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A City in the Desert  

 In America today, every student who passes through the school system, should read Mark 

Twain.  Yes these stories that the schools read differ highly from The Innocents Abroad, but 

students acquire this exposure none the less.  The importance of Twain comes from the writing 

and language that he uses, which proves difficult to understand at times.  Obviously satire 

occupies much of Twain’s writings, which gives the writing part of its substance and value.  

Speaking of satire alone does not do justice to Twain, as his writing prove to be more than that.  

Some stories allude to politics and the social set up of a nation, such as The Adventures of 

Huckleberry Finn.  However others are critical and seem highly judgmental, such as The 

Innocents Abroad.   The Innocents Abroad shows Twain as judgmental of the Holy Land and 

brings out his negative toward everything view.  

 The story of Damascus and Twains experience here, gives a clear example of the feelings 

that occupy Twain.  He starts by leaving for Damascus and eventually comes to the outside of 

the city.  When there he gets a clear view of the place where Mohammed stood from afar to see 

the paradise that Damascus held.  He sees for the first time the city that supposedly holds so 

much history and tradition and this view from afar proves beautiful.  Twain writes, 

“Damascus is beautiful from the mountain. It is beautiful even to foreigners accustomed to luxuriant 

vegetation and I can easily understand how unspeakably beautiful it must be to eyes that are only used to the 

God forsaken barrenness and desolation of Syria I should think a Syrian would go wild with ecstasy when 

such a picture bursts upon him for the first time” (Twain, 455). 

This highlights Twain’s view from outside of the city.  This passage seems to lull the reader into 

a false sense of security, because Twain talks about the city with high regards.  Twain’s 

judgmental attitude will occur throughout his time in Damascus and Twain wants the reader to 



feel as though he holds the city in high regard as the passage above alludes to.  The reason Twain 

wants the reader to believe he holds the city in high regard to give credibility to himself.  The 

feeling that Twain holds from the view point above the city on the mountain, speeds toward one 

of negativity with each step he takes closer to the city. 

 The first time that the reader can see negativity in the writing comes quickly after Twain 

say that the city is beautiful from the mountain.  Twain seems to not move much closer to the 

city when he begins becoming negative toward Damascus.  Twain begins this negativity and 

resentment for the city by showing his dislike for the terrain that he covered to reach the city.  He 

speaks of the city as if it were an oasis when looking down from the city and in the same 

paragraph shows his real feelings.  Twain describes the site of the distant city as follows: 

“And when you think of the leagues of blighted, blasted, sandy, rocky, sun burnt, ugly, dreary, infamous 

country you have ridden over to get here, you think it is the most beautiful, beautiful picture that ever human 

eyes rested upon in all the broad universe!   If I were to go to Damascus again, I would camp on Mahomet's 

hill about week, and then go away. There is no need to go inside the walls.  The Prophet was wise without 

knowing it when decided not to go down into the paradise of Damascus” (Twain, 456). 

In this passage Twain says “you think it is the most beautiful picture that ever human eyes rested 

upon,” yet immediately after shows resentment.  He does this by saying if he did the trip all over 

again he would “camp on the hill for about a week, and the go away.”  This shows that once 

inside the city Twain will show no love for the city that holds so much history.  This begins to 

show the hidden message behind the writing.  Twain writes with satire in much of the reading, 

but his feeling in this instance does not seem to hold the satire or sarcasm of Twain.  The 

statement that Twain never wanted to enter the city again, but stay right there on the mountain 

does not surprise the reader.  In this passage he seems genuinely content with what he sees and 

sympathizes with Mohammed not entering the city as paradise comes from the view outside of 



the city.  Twain will soon enter the city and show the reader how he actually feels about 

Damascus, and will give the reader much more negativity to think about.   

 So far Twain speaks positively about Damascus, but the tone changes very quickly to that 

of negatively and somberness.  Twain mentions the historicalness or lack their of, in the story a 

few times.  The previous analysis of his writing mentions the history of Damascus also and needs 

to at least be discussed, as it incorporates some of the negativity that Twain uses more frequently 

later on.  Twain alludes to Damascus as ahistorical, and really begins to show his negativity here.  

Twain writing in this way seems unfair, because even Twain mentions that the city enshrines the 

Prophet Mohamed.  This obviously shows that the city holds much history and tradition that 

probably nobody can easily comprehend.  Twain writes, 

 “To Damascus years are only moments, decades are only flitting trifles of time. She measures time not by 

days, and months, and years, but by the empires she has seen rise and prosper and crumble to ruin. She is a 

type of immortality” (Twain, 457). 

This passage holds a lot of hidden meaning previously mentioned.  Twain makes Damascus 

seem eternal, and nothing has or ever will change there.  That alone shows the negativity that 

Twain brings to the view of Damascus.  

 On the other hand however this passage may need further unpacking.  Twain says “she is 

a type of immortality” in discussion of the ahistorical nature of Damascus.   The fact that he 

mentions Damascus as immortal shows that he respects Damascus, because it takes a grand city 

or grand anything to be immortal.  In many cultures the only thing seen as immortal are gods, 

who posses much grandeur and mysticism.  The reader probably does not think that Twain places 

Damascus on the level of a god, but he does show respect to Damascus through this language.  

The respect that Twain puts on Damascus in this passage also adds to the credibility of Twain, 

which helps the reader begin to believe in what he speaks of.  This passage may show the respect 



that Twain holds for Damascus, but also shows the negativity that the reader will see in the 

coming pages of his story.   

 When Twain actually enters the city, it appears as a horrendous sight to him.  The beauty 

that he sees on the mountain gives way to the busy life of a Middle Eastern city.  He observes the 

people and dislikes the look that they possess, even knowing full well that the culture that they 

live in forces them into this look.  This furthers that negativity that Twain shows toward 

Damascus and unlike before he seems to have no respect for the people.  That still does not mean 

that he does not respect the place, simply not the people that inhabit the city.  Twain shows this 

when he writes, 

“The Damascenes are the ugliest wickedest looking villains we have seen.  All the veiled women we have 

seen yet, nearly, left their eyes exposed, but numbers of these in Damascus completely hid the face under a 

close drawn black veil that made the woman look like a mummy.  If ever we caught an eye exposed it was 

quickly hidden from our contaminating Christian vision…” (Twain, 460) 

Twain uses words in this passage that not only deal a heavy blow to the city itself, but more so 

the inhabitants of it.  When Twain uses the words “ugliest” and “wickedest”, he paints a nasty 

picture in the mind of the reader.  The picture he paints attempts to get the reader to view the 

Damascenes the same way that he does, which is negative.  He views them as this way, because 

they are unlike the people who he saw in other places and most importantly not like him.  The 

way of life and dress in Damascus is foreign to Twain.  Twain uses this foreignness to play into 

his negative view of the city, however many people before and many people after Twain visited 

Damascus likely received the same impression of the people.   

He also mentions that these women “looked like a mummy,” which also shows that he 

views the women of the city in a dark light.  A mummy in the mind of the reader, does not paint 

a positive picture and Twain knows this and can play to the image that the reader will see.  The 



reader automatically thinks of not only death, but an ancient death.  The reasoning for this comes 

from the burial and embalming methods that ancient cultures used.  It becomes highly unlikely 

that these methods remained in practice during the time Twain wrote The Innocents Abroad.  The 

“women looking like mummies,” also add to the ahisorical image Twain attempts to pass off on 

Damascus.   

The last passage that will need analyzing from Twains stay in Damascus shows his 

contempt and dislike of the citizens of the city.  This comes across many times in the reading, but 

it seems as though not nearly as thick as it does in the following passage.  Twain says, “I never 

disliked a Chinaman as I do these degraded Turks Arabs, and when Russia is ready to war with 

them again, I hope England and France will not find it good breeding or good judgment to 

interfere” (Twain, 463)  Twain explicitly says that he does not like these people.  The passage at 

that point almost unpacks itself, but there may lay inside this a deeper meaning that Twain 

attempts to convey.  Yes, he may not like these people for many different reasons, but the 

question lies in the ending of the passage.  When Twain wants Russia to make war with them 

again, does he mean this in a satirical way?  The answer best may come from the passage above 

when Twain discusses the ahistorical nature of Damascus.  After all Twain mentions that the city 

is “immortal,” which he likely believes as true.  Twain likely believes this because the city does 

hold much value for many cultures and deserves the respect that it is entitled.  Twain seems to 

use his satire in proving a point. That being Damascus, no matter how much history it holds, 

seems the same as any other city in the region. This also shows that Twain does not believe that 

the city needs war brought on it.  With this he also believes that his fellow travelers put too much 

emphasis on the touristy aspect of a city and can not and will not see them simply as they are a 

city in the desert.   



 Twain overall, writes objectively and not as a tourist.  This most of the time 

shows the negative aspect of Damascus, but Twain seems to hold that views of many things.  

The negativity that Twain brings out, shows that he simply wants the reader to view the places 

that he writes about in an objective manner and not the way that his fellow traveler see them.  

 

    

 

 

  


