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Maqamat al-Barbir XIl

extended circle of literary and likely spiritual elites.

At one hundred manuscript pages, Maqgamat al-Barbir is the
longest magama we have ever encountered. It draws from multiple
genres, plays with the line between literary imagination and life
experience, engages in a number of contemporaneous debates, and
offers a window into late eighteenth-century understandings of the
magama as a literary form. For Arabic literary scholars and cultural
historians alike, al-Barbir’s Magamat are a rich and promising new
source for understanding the complexity of an old literary form in the
generations before the ostensibly new age of the Nahda.

Max Shmookler and Diaa al-Aswad



Xl Introduction

host and patron, and mentions the al-Muradi family by name in his
Maqdmdt.(l)

Once al-Barbir left al-Muradi’s home, he moved to the suburban
neighborhood of al-Salihiyya outside of Damascus, married a woman
from the al-Salahi family, and may have had two daughters.(z) Aside
from a trip to Tripoli in the Levant and a pilgrimage to Mecca in 1788,
it seems al-Barbir spent the last decades of his life in Damascus, dying
in that city on the 12" of Dhi I-Hijja, 1226 or December 27", 1811.®

Given the magama's reflexivity and al-Barbir's penchant for
autobiography, it is not surprising that Magamat al-Barbir provides a
rich portrait of the practices of and participants in adab exchanges in
late eighteenth-century Damascus. Indeed, the narrator of Magamat
al-Barbir makes mention of the literary salons and other gatherings
much like those hosted by al-‘Azm. Moreover, he describes the social
classes of elite Damascus, articulates his own position (and perhaps
aspects of the position of his author) vis-a-vis the contentious issues of
moral decline and decadence in the last decades of the eighteenth
century, and offers explicit praise at multiple points for the values of
hospitality and generosity embodied by al-Muradi and other elite
patrons. Taken together, it is reasonable to conclude that Magamat al-
Barbir was written to be read by the author's patrons and their

(1)  The first of these two works, Ai-Muhakama bayna al-ma’ wa-I-hawa’, is often described as a
maqgama (likely in the style of al-Suyuti). The second text was Iqtibas ay al-Qur an fi madh
‘ayn al-a ‘yan. Al-Qayati, Nafhat al-basham, 116; Bitar, Hilyat al-bashar, 102.

(2)  For a social and economic history of al-Salihiyya, see Toru Miura, Dynamism in the Urban
Society of Damascus: The Salihiyya Quarter from the Twelfth to the Twentieth Centuries
(Leiden: Brill, 2015): esp. 205-279. As with his first wife, it has been difficult to ascertain
details of al-Barbir's second marriage. Al-Wali, “Al-Shaykh Ahmad al-Barbir,” Al-Fikr Al-
Islami 3, no. 5 (May 1972): 18; Al-Ma‘luf, “Al-Sayyid Ahmad Al-Barbir,” 346.

(3)  Al-Barbir is buried in Sath Qasiyyan, in the burial place of the Bani 1-Zaki near al-Shaykh
al-Akbar. See Khayr al-Din Zirikli, Al-A lam: Qamis Tarajim (Beirut: Dar al-‘Ilm lil-
Malayin, 1980), 1:148; Bik, 4 ‘yan al-qarn al-thalith ‘ashr, 146; Bitar, Hilyat al-bashar, 111.
Bitar says he died on 18 Dhi I-Hijja.
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their leisure time in public.”™ The sites of such public display are not
only varied and classed, but seem to have served different audiences
and different types of literary performance. While the coffee shops
were a place for the retelling of popular epics, oral storytelling, and
musical performance’ and the cemeteries a place for social outings
and romantic rendezvous,® gardens and other outdoor spaces served
as both picnic sites and “arenas for competition” between poets and
intellectuals ( ‘ulama’).?

This was the world that attracted al-Barbir. When he arrived in
Damascus, he stayed with Muhammad Khalil bin ‘Al al-Murad1 (d.
1791), the Hanaft mufti of Damascus.®) Al-Muradi was a major
intellectual and spiritual figure of the time, from “one of the most
venerable Damascene families” and hence “a legitimate arbiter of the
cultural elite”.®) Al-Muradr's hospitality not only endeared al-Barbir
to the city, but indicates the extent to which al-Barbir's literary
ambitions were tied to the system of patronage and what Sajdi calls its
“base”, the elite household.”” Al-Muradi would host gatherings at
which al-Barbir was introduced to scholars, littérateurs, and social
elites of the city. To express his gratitude, al-Barbir composed a
number of panegyrics to al-Muradi, dedicated two further works to his

(1)  Sajdi, The Barber of Damascus, 20.

(2)  Sajdi, The Barber of Damascus, 74-76.

(3)  Sajdi, The Barber of Damascus, 29-30.

(4)  Sajdi, The Barber of Damascus, 53.

(5) Al-Tayyan, “Introduction,” 14; Dimashqiyya, “Tarjamat Al-Mu allif,” 16; Al-Wali, “Al-
Shaykh Ahmad Al-Barbir,” Al-Fikr Al-Islami 3, no. 5 (May 1972): 17; and al-Ma'laf, “Al-
Sayyid Ahmad Al-Barbir,” 345.

(6) Sajdi, The Barber of Damascus, 61. Al-Muradi composed a number of biographical
dictionaries, the two most important of which are: Silk al-durar fi a‘van al-qarn al-thant
‘ashar and ‘Arf al-basham fiman waliya fatwa Dimashq al-Sham. For a reading of Silk al-
durar, see Sajdi, The Barber of Damascus, 57-60. For al-Muradi's biography, see Bitar,
Hilyat al-bashar, 3:1393ff; and Bik, A ‘yan al-qarn al-thalith ‘ashr, 229-230.

(7)  Sajdi, The Barber of Damascus, 18-9.



IX Introduction

conversation in the subsequent pages. Tellingly, the sole encounter
that the narrator and the adib have with another character in Magamat
al-Barbir is a run-in with a man described as a “party-crasher” or
tufaylt. Their disgust upon seeing this character, and the
unceremonious manner in which they shoo him away from their table
and out of the narrative, serves as a further indication of the
contemporary anxiety about the dissolution of social distinctions.

New spaces and new attitudes towards space were also emerging,
Sajdi argues, in this period. The rise of new elite families was
accompanied by the construction of “ostentatious” buildings and
palaces,(l) many of which were located by the Umayyad Mosque in
central Damascus. There and elsewhere, al-Barbir studied with a
number of notable scholars,® including the Shafi‘T scholar Ahmad al-
‘Attar (d. 1803)(3) and the Hanafi scholars Husayn al-Mudarris (d.
1805)“ and Mustafa bin ‘Abd al-Wahhab al-Salahi (d. 1849).®) Sajdi
sees the new buildings as part of a wider phenomenon of public
display, in which “eighteenth-century Damscenes, Muslim or not, men
or not, rich or not, seemed to spend — or desire to spend — much of

(1)  Sajdi, The Barber of Damascus, 16, 21.

(2) It appears that al-Barbir's network of scholars was much wider. He seems to have received a
certificate (ijjaza) from the Shafi‘T hadith scholar Muhammad al-Kazbar “al-Saghir” (d.
1846). Although their accounts differ, see Bitar, Hilyat al-bashar, 3:1227-9; and ‘Abd al-
Hayy Katani, Fihris al-faharis wa-mu jam al-ma ‘ajim wa-l-mashyakhat wa-I-musalsalat
(Beirut: Dar al-Gharb al-Islami1, 1982), 1:487. Furthermore, al-Barbir studied with the
itinerant South Arabian Sufi and poet ‘Abd al-Rahman al-‘Aydaris (d. 1778), the Azhar-
educated Moroccan scholar Muhammad al-Tafalati (d. 1777), and the hadith scholar
Muhammad al-Bukhari from Nablus. Al-Shattl, among others, claims that al-Barbir studied
with Murtada al-Zabidi. For details, see al-Wali, “Al-Shaykh Ahmad Al-Barbir,” Al-Fikr Al-
Islamt 3, no. 7 (July 1972): 54; Al-Ma'laf, “Al-Sayyid Ahmad al-Barbir,” 346; and al-Shatti,
Rawd al-bashar, 23. In addition, Peter Gran claims that al-Barbir studied with Hasan al-
‘Attar (d. 1835). Gran, Islamic Roots of Capitalism, 76-91.

(3) Bitar, Hilyat al-bashar, 1:239-41.

(4) Bitar, Hilyat al-bashar, 1:249.

(5)  Bitar, Hilyat al-bashar, 3:1539. Al-Salahi wrote a commentary upon al-Barbir’s collection of
badi ‘iyya. Bik, A ‘yan al-qarn al-thalith ‘ashr, 145.
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[Damascus] is home to all kinds of people: notables,
scholars, merchants, soldiers, mystics, shopkeepers,
prostitutes, possessed individuals. It is a city where
natural and divine grace abound, but it is also a place
of mysterious murders and curious suicides, of
immoral revelry and marital infidelities.®

For Sajdi, Ibn Budayr's perception of the spreading vice — a
perception shared by and discussed at multiple points by the
characters of al-Barbir’s Magamat — is one aspect of his reaction to a
broader “reshuffling of the social topography.”® This reshuffling,
which Sajdi also calls the “disorder of the new order,” includes the
loosening of religious bonds, the spread of leisure activities such as
smoking and drinking coffee, and dramatic increases in the mixing of
genders, religious groups, and social classes in the new public spaces
such as gardens and coffeeshops where such activities took place.
Alongside this social upheaval, periodic economic and political
grievances over the perceived manipulation of grain prices brought
both peaceful protests and paroxysms of violence between ruling
elites, competing military factions, and desperate commoners
throughout eighteenth-century Damascus.®

These social, economic, and political upheavals were understood
by many contemporary chroniclers to signal a period of crisis and
decline, which al-Barbir articulates through the magama's trope of
dahr, or fickle fortune. Al-Barbir’s narrator bemoans the cultural and
moral decline of his adopted city, and the loss of learning and
etiquette (adab). Indeed, when he first encounters the adib, it is their
quick and mutual recognition of certain shared moral and intellectual
virtues that cements their bond and becomes a frequent topic of
(1)  Sajdi, The Barber of Damascus, 14.

(2)  Sajdi, The Barber of Damascus, 20.
(3) Grehan, Everyday Life, 78-92.
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Egypt; worked as a mufir in Beirut; and eventually migrated to
Damascus, “the most important urban metropolis in the Ottoman
Levant” in the words of Dana Sajdi.(l) Significant aspects of al-
Barbir's biography inform his Magamat, from his early education to
his successful bids for the patronage of some of the most elite families
in Damascus. Insofar as the narrator’s own travels mirror the author’s,
the text can be read as a gushing panegyric to al-Barbir’s adopted
home of Damascus and a vigorous rejection of the intellectual and
cultural milieu in Beirut. In this sense, Magamat al-Barbir may be of
interest not only to scholars of Arabic literature, but to social and
cultural historians focused on the period predating the upheavals of
the Nahda and the encounter with colonial modernity.
Eighteenth-century Damascus, the setting of al-Barbir’s Magamat,
has been the object of a number of recent studies, allowing us to situate
both author and text within the intellectual and social environment of
that time. Drawing on chronicles and diaries composed by six different
figures over the course of the eighteenth century, Samer Akkach
describes Damascus as the site of a “culture of leisure and
entertainment” (thaqafat al-tanazzuh wa-I-tarfih).®) Dana Sajdi calls the
city a “veritable habitat” through which she traces the emergence of
chroniclers from marginal social classes into elite literary culture.
Through the story of Ibn Budayr, one of the six chroniclers studied by
Akkach, Sajdi traces the social world of Damascus in its diversity:

(1) Dana Sajdi, The Barber of Damascus: Nouveau Literacy in the Eighteenth-Century Ottoman
Levant (Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 2013), 2.

(2) Samer Akkach, Yawmiyyat Shamiyya: Qird’a fi I-tartkh al-thaqafi li-Dimashq al-
‘uthmaniyya fi l-qarn al-thamin ‘ashr (Beirut: Bisan li-I-Nashr wa-l-Tawzi’, 2015), 51-2.
Bruce Masters, in a study of four of these same chronicles, argues that the chroniclers all see
the city of Damascus “as the central stage” for their narratives. Masters describes this
centrality of Damascus as a form of “urban parochialism” which underlay religious,
linguistic, and ethnic divisions in eighteenth-century Ottoman Syria. Bruce Masters, “The
View from the Province: Syrian Chronicles of the Eighteenth Century,” Journal of the
American Oriental Society 114, no. 3 (1994): 358.
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Barbir's most influential hosts and benefactors, the Damscene mufit
Muhammad Khalil bin “Al1 al-Muradi. The little we know of the history
of the manuscript indicates that long passages were included without
any clear attribution (and therefore perhaps plagiarized?) by Rifa‘a
Rafi al-Tahtawt (d. 1873).(1) This itself raises the largely speculative
question of whether the manuscript may have been acquired and
brought to Egypt by al-Tahtawt's teacher, Hasan al-"Attar (d. 1835).(2)
Ahmad al-Barbir himself was born in the town of Damietta in the
Egyptian Delta on the 21% of January 21, 1747 (the 10" of Muharram
10, 1160). His full name was Ahmad bin ‘Abd al-Latif bin
Muhammad al-Barbir and he came from a distinguished line of
Levantine scholars.® His father, ‘Abd al-Latif al-Barbir, was a trader
from Mount Lebanon who migrated to Damietta in the early decades
of the eighteenth century.”). Al-Barbir was raised and educated in

(1)  Al-Tahtawi quotes without attribution a four-page excerpt from Magamat al-Barbir in his
writings on education and upbringing (al-tarbiya). See Muhammad al- ‘Imara, ed., Al-4 ‘mal
al-kamila li-Rifd‘'a Rafi* al-Tahtawi (Beirut, Lebanon: Al-Mu’assasa al-‘Arabiyya li-1-
Dirasat wa-I-Nashr, 1973), vol 2., pp. 586-590.

(2) Given that al-Barbir died in 1811, when al-Tahtawi was only ten years old, one plausible
explanation for al-Tahtawt's knowledge of Magamat al-Barbir is that his teacher al-‘Attar
acquired al-Barbir's text during his time in Damascus and brought it back to Egypt. This line
of inquiry deserves further pursuit.

(3) Ahmad al-Barbir’s grandfather was named Ahmad al-Sharif al-Barbir. The family was
known by the surname al-Qahf until one family member began to work as a barber and
doctor (a single profession at the time), and assumed the name al-Barbir, an Arabized form
of the Italian word for barber (barbiere). For more on his family, see: ‘Isa Iskandar al-
Ma'liif, “Al-Sayyid Ahmad al-Barbir,” Al-Athar 3, no. 8 (May 1914): 342; Taha al-Wali,
“Al-Shaykh Ahmad al-Barbir: Muftt Bayrit,” Al-Fikr al-Is/ami 3, no. 3 (March 1972): 23-4.

(4) Damietta and other large towns in the Egyptian Delta witnessed an influx of Syrian and Greek
merchants in this period as France competed with Venice for control of trade with Europe. In
1769, with the support of the French, Mikha'1l Fakhr and Yusuf Bitar, two Syrian emigres, took
control of the customs in Alexandria and Damietta, respectively. More broadly, the mid-
eighteenth century witnessed an increase in competition in the commercial sector, a growth of
private property (some of which was wagf land), and a rise in the value of Egyptian agricultural
land as the global demand for rice grew. See Peter Gran, Islamic Roots of Capitalism: Egypt,
1760-1840 (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 1998), 9, 11, 26-27.



Introduction to Magamat al-Barbir

Magqgamat al-Barbir was composed by the gifted adib and
unhappy mufti of Beirut, Ahmad al-Barbir (1747-1811). Although it is
titled “magamatr” in the plural, the text comprises a single magama
episode which, in manuscript form, is precisely fifty folio pages long.
The sheer length of the narrative is a clear divergence from the short
episodic structure of the canonical magama collections, as is the
conspicuous absence of key elements of the genre, most notably the
trick (hila). This suggests that al-Barbir understood the genre of the
magama quite differently from the genre’s originators, al-Hamadhant
and al-Harir1, as well as his Nahda-era successors, such as ‘Abdallah
al-Nadim, Muhammad al-Muwaylihi, Nasif al-Yaziji, and Ahmad
Faris al-Shidyaq. In making Magamat al-Barbir available in print for
the first time, we hope to encourage scholars and students of the
maqgama to consider new texts and historical periods in future literary
critical work on this genre.

The only extant witness of Maqgamat al-Barbir is in a bound
volume held in Dar al-Kutub in Cairo, Egypt." Al-Barbir almost
certainly composed his Magamat after he had left his position as mufir
of Beirut and moved to Damascus in 1775, where he settled in among
the Syrian intellectual elite. While the colophon does not provide a date
of composition, Magamat al-Barbir was almost certainly written after
1781, when al-Barbir left Beirut to take up residence in Damascus and
began to settle in among the Syrian intellectual and cultural elite, and
perhaps before 1791, the year which witnessed the passing of one of al-

(1)  We must thank Dr. Maurice Pomerantz, who initially shared a digital copy of the text. The
shelfmark for Maqamat al-Barbir is 480 Adab, which can be found in the catalogue of the
Khidiwiyya Library, Vol. 4., p. 328.
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