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Introduction
Syria, a land with deep historical roots, sits at the crossroads of civilizations in Western
Asia. Known officially as the Syrian Arab Republic, its rich cultural heritage has been
shaped by millennia of human civilization and waves of migration, conflict, and
coexistence. For those new to the study of Syria, the depth and complexity of its
culture offers both fascination and challenge. Understanding Syria means engaging
with ancient archaeological wonders and the enduring daily practices of its people,
who navigate tradition while also responding to a rapidly changing modern world.

The country’s history is written in the stone ruins of ancient cities and in the vibrant
life of its streets, homes, and marketplaces. Across centuries, Syria has been home to
Eblaites, Akkadians, Hittites, Greeks, Romans, and Arabs, each leaving an indelible
mark on the cultural fabric. The result is a society with traditions and artistic
expressions as varied and intricate as its famous inlaid woodwork or brocade textiles.

Syria’s population is itself a mosaic. The majority Arab community lives alongside
significant numbers of Kurds, Assyrians, Armenians, Circassians, Turkmens, and
others, each group preserving unique customs, languages, and forms of community
life. The religious landscape is similarly diverse, encompassing Sunni and Shia
Muslims, Alawites, Druze, and a range of Christian denominations—their holidays,
rituals, and communal gatherings often intersecting in shared public spaces and social
practices.

Central to Syrian identity is a deep reverence for tradition—seen in its poetic heritage,
epicurean cuisine, and the unwavering importance of family and hospitality. At the
same time, Syria is a country whose artists, writers, and musicians are constantly
negotiating the meeting point between past and present, creating new cultural forms
from longstanding materials. Community connections remain vital, whether through
extended family networks or neighborhood support systems that have endured
despite recent hardship.

It is impossible to discuss Syrian culture without acknowledging the profound impact
of recent conflict. War has upended lives, displaced millions, and damaged or
destroyed invaluable historical sites and cultural institutions. Yet even amid adversity,
Syrian culture endures. Within Syria and throughout the global diaspora, Syrians
remain deeply attached to their heritage—preserving language, music, and traditions
that remain a source of strength and identity.

This book is designed as an accessible guide for beginners, offering an introduction to
the many facets of Syrian culture. Whether you are interested in its history and art, its
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music and cuisine, or its religious and social life, each chapter will take you deeper
into the understanding of a culture that is as resilient as it is rich—anchored in
antiquity yet always evolving.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Land and Geography of Syria
Syria, officially known as the Syrian Arab Republic, is a country situated in Western
Asia, at the eastern end of the Mediterranean Sea. It shares borders with Turkey to the
north, Lebanon and Israel to the west and southwest, Iraq to the east, and Jordan to
the south. This strategic location has made Syria a historical crossroads, influencing its
climate, terrain, and the very fabric of its culture. The country spans an area of
approximately 185,180 square kilometers, presenting a diverse geographical tapestry
of mountains, plains, and deserts.

The geography of Syria can be broadly divided into several distinct regions, each with
its own unique characteristics. Moving from west to east, one encounters a narrow
coastal plain, followed by mountain ranges, an inland semi-arid steppe zone, and
finally, the vast Syrian Desert. This varied landscape has played a crucial role in
shaping settlement patterns, economic activities, and cultural development
throughout history.

Along Syria's western edge, a narrow coastal plain hugs the Mediterranean Sea,
stretching from the Turkish border down to Lebanon. This littoral strip, characterized
by sand dunes and occasional rocky headlands, is the most humid part of the country,
enjoying milder winters and summers compared to the interior. The major port cities
of Latakia and Tartous are located on this vital coastline.

Immediately to the east of the coastal plain lies the Coastal Mountain Range, also
known as Jabal al-Ansariyyah or Jabal an-Nusayriyah. This range runs north-south,
parallel to the coast, with an average width of about 32 kilometers. The western slopes
of these mountains capture moisture-laden winds from the Mediterranean, making
them more fertile and densely populated. The highest peak in this range, Nabi Yunis,
reaches approximately 1,562 meters, situated east of Latakia.

Further inland, and to the east of the Coastal Mountain Range, lies the Al-Ghab
depression, a fertile, irrigated trench through which the Orontes River meanders
northward. This valley is a significant agricultural area. The Orontes River, also known
as Nahr al-Asi, is unique in the region for flowing northward, originating in Lebanon's
Beqaa Valley and continuing through Syria before emptying into the Mediterranean
Sea in Turkey. It has been a vital source of irrigation water for centuries.

South of the Al-Ghab depression and further inland, the Anti-Lebanon Mountains rise
along Syria's border with Lebanon. These mountains include Mount Hermon, which at
2,814 meters (9,232 feet) is the highest point in Syria. The eastern slopes of the Anti-
Lebanon Mountains receive little rainfall and gradually merge with the desert
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landscape.

The majority of Syria's landmass, extending across roughly three-quarters of the
country, is characterized by a semi-arid steppe zone. This region receives hot, dry
winds blowing across the desert, with an average annual precipitation of about 250
millimeters. While summers are marked by cloudless skies and high daytime
temperatures, frosts can be severe between November and March. This steppe
eventually gives way to the vast Syrian Desert in the east.

The Syrian Desert, covering a significant portion of the country's eastern and southern
areas, is not entirely a sand desert but rather a landscape of rock and gravel steppe.
This region experiences a hot and dry desert climate, with maximum temperatures in
July often exceeding 45 °C. Sandstorms are common, particularly between February
and May. Despite its arid nature, oases within the desert have allowed for the
flourishing of cities like Damascus and Palmyra, both historically significant cultural
centers.

The Euphrates River, the longest river in Western Asia, plays a critical role in the
geography and life of eastern Syria. Originating in Turkey, it flows through Syria and
Iraq, providing essential water resources for agriculture and sustaining ancient and
modern settlements alike. In 1973, the construction of the Tabqa Dam on the
Euphrates created Lake Assad, which is the largest lake in Syria. The Euphrates is fed
by several tributaries in Syria, including the Sajur, Balikh, and Khabur rivers.

Syria's diverse climate is a direct consequence of its varied topography. The coastal
areas enjoy a Mediterranean climate with mild, rainy winters and hot, bright summers.
As one moves inland, the climate transitions to a more continental type, with hotter
summers and colder winters. The desert regions experience extreme temperatures,
both hot in summer and often quite cold in winter, with occasional snowfall and
frequent frosts.

Beyond these major geographical features, Syria is also home to other notable
mountainous areas, such as the Jabal al-Druze Range in the south, a volcanic region
that stands out within the desert expanse. Additionally, the Palmyrides, a fold and
thrust belt extending northeast from the Lebanese border, represent Syria's largest
topographic feature. These varied landscapes, from fertile plains to arid deserts and
towering mountains, have historically shaped Syria's agricultural practices, trade
routes, and the distribution of its population.
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