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This exquisitely illustrated volume constitutes a veritable encyclopaedia of the important urban institution of the bathhouse (ḥammām) in Sanaʿa, Yemen. A collective volume prepared by six authors and a photographer, it documents Sanʿani bathhouses from all perspectives possible. It engages their architecture, history, but, most importantly, the practices and professions associated with them (chapters 1 and 2) and their role in the urban culture. Interestingly, this is documented for both men and women, with the ḥammām possibly playing a larger role for the latter. Sadly, we do not learn about the women working in ḥammāms, though, while the male professions are explained in detail. Interspersed are translations from religious tracts, novels, poetry and advice by the ḥammāms to their users describing bathing experiences, mentioning the remedies against illness offered by a visit to the bathhouse or recounting proverbs associated with the visit.

This exclusively urban institution had, until the forced termination of research in 2011, withstood many political and social upheavals and managed to even spread into the newly built suburbs. Whereas, in many Arab cities, modern bathrooms have largely replaced the bathhouses with some exceptions often geared towards tourism, Sanʿani ḥammāms seem to have retained their popular appeal, being closely interwoven with a number of rites of passage (such as marriage). It seems, however, that some concessions have recently been made to different types of bathing culture. Thus, a new ḥammām which opened in 2009 featured a steam room which was inspired by Damascene models. An even newer complex, opened in 2016 and programmatically termed “Gulf ḥammāms and swimming pool” featured said swimming pool (for men only), a sauna, steam bath and massage (transliterated from the English). Nevertheless, the ḥammām-side of it seems to have followed the traditional design, thus testifying to the resilience of the local tradition (p. 205).

Three central chapters focus on the different socio-religious aspects of the bathhouses. Chapter 3 discusses them as an abode of jinns (demons, spirits) which challenge the purity attained through bathing. In chapter 4, the practice of bathing is shown to be rooted in notions of healing based on Greek medicine and chapter 5 shows their role in urban social life. While, curiously, the question of purity and chastity is stated repeatedly, one wonders whether the bathhouse is not also associated with types of sexuality considered to be illicit (why otherwise the insistence on the lowered eyes and discreet changing practices)? 

Punctuated by a chapter on the architecture and building materials, and another one linking the bathhouses to other characteristic Sanʿani institutions and spaces like the mosque and the gardens, the final two chapters discuss the professions in the bathhouse and their (low) social status in the overall urban society. This notwithstanding, it also illustrates the ethics and knowledge associated with running such an establishment. 

This review also must comment on the exceptional photographs from a range of Sanʿani bathhouses (depicting, for obvious reasons, mostly architectural features or male practices). Maps showing the distribution of ḥammāms in Sanʿa and exemplary plans of selected old and modern establishments round off this very thorough and broad book. It should reach a wide audience interested in urban architecture, social practices and history far beyond the obvious audience of scholars on Yemen.
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