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THE MAKING OF AN OTTOMAN HARBOUR TOWN:
SIDON/SAIDA FROM THE SIXTEENTH TO THE
EIGHTEENTH CENTURIES

STEFAN WEBER

The city of Sidon (Arabic: Sayda) underwent a remarkable boom dur-
ing the sixteenth, seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, which was
closely related to the regional and supra-regional history of Bilad al-
Sham in the same period. But the fourteenth, fifteenth and nineteenth
centuries, whose architecture is so visible in cities such as Tripoli or
Damascus, did not put a similar stamp on Sidon. The Eastern Medi-
terranean shares a common history, but its cities do not always share
similar patterns of urban development. Why was the fate of Sidon so
different from that of Acre or Beirut? Was it based on geopolitical and
regional factors, the different waves of external change breaking over
the Eastern Mediterranean, or should it be seen in the context of the
kinds of power struggle in the regional capitals like Aleppo and Damas-
cus or Cairo and Istanbul? This article elaborates the main principles
and steps in the urban development of an Ottoman provincial harbour
town and attempts to identify the town’s key agents by combining a
study of the written records with that of its material culture.’

! The material for this article is based on a study of the city of Sidon (history,
urbanism and architecture) for the History Museum of the Debbané Foundation
(www.museumSayda.org) in co-operation with the German Orient Institute in Bei-
rut. During 2002-04 a building archaeological survey of the eighteenth century Dar
Debbané, which will house the museum, was carried out, accompanied by a study of
the city of Sidon (Team: Stefan Weber, Ralph Bodenstein and Beshr al-Barry: Mari-
anne Boqvist joined us during our first seasons). During the 2004-05 seasons Nathalie
Chahine, Youssef el-Khoury, Roland Haddad, Fouad Ghoussayn and Lana Shehadeh
were working with us. I am especially grateful to Stoyanka Kenderova, Akram al-
‘Ulabi, Marianne Boqvist and Astrid Meier for their generous help in providing source
material and Stefan Knost for opening an important window to Aleppo. A publication
detailing the major buildings of Sidon is in preparation and will be published as the
second volume of: Stefan Weber and Ralph Bodenstein, Ottoman Sidon, The Chang-
ing Fate of a Mediterranean Port City, Beiruter Texte und Studien 122, Beirut. I am
indebted to Astrid Meier, Ralph Bodenstein and Gege Zimmermann for their critical
reading of this article.
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The area that forms the modern states of Syria, Lebanon, Jordan
and Israel/Palestine once formed an integrated region with multiple
urban centres, each with its own distinctive configuration. The major
cities of inner Syria, Aleppo, Hama, Homs, Damascus, and Jerusalem
show many similarities in their heritage, especially in their antique,
late-antique and medieval patterns of urban development. On the
other hand, the city of Hama, with its more scattered quarters and
many open areas, has an urban structure quite different from that of
Aleppo or Damascus. With its extreme density of commercial and
public buildings, the main suq in Aleppo is unparalleled in the region,
whereas the commercial district of Damascus was especially highly
interspersed with residential buildings until the late nineteenth cen-
tury. If we move from the cities of the Syrian interior to the coast,
the picture becomes more kaleidoscopic. Cities like Acre, Sidon, Bei-
rut, Tripoli, Tartus and Latakia developed quite differently, especially
after the Crusades. During the Mamluk period and the four centuries
of Ottoman rule, centres of economic and political strength moved
repeatedly and left their marks on urban development. The singularity
of Tripoli in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, or the shift from
Sidon to Acre and then to Beirut as the regional centre and harbour
town of southern Bilad al-Sham during the seventeenth, eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries, illustrate this well.2 There are several differ-
ent reasons for these shifts on the coast. This case study focuses on
social agents, their shaping of, and reaction to, specific temporal and
environmental developments, and assesses the impact of these devel-
opments on Sidon’s urban form.

* The period under discussion, the sixteenth to the eighteenth century, is still a
desideratum for the Mediterranean coast of Bilad al-Sham. Research on harbour cities
of the region has concentrated so far on the late Ottoman period; on Acre: Thomas
Philipp, Acre: The Rise and Fall of a Palestinian City, 1730-1831, New York, Colum-
bia University Press, 2001; on Beirut: Leila Tarazi Fawaz, Merchants and Migrants
in Nineteenth-Century Beirut, Cambridge, MA, Harvard University Press, 1983; Jens
Hanssen, Fin de Siécle Beirut, The Making of an Ottoman Provincial Capital, Oxford,
Oxford University Press, 2005 and Eyiip Ozveren, The Making and Unmaking of an
Ottoman Port-City: Beirut in the Nineteenth Century, Ph.D. thesis, Binghamton Uni-
versity, 1990; on Haifa: May Seikaly, Haifa, Transformation of an Arab Society, 1918-
1939, London, LB. Tauris, 1995; Mahmud Yazbak, Haifa in the Late Ottoman Period,
1864-1914: a Muslim Town in Transition, Leiden, Brill, 1998.
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Evidence of the architectural heritage of Sidon before the Ottomans

Although the city of Sidon is an ancient foundation with a history
dating back to the early Bronze Age, no physical vestiges of the more
famous periods of its history from Antiquity to the Middle Ages are
visible today,’ largely because they are buried under many layers of
more modern urban fabric. The oldest standing structures are the
Land Castle (Qal'at al-Mu‘izz) and the Sea Castle (St. Louis), both of
which date back to the Crusader and Mamluk periods. We fare only
slightly better with the surviving buildings from the Mamluk period;
after al-Mansur Qala'un captured Latakia in 686/1287* and Tripoli in
688/1289, Acre, the last Crusader bastion, was conquered by Sultan al-
Ashraf Khalil in 690/1291. After Acre, many other coastal cities fell into
Mamluk hands, including Beirut, Tartus, Tyre and Sidon. For almost
two centuries of wars and sieges, the cities in Bilad al-Sham, especially
those on the coast, suffered extensive damage and needed considerable
repairs. In the case of Tripoli, the Mamluks actually re-founded the
city in a new location on the foothills some two kilometres from the
sea, and established an entire new city around the Great Mosque (Jami'
al-Mansur/al-Kabir) that was opened in 693/1293. Tripoli became the
seat of the governor (na’ib) and was soon the most important coastal
city in Bilad al-Sham. This followed a pattern characteristic of Mam-
luk defence strategy. The Mediterranean was the edge of the empire
and thus constituted the border where enemy attacks were expected.
Therefore, cities on the coast were neglected, or, in the case of Tripoli,
relocated, whereas cities in the hinterland, like Safad, became admin-
istrative centres. And while Tripoli is filled with small jewels of Mam-
luk architecture, evidence of Mamluk and other pre-Ottoman building
activity is very scanty in Sidon (Fig. 1).°

> Ongoing excavations by the British Museum and the DGA are focusing on the
old moat extra muros of the Ottoman city. Cf. the reports on the campaigns, among
others: Claude Doumet-Serhal, ‘Excavating Sidon, 1998-2003’, Archaeology and His-
tory in Lebanon 18, 2003, 2-19 (cf.: http://www.sidonexcavation.org/ht/ht_excavation.
html).

* Dates will be given in the Hijra calendar, followed by the Gregorian calendar. If
the first is not known to me, it will not be indicated.

> Michael and Victoria Meinecke’s comprehensive survey of Mamluk architecture
in Syria and Egypt in sources and of standing architecture does not mention any
building that was erected under the Mamluks in Sidon. See: Michael Meinecke, Die
mamlukische Architektur in Agypten and Syrien (648/1250) bis 923/1517), Gliickstadt,
J.J. Augustin, 1992. For the Mamluk policy of neglecting the coast as the potential



houses (bayt, dar, gasr)
schools ( madrasa)
commercial buildings (sidq, khan, wakala)
religious buildings ( mosque, church, zawiyya)

Fig. 1: Identifiable Mamluk period buildings in Sidon (Weber 2007)


















































































































































































