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Incandescent Beirut Lost 

by Franck Salameh 

City of Beginnings: Poetic Modernism 
in Beirut. By Robyn Creswell. 
Princeton and Oxford: Princeton 
University Press, 2019. 259 pp. $39.95.   

Writing in 1968 of a city of “varied 
vertigos,” Franco-Lebanese poet Nadia Tuéni 
described her native Beirut as both a 
courtesan sophist and sainted,1 “A pink 
merchant city, like a fleet of ships adrift, 
scanning the horizons for the warmth of a 
seaport.” Tuéni’s Beirut was the “Orient’s 
very last shrine, where mankind could still 
adorn its kind with a mantle of light,”2 
burning away regional obscurantism and 
gloom.  

Creswell’s City of Beginnings is a story 
of that irreverent, incandescent Beirut, of a 
coterie of young Arabophone writers, 
cosmopolitan iconoclasts who made that 
Beirut of multiple identities home. Beirut 
was a crucible for their cultural and political 
rivalries, a shrine for impieties suppressed 
elsewhere in the Middle East but given 
sanctuary in a Levantine city stalled between 
World War II and the beginnings of the 1975 
Lebanese civil war. In that sense, City of 

                                                 
1 Nadia Tuéni, Liban: Vingt poèmes pour un amour 

(1979) in Œuvres poétiques complètes (Beirut, 
Leb.: Dar al-Nahar, 1986), p. 278. 

2 Ibid. 

Beginnings is a book of mutiny and 
mutineers, who shunned the Arab world’s 
conformist proclivities in mores, language, 
cultural rituals, and intellectual production.  

With an intellectual historian’s 
sensitivity and a firm grasp of mid-twentieth 
century Lebanon’s languages and world-
views, Creswell’s focus is the “modernism” 
emanating from Beirut’s Arabic-language 
literary journal Shi’r and its luminaries: 
Greek Orthodox Lebanese Youssef al-Khal 
(1917-87) and Syrian heterodox Adonis (b. 
1930.) 

Like many of their contemporaries, 
whether Shi’r collaborators or Francophone 
Lebanese nationalists apprehensive of Arabism, 
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God, and who know no worse 
enemy than our subtle, fluid 
identities.6  

Creswell’s City of Beginnings is about 
those ideas of a capacious, Levantine port-
city, a Beirut that once condensed the dreams 
of a generation of intellectuals and laymen, 
offered a crossroads of ideas, identities, and 
influences, and provided a laboratory of 
diversity, rebirths, and renewals—ultimately 
aborted—but which deserve being revisited. 
It is a snapshot of “another Middle East” that 
once was and a blueprint of a “Middle East 
yet to come,” seldom recalled by area 
specialists, students, scholars, and policy 
makers still smitten by Arabist uniformity.  

                                                 
6 Amin Maalouf, Les désorientés (Paris: Grasset, 

2012), p. 36. 

To the student of the Middle East, 
Arabic literature, literary modernism, or Near 
Eastern intellectual history, this book is a 
learned, nuanced, and deeply searching 
guide.   

Franck Salameh is a professor of 
Near Eastern Studies at Boston 
College where he teaches in the 
Department of Slavic and Eastern 
Languages and Literatures. He is 
the author, most recently, of The 
Other Middle East (Yale, 2017) 
and Lebanon’s Jewish Community 
(Palgrave, 2019). 

 

 
 
 
 


