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| Translated by Raghid Nahhas

Bathhouses in the Cities of
The Thousand and One Nights

onaidered one of the most important architectural
ding the means for a Moslem to be clean and

duty of utmost importance practised five
gularly and also after

The bathhousc i structures m Arab
jslamic citics duc 1o 1S function i provi
purc in preparation for prayer, a rehgious
times a dayv Furthermore, Moslems are instructed to bathe re

certamn acts such as sexual intercourse or washing the dead
raged their establishment and

Rathhouses spread in Islamic cities. Authorities encou
their construction and associated requirements such as water provision and

gm‘\'lsc'd
In some cities such as Basra, permission from the wali (governor) was

dramagc
necessary before building a bathhouse.? Most were built next to MOSQUES m Basra, as

they werc 1n other cities

Architecturally, a touch of grandeur and clegance characterised these buildings
great entrances, clegant ornaments and the most modern techmques applied. The
architecture, however, was not purely Islamic. As in other constructions such as
palaces, houses and the domes of mosques, the influence of other cultures, particularly

the Roman design with respect to baths, was very clear *
{slamic architects took care in creating an aesthetic space inside bathhouses. The
filled them with light and made their ceilings high, their waters fresh and thewr scen

pleasant. The high ceilings helped case the heat from the vapours. Abul Husser
Mohammed bin Jubair describes in “The Journey of bin Jubair™ (circa 1217) that th
baths of Baghdad were painted with tar, giving them the look of polished black marble *

A bathhouse generally comprised three chambers: cold, warm and hot. The co
chamber opened to the outer courtyard. The warm chamber was provided with war
water and located between the cold and hot chambers. Bathing took place the b

| Abdussatar M. 1988 The Islamic City. (in Arabic), Alam al-Marifa 128 The National Council for

Sullurc, Arts and iterature, Kuwail
Abu Khalil. S. (Ed ) 1997. Al-Balaziri (in Arabic, from the book Futuh al-Buldan). Ministry for Cutv
Damascus, Syria

on and Development of Arab Islamic Cities (i

"'Almusawi, M A 1982 Historical Factors for the Creaty

f-mbic). Dar ar-Rashid, Ministry for Culture and Information, Baghdad, lraq.

sEncyclopaedia of the Pleasure of Knowledge 1982. Cultural Development (in Arabic), Volume 1, p..
The Travels of Ibn Jubair (in Arabic). Sader Printing House/Beirut Publishing and Printing House 1
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narble basins ¢ ' ;
[',‘”‘n _rh : ‘~f ‘H‘.J}l[ from |}‘|t |1.!-,|T‘|<\ mmto a \\:_'H—:hw,wntwl I.J,.f.| :lllfl from IhC pO(_)'I to a
e (I: | t ka ; 1e showed me about ten retreats, each one better designed than the last o

1l 5} -y s o = ey L g c s

e bathhouse in “The Thousand and One Nights” scems to be a small heaven, a

space m!l of joy. This is why it was a mecca for the characters of the story, including
kings, ministers, princes, traders. the rich and society’s Hpiu:r-!1“'!.‘”"1;‘ .l! g B ' hc::
that scun.u.‘d to compete for prominence with the |'l;11-am_-_ it In':rl ur },rl r.n‘ "tr- Fj;m“
cases Initially. some strict Moslems abstained from f'rcql.lcmnﬁw the i-‘:;zi'linh’:;tdr-'r- rl:rl- 1(j 1t:
Ia}'xsh .‘.“.“*“m‘m and the presence of pictures and statues. BII.-IJ'[ the h}]fhhﬂl,lz'f‘ 1; :'ffh-'-l-
nghls_ . placc for bodily refreshment and relaxation. It is closely El."‘»'-.\'f.);;ilt:"l’i ¥ 11;
daily hte. particularly its aspects of joy. Many tales include the bathdwhir;:h is pjar-'rt.s’r-'_-d
SRR B Reosssary and an embellishing component of the town." The ir;ar‘l;h.r.,n:-"‘
depicted “The Nights” has many functions. Perhaps the most lmpm'te;nt is the
beautification of males and females in preparation for the first night of sexual r1.ts_;:;1.:
Every bride must enter the bath before her wedding night. In “The Nights™ we read:
‘Lady Zubaida [wife of Haroun ar-Rashid] sent for the judge and witnesses. They
consecrated my marriage to her [the slave], and after that they cooked sweets and good
food. and stayed as such for a further ten days, and at the conclusion of twenty Jays\

they took the slave to the bath in preparation for us to go to bed.’

The bath had magical powers to make a woman beautiful, radiant and sexually
k a slave to the bath before taking

attractive. This is why servants in “The Nights” too
her as a prcsent to the Sultan in their attempts to gain his favour and avoid his wrath.
We read in “The Nights” the words of one slave-owner to a wazir: ‘"Leave her [the

slave] in your palace for ten days so that she may rest and get more beautiful. Then let
washed thoroughly, put on her the best of clothes and take her

her go to the bath and get
do not miss your chance.” The wazir contemplated the words

to the Sultan so that you
of the slave-owner and found that he uttered the truth.”
before they exhibited their female slaves

This was also the practice of slave-traders
for auction. We read in many places how wonderful those women looked after being

bathed and dressed in the finest clothes and jewellery, and how everyone who looked at

them envied the men who would have them in their beds.
dually developed nto

Throughout their long history, bathhouses in Islamic cities gra
specialised beauty centres. A woman would take her clothes off in a chamber next to

the bath, then go to the steam room where she was massaged all over. The masseuse
then removed unwanted hair using a cream made of yellow arsenic and wax, Or
sometimes sugar and lemon paste.” That women were naked in front of the masscuse

Andalus al-Ratib. Reviewed by

ad bin Mohammad al-Talmasani. Nfhul Teeb min Ghosnil .

]-Kitab al-Arabi, Beirut. _ .
imagination: Readin

13 Almigri, Aham
graphy, the City of

M. M. Abdulhamid. Dar a
14 Hammouda, H. 1994. The City of Geo
One Nights (in Arabic). Fussoul 13 (4):179. .
15 Bou Hudayba, A. 1987. [slam and Sex (in Arabic, translated by Hala Ourt).

gsin T he Thousand and
Madboli, Cairo.
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Isfahani kohl. The final touches were made with a scented powder used to make special
lines or spots on the eyelids. the side or middle of the nose. and often also scattered over
the checks."’

The design of the bathhouse brought to the minds of the bathers, both women and
men, erotic images and dreams. As soon as one enters. ‘one floats through its inclined
passage towards the increased warmth of the rooms, which awakens a world of dreams
as one 1s gradually isolated from the outside world and receives bouts of cold and hot
steam.’

People of influence added more sexual incentives to this serene place with the aim of
augmenting the sexual appetite of bathers. These could include naked figures clegantly
engraved on the floor and walls of the bath. Altalmasani'® describes one retreat in a bath
that belonged to the son of a wazir in Baghdad: ‘One of the wonders of this private
chamber is that its four walls are finely polished as if they are mirrors. One can see the
reflection of one’s body in any of these walls. And I saw a floor adorned with mosaics
made from red, yellow, green and golden glass stones forming breathtaking erotic
pictures of different shape and colour combinations. The guide told me that these
formations were made for his master to excite his sexual urges, making him hurry to
make love to the one he desires. He usually brings his favourite women to this private
chamber so that his act of love is enhanced by the surrounding images of intercourse.
kissing and touching between lovers.”

Bathhouses in “The Nights” served as an important forum for the beautiful women
who frequented them, because they were places where women could freely exhibit their
beauty to other women. News of a beautiful woman in the bath was quickly spread
through the town, making every important woman want to seec her. A woman called
Manarussana (the light of the sublime) and wife of the jeweller Hassan al-Basri was
once spotted in a bathhouse: °...when she entered, she took off her clothes and all the
women looked at her in amazement at her beauty and sang the praises of Allah for such
an immaculate creation. All the women coming to bathe entered to have a look. Her
fame spread in the city and women crowded around her, making the bathhouse difficult
to enter due to the large number of women gathered there.” Such was the excitement.
the news arrived in the palace of Haroun ar-Rashid via Tuhfa al-Awwada. the slave of
Lady Zubaida (wife of ar-Rashid), who sent after the lady. When Lady Zubaida saw
Manarussana, she could not help but take her in her arms and express her supreme
admiration, an unusual stand by the wife of the supreme ruler, who does not normally
greet commoners or even important people in this manner.

The political authorities in “The Nights” spread their spies through all the
bathhouses to get information about what was going on inside and to search for wanted

7 See 15.
®See 13.

S B Sk SE S

33




Kalimat 13

<hing body features 1.., B ..
{;stingul ,,;c of the kingdom’s docr, .
!: ”-f::u-' who can cure him is a
aly ¢
_ I'r].P,i,zll‘\'.l-ilh!'-"” role in the plot and narr; 2
.I; :\1,|rh|n|-.~;;|ml moves from the con
| 1:!..-hr|‘l‘|- and later we see Man;jru-; lana ¢
‘1 .H,,-,; Her husband then follows 1

luding tales of wars among mag
£ 1Nc o

hathhouse is a place of celebration af
1ace where people go to forget their pr
11,1 halance. It is entered aﬂ;:r the los
_ with friends once separated by evil spirits
: , in the bathhouse after strong ﬂwmd.\‘ ha:
th u To them it 1s a space of contemplar
ncial catastrophes. |
venth journey, Sindbad is thrown into a grea
habitants pick him up and take him to the bathi
s Iike a dead man because of fear, hunger and |a
me, welcomed me and put on me some beautif

He then led me to the bath and brought

1

o
LIV

bathhouse was a free and beautiful place beca

of their husband’s houses, routines, rules and nor
market place with its commercial clatter, social

Pass by different markets on their way to the bathh
idlo o the souks, often next to mosciucs_ Women !
o axed, indulging in a multtud

freedom dangerous and forbads

I harr loose and rel
LS limjted

o~ '-:1‘:-.[1].|:|‘,'”t:hi[lilmm A '“i“f-lk‘_r in the presence of I
g I~h..].?\d,\‘ best. She replied: A b.lt.f“".
"YY meal, o ,\_[L I also mention of the danger ¢ |

“VIng the bathhouse suddenly Wit

| .|..:I‘.;|'.'. (S L« I |
Y- - . Ty \.I'[‘I'lll
PCratures nearer to the outside o

Y lem




Many historians believ !

any historians believe that it was tl

Y . al 1t was the bathhouses € iti

Islamic citics to find pleasure and joy despite the miscr; “f“l’{ L'n?bl{:d e
JO > the y of their lives

i > e 19
of their rulers. and the tyranny

i Goi ll ek Seguieg

"Quch as al-Tijani (circa 1309) in his book Tuhfat al-Arous wa Mutaatu an-N ufouss, (in Arabic) edited by

I Attich. Dar Riad Reiss, London 1992.
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