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The Women's Baths
Ulfat al-Idlibi

Ulfat al-Idlibi was born in Damascus in 1912. One of the maost distinguished writers in Syria, she started

writing in the 1950s and has published three collections of short stories as well as works of literary
criticism.

Our household was troubled by an unusual problem: my grandmother, who had passed the age of
seventy, insisted on taking a bath at the beginning of every month at the public baths, or market baths as
she used to call them.

In my grandmother's opinion the market baths had a delicious ambience about them which we,
who had never experienced it, could not appreciate.

For our part we were afraid that the old lady might slip on the wet floor of the baths - this has
often happened to people who go there -- and break her leg, as her seventy years had made her bones dry and
stiff; or she might catch a severe chill coming outside from the warm air of the baths and contract a fatal
illness as a result. But how could we convince this stubborn old lady of the cogency of these arguments?

It was quite out of the question that she should give up a custom to which she had adhered for
seventy years, and she had done so without ever once having been stricken with the mishaps we teared.
Grandmother had made up her mind that she would keep up this custom as long as she was able to walk on
her own two feet, and her tenacity in clinging to her point of view only increased the more my mother tried
to reason with her.

Yet Mother never tired of criticizing her mother-in-law, arguing with her and attempting to
demonstrate the silliness of her views, even if only be implication. Whenever the subject of the public
baths came up my mother proceeded to enumerate their shortcomings from the standpoints of health, of
society, and even of economics.

The thing which really annoyed Mother was that my grandmother monopolized our only maid
from the early morning onward on the day she went to the baths. She would summon her to her room to
help her sweep it and change the sheets and do up the bundles to take to the baths. Then she would set out
with her and would not bring her back until around sunset, when our maid would be exhausted and hardly
able to perform her routine chores.

In our house I was the observer of a relentless, even though hidden, struggle between mother-in-
law and daughter-in-law: between my grandmother, who clung to her position in the household and was
resolved under no circumstances to relinquish it, and my mother, who strove to take her place.

Although girls usually side with their mother, I had a strong feeling of sympathy for my
grandmother: old age had caught up with her since her husband had died some time before and left her a
widow, and little by little her authority in the home shrank as my mother's authority gradually extended. It
is the law of life: one takes, then one hands over to another in one's turn. But that does not mean we obey
the law readily and willingly.

I used to feel a certain prick of pain when I saw Grandmother retire alone to her room for long
hours after being defeated in an argument with Mother. 1 would sometimes hear her talking bitterly to
herself, or I would see her monotonously shaking her head in silence, as though she were rehearsing the
book of her long life, reviewing the days of her past, when she was the unchallenged mistress of the house,
with the last word. 1 would often see her vent the force of her resentment on her thousand-bead rosary as her
nervous fingers told its beads and she repeated the prayer to herself:

"Oh merciful God, remove this affliction"!

And who could this "affliction” be but my mother?

Then little by little she would calm down and forget the cause of her anger. There is nothing like
the invocation of God for purifying the soul and enabling it to bear the hardships of life.

One day when I saw my grandmother getting her things ready to go to the market baths I had the
idea of accompanying her, thinking that perhaps I might uncover the secret which attracted her to them.
When | expressed my wish to accompany her she was very pleased, but my mother did not like this sudden
impulse at all, and said, in my grandmother's hearing, "Has the craze for going to the market baths affected
you as well? Who knows — you may catch some infection, like scabies or something, and it will spread
around the family."

Thereupon my father broke in with the final word: "What is the matter with you? Let her go with

her grandmother. All of us went to the public baths when we were young and it never did any of us any
harm."
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My mother relapsed into a grudging silence, while my grandmother gave an exultant smile at this
victory -- my father rarely took her side against my mother.

Then Grandmother led me by the hand to the room where her massive trunk was kept. She
produced the key from her pocket and opened the trunk in my presence -- this was a great honor for me, for
the venerable trunk had never before been opened in the presence of another person -- and immediately there
wafted out of it a strange yet familiar scent, a scent of age, a smell of the distant past, of years which have
been folded up and stored away. Grandmother drew out of the depths of the trunk a bundle of red vel vet, the
corners of which were embroidered with pearls and sequins.

She opened it in front of me and handed me a wine-colored bath-wrap decorated with golden stars. 1
had never set eyes on a more beautiful robe. She also gave me a number of white towels decorated around
the edges with silver thread, sayin 2 "All these are brand new; no one has ever used them. I have saved them
from the time I was married. Now I'm giving them to you as a present, since you are going to the baths
with me. Alas ... poor me. Nobody goes with me now except the servants.”

She gave a deep, heart-felt sigh. Then she called the servant to carry the bundle containing our

clothes and towels, and the large bag which held the bowl, the soap, the comb, the sponge-bag, the loofah,*

the soil of .i‘.leppo,=|=$ and the henna which would transform my grandmother's white hair to jet black. She
put on her shawl, and we made our way toward the baths, which were only a few paces from our house.
Times without number I had read the words on the little plague which crowned the low, unpretentious door

as I passed by: "Whoever the Divine Blessing of health would achieve, should turn to the Lord and then to
the baths of Afif.”

We entered the baths,

The first thing I noticed was the female "intendant.” She was a stout woman, sitting on the bench
to the right of persons coming in. In front of her was a small box for collecting the day's revenue. Next to
it was a nargileh decorated with flowers. It had a long mouthpiece which the intendant played with between
her lips, while she looked at those around her with a proprietorial air. When she saw us she proceeded to
welcome us without stirring from her place. Then she summoned Umm Abdu, the bath attendant. A
woman hastened up and gave us a perfunctory welcome. She had pencilled eyebrows, eyes painted with
kohl, and was dressed very neatly. She had adorned her hair with two roses and a sprig of jasmine. She was
very voluble, and was like a spinning-top, never motionless, and her feet in her Shabrawi clogs made a
rhythmic clatter on the floor of the baths. Her function was that of hostess to the bathers. She came up to
my grandmother and led her to a special bench resembling a bed. Our maid hastened to undo one of our
bundles, drawing out a small prayer rug which she spread out on the bench, My grandmother sat down on
itto get undressed.

I was fascinated by what I saw around me. In particular my attention was drawn to the spacious
hall called a/-barani. In the center of it was a gushing fountain. Around the hall were narrow benches on
which were spread brightly-colored Tugs where the bathers laid their things. The walls were decorated with
mirrors, yellowed and spotted with age, and panels on which were inscribed various maxims. On one of
them I read, "Cleanliness is part of Faith."

My grandmother urged me to undress. I took off my clothes and wrapped myself in the wine-colored
bath-wrap, but as I was not doing it properly Umm Abdu came and helped me. She secured it around my
body and drew the free end over my left shoulder, making it appear like an Indian sari.

Then she helped my grandmother down from her bench, and conducted us toward a small door which
led into a dark corridor, calling out at the top of her voice, "Marwah! Come and look after the Bey's
mother"!

With a sigh a shape suddenly materialized in the gloom in front of me: it was a grey-haired, emaciated
woman of middle age with a face in which suffering had engraved deep furrows. She was naked except for a
faded cloth which hung from her waist to her knees. She welcomed us in a nasal tone, prattling on
although 1 could not catch a single syllable of what she was saying, thanks to the babble of discordant
voices which filled my ears and the hot thick steam which obstructed my sight; and there was a smell which
nearly made me faint, the like of which I had never encountered in my life before. 1 felt nauseous, and was
almost sick, leaning against the maid for support.

Nevertheless, in a few moments I grew accustomed to the odor and it no longer troubled me;, my eyes,
also, became accustomed to seeing through the steam.

We reached a small hall containing a large stone basin. A number of women circled around in it,
chatting and washing at the same time. I asked my grandmother: "Why don't we join them"?

She replied: “This is the wastani; I have hired a cubicle in the juwani 1 am not accustomed to bathing
with the herd."
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I followed her through a small door to the juwani, and found myself looking with confused curiosity
at the scene that presented itself. There was a large rectangular hall, at each corner of which stood a large
basin of white marble. Women sat around each one, busily engrossed in washing, scrubbing, and rubbing,
as though they were in some kind of race. I raised my eyes to look at the ceiling, and saw a lofty dome
with circular openings, glazed with crystal, through which enough light filtered to illuminate the hall. The
uproar here was at its worst -- there was a clashing of cans, the splashing of water, and the clamor of
children.

My grandmother paused for a moment to greet a friend among the bathers, while 1 found myself
following a violent quarrel which had arisen between two young women. I understood from the women
around them that they were two wives of a polygamous marriage, who had met face to face for the first time
at the baths. The furious quarrel led at length to an exchange of blows with metal bowls. Luckily a spirit
of chivalry among some of the bathers induced them to separate the two warring wives before they could
satisfy their thirst for revenge.

As we advanced a little way the howling of a small child drowned the hubbub of the hall. Its mother
had put it on her lap, twisting one of its legs around her and proceeding to scrub its face with soap and pour
hot water over it until its skin was scarlet red. I averted my gaze, fearing the child would expire before my
eyes.

We reached the cubicle, and I felt a sense of oppression as we entered it. It consisted of nothing but a
small chamber with a basin in the front. Its one advantage was that it screened those taking a bath inside
from the other women.

We were received in the cubicle by a dark, stout woman with a pockmarked face and a harsh voice.
This was Mistress Umm Mahmud. She took my grandmother from the attendant Marwah, who was being
assailed by shouts from every direction:

"Cold water, Marwabh, cold water, Marwah"!

The poor woman set about complying with the bathers' requests for cold water, dispensing it from two
big buckets which she filled from the fountain in the outer hall. She was so weighed down with the
buckets that she aroused pity in those who saw her struggle.

I turned back to Grandmother and found her sitting on the tiled floor in front of the basin. She had
rested her head between the hands of Umm Mahmud, who sat behind her on a sort of wooden chair which
was only slightly raised above the level of the floor. She proceeded to scour Grandmother's head with soap
seven consecutive times -- not more, not less.

I stood at the door of the cubicle, entertained by the scene presented by the bathers. 1 watched the
younger women coming and going, from time to time going into the outer hall for the sake of diversion,
their fresh youthfulness showing in their proud swaying gait. In their brightly colored wraps decorated with
silver thread they resembled Hindu women in a temple filled with the fragrance of incense. Little circles of
light fell from the dome onto their tender-skinned bodies, causing them to glisten.

I found the sight of the older women depressing: they sat close to the walls chatting with one another,
while the cream of henna on their hair trickled in black rivulets along the wrinkles of their foreheads and
cheeks, as they waited impatiently for their turn to bath.

Suddenly I heard shrill exclamations of pleasure. 1 turned toward their source, and saw a group of
women gathered around a pretty young girl, loudly expressing their delight at some matter.

Mistress Umm Mahmud said to me: "Our baths are doing well today: we have a bride here, we have a
woman who has recently had a child, and we have the mother of the Bey -- may God spare her for us"!

It was no wonder that my grandmother swelled with pride at being mentioned in the same breath with
a bride and a young mother.

I enjoyed standing at the door of the cubicle watching the bride and her companions. Then I caught
sight of a fair well-built women enveloped in a dark blue wrap, giving vent to overflowing joy with little
shrieks of delight. 1 realized from the words she was singing that she must be the bride's mother:

"Seven bundles 1 packed for thee, and the eighth in the

chest is stored;
To Thee, Whom all creatures need, praise be, oh Lord"!
A young woman, a relative or friend of the bride, replied:

"Oh maiden coming from the wastani, with thy towel all

scented.

He who at thy wedding shows no joy, shall die an infidel, from

Paradise prevented"!
The bride's mother continued the song:
"The little birds chirp and flutter among the trellis'd leaves:
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How sweet the bride! The bath upon her brow now pearly

crowns of moisture weaves.

Thou canst touch the City Gate with the little finger tip,

though it is so high;

I have waited long, long years for this day's coming nigh"!
But the best verse was reserved for the bridegroom"s mother:

"Oh my daughter-in-law! 1 take thee as my daughter!

The daughters of Syria are many, but my heart only desires

and wishes for thee!

Pistachios, hazels and dates: the heart of the envious has

been sore wounded,

Today we are merry, but the envious no merriment shall

see'!

The singing finished as the bride and her companions formed a circle around a tray upon which had
been placed cakes of Damascene mincemeat, and a second one filled with various kinds of fruit. The bride's
mother busied herself distributing the cakes right and left, and one of them fell to my share also!

In a far corner a woman was sitting with her four children around a large dish piled with mujaddarah
and pickled turnips, their preoccupation with their meal rendering them completely oblivious to what was
going on around them in the baths. When the dish had been emptied of food the mother took from a basket
by her side a large cabbage. Gripping its long green leaves, she raised it up and then brought it down hard
on the tiled floor, until it split apart and scattered into fragments. The children stumbled over each other to
snatch them up and greedily devoured them, savoring their fresh taste.

Then my attention was diverted by a pretty girl, about fifteen or sixteen years old, sitting on a bench
along the wall of the boiler-house. She seemed impatient and restless, as though she found it hard to
tolerate the pervasive heat. She was surrounded by three women, one of whon, apparently her mother, was
feverishly fussing over her. She began to rub over her body a yellow ointment which exuded a scent of
ginger (it was what was called "strengthening ointment”). My grandmother explained to me that it
reinforced the blood vessels of a new mother, and restored her to the state of health she had enjoyed betore
having her child.

The attendant Umm Abdu came up to us and inquired after our comfort. She brought us both glasses
of licorice sherbet as a present from the intendant. Then she lit a cigarette for my erandmother, who was
obviously regarded as a patron of distinction.

It was now my turn. My grandmother moved aside, and I sat down in her place, entrusting my head to
the attentions of Umm Mahmud for a thorough rubbing. After I had had my seven soapings I sat down
before the door of the cubicle to relax a little. I was amused to watch the bath attendant Marwah scrubbing
one of the bathers. Her right hand was covered with coarse sacking, which she rubbed over the body of the
woman sitting in front of her. She began quite slowly, and then sped up, and as she did so little grey wicks
began to appear under the sacking, which quickly became bigger and were shaken to the floor.

After we had finished being loofah-ed and rubbed, Umm Mahmud asked me to come back to her to
have my head soaped an additional five times. I surendered to her because I had promised myself that I
would carry out the bathing rites through all their stages and degrees as protocol dictated, whatever rigors 1
had to endure in the process!

I was not finished until Umm Mahmud had poured the last basinful of water over my head, after
anointing it with "soil of Aleppo,” the scent of which clung to my hair for days afterwards.

Umm Mahmud rose, and standing at the door of the cubicle, called out in her harsh voice: "Marwah!
Towels for the Bey's mother"!

With a light and agile bound Marwah was at the door of the wastani, calling out in a high-pitched
tone, like a cockerel: "Umm Abdu! Towels for the Bey's mother"! Her shout mingled with that of another
"Mistress” who was standing in front of a cubicle opposite ours, like-wise demanding towels for her client.

Umm Abdu appeared, clattering along in her Shabrawi clogs, with a pile of towels on her arm which
she distributed among us, saying as she did: "Blessings upon you . . . Have an enjoyable bath, if God
wills"!

Then she took my grandmother by the arm and led her to the barani, where she helped her to get up
onto the high bench, and then to dry herself and get into her clothes.

Grandmother stood waiting for her turn to pay her bill. There was a heated argument going on
between the intendant and a middle aged woman who had three girls with her. T gathered from what was
being said that the usual custom was for the intendant to charge married women in full, but that widows and
single women paid only half the normal fee. The lady was claiming that she was a widow, and her
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daughters were all single. The intendant listened to her skeptically, and obviously could not believe that the
eldest of the girls was single, in that she was an adult and was very beautiful. But at last she was forced to
accept what the woman said after the latter had sworn the most solemn oath that what she was saying was
the truth.

My grandmother stepped forward and pressed something into the intendant's hand, telling her: "Here's
what I owe you, with something extra for the cold water and the attendance.”

The intendant peered down at her hand and then smiled; in fact she seemed very pleased, for I heard her
say to my grandmother: "May God keep you, Madam, and we hope to see you every month."”

Then my grandmother distributed tips to the attendant, the "Mistress" and Marwah, as they emerged
from the juwani to bid her goodbye.

I'have never known my grandmother to be so generous and open-handed as on the day which we spent
at the market baths. She was pleased and proud as she listened to the blessings called down on her by those
who had received her largesse. Then she gave me an intentionally lofty look, as if to say: "Can you
appreciate your grandmother's status now? How about telling your mother about this, now that she's begun
to look down her nose at me"?

As she left the baths there was a certain air of haughtiness in her step, and she held herself proudly
upright, although I had only known her walk resignedly, with a bent back, at home.

Now she was enjoying the esteem which was hers only when she visited the market baths. At last 1
understood their secret . . |
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