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Abstract

Taking up an analysis of the materiality of the American Mission Press (AMP) bilin-
gual catalogs printed from 1884 to 1896 in Ottoman Beirut, in this article I identify
these booklets as publications that circulated among broad networks of books, jour-
nals and newspapers during the period of the Arab nahda. By examining these catalogs
in terms of the wider historical significance of their materiality, specifically their orga-
nization, layout, typography and illustrations, in this essay I show how these booklets
promoted the AMP and its mission’s entangled messages in an increasingly competi-
tive publishing industry. On the one hand, the catalogs highlighted the AMP’s ‘western’
qualifications and strove to engage local readers’ interests in ‘modern’ culture, science
and technology. On the other hand, these works marketed the mission’s universal-
ist evangelical views. Thus, in this study I show how such ephemeral publications,
when studied for their dynamic content, make evident nineteenth-century Arabic
print commerce at work and also illustrate early examples of nascent advertising prac-
tices.
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1 Introduction

The American Mission Press (AMP) was established in Beirut in 1834 by the
American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions (ABCFM) to serve their
mission to the Ottoman Syrian provinces. During the 1820s, ABCFM members
established outposts in territories like Beirut and villages in Mount Lebanon,
where non-Muslim religious communities, among whom the American mis-
sionaries first set out to proselytize, lived. While the borders of Ottoman Syria
frequently shifted during the nineteenth century, the ABCFM’s Beirut station
remained the mission’s main headquarters in that region. The AMP’s location
in this growing merchant city allowed this press to become a key player in the
emerging local Arabic printing industry.

Like other ABCFM presses, the AMP was intended to facilitate the mission’s
preaching and conversion practices. Direct proselytizing among Ottoman com-
munities was difficult because Islamic laws opposed apostasy and imperial rul-
ings warned against disruptions caused by inter-communal conversions within
the millat (religious communities; Tibawi 1966). Consequently, the mission
often used indirect approaches for their evangelical efforts; these approaches
included publishing, education and the promotion of science and technology
(Elshakry 2007). The AMP, through its publications, played a critical role in sup-
port of these endeavors. The press published religious and secular educational
texts as well as the mission’s translation of the Arabic Protestant Bible, first
printed in 1860 (Grafton 2015). Concurrently, the AMP published scientific, lit-
erary and historical literature by members of elite and middle-class Ottoman
Syrian communities. The nineteenth-century activities of the AMP and the mis-
sion’s educational institutions and programs thus represented what Ussama
Makidsi describes as an interest in perpetuating ‘evangelical modernity’, which,
to the missionaries, meant ‘offering the unevangelized world the fruits of sec-
ular modernity ... tempered by spiritual reform and salvation’ (Makdisi 1997:
683).

After the Mount Lebanon protectorate was formed in 1862, Beirut became an
increasingly important site for the burgeoning Arabic private publishing indus-
try. This epoch from the mid- to late nineteenth century was defined by signif-
icant social, political and industrial changes, including Ottoman civic, cultural
and administrative modernization reforms, known as the Tanzimat (reorder-
ings) that were implemented from 1839 to 1876. These had broader ramifica-
tions as catalysts for ideological change in the Ottoman provinces, specifically
in the context of the Arab nahda (renaissance). During the nahda period, pri-
vate commercial presses gained traction and were frequently operated/owned
by members of the Arab efendiyya class in Ottoman Syria and Egypt. This group
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was comprised of a middle class buoyed by the global capitalist market econ-
omy’s infiltration of khedival Egypt and the Ottoman territories (Sheehi 2016).
Lucie Ryzova describes the efendiyya as men—including merchants, adminis-
trators and intellectuals—whose claim to be ‘modern’ (as contemporaneous or
‘of the age’) was articulated sartorially, professionally and culturally, irrespec-
tive of their education, or lack thereof (Ryzova 2014: 8). The efendiyya often
engaged in publishing and photographic technologies to produce their own
works (or those of others), to negotiate their perceptions about modern soci-
ety, and to mediate their class anxieties and subjecthood (Sheehi 2016; Ryzova
2014). Thus, these individuals were integral to the expansion of Arabic publish-
ing in regional centers.

At this time the AMP struggled to subsist in an increasingly competitive
printing economy. In addition to the number and range of publications that
were produced, evidence for this dynamic print marketplace can be found
in the promotional materials and practices of these presses. The AmP, for
instance, produced a series of illustrated and non-illustrated catalogs, from
1884 to 1896, that included the prices for their publications and type, in addi-
tion to specialist engravings, stationary and maps. These catalogs also list the
AMP’s custom order publishing and bookbinding services (frequently referred
to as ‘job works’ in press records). Additionally, the catalogs positioned the
AMP as an international bookstore, which sold books from regional publishers
and offered a mail-order service for books from Europe and the United States.
By examining these catalogs, I consider how the AMP’s promotional materials
reveal print commerce at work and also illustrate early examples of nascent
advertising practices.

Although scholars specialized in Arabic printing have examined the his-
tory of presses in Beirut during the nahda period, there remain lacunae in
the visual and historical study of promotional materials (some key excep-
tions include Abou-Hodeib 2017; Ayalon 2016). Scholars have consulted the
nineteenth-century AMP catalogs from 1884, 1886, 1887, 1891 and 1896 for their
significance as lists of books and their respective prices. However, these studies
do not address the wider historical significance of their materiality, specifi-
cally their organization, layout, typography and illustrations. Some scholars
might be quick to overlook these publications, which were distributed free
of charge and seemingly only used by the AMP to promote more significant
publications, as non-critical or insubstantial ephemeral examples. Nonethe-
less, these catalogs were substantial in size (some exceeded 100 pages) and rich
in visual content (including a variety of typographic compositions and engrav-
ings). Moreover, these catalogs provide a lens through which we can consider
the methods employed in the commodification and specialization of printing
practices at the time.
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Informed by studies of European ephemera that call for a re-evaluation
of the scholarly delineation between canonical publications and ‘transient’
works (Halasz 1997; Burrows 2006; Fisher and Steinberger 2012; Murphy and
O'Driscoll 2013), in this article I consider the AMP catalogs publications that
circulated among broad networks of books, journals and newspapers. As the
historian Kai-wing Chow argues in relation to late Ming publications in China,
we need a study of how publishers ‘packaged’ their products, and how ‘adver-
tisements of books [can serve] as a reliable source of information on how com-
mercial publishers targeted their readers’ in order to better understand the role
of publications in relationship to their intended audience (Chow 1996: 125).
Through an analysis of the form and content of the AMP catalogs, including
their promotional style and offerings, I consider the importance of visual lit-
eracy, which is often not adequately addressed in studies that underscore the
textual aspects of print culture (Howsam 2006). By examining these catalogs’
materiality, alongside a consultation of historical sources, I elucidate how a pro-
gressively competitive print market drove the mission to locate itself (and its
commodities) as a frontrunner in the publishing industry.

For the American mission, the efendiyya in Beirut, who included members
of Christian communities, constituted the social group from which the mis-
sion employed Arabic tutors, assistants, translators, ‘press correctors’ (or copy
editors) and other positions. As the owners and operators of, and contributors
to, regional private presses and publishers, members of this class were also the
agents the AMP sought to sell its products, type and services to. Thus, in this
study, I also argue that these AMP catalogs were designed to shape the local
efendiyya public sphere by promoting the press’s products and a perspective
on ‘evangelical modernity’ that combined aspects of ‘western’ (ifranji) science
and technology, and Protestantism.

2 The Regional Marketplace for Print

Nineteenth-century Arabic bookmaking in the Islamic world was notable for
the overlap between printing and manuscript practices; with the printed mate-
rials initially circulating in a market dominated by readers of manuscripts.
However, by mid-century, printing had become a popular mode of book pro-
duction, leading to an increasingly competitive publishing industry. The pro-
liferation of printed books, journals, newspapers and booklets clearly demon-
strates rising competition among presses. In Ottoman Syria, the earliest Arabic
commercial presses belonged to missionary orders and monasteries, such as
the press of the Dhur al-Shuwayr monastery that was first established in the
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1700s. This was followed in 1820 by Cairo’s Bulaq Press, the region’s first Mus-
lim Arabic publisher, established under the patronage of the Egyptian governor
Muhammad ‘Ali. The AMP was founded in 1834, while the Jesuit missionary
press (Matba‘at al-Murasilin al-Yasu‘iyin) was established in 1848.

Soon thereafter, efendiyya publishers, readers and authors in Beirut (some
of whom were employed at local missions and/or educated in mission schools)
established their own private presses, many of which have been extensively dis-
cussed elsewhere (Roper 2007, 1998, 1995; Strauss 2003; Sheehi 2005; Auji 2016;
Ayalon 2016, 1995; Tibawi1966; Schwartz 2015). These presses also published the
region’s first newspapers and periodicals. For instance, al-Matba‘a al-Suriyya
(Syrian Press), founded around 1858 by Khalil al-Khuri (1836-1907), printed
the region’s first Arabic newspaper Hadigat al-akhbar (lit., ‘Garden of news),
1858-1911). Khalil Sarkis (1842—1915) and Butrus al-Bustani (1819-1883) estab-
lished Matba‘at al-Ma‘arif (lit. Knowledge press’) in 1867; this press printed al-
Bustani’s illustrated literary-scientific magazine named al-finan (‘The gardens),
1870-1886). By the late 1800s, many in the efendiyya class who sought to escape
the strict censorship laws and Islamic reforms of sultan ‘Abd al-Hamid 11 (1876—
1909) immigrated to Egypt, where they established presses alongside those
already in operation. Although printing ventures continued in key Ottoman
cities like Beirut, Istanbul and Damascus, by the late 1800s Egypt became the
central location for Arabic nasda publishing (see Ayalon 2016: 30-31).

In addition to printing evangelical literature for use in missionary seminar-
ies, schools and for preaching activities, the AMP also engaged in this dynamic
publishing market by producing books on Arabic grammar, literature, science
and technology. Interest in such works by readers of printed materials was
evidently the driving force behind the AMP’s diverse editions of texts that
were also printed at other Beirut-based presses (Auji 2016). The AMP also pub-
lished key literary-scientific journals of this period, such as al-Mugtataf (‘Selec-
tions’), which was edited and produced by Ya‘qub Sarruf (1852—1927) and Faris
Nimr (1856-1951) at this press from 1876 to 1884. Sarruf and Nimr, employed
as instructors at the Syrian Protestant College (Spc) at the time, relocated
this journal’s production to Cairo in 1885, following their resignation from
the college as a result of the Darwin controversy! (Elshakry 2014; Farag 1972).
Another key AmMP journal was the medical periodical al-Tabib (‘The physician,
1874-1914) funded by the (spc’s)? medical program ([Jafet Library] Board of
Trustees 1874:128) and, from 1884 to 1885, was edited by efendi Ibrahim al-Yaziji

1 In1882,spc medical professor Edwin Lewis was forced to resign after delivering a commence-
ment speech in support of Darwinism (Elshakry 2014).
2 American missionaries established the spc in 1866 (today’s American University of Beirut).
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(1847—1906). As another way of benefitting from the popularity of the jour-
nal format, the AMP printed its own weekly journal, al-Nashra al-usbuyya
(‘Weekly bulletin’, 1871-1930), which covered religious and secular topics. Not
surprisingly, this periodical was produced shortly after the press of the Jesuit
mission, the American Protestant’s long-time missionary competition, began
printing al-Bashir (‘The herald’ 1870-1947). Like other major printing establish-
ments in the Ottoman Empire, the AMP served as a printing press, publishing
house, bookstore and depository (AMP 1884; Strauss 2003). The AMP’s com-
mercial interests as a bookshop are evident, for example, in its sale of books
funded by other local presses and private parties, such as Sarkis’s al-Matba‘a
al-Adabiyya (AMP 1884, 1887, 1891, 1896).

By the late 1800s, the Arabic publishing industry had gained importance as
amarketplace for the negotiation, dissemination and circulation of nahda ide-
ologies and interests in key regional urban hubs such as Beirut, Cairo, Alexan-
dria, Damascus and Istanbul. Concurrently, the readership of the Arab press
extended beyond these cities to include readers in North Africa, India, England,
France, the United States, and other places where a number of these publish-
ers and their journals had agents (wukala’) tasked with maintaining subscrip-
tions and distribution (see Ayalon 2016:123-135). In relation to the study of the
Ottoman provinces, prominent scholars consider the issue of the Arab press a
significant factor in the nahda debates at the time of the state’s modernization.

In particular, these studies explain the local efendiyya’s unresolved views of
a modern society and identity as they pertained to the negotiation of every-
day cultural, ideological, and political views and practices derived from their
perceptions of western and local traditions (see Watenpaugh 2006). These
scholarly approaches include (but are not limited to) inter-connected and over-
lapping discussions on the Arabic language (Issa 2017; Bou Ali 2013; Roper1995),
science and medicine (Elshakry 2014; Sheehi 2005), radical thought (Khuri-
Makdisi 2010), and gender (Zachs and Halevi 2015; Booth 1992, 2015), all of
which also related to concepts of the nation (al-watan), national identity, patri-
otism (wataniyya) and Ottoman subjecthood (Sheehi 2016, 2000, 1997; Zachs
2005; Beshara 2011; Brummett 2000; Ayalon 1995). Thus, the nahAda period’s
competitive print market saw the formation of localized notions of collective
identity. In his Imagined Communities, Anderson argues that print capitalism,
or the mass production of secular texts that engaged a public readership and
the forces of a commercialized market, fostered the emergence of a national
consciousness and views of collective identity in Europe (Anderson 2006). To
borrow from Anderson’s views, we can argue that the products of Arabic print
capitalism provided the space within which ‘imagined’ notions of shared lan-
guage, sovereignty, religion and comradeship were formulated and debated.
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For the local efendiyya Arab readers, publishers and authors, Beirut’s print
market (which extended to other regional hubs) thus formed what Elizabeth
Holt refers to as a ‘locally based and imagined public space’ (Holt 2009: 47). For
the AMP, the efendiyya were the readers it was targeting as potential customers
and converts, and the print economy was the ‘imagined public sphere’ within
which its press catalogs were to be read and circulated. As Jiirgen Habermas
argues, the consolidation of print commerce led to the formation of a bourgeois
public sphere ‘in which the public organizes itself as the bearer of public opin-
ion’ through rational critique via printed books and newspapers (Habermas,
Lennox and Lennox 1974: 50; Habermas 1991). However, in the Ottoman world,
there were hindrances to the development of a genuine public sphere (Ayish
2008: 104). Specifically, the press law enacted by ‘Abd al-Hamid 11 required
state authorization for periodicals and newspapers; copies were submitted to
the state’s press bureau (established in 1862), which monitored press (and the-
ater) activity for any offensive or disruptive subject matter that might ‘[lead]
public opinion astray’ (Brummett 2000: 5; Cioeta 1979). Despite these restric-
tions, several privately operated and state-sanctioned gazettes managed to
obtain the necessary licenses and permissions for publication in the Ottoman
sphere (Brummett 2000). Scholars even explain that some controversial texts
(typically handwritten pamphlets and leaflets) were surreptitiously circulated
among the Arab reading public (Ayish 2008; Zeine 1958: 62), while ‘petitions,
parliament, and newspapers’ alongside the ‘collusion of journalists and peti-
tioners’ served to bolster provincial urban challenges to the state (Hanssen
2005: 53). These views suggest that state restrictions did not prevent the for-
mation of ‘imagined’ public spheres to which the AMP catalogs were meant to
contribute, as I argue. Specifically, as I show in the following sections, the con-
tent of the AMP catalogs presented the mission’s overlapping views of moder-
nity and evangelism to this public sphere in hopes of attracting local read-
ers.

Although these catalogs engaged with the mission’s perceptions of what its
efendiyya audience demanded or was interested in, the booklets’ circulation
and the nature of the books sold at the AMP do not tell us everything about
these catalogs’ actual dissemination. Nonetheless, these catalogs circulated
(and were read) in ways similar to other publications, such as newspapers, jour-
nals, pamphlets and books. In Beirut and other regional centers, printed mate-
rial was read in a variety of public and commercial spaces including bookshops,
reading rooms (ghuraf al-qira'a), coffeehouses, marketplaces, village squares,
train stations, shops and public libraries (Ayalon 2016, 1995; Sheehi 2005; Holt
2009; Zachs and Halevi 2015). Bookstores sold books from across the Ottoman
Empire, since some of these enterprises were mail-order shops with connec-
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tions in different provincial cities (Strauss 2003). Reading was not limited to
a silent practice, but also followed local oral traditions of street storytellers
(hakawati) and street theater (Khuri-Makdisi 2010; Fahmy 2011). Printed works,
such as newspapers and periodicals, first gained popularity among readers in
the region, when they were read aloud to different types of audiences (Ayalon
1995). Although the AMP catalogs may not have presented critical discourse as
newspapers, books and journals did, the catalogs did not necessarily require lit-
eracy in order to be enjoyed. Indeed, similar illustrated texts were likely valued
for their visual appeal and their ability to engage, on some level, an audience
with the debates and interests of their social space.

3 Pre-1900s Press Advertising

The increasingly competitive regional publishing market, coupled with the rel-
atively high expenses of production, meant that publishers needed a large read-
ership in order to sustain their endeavors. As a missionary enterprise, the AMP
was certainly interested in having its publications (specifically its bibles) reach
alarge audience of potential converts. At the same time, as with works by other
publishersin the region, anumber of the AMP’s publications were subsidized by
external societies and benefactors (e.g., the American Bible Society) for whom
expenditures needed to be justified. In the case of the AMP in particular, in the
1850s the ABCFM wanted to increase conversion numbers, so they freed up the
missionary members’ time for preaching; this led to a decrease in missionary-
related press activity at the AMP. It also resulted in an increasing reliance on
the production of ‘job works’ that were funded by local agents (Auji 2016). Thus,
from the mid-century onward, the AMP gradually shifted from being an auxil-
iary of the mission to functioning as a publisher of works for and by members
of the local efendiyya.

Although publishers sought to appeal to a mass audience during this period,
only a small segment of society purchased or subscribed to periodicals. For
example, Ami Ayalon argues that before the mid-1900s, only one to two percent
of the Arabic-speaking population in the Ottoman provinces and Egypt pur-
chased or read newspapers; this may have been due to accessibility issues out-
side urban centers, or affordability (Ayalon 1995). Another disadvantageous fac-
tor was the cost of production. In the mid-nineteenth century, book production
was still labor intensive; steam presses had just begun to appear in the region.
It was not until the early twentieth century that printing technology—such as
Linotype typecasting, electrotyping, chromolithography and offset printing—
became widely available and affordable (Roper 2007; Brummett 2000). Simi-
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larly, creating mass appeal was a challenge for other cultural media, such as
theater (Bayer 2007) and Arab beaux-arts painting (Scheid 2010). Discussing
fin de siecle Egypt, Ziad Fahmy also explains that attempting to understand a
mass audience solely by examining print culture is misleading because, at the
time, equally popular forms of cultural expression were found in oral traditions
like zajal (colloquial poetry), songs and audio-visual media (Fahmy 20m).

Nonetheless, publishers took steps to increase their circulation and profit
by targeting a wide readership and engaging in promotional practices, albeit
small-scale. For example, in Cairo and Alexandria, Fahmy explains how the
freedom and growth of private publishing resulted in the ‘simplification of
language and the streamlining of newspaper and book content to attract an
increasingly non-specialized readership’ (Fahmy 2011: 32). Concurrently, peri-
odicals were used to promote new publications and medications/medical ser-
vices, thus becoming the first sites for advertisements in the burgeoning market
economy (Shechter 2005).2 For instance, in an 1860 issue of al-Khuri’s Hadigat
al-akhbar the advertisements in the newspaper’s back matter included descrip-
tions and prices of books published by the periodical’s office, as well as ads for
anti-gout medications sold at local pharmacies (‘Ilan’ 1860: 4). Journal publish-
ers also promoted the works of their peers in other locales. For instance, in an
1884 issue of al-Tabib the announcements advertise the first issue of al-Bayan
(1884-1893), a bi-weekly periodical of politics and literature published in Cairo
(al-Yaziji, et al. 1884).

At this time, announcements in newspapers and journals were simple in
design, with only slight typographic variations and rudimentary illustrations.
This is not only indicative of the simplicity of the publishing industry’s aesthet-
ics and techniques at the time, but it also shows their approach to promotion
and marketing. Until the late 1800s, advertising in Beirut was relatively new and
limited. Ayalon explains through an example from a 1913 issue of the Beirut-
based newspaper Lisan al-hal, that by the early twentieth century, the content
of advertisements became more diverse, included more ornamentation and
displayed a wider range of non-Arabic type (Ayalon 1995). In late nineteenth-
century Egypt, although advertising eventually gained currency as a result of
the increased commercialization of print media, most advertisements in Egyp-
tian journals still promoted the publications of the presses where these period-
icals were printed (see Russell 2000—2001; Shechter 2005; Ayalon 2016, 1995).
In Istanbul, illustrated Ottoman journals for women featured advertisements

3 Publicity appeared earlier, in the 1700s, through handwritten advertisements posted at tav-
erns and restaurants to attract a European clientele in Cairo and Alexandria (Schwartz 2015).
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promoting local and European commodities (Frierson 2000). Similarly, early
twentieth-century advertisements in Ottoman gazettes included a number of
illustrations and typographic variations, which appeared alongside letters to
the editor and announcements in the back of these periodicals (Brummett
2000). Thus, while the professionalization of ad agents began taking shape in
American and European markets during the mid-nineteenth century (Lears
1994 ), this did not become a specialized occupation in the region until the mid-
twentieth century.

Until then, various presses and publishers, including the AmP, used myr-
iad promotional practices to encourage the sale of their publications, type and
publishing services. European booksellers produced some of the earliest press
catalogs (dating to 1858) in Pera; these were followed in 1884 by catalogs list-
ing Turkish works. Press catalogs from booksellers in Pera also listed Arabic
publications printed at author and journalist Ahmad Faris al-Shidyaq’s (1805—
1887) Matba‘at al-Jawa’ib (where he published the Arabic newspaper al-Jawa’ib)
(Strauss 2003; Ayalon 2016). Similarly, regional ABCFM missionary presses and
booksellers produced catalogs to promote their works; these catalogs resem-
bled those printed in Istanbul, Mosul and Bombay.*

The AmP catalogs, which I discuss in the next section, are perhaps the most
substantial examples of this press’s advertising endeavors. However, in pro-
moting its products and services, the AMP, like other presses and establish-
ments in the region, used additional ad hoc advertising practices that were
common at the time. These included announcing or discussing key AMP publi-
cations via their mission-sponsored journals, such as al-Nashra (Womack 2015).
The mission also communicated AMP updates to an American church audi-
ence through notices in the ABCFM’s The Missionary Herald (1821-1934) and its
annual reports, which were published. The Syria mission’s report in the May
1870 issue of The Missionary Herald, for instance, details the number of pages
printed at the press to date, the various establishments that it sold copies of its
Arabic type to and the type-making techniques it used (ABCFM 1870). Books
themselves were also used as promotional tools. For instance, a large format
1915 edition of the mission’s Arabic Bible, al-Kitab al-Mugaddas, includes an
addendum in English that describes and promotes the AMP’s newly improved
Arabic type (used in the text) (AMP 1915). Occasionally, the AMP also published

4 This is based on an examination of similar pamphlets from the Bible House in Istanbul,
specifically the catalogs of 1881, 1890, 1896, and the supplements of 1884 and 1885. Ameri-
can Research Institute in Turkey, Istanbul Center Library, online in Digital Library for Inter-
national Research Archive. http://www.dlir.org/archive/orc-exhibit/items/show/collection/
6/id/no71.
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Arabic lists of book titles and their prices. One such example is an 1868 price list
(fig.1). Designed as along-format sheet, to be posted on a surface, the price list is
crowned with the heading ‘Matba‘at al-Amirkan’ (‘the Americans’ press’), com-
posed in a large font and set within a rectangular cartouche; ornament-filled
decorative borders add to the flyer’s visual appeal. While these are examples
of the varied ways the AMP promoted its products, the press’s catalogs best
illustrate the overlapping commercial and intellectual interests that were man-
ifested in the realm of publishing and its ‘imagined space’ of efendiyya readers.

4 Marketing to efendiyya Interests

As one of the region’s earliest Arabic presses, the AMP used its catalogs to pro-
mote what it perceived were its advantages over its competition in the market.
In this section I argue that through the text and images found in the AMP cat-
alogs, the mission located itself on the vanguard of the publishing industry. It
did this by emphasizing its long history in the region, its bilingual experience
and capabilities, its specialist knowledge and its advanced technological equip-
ment. More critically, a closer reading of these catalogs elucidates how the AMP,
which was clearly engaging efendiyya interests via its promotional content and
illustrations, strove to highlight the mission’s modern, specifically western, cul-
tural values and practices. Ottoman audiences frequently understood this view
of ‘modern-as-western’ as alla franca or ifranji (in the European way).
Scholars of nineteenth-century Ottoman cultural history situate the var-
ied local, elite and middle-class interests in alla franca aesthetics as part of
these social groups’ negotiation and interpretation of a local, lived experience
of modernity, particularly as it applies to the social and cultural strands of
Tanzimat and/or nahda ideologies. According to scholarship on the subject,
Ottoman interest in alla franca applied to a variety of cultural practices, includ-
ing architecture (Ersoy 2015), fashion (Frierson 2000), notions of ‘modern’
temporality (Wishnitzer 2015), music, theater productions and café-concerts
(Menemencioglu1983), and the fashioning of taste in the modern home (Abou-
Hodeib 2017). The discourses on the concept of alla franca, however, are most
prominently featured in studies of nineteenth-century Ottoman literature. For
example, in her work on Ottoman Turkish literature by elite male authors,
Hiilya Yildiz explains how alla franca appears in these narratives as ‘the pre-
occupation with authenticity, purity, and imitation of what is perceived to be
European manners’; these customs are set in opposition to ‘alaturca, in the
Turkish or traditional way’ (Yildiz 2012: 544). The manifested tension between
these two descriptions is also a substantive characteristic of Arabic literary nar-
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ratives, such as Salim al-Bustani’s (1848-1884) serialized novel Asma printed in
issues of al-finan in 1873, in which ‘western’ culture is seen as a detractor of
‘Arab’ traditions (see Zachs and Halevi 2015).

Similar to other localized notions of modernity, the views of what consti-
tuted ifranji practices and conventions varied among the Ottoman populace.
Nor were these concepts applied to or acceptable for all forms of cultural pro-
duction. Butrus al-Bustani, in his Khutba fi adab al-‘arab (An address on the
literature of the Arabs) famously lauded western ‘civilizations’ for their print-
ing presses in the region, but deplored the way the local population mimicked
the clothing of the ifranj (foreigners) and the use of European terms in Ara-
bic translations (al-Bustani 1859). Similarly, as Fruma Zachs and Sharon Halevi
point out, al-Khuri, in his serialized novel Way ... idhan lastu bi-ifranji (Alas ... 1
am not a foreigner; 1859-1861) derided the increasingly local interest in ifranji
attitudes toward dining and social practices (Zachs and Halevi 2015: 100). The
significance of these concepts can be seen in the local interest in achieving
mu‘asara, or contemporaneity (as described in Scheid 2010), combined with
the localized sense of progress (tagaddum) and civilization (tamaddun) in the
formation of a modern society. Indeed, as Sheehi explains, the local efendiyya
actors ‘looked to Western models to reform Ottoman society, economy, and
governance ... with a profound degree of self-awareness and ideological intent’
(Sheehi 2016: 6).

For the AMP, the professionalization of the publishing industry resulted in
what Chow terms the ‘pressure for difference), as he discusses in the context of
Ming-era publishing (Chow 1996: 130). This struggle for a ‘mass’ audience (for
its press products and proselytizing goals®) challenged the AMP to distinguish
itself from its competition. What the AMP perceived was its advantageous ‘edge’
over the more ‘amateur’ producers in the market was its ifranji characteristics.
For the mission, however, it is important to clarify that this notion of ifranji
was also tied to its views on ‘evangelical modernity’. To illustrate this point, it
is necessary to examine its catalogs as self-contained objects, taking into con-
sideration their materiality (organization and content), and the way in which
members of the AMP editorial office intended for the booklets to be read. The
following sections offer a close study of three key themes in the catalogs: the
promotion of specialist knowledge and technology, the emphasis on the AMP’s
bilingual advantage, and the messages of ‘evangelical modernity’ as seen in the
catalogs’ illustrations.

5 The missionary conversion project in Syria is often understood as a failed endeavor (Makdisi
2008).
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41 Specialist Knowledge and Technology

As noted, the AMP catalogs discussed in this study date to 1884, 1886, 1887,
1891, and 1896. Of these, the 1884 and 1886 editions, entitled Bayan asar al-
kutub al-mawjuda fi [-matba‘a al-amirkaniyya fi Bayrut (Bulletin of prices of
books available at the American Press in Beirut), are thirty-four pages and not
illustrated. The later illustrated editions, Barnamaj al-matba‘a al-amirkaniyya
li-l-murasilin al-amirkaniyyin fi Suriyya (An illustrated catalogue and price list
of publications of the American Mission Press, in Syria), feature at least fifty
engravings and are ninety-five pages in length. Nonetheless, all of these exam-
ples share a number of key commonalities. For instance, each catalog has an
English back cover and Arabic front cover (fig. 2), indicating that the booklets
were meant to read from right-to-left. The text of each catalog appears in Arabic
and English; this would seem to indicate that the AMP wanted to appeal to bilin-
gual readers. Additionally, books and pamphlets for sale are organized under
similar headings, for instance ‘Scriptures’, ‘Educational and Scientific Works),
‘Historical Works), ‘Religious Works’ and ‘Poetic Works'. The sections at the end
of some editions, such as the 1884 and 1886 catalogs, include a list of ‘Contro-
versial’ religious literature (specifically, criticisms of local or Catholic churches)
and ‘Miscellaneous’ works, that include issues of al-Mugtataf and al-Tabib, as
well as key publications by Syrian efendiyya scholars like Ibrahim Sarkis, Nawfal
Nawfal and al-Bustani.

The 1887, 1891, and 1896 illustrated catalogs are more substantial in size and
content, include a variety of illustrations and a number of type specimens,
and they are generally more visually appealing than earlier catalogs that were
not illustrated. In addition to containing more pages than the earlier catalogs,
the illustrated booklets were printed on higher-quality paper, on a heavier and
more polished stock than the thin paper of the versions of 1884 and 1886 that
were not illustrated. The sections that comprise the content intended for pub-
lishers and printers occupy approximately the first fifteen pages of each illus-
trated catalog, thus presumably ensuring that this material would be the first
aspects of the booklets that interested readers and customers would see. Of
particular note is a two-page advertisement that describes the services offered
by the AMP (fig. 3). This includes a one-page passage in Arabic detailing these
services; on the adjacent page, a visual arrangement of decorative English type
sold at the press announce the services on offer using technical print terminol-
ogy. The Arabic text reads:

The American press; established in Malta in 1822; moved to Beirut in
1834; prints books in Arabic, Turkish, Persian and European languages,
and items for use by merchants (tujjar) and factory owners (ashab al-
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ma‘amil), such as notebooks, bills, tickets and the like; as well as cartes
de visite and greeting cards of all kinds; this can be done by copper [elec-
trotyped] sheets or by letterpress type or on the stone [lithographic] press;
[it also sells] illustrations of science, philosophy, chemistry, anatomy,
physiology, geometry ... landscapes, plants, animals and the likes for the
purpose of illustrating [texts], and they can be engraved on copper or
lead; [it] also prints Arabic and foreign (ifranjiyya) maps and its sells Ara-
bic and foreign types like those appearing in this catalog and [it sells]
postal paper, envelopes of many sizes, pencils, and English books bound
with decorative covers suitable for gifts and offers custom binding of suit-
able quality and at reasonable prices.
AMP1887: 5

This promotional text and English type display (fig. 3), which appears in the
other illustrated catalogs in 1891 and 1896, shows how the AMP emphasized
its experience, specialist knowledge and technological acumen in the field of
publishing in particular, and education in general. The text is crowned by the
somewhat misleading subheading ‘established in Malta in 1822; [and] moved
to Beirut in 1834’; this was a way to link the AMP to the ABCFM’s earlier printing
office in Malta (though Arabic books were not actually produced there) (Roper
1998). This same line (in English and Arabic) appears on all the catalogs’ front
and back covers (seen in fig. 2). The pertinence (and repetition) of this line, I
would argue, is to locate the AMP and its mission as an established enterprise;
one steeped in a knowledge of local history. More importantly, with this simple
statement, the AmP implicitly claims to be the first regional Arabic commercial
press; a position generally considered to belong to the Bulaq Press in Cairo.
The text then lists the languages in which the press can print books. Once
again, this speaks to the AMP’s status as an experienced, ‘western’ enterprise
that can easily navigate between regional and European languages and offer
translation and publishing services. Additionally, the differentiation of services
offered to merchants (¢ujjar) and factory owners (ashab al-ma‘amil) communi-
cates their expert knowledge of different media (e.g., bills and cartes de visite)
and advanced printing technology. For instance, electrotyping, the use of a cop-
per plate to produce an exact replica of pre-set type, was relatively new to the
western publishing industry (and popular in the late 1800s) and was not yet
widely available in the Ottoman realms. In fact, in the late 1860s, the missionar-
ies themselves had to travel to New York in order to create electrotype plates for
their Arabic Bible (ABCFM 1866). The AMP’s specialist knowledge is also empha-
sized in the list of engravings by field of study. Although we might wonder how
images of ‘philosophy’ could be illustrated, the reference to different branches
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of biology (e.g., physiology and anatomy) and other sciences (e.g., geometry
and chemistry) speaks to the educated, professional members of the efendiyya
class. These aspects of the AMP catalogs illustrate how the AmP situated itself as
a forerunner of local printing practices by stressing its ability to achieve ‘west-
ern’ publishing standards for the regional market.

4.2 Type and Language

In all of the illustrated catalogs the promotional pages are followed by compo-
sitions using different type samples of the mission’s popular ‘American Arabic’
in various font weights and sizes (fig. 4). This type was significant for its leg-
ibility, aesthetic form and ease of use, which made it a popular type among
Arabic publishers (Glass 1998; Roper 1998; Auji 2016). For instance, this type,
which came into use at the AMP in 1842, was still being sold in 1870 (albeit in
new variations) to regional printing establishments, such as the Jesuit press in
Beirut and the Dominican press in Mosul (ABCFM 1870). The AMP’s ability to
offer this type in many weights and sizes (including the large font seen in fig. 5)
was particularly advantageous at a time when publishers were beginning to
employ the typographic variations in their publications, advertisements and
educational materials.

It is noteworthy that these catalogs were bilingual—Arabic and English—as
this emphasized the AMP’s technical proficiency in these, and other, languages.
The use of both Arabic and English was not simply to make these works acces-
sible to a non-Arabic speaking audience. Rather, these catalogs were clearly
marketing toward local Arabic-speaking groups. For instance, the catalogs, like
Arabic, read from right-to-left, and the book lists and descriptions, appeared
in both Arabic and English, but often include more descriptive information
about the items in Arabic, as is clear from the 1886 catalog (fig. 6). Concurrently,
the AMP catalogs promoted its linguistic and technical (printing) expertise
in English. Additionally, the display and sale of a variety of English type, the
announcement of English books available, and the statement (in the 1896 edi-
tion) that the AMP ‘promptly’ attended to book orders ‘from European, Ameri-
can, or Beirut press’ (AMP 1896: 9) shows that the AMP catered to its perception
of the local interest in its English language abilities and European connections.

The issue of language was also pertinent to the mission’s evangelical pro-
gram, particularly during the late nineteenth century. Intriguingly, the pro-
motion of English (type, books and related services) contradicted the mis-
sion’s earlier proselytizing program, which initially discouraged English edu-
cation among potential converts. This policy on emphasizing ‘native’ language
instruction was established by the ABCFM for most of its missions to non-
English speaking locales, like the mission to India (Anderson 1861). In addition
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to preaching in Arabic, the Protestant missionaries, in the mid nineteenth cen-
tury, believed that the language of instruction at their educational institutions
should be in the vernacular of the ‘native’ populace (Anderson 1844). In fact,
when the Syrian Protestant College (SPC) was established in 1866 all courses
were taught in Arabic (even by American or European instructors).

By the 1880s, however, the mission took a different approach to English edu-
cation, and in 1887 the spc shifted its course instruction to English. This was
done largely in response to the preferences of the local audience, who increas-
ingly sought a ‘foreign’ education in Europe and desired to acquire ifranji lan-
guages like French (Arnold 2014; Womack 2012). According to the sPC course
catalog from 1905, the freshman year at the institution (in addition to requir-
ing courses in Arabic, French and Turkish) was ‘devoted to a thorough study of
structural English’ (SPC 1905-1906: 12). This entry further describes English as
‘one of the greatest languages of modern times’ that grants students ‘access to
the wealth of literary, scientific and philosophical works found in it’ (SPC 1905—
1906: 12). The inclusion of English fonts and publications among the AmP’s
commodities was an attempt to position the mission and its press as a regional
‘authority’ of this language, in particular, and ifranji culture, in general. The
emphasis on English also reflects the mission’s perception of the broader, trans-
regional and multilingual interests of the local efendiyya readership. Addition-
ally, the advertising of English type alongside technical printing jargon in Ara-
bic, which reads like a lexigraphy of technical terms, offers us some insight into
the practices of a publishing industry that was in the process of becoming more
professional.

4.3 Hllustrations

The illustrated catalogs also feature a range of attractive engravings, copies of
which were available for sale (as detailed in the text quoted). These images
were from AMP publications (e.g., al-Nashra) and a number of illustrated Ara-
bic books, including translations of John Bunyan’s The Holy War (al-Harb al-
muqaddasa), The Swiss Family Robinson (Kitab al-taraf al-shahiyya fi akhbar
al-‘aila al-suissiyya), and Richard Newton’s (1813—1887) The Life of Jesus Christ for
the Young (Tarikh hayat yasu‘ al-masih), which encompassed a variety of illus-
trations, including some that are not clearly religious in content (fig. 7). How-
ever, these were not the only sources from which images were reproduced. In
fact, of the fifty illustrations found in each issue, no more than nine engravings
were originally used in a single volume printed at the AMP. The engravings were
thus a curated group of images that were pulled from various AMP publications.
The illustrations that appeared most commonly, making up approximately fif-
teen images per catalog, depict elements of war or battle-related themes (fig. 8).
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Indeed, the illustrations vary in scope and aesthetic conventions, resulting in
an eclectic collection of visual stimuli. Thus, these images publicized the books
that were for sale as well as the diversity and technical skill of the numerous
copies of engraved plates that were on offer at the AmP.

Moreover, the majority of the engravings in the catalogs pertained to themes
of contemporary cultural and technological progress. We can argue that the
AMP likely saw these illustrations as suitable for engaging the interests of the
local readership based on the kind of literary-scientific subject matter pub-
lished in regional Arabic books and periodicals. For instance, images included
scientific fields, such as astronomy and physiology (fig. 6) and steam technol-
ogy (fig. 9). A few images related to Egyptology and archeological ‘discoveries’
that were popular among European audiences and the efendiyya (Reid 2002;
Colla 2007; Shaw 2003), such as renditions of Mesopotamian findings, hiero-
glyphics (fig. 10), and the Giza pyramids (fig. 7). A number of these illustrations
were full-page renditions of landscapes and cityscapes (fig. 11), some of which
seemed to emulate the visual conventions of orientalist paintings and photo-
graphic traditions. Orientalist themes are also apparent in a handful of images
that depict the customs and cultures of ‘far away’ or ‘exotic’ locations, such as
Japan (fig. 12). Although it was understood as a ‘western’ artistic tradition, ori-
entalist art and its conventions resonated with, and were often reproduced by,
a number of Ottoman urbanites and bourgeoisie (Ersoy 2015, 2011; Shaw 2009;
Sheehi 2016).

Concurrently, some of these images reflected the mission’s ‘universalist’
views of Christianity and a tempered visual evangelism. Through explicit and
implicit Christian themes, these images demonstrate a nuanced overlap of
the mission’s evangelical visions and the religious perspectives of the target
efendiyya audience, many of whom were from local Christian communities.
The most notable of these images are three full-page renditions of two key
scenes from the life of Christ, the nativity and the resurrection (fig. 13). These
images, which were similar in theme and visual attributes to book illustrations,
altarpieces, murals and icons that viewers encountered in their local churches
and villages, were clearly selected for their appeal to a ‘universal’ Christian
worldview.

We find a similarly ‘universalist’ theme in images of the ‘spiritual warfare’
between the forces good and evil. For example, many of the previously men-
tioned illustrations of battle themes include scenes from The Holy War. This
was an allegorical tale of a fictive battle between the citizens of Bunyan’s Man-
soul (a city built for the worship of Shaddai (God)) and Diabolus (translated as
Satan or iblis). For instance, one illustration from this tale from the 1896 catalog
(fig. 14) has the caption ‘ibilis at the entrance of the Ear-gate) and shows Dia-
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bolus’s army, wielding their weapons while entering Mansoul through a gate in
the shape of an ear. Another image (fig. 15) depicts a redemptive scene from
The Holy War, in which Emmanuel (Shaddai’s son) restores Mansoul with the
literal ‘binding’ of Diabolus (McKelvey 2011).

Similar themes of ‘spiritual warfare’ and redemption are found in other illus-
trations. For example, an image that appears in all the catalogs (fig. 16) depicts
amore real-life battle for Man’s soul’; in this illustration, a dying soldier (during
the American Civil War) receives his last rites (fig. 16). Other allegorical scenes,
which can be interpreted as depictions of ‘Man’s’ (spiritual or physical) strug-
gle against external threats, appear in general battle and hunting scenes. An
engraving from The Swiss Family Robinson (fig. 15), for instance, shows mem-
bers of the family hunting wild animals after being shipwrecked on a fictional
island. The Swiss family’s gradual taming of this wilderness (including the con-
version of ‘savage’ island-dwellers) through their Protestant work ethic and
faith, also represents an early example of colonial narratives of ‘civilizing’ the
savage ‘other’ (discussed in Miller 2004).

These battle scenes simultaneously act as visual signifiers of the mission’s
millenarian views of the salvation and spiritual reform of local readers—and
also serve to showcase the AMP’s technical skill. As Isabel Hofmeyr explains,
in regard to similar translations of Bunyan'’s texts by missionaries in Nigeria,
such examples of ‘visual evangelism’ serve as forms of ‘spectacle’ that are meant
to attract a large audience since ‘illustrations were a universal language that
could promote the illusion of shared understanding’ (Hofmeyr 2004: 174). The
Protestant universalist underpinnings of these visuals and narratives are part
and parcel of the mission’s evangelical goal to attract converts. The AMP cata-
logs’ emphasis on engravings that depict varied themes of allegorical battles,
science and technology, archeology, civilization and the like, illustrate what I
have described as the promotion of the evangelical messages intertwined with
those of ifranji modernity. Specifically, the appearance of visuals representing
evangelical themes, on the one hand, and those reflecting contemporaneous
interests in archeology, science and technology, on the other, illustrate, as Mak-
sidi put it, the mission’s interest in promoting an ‘evangelical modernity’ (Mak-

disi 1997).
5 Conclusion
Through their textual, typographic and visual elements, the AMP’s illustrated

and non-illustrated catalogs demonstrate the press’s engagement in an increas-
ingly competitive Arabic publishing industry. As I have discussed here, a close
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analysis of the AMP catalogs shows how this press strove to locate itself at the
forefront of the local print industry by marketing its products and services
to a local efendiyya audience of educators, readers, merchants and publish-
ers who made up their main clientele. Tapping into the perception that this
social class was interested in aspects of ifranji culture, the AMP strove to pro-
mote its specialization in western printing services and products, as well as its
long-established expertise in the languages and conventions of local modes of
book production. As early examples of local advertising practices, the AMP cat-
alogs also elucidate the commercial dynamics of an increasingly specialized
and industrialized market.

Concurrently, via the strategic use of non-specialist imagery that included
engravings of battle scenes, archeology, landscapes, travel imagery and sci-
entific progress, the AMP catalogs strove to engage the local naida discourse
while also proselytizing to a non-literate audience via dynamic, universalist,
imagery. Specifically, these catalogs demonstrate the combination of the AMP’s
interest in achieving commercial success and engaging a mass audience to
whom the mission could communicate its evangelical ideals. These catalogs,
as examples of free publications, show a blurring of distinctions between reli-
gious, secular and commercial interests to the degree that it is difficult to parse
out these different threads; rather we see the visual ‘mixed messages’ found
in regional and global missionary productions (Scott and Griffiths 2005). The
wider significance of these catalogs can be seen in how they demonstrate
the ways in which the commercial language and techniques of the publishing
industry overlapped with (and commodified) the intellectual discourse of the
efendiyya’s ‘imagined public sphere’.
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FIGURE 2  Back (LEFT) and front (RIGHT) covers. AMP (1891). Barnamaj al-Matba‘a al-

Amirkaniyya. AMP: Beirut
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FIGURE 12 [llustration of orientalist subject matter. AMP (1891). Barnamaj al-Matba‘a al-

Amirkaniyya. AMP: Beirut. Pp. 26
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