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This remarkable study opens new
paths for comprehending the modern
history of the Middle East. By carefully
mapping and recording the material fabric
of Damascus in the last Ottoman century,
Stefan Weber offers readers new ways of
thinking about Arab, Syrian, and Ottoman
modernity. An exhaustive and beautifully
produced study, Weber’s two volumes
look at changes in public and private ar-
chitecture, in how people furnished and
decorated their homes, and in how they
lived and dressed. Its major thesis is that
Damascenes were agents of historical
change. Until the end of Ottoman rule
in 1918 they actively synthesized inter-
national and local tastes and understand-
ings. They also became more, not less,
“Ottoman’ until the cataclysm of the First
World War sundered the bonds of empire.

Weber’s account of Ottoman Damascus
builds on a number of earlier works, a body
of literature that his work both synthesizes
and surpasses. He 1s not the first historian
of Ottoman Damascus to chart and analyze
the dramatic changes of the 19" century and
the new patterns of life, work, and politics
that the era witnessed. A substantial body
of literature has developed since the 1970s
on these subjects.! But Weber is the first to

demonstrate via careful empirical investi-
e

I. Including the work of this reviewer, who 1s
among those acknowledged in Weber’s Preface.

MIDDLE EAST JOURNAL % 175

gation how these changes were reflected in
the spheres of everyday life and practice.
His analysis is also informed by compara-
tive work that explores how the ératist Ot-
toman governments of the period forged
novel relationships with society symbol-
ized by new public architectural forms and
organization of space.

The bedrock of Weber’s work 1s an
extensive survey of extant late-Ottoman
public and private buildings i Damascus.
Public buildings include both government
and commercial structures. His survey data
are represented in a series of highly detailed
maps and plans. The first volume consti-
tutes the text of his study, while volume II 1s
a reference book for every locality or struc-
ture discussed in volume 1. The structures,
streetscapes and artwork that form his evi-
dence are copiously illustrated through We-
ber’s own photographs of surviving struc-
tures, or through historical photographs of
properties that have been destroyed or of
streetscapes that are substantially altered
since the 1920s. His principal documen-
tary sources are Damascus’s Islamic law
[shari‘a] court registers, supplemented by
literary accounts from Damascenes and
visiting or resident foreigners, including
European consular and diplomatic sources.
The incorporation of German material 1s
especially welcome here. Not only did the
German Empire have significant political
and commercial interests in late Ottoman
Damascus, but many valuable photographs
of the city in its final Ottoman years date
from the presence of the German muilitary
mission during the First World War. It 1s
to the credit of the Danish Institute in Da-
mascus that no expense has been spared in
reproducing hundreds of plans, maps, and
photographs, many 1n vivid color.

Key to Weber’s thesis is the concept of
“entangled modernity”” (Vol. 1, p. 18). That
1s, Damascenes entered the modern age at
about the same time as people in other parts






