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Abstract

This article examines the business and economics of publishing in the early Beirut Nahḍa. First the practice of patronage to bring original works to print shows how money facilitated cultural production in the 1850s. Next a case study of Khalīl al-Khūrī’s (1836–1907) newspaper and press, Ḥadīqat al-Akhbār (“News Garden”, est. 1858) and al-Maṭbaʿa al-Sūriyya (the Syrian Press, est. 1857), respectively, reveals the operational challenges and financial difficulties of being a cultural entrepreneur and printing pioneer. Lastly a comprehensive study of al-ʿUmda al-Adabiyya li-Ishhār al-Kutub al-ʿArabiyya (the Literary Committee for Publishing Arabic Books, 1860–7), a partnership for which al-Khūrī was the project runner and printer, illustrates the role of crowdfunding and the importance of cooperation among the Beirut middle class. This article presents a realistic account of being “in the business” of publishing in the Arabic literary revival.
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In 1860 Khalīl al-Khūrī (1836–1907) altered the Beirut publishing landscape for the second time. A few years prior he had launched the city’s first Arabic newspaper Ḥadīqat al-Akhbār (“News Garden”) and founded a press, al-Maṭbaʿa al-Sūriyya (the Syrian Press), to print it. On 2 February 1860 he announced that he was expanding operations: His privately-owned letterpress would now accept orders from the general public.
 Less than two weeks later, al-Khūrī partnered with local intellectuals and businessmen to establish a shareholding publishing company.
 Named al-ʿUmda al-Adabiyya li-Ishhār al-Kutub al-ʿArabiyya (the Literary Committee for Publishing Arabic Books; hereafter, the Literary Committee), this partnership aimed to produce affordable editions of Arabic classics at his press. These two events put into relief the trials and trepidations of being “in the business” of publishing in the early Nahḍa (customarily translated as “Awakening”).

Stretching from the late eighteenth into the early twentieth centuries, the Nahḍa was “the Arab project of cultural and political modernity.”
 It was an era of literary activity and intellectual debates, as well as the genesis of political consciousness among Arabic-speaking populations in the Ottoman Empire. The Nahḍa unfolded during the Tanẓīmāt (1839–76), a period characterized by a series of social, economic, legislative, and administrative reforms promulgated by the Ottoman Sultan in Istanbul.
 It was the Hatt-ı Hümayun (1856), in particular, that enabled Arab Christians living in the realm, such as al-Khūrī and his associates, to pursue cultural entrepreneurialism.

Located on the littoral of Greater Syria,
 Beirut was both a site and a stage of the Nahḍa.
 During the long nineteenth century, the port town of roughly five thousand inhabitants swelled to one hundred thousand,
 and a new social stratum emerged. Composed primarily of merchants and intellectuals, this middle class possessed economic, political, and sociocultural capital. They congregated in literary-scientific societies, conducted international trade, worked for Western consulates, traveled to Europe, established schools, authored countless books, and launched periodicals.
 Considering themselves to be members of the civilized world, these individuals shaped the practices and debates that dominated the Beirut intellectual, political, literary, financial, and social scene.

Beirut was a commercial hub in the nineteenth century, informally known as a “merchant republic.”
 In 1856 the new Banque Impériale Ottomane opened a branch in the port city, therein affirming its financial and political importance in the region.
 The middle class engaged in business enterprises, in particular commercial partnerships. They bought stock in the Compagnie Ottomane de la Route Beyrouth à Damas (1857–63)
 and started shareholding companies among themselves and with European trading houses.
 In the realm of publishing, they contractually formed businesses with one another to establish printing presses and periodicals.
 Additionally, the emergent social class founded cultural partnerships in the form of literary-scientific societies, many of which required initial membership fees, as well as annual dues.
 al-Khūrī was particularly attune to the moneymaking fever sweeping through the city, such that he resolved in 1858—just months after launching his newspaper—to print a local edition of the Ottoman Commercial Codes because “many countrymen are craving to know the commercial laws and uncover its secrets.”
 Money made the world of nineteenth-century Beirut go round.

The printing press was the workhorse of Nahḍa, serving as both “a site and a means” of the sociocultural transformations transpiring in the Arabic-speaking world.
 Cultural entrepreneurs and social visionaries from among the Beirut middle class used letterpresses to both educate and entertain the public. They published newspapers and journals; wrote textbooks, poetry collections, and scholarly treatises; and penned novels and plays, both original and in translation.
 Despite the sheer quantity and quality of cultural output, scholars caution against overrating the impact of print technology in the Nahḍa.
 Nonetheless, the changes the presses initiated in the production and diffusion of information remain, in the words of the historian Ami Ayalon, “sufficiently profound, and their implications sufficiently far-reaching, to merit being labeled revolutionary.”

In recent years scholarship has turned its attention to the individual histories of the early private presses in Beirut. The classic compendia on the burgeoning print industry set the framework by offering short narratives and giving valuable information, such as publication lists, for future generations of researchers.
 Ami Ayalon’s The Arabic Print Revolution (2016) delivers a general account of the business of publishing in the Nahḍa, along with detailed case studies from later in the period, while Anthony Edwards (2022) provides a full, more nuanced establishment history of the Syrian Press.
 Additionally, scholars are approaching the economics of Nahḍa-era publishing as an object of study, giving special attention to the effects of nineteenth-century capitalism on literary production, the cultural and financial contributions of merchants to cultural activities and ideologies, and the journalistic press as both a product and a business enterprise.
 

This article examines the early activities of Khalīl al-Khūrī, a pioneer in the realm of Arabic print, to raise into relief the business aspects of publishing in the Nahḍa.
 An overview of the industry in 1850s Beirut and the role of patronage in publishing sets the stage for the following sections. The financial and operational challenges that al-Khūrī faced as the founder of the Syrian Press (est. 1857) and the editor-in-chief of its newspaper Ḥadīqat al-Akhbār (est. 1858) are discussed next. The final section offers the first comprehensive study of the Literary Committee (1860–67), a publishing partnership for which al-Khūrī was the registrar and whose publications he published at his printshop.
 This article presents a pragmatic account of the early days of publishing in Beirut, focusing on entrepreneurial motivation, financial struggles, business decisions, and printing practices.

I. Publishing and Patronage in 1850s Beirut

Printing was introduced in Greater Syria in the first half of the eighteenth century, and it remained chiefly in the hands of ecclesiastic scholars.
 In the mid-nineteenth century, three religious institutions dominated the print industry in Beirut. The American Protestant missionaries and the French Jesuit missionaries established their presses in 1834 and 1848, respectively,
 while in 1845 the Greek Orthodox Church restarted its Maṭbaʿat al-Qiddīs Jāwurjiyūs (St. George’s Press), after nearly a century of operational silence.
 These presses mainly produced theological and educational materials to promote the teachings of their respective churches.
 Some locally published Arabic literature was also available, such as poetry by Jirmānūs Farḥāt (d. 1732) and Ibn al-Fāriḍ (d. 1235) and al-Zawzanī’s (d. 1093) commentary on al-Muʿallaqāt (the Pre-Islamic “Suspended Odes”).

In the 1850s members of the middle class often brought their original works to print through self-publishing, called “job works” by the American Mission Press.
 A patron of the arts frequently covered the production costs which was noted by the phrase “bi-nafaqat… (financed by…)” either on the frontispiece or back page. For example, Louis Catafago, whose father Antoine (d. 1842) established a successful trading company in the eastern Mediterranean, funded Iskandar Abkāriyūs’ (1827–85) anthology of classical literature (1858).
 In addition to profiting from the investment, Ayalon suggests that benefactors subsidized the conversion of Arabic manuscripts into printed books “to reclaim a valuable text from oblivion and put it at the public’s disposal.”

Sponsors of contemporary literary production might have been similarly motivated. These men desired a financial return on their investment but also wanted to encourage local creativity, increase an author’s financial security, and broaden his visibility. Nāṣīf al-Yāzijī (1800–71) was a master of securing patronage from colleagues actively engaged in the Beirut literary and intellectual scene.
 Antonius Ameuney (1821–81), a dragoman for English-speaking diplomats, financed his first collection of poetry (1853).
 Nakhla Mudawwar, an affluent merchant in town, funded his rhymed-prose maqāmāt (episodic narratives) (1856).
 And a certain Mūsā ʿAṭā underwrote the costs of al-Yāzijī’s chapbook of chronogrammatic poetry (1859).
 Publishing was a costly proposition and, although precise details remain a mystery, one can imagine the high expenditures associated with editing, typesetting, proofreading, printing, folding, cutting, and binding, in addition to the material costs of ink and paper and the wages for laborers who performed all these tasks. Munificent patrons desirous of promoting the literary arts contributed with their purses to building the cultural infrastructure of the Nahḍa. 

Not all authors needed a benefactor. Several individuals were wealthy enough to bankroll their own publications. The merchant Salīm Bustrus (1839–83) covered the costs for his travelogue (1856) and the public intellectual Buṭrus al-Bustānī (1819–83) edited and financed the publication of Ṭannūs al-Shidyāq’s (1794–1861) history of Mt. Lebanon (1859).
 One man did not have to contract a press because he owned one. Ibrāhīm al-Najjār (1822–64), a native of Mt. Lebanon and the chief physician of the Ottoman military in town, published his ethnological-cum-autobiographical Miṣbāḥ al-Sārī wa-Nuzhat al-Qāriʾ (Traveler’s Light, Reader’s Delight) (1854/55–59), as well as a treatise on pregnancy and childbearing (1859), on a letterpress he brought from France.
 While a sponsor of the arts was essential for many, some had the personal capital to independently introduce contemporary literature to the emerging book market in Beirut.
II. Khalīl al-Khūrī and his Syrian Press 

Scholarship applauds al-Khūrī’s contributions to the medium of print and the field journalism. Less attention, however, has been given to the challenges his business faced and his reliance on countrymen for material and moral support.

Khalīl al-Khūrī was part of the social and intellectual milieu in Beirut from an early age. He studied versification with Nāṣīf al-Yāzijī and was recognized for his poetic talents by his teenage years. At the age of twenty-one his first collection of poetry was published at the American Mission Press as a job work, thanks to the patronage of Mūsā al-Khūrī (a relative?).
 Khalīl al-Khūrī socialized with the middle class and participated in their scholarly debates. He attended gatherings of the Médawar Literary Circle and associated with members of the Protestant circle in town, many of whom belonged to al-Jamʿiyya al-Sūriyya li-ktisāb al-ʿUlūm wa-l-Funūn (the Syrian Society of Arts and Sciences, est. 1847; hereafter, the Syrian Society).

al-Khūrī could not have actualized his newspaper or his Syrian Press without the support of his peers. Since the late 1840s, the middle class had advocated the establishment of an Arabic newspaper, or “jurnāl (journal)” as they called it, in Beirut. The US political and commercial secretary Antonius Ameuney and the merchant-littérateur Salīm Nawfal (1828–1902) tried to persuade the American missionaries to support such a venture, but nothing seems to have come of their petitions.
 In the mid-1850s Christians and Muslims came together to establish Ḥadīqat al-Akhbār.
 al-Khūrī entered into “a partnership (shirāka)”, in his words, with the merchant Mīkhāʾīl Mudawwar (1822–89)”,
 and with the support of others, the ambitious journalist and his financier formed “a society (jamʿiyya)”, according to the establishment charter.
 Through the collective efforts of city residents, Haḍīqat al-Akhbār gradually materialized.

Due to necessity and not initial desire, this group had to set up a printing facility. Described as “a company…among the natives” by the missionaries,
 these Beirutis had attempted to secure access to the American Mission Press but were presumably denied. Thus, the cohort was forced to establish an independent press in town so as to reify their project. They purchased a letterpress from the Greek Orthodox Church and founded the Syrian Press in 1857, which al-Khūrī managed.
 On 1 January 1858 the first issue of the journal proudly asserted the institutional independence of its proprietary press: “Printed at its press (bi-maṭbaʿatih) named the Syrian Press in the city of Beirut.”
 Mentioning that the press belonged to Ḥadīqat al-Akhbār—and by extension that the city and its inhabitants metaphorically owned a press—was a deliberate act of differentiation. al-Khūrī confidently published the press name on the covers of standalone books and serializations to affirm self-sufficiency.
 Affixing “the Syrian Press” on printed materials was a shrewd act of advertising, as well as an innovative design decision, because the American Mission Press, the major operator in town, did not print its name anywhere. The appearance of different typefaces on the same page intimates that he did not use the missionaries’ printing facilities, as Hala Auji pondered, but that his operations were technologically autonomous from the outset.
 By explicitly naming his publishing establishment, al-Khūrī broadcasted the independent nature of Arab technological involvement in the local print industry. 

While al-Khūrī oversaw operations, countless others were instrumental to making them happen. From January 1859 to April 1862, the commercial firm of Mūsā Bustrus and Nephews permitted “the office of Ḥadīqat al-Akhbār and the Syrian Press” to set up shop at their headquarters “next to the Grand Locanda” in the heart of Beirut.
 The laborers who made the physical newspaper are truly the unsung heroes of publishing. They proofread, set type, printed sheets, and folded pages.
 In 1860 production at the Syrian Press actually ceased for more than three months due to the departure of many typesetters.
 While most of these workers remain nameless, the archives do name Yūsuf al-Shalfūn (1839–95), who worked as a typesetter and gained the technical knowledge to establish al-Maṭbaʿa al-ʿUmūmiyya (the Public Press) in 1861.
 al-Khūrī’s compatriots helped created serializable content. Salīm Nawfal, who had proposed an Arabic periodical in 1851, translated a French novel, as did the merchants Salīm Bustrus and Iskandar Tuwaynī.
 When the newspaper became bilingual in 1870, al-Khūrī’s brother Salīm (1843–75) and Salīm Shaḥāda (1848–1907) edited the French portion.
 Employees and literary countrymen helped make and shape Ḥadīqat al-Akhbār.

The newspaper proved popular, gathering roughly 400 subscribers within three months.
 Unfortunately, many did not pay their annual subscription fee of 120 piasters, so al-Khūrī began what became a repetitive plea to readers to honor their debts.
 Impending financial disaster plagued the project and compelled him to bewail “I am a ruined man”, according to his London-based correspondent, Antonius Ameuney, who had envisioned a newspaper in the city nearly a decade earlier.
 To remain financial solvent, al-Khūrī devised ingenious tactics. He changed the literary serializations in response to waning interest and offered free issues containing a new episodically published novel, hoping to get readers hooked.
 To solidify and expand his customer base, he gifted free copies of al-Qawānīn al-Tijāriyya (the [Ottoman] Commercial Codes, 1859), which incidentally was the first standalone publication from the Syrian Press, to new, returning, and delinquent subscribers.
 He tried as well to boost sales of this publication by advertising a product scarcity and dropping the price by 25%.
 Through commercial gimmicks, al-Khūrī attempted to generate funds and sustain his nascent enterprise.

After two years of publishing, he decided to expand operations to save his business. The newspaper frontpage announced on 2 February 1860 that he was now accepting job works, which he explained months later included “literary and commercial orders.”
 Through this diversification of services, he could hope to compete with the American Mission Press and Ibrāhīm al-Najjār, who reportedly also took orders for “official documents, municipal ordinances, and commercial reports.”
 To carve out his share of the market, al-Khūrī emphasized the quality and variety of services he offered: low prices, clear print, fine paper, proofreading (taṣḥīḥ al-ṭibāʿa), and a quick turnaround time.
 He anticipated that job works would bring a steady infusion of cash and improve the financial wellbeing of the fledging Syrian Press.

al-Khūrī also made it his priority to secure an exquisite typeface, recognizing its commercial value. The American Mission Press completed job works using its exclusive collection of beautiful fonts that imitated the artistry of Arabic calligraphy.
 To become a serious competitor and raise the aesthetic standards of his press, al-Khūrī promised in February 1860 that he would fulfill orders “with fonts that are entirely better than the typeface used to publish this newspaper (ṣaḥīfa).”
 In March he set to “casting a new set of fonts” and in October announced that they were ready.
 Recognizing the moneymaking value of an attractive typeface, al-Khūrī made obtaining a worthwhile set central to his new business plan.

He was slow to capitalize on the new collection, adopting a mix-and-match approach with fonts in Ḥadīqat al-Akhbār until April 1864.
 Did he not have enough pieces to yield an entire four-page issue? Publications from the Syrian Press suggest that this was the case. Between 1861 and early 1862, he published three novels yet only utilized the calligraphic lettering on the frontispiece and certain headings.
 As these works had been initially serialized in the old font,
 perhaps he reused the plates for expediency or did not have the manpower to set new type. The publication year on the book editions also bares residual influence from the serializations. For example, the cover for the Arabic translation of Madāmwāzīl Mālābiyār (Mademoiselle de Malepeire), a French novel by Madame Charles Reybaud (1802–70), says 1860, which reflects when it first appeared in the newspaper.
 The standalone version, however, was not released until August 1861—one month after the last installment appeared.
 It appears that al-Khūrī reserved the new fonts for first-time publications, such as the Ottoman Penal Code (1862) and two poetry collections released in 1863.
 The anomaly in publication years and the continuation of the inelegant typeface, alongside the privileging of the elegant collection, puts into relief some of the practical and experimental challenges he navigated, such as balancing the demands of an expanding business with a limited amount of appealing font. 

Imperial monies eventually improved al-Khūrī’s financial footing. In 1860 he became the dragoman of the Ottoman Foreign Minister Fuʾād Pasha (1814–69), who came to town to restore order after confessional violence erupted in the region.
 In praise of the special envoy from Istanbul, the Beirut middle class wrote copious amounts of poetry which al-Khūrī printed in Ḥadīqat al-Akhbār and then published as a standalone volume.
 The link between politics, economics, and publishing solidified when Istanbul started giving al-Khūrī a monthly stipend of 20 Ottoman pounds in 1860, turning the local journal into a semi-official organ of the state. In 1867 the provincial government raised the amount to 30 Ottoman pounds per month, thereby formally making Ḥadīqat al-Akhbār the official newspaper of the Province of Syria.
 The subsidies did end at some point, after which al-Khūrī presumably had enough monies to finance operations himself.
 Through government sponsorship, the publishing enterprise initiated by a company of middle-class men in Beirut and managed by a poet-turned-newspaperman and printer moved forward, operating until about one year before al-Khūrī’s death in 1907.
 

Establishing an independent printing house in Beirut required patience, determination, and most importantly support from the resident community. The above case of Khalīl al-Khūrī reveals how he relied immensely on the financial backing, literary contributions, and physical labors of many individuals to realize a community vision for a local newspaper.

III. A Publishing Partnership

On 23 February 1860 businessmen and littérateurs in Beirut established the Literary Company to publish affordable editions of Arabic classics.
 Khalīl al-Khūrī played a key role in the enterprise, serving as its registrar (kātib al-quyūd) and printing its books at the Syrian Press. The extent archives of the project, i.e., notices in Ḥadīqat al-Akhbār and the two publications, are the result of his work and his printshop and provide an opportunity to investigate the business of cooperative publishing in the early Beirut Nahḍa.

The novelty of this project was its incorporation as “a literary partnership (shirāka adabiyya).
 The inaugural notice publicized the extraordinary structure of this public company and underscored how the collaborative aspect informed all practices. In the legal terminology of the day, it was an “anonymous company” or an “anonyme”, which “according to commercial principles, does not have a storefront (ʿunwān) and cannot be identified by the name of a stockholder by any means.”
 There were many advantages to founding a shareholding company in Beirut, which might have been modeled on the publishing “consortiums” in 1850s and 1860s Cairo.
 By crowdsourcing monies, a sizeable venture which would otherwise be prohibitively expensive for a single individual to bear became possible. Furthermore, risk was distributed among all investors, as well as any liability.

The project generated capital by selling stock. Someone could join for as low as twelve shares and pay in installments. No stockholder was permitted to buy more than 3,000 piasters worth of shares. Membership was capped at 24 and open for two months: March and April 1860.
 Just like al-Khūrī’s Syrian Press in its early years, it appears that financial problems afflicted this venture too. As only one man joined after the initial announcement, therein raising the total number of shareholders to fifteen, the business never acquired monies from nine other anticipated shareholders.
 Furthermore, pledges did not necessarily translate into actual payments and therefore available equity. Within months the Literary Committee started publicly reminding investors to honor their financial commitments.
 The scant archives indicate that the capital of the business might have been insubstantial, rendering it difficult to operate effectively. 

The partnership was a proper business. A constitution comprised of at least nine articles communicated objectives, outlined responsibilities, and stipulated an initial five-year lifespan.
 The executive board (al-ʿumda al-ʿāmila) managed operations and in 1860 was staffed by Ḥusayn Bayhum (nāẓir (director)), Buṭrus al-Bustānī (mudīr, manager), Khalīl al-Khūrī (kātib al-quyūd, registrar), Salīm Bustrus (amīn al-ṣundūq, treasurer), and Jirjis al-Jāhil (amīn al-kutub, book superintendent).
 These men jointly decided what to print, wrote an annual report, and conferred to approve or reject prospective members. The book superintendent was tasked as well with distributing and selling publications. Annual elections determined appointments to the executive board, although the records do not hint at any changes between the first and last years of operations.

The shareholders were middle-class Christians and Muslims from Beirut and its environs.
 They regarded themselves to be members of an increasing global society who worked in the commercial, administrative, and literary sectors. Salīm Bustrus was a merchant, Nawfal Nawfal a local bureaucrat, Buṭrus al-Bustānī a dragoman at the US Consulate, and Khalīl al-Khūrī a gifted poet who assembled five collections within twenty-eight years.
 The business was among the earliest multiconfessional projects in Beirut, composed of four Muslims and eleven Christians. The Christians did not constitute a homogenous block but came from the Greek Orthodox, Greek Catholic, Maronite, and Protestant communities.
 Embodying the ecumenical spirt of the age,
 the partnership broadcasted how it “has emerged as a symbol of the good rapport and unity among the followers of various confessions, regardless of prejudices and related matters.”
 To textually practice this camaraderie, al-Khūrī printed shareholders’ surnames in his newspaper for all to see “in alphabetical order, according to the decision of this partnership.”
 Furthermore, to bring together its prospective readership, he printed both Christian and Islamic publication years on book covers, just like he did on the newspaper frontpage.
 The fifteen middle-class shareholders collectively engaged in a business venture that overlooked religious differences.
Although anyone could join, not a single missionary or foreign resident in Beirut did. The reasons remain unclear. American missionaries and diplomats had taken part in learned societies and educational projects alongside Syrian Christians.
 Foreign businessmen likewise energetically supported cultural projects. The British merchant James Black (1817–79), for example, helped found ʿUmdat al-Khiṭābāt (the Oration Committee, est. 1859) with Syrian Christians and American missionaries and served on its executive board, alongside Paul Broé (c. 1814–?), the Director of the Banque Impériale Ottomane in town.
 The executive board members were the gatekeepers of the Literary Committee, evaluating all applications to the partnership. Was nationality a criterion for acceptance?
 An unwritten rule of discrimination seems problematic to the financial health of the business for, as far as the archives reveal, it was nine shareholders short of the desired 24. Another possibility is that Americans and Europeans were unwilling to financially align themselves with the local population. In particular, perhaps the missionaries refrained from investing because there were four Muslim shareholders? Bracketing conjecture aside, the partnership was an entirely homegrown project with full multiconfessional support from the Ottoman Syrian middle class. 
The Literary ʿUmda did not resemble the nomenclature of concomitant collaborative projects, such as the Syrian Jamʿiyya or al-Jamʿiyya al-ʿIlmiyya al-Sūriyya (the Syrian Learned Jamʿiyya, est. 1868). According to the Buṭrus al-Bustānī, a jamʿiyya is “a group of people who assemble, regularly or irregularly, for the sake of a designated purpose,” while an ʿumda is composed of “one or more men designated (yuqām) to examine a matter and report on it or put it into effect, or to implement something for the common good.”
 Thus an ʿumda is an body of individuals entrusted with a particular task for a specific period of time. The word could describe a specific group within an organization, e.g., al-ʿumda al-ʿāmila (the executive board) of the Syrian Jamʿiyya,
 or denote a freestanding entity, such as the single-season Oration ʿUmda which hosted public lectures in Beirut. Through its name, the Literary ʿUmda for Publishing Arabic Books communicated its unique structure and institutional charge.
The Syrian constituency of the Oration ʿUmda might have spearheaded the formation of the Literary ʿUmda.
 al-Bustānī and al-Khūrī played prominent roles in both projects, each delivering a lecture at the former.
 al-Khūrī occasionally even referred to the lecture-oriented committee as the Literary ʿUmda.
 Despite titular conflation, the 1860 business was distinct. Its constitution unmistakably records a period between “the Literary Committee” and the phrase “li-ishhār al-kutub al-ʿarabiyya (for publishing Arabic books)”, as if to underscore its discrete identity and new directive.
 While the fluidity of punctuation in early print can explain the period,
 it is plausible that the orthographical point was decisively inserted to distinguish the exclusively Syrian Literary ʿUmda from the Oration ʿUmda, which locals had established alongside Americans and Europeans.
Officially the Literary Committee sought “to revive what the passage of time had erased with slips of the pens from the books of our noble language.”
 Because poetry stood “at the vanguard of the cultural armies for the Arabic language”, the partnership published the mystic poet Ibn al-Fāriḍ and then the leading Arab panegyrist al-Mutanabbī (d. 995), in 1860 and 1867, respectively.
 Although never completed, the business intended to issue the History of Abū l-Fidāʾ (d. 1331), as it occupied “a central place among historians.”
 Emergent sentiments of Arab nationalism and regional patriotism motivation the publication of these literary figures who represented the epitome of the Arab heritage and were linked to historic Syria either through their professional careers or immediate ancestry. The decision to publish them can also be interpreted as a subtle act of local political resistance after more than three centuries of Ottoman rule.
 Additionally, it was not uncommon for Arab intellectuals in the nineteenth century to take to literature to verbalize the political and cultural loss they experienced in the face of more recent European encroachments on Arab lands.
 By printing classical poetry, the shareholders publicly underscored their pride in the Arabic literary heritage.

The partnership carefully weighed the affordability of its books. Its business objective—at least the one openly expressed—was one of fraternal altruism. The inaugural advertisement underscored that shareholders were “free from [any] aspirations of [financial] gain (kasb)” and “content with a nominal profit (al-ribḥ al-yasīr) for the sake of the common good.”
 While these lines might be marketing ploys, the cultural health and wellbeing of the public was codified in the constitution which hoped that “the works of this partnership are crowned with success and that the homeland (waṭan) picks from its fruits.”
 The Literary Committee honored its word, selling Dīwān Ibn al-Fāriḍ for 12.5 piasters and Dīwān al-Mutanabbī for 45 piasters.
 These prices were substantially lower than the European editions available in Beirut.
 In fact, the local imprints were 87.5% and 82% cheaper than their respective French and Prussian counterparts.
 The publishing enterprise subsidized production costs because it recognized that prohibitive book prices discouraged reading: “The public in this country has become accustomed to purchasing books for a very high price and this might be one of the reasons why many came to neglect reading.”
 The partnership tried to cultivate bibliophilia among the Arabic language community.

The aesthetic dimensions of the Beirut publications likely affected consumer interest. al-Khūrī used the blocked-shaped typeface of the Syrian Press in 1860 to print Dīwān Ibn al-Fāriḍ, as he was still in the process of casting a new set of fonts.
 The final product was visually displeasing and possibly considered inferior to the lithographic version produced in Beirut in 1850/51, which replicated the splendor of Arabic calligraphy.
 From a business perspective, the partnership edition was not a bestseller. After seven years, shareholders were still waiting to receive dividends.
 Additionally, its near absence in libraries today suggests its unpopularity in the nineteenth century.
 The Literary Committee needed a new gameplan to excite consumers. On 31 May 1860 al-Khūrī published an announcement on Dīwān al-Mutanabbī that visually jumped off the page. Printed in a set of type entirely different from the rest of the issue, he alerted readers that the poetry collection will appear “shortly in a very beautiful font like that of this notice.”
 When completed in 1867, it was printed entirely in the promised typeface and aesthetically created an enticing and legible product. Its presence in numerous libraries in the twenty-first century indicates that the second and last publication of the Literary Committee was more positively received.
 

Arabic speakers could support the partnership financially and symbolically. The Literary Committee urged them first and foremost to buy shares for “the good of the homeland (khayr al-waṭan)” and “the benefit of the country (ifādat al-bilād).”
 “The sons of the [Arabic] language” were likewise encouraged to purchase “the splendid books” that the business produced.
 Furthermore the individuals could help the enterprise by sharing their culturally priceless manuscripts with the larger sociopolitical Arab community. In appreciation for “a sound manuscript (nuskha maḍbūṭa)” of the History of Abū l-Fidāʾ, the business promised to gift the generous donor three printed editions.
 The public could metaphorically become shareholders by donating manuscripts and buying books.

In addition to domestic consumers, the Literary Committee had an international audience in mind. It published Ibn al-Fāriḍ and al-Mutanabbī because “their fame rang in the East and the West” and planned to print the History of Abū l-Fidāʾ because “all scholars studying in the East and the West have confirmed the accuracy of his general history.”
 Beirut anticipated marketing its books abroad, hoping that “major affiliate literary societies will help with publicity to facilitate the sale some of its books in Europe.”
 al-Khūrī had connections to the Société Asiatique and the Deutsche Morgenländische Gesellschaft and presumably intended to promote publications among their members.
 Additionally, he could operationalize his newspaper distribution network which consisted of agents in London, Paris, and Leipzig.
 The partnership pragmatically chose to publish literature renown in both Arab and European intellectual circles.

The outbreak of confessional violence in May 1860 caused key shareholders to direct their energies away from the business.
 al-Khūrī held various positions in the Ottoman administration over the next decade. He became the dragoman for the imperial envoy dispatched to the region in 1860; the manager of the official newspaper for the Province of Syria, eponymously named Sūriyya, in 1865; and the inspector of the local non-Muslim schools in 1868.
 Between 1860 and 1864, he was also busy writing a history of Egypt, receiving a commission of 2,000 British pounds from the Khedive.
 Of course, al-Khūrī was still busy managing the Syrian Press and producing the newspaper, a business that in itself “entailed constant dealing with printing, marketing, and vending, as well as continuous exchanges with readers.”
 The shareholders launched their project with great optimism in February 1860, which was quickly tempered as political and practical realities arose.

For seven years al-Khūrī kept the business in the public eye. In April 1861 he acknowledged the recent difficulties, chief among them “the closing of the Syrian Press,”
 yet optimistically swore “this renewed Committee (al-ʿumda al-jadīda) would reveal the delicious fruits of its youth to the Arab community (al-umma al-ʿarabiyya).”
 As the project came to an end, he published frequent updates in his newspaper between April 1866 and May 1867. The use of the past tense in final announcement reveals how the shareholding publishing company had outlived its envisioned five-year lifespan: “whoever was a shareowner or held a piece of stock….”
 Having lingered longer than intended, the Literary Committee admitted that original shareholders might have given away their stock or even forgotten about the enterprise entirely. Nonetheless, dedicated executive board members distributed books and liquidated stock to close the books on this creative attempt at a publishing partnership.

Although the Literary Committee seems to have been a business failure, it was a bold social and commercial experiment. Middle-class Christians and Muslims came together and invested in the Arabic language community both metaphorically and monetarily. They crowdsourced their monies and allocated the labor of managing operations to a core group in the executive committee. Either due to realities on the ground or the extant archive, its seems that al-Khūrī and his Syrian Press played a vital role in the project, along with al-Bustānī who edited Dīwān al-Mutanabbī. 

Closing Remarks

The name Khalīl al-Khūrī is forever associated with the newspaper and printing establishment he managed for nearly half a century. As tempting as it might be to reminisce fondly on his accomplishments, it is important to remember that he regularly faced operational difficulties and financial hardships in the early years of business which he sustained thanks to the financial and moral support of likeminded peers. Launching a newspaper was no simple feat, and al-Khūrī had no blueprint to follow. While he might have found inspiration and derived some general parameters from European or American newspapers, or even the short-lived Mirʾāt al-Aḥwāl (“Mirror of the Times”) in Istanbul,
 in the end he was essentially creating the genre of the Arabic periodical. This article put into relief his tenacity, ingenuity, and business acumen for to survive in the nascent Arabic publishing world in Beirut, he had to think and act quickly. Furthermore, he was likely under intense pressure to succeed. His supporters certainly wanted his commercial-cum-cultural enterprise to prosper, and he conversely bore the burden of not wanting to disappoint his fellow countrymen. al-Khūrī was the project runner of the middle class’s foray into journalism and independent printing and then became its star representative as the newspaper editor-in-chief and press owner.


His germane position in the publishing landscape of the city made him the most audible agent of the Literary Committee in the extant archives. Despite its lackluster success, group investments in the local print industry increased in the 1860s. For instance, al-Khūrī and the partnership might have inspired Yūsuf al-Shalfūn to establish al-Shirāka al-Shahriyya (The Monthly Partnership, January–August 1866).
 “After communicating with a certain society (jamʿiyya)”, he decided form “a new partnership (shirāka) to print beneficial Arabic books.”
 Having been a typesetter at the Syrian Press, al-Shalfūn plausibly modeled his enterprise on the Literary Committee and even discussed it with its registrar, i.e., his former employer, al-Khūrī. In 1868 the manager Buṭrus al-Bustānī also entered into another publishing partnership, establishing Maṭbaʿat al-Maʿārif (the Knowledge Press) with Khalīl Sarkīs (1842–1915).
 In the annals of history, the Literary Committee stands as a daring business experiment among Christians and Muslims. An innovative crowdfunded project, it seems to have served as a model for future publishing collaborations.

A spirit of cooperation powered many business partnerships in Beirut. In the realm of print, Ḥadīqat al-Akhbār, the Syrian Press, and the Literary Committee were conceivable endeavors because intrepid cultural entrepreneurs, steadfast visionaries, and enthusiastic supporters joined forces to make them happen. The Nahḍa is epitomized by the willingness of individuals to collaborate in order to enact a project for the common good. The middle class in town worked together as colleagues in literary-scientific societies; as teachers in countless schools; as partners in trade and commerce; as cultural producers; and as members of municipal councils. This supportive and collegial atmosphere informed the “Age of Coexistence”, as recently stylized by Makdisi.
 History shows us that in the publishing world of the early Beirut Nahḍa, many individuals were willing to work together to realize projects for the Arabic-speaking sociopolitical community.
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