, Mikha’il Mishaqa’s father (1765–1832), was given the chance to redeem the debt by taking his place as administrator of Bilad Bishara.29 He worked hard and, according to his son, paid his dues in full; Jazzar nonetheless soon imprisoned him, under threat of torture, and extorted money from his family until they were bankrupt.30

   When Jirjis was released from prison he made off quietly to Egypt, to take refuge with his wife’s family, the ‘Anhuris. They were wealthy merchants at Cairo and Damietta – the Mishaqas, like other mudabbir families, had something of a network of family and business connections through cities of the south-east Mediterranean. But Jazzar’s arm was long: the ‘Anhuris feared reprisals from his ‘agents’ if they aided Jirjis Mishaqa, and he soon moved on to Mount Lebanon. There he taught himself the craft of goldsmithery, and worked at Dayr al-Qamar under an assumed name; back in Sur, his mother and younger brothers and sisters had taken to baking and selling bread to live.31 As Mikha’il Mishaqa would put it, ‘this family suffered the misery of poverty, after [having had] such vast wealth.’32

   Their poverty would be short-lived: Emir Bashir al-Shihabi soon discovered Jirjis living in his capital, found out who he was, and recalled his father’s past greatness. Marking him down, most probably, as a man of financial and administrative skill, he took him into his service, first as personal secretary and then, as we have seen, as treasurer (sarraf). By 1796 his family had joined him in Dayr al-Qamar, and a second son, Andrawus, was born in November.33

   When Mikha’il Mishaqa entered the world, in 1800, his family once again enjoyed a position of wealth and power – though as we shall see, it remained exposed to peril. As treasurer to the Emir, Jirjis Mishaqa oversaw the administration of his extensive – and growing – revenues. On his death in 1832 the post would pass to his son Andrawus, and from here on we have the fullest picture of the Emirate’s finances. These centred, especially in the early years, on Dayr al-Qamar, with its four or five thousand inhabitants – not only the Emirate’s capital, but also the main trading centre of the Mountain.34 The city was the original source of Emir Bashir’s wealth, to which he then added tax-farms impounded from his defeated enemies.35 By the 1830s, and probably earlier, most of Lebanon’s lucrative silk crop passed through the ‘great bazaar’ (qaysariyya) of Dayr al-Qamar, and was weighed there on the ‘silk balance’ (mizan al-harir).36 Most left the Mountain as raw silk, destined for the looms of cities like Damascus; but some was woven in Dayr al-Qamar itself into (the Swiss traveller John Lewis Burckhardt noted) ‘the rich Abbas or gowns of silk, interwoven with gold and silver, which are worn by the great Sheikhs of the Druses, and which are sold as high as eight hundred piastres a piece.’37 And this was far from the only craft practised at Dayr al-Qamar: a member of Emir Bashir’s court would recall, from the 1830s, ‘more than sixty master goldsmiths and cord-makers (‘aqqads)’, ‘tailors, smiths, carpenters, barbers, armourers (qardahis), shoemakers of every kind’. The town had a soap factory, abattoirs for sheep and cattle, a dyehouse, a tannery and a sweetmeat-press; and many bazaars, shops and accommodation for merchants.38

   The Emir’s treasury, managed by Jirjis Mishaqa, drew revenue from all these operations, whether as taxes, rents or monopolies.39 From these and other income, Jirjis paid the Emir’s many expenses: his tax bill to the Ottoman governors, and the running costs of his court, with its secretaries, soldiers, kitchens, stables, hunting-dogs and falcons.40 Jirjis Mishaqa – and Andrawus later – would have had a formidable number of registers, bills and receipts to keep track of, as well as the private business as merchant and money-lender which he undoubtedly did on the side.41 The Mishaqas were well recompensed: the Emir paid Andrawus Mishaqa 4,500 piastres annually, the highest salary among his officials, if we except the princely sum of 25,000 piastres paid to the chancellor Butrus Karama.42

   Jirjis Mishaqa – and as they grew up, his sons – would also have been closely aware of another kind of volatility: that of commerce and agriculture. Mount Lebanon specialised in cultivating trees on laboriously maintained hillside terraces: olives, fruits, nuts and almonds, and above all the mulberries whose leaves fed the silkworms. Much of the produce was exported, and staple foods bought in: grain from the Hawran in southern Syria, the Palestine plains and the Biqa‘ valley; rice from the Nile Delta.43 Thus Mount Lebanon – despite its own relatively good water supplies from aquifers and heavy mountain dews – depended for much of its food on rain-fed grain regions, where drought was a constant danger. Then there were other hazards: extreme weather which damaged crops or cut off sea traffic, plague epidemics spreading up from the Mediterranean coast, swarms of locusts that stripped fields and trees bare.44 Not least, there was the hardship and extortion caused by endemic warring among the region’s taxlords and the marauding of their soldiers. The farmer-poet of 1791 wrote eloquently of the hardships of that year: ‘extortion, war, deep-rooted hunger: these are stern trials’. Trade was stopped, credit and charity exhausted, the craftsmen sold their tools, and the poor were reduced to the famine foods: grass, mallow, insects, hedgehogs.45 In 1804 the Lebanese poet Ilyas Eddé wrote, in an ode celebrating the death of the much-hated Jazzar Pasha:

   In his lifetime was dearth, then plague; drought, and unbearable oppression.46


   ‘The Butcher’ (in office 1776–1804) had indeed presided over a period of hardship; but such troubles did not end with his demise. The familiar pattern of dearth – shortages and high prices – affected Mount Lebanon’s food supplies in at least a quarter of the years between 1800 and 1833.47 An affluent clan like the Mishaqas were of course insulated from these shocks – and may have profited by speculating on them – but as financial experts they would have been thoroughly aware of the rapid fluctuations in prices of goods like wheat and silk.

   Jirjis Mishaqa was able to raise his children – he would have five sons and five daughters – in an atmosphere of ease and favour, but he knew they would have to confront an unstable world.48 For the sons at least, he took precautions. As Mikha’il (the middle son of the five) would write:

   Jirjis Mishaqa, reckoning that time’s vicissitudes (taqallubat al-dahr) would overtake his sons, as they had overtaken him when he had no trade to live by, set about teaching them trades, after teaching them to read and write. He didn’t simply teach each one a single trade: as soon as one of them had learnt a trade, he’d move him on to another. It was the lot of this writer, his son Mikha’il, to master four trades – and years later, I took up two others, besides the first four. Then, after teaching his sons a trade, he [Jirjis] took steps to get them away from the society of rulers (mukhalatat al-hukkam), on account of what had befallen his father and himself from associating with them.49


   The first skill Mikha’il was supposed to master was arithmetic (al-hisab) – useful alike for financial administration, banking and commerce. This was not common knowledge – ‘there was no-one in Dayr al-Qamar who knew more than how to add’, he recalled – but was transmitted within the family, rather like a hand-craft. Jirjis had learned the subtler arts of multiplication, division and book-keeping (probably double-entry) from his father Ibrahim, and he taught them to his sons in turn.50 Mikha’il, though, soon became fascinated by a related but even more mysterious mathematical discipline: the science of the stars. As he would relate in his memoirs, he had a very specific aim: he wanted to know how to predict eclipses. He tells us why: ‘I believed what the charlatans (dajjalin) pretended, that [eclipses] announced great events, like wars, plague or the death of some great man – and for that reason I wanted to attain [that knowledge]’.51

   This engagement with astrology is how Mishaqa starts his autobiography in his 1873 memoirs. Beyond the bare details of his birth, his story of his own life begins here, in his teens, with his first grapplings with the intellectual problems posed by the world around him. The episode suggests that Mikha’il was, like his father, keenly aware of the insecurities of the world he lived in – but that he drew a different moral. Instead of Jirjis Mishaqa’s plan – of spreading his sons’ bets for them among different trades, and so enabling them to weather the storms of ‘time’s vicissitudes’ – the young Mikha’il sought to discover the actual causes of these vicissitudes (‘wars, plague or the death of some great man’) and so master them. Writing in his old age – after many changes in his views – Mishaqa saw his early belief in astrology as credulous: he had been taken in by ‘the charlatans’. Yet even here we can discern qualities which would become apparent in Mishaqa’s later life: a hungry intellectual curiosity, a determination to think his way to the bottom of a problem, and a confidence in his ability to do so.

   Mikha’il’s interest in eclipses and astrology around the time he entered his teens was likely influenced by a freak natural occurrence.52 A few weeks before his thirteenth birthday, an event occurred which was much talked of in Dayr al-Qamar – though Mishaqa never mentions it in his memoirs. On 1 February 1813, Emir Bashir’s chronicler and kinsman Haydar Ahmad al-Shihabi wrote,

   there was an eclipse of the sun; then five days later a great wind, for two days; and following it, the snow … which kept up from the Friday daytime till the Saturday evening. The snowfall lasted thirty hours and a half, without stopping for an hour; it lay on the ground two cubits deep … and stuck to the leaves of the trees. Countless livelihoods (arzaq) were ruined: in most (akthar) places more than half the olive trees were destroyed … it destroyed many buildings in the mountain villages… It killed most of the people of Kafra Hayth: no-one knew where the village was any more, and no-one could go to them. Many flocks of sheep starved to death.53


   Haydar goes on to quote a poem on the event by Butrus Karama, who describes

   
Snow that roved over the plains, terrifying:

A wondrous snow whose like we have not seen – no, and no account tells of it[s like]. […]

O God! how many souls died and how many fertile and lush [plants] were overwhelmed by withering.



   
   
   Karama concludes:

   The sun had been eclipsed, and I said in commemoration (mu’arrikhan): Snow came, and the eclipse was a sign of it (thaljun ata wa-bihi al-kusufu dalil).54


   The coincidence of the two heavenly events clearly lent itself to an astrological interpretation.

   The promise was an ancient one: the regular, knowable movements of the heavens could offer a key to irregular, fickle events on earth. Learned, mathematically precise astrology had long offered a method for reducing these apparently random ‘vicissitudes’ to a rational order. The great medieval Arab astrologers, and European Renaissance ones, had drawn on detailed astronomical observations and calculations for their highly elaborate art.55 In Mount Lebanon, such exact knowledge was rare, though astrological beliefs, and simpler astronomical practices, were probably widespread.56 In a literary dialogue on the 1813 eclipse, by the second great poet of Dayr al-Qamar, Niqula al-Turk, one character says that he ‘know[s] that eclipses have power to influence dread events’ (hawadith mahulat), but has ‘no understanding’ of ‘these hidden secrets’.57

   In the cities of the coast or plains, and even in some of the Lebanese monasteries, the young Mikha’il might have found skilled astronomers and astrologers, or sophisticated books on these arts.58 But when he set out to gather all the available knowledge of astronomy and eclipses in Dayr al-Qamar, he had to rely initially on the local men of religion. He turned first to a scholar of the town’s small Jewish community, Ishaq al-Az‘ari, who he says claimed to be ‘expert in calculating eclipses’ (istikhraj hisab al-kusufat), an art Mishaqa thought the Jews were especially skilled in. Mikha’il pestered this scholar for ‘many months’ to teach him, for pay, but could never get a firm agreement. By the time he composed his memoirs he had clearly decided that Ishaq’s claim to knowledge was a fraud: in fact the Jewish hakhams had, he wrote, no particular astronomical skills, but got the dates of eclipses out of European almanacs. And he cites the words of a Muslim hadith – in this case, a saying attributed to one of the Prophet Muhammad’s Companions, an early convert from Judaism to Islam: ‘the Jews are a people of liars’ (inna al-Yahuda qawmun buhutun).59

   Nor did Mishaqa get much further with a scholar of his own faith, the Greek Catholic monk Cyrillos Farah. He was ‘overjoyed’ on finding Cyrillos reading a manuscript with astronomical tables: the Cyclos, a manual for fixing the dates of moveable feasts of the Church and the phases of the moon.60 Mishaqa received permission to copy out this book, and – he claims – mastered its contents easily, but learned nothing useful about eclipses. He soon set the monk down as another ignorant fraud, despite his claims to ‘knowledge far above the comprehension of the common people’ or of the Jews. As Mishaqa would later write: ‘I saw that this priest considered himself the equal in knowledge of the philosopher Archimedes, or the natural philosopher (al-hakim) Isaac Newton, or their superior, because he could grasp what was written in the Cyclos.’61 The comment is certainly coloured by his later experience (he is unlikely to have known much about Archimedes or Newton in 1813). But it reveals a characteristic of Mishaqa that would only become more pronounced as he grew older: his eagerness to disprove and expose those who arrogantly claimed more knowledge than they possessed.

   Soon after his disappointment with the Cyclos, though, Mishaqa encountered a more stimulating form of knowledge. To quote his memoirs again:

   In the year 1814 there came to us from Damietta my maternal uncle Butrus ‘Anhuri, one of the most respected merchants of that town, seeking to have the eyes of one of his daughters treated… When my uncle was resting from the hardships of travel and of fetching the oculist (kahhal) to treat his daughter, he took his books out of his chest, and I saw what was written on their backs. I found on the back of one, Astronomy by De Lalande the Frenchman, on another De Lalande’s Star Catalogues, on a third, Archimandrite Anthimus Ghazi’s Commentary on Benjamin the Englishman’s Book on Natural Philosophy (‘ilm al-tabi‘a), on a fourth, The Science of Natural Philosophy (‘ilm al-tabi‘iyyat) by Master Righa al-Balastanli, and on a fifth, The New Method of Calculating Eclipses, by Butrus ‘Anhuri – my uncle… I opened them, and found them all handwritten in Arabic… And when I realised what they were, the greatest joy came over me, for I believed that when I had understood them, the secrets of the universe would be unfolded before me. I thought of the words of the Prophet David, ‘the firmament sheweth his handywork’: therefore the science of the stars (‘ilm al-falak) would inform me of everything the Creator Most High had done, and would do. The weakness of my intellect (qasr ‘aqli) and the narrowness of my knowledge (diq ma‘rifati) ensnared me into believing superstitions (khurafat) such as these.62


   As this makes clear, Mishaqa’s initial interest in these works was again astrological, though now with a religious twist: the ‘science of the stars’ – the term could cover both astronomy and astrology – would tell him God’s plan for the world. He was also delighted to hear that his uncle Butrus ‘Anhuri was learned in astronomy and natural philosophy. The wealthy merchant had studied in Damietta – the Egyptian port where he lived – both with the Muslim ‘Shaykh Muhammad al-Sabbagh, the famous timekeeper (miqati)’, and (so Mishaqa claimed) with French scholars who arrived in Egypt with Napoleon’s army. What was more, ‘Anhuri intended to stay in Dayr al-Qamar through the following winter and spring, ‘to observe weather events that don’t occur in Egypt’, and was happy to teach his nephew.63 So Mishaqa began the very next day with ‘Anhuri’s own book on eclipses, ‘because it was easy to understand, and seemed the best way to get to know how to calculate eclipses’.

   The young Mikha’il was clearly still driven by his initial obsession with eclipses, but his account also testifies to his delight in learning itself. He had already mastered the Cyclos; now he worked hard to understand his uncle’s book. It occupied all the moments he had spare from his ‘trade’ (sina‘a): probably the arithmetic or accounting to which his father had apprenticed him. He finished the book in two months, and soon knew how to calculate eclipses of the moon (easier than those of the sun). He was delighted with Butrus ‘Anhuri as a teacher: not only learned, he also ‘ had a powerful, penetrating mind. Once he had grasped the principle of a matter (mabda’ qadiyya), he would quickly see what it led to (muntaha-ha).’64 Mishaqa spent several months studying with his uncle in Dayr al-Qamar, branching out into the astronomy of De Lalande and the natural philosophy of Benjamin Martin. Mishaqa’s interests were, it seems, starting to broaden from astronomy and eclipses to a wider world of natural phenomena.

   But what was this new knowledge which Mikha’il Mishaqa saw unpacked from his uncle’s trunk in the Mishaqas’ house in Dayr al-Qamar, that summer’s day in 1814? What were these intriguing books with their outlandish-sounding titles, and where had they come from? Mishaqa would soon find out, for as well as reading the books he would trace this new knowledge back to its immediate source. In 1817, three years after Butrus ‘Anhuri’s arrival in Dayr al-Qamar, Mishaqa set out to join him, and other relatives, in the port city of Damietta.
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   Damietta and Enlightenment

   Mikha’il Mishaqa set out for Damietta in 1817, ‘at the end of summer, when the Nile floods and the weather grows temperate’.1 He was seventeen years old, and it was probably the first time he had left Mount Lebanon. He would have made the day or half-day’s journey to the coast and taken ship at Sayda, or perhaps at the mouth of the Damur River. A few days’ sailing south-west, depending on the winds, would have brought him to the mouth of the eastern branch of the Nile. Here he passed the fearsome bogaz, the sandbar at the river-mouth on which vessels often ran aground, before proceeding in one of the local flat-bottomed barges to Damietta itself, ten miles upriver.2

   Later overshadowed by the expansion of Alexandria and the building of the Suez Canal, Damietta in 1817 handled most of Egypt’s trade with Syria, as well as southern Anatolia and Cyprus. Mishaqa would recall it in his memoirs as ‘the port of Egypt’; a Syrian merchant in 1804 had called it ‘the mother of buying and selling’.3 Back in Dayr al-Qamar, Butrus ‘Anhuri had assured him: ‘this town of yours is very small, compared to the great towns: it’s merely like one of their quarters.’ Mishaqa, proud of the Shihabis’ capital, objected: ‘How can you call it small, when its population might reach four thousand?’ ‘Damietta contains thirty or forty thousand souls,’ was ‘Anhuri’s reply.4 Other estimates of the city’s population at the time are more modest, ranging from twenty to thirty thousand; but it was bigger than any city Mishaqa had yet seen, with the possible exception of Sayda.5

   Damietta’s streets, according to European travellers, were mostly narrow, unpaved and rather dirty; overhung by the upper storeys of the brick-built houses, which shut out the light, they were crowded and noisy with pedlars, processions and buffaloes.6 The view from the Nile, though, was more scenic. As one European visitor, the Baroness von Minutoli, described it in 1822:

   The city of Damietta is built on the right bank of the river; and its first appearance reminded me of some of the quarters of Venice; the houses, looking all on this side towards the Nile, and towards the country, with their balconies, terraces, and pavilions, have not such a dull monotonous effect as most of the houses in the East… Every house at Damietta has its own little port, to facilitate the approach of vessels of all kinds: for the trade of this city in coffee, rice, beans, and linens, is very brisk, and extends into Syria, and all parts of the Levant. Numerous boats and gondolas, called canges, elegantly decorated, were sailing up and down the river: and not to leave this moving picture without some contrast to give it additional interest, groups of Turks were gravely seated before each of the houses, cross-legged, on rich carpets, smoking their long pipes, with the most unalterable composure.7


   Most of Damietta’s population were Muslims: ‘Turks’ to Europeans like Minutoli. Some were indeed of Turkish descent, but most were Arabic-speaking Egyptians. The town was also home to communities of Jews, Coptic and Greek Orthodox Christians, and the Syrian Catholics who played such a crucial role in the city’s trade, while many others passed through the busy port.8 A French visitor in 1816 saw Palestinian families arriving by the boatload, fleeing drought and famine in their homeland.9 Captain Henry Light, in 1814, found ‘a motley party’ on his ship from Damietta to Jaffa:

   Jews from Rhodes bound to Jerusalem; Curds who had been disappointed at Cairo from entering the service of the Pasha; Turkish imams, who had sought their fortunes without success at the same place, and were returning to Constantinople; a Coptish priest, blind, going to the holy city, in the hopes of maintenance; Moors and Arabs … prayers, sickness, abuse, quarrels for places, and curses on the master of the vessel for its motion, were by turns the employment of the passengers.10


   Sickness was not uncommon in Damietta. The hot, swampy climate of the Nile Delta bred mosquitoes as well as rats and fleas; the town suffered from its own brand of malaria-like fever and, more seriously, regular bouts of plague.11 Painful inflammations of the eyes were common, and it is probably from such a complaint that Butrus ‘Anhuri’s daughter suffered.12 ‘Anhuri wrote a treatise for his nephew Mikha’il Mishaqa about life in Damietta and Egypt, and he was careful to include instructions for ‘how to preserve one’s health under the conditions of that land’ as well as differences in ‘customs and terminology’, weights and measures, and ‘business dealings’.13

   It was the chance to make money in trade, above all, that drew Christian Syrians from their relatively healthy homeland to the Delta. They had been coming since the early eighteenth century; by the early nineteenth, many families – including the ‘Anhuris – were well-established as merchants in both Cairo and Damietta.14 Jirjis Mishaqa, as we have seen, had fled Jazzar Pasha’s wrath to his ‘Anhuri brothers-in-law around 1795. His brother Antun Mishaqa (1779–1821) went to Cairo soon afterwards; then, after a trip to Europe, he established himself in Damietta, first working for another merchant, Niqula Kahil, and later in partnership with Butrus ‘Anhuri.15 And in 1813 Jirjis Mishaqa, in pursuance of his plan to teach his sons a variety of trades and keep them away from rulers, sent his second son Andrawus to join his Damiettan uncles.16 Another prominent Damietta family, connected by marriage to both the ‘Anhuris and the Kahils, were the Sururs; one of their number had been a business partner of Ibrahim Mishaqa’s in Sur in the late eighteenth century.17 When Mikha’il Mishaqa went to Damietta, he was moving within this network of business and marriage alliances, which spanned the Nile Delta, the ports of the Syria-Palestine coast and inland Syrian centres like Dayr al-Qamar and Damascus.18

   In Damietta, these households clustered in the great caravanserais (wakalas) along the Nile frontage. Here – as Minutoli observed – barges could unload their goods directly into the merchants’ warehouses on the ground floor; in the upper storeys were the living quarters of the merchant families and others: warehouse clerks, shopkeepers, bakers.19 Mikha’il Mishaqa lived in the household of his uncle Antun Mishaqa, probably in one of these wakalas.20 Through the warehouses flowed a multitude of goods: the rice for which the floodplains around Damietta were famous, fish and salt from the nearby Lake Menzaleh, grain and beans from Upper Egypt.21 Raw silk, cotton and flax came in from Mount Lebanon, Syria and Cyprus to be woven into cloth in Delta textile centres like Faraskur and Mahallat al-Kabir; and back through Damietta came the finished products, to be re-exported to Syria and elsewhere. From Syria and Palestine, too, came tobacco, soap, olive oil, wood, nuts and almonds, and even live cattle. Cyprus supplied the fruits of the vine: wine, brandy and raisins; Sudan, enslaved people, who were sold in the slave bazaar.22

   Not only merchants profited from this trade; the customs administration of Damietta was one of the lesser plums of Egypt’s tax-farming system.23 In the eighteenth century it had been fiercely disputed between Jewish and Greek Catholic families, in alliance with rival sets of Mamluk Beys – Egypt’s local military elite.24 In 1811, these Mamluks had been displaced (and massacred) by the Rumelian military entrepreneur Mehmed Ali. Having succeeded in making himself governor of Egypt, Mehmed Ali began a dramatic attempt to seize direct control of all Egypt’s economic resources – largely to fund his growing armies, which would soon make their presence felt in Syria.25 By the time of Mishaqa’s visit, Mehmed Ali’s hand was being felt in Damietta as he tightened his control of the customs administration, imposed new monopolies on industries such as rice-milling and textile weaving, and set up two new barracks and a fish-salting plant on Lake Menzaleh.26

   Mikha’il Mishaqa started out as one of his uncle Antun’s clerks, keeping accounts in his warehouse. He doubtless put his existing mathematical skills to good use, and gradually learned the ropes of trade. Soon he began to trade on his own account, ‘like the other clerks’, using loans from his uncles, and built up ‘a capital satisfactory for someone like me’.27 He made the acquaintance of Muslim notables of the city, and would have had dealings with a wide range of Damietta’s other inhabitants and visitors.28 But his closest ties of family and friendship were with the city’s community of Syrian Catholics: this group made up his most important social milieu during his time in Damietta.

   As it happens, we have been left with a detailed picture of this small Catholic community a few years before Mishaqa’s arrival, in a remarkable set of documents kept by one of its two priests, Father Antun Marun. He made a census of the community on his arrival in 1809, listing 181 Catholics; going by the births and deaths he recorded over the following five years, the numbers remained fairly stable.29 Around ten of its male members were big merchants (tujjar): the most prominent of them acted as consular agents for European powers. As well as Butrus ‘Anhuri, they included the brothers Jibra’il and Jirjis ‘Ayrut (Austrian and British consular agents), members of the Surur family (Spanish consular agents in 1809, they would later take over the British agency), and Niqula Kahil, for whom Antun Mishaqa was working in 1809.30 Together with the administrators of the customs and of the saltworks on Lake Menzaleh, these merchants formed the lay elite of the community. As a mark of this, the two priests – the Maronite Father Antun Marun and the Greek Catholic Father Ilyas Khalil – dined with each of their households in rotation. Younger male members (or poor relations) of these elite families tended to work – like Mikha’il Mishaqa – as clerks or ‘warehouse boys’ for their elders. Including these, the elite families numbered fifty-six individuals in 1809.

   A slightly smaller group of middling merchants, customs clerks and their families (thirty-six individuals in 1809) occupied an intermediate place in the community’s pecking order. And then, perhaps at rather a social distance, came the poorer half of the Catholic community as listed by Marun (91 individuals in 1809). These were the merchants’ clerks and their families, small shopkeepers, tradesmen (three bakers, a tobacco-chopper, a pipe-bearer), the church sexton (qandalaft), some unemployed and poor people, and sixteen persons whose trade or status Marun does not mention. These were all households of small or practically no property, but sufficiently part of the community for Father Marun to record them. That concludes his census; but there were other Catholic ‘poor’ – perhaps more transient, or not regular churchgoers – whose existence he hints at elsewhere in his notes.31

   The community included a diversity of rites, but all acknowledged the authority of the papal seat in Rome. Most were Greek Catholic, like the Mishaqas and ‘Anhuris, with a few Maronites, Armenian Catholics and Latin Christians. Its two priests, the Maronite and the Greek Catholic, shared a church called al-Barija (‘The Ship’), which was actually a set of rooms in one of the caravanserais, the wakala of Khafaji.32 There had been friction between these two sects in the past, but Father Ilyas and Father Antun seem to have had a relatively amicable relationship.33 The lay elite were influential in Church affairs: they had ensured they retained the popular Father Antun as their priest in 1810, and in 1814 saw off an attempt to impose a third priest (and the attendant costs) on their community.34 Antun Marun’s records give the impression of a tight-knit community consisting of these leading merchants and their families. They intermarried with each other and with similar families in Alexandria and Syria, and weddings and betrothals provided plentiful matter for gossip.35 A particularly scandalous incident occurred in 1811, when Maryam Kassab refused to be married to Antun ‘Id of Alexandria, and succeeded in having the engagement broken off ‘and the gifts returned’. ‘I was surprised at this girl,’ wrote Father Antun: ‘when she was engaged to this man, the tears were never dry from her eye and she couldn’t stand to hear him mentioned. [But] when the engagement was broken off, she exchanged her tears for joy and happiness. I saw this with my own eyes several times. No one would believe the joy she derived from the breaking of this engagement.’36 Possibly she wished, like some other Syrian Catholic girls, to follow a path of dedication to God instead of marriage: Father Antun also noted her piety, study of Christian doctrine and devotion to the Virgin Mary.37

   Not all young Damiettans were so austere: in 1813 a visiting Greek Catholic bishop intervened to put a stop to betrothed couples visiting one another before marriage, which had given Damietta girls a bad reputation.38 (Fathers Ilyas and Antun seem to have turned a blind eye until the bishop arrived.) There were noisy parties with ‘singing, beating of tambourines, and card-playing’ which drew the ire of the city governor.39 And on one occasion in 1812, a number of Catholics headed by the ruined merchant Shibli Darraj were so ‘insolent’ to Father Ilyas, with ‘curses and insults’, that the two priests had to convene a meeting of the community and impose a set of ‘rules’ (shurut). These banned not only insulting priests but also gathering to gossip outside the church before Mass; and forbade women from gathering across the street when Mass – apparently an all-male affair – was being said. They also forbade resistance to the ecclesiastical penances imposed by the priests, such as withholding confession or communion.40

   Households were thrown together especially in the plague season, a regular feature of life between 1813 and 1820. It often lasted five months of the year, from February to June; the Catholic households, at least those who could afford it, would go into what we would now call ‘lockdown’, isolating themselves from all outside contact for the duration. (Others in the town took rather different measures, as we shall see.) Sometimes two or more households would group together: this was facilitated by the communal living arrangements of the wakalas.41 In 1813 the wealthy merchant Hanna Surur had a wooden partition made to isolate not only his own quarters in the Khafaji wakala, but those of two adjacent families: when one of the latter became infected, though, the partition was moved to exclude them.42 The relatively wealthy Catholics survived the plague rather better than others who did not – or could not – take such precautions. In 1813, Father Antun noted, the plague was said to have killed 4,000 in Damietta (between 10 and 20 percent of the city’s population, depending which estimate we accept).43 At its height, a hundred funerals were leaving the city daily.44 But most of those Catholics who died of it, Father Antun wrote, were ‘poor’, whose funeral expenses he had to pay out of the charitable funds of the church.45 He records only seven deaths specifically from plague, from his own flock, out of fifty-five deaths between 1814 and 1820.46 Even so, the fear caused by this mostly unexplained disease, and the need for constant precautions, marked those who lived through it together – and, as we shall see, affected the intellectual evolution of Mikha’il Mishaqa and others.47

   One figure looms large in Father Marun’s account of the Catholic community of Damietta, though not a member of it himself: the wealthy Greek Orthodox merchant Basili Fakhr. It was Fakhr who was behind the set of Arabic translations which had so intrigued Mikha’il Mishaqa when his uncle Butrus ‘Anhuri took them from his trunk in Dayr al-Qamar. Fakhr had a very similar family background and connections to Syrian families like the ‘Anhuris, Sururs or Mishaqas – but while these had picked the Catholic side when the Melkite Church split in two in the early eighteenth century, the Fakhrs had (ultimately) taken the Orthodox one.48 The difference of religion does not, however, seem to have kept Fakhr from playing a leading role in the life of the Greek Catholic community – perhaps especially as there were no other Greek Orthodox merchants of note in the city.49 And Fakhr’s status as separate – as well as wealthy and influential – seems to have fitted him for a role of mediator. When the two Catholic priests were outraged by insults from Catholic laymen, Fakhr was asked to arbitrate the dispute, and the community meeting was held at his house. When the town governor complained about the Catholics’ loud parties, Fakhr smoothed things over.50 Doubtless his good relations with the governor were useful here – but so was his status as consular agent for the French.51 It was as a French representative that he acted as protector of the Catholic church, al-Barija,52 and attended a Catholic Mass dedicated to the French state each year, on the feast of the Annunciation of the Virgin (15 August).53 When news arrived in 1811 that a son had been born to the Emperor Napoleon, Father Ilyas Khalil celebrated a special Mass, and another Greek Catholic priest, Saba Katib, gave a sermon praising the Emperor, his son, and Basili Fakhr.54 It was in his consular capacity, too, that Fakhr entertained a friendly rivalry with the British consular agent, Hanna Surur. In 1813, having received contradictory reports – Fakhr of a Napoleonic victory, Surur of a Napoleonic defeat – the two agents held rival banquets to celebrate.55

   Basili Fakhr had good reasons to drink a toast to the French Emperor. Though the Fakhrs had previously been well-established as major merchants of Damietta, it was during Napoleon’s occupation of Egypt, from 1798, that Basili himself had come to the attention of the French.56 The Armée de l’Orient’s evacuation in 1801 was followed by a confused period of French-British manoeuvring for influence in Egypt, and it was here that Fakhr really made himself useful, aiding Bonaparte’s personal envoy Colonel Sébastiani when he passed through Damietta in 1802.57 For several months thereafter, Fakhr was sending reports on Egyptian politics directly to Bonaparte himself;58 in 1803, the First Consul sent him a diamond ring in recognition of his services.59 Fakhr acquired official status as a representative of France, and took to signing his letters ‘Basile Fakre, Agent français’.60 Acquiring European consular protection had proved useful to many Syrian Christian merchants like the Fakhrs or ‘Ayruts, and its benefits would only grow with the increase in European power in the Ottoman lands over the nineteenth century.61 When Damietta was sacked amid fighting among rival Egyptian a‘yan in 1803, Fakhr was able to save his premises from damage by hoisting the tricolour.62 In 1820, though now merely an ordinary commercial consular agent, he was trading busily with French merchants and protégés in Syrian ports; in one instance, he claimed the backing of the French consul in Sayda for his business partner there.63

   When Mikha’il Mishaqa arrived in Damietta in 1817, Fakhr had the reputation of being the wealthiest merchant in the place. He lived not in a crowded wakala but in a veritable palace on the Nile, a little outside the city. There he frequently hosted important European visitors, many of whom left glowing accounts of his hospitality. The Baroness von Minutoli wrote in 1822:

   
I quitted the boat, followed by my suite, and entered a vast saloon, on the ground floor, paved with bricks, and ornamented in the Byzantine fashion. It was very lofty, and had no other covering but a lattice, over which an enormous vine spread its branches and thick foliage: happy climate where such a roof is a sufficient shelter from the inclemency of the air! I passed between two rows of servants and slaves, who were in an attitude of the most profound respect: but I soon observed that these marks of deference were less intended for me than for the master of the house, who, seeing me enter, rose and came to meet me.

He was about fifty years of age, of a dignified figure and grave deportment; he wore the oriental dress, that is, an ample silk robe, a turban, and a cachemere sash. Notwithstanding the politeness and urbanity of his manners, I could not help experiencing a degree of restraint and embarrassment in his presence… After the usual compliments, he conducted me to a cabinet adjoining a saloon, elegantly hung with draperies of Indian muslin, and the floor covered with a Persian carpet, and surrounded with a broad and very low divan, in the Eastern fashion, the only kind of furniture in the apartment. All the servants followed us hither, and ranged themselves in two rows before their master, their eyes fixed on his person, and ready to obey the slightest indication of his will.64



   
   Clearly ‘Mr. Basil Faker’ was an important personage. His palace was surrounded by gardens that Minutoli found ‘enchanting’, ‘shaded with myrtles, enormous rose laurels, fig-trees, orange-trees in full blossom, gum-trees’, as well as honeysuckle and jasmine.65 And Fakhr kept a large establishment: in addition to all those slaves and servants, his wife was attended, in harem style, by a set of women in her second-floor apartments, while at Basili’s own dinner-table might be found ‘the secretaries, the physician, the dragoman, and some relatives of the master of the house, as well as … strangers, who frequently came on business…’66 He employed a series of Italians or Levantine-born Europeans as his interpreters (dragomans) or secretaries.67 Learned priests, both Greek Orthodox and Greek Catholic, were intimates of the household, and sometimes also in his employ.68 His European visitors included not only aristocrats like the Minutolis or the French Count Forbin, but also the Egyptologist Bernardino Drovetti, the orientalist Jean-Louis Asselin de Cherville, diplomats and ship captains.69 Perhaps through his scholarly connections, in 1822 he got the French geographer Jomard (one of the scholars of the Napoleonic occupation, who had edited the Description de l’Égypte) to nominate him to membership of the recently formed Société de Géographie of Paris. He wrote to its President, promising to send in ‘Geographical, Statistical, Physical [and] Geological knowledge’ about Egypt, and praising the efforts of ‘enlightened men of France’ to ‘perfect a science still so incomplete and so necessary to the progress of Civilisation and the prosperity of Commerce and industry’.70 His interests embraced Arabic literary culture too: as well as learned relatives of his own, he probably entertained visiting Syrian notables, scholars and poets; certainly Niqula al-Turk from Dayr al-Qamar wrote him an ode on his new palace.71 And he may well have hosted some of the Greek merchants and ship captains who regularly called at Damietta.72

   This, then, was the source of the manuscripts that had so intrigued Mikha’il Mishaqa when he first encountered them in Dayr al-Qamar. Some time in the 1800s, Fakhr set out deliberately to sponsor a wide range of translations of ‘Enlightenment’ works into Arabic. He made some translations himself, generally working with his Italian secretary (cancelliere), Giovanni Lavagetti or Lavagitti. Small parts were also played by Basili Fakhr’s cousin Hanna Mikha’il Fakhr, and by a Greek Orthodox priest, ‘Abd al-Masih Sidhim. One visitor reported that the Greek Catholic priest Saba Katib also lent his aid for a scientific translation.73 But the main translator, responsible for eight of the twelve surviving translations, was a Greek Orthodox priest from Jerusalem, ‘Isa Petro (or Bitru), an employee and protégé of Fakhr’s. Petro would later return to Jerusalem and encounter the British and American Protestant missionaries, who clearly thought him a remarkable character. The American Pliny Fisk described him in 1824 as ‘a man of more learning, probably, than any other Christian in Jerusalem’: he spoke four or five languages, had ‘a considerable knowledge of mathematics and astronomy, and construct[ed] globes for his own use’. Fisk had the impression that Petro had worked for the Napoleonic occupiers as well as Fakhr in Egypt, and that ‘many of his opinions, both on religion and politics, were evidently borrowed from the French.’ A man ‘seriously investigating serious subjects’ and sometimes conscious of ‘his own deficiencies’, he was still (in Fisk’s opinion) rather too aware of ‘the superiority, which his talents and learning give him over the other priests’: ‘very self-sufficient and self-righteous, and accustomed to dogmatize magisterially in conversing with those around him’.74 We will encounter these qualities of Petro’s again. In Damietta in the 1800s and 1810s, though, he cuts a less domineering figure, under Fakhr’s patronage but also acting as a literary journeyman for others: Father Antun Marun, for whom he composed some verses and painted them on a board for an ornate ceiling; and Mishaqa’s uncle Butrus ‘Anhuri, for whom he made a fair copy of a manuscript.75

   The work this small group produced in the 1800s and 1810s was strikingly different from any previous set of translations into Arabic. Over the previous two centuries, Catholic and Orthodox churchmen had translated an array of devotional and theological works from Latin, Greek and Italian; many of their translations were printed, on presses in Rome or in Mount Lebanon monasteries.76 A few of the Damietta circle’s translations would not have looked out of place in these earlier efforts – a history of the Church, for instance, by the Orthodox bishop Eugenios Voulgaris, translated by ‘Isa Petro in 1817. But the overall emphasis was distinctly secular and ‘enlightened’. The extant translations include the popular Ancient History of Charles Rollin; a history of China, taken from an encyclopaedic work; and three bestselling French romances: Fénelon’s Adventures of Telemachus, Marmontel’s Bélisaire and Chateaubriand’s Atala. There was even a set of tales from the Arabian Nights, retranslated into Arabic from a European version; as well as Aesop’s Fables. There was then a strong emphasis on popular works of European science: among the books that Mishaqa had already encountered in Dayr al-Qamar were the Philosophical Grammar (1735) of the English scientific populariser Benjamin Martin, plus the French astronomer Jérôme de Lalande’s Abrégé d’astronomie (1774), and probably also his Histoire céleste française (1801). There were also works of a more intellectually radical bent, by the deist philosophes Voltaire and Volney.

   Some of these titles were doubtless suggested to Fakhr by his European visitors: his introduction to the Telemachus translation refers to the ‘European gentlemen, lovers of study and reading’ who had praised the book to him.77 But Fakhr and his collaborators did not know enough French or English to translate most works directly from these languages. Instead, Fakhr worked with Giovanni Lavagetti to translate from the Italian, while ‘Isa Petro worked from the Greek. And on closer examination, it turns out that many, perhaps most, of these works of the western European Enlightenment reached Damietta not directly, but through the mediation of the modern Greek Enlightenment of the eighteenth century. Here Fakhr and Petro’s Greek Orthodox Church connections – and probably the Greek merchants and ship-captains who visited Damietta harbour – must have been crucial. Petro was working, wherever we can trace his sources, from Greek editions of Enlightenment works, printed in centres like Vienna and Venice. Not only were many of these Greek versions subtly different from their Western European originals (as we shall see), but Petro also translated works by Greek ‘enlighteners’ themselves – a physics textbook by the Greek poet and ‘Jacobin’ revolutionary, Rigas Velestinlis, which Mishaqa had encountered in Dayr al-Qamar; and the Introduction to Geography and the Globe by Chrysanthos Notaras, Orthodox Patriarch of Jerusalem.78 The Church history Petro translated was by Eugenios Voulgaris, Enlightened churchman and protégé of Catherine the Great of Russia. And when Fakhr and his collaborators translated a work of that icon of the Enlightenment, Voltaire, it was in a heavily annotated version by Voulgaris, with his own essay on religious toleration appended.79

   Fakhr’s household sat, in fact, at a unique intersection of cultural worlds. In other Levantine towns – Sayda, Alexandria, Jerusalem – Europeans (locally known as ‘Franks’) clustered together in long-standing communities of resident merchants or clerics. In Damietta, though, the ‘Franks’ had found it hard to establish themselves: French merchants who had tried to muscle in on the city’s trade in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries had been effectively seen off, first by the city’s Jews, then by the Christian Syrians.80 In the wake of the French occupation, more European visitors were passing through Damietta; but with no pre-existing ‘Frankish’ nucleus to attach themselves to, they gravitated instead to the households of the big Syrian merchants: the Fakhrs, ‘Ayruts or Sururs.81 Here they were entertained with rich food and wine – and on occasion Arab music, the antics of buffoons, and Arabic poetry.82 This was a rare meeting-place of Arabic, Western European and Greek literary cultures – and under the patronage of wealthy laymen, not of the Churches. It was this milieu that had produced the Arabic versions of Enlightenment writings which had such a profound effect on Mikha’il Mishaqa. We must now take a closer look at his encounter with them, which would form the foundation of his later intellectual career.
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