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Suq al-Qutn and Suq al-Suf:
Development, Organization and
Patterns of the Everyday Life

of a Damascene Neighbourhood

By Astrid Meier and Stefan Weber

The history of a house can only come to life if we know something about the
people who lived in it. For any historical period before the 20th century, our know-
ledge about individuals outside of the narrow elite circles is spurious at best. Yet it
is especially frustrating to work on pre-modern Middle Eastern societies because
of a variety of aggravating circumstances. Some concern the level of development
in a field where only a small percentage of the available sources has been made
accessible to researchers through careful editing, indexing and cross-referencing,
and the long search for information about the Bayt al-Aqqad in the available docu-
mentation is a fine example of these difficulties. On the other hand, it is the perfect
illustration of how much can be learnt if we are able to read the material and tex-
tual evidence in each other’s light.

It is however not only because of a lack of basic scholarly tools that it is difficult
to identify a specific individual, a location or a building in a Middle Eastern city at
any particular time. Contrary to common assumptions about an unchanging
“traditional” Islamic society, the city of Damascus and the people who lived in it
were subject to changes and transformations which affected the urban environ-
ment, social structures, cultural norms and many other fields of sacietal organiza-
tion. We are therefore fortunate to know more about the second example of an
elaborate 18th-century house within the precinct of the ancient Roman theatre.
The western neighbour of the Bayt al-‘Aqqad is known as Dar al-Hawraniyya (see
map, Fig. 297, dar = large house). It is through the eyes of its owner, Abu Bakr
called Bakri, son of Hasan, known under the surname of Ibn al-Hawraniyya, that
we invite you on a brief visit of the neighbourhood of Suq al-Suf and Suq al-Qutn,
where both houses were located.

In carly Ottoman times, Suq al-Suf and Suq al-Qutn were part of the same
neighbourhood (mahalla), which was normally called after the latter. [t belonged
to the larger zone of the Inner Shaghur which encompassed the region intra mures
circumscribed by the three points of Bab al-Jabiya, Bab al-Saghir, and the cross-
roads of the via recta with Sugq al-Buzuriyya. The names of the sugs in the region
under discussion changed throughout the centuries — except for the Cotton Mar-
ket (Sug al-Qutn). The History of Damascus by Ibn ‘Asakir (d. 1178) and a 15th-
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century document listing all assets of the Umayyad mosque confirm a remarkable
continuity of this location and its name. In these sources, Suq al-Qutn was placed
to the west of the Hisham Mosque and east of Bab al-Jabiya (see below). The his-
torian Ibn ‘Abd al-Hadi (d. 1503) located Suq al-Qattanin “under” (taht) Suq Jaq-
magq in Fusqar (Talas 1975: 263). This location corresponds with the use of Sugq al-
Qutn in Ottoman court documents, where it is normally used for the stretch
between Bab al-Jabiya and the Hisham mosque. Other names appeared and disap-
peared in the sources. Suq al-Suf in front of Bayt al-Aqqad is a relatively new name,
dating from the middle of the 18th century but in earlier court records this part
was also called Suq al-Ghazl wa-Matbakh al-Sukkar. In the following, we will stay
with the common use of today and and apply the names of Suq al-Qutn and Suq
al-Suf for the southern, and al-Dhira’ and Midhat Pasha (before 1878 Suq Jaqmagq
and al-"Ubi further east, see Figs. 297, 300, and 301) for the northern street. Other
names will be pointed out during the discussion of the relevant periods.

Suq al-Suf and Suq al-Qutn were mainly known as places of commerce and
manufacturing as their names indicate, but they were residential areas as well as
the location of a number of religious institutions. On our walk with Tbn al-
Hawraniyya through his neighbourhood, we shall focus on two topics. The first
traces the development of the built environment of this area through the ages.
Looking back from the present-day situation, three periods will be highlighted: the
transformation of the Roman decumanus into sugs in early Islamic times; the
destruction wrought by the invasion of Timur Lenk’s armies in 1401 and the slow
reconstruction of the neighbourhood in late Mamluk times; and the 19th century
when new ways of urban planning resulted in what is known to the present day as
the Suq Midhat Pasha. In the second part, we will explore the neighbourhood
under its different aspects in order to try to understand what daily life in an urban
quarter could have looked like in Ottoman times. We shall look at the neighbour-
hood of Suq al-Suf and Suq al-Qutn as a commercial centre, as a place of religious
devotion and education, as a habitat and a place to live.

Getting to Know Ibn al-Hawraniyya

Before we start, allow us to briefly introduce our guide. The attempt to get to know
Ibn al-Hawraniyya is a pertinent example of the difficulties mentioned above. He
may have been a prominent man within his own quarter, but he evidently played
no important role in the larger Damascene society. His name does not appear in
the contemporary chronicles or in the biographical dictionaries of the period. We
owe all we know about him at this moment to the traces he left in the records kept
by the judges and scribes of the religious courts (mahkama shar’iyya) of Damas-
cus. His name comes up in about a dozen entries, mainly from the Mahkama al-
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Kubra in Suq al-Buzuriyya, where people from the southern and central inner city
quarters usually went to register contracts, endowments and other business that
needed notarial certifying. These entries document Ibn al-Hawraniyya’s rise from
asubordinate position (beshe) in the military forces to the more important rank of
commander of a Janissary unit (jurbaji) between 1776 and 1787 (198/336/502,
2.5.1190; 221/178/289, 20.8.1201).! We do not know if he accompanied the yearly pil-
grimage caravan (hajj) from Damascus to Mecca and Medina in his official mili-
tary function; after all, the protection of the hajj was one of the main tasks of the
Ottoman military in Damascus. But it is evident that he, his wife and two of his
four daughters had performed the pilgrimage before 1801 (245/55/103, 20.4.1216).
Ibn al-Hawraniyya invested both in agricultural lands outside the city (248/57/106,
4.6.1216) and in commercial real estate near his house in Suq al-Suf, to which we
shall come presently. Pursuing such non-military activities was not uncommaon for
a man of his background. Yet he seems to have been uncommonly successful. This
secured him a position among the small group of notables of his neighbourhood:
he succeeded his father, Hajj Hasan Beshe, as administrator of the Qal'i mosque
after 1794 (229/66/121, 1.1.1209; 250/90/130, 28.10.1216). The imam, i.e. the prayer
leader of that same mosque, acted from that time on as his steward in all his affairs.
Ibn al-Hawraniyya never appeared again in person in front of the gadi as he had
done in earlier years.

In 1801, finally, one is left with the vague impression that Ibn al-Hawraniyya
wanted to order his affairs once and for all. He sold his agricultural plantations in
the village of Bayt Ranis to his four daughters (248/56/105, 12.4.1216) and on the
same day, he endowed his house and all his commercial assets to them and their
descendants (248/53/102, 12.4.1216).2 This was his third endowment on record. The
first was dated from 1796 and was also destined for his daughters and their families,
but it included some stipulations which were of a more charitable character. They
concern a stipend for the imam of the Bashura mosque near Bab al-Saghir and
yearly sums for prayer mats and oil for the lamps of the mosque, helping continue
prayer services there (239/27/48, 12.9.1210). This first endowment clearly shows a
certain attachment of Ibn al-Hawraniyya to the larger neighbourhood in which he
was living. The second endowment is mentioned in the same year and seems to
have been entirely of a charitable nature (jiha birr), but it is not known what insti-
tution should have benefited from it. The endowed assets were four shops in the
vicinity of the Qal’i mosque. Even at this early moment, the administration was in
the hands of the founder’s four daughters (235/191/103, 7.10.1210). Shortly after
1801, Ibn al-Hawraniyya disappears from the records and in 1802 his post at the
Qal’i mosque is given to somebody else, probably because he had died in the
meantime (250/351/643, 15.12.1217).
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1. The Development of the Suq al-Qutn Neighbourhood

We meet 1bn al-Hawraniyya at the entrance to the old city of Damascus, outside the

gate called al-Jabiya (Bab al-Jabiya). Marny reasons could have brought him here out-
side the city walls: maybe he just came back from a voyage or the pilgrimage (hajj); or
he had gone on an official visit to the Ottoman Saray; or he had met friends in the
Meadow (al-Marja) outside the town where many Damascene went for leisure. Before
reaching Bab al-Jabiya, he had come through Darwishiyya Street.

Darwishiyya Street, passing the old city outside the walls from the west, was the
new Ottoman centre of Damascus, Its outstanding importance developed shortly
after the incorporation of Damascus into the Ottoman Empire (1516) and was the
outcome of a change of attitude towards the city’s defence system. Like in many
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