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AMOURACIT 

Mamlük medieval religious architecture was designed and built through a process 

which involved a deep knowledge of Sufism, the inner dimension of Islam. Through the 

symbolism implicit in this process, the external, limited, and sensible forms of these buildings 

carried within themselves inner transcendental qualities. This thesis adopts the traditionalist 

approach which has its foundation in objective truth based on Islamic metaphysical 

interpretations. This approach is applied to reach the symbolism of medieval religious 

buildings, focusing specifically on the Bahri Mamlük period in Cairo as a case study. The 

need for such a study is twofold: firstly, to know the truth about the intent and design process 

of the medieval Mamlük tradition; and secondly, to see if it is possible to formulate new 

guidelines for contemporary architects to use in today's mosque designs. 

Medieval historical sources emphasize that the Mamlük society had its roots in Sufi 

thought. Sultäns, emirs, scientists, intellectuals, the common people, and even some of the 

`ulama', respected and participated in Sufi rites. The hypothesis behind this study is that the 

Sufi thought which pervaded Mamink society at large must have influenced the craftsmen who 

produced artifacts, particularly the sacred ones. 

A purely historical approach is used to introduce the buildings of the case study. This 

immediately raises several queries that have either been answered inadequately, or remain 

unanswered within a stylistic and historical approach; this shows the limitations of its scope 

of interpretation. By adopting the traditionalist approach it is possible to re-create the 

traditional Mamlük context applying both exoteric and esoteric dimensions of interpretation 

to these buildings. The context consists of both the setting and the design and building 

processes involved in creating a traditional product, as well as the traditional view of the 

relationship between the Sü i masters, the Süfi craftsmen, and the general craftsmen who were 

not necessarily SGfis. It is here that the relation between the symbol and the act of "creation" 

of traditional forms is revealed from a SO point of view to imitate the process of Divine 

Creation. This line of argument is adopted and applied to the different notions of architectural 
form which are in turn analyzed from a traditional viewpoint. 
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Subsequently, specific architectural analyses reveal several layers of understanding 

in the symbolism of traditional religious buildings: the level of the elements, the level of the 

relationships which incorporates several elements visually and results in a second layer of 

symbolism, the temporal level through the sequence of spaces of a building which gives yet 

a further dimension to this wholistic system of symbolism. Bafiri Mamlük cases are analyzed 

at these three levels, and the results confirm the value of the methodology adopted in this 

thesis. The findings bring about a more vivid picture of how and why a traditional member 

of the society designed and used these buildings down to their constituents. It is at this level 

where architect, craftsman, and user are unified in their relations to the traditional artefact 

that the symbol of unity is found to be operative. 

The thesis ends in a general review of how a traditional prototype would have been 

created in the Bafiri Mamlük period. The benefits of adopting the traditionalist approach in 

order to re-create a lost tradition are then discussed. This is followed by a review of the basic 

differences between the modern and traditional processes, which sheds light on the extent of 

our contemporary displacement from our traditional past. The question of the relevance of 

this study to the contemporary situation is raised. It is here that it becomes evident that there 

can be no return to traditional principles while living in a modernistic society governed by 

modern values. The suggestion that is set forth is that there must neither be a faked tradition 

nor a faked modernity. If the contemporary architect is to make use of such traditional 

findings and symbolisms, he must first adapt his method of form-creation by learning from 

the principles of the traditional process so as to be able to reuse them to fit the society's 

contemporary needs and using the means of today. 
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=I®IDUCll I[®U 

In our time, traditional architecture is constantly undervalued, not least by architects 

themselves. It is enough to pass through the streets of Cairo today to see that there is an 

architectural identity crisis. My argument is that this is a threatening and damaging tendency 

which must be reversed: it is threatening in the sense that the society is getting used to 

architectural forms that have nothing to do with their tradition, and dangerous to the urban 

profile as a whole. Architectural critics of today', have in their own individual ways, warned 

against the total freedom of modernism in architectural thought. They have emphasized the 

fact that modernistic theories should not be means of experimentation on the society to reach 

solutions to present day architectural problems. Evidence of this architectural crisis may be 

found in Egyptian architecture produced in the last two centuries, where impersonal and alien 

examples are common-place. Casual observation demonstrates that a break from the tradition 

has led to the loss of local architectural character. 

For nearly a century, there has been a growing feeling in the Egyptian society of the 

need of something besides what our own period can provide us with. Throughout this period, 

some architects have looked at the possibility of a return to tradition - in some form or other - 

as the only available means of escaping from the present crisis. This has been manifested in 

external copying from past examples rather than understanding the processes through which 

such a tradition has produced such buildings. At present, this outlook of difference in 

interpretation and approach is far from being understood by either the designers or the general 

public. 

In this thesis, the term "tradition" or "traditional" will be used to denote a society that 

is dependant on religion and revelation in its way of life, in the sense that it is imbued with 

a sacred dimension. This sacredness and the centrality of religion to such a traditional society 

gives it its cohesiveness and homogeneity, as well as its laws and values. Because it is not 
dependent on rational quantitative logic alone, it carries within it a non-physical dimension 

Such critics in the Middle-East are: the late fIassan FatdT, Dr. 'Abde1-1-Ialim Ibralhim, Dr. 'Abdel-Bägi 
Ibrähim, Dr. Al-Rimäli, Räsim Badran, and 'Abdel-Wähid al-Wakil; in the West such as Brent C. Brolin, Suzi 
Gablik, and P. Blake. 
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which will be termed either spiritual or psycho-spiritual. On the other hand, the term 

"modern" or "modernistic" will be used to denote the breaking away from traditional 

continuity; it has its origin in the Renaissance period. Modernism as referred to here, is 

dependent on rational, empirically determined science as opposed to traditional science which 

is based on both qualitative as well as quantitative dimensions. Religion does not form the 

core in modern society. In the Egyptian case, we have been cut off from our tradition 

beginning from the eighteenth-century A. D. accompanying the Napoleonic invasion of Egypt 

in 1798. Although the French occupation of Egypt lasted only three years, it marked a turning 

point in the history of the country and its effects were enduring. The most important of these 

effects was the introduction of traditional Egypt to modernism. 

0.1 ROOTS OF THE PROBLEM 

In the past two centuries, the Egyptians' trend of copying from western culture has 

demonstrably failed to be the key to solving our present cultural crisis; more so, when this 

copying has extended to religious buildings which share nothing with that western culture. 
Evidence shows that wherever modernistic architectural and planning ideals have been 

introduced, a disintegration of the traditional socio-cultural, and symbolic values has taken 

place. Western architectural principles have taken over the traditional ones partly because 

modern architects have imposed their values on the public, and partly because the society 

desires to express the surface glitter and technical progress of this age - for its own sake or 

for other matters such as status. The proposals of such an architecture, which has impregnated 

our culture as a language of form, assume it to be the outcome of a rational approach to 

design with new materials and techniques. The user is told that these new forms, devoid of 

tradition and heritage, are "functional" or "economical" or determined by new materials and 

techniques, and from that viewpoint it is "inevitable" to use them. 

The introduction of such ideas into the traditional profile of cities, has resulted in the 
disintegration of the value system which holds the culture together. The rejection of 
traditional behaviour patterns and beliefs were implicit in the modern designers' rejection of 
traditional architecture forms. This is obviously due to the fact that traditional and modern 
values are opposed. The spiritual loss that has resulted from the onset of modernity is real, 
and our society has sensed it. Evidence of this is seen in many projects designed in the 
traditional "style" in the last two decades by clients who have the luxury of choice. 
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The problem is compounded by the conviction held by the modern architect that the 

general public's opinion is in accordance with his individual taste. But then we know that 

there are significant differences between the ways different individuals use and perceive the 

buildings they encounter. In traditional societies, these differences of perception were 

accommodated because taste was not individualistic but shared by the whole society as it was 

based on the value system of the tradition itself. By denying socio-cultural, traditional and 

spiritual continuity, the architect has failed to recognize and accommodate these differences 

in perception. Thus, contemporary architects have usually placed the blame for lack of 

popular acceptance of their modernistic styles on public ignorance of beauty and functional 

requirements of the up-to-date "spirit of the times" (what modernists call in Arabic rah al- 

`asr). It is interesting to note that this "spirit of the times" is a subjective man-decided 

"spirit" as opposed to the traditional understanding of "Spirit" which is essentially Divine. 

Modern architects do not see that it is a matter of their own failure to recognize that their 

ideals have seldom coincided with the accepted symbols and values of the public - assuming 

they will catch up eventually. ' 

By comparing traditional and modern forms of art, one can easily arrive to the 

specific phenomenological differences between the two. While traditional art is subtle, mostly 

produced by an anonymous artist, modern art is flamboyant, and fame-seeking. Traditional 

art is part of the whole process of life and daily experience of the society, while most modern 

art is an asset that only some privileged few can experience - made for the elite rather than 

the entire public. The a-historicity of the traditional process of art gives it the quality of 

continuity and stability rather than the innovative pluralism of modernism which seems to 

reflect the sign of today and the future. Traditional art aims at reflecting authenticity, and 

leads into integration - to the Truth - which is considered "good" art, while on the other hand 

the pluralistic tendencies of the modern is considered "bad" from the traditional viewpoint as 

it can encourage neurosis as a means to achieve novelty, power, impact, ... etc. ' From this 

brief comparison, it is evident that traditional art can have a therapeutic and spiritual role, 

contrary to modern art which cannot because it does not have the means to provide for that 

role. 

This exactly corresponds to all contemporary avant garde "artists" who see themselves as the leaders of 
"taste". 

1 Such qualities are much easier to achieve with disintegrative art. 
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Following the well-known saying: "as within so without", the imbalanced state of our 

contemporary art and architecture reflects the very nature of the problem: that modern man 

is mostly in a general state of imbalance. Gulzar Haidar, Rend Gu6non, and Seyyed Hossein 

Nasr, who share traditionalist views, point out the ailments of the modern Muslim architect' - 

he is considered here as a representative of the Muslim society. By pointing them out, we can 

understand why the modern Muslim architect is unable to bring a therapeutic and spiritual 

dimension of function to his architecture. 

The first ailment is the breakdown of wholeness and unity; in our modern empirical 

habit of "scientific" analysis we tend to partition a whole into its primary constituents and 

rarely look back to synthesize what we have partitioned, and so forget what our cause for 

analysis is. This general loss of the sense of unity and integration of life has directly affected 

contemporary Muslim architecture. But looking at Islam itself, we find it to be based upon 

Unity (Tawlitd) which is the means by which the integration of all aspects of human life is 

fulfilled; and since there is no distinction in Islam between "sacred" and "profane", this unity 

pervaded the quality of traditional architecture of the medieval city relating all types of 

architecture to that of the mosque - the Islamic building par excellence. 

The second ailment is modern man's reduced recognition of the Divine value system. 

We live today in a world of secular democracy, secular utilitarianism, secular humanism and 

numerous other secular "isms". By denying a Divine schema within which humanity may find 

its fulfilment, modern man has left himself to be taken over by the growing spiritual 

"greyness" that is characterized by our spiritual emptiness. As far as secularization is 

concerned, the effect of modernism has been to reduce the traditional Islamic conception of 

`ilm, according to which all knowledge, including mathematics is considered sacred, to the 

conception of science as a purely profane form of knowledge2. The traditional architect, who 

is entitled mi`mar (he who builds) or muhandis (he who is a geometer, according to the 

traditional conception of geometry similar to that found in the Pythagorean tradition), 

For more details, see argument in Gulzar Haider, "Habitat and Values in Islam: A Conceptual Formulation 
of an Islamic City", in The Touch of Midas, ed. by Ziauddin Sardar, Manchester University Press, London, 1984, 
Pp. 172-173. Also see Ren6 Gudnon, The Crisis of the Modern World, Luzac and Co., London, 1942. 
Complementary ideas have been discussed extensively in Chapters One and Two by Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Man 
and Nature: The Spiritual Crisis of Modern Man, George Allen and Unwin Ltd., London, 1968; and in Seyyed 
Hossein Nasr, Islam and the Plight of Modern Man, Longman, London, 1975. Also see Nasr, Traditional Islam 
in the Modern World, KPI Ltd., London, 1987, Pp. 239-250. 

2 See op cit. Gudnon, 1942, Pp. 61-67. These ideas will be discussed in more detail in Chapter Two in this 
thesis. 
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becomes transformed into the modern architect, a person who now deals with profane 

mathematics and engineering techniques divorced from both hikmah (wisdom in the original 

traditional sense) and hirfah (craftsmanship). ' 

A nearly identical process of desacralization has occurred resulting in the limitation 

of the traditional understanding of "imagination". The imagination of the traditional Muslim 

was determined by forms and symbols drawn mostly from the Qur'an; these imbued his soul. 

Traditionally, the world of imagination was considered to have a cosmic dimension which lay 

between the material and purely spiritual worlds. It consequently had a reality that served to 

give human imagination a function above and beyond profane imagination as understood in 

the modern world? The imagination of the traditional Muslim artist was constantly nourished 

by the Islamicized cosmic sector of this world, and of course more directly by the Qur'an. 

The modern Muslim has been deprived of this celestial sustenance, so that even where there 

is a degree of creativity on the part of some modernized Muslim architects, the fruit of this 

creativity has hardly anything to do with Islamic art or architecture. ' There are of course 

exceptions, but I speak of the majority and not of isolated cases. 

The third ailment, is the narrowing of the Islamic tradition to include only the 

principles of human action as embodied in the Sharl`a (Islamic Divine Law), not the 

principles of wisdom (hikmah). ̀ It is not possible to deal here with the how and why of the 

spread of the puritanical, rationalistic movements', and the reason for their indifference to 

Islamic art and architecture. What is important for the present discussion is that these 

movements, in their attempt to revive the Shart`a and the practices associated with daily life, 

have for the most part ignored the arts and the metaphysical and philosophical principles 

underlying them. At best, God is remembered as Truth - at least on a certain level - but He 

' op cit. Nasr, 1987, p. 229. 

2 Ibn `Arabi the medieval Süfi refers in his work to this imagination speaking of its creative power. It is 
translated as mundas imaginalis to prevent the confusion with the modern term "imagination". See Henry Corbin, 
Creative Imagination in the Sufism of Ibn 'Arabi, trans. from the French by Ralph Manheim, Bollingen Series 
XCI, Princeton University Press, New Jersey, 1969. 

3 op cit. Nasr, 1987. p. 230. We will see in Chapters Seven and Eight that symbolism in Mamlük architecture 
was basically reliant on its cosmology as interpreted through kfism. 

ibid., Pp. 228-229. 

s Sometimes called "reformist movements" and are associated with groups like the Wahhabiyyah in Saudi 
Arabia, and the Ikhwan al-Muslimrn in Egypt. See Morroe Berger, Islam in Egypt Today: Social and Political 
Aspects of Popular Religion, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1970. 
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is forgotten as Presence. Thus, beauty becomes incidental and the Islamic character of 

architecture is of total inconsequence. What matters to the Muslim architect is that the new 

city development has a mosque or two somewhere. It matters little if they look like sports- 

centres or conference halls. These factors alienate the Muslim from those aspects of the 

Islamic tradition which bear most directly upon art and architecture; that is, the wisdom 

always associated with Islamic esotericism (bäiiniyyah) and the cosmology which issues from 

it, and the principles governing Islamic art and architecture. 

In traditional Muslim art, beauty is symbolically considered to be a reflection of the 

Divine Beauty: as the famous Prophetic hadith asserts, "God is Beautiful and He loves 

beauty. "1 Moreover, beauty is an intrinsic dimension of the Truth and its manifestations, and 

it is therefore a necessary component of every legitimate artistic creation. Islam never 

separates beauty from utility, or art from the process of making. The change of sensibility 

due to modernization has caused many Muslims to lose their inner sense of beauty, dignity, 

harmony and nobility, which characterizes Islamic art as indeed it does all authentic 

manifestations of the spirit. Accordingly, the Islamic traditional society viewed the role of the 

arts to be a tool to help the human being master his inner confusions by enriching his 

cognitive imaginative experience, and consequently, architecture as the most public and 

indeed inescapable of the arts, was seen to have a high psycho-spiritual and therapeutic 

potential. 

Today, the absence of a well-developed contemporary language of architecture form, 

understood both by architect and user and capable of reconciling the high technical demands 

of the building program is unlikely to contain these dimensions at all. Looking at 

contemporary mosques - and I refer to religious buildings as being the most obvious to 

include the need of traditionally inherited values, symbols, universal canons of aesthetics and 

spatial order - we find that such a language can hardly be said to exist. It might have evolved 

naturally, in step with the technical developments of the last hundred years, but this 

possibility was excluded by modernism's rejection of historical stereotypes which left a void 

which has hardly begun to fill. One of the dangers of this time is that under the pressure of 

the need for more building, the void will be filled not by a language in the full sense 

constantly developing and adapting to fine shades of outer and inner modes of expression, but 

by a code, a limited, and external sign system. (Figs. 0.1 & 0.2) By its nature, such a code 

I "Inna Alldha Jamtlun yuAibbu al jämdl. " These ideas will be discussed in Chapter Six. 
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is individualistic and is ill-adapted to the responsibility of communicating a widespread 

societal vision and thus, of discharging the therapeutic and spiritual function of art and 

architecture. 

A 
1 

I'Igure 0.2 Ili, lrulieI \lo., y. r of li-gi k, 

Thailand ix another example or a contt1nporvey mneque 
inspired by the m Hiern movement. 

These arguments appear to be leading to a discouraging and unwelcome conclusion: 

if we are about to experience a deeply disturbing metamorphosis; and if survival in the 

crudest literal sense is to depend on our ability to adapt to it; and if that ability depends on 

the liveliness of our cognitive and imaginative abilities; and if it is the function of the arts to 

keep these abilities alive and at full stretch; and if we cannot count on architecture - 

architecture as a social act is the most public and accessible of the arts - to carry out this 

function; then the outlook is very grave. 

In the face of this gap in the continuity of the Egyptian tradition, all sorts of 

"remedies" have been proposed. In the turn of the century, there was a statesmanlike attempt 

to restore the identity of Egyptian architecture - at least in governmental projects - during the 

time that `Othmdn Muliarram Pasha was the Minister of Public Works, who suggested that 

the architectural character of Egypt should he divided into two: Upper Egypt should hear and 

develop the traditional Pharaonic style, while Lower Egypt should adopt the Islamic style. 

Mosques were to obviously follow the Islamic style' (the medieval Maml(ik style was mostly 

chosen for its rich vocabulary and superior craftsmanship). 

1 Even this obvious choice is ignored today in favour of modern and post-modern mosques. 

Figure 0. II he Fninai M, -I c III I, Lu, A, nd, PAW a is mmidered rr ii 
the modern point or view one of the "bent" examples or contemporary mosque 
a th Kaure. 
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The result of this endeavour was the application of Mamlük "styled" Islamic facades 

to the designed buildings - which did not follow the Mamlük "style" in their interiors. An 

example of this is the Mosque of al-Rifa'! built in 1906 A. D. by an Italian architect. Its sight, 

immediately opposite the famous Mamlük Madrasa of Sulidn Hassan furthermore validated 

its external appearance. (Fig. 0.3) 

Figure 0.3 AI-II Ira, i ýI +yu 1'Nio : ý. U. u wio J..... ,u ,ni usnexs or external copying. It faire the A1nnlük Aladraw of Sullen 

Ilaan 1356 A. U. (1.11). 

In the past decade, nearly a century later, with the overgrowing concern with the 

problem of identity, some contemporary architects in Egypt' have taken action by putting 

their thoughts to the test and applying them to several projects - mostly mosques. Due to their 

eagerness to arrive to immediate solutions, and more importantly, due to their background 

in architectural education, they resorted once more to stylistic copying of historical medieval 

prototypes. 

This goes on to show two things: one is the encouraging fact that the Egyptian society 

throughout the last century has been aware of, and is eager to, remedy the cultural confusion 

reflected in architecture, the other - not so encouraging - is that this confusion is identified 

as a problem of style, and style is looked upon as some sort of external cosmetic that can he 

applied to any building and changed if necessary. The modern educated architect believes that 

' It should not be misunderstood that these problems hold true for Egypt alone; the identity crisis can be 
sensed all over the Muslim world. 



Introduction xxii 

Ancient Egyptian architecture is represented by the temple with its pylons and cavetto 

cornice, and Muslim architecture by pointed domes and clustered stalactites - i. e., an 

architecture of appearances and not of content. Our architectural schools, dominated by the 

historical approach, explain architectural matters of form related to past periods by classifying 

them in terms of "accidents" of style' - the obvious features of which are such as the pylon 

and stalactites. Thus, the graduate architect who goes to practice believes that there is nothing 

more to style, and imagines that a building can change its appearance as a man might change 

his clothes. It is not yet understood that authentic traditional architecture cannot exist except 

by being produced by a living traditional society, and that this architectural tradition is dead 

in Egypt today. 

Examining the outcome of this stylistic external copying, we find these contemporary 

mosques to be partial images of the past executed in a poor craftsmanship. If one is to 

compare one's feeling in a traditional mosque and in a contemporary one which is supposedly 

a copy, we find that the authentic one will still stir in us stronger inner feelings. Even though 

we do not understand the intent and symbolism of traditional architecture, we respond to its 

qualities and seek it. Somehow, although these new mosques are meant to be representations 

of traditional buildings, an essential ingredient seems to be missing; this is sensed even by 

those who are not architecturally educated' which clearly indicates that what is lacking is 

sensed through intuition and must lie in the domain of the Universal. We will see in Chapters 

Eight, Nine, and Ten that this missing ingredient is nothing other than spirituality: that which 

was never included in modern architecture. 

It appears evident that by simply understanding traditional Mamlük religious 

architecture through a stylistic approach, we can only achieve its partial understanding (its 

external dimension so to speak) that is neither fulfilling to the user, nor reflecting the truth 

of that which is copied. My hypothesis is that we should look for that which goes beyond the 

physical form of traditional religious architecture; that is to say, the inherent symbolic 

meaning resulting from the traditional process of creation which echoes the Truth by 

reflecting the Universal archetypes. 

I This point will be further pursued in Chapter Six, when comparing architectural perception of traditional 
and modern architecture. 

2 This point deserves attention, because the way we are educated and "taught" to visualize and criticize can have a bias effect on our judgements. 
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0.2 AIM OF THE STUDY 

The main goal of this thesis is to reach a broad understanding of the truth in the 

symbolism of traditional religious buildings in the medieval period in Egypt - rather than the 

stylistic influences that led to them. The study will be carried out specifically on the Bahri 

Mamink period in Cairo (648-784 A. H., 1250-1383 A. D. ) and will be primarily concerned 

with kfi influences connected to it. This symbolism can be referred to as the inner spiritual 

meaning and expressive intention beyond the external physical forms of this architecture. In 

the traditional sense, a true understanding can only be reached when we arrive to the external 

(utilitarian) and internal (spiritual) dimensions of function. The forthcoming objectives of this 

research are the main steps to achieve the final goal: 

- To propose an appropriate approach to examine these traditional buildings and to 

test its validity. 

- To understand the traditional Islamic sciences and other sources of knowledge from 

a traditional point of view rather than through modern empirical eyes. 

- To find the relationship between the traditional Mamlük system of apprenticeship 

(whether formal or informal), and the Süfi orders, and their involvement with the 

MamlUk traditional educational system. 

- To identify some of the problems of interpretation when following a purely 

historical approach. 

- To re-create the traditional design and building processes to enable us to reach a 

deeper understanding of the centrality of Unity (Tawhtd) in regard to religious 

architecture. 

- To find the general symbolic framework behind the creation of traditional forms - 
i. e. elements and relations incorporated in Mamlük religious buildings. 

Such findings are vital to overcome limitations of interpretation resulting from the 

purely historical and stylistic approach and will reveal the symbolic and spiritual dimensions 

inherent in the traditional forms. Accordingly, when such findings become understood by both 

user and designer, then the traditional creative process can be evaluated to see the possibility 

of their usage in contemporary mosque designs - or at least to produce evidence to the 

contemporary architect in the Muslim world of the extent of his displacement from his own 
traditional cultural heritage. 
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0.3 ORGANIZATION OF THE THESIS 

In order to achieve the aims of the study, the thesis is organized in eleven chapters: 

Chapter One deals with the meaning of tradition and traditional architecture as well as the 

methodology of the historical and traditionalist approaches. In Chapter Two the question of 

Islamic sources of knowledge that were transmitted to the Mamlük society is considered. The 

traditional Mamlük educational system is first described; followed by a brief discussion 

dealing with the nature of these sources of knowledge which are divided into scientific and 

religious categories. This discussion leads to the basic differences in the understanding of the 

sciences in traditional times to engulf both qualitative as well as quantitative dimensions. It 

is also here that tnfism, the esoteric dimension of Islam, is revealed to have been prevalent 

in Egyptian medieval times, and inter-connected to the life of the society. 

Chapter Three introduces the Mamlük setting. Aspects of the Mamlük context are 

discussed in a broad sense from the political, economical, and religious points of view. The 

religious life described here shows how the `ulama' and the Safi shaykhs had come to accept 

and respect one another in the MamlUk period. This chapter ends with a view of the Mamlük 

city with special emphasis on the role of the mosque in relation to the urban setting of 

medieval Cairo. The next Chapter deals with prayer and the mosque in Islam. Both the outer 

and inner meaning of prayer in Islam is discussed here, ending with what the Shart`a has to 

say in relation to mosque design. This section argues how sacred objects and buildings are 

simple in both use and form at the beginning of any tradition and why they acquire a certain 

elaboration and complexity with time. The chapter ends with examples of the madrasa, and 

khangah types prevalent in the Mamlük period which illustrate the elaboration of uses and 

forms of the mosque in time. 

Chapter Five presents the Bafiri Mamlük religious buildings from the historical point 

of view. The typology of these buildings is introduced categorizing them into three groups: 

mosques, madrasas, and khanqahs. This provides an exoteric view of the interpretations of 

such buildings and leads to speculations regarding the intent of some of the architectural 

elements. Such observations suggest the extent of the limitations of such a purely historical 

approach. Chapter Six then investigates the traditional processes of design and building, 

taking the vital role of Sufism in the formation of the Mamlük guilds into consideration. The 

nature of the Sufi craftsman as well as the relation between art and craftsmanship is then 
discussed. 
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Chapter Seven, forms the theoretical foundation upon which Chapters Eight and Nine 

are based. It shows how Süfi belief in both inner and outer dimensions were reflected in the 

medieval process of creating a traditional form. The relationship between a sign, a symbol 

and the process of traditional creation is argued leading to the three notions of space that are 

central to the understanding of the Islamic tradition: the centre, horizontal and vertical axis. 
The traditional notions of space, shape, surface and colour which make up the form of an 

object are discussed from both their internal qualitative, and external quantitative dimensions. 

Based on such understanding, an analysis of the traditional symbolism of the elements 

incorporated in medieval religious buildings is carried out in Chapter Eight. The findings of 

this chapter reveal several facets of the symbolism beyond the traditional buildings but fail 

to explain the whole truth. This is because the analysis of an element in isolation is 

unrealistic. From this viewpoint, Chapter Nine is introduced: firstly, to apply this symbolism 

on twelve Bahri Mamlük cases thus showing the validity of the approach and confirming the 

symbolism; and secondly, to formulate four main relationships found in Mamlük religious 
buildings. The analysis and understanding of such repetitious relationships which are observed 
in the Mamlük religious buildings reveal yet a further dimension of the truth. 

Chapter Ten, synthesizes the whole architectural findings of the thesis in terms of a 

more detailed personal visit to the Madrasa of Suliän Hassan. The visit shows how the parts 

of the traditional building and the whole are one unity. It also reveals another dimension of 
the truth: that of the temporal aspect experienced by a visitor through the sequence of spaces 
of a building rather than by looking at the building statically in plan, section, and elevation. 

Chapter Eleven concludes the thesis by answering the questions that were raised 
earlier in connection to the benefits of the traditionalist approach, and the traditional process 
of creating a prototype. Furthermore, it sheds light on the relevance of this research to 
today's contemporary mosque architecture showing how it could aid the designer to produce 
an architectural vocabulary and language based on the understanding of the past but at the 
same time being independent from such matters related to materials, technology and know- 
how. Finally, suggestions for future work are outlined in relation to both traditional as well 
as contemporary architecture. 
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METHODOLOGY: THE HISTORICAL AND 

TRADITIONALIST APPROACHES 

1.1 TRADITION AND TRADITIONAL ARCHITECTURE 

In English the dictionary meaning of tradition is the process of handing down or 

handing over, derived from the Latin "tradit" which is the past participle of "tradere": to 

hand over or to deliver. As such it refers to the action of transmitting or handing down 

statements, beliefs, rules, motifs, customs, techniques or the like, from one to another, or 
from generation to generation, especially by word of mouth or by practice rather than by 

writing. Less specifically, it indicates a long-established and generally accepted custom or 

method of procedure having almost the force of law. ' 

In Arabic there are a number of roots which are understood to convey a similar 

meaning: nagl which has a primary meaning of transferral and relocation; rawy which has 

the primary meaning of transmitting and relating; gald, in its form of taglyd which conveys 

the meaning of copying, imitating, and adopting ideas. The root, however, which best renders 

what concerns us is / addatha, in its meaning: to tell, relate, and report by word of mouth. 

This word is familiar to all Muslims in its form 1 adrth, where it refers specifically to sayings 

and actions of the Prophet Muliammad (peace and blessings be upon him) which were handed 

down from transmittery (rawiya) to transmitter (muhaddith) until finally they were put down 

in writing. 

To speak of tradition is to speak of constant unchanging principles of 
heavenly origin and of their application to different moments of time and 
space. It is also to speak of the continuity of certain doctrines and of the 

' Abdullah Nuridin Durkee, "Tradition and Technology", in Muslim Education Quarterly, vol. 4, No. 3, Spring 
Issue, The Islamic Academy, Cambridge, 1987. p. 13. For a full definition of the term "tradition" also see Edward 
Shils, Tradition, Faber and Faber, London, 1981. Pp. 12-13. 
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sacred forms which are the means whereby these doctrines are conveyed to 

men and whereby the teachings of the tradition are actualized within men. ' 

Tradition and traditionalism as understood and used by Seyyed Hossein Nasr has been 

established and shared by a school of writers who include Ananda Coomaraswamy, Rend 

Guenon, Henry Corbin, Titus Burckhardt, Frithjof Schuon, and Martin Lings 2 According 

to their approach, tradition is not custom or habit; nor is it the temporary style of a passing 

age; it is continuous and all-embracing and its most essential element is religion. It continues 

as long as it lives and is lived. C. B. Wilson who has frequently compared traditional and 

modern societies in order to bring out their differences, explains that the members of a 

traditional society are implicitly and unconsciously referred to the unifying core that bonds 

all aspects of that tradition -a value system which governs their lives'. This return to the 

source, is the very essence of each tradition as it leads to integration and unity4. What 

characterizes all traditional societies is a living wide-spread internal sense of the sacred; and 

even if it ceases to exist outwardly, it does not die completely. 

George M. Fosters discusses the different aspects of tradition in relation to the 

society and behavioural matters; he states that "tradition is learned" because the behaviour 

patterns that constitute a specific tradition are not genetically or biologically determined. 

Every infant has the potential to learn any tradition. Through the process of socialization or 

acculturation, the child acquires the prevailing beliefs and attitudes appropriate to the social 

roles he occupies, and the patterns and values of the society into which he is born. But 

Seyyed Hossein Nasr, in Nader Ardalan & Laleh Bakhtiar, The Sense of Unity, The University of Chicago 
press, London, 1973. p. xi. 

2 For a definition of the traditionalist position and a representative bibliography of those writers, see C. B. 
Wilson, "On Modernist Reactions to Traditionalist Interpretations of the Art and Architecture of Traditional 
Societies - Part I", in Edinburgh Architecture Research, vol. 17,1990, Pp. 124-126. In this paper, he discusses 
the traditionalist approach both in general and in application to a variety of topics. 

'A more detailed discussion of the value system in traditions will follow below. Also see C. B. Wilson, "The 
Centre of the World and the Interpretation of Architecture", Edinburgh Architecture Research, vol. 11,1984, 
Pp. 50-59; and by the same author, "Architect and Community: Traditional Processes and Modem Products", 3rd 
Asian Congress of Architects, Seoul, 1988; published in Bulletin of the Institute of Industrial Science, Keimyung 
University, Korea, vol. 11,1989, Pp. 227-238. 

" Unlike modernity which is disintegrative due to its reliance on "originality" in a subjective sense; i. e., 
personal innovation rather than the traditional meaning which is authenticity. 

George M. Foster is specifically interested in the impact of technology on traditions. For more information 
see Chapters One, Two, and Three in, Traditional Cultures: and the impact of Technological Change, Harper and 
Row, New York, 1965. 
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because the life experiences of no two people are absolutely identical, traditional society 

produces similar traditional products which are not absolutely uniform. 

Any tradition is a logically integrated, functional, sense-making whole. It is not an 

accidental collection of customs and habits thrown together by chance. A tradition may be 

compared to a living organism, in that each of its parts is related in some way to all other 

parts. Each fulfils a definite function in relation to the others and is essential to the normal 

functioning of the organism as a whole. Each part, in turn, draws upon all the other parts in 

some way for its own continued existence, and its growth and development are dependent 

upon corresponding growth and development in the tradition as a whole. To put the matter 

another way, each religion (or revelation) on which the tradition is based upon, reflects the 

dominant values of the total tradition, and the beliefs and activities that constitute religion 

articulate with other aspects of tradition at numerous points. For instance, social, economic, 

and juridical phases of a tradition cannot be fully understood without an understanding of 

religious forms which, in turn, are expressed through physical and spiritual dimensions. 

To say that a tradition is a logically integrated functional entity, does not imply that 

its parts interact in perfect harmony, without stress or strain. In an absolutely static 

community this might be true. But traditions change, and the parts of a tradition change at 

different speeds; consequently, perfect integration and perfect fit are impossible. Every 

tradition, therefore, represents something of a compromise: to attempt striking a balance 

between the stresses resulting from unequal rates of change, and the forces which work 

toward continuity and consistency. ' The importance of an understanding of tradition as a 

utilitarianly and spiritually functional sense-making whole should be apparent; also, that 

change in any social phase of a tradition cannot occur without accommodation in those phases 

that have an impact upon it. 

All traditions are constantly changing; no culture is completely static. Although every 

culture produces inventors and discoverers, who are the ultimate sources of change, no group 

would progress rapidly if change could come about only through the ingenuity of its own 
members. As far as a particular society is concerned, its proneness to advancement is the 

Unlike transformation which is fatal to any tradition. For example, the shift from the Egyptian Pharaonic 
tradition to the Christian one, occurred after Constantine professed Christianity and Egypt became a Christian 
province; it was then that the Pharaonic religion which held the core of the tradition came to a complete halt. 
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result of its members' exposure to the tools, techniques, and ideas of other groups, their 

readiness to adopt and adapt these new ways and forms according to the rules dictated by 

their tradition. 

It was mentioned earlier in this 

chapter that every tradition has an 

inherent value system within it that has 

its basis in religion. Members of a 

traditional society, to a greater or lesser 

extent, react emotionally to their 

tradition. They are not neutral in their 

attitude toward most of its elements. 
They classify the phenomena of their 

daily life into good and bad, desirable 

and undesirable, right and wrong 

categories. The particular way in which 

they - as individuals - classify, reflects 

the traditional orientation of the group in 

TRUTH 
(ORIGIN) 

New elements 
tware 
encountered, 
day ýng system 
I& the traction (Divine 

Layers 

Le-- 

Traditional 

Figure 1.1 no procems of taaaionalizatio,: confonning to the origin 

which they have been socialized. through the value "on. 
Toward some things they react strongly, 

with approval or dissatisfaction. It justifies them in their actions or thoughts and reassures 

them that they are behaving as their traditional society expects. This value system gives 

stability to tradition. It can be thought of as a vertical axis leading to the Ultimate Truth; 

everything must first go back to the Origin in order to "seek approval" and thus, be absorbed 

in the tradition: this is the process of traditionalization. (Fig. 1.1) 

The rightness of the traditional way of life is thereby validated. Most individuals find 

security in conforming to the standards of their tradition's value system. In an analytical sense 

a value system plays an important role in preserving the society. Values seem to change more 

slowly than other aspects of tradition. Although this reluctance to change in the face of rapid 
technological advances often induces serious stresses, this essential conservatism of values 

serves as a brake on uncontrolled change, usually slowing the process to the point where a 
society can absorb new elements without threatening its basic structure and unifying core. 
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Tradition makes possible the largely instinctive interaction between individuals that 

is a prerequisite to social life. Through language and other symbols, it provides for the 

communication and understanding that is essential to the ongoing activities of daily living. 

Tradition may be thought of as a "memory bank" where knowledge is stored, available 

immediately without conscious effort, to guide the members of the traditional society in the 

situations in which they routinely find themselves. ' Tradition also supplies them with the cues 

that enable them to understand and anticipate the behaviour of other people and to know how 

to respond to it. Tradition can be likened to a map: if the map is accurate and one can read 
it, one won't get lost; if one knows a tradition, one will know ones way around in the life of 
that traditional society. 

Tradition as thus understood, is the "guiding idea" of a society and is its inspiring 

principle. Throughout most of history, tradition has governed every aspect of human life, not 

least man's artifacts, and has been directly related to the tradition's spiritual principles. Art 

and architecture are among the most important and direct indications of the principles of the 

tradition, for man lives in buildings and, in order to be drawn toward the core of the tradition 

(the transcendent vertical axis, see Fig. 1.1) they must be surrounded by forms that suggest 

this way of life and the beliefs that govern it? The medieval Muslim tradition represents a 

good example of a society wherein one can detect the presence of certain unchangeable 

principles that have dominated the whole civilization in both time and space. 

In such a tradition, one of the roles of the "creator"' of forms was to keep the 

tradition going, with his own insight, to give it that catalytic momentum that would save it 

from coming to a standstill. The traditional architect or craftsman would naturally be relieved 

of many decisions (by the value system implicit in the tradition), but on the other hand, he 

would be obliged to make others equally demanding to stop the tradition from dying. In fact, 

the further a tradition has developed towards its stage of maturity, the more effort the artisan 

must make to reach a step forward. 

' We will see in Chapter Six that this is what accounts for the mutual understanding between architect, patron 
and craftsman in a traditional society. 

2 This point will be discussed in Chapter Seven. 

3 We should not confuse between the term "Creator" which lies in the domain of the Divine, and "creator" 
which is of human capacity (i. e., architect, or craftsman). This point will be discussed in more detail in Chapters 
Six and Seven. 
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The important characteristic of Muslim traditional art and architecture is its 

continuity, variety, and unity based on the accumulation of layers of understanding, one on 

top of the other, to form a wealthy and endless source of knowledge. This traditional 

knowledge is formed and matures along the ages', and thus, remains the backbone to the 

process of "creation" of traditional form. Although these patterns are diverse, they are always 

related to their source and essence - the Truth'. The revitalization of any lost tradition is 

possible through the unfolding and understanding of these successive layers - not through 

modern eyes but from a traditional viewpoint. 

Thus, the meaning of the term "traditional Muslim architecture" becomes evident as 

the buildings produced by Muslim traditional society. It was learnt and was passed on from 

one generation to the other through participation and experience. Although the major outline 

of the rules implicit in this tradition were shared by its society, it is not possible to say that 

all these rules were applicable at all times. It should be noted that reference to implicit rather 

than explicit rules differentiates "traditional Islamic architecture" from "historical Islamic 

architecture"3 - hence, traditional continuity as opposed to stylistic fashion. 

Traditional Islamic architecture is a logically integrated, functional, sense-making 

whole and not the outcome of a collection of haphazard patterns of building vocabulary that 

do not relate to an overall scheme. It is functional, not only in the literal sense of utility but 

involves wholistic functions - such as utilitarian, climatic, social, aesthetic, symbolic, 

spiritual, cosmological, ... etc. There are no separate and distinct levels of function in it`, 

nothing can be separated out to be labelled specifically as "material", or "spiritual". Because 

traditional Muslim architecture emerged from its essence (the Ultimate Truth), its forms were 

continuously renewed from within. It was this interiority of the traditional process that linked 

it to the inner spiritual needs of the medieval Muslims. 

1 This could be said too of modern science, but that operates on a totally different level. The principle 
characteristic of traditional knowledge is that its essence - its source - remains unchanged; modern science on the 
other hand, lives by a process of throwing out the old source and replacing it by the more "up-to-date". 

2 op cit. Wilson, 1990, Pp. 125,132. 

3 An externalized architecture as we discussed in the Introductory Chapter; relying on copying elements rather 
than understanding processes and relationships. 

4 Everything is part of everything else in traditional architecture. 
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1.2 TRADITION, CHANGE AND TECHNOLOGY 
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Figure 1.2 "BEFORE": a vicw of traditional ('giro I N, king Wt ; dtpktea by Nvid Roberts. 

It is since Napoleon entered Egypt a little over two centuries ago that the wave of 

modern industrial technology, has engulfed Egypt'. We have discussed in the Introduction 

that the spread of that process has seriously effected our Muslim tradition. The Egyptian 

society, weak and insecure, willingly began adopting the methods of its conquerors, until it 

is today hard to tell Cairo from other modernized cities in the Middle-East. As the Egyptians 

began adopting these methods and new values, they cut themselves off from the remaining 

links of their tradition that they had heretofore historically maintained. (Figs. 1.2 & 1.3) 

' For a more elaborate discussion on the architectural transformation of Egypt see Abdclhalim I. Abdelhalim, 
"Transformations in Architecture and Urbanism: Public Projects and Private Initiatives", in Designing in Islamic 
Cultures 4, "Continuity and Change: Design Strategies for Large-Scale Urban Development", M. I. T. Press, 
Cambridge, 1984, Pp. 43-48. 

Figure 1.3 "AFITH :a Iic" of Cairo as Seen today vhow'ing the hws of our traditional ideNity. 
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The Egyptian architectural and human crisis has come about from a transformation 

of a medieval traditional type of society to an industrial-age society. ' This change has been 

abrupt and harsh, particularly at the expense of traditional customs and ways of life. The 

traditional fabric, the actual physical surroundings which provided the basis of life and 

livelihood have altered beyond any previously held conceptual possibilities and, in 

consequence, most of the strongly held traditional ideals and values have eroded. 

`Abdel-Wäliid al-Wakº12, a practising contemporary Egyptian architect concerned with 

traditional architecture, argues that when one walks through the remnants of old parts of any 

traditional Islamic city - whatever the difference of natural environment or climate - what is 

immediately apparent is its Islamic identity. He goes on to say that this tangible identity 

depends not upon uniformity of design or materials but upon the fundamental unity of the 

traditional society that lived in these cities according to traditional principles. ' 

Al-Wakil goes on to say that this unity does not depend upon the imposition of some 
kind of "artistic totalitarianism"; nor does it result from the absence of such changes as the 

introduction of new techniques or the use of new materials. The long history of Islamic 

civilization and its very diffusion over different regions and its acceptance by many different 

peoples would necessarily obstruct such a static situation. There is no doubt that there has 

been change and development of forms; but more importantly, there has always been 

continuity, and the warrant of continuity has been adverse to tradition and its disciplines. 

Change is intrinsic to all living organisms and institutions; but the anchor 

of change is continuity safeguarded by tradition. Without this safeguard, 

change becomes not part of a cyclic progression, but a kind of centrifugal 

violence that disrupts and fragments the arts, and none more than 

architecture. " 

Gülgbnen calls it a "morphological crisis". See Ahmet Gülgönen, "A Typo-Morphological Approach to 
Design Thinking", in a Symposium held by the Aga Khan Program for Islamic Architecture, Theories and Principles of Design in the Architecture of Islamic Societies, Cambridge, 1988, p. 115. 

2 He is considered to be an "apprentice" of Hassan FathY. 

s ̀ Abdel-Wa iid al-Wakil., "Identity, Tradition and Architecture", in Arab Architecture Past and Present, Arab British Chamber of Commerce, London, 1984, p. 26. 

" ibid., p. 26. 



Chapter One 9 

Change, sanctioned and protected by tradition, is no more than a gradual movement 

necessary to sustain vitality; without this movement there is death. But where there is vitality, 

there is also variety and creativity, not necessarily all at the same level; for even within the 

scope of tradition there is always a likelihood of "good" and "bad" periods. These rises and 

falls are also as intrinsic to organisms and institutions as change itself: they are the "signs" 

of life. 

What needs pointing out, is that change is not synonymous with what is today called 

"progress and technology. " Change, sanctioned by tradition, has never destroyed the unity 

of the Islamic tradition; but the notion of "progress" has destroyed the unity and integrity of 

Muslim architecture, and has also implied a fake substitute: namely, uniformity. This has 

come about because today, progress and technology are believed to bring about a better way 

of life as time moves on' - implying a progress as uniform as time's passing. 2 

If it was the role of the Muslim tradition to safeguard Islamic art and architecture, 

then it follows that the role of art and above all architecture, was to safeguard the 

environment in which the tradition could survive. Once this relationship has been negated by 

novelty, or by simple subjectivity on the part of contemporary artists and architects, then a 

vicious circle follows; what was mutually supportive gives way to what is now mutually 

destructive3. 

These remarks apply wherever a secular viewpoint has prevailed in practice over a 

traditional one (based on the spirit). All spiritual perspectives, and the creative traditions they 

foster, although truly related to their contemporary times, have about them an element of the 

timeless and universal, while the secular "modernistic" viewpoint stresses the fleeting and the 

subjective: "it is always itching to overthrow the present and dash to some, to any, novelty 

Mirrit Boutros Ghali discusses this issue in Chapter Eight in, Tradition for the Future: Human Values and 
Social Purpose, The Alden Press, Oxford, 1972. She states that: "change in itself, the bare fact of change is now 
taken as an improvement, irrespective of what is changing and of the direction in which it is changing". 

2 This has resulted in the almost uniform adoption by everyone of the modem "International Style" which 
adopted the principle of form following utilitarian function. Consequently the modem movement resulted in a 
"global monotony" and has been followed by the post-modern which from the traditional viewpoint is none other 
than the modern style to which are applied varying degrees of remedy "cosmetics". 

3 op cit. al-Wakil, 1984, p. 26. Also see G. W. Locher, Transformation and Tradition and Other Essays, 
Martinus Nijhoff, The Hague, 1978, Pp. 170-171. 
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tomorrow" 1.2 The pursuit of the new, unguided by traditional principles, makes for 

subjectivity and the loss of identity - naturally so, because tradition is always greater than the 

practitioner and his true identity is in fact the tradition. 

To abandon tradition, to disregard the achievements and models of the past and to be 

caught up in the trauma of change means to be incapable of handling the new. What seems 

a basic appeal is for us to distinguish between natural and "good" change from the otherwise 

unnatural and "bad"3. The problem today, does not lie in whether we are willing to learn 

from and adhere to traditional precedents and principles or not, but lies in how to learn from 

the Muslim tradition. 

1.3 APPROACHES OF DEALING WITH THE PAST 

The tide can only be stemmed by taking heart and attempting to act upon 

the words of the Prophet who said that when you see the end of the world 

coming, plant a tree. Because salvation, in the Latin sense of "to make 

things whole", never comes by reaction but only by action. It is only by 

returning to the correct actions through inner realization of the Truth that 

this wholeness can come, whether for an individual or for the ummah. God 

says: "Verily Allah will never change the condition of a people until they 

change themselves. I What is needed is for the Muslims to change 

themselves through returning and understanding their true tradition! 

`Abdel-IIalim Ibrähim, an Egyptian contemporary scholar largely interested in 

traditional Muslim architecture as a means of re-creating the Egyptians' lost identity, explains 
that there is a layer between the world as it exists and the world as it is shaped by man: this 

Brother Aiden, "Icons - mysticism versus mistiness in art", Modern Painters, vol. 4,1991, p. 179. 

I See full argument in C. B. Wilson, "On Modernist Reactions to Traditionalist Interpretation of the Art and 
Architecture of Traditional Societies - Part 2", Edinburgh Architecture Research, vol. 19,1992, Pp. 58-79. 

I This echoes the notions of "good" integrative and unitarian art as opposed to the "bad" disintegrative 
mentioned in the Introduction. 

4 Qur'än: 13/11. 

5 op cit. Durkee, 1987, p. 23. 
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is the layer of creation. He argues that this layer is coded historically through what he calls 

the "creative process of the traditional community", and that each community has its own way 

and process of its coding and decoding. ' Of practical importance to this thesis, he says that 

although the Islamic tradition is mostly dead in Egypt, the buildings produced by that society 

(in which were encoded the inner meanings) still survive, and it is beyond their external 

forms that lie their qualitative functions which need unveiling. 

It follows that the first step towards the re-creation of the Egyptians' lost tradition can 

only be achieved by means of a correct evaluation and understanding of the intention behind 

historical forms; i. e., the decoding process suggested by Ibrahim. This must be undertaken 

not in such a way as to produce a dead record of past events, but on the contrary, in order 

to see them as a vital and perceptive reflection, through changing physical forms reflecting 

unchanging spiritual patterns which have their origins in the Universal. The revival of the 

Islamic traditional arts and sciences and the re-discovery of their spiritual and metaphysical 

principles are thus first required. 

To achieve this in the wake of the disappearance of the guilds and craftsmen2 

requires: digging into the leftover literature and the sciences, including sacred and spiritual 
knowledge, to analyze and understand what was the basic framework of knowledge with 

which the tradition derived its wisdom (hikmah); and more importantly by examining the 

buildings that constitute this tradition. 

S. Gulzar Haider affirms that medieval traditional architecture, "which by its very 

nature mediates between earth and heaven", was the means by which belief was reflected and 

expressed according to the wishes and ideals of both patrons and builders - architects and 

craftsmen'. Haider classifies the literature in the field of Islamic art and architecture into 

three kinds (accordingly, implying three approaches) towards dealing with Islamic art and 

architecture: 

I `Abdel-ItaIIm Ibrähim, "On Creativity, Imagination, And The Design Process", ed. Ismail Serageldin, Space 
for Freedom, Aga Khan Award for Architecture, New York, 1989, p. 236. 

2 The knowledge that was held by the guilds was orally transmitted, that is why it is lost to us. 

3 Many of whom were trained in the master-disciple system of the Sufi orders in the Mamluk period to be 
studied. See S. Gulzar Haider, "Islam, Cosmology, and Architecture", in a symposium held by the Aga Khan Program for Islamic Architecture: Theories and Principles of Design in the Architecture of Islamic Societies, Cambridge, 1988, p. 73. 
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The first are the historical studies; they focus on problems of dating, 

precedence, influence, style, technique, and texts that relate the 

architectural work to its sociopolitical context. The methodology of research 

and writing is scientific and objective in that nothing is acceptable until it 

is corroborated by the sources. The authors themselves are often agnostic, 

if not openly atheistic. 

The second kind of literature is inspired by a spiritual world-view and a 

gnostic frame of mind. Authors of this variety quote from the sacred and 

philosophical texts to construct decoding and evaluative instruments for the 

Islamic arts. Buildings to them are symbolic texts that are catalytic to states 

of mind. They find the particularities of history a bit distracting in their 

pursuit of the trans-historical meaning and message of Islamic architecture. 

They are most open and perhaps most daring in constructing cosmological 

explanations for buildings. 

Finally their are the authors who try to establish a direct correspondence 

between Islamic jurisprudence and urban patterns and architectural forms. 

They too uphold the belief and the practice of Islam, but are in general very 

suspicious of the gnostic and esoteric dimensions of Islamic thought. They 

are eager to accept climatic causalities and social correlations to establish 

their thesis that the sharia is the prime form-giver of the Islamic 

environment. They are equally quick to reject or pronounce as religiously 

unacceptable any attempt to construct an architectural theory that explains 

the mausolea' of Islamic history. 

It is understandable that authors holding these three very different points 

of view have great difficulty understanding one another's work. Very often 
the positions are frozen, and lines so firmly drawn that one group can no 
longer face the other. 2 

' From the point of view of the Sharfa, the building of mausolea is strictly prohibited. The veneration of the 
dead whether for stately reasons - suliäns or emirs - or others pertaining to belief of holiness attributed to the 
deceased - saints, imams or awlya' - is forbidden; likewise, the celebration of the birth of the Prophet (peace and 
blessings be upon him) or the designation of certain feasts relating to holy men inawalid. All these traditions or 
customs have no origins in the Sharra, and yet are practised in the popular living tradition. Most of these 
practices stem from remnants of AN and Safi beliefs that have precipitated in the Egyptian society. 

2 ibid., Pp. 77-78. The problem of intolerance of each of these groups is accountable on the grounds that all of the three viewpoints are totally opposed not only as approaches but in their own world views. 
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Although Muslim architecture has been extensively researched from a historical, 

descriptive point of view, looking at it in terms of style, such studies have overlooked the 

most essential ingredient in this architecture: the "framework" of the traditional process of 

creation. This framework is undoubtedly the unifying vertical axis which holds the tradition 

together. The administration of such an essential ingredient to the purely historical, 

descriptive approach, instantly transforms the view of the architecture in question to one 

based on traditional knowledge (religion, sciences, customs, social habits, ... etc. ); the 

external, transitory, stylistic historicity becomes an inner, lasting, continuous traditional 

process'. 

I believe that it is possible to make use of the findings of these three approaches to 

help understand and reveal the true intentions of the medieval Muslim tradition. Explanations 

arising from the application of the first approach (the historical) can be enhanced with the 

help of the third approach (the Shart`a) which helps in decoding some aspects that the purely 

historical cannot answer adequately. On the other hand, the second approach (the esoteric) 

can forward our understanding by introducing a symbolic layer of findings which must have 

been vital in the design process - the other two approaches do not consider this esoteric 

dimension. This can be achieved by finding the symbolic meanings which were based on 

orally transmitted knowledge, and were circulated informally in the society on a popular 

level. In this thesis, this resulting bridge of approaches will be referred to as the 

"traditionalist approach", it will rely primarily on SGfi thought and method of interpretation 

(ta'wtl), while at the same time taking into consideration the laws that are applicable from the 

Shari`a as well as historical facts from the original medieval sources to form an overall view 

that can be termed "nearest to the truth". 

One last point remains to be discussed concerning the choice of period and of building 

type to which the traditionalist approach will be applied - and tested for its validity. The 

medieval Bahri Mamlük period has been chosen based on the following criteria: 

- It is the most glorious of Cairene Islamic art and architecture. This is historically 

accountable by the fact that craftsmen and builders from Syria, Iraq and Persia came 
to Egypt to benefit from Cairo's artistic activity. 

Meaning it is not attributed to a certain date but rather to a series of layers through time. 
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- It is one of the few periods where change related to art and architecture was 

minimal; this indicates that the tradition had reached the stage of its maturity. 

-A wholistic unity is sensed in Mamlük buildings more than in those of earlier 

periods in Cairo. 

- Contemporary "Islamic" architecture in Egypt involves stylistic copying from the 

Mamlük period - indicating an affinity to this particular tradition. 

-A more practical reason but of considerable consequence, is that the Mamlük period 

is well documented. This has allowed for immediate analysis. 

On the other hand, religious buildings: mosques, madrasas, and khangahs, have been 

chosen for their direct religious function. They have also been chosen because they are the 

basis for the understanding of all Mamlük traditional Islamic architecture in Egypt as their 
influence extended its principles of the spiritual and the sacred to practically every other 

architectural unit and finally to town and city planning. Most importantly, the medieval 

mosque in its wholistic function, is also the "House of God" (Bayt Allah), it is the building 

inside which man must "feel"' the Divine as Presence. 

' In $üfi terms. 
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SOURCES OF KNOWLEDGE TRANSMITTED TO 

THE TRADITIONAL BAHRI MAMLZJK SOCIETY 

Traditional Muslim civilization grew up gradually in the first few centuries after the 

expansion of the Arabs, and it was the result of close intermingling and collaboration between 

many different peoples, both Arab and non-Arab. Many elements in this traditional 

civilization were adopted from older civilizations, but everything was influenced to a greater 
degree by the Islamic tradition based on the religion of Islam'. Traditional Muslim civilization 

was thus a synthesis of many different cultural elements under the spirit of the Islamic 

tradition. This synthesis was a novel one in at least three respects: first of all, it bore the 

stamp of Islam; secondly, owing to the wide extent of the Arab conquests, it brought together 

cultural ingredients that had never been assembled before on such a large scale; and thirdly, 

due to the creative efforts of its participants, it brought about fresh cultural achievements. 
This last point bears special emphasis: a true synthesis is not merely a juxtaposition of pre- 

existing elements; it is a creative event whereby the old is woven together to produce the 

new. Thus, a vital aspect that this chapter will discuss is how knowledge passed over from 

generation to generation, through a process which involved much more than a custodianship 

of the ancient sciences but included a great many achievements of its own. 

We shall first have to discuss the educational system in medieval Mamlük times; 

meaning the process of teaching as well as the subject matter that was taught. We shall 

concentrate on certain elements within the large body of Muslim medieval knowledge that are 

relevant to both religious architecture and to the chosen period - that of the Batiri Mamlüks. 

One of the difficulties is to understand these traditional sources of knowledge through 

medieval eyes and not to distort them by understanding them through modern concepts. 

Another problem to be faced when examining the sources of traditional knowledge 

is that Mamlük historians and writers in general deal with what is now often called "high 

culture". High culture - which does not represent all the knowledge available to the Mamlük 

See the process of traditionalization discussed in Chapter One. 
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society - as contrasted to folk or popular culture, has a very strong literary basis, and is 

cultivated primarily by persons who belong to the upper strata of society. Unfortunately, as 

is the case with all historical periods of the past, the researcher is always faced with an 

abundance of material on high cultures and scarcely nothing on folk culture. The concept of 

high culture is not as comprehensive as that of traditional civilization. The latter includes 

orally transmitted knowledge, beliefs, and methods of behaviour that are transmitted from 

generation to generation by word of mouth - which explains why there are only fragments of 

written evidence of traditional information. 

In this chapter, we shall examine several aspects of traditional Islamic knowledge 

available during the Mamlük period. We shall investigate the overall objective of Islamic 

traditional knowledge in the two main educational institutions - namely, the madrasa (college 

administered by the `ulamd') and the khangah (house of the Süfis administered by 901 

shaykhs). We will see that both these institutions taught the same sciences, and that the 

difference was the emphasis of some over the others. The traditional knowledge that will be 

dealt with in this chapter will follow the categorization found in the sources: SharCa-based 

sciences, Islamic rational sciences, and Sufi esoteric sources. 

To arrive at an adequate understanding of Sufism within the scope of this thesis is a 

very difficult task, especially since there are only some aspects of it that are relevant to the 

understanding of Maml5k art and architecture - mainly its symbolic aspects. Yet, it can be 

misleading to deal with some of the beliefs related to it while omitting the rest, as the 

resulting view will be fragmented. 

üfism forms the theoretical framework from which we will be able to understand 
three fundamental points necessary to this research. First, to know the nature of küfism, its 

history and place in Islam; as well as its socio-religious structure and the life of the SUI in 

Mamlük society. Secondly, to identify kfi practices and beliefs of relevance to the Mamlük 

khangah; and thirdly, to arrive at the metaphysical basis of Süfi beliefs and practices, 

especially in so far as this relates to the symbolism and other important characteristics of 

relevance to the Mamlük mosque, madrasa, and khangah. 
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2.1 THE MAMLÜK EDUCATIONAL SYSTEM 

The best worship is the pursuit of knowledge. ' 

Search for knowledge (`ilm) even unto China, because it is an obligatory 

duty of every Muslim' 

The men of learning are the trustees of my community (umma). ' 

Pursuit of knowledge is superior to prayer, fasting, pilgrimage, and jihad 

(struggle for the sake of God) if and when it is for the sake of God alone. ̀  

As seen in these four authentic Prophetic hadnhs, to ask for knowledge (talab al- 

`flm) in Islam is highly esteemed and classed at a superior level above all types of worship 
('ibadah); it is for this reason that so many patrons have sponsored educational institutions 

throughout the different periods of Islamic civilization. 

It is evident in the sources that large numbers of students applied to ask for 

knowledge in Mamlük madrasas and khangahs 6 To the twentieth-century reader, it might be 

thought that asking for knowledge (falab al-71m) might be directly related to seeking teaching 

jobs (mu'allim or ustädh), but al-Idfawi' (a contemporary Mamlük historian) tells us that 

there was a great unemployment amongst teachers (mu`allimin), and that educational 

institutions were over-staffed. This clearly rules out the possibility that material benefit was 

the incentive behind asking for knowledge, and indicates that people must have learnt for the 

' Prophetic hadith quoted by Ibn 'Abd al-Barr, Jdmi' Bavdn al-'Ihn, Cairo, 1968, vo1. X, p. 90. 

2 ibid., vol. X, p. 79. 

ibid., vol. X, p. 77. 

ibid., vol. X, p. 75. 

s Up to the Ayytibid period, the sole educational institution was the mosque. When the Ayylibid Sulian Saläh 

al-Din al-Ayyübi conquered Egypt, he brought with him a new type of educational institution that had originated 
in the Seljuk period, this was the madrasa. By the time of the Mamliiks, the madrasa had proven to be a 
successful way to fulfill both the educational as well as the religious requirements, so that it slowly took over the 
position of the mosque. Due to the massive spread of Sufism in Egypt since the Ayyübid and through the Mamlük 
period, the khanqah, a new educational institution was introduced to house Sufi disciples. 

6 In the Ayyübid period only foreigners were admitted in khangahs which gave it an exclusive character. But 
by the time of the Mamlüks, it had been launched into the Egyptian society and played a big role in influencing 
the society. 

'See Kamäl al-Din Ja'far Ibn Tha'lab al-Idfawi (13th C. ), al-Ddli' al-Sa'rd al-J&ni' Asmd' Noiaba' al-Said, 
al-Dir al-Mi§riyyah lil-Ta'lif wal-Tarjamah, Cairo, reprint 1966, Pp. 477-479. 
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sake of acquiring spiritual benefits and for the religious knowledge implicit in the sciences - 

since asking for knowledge (talab at-71M) is equivalent to worship ('ibadah). 

Traditional medieval society was rooted in, and governed by Islam as understood by 

the medieval society - this involved both an outward and an inward dimension. Accordingly, 

the method of asking for knowledge (talab al-71m) was an outcome of this framework. 71m 

(external knowledge) was primarily considered to be of the Shart`al (Divine Law) in its 

various fields leading to the Muslim's knowledge of God and His Prophet (peace and 

blessings be upon him) and his responsibility towards himself and the ummah (Muslim 

community). While on the other hand, the inner dimension of `ilm was gnosis (ma`rifah) and 

could only be achieved through a spiritual transcendence. Both the outer and inner dimensions 

of knowledge were aimed at knowing God. Iiaji Khalifah in "Kashf al J)hunün" says: "what 

is meant by knowledge (`ilm) and teaching (ta'11m) is the knowledge of God Almighty which 

is the epitome of all desires and the ultimate of all happiness. "' 

Traditionally, a mandatory prerequisite to ask for knowledge (talab al-'ilm) was that 

the intent behind it (niyyah) should be purely for the sake of God (khälLSah li-Wajh Allah). 

Al-Zarnnbaji (d. 591 A. H. ) says on this matter of intent: "intent is vital in a time of learning 

as it is the prerequisite for anything and everything in Islam. "3 Badr al-Din Ibn Jamä'a, a 

fourteenth-century Mamlük contemporary, mentions that the benefits of knowledge (71m) do 

not apply to those who ask for knowledge for any secular reason (naf al-dunya) "or for bad 

intentions, or for money, or self glory, or for the sake of attracting more students and 

followers. " 

' The Shart'a is an expression of Allah's will and the basis of man's relationship with Him. Only by obeying 
Allah's commands can man discover the good life. To disobey is to invite ruin, both in this life and in the 
hereafter. The Sharra spells out all of man's duties. These duties embrace not only man's social behavior but also 
the details of worship. It prescribes both a right way to live and a right way to pray. Allah's relationship to man 
is spelt out in the Sharra as that of a Lord (Rabb) to his servant ('abd). 

Z Haji Khal-ifah, sometimes known as Mustafa Ibn 'Abd Allah (9th C. ), Kashfal-ßhunnn 'an Asdmt al-Kutub 
wal-Funitn, al-Mathni Bookshop, Baghdad, offset reprint, n. d., vol. 1, p. 52. 

I Borhim al-Isläm al-Zarnübaji (12th C. ), Ta'ltin al-Mota'allim l'arti al-Ta'allum, Dar lhyä' al-Kutb al- 
'Arabiyyah, Cairo, n. d., p. 10. It should be born in mind that niyyah is just one of the many aspects that are 
ignored in our modern process of learning. This is an example of how different interpretations can be by looking 
through modern eyes. 

4 Badr al-Din Ibn Jamä'a (13th C. ), Tadhkirat al-Sllmi' wal-Motakallim 1t Adab al-'Alim wal-Mota'allim, Där 
al-Kutub al-'Ilmiyyah, Beirut, n. d., (copy of the Hayderabad edition, India 1353 A. H. ), p. 13. 
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A1-Suyüii, the MamlUk historian and compiler of 1 adiths says in "Rusn al- 

Mu1 äaarah" : 

... know that since Egypt has become the seat of the Caliphate (i. e., the 

Mamlük), it has become great, and Islamic practices have increased in it 

and that the Sunnah has returned to it and innovation (bid`ah) has 

disappeared and it has become the abode of the `ulamä' and scientists. ' 

It seems that the other parts of the Muslim world, faced with the dangers of the Tartar 

and Mongol invasions - as for example Iraq, and the Fertile Crescent (Bildd al-Sham) - 

encouraged the migration of scientists and `ulamd' into Egypt. Furthermore the establishment 

of the `Abbasid Caliphate in Egypt on the hands of the Mamlük suliäns, made Cairo the sole 
heir to Baghdad as the centre of Islamic religious and scientific activity in the Muslim 

world. ' Ibn Baitütah, the medieval traveller (d. 779 A. H., 1377 A. D. ) accordingly wrote 

that the madrasas of Cairo could not be counted because they were so numerous. ' 

By examining the process and method of teaching in the Mamlük educational 
institutions, we find that according to Ibn Jama'a, there were study circles (halagah or dars) 

in both mosques and madrasas. He describes these, saying that the mu'allim or shaykh would 

sit facing the qibla (the direction of prayer), and would read a part or more from the Qur'an, 

then he would start his lesson. After finishing, he would ask a few of his students to repeat 

what they had heard to make sure that what he had said was understood. In the case that they 

had misunderstood, the mu'id (literally "he who repeats") who was an assistant teacher, would 

repeat the lesson again. ' On the other hand, al-Suyüti (d. 911 A. H., 1505 A. D. ) the 

famous Mamlük historian and compiler of traditions, says that there was another method of 

teaching by means of dictation, but that it was not a popular method of teaching and hence 

was carried out once a week by a few selected teachers (termed ustodh, pl. asatidhah). 

1 AI-Suyiiii, J usn al-Muhadarah if Tdrrkh Mier wal-Odhirah, Cairo, Dar Ihya' al-Kitäb, 1968, vol. 2, P. M. 

2 Said 'Abd al-Fattäh 'Ashur, Migr IT Dawlat al-Mamdltk al-Ba, ' ariwah, Maktabat al-Nahclah al-Miiriyyah, 
Cairo, 1959, p. 189. 

3Ibn Batt. üiah (14th C. ), TuJfat al-Nw1hdhdr itGhard'ib al-Am. 14r wa 'Ald'ib al-Asfdr, Paris, 1880, vol. 1, 
p. 70. 

" ibid., Pp. 38-45. 

5 See op cit. al-Suyüii (15th C. ), 1968, vol. 1, p. 360. 
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Several Mamlük wagfryyas` (endowment deeds, sing. wagf) show that the patron of 

the educational foundation interfered in both the teaching method and to the content of what 

was being taught, to the extent that he would leave explicit instructions to be followed by the 

ustadh or shaykh, and mu`td. For example, the wagfi'yyah of Suliän Barqüq in the second 

Mamluk period2, goes as far as to state how the students should seat themselves around their 

tutor. Likewise, that of the Bahrt Mamlük Kaffir al-Sarghaimishi states that: 

The students and the mu`fd should sit around their tutor in the south (wan 

(vaulted space in a madrasa) and read a preliminary part of the Qur'an, 

then make a prayer on the endower and his family and all Muslims. The 

mu`id should then read out three lessons offiqh (jurisprudence) according 

to the Hanafi madhhab (a school of jurisprudence)... 3 

The final achievement that every student aspired to was an ijdzah (literally meaning 
"permission"; i. e., a permission to transmit the knowledge he has learnt. The term came to 

denote a parchment of accomplishment). There were several types of Yaws in the Mamliik 

period, the first and more esteemed was one granted to a student to enable him to teach; the 

second type was more inferior, and basically gave a licence to its holder to read out certain 

books or manuscripts to students - not all books, but only those he had showed a 

comprehensive understanding of. This insured that whatever knowledge was being transmitted 

was correctly understood! 

Mamlilk sources refer in more than one case to the relationship between a student and 

his teacher; it is described as one of deep respect which continues even after the death of the 

teacher. Ibn Jamä'a says that "a student would visit the grave of his teacher, ask for his 

forgiveness, and would give money to the poor in his name (Sadagah), and take care of his 

I The patron and founder of any religious foundation used to endow it with a wagf which would involve a 
considerable piece of land. The revenues coming from that wagf would go to the maintenance and upkeep of the 
building as well as to pay salaries of teachers, student stipends, ... etc. 

I According to 'Abd al-Ghan7 'Abd al-'Aii, al-Ta'lfm IT Milr Zaman al-Avvfbivvlin wal-Mamaltk, M. A. 
thesis, unpublished, Faculty of Arts, Cairo University, 1975, referring to Manuscript 51, Folio 9, in Dir al- 
Wathä'iq al-Misriyyah. 

s Extract from the endowment deed of Käfiir al-Sarghaimishi, Dir al-Watha'iq al-Mi§riyyah, Manuscript 76, 
Folio 12. 

' See two ijazah documents in the Asad National Library: The Ydzah of al-Shaykh `Abd al-Rahim 'Awaa, 
Manuscript 10775,6 pages, and the Udzah of No`män al-Allüsi, Manuscript 11325,3 pages. 
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children and relatives for him. «1 In spite of this deep respect for their teachers, students could 

decide who they saw as fit or unfit to teach. An example of this is given in Ibn Ilajar al- 

`Asgaläni's account in the thirteenth-century of the objection made by the students of the 

Madrasa al-ManWriyyah after Shaykh Ahmed Ibn Mofiammad al= Asjadi (d. 749 A. H. ) was 

appointed as their teacher. They complained to the principal in charge of the endowment deed 

(n&Ihir al-wagt) and said: "you have imposed on us he who is unfit (to teach), and we do not 

want any person who will not help us to augment our knowledge. "Z 

More importantly, apart from the more orthodox teaching of the `ulamd', a number 

of Sufi shaykhs emerged in the ninth-century A. D. who attracted large followings. Through 

them Sufism' achieved great popularity among the masses. In contrast to the somewhat rigid 
legalism of the `ularnä', Sufism, which focuses on inner spiritual dimensions, appealed to the 

needs of the people. ̀ In the eleventh century A. D., many `ulama' began to see that there was 

much good in Sufism and themselves began to cultivate the esoteric experience (bäliniyyah) - 
such as the famous Sufi jurist al-Ghazzalis (d. 1111 A. D. ). To these `ulaina', 8üfism 

represented the real heart of religion, since it dealt with the inner dimension of Islam, that 
is to say it involved both physical and metaphysical dimensions', whereas the Shari`a, as 

such, could deal only with outward behaviour (dhdhir). 

1 op cit. Ibn Jamä'a (13th C. ), n. d., p. 90. 

2 Ibn I-Iajar al-'Asgaläni (13th C. ), al-Dorar al-Kdminah 17Ab4n al-Md'ah al-Thdminah, Dir al-Kutub al- 
Hadithah, Cairo, 2nd edition, 1966, vol. 1, p. 286. 

3 Sufism is a type of religious experience in which the focus is on a heightened sense of the reality of God. 
Sufism takes its clue from the monotheistic affirmation, which it interprets as meaning that Allah is the Sole 
Ultimate Reality and everything other than He is but an appearance. The Süfi (as the follower of Muslim spiritual 
practices aimed at direct experience of Unity is called) seeks through various spiritual exercises to become so 
wholly preoccupied with Allah that he becomes thoughtless even of his own selfhood. This state is known in 
Arabic as fand' (disappearance of self), and is accompanied normally by strong feelings of ecstasy. Sufism will 
be discussed in section 2.4 in this chapter. 

See op cit. 'Ashur, 1959, p. 186., and see Ibn Khaldün (14th C. ), The Muaaddimah: An Introduction to 
History, second edition, trans. Franz Rosenthal, Routledge and Kegan Paul, London, 1967, p. 68. Also see 
Bernard G. Weiss and Arnold H. Green, A Survey of Arab History, The American University in Cairo Press, 
Cairo, 1985, p. 165. 

I "Al-Ghazzali's ideas dominated Islamic educational thought for centuries after his death. " See A. L. Tibawi, 
in Islamic Education: Its Traditions and Modernization into the Arab National Systems, Luzac and company Ltd., 
London, 1972. 

6 According to Humayun Kabir, the contemporary Muslim scholar, the realization of an external and internal 
dimension in everything led to the fact that the Islamic sciences grew. For the full argument see Humayun Kabir, Science Democracy and Islam and Other Essays, George Allen and Unwin Ltd., London, 1955, Pp. 7-10. 
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Sufis taught in two distinct types of Manilük buildings, the khanqah and the zäwiya. 

The zäwiya (which will not be dealt with in this thesis) involved extremist forms of Sufism 

and was mainly located in rural areas where the influence of the `ulamä' was minimal. These, 

the `ulamä' continued to condemn. But a large segment of the Safi movement preferred to 

operate in conformity with the religious law. In Cairo for example, where Sufis had to 

operate in proximity to the 'ulama', the khangah became an official institution which was 

kept under the control of the state. ' Sufism became so integrated into Mamlük urban life that 

the Süfi began to follow the madrasa regime, acquiring in the process a worldly education 

besides his spiritual training which enabled him to participate in all levels of the community. 
At the same time the madrasa students gained exposure to the Sufi approach to religion. 
Thus, a wedding of sorts took place between the Safi movement and the official religious 

establishment to produce a "Sunni Sufism", and thereafter legal studies and spiritual exercises 

were carried on side by side by the same persons - many `ulamd' were also Sufi shaykhs and 

vice versa. As a result Sufism became practised not only in the khanqah but in the Mamink 

mosque and madrasa as well. We will see in Chapter Four that even the waqf endowment 
documents sometimes used the words "mosque", "madrasa", or "khanqah" simultaneously 

or alternatively to describe the same building. This indicates that in Mamlük perception, the 
difference between these three types of buildings were reduced to a great extent. 

The interrelation between the mosque, madrasa, and khangah during the Mamlük 

period was so strong that Ibn al-I-iajj, the Mamlük contemporary writer said that it was 

common for Sufi practice - including the strongly prohibited dance and music - to be held at 

mosques as well as madrasas2. In general, the madrasa/khangah system was conceived of 

more as a madrasa with tuff services available as an added program. As in the case of the 

madrasa student, the final aim for the Süfi disciple studying in the khangah was to obtain an 
ijazah to transmit Süfi oriented acquired knowledge. 

This liaison between SGfsm and the Mama' was probably what prompted Ibn 
Khaldün to write the following passage in his "Muqaddimah" in the fourteenth-century 

MamlUk period: 

' There is a big difference between the education of Sufis in a khanqah, and that of Sufis in a zawya. See 
Leonor Fernandes, The Evolution of the Khänaäh institution in Mamluk Eevnt, Ph D Thesis, Princeton 
University, New Jersey, 1980, p. 90. 

2 Mohammad al-'Abdan Ibn al-Häjj (14th C. ), Madkhal al-Shan' al-Sharif 'Ala al-Madhahib, al-Maiba'ah al-Misriyyah, Cairo, 1929, vol. 3, p. 99. 



Chapter Two 23 

When the sciences were written down systematically and when the jurists 

wrote works on jurisprudence and the principles of jurisprudence, on 

speculative theology, Qur'än interpretation, and other subjects; the Sii s, 

too, wrote on their subject. Some Süts wrote on the laws governing 

asceticism and self-scrutiny, how to act and not act in imitation of (saints). 

Al-Gha zäli, in his "Kitäb al-Ihyä'", dealt systematically with the laws 

governing asceticism and the imitation of models. Then he explained the 

behaviour and customs of the SüfEs and commented on their technical 

vocabulary. The science of Sufism became a systematically treated discipline 

in Islam. Before that, esotericism had merely consisted of Divine worship, 

and its laws had existed in the breasts of men. The same had been the case 

with all other disciplines, such as Qur'an interpretation, the science of 
hadz7h, jurisprudence, and the principles of jurisprudence. ' 

From this passage, we find a parallelism between the SharCa-based sciences and the 
Sufi-oriented sciences which naturally paved the way to the liaison mentioned above. The 

involvement of the `ulamä' - who taught in the madrasas - in the teaching of Süfis in the 

khanqahs testifies to the harmony in attitude between the orthodox and Süfism2. 

It was mentioned above that the relationship between the student and the teacher in 

the madrasa was strong and based on mutual respect. In the case of the khanqah, Mamlük 

sources indicate that the relation between the $üfi master and his disciples was much stronger. 

Al-Sayyid Ibrahim al-Dusügi, one of the Sufi shaykhs in the MamlUk period, described this 

relationship: "The best student with his shaykh is analogical to a rag in the hands of a 

washerman, he should not move nor talk without permission, nor should he marry, travel, go 

out or in, mix or work, study religion or science or any such thing except by consent"'. It was 

through such submissiveness and obedience that the meaning of the teachings administered 
by the spiritual master were absorbed by his disciples. It is thus evident that the relation 
between Süfi disciples and their master was closer than that of the teacher to his students in 

the madrasa as it extended to influence his entire life. 

op cit. Ibn Khaldün (14th C. ), 1967. p. 360. 

2 This was far from applicable on the Süfiis who behaved reprehensibly in the zäwyas. 

Ibrahim al-Dusi, gi quoted in 'Ar Sälim al-Nabbalfin, Nidhdm al-Tarbfvvah al-Isldmiyyah 1f'Asr Dawlat al Mamdlfk ii'Mitr, Dir al-Filer al-'Arabi, Cairo, 1981, p. 78. 
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We can conclude from this brief examination of the teaching methods in both the 

Mamink madrasa and khanqah, that the educational system depended on a system of 

apprenticeship, and that its final aim was to produce scholars who were able to faithfully 

transmit the knowledge they had learnt. It also shows that this traditional system of oral 

transmission could be traced back to the earliest centuries of Islam. This can be seen in the 

well-known tradition narrated by AbU al-Dardä', one of the Companions (Sahäbah) of the 

Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) who said: "a man cannot be a scholar (`dlim) until 

he becomes an apprentice, and he cannot be a scholar until he practices what he learns. "' 

It should not be thought that the role of teaching in the Mamlük madrasa and khanqah 

was limited to teaching students only, because it extended in fact to teaching the general 

populace as well. This is confirmed by al-Magrizi (the most famous Mamlük historian d. 845 

A. H., 1442 A. D. ) who wrote in his "Khilat" that the madrasa and khangah are: "mosques 

where lessons - termed "al-mräd" - were taught to the society by the respected 'ulama' and 

shaykhs. "2 It must be pointed out that there are two major points of difference between 

traditional and modern meanings of the terms "religious lessons (mrad)" and "religious 

sciences (`ulum dtniyyah)": in traditional times, religion (dtn) did not concern the hereafter 

alone but covered all aspects of worldly matters - unlike today where religion is divorced 

from secular matters. The fundamental objective of traditional teaching in Mamlük times was 

to emphasize the importance of knowledge (`ilm) for the sake of the Muslim, in the sense that 

although the topics that were discussed were primarily to do with life and worldly matters, 

they were ultimately spiritual in order to aid people to the higher objectives - to "know" and 
"see" the Truth in everything'. The term "man of religion" (rajol din) was in-existent, 

instead, there was the term `alim (pl. `ulamä') or shaykh (pl. shuyükh) to denote a man of 
knowledge of both religious and worldly matters. 

To elaborate on this point, al-Suyui14 gives some examples such as that of Ibn al- 
Nafis (d. 687 A. H., 1288 A. D. ) who was called the shaykh of medicine during the Bahrt 

' Abü al-Dardä' (d. 32 A. H. / 652 A. D. ) quoted by Ibn Sa'd, Da baadf Beirut, reprint in 1957, vol. 2, p. 357. 

2 Taqiyy al-Din Afuned Ibn 'All al-Magrizi (late 14th C. ), Kiteb al-Sul, 7k li-Ma'rifat Dowal al-Muhlk, 
Maiba'at Lajnat al-Ta'1-if wal-Tarjamah wal-Nashr, Cairo, vol. 1,1956,2nd edition of the reprint, appendix no. 17, 
p. 1045. 

3 This point will be discussed in detail below. 

4 op cit. al-Suyüii (late 14th C. ), 1968, vol. 1, p. 542. 
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Mamluk period in Egypt. Al-Suyüii tells us that he was also the author of numerous books 

on medicine, fiqh (theology), fiadith (Prophetic traditions), Arabic, and logic. AI-Sakhäwi (d. 

902 A. H., 1496-97 A. D. ), another medieval Mamlük historian, tells us of another example 

of a gädt (judge) who lived during the last decades of the Mamlük period in Egypt called 

Zayn al-Din al-An§äri. He was called the "encyclopedic man (al-rajol al-mawsa'o because 

he studiedfiqh, Arabic, cosmology (`ilm al-hay'ah), geometry, arithmetic, algebra, medicine, 

and other sciences. "' 

This is not surprising when one learns that Bahfi Mamlük madrasas taught several 

of the Islamic sciences besides the religious ones2. According to Täj al-Din al-Subki' and to 

Iiajji Khalifah`, two Mamlük writers, the sciences were divided into three main branches: 

First, Shart`a oriented subjects (al-`ulam al-Shar`i)yah) and these were usually subdivided 

into fiqh (jurisprudence) and usal al figh (sources of jurisprudence), tafstr (Qur'änic 

interpretation), 'Um al-hadah (Prophetic traditions), and `ilm al-gira'at (the science of 

Qur'änic recitation). Second, Arabic language oriented subjects ('ulam al-lughat al- 

`Arabi)yah) such as nai'iw (grammar), and Sarf and baydn (conjugation). Third, the rational 

sciences (al-`ulüm al-`agliyyah): iibb (medicine), `ilm al-`adad (arithmetic), 'Um al-jabr 

(algebra), `ilm al-handasah (geometry), 'Um al-hay'ah (cosmology), 'Um al-mlgat (temporal 

sciences), iabrah (physics - literally "nature"), and al-ktmyä (alchemy). On the other hand, 

al-Subki says that there were some subjects that were not taught in the Mamlük madrasa but 

could be learnt privately through tutors, such as philosophy, logic, and geography and 

history. In addition to these subjects which were taught in the madrasa, ta'wll (Süfi 

interpretation of the religious sources) was added in the case of the khanqah. Likewise, apart 

from the daily prayers carried in the madrasa, the Sufis were expected to attend a session of 

1 udür (literally "presence"; at the end of such sessions the Radrah Ilähiyyah, Divine 

Presence, is reached) and to perform dhikr (remembrance) individually in kfi cells (khulwät). 

I See Mohammad Ibn 'Abd al-Rafimän al-Sakhäwi (15th C. ), al-Dhavl 'ala Rar al-ASr aw BaRhyat al-'ulamd' 
wal-Rowdh, al-Dar al-Misriyyah lil-Ta'Gf wa1-Tarjamah wal-Nashr, Cairo, n. d., Pp. 140-143. 

Z For a brief view of the development of the Islamic sciences from the `Abbasid Caliphate till the beginning 
of the eleventh-century A. D., and the shift from the reliance on the Islamic revelation for their source of 
knowledge to a much wider range of sources, see S. H. Nasr, An Introduction to Islamic Cosmological doctrines, 
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, Cambridge, 1964, Pp. 12-13. 

See Taj al-Din 'Abd al-Wahäb al-Subk? (14th C. ), My IN al-Ni'am wa Mobfd al-Mºaam, Maktabat al-Khangi 
bi-Misr bil-Ishtiräk ma' Maktabat al-Mathnä bi-Baghdäd, Cairo, reprint 1948, p. 78. 

4 Also see op cit. Hari Khalifah, n. d., vol. 1, p. 52. 
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It is thus evident, that the body of knowledge that was available and transmitted in 

the MamlUk madrasa and khangah was quite considerable. Ibn Khaldiin, in an explanatory 

passage in his "Muqaddimah" discusses the reasons behind the growth of traditional Islamic 

sciences in the Mamlük period saying: 

The sciences are numerous only where civilization is large and sedentary 

culture highly developed; the reason for this is that the crafts are numerous 

only in cities. The quality and number of the crafts depend on the greater 

or lesser extent of civilization in the cities and on the sedentary culture and 

luxury they enjoy, because (highly developed crafts) are something 

additional to just making a living. When civilized people have more labour 

available than they need for mere subsistence, such (surplus) labour is used 
for activities over and above making a living. These activities are man's 

prerogative; they are the sciences and the crafts ... We at this time 

(fourteenth-century A. D. ), notice that science and scientific instruction 

thrive in Cairo, because the civilization is greatly developed and its 

sedentary culture has been well established for thousands of years. 

Therefore, the crafts are firmly established there and exist in many 

varieties. One of them is scientific instruction. ' 

Ibn Khaldün, here points out several important points that need to be clarified. First, 

he gives the reason why the Mamlük period specifically thrived within the Muslim tradition, 

by attributing it to the crafts that prospered during that period - which was at a time of high 

development in the sedentary culture of Cairo. Second, and more important, he gives us a 

connection between scientific instruction as being related to the crafts2. Ibn Khaldün in 

another passage of the "Muqaddimah" explicitly states: "the sciences and the crafts are 

treated as one"3. This last point is vitally important, as it implies that the sciences that were 

taught in Mamlük madrasas and khanqahs were connected to the sources of knowledge (`ilm) 

that were passed on in the course of instruction in the crafts - amongst which is architecture. 

1 op cit., Ibn Khaldün (14th C. ), 1967, p. 343. 

I "Scientific instruction is a craf". ibid., p. 340. 

3 ibid., p. 42. 
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M. S. `Ashur, the contemporary historian who has written a great deal on the Mamlük 

period, confirms that the crafts in the Mamink period were acquired through a system of 

apprenticeship that resembled to a great extent the acquiring of knowledge in madrasas and 

khangahs. He says: "Guilds' (nigdbät) in the Mamlak period were based on apprenticeship. "' 

According to Bayard Dodge, the master would get his apprentices who graduated from 

primary schools (kuttab) and would teach them his craft. ' This is affirmed by al-Magrtzi s (d. 

845 A. H., 1442 A. D) account of when he passed through the market of paper (süq al- 

warrägtn): "under the hands of each master (mu`allim) several young boys were working 

under his instructions", he further elaborates saying: "every craft in Egypt had a `arif, one 

who would help the master in supervising the apprentices of his craft. "4 This account has a 

lot in common with the educational system mentioned above and to a great extent parallels 

the role of the ustadh, the mu ̀ id, and the students - or Süfi shaykh and disciples in the case 

of the khanqah. This confirms Ibn Khaldün's point of view concerning the crafts and sciences 

being treated as one - i. e., following the same system of indoctrination. 

Although the full argument of the connection between Safi shaykhs, master craftsmen, 

and the system of apprenticeship in relation to Mamlük architecture will be discussed in detail 

in Chapter Six, it is necessary here to indicate that Islamic guilds were linked to Sufism. 

Louis Massignon, who has spent many years researching Islamic guilds writes in "Les Corps 

de Metiers et la Citd Islamique" that: "a new fervour of religious and even secret society 

(referring to the Saft brotherhoods) was introduced by the Isma ̀ tir Fatimids in Egypt"'. He 

goes on to say that this created a new type of cohesion to the Muslim community due to the 

fact that the Sufi brotherhoods became integrated with the professional, craft, and commercial 

corporations. Massignon says that this traditional system was later inherited by the Ayyubids 

He does not mean formal guilds, but rather informal groups of people sharing the same craft. These "guilds" 
were to a very large extent similar to those seen in the Ottoman empire which were sponsored by the state. Since 
no historical sources mention such guilds in the Mamlük period, it can be concluded that they must have been 
informally organized. A more detailed discussion of such issues will be carried out in Chapter Six. 

2 See op cit. 'Ashur, 1959, p. 207. 

3 See Bayard Dodge, Muslim Education in Medieval Times, the Middle East Institute, Washington, 1962, p. 5. 

" See al-Magrizi (14th C. ), al-Mawd'idh wal-1'tibär bi-Dhikr al-Khitat wal-'Arhdr, Cairo, reprint 1207 A. H., 
vol. 2, p. 452. 

See Louis Massignon, whose position can be found in "Les Corps de Metiers et la Cit6 Islamique", Revue 
Internationale de Sociologie, 1920, vol. 28, Pp. 473-89, and in "Islamic Guilds", Rnevclonaedia of the Social 
Sciences, 1932, vol. 7, Pp. 214-216. 
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and the Maminks and that they were "essentially adopted by them"'. Bernard Lewis, another 

contemporary historian who has followed the footsteps of Massignon agrees with what he 

said, but says that the guilds were informal and not appointed by the state. In any case, what 

is important to us is that the Süfi brotherhoods were connected to the crafts. 

A1-Sakhäwi (d. 902 A. H., 1496-7 A. D. ) and Ibn Taghri Birdi (d. 874 A. H., 1470 

A. D. ) two other famous medieval Mamlük sources, bring out most clearly the fact that 

traditional knowledge (`ilm), the scholars (`ulama'), and the Sufi shaykhs together played a 

vital role in the instruction of those who would become master craftsmen (mu`allimin). Al- 

Sakhäwi gives an examples of the Süfi shaykh Ahmed Ibn Ahmed al-Suyütt who worked as 

a judge (gadi), as a teacher in several madrasas, and learned the craft of glass-making until 

he had reached a mastery of the profession "and became a master himself'". While Ibn Taghri 

Birdi in "al-Manhal al-Safi" gives another example of a certain Borhan al-Din Ibn Zaga'ah 

al-Ghazni (d. 816 A. H., 1413 A. D. ) "who started his life as a tailor then became an imäm 

(leader of prayer) who could give opinions on the different sciences (`ulam), especially SaJ1 

interpretations, plants and herbs - in relation to their benefits - and mathematics. "" 

These two cases quoted by al-Sakhäwi and Ibn Taghribirdi of master craftsmen who 

were 85fis, knowledgeable of Shari`a-based sciences, as well as rational sciences confirms 
Massignon's argument that Sufism was integrated in the society as a whole through the 

impregnation of the brotherhoods in the fields of professional, craft, and commercial 

corporations. It follows that according to Ibn Khaldün - who said that the crafts and the 

sciences shared the same indoctrination - the system of apprenticeship in the guild would 

follow the same method of instruction in the madrasa and the khanqah. 

Considering that in the medieval guild those responsible for building construction 

consisted of master builders (mu`allimrn), architects (muhandistn), builders (bannayrn), and 

craftsmen (hiirafiyyfn), it would not be presumptious to assume that at least the level of master 

builders would have had their instruction in one of these two institutions. I say "at least" 

1 op cit. Massignon, 1920, p. 473. 

2 See Bernard Lewis, The Islamic Guilds", The Economic History Review, VIII Nov. 1937, Pp. 20-37. 

3 op cit. al-Sakhäwi (15th C. ), n. d., p. 65. 

4Jamäl al-Din Abü al-Mahäsin Ibn Taghn Birdi (late 14th C. ), al-Manhal al-9,11T wal-Mostawf bad al-Waif Dir al-Kotob al-Mi§riyyah Press, Cairo, reprint 1956, vol. l, p. 152. 
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because it is more probable that the level of the architects (muhandisin) were instructed as 

well because they needed a firm knowledge of geometry, mathematics, astronomy, and 

physics. 

Since both the madrasa and the khanqah taught the same sciences and shared kfi 

beliefs and practices - in different degrees according to the intensity in Sufi instruction - then, 

all those involved in the craft of building must have been exposed to Süfiism to a greater or 
lesser degree, if not directly, then indirectly by its oral transmission through the system of 

apprenticeship adopted by the guild. Of course those who would have had direct contact with 
kfi shaykhs by having learnt and practised $üfism in a khangah would be more 
knowledgeable of esoteric aspects than those who had been educated in a madrasa. But in the 

very least, they would have been exposed to the three above mentioned types of traditional 

knowledge available at the time of the Mamlüks. Nader Ardalan and Laleh Bakhtiar, who 
dealt with traditional medieval Persian architecture discussed the "creative traditional 

Muslim", i. e., the traditional medieval builders. They sum up the traditional education system 

saying it produces different men for different functions through a common set of principles: 

..., and those who want to become masters study with master craftsmen and 

also with Sufi masters, to whom the order of the guilds has always been 

related. The whole educational system, commencing with the foundation of 

society as embodied in the craft guilds, moving up to the madrasa, and 

culminating in the khanqah, or centre for spiritual training, is directly 

interwoven with the entire Islamic tradition, especially the esoteric 
dimension contained within Sufism. ' 

But in fact, it is not only the members of the guilds who were influenced by kfi 

thought; we will see in a section below and in Chapter Three that Mamlük suliäns, and emirs 
who sponsored the building of the religious monuments, as well as the society were strongly 
influenced by Sufism in the Mamlük period. The very fact that Mamlük sources stress that 
Sufism was thoroughly "in the air" - and was shared by both Mamlük patrons as well as the 
populace - by itself created an indirect Sufi influence on the members of the Mamlük 
community as a whole - not only the builders. This indicates that in the Mamlük period, the 

I Nader Ardalan, and Lalch Bakhtiar, The Sense of Unity: The Sufi Tradition in Persian Architecture, The University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 1973, p. 9. Ardalan and Bakhtiar refer this quote to Hamilton Gibb and Bowen, Islamic Society and the West, Oxford University Press, London, 1967, part 1. 
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designer, client, and users shared the same understanding and background. That is why in a 

traditional society, whatever symbols are incorporated in the design process they are always 

understood by all, because they are used and lived by all. It follows that in their "creations", 

the Mamlük designers would have derived from the traditional available knowledge a system 

of symbolism based on the physical and metaphysical dimensions - we will see in the 

following chapters that this system of symbolism is inherent in the sciences which are related 

to the kfi doctrine. 

Thus, it is clear that there is a necessity to examine the rational traditional sciences, 

and the religious sciences as manifested in the Shart`a by the Mama' and in Sufism by the 
Süfr shaykhs to be able to re-create the body of knowledge that was transmitted through 

traditional methods of instruction and teaching in the Mamink madrasa and khangah. 

2.2 THE ISLAMIC RATIONAL SCIENCES (AL-'ÜLIIM AL-`AQLIYYAH) 

When we look at the Islamic rational sciences (`ulüm 'aqliyyah), we might expect to 

see the impact of Islam suddenly diminish. Is not science a `secular' endeavour, we may ask, 

which seems nothing more than to gain an understanding of the physical world and to apply 

the knowledge thus gained to the problems of daily life? What part can religion possibly play 
in the study of physical processes? And is not the same true of mathematics, the handmaiden 

of science? What is religious about the science of numbers? 

It is because we have today secularized science that we must, in dealing with 
traditional Islamic science, first realize that it was inseparable from a religious view of the 

world. We are conditioned by modern science to think of the physical world as a self- 

contained entity which is to be studied and understood without reference to anything else. By 

contrast, the Muslim scientist could only see the physical world as the manifestation of the 
Divine in everything; he was incapable of seeing it in any other way. This perspective is 

rooted in the Qur'än, which views common physical events such as the falling of rain and the 

growth of vegetation as Divinely wrought miracles (mo jizät) and signs (ayat). As we saw 
earlier, most Mamlük scientists were exposed to kfism in varying degrees, and were also 
well versed in the rational sciences, thus, they brought to their work a strong sensitivity to 
the Presence of Allah. This enabled them to affirm the unity and harmony of the universe. 
The physical world was for them an organic whole, consisting of closely interrelated parts 
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held together in perfect harmony; as such it reflected the orderliness and wisdom of the 

Divine Being Himself. 

Let us first examine the sources from which the body of Islamic knowledge was 

formed. According to Dr. `Abd al"Laiif 1Iamzah, the contemporary scholar who has studied 

the intellectual movement in the Ayyubid and Bahri Mamink periods in Egypt, the sources 

of knowledge in the medieval period are threefold: The first influence and source, was from 

the East, meaning Iraq. Iraq was influenced by Persia which was more inclined to 

philosophical approaches. That is why we find that the translations (tarajim) that came from 

the East were philosophically oriented. Evidence of this can be found in quotes in 

introductory chapters where authors for instance, start their argument by saying: "... and I 

read the rationalizations (ma`galät) in the land of `Ajam (Persia)"'. The second, he says, is 

from the West, meaning from Morocco and Andalusia. From there, Süfi ideas, literature (al- 

riwäyah), and traditional transmission (nagl) were carried to Egypt. The third, he goes on to 

say, stems from the very nature of the Egyptian homeland and this is the inherited Coptic2 

knowledge which was later to be reformulated into traditional Islamic Medieval science. 

These sources necessarily involved Greek and Neo-Platonist influences on the Islamic 

sciences'. This is accountable in the sources contemporary to the Mamlük society. According 

to Ilamzah who quotes Ibn al-Nadim, a medieval historian, as saying that Khälid Ibn Yazid 

Ibn Mu'äwiyah ordered Greek philosophers who knew Arabic to be brought to him, and 

commissioned them to translate the Greek and Coptic books into the Arabic. " This was the 

first instance where Greek sciences became available to the Muslims of Egypt. This is further 

confirmed by Ibn Khaldün who wrote in the "Muqaddimah": "The sciences of only one 

nation, the Greeks, have come down to us (in completeness), because they were translated 

through al-Ma'mün's efforts. "' On the other hand the Neo-Platonic influences are seen in the 

See full argument in Dr. 'Abd al-Latif Hamzah, al-Fiarakah al-Fikriwah if Misr R al-'ASravn al-Awfbf 
wal-Mamhiki al-Awwal, Där al-Fikr al-'Arabi, Cairo, 1947, p. 23. 

2 The original inhabitants of Egypt were called Copts; today, the term Coptic refers to the local Egyptian 
Christians who are a sect of the Greek Orthodox church. 

3 On Greek and Neo-Platonic roots of, and influences on, the Islamic sciences see C. A. Qadir, Philosophy 
and Science in the Islamic World, Routledge, London, 1988, Pp. 110-112. Also see S. H. Nast, Islamic sciences: 
An Illustrated Study, World of Islam Festival Publishing Company Ltd, Kent, 1976, Pp. 9-11. 

" op cit., flamzah, 1947, p. 213. 

5 op cit., Ibn Khaldlin (14th C. ), 1967, p. 39. 
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writings of the Iraqi Brethren of Purity' (Ikhwän al-safa) who are famous for their "Epistles" 

(Rasa'il tenth-century A. D. ) which were "... widely read by most learned men of later 

periods including Ibn Stna and al-Ghaualt Z. " 7be most important characteristic of the 

Ikhwän's metaphysical writings, is that they could address themselves to some particular 

phase of a subject without forgetting the whole which is an excellent demonstration of the 

traditional attitude towards science in Islam. The Rasa 'ii contain many profound metaphysical 

and cosmological ideas, mostly stated in Neo-Platonic, Neo-Pythagorean, and Hermetic 

symbols. ̀ Although the Ikhwän seem to show a deeper interest in issues related to Christianity 

than Islam, their ideas found a great willingness for adoption amongst Suffs such as Ibn 

`Arabi and Ibn al-Färid and Ibn Sina who all had an impact on Mamink education. 

It is perhaps in science that the synthesizing character of traditional Islamic 

civilization is most pronounced, since Islamic science represents the fusion of a particularly 

wide variety of earlier traditions. Seyyed Hossein Nasr expresses the impact of the inheritance 

of the Islamic tradition of several other traditions saying: 

Islamic science came into being from a wedding between the spirit that 

issued from the Qur'änic revelation and the existing sciences of various 

civilizations which Islam inherited and which it transmuted through its 

spiritual power into a new substance, at once different from and continuous 

with what had existed before it. The international and cosmopolitan nature 

' On the identity and influences of the Ikhwän al-Sala see Ian Richard Netton, Muslim Neo-Platonists: An 
Introduction to the Thought of the Brethren of Purity, George Allen & Unwin, London, 1982. 

2 Al-Ghazzal-i shows the effect of Neo-Platonism when he says that there is a spiritual dimension to the process 
of learning: "knowledge exists potentially in the human soul like a seed in the soil; by learning the potential 
becomes actual. " He goes on to say that there are two distinct channels in his system through which learning is 

acquired: actual application and Divine inspiration, the efforts of the mind and body on the one hand and a "fight 
from God" on the other. Here the Neo-Platonic in al-Ghazzal asserts the firm belief in a Divine illumination as 
being more efficacious than simple human reason. al-Ghazzalii quoted by A. L. Tibäwi, 1972, Pp. 40-41. On al- 
Ghazzali's attitude to the sciences, see Michael E. Marmura, "Ghazzal's Attitude to the Secular Sciences and 
Logic", in ed. George F. Hourani, Essays on Islamic Philosophy and Science, State University of New York 
Press, Albany, 1975, Pp. 100-109. Also see W. Montgomery Watt, Islamic Philosophy and Theology, Edinburgh 
University press, Edinburgh, 1962, Pp. 114-122. 

Muhammad Taqi Danishpazhüh, "Ikhwan-i S'afh", Mihr, #8, Tehran, 1952, p. 610. Also for a detailed 
discussion of the influence of the Ikhwän, see A. L. Tibäwi, "Jama'ah Ikhwan aS-SaJ2", Journal of the American 
University of Beirut, 1930-1931, Pp. 1-80. For the effect of the Neo-Platonic effect on medieval society, see 
Edward J. Jurji, "The Course of Arab Scientific Thought", in ed. NabTh Amin Faris, The Arab Heritage, 
Princeton University Press, New Jersey, 1946, p. 223. 

See op cit. Nasr, 1964, p. 21. 
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of Islamic civilization derived from the universal character of the Islamic 

revelation and reflected in the geographical spread of the Islamic world, 

enabled it to create the first science of a truly international nature in 

human history. Islam became heir to the intellectual heritage of all the 

major civilizations before it save that of the Far-East, and it became a 

haven within which various intellectual traditions found a new lease upon 

life, albeit transformed within a new spiritual universe. ' 

Let us then examine a few of these traditional rational Islamic sciences available to 

the Mamluks. We will not examine these sciences from their quantitative achievements but 

as sciences occupied within the Islamic tradition as a kind of contemplation of the universe 

unrestricted to mere empirical investigation. Although the quantitative achievements of Islamic 

science are considerable, it is a distortion to ignore their qualitative dimension. 

Islamic cosmology (`ilm al-hay'ah) relates to the principles of Islam and to the 

metaphysics which arises from Sufi esoterism. It aims to understand as well as visualize the 

higher states of existence through the contemplation of the cosmos. According to Islamic 

sources, these states of being (maqamat; sing. magdm)2 lie below the Divine Presence of 

Allah, above the Throne (`Arsh) and Seat of the Throne (al-Kurst), followed by the eight 

angels connected to the Divine Throne, and followed by the seven heavens and ending with 

the four pillars which carry the celestial spheres connecting them to the physical worlds? 

In the Mamlük period, manuscripts on cosmology had to rely on hadith sources such 

as the fifteenth-century Mamlük compilation by al-Suyüii "al-Hay'ah al-Saniyyah fil-Hay'ah 

al-Sunniyyah"". Although there are many interpretations of these l adtths from the symbolic 

point of view, their cosmological significance is the same. The task in Mamlük traditional 

cosmology was to transform the cosmos into a sort of image which could be contemplated in 

order to lead to the unity that is within the multiplicity of creation. It relies on both the 
descriptions that the Prophet Mohammed (peace and blessings be upon him) gave after his 

I op cit. Nasr, 1976, P. 9. 

2 As we will see in section 2.4, the magdm is also a fundamental notion in Süf belief. 

' These points will be discussed in detail in the following chapters as the need for clarification arises. 

" A1-Suyüti (115th C. ), trans. by Anton Heinen, Islamic Cosmology, In Kommission Bei Franz Steiner Verlag. Weisbaden, Beirut, 1982. 
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nocturnal ascent' (al-ml raj) to the Divine Presence - especially the version of this fiadrth 

transmitted by Ibn `Abbäs - and on the theosophical and philosophical descriptions of the 

cosmos found in the Qur'an. In general, it also relies on notions and symbols drawn from the 

doctrinal formulations of Sufism as well as numerical symbolism and traditional astronomy. 

It seems that the Mamink view of cosmology was not very different from the general 

traditional theme of cosmology throughout the different periods of Islam. This is made clear 

by Nasr who describes the general theme of Islamic cosmology and its connection to Sufism 

as follows: 

Islamic cosmology, therefore, displays many facets and forms but all 
leading to a single inner content. The meaning of all the cosmological 

schemes in Islam has remained the same, namely the relating of multiplicity 
to Unity, of existence to Being, of each creature on a particular level of 

existence to the higher levels and finally to the Divine Names and Qualities 

in which are to be found the principle and the `end' of all cosmic 

manifestation! 

Cosmology was related to mathematics (71m al-riyaaiyyät) which held a highly 

privileged place amongst all of the traditional Islamic sciences. The role of this knowledge 

fed back into all other forms of science and the arts including of course, architecture - we will 

see in Chapters Eight and Nine, numerous applications of it on Mamlük religious architecture. 

Apart from its quantitative dimension, traditional mathematical science had a specific 

qualitative dimension, thus uniting the physical to the metaphysical. 

This love for mathematics, especially geometry ('ilm al-handasah) and number ('11M 

al-a`dad), is directly connected to the Islamic message, which is primarily connected to Unity 

or Tawhfd. ' Allah is One, thus the number one represents the symbol of the Source of 

everything and the series of numbers themselves represent the means through which 

I The Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) was accompanied by the Archangel Gabriel from Makkah 
to Jerusalem and then vertically through all the States of being to the Divine Throne (al-'Arsh) itself, this event is mentioned in the Holy Qur'än and described by Prophetic hadtths. 

2 op cit. Nasr, 1976, p. 31. 

3 On traditional Islamic Mathematics, see op cit. Qadir, 1988, p. 115. 
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multiplicity returns to the One. ' That is why we find that treatises on mathematics sometimes 

involve introductions of a spiritual nature referring to Divine Creation and its harmonious 

order which relates directly to the domain of mathematics when understood from a traditional 

perspective. The introduction of the early seventeenth-century Ottoman treatise on traditional 

art and architecture "Risäle-fMi'm4riyye"2 involves passages describing the heavens and the 

earths connected vertically to the Throne of God (`Arsh) and the Seat (Kurs! ) as well as 

number symbolism. Although it dates from the seventeenth-century A. D. and does not apply 

directly on the Mamlük period, it shows the traditional viewpoint of the connection between 

Sü ism, the crafts, mathematics, cosmology, astronomy, astrology, and the awliyd' (saints) 

by the use of both poetry' and prose. 

The major sources for Islamic mathematics were Greek, Mesopotamian, Ancient 

Egyptian, Persian and Indian. ̀  Of this vast inheritance the Muslim made the basis for the 

development of Islamic mathematics. On number theory, the Muslims distinguished between 

`ilm al-a`dad (science of numbers) and IN al-Iiisdb (science of computation including 

algebra). ' Upon looking over medieval Muslim works in number theory and computation we 

observe several important achievements. The most important of these is the development of 

the philosophy of numbers and of mathematics in general, which unveils a qualitative 

dimension of mathematics which is very different from the prevalent empirical one that we 

know today. " 

Nasr says that in the field of geometry, an important work is the eleventh century 

I Ideas from op cit. Nasr, 1976, p. 75. 

I See the Risale-fMi mdrivye " An Early Seventeenth-Century Ottoman Treatise on Architecture, trans. Howard 
Crane, E. J. Brill, Leiden, 1987. Pp. 26,27,49-52. 

I Poetry has always been a tool used by the Sufis to show their esoteric ideas. Ibn al-Färid (13th C. ) the 
Mamlük Sufi poet and Jaläl al-Din Rümi (13th C. ), the Turkish Süfi poet are a wonderful example of this. 

As for the Greek sources, they include most of the major works of Greek mathematics such as the Elements 

and Data of Euclid; the Conics, The Section of the Ratio, and the Determinate Section of Apollonius Pergaeus 

and the all important Introduction to Arithmetic of Nichomachus. Archimedes' works were also translated into 
Arabic and made use of. 

sA series of important figures appear to have contributed to this field, foremost among them was Abul-'Abbas 
Ibn Bannä' al-Marräküsh3 who lived in the thirteenth-century A. D. Mamlük period and produced "Talkhü A'mdl 
al-Iiisdb" (Summary of Arithmetic Operations). Abul-'Abbäs Ibn al-H! 'im al-Mi§ri, who lived in the fourteenth 
century, wrote on both arithmetic and algebra. 

6 op cit. Nasr, 1976, p. 81. 
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"Fimä Ya1 taj al-Sani' min A`mäl al-Handasah" (What the Artisan Needs of Geometric 

Operations) of Abul Wafa-' al-Buzjäni in which the various applications of geometry are 

thoroughly discussed. ' He goes on to say that in the domain of geometry, both plane and 

solid, Muslims followed the path laid out by the Greek mathematicians, solving many of the 

problems which had been posed but remained unsolved by their predecessors. They also 

related geometry to algebra (al jabr) which was established in the ninth century A. D. by 

Mohammed Ibn Müsa al-Khawärizmi; he firmly established the relation between this branch 

of mathematics and certain metaphysical principles central to Islamic doctrines. Finally, they 

devoted special attention to the symbolic aspects of geometry and its role in non- 

representational art (arabesques), keeping always the qualitative geometry in view which 

reflects the wisdom of the Musawwir (one of the names of God is the Designer or Fashioner) 

of the Universe? 

It should be remembered that the term "architect" in Arabic is "muhandis" (he who 

is a geometer) or "mu'allim" (teacher or master of craft). Accordingly, shapes created in the 

process of producing traditional Islamic art and architecture are inseparable from the 

traditional concept of mathematics, particularly geometry and the science of geometric forms, 

where each number and figure, when seen in its symbolic sense, is an echo of Unity and a 

reflection of a quality contained in principle within that Unity, which transcends all 

differentiation and all qualities and yet contains them in a principle manner'. Through 

mathematics, a harmonious balance and constant awareness of the flow of multiplicity from 

Unity and the return of all multiplicity to Unity - reflecting the Presence of the One in the 

many - was achieved. This is what characterizes Islamic traditional spirituality and is 

manifested in a direct manner in Islamic art and architecture. 

But in traditional Islamic sciences, mathematics was not only related to cosmology, 

' This reference is mentioned in Nasr 1976, unfortunately I have not been able to get hold of a copy of this 

manuscript. 

2 ibid., Pp. 82-85. 

3 We will see in Chapters Seven, and Eight that the square repeated in the courtyards of buildings was not 
just seen geometrically as a square, it was perceived as the symbol of stability and completion and a reflection 
of the quadrangularity of the four pillars carrying the celestial sphere bridging the earth to the heavens. The 
octagonal form encountered in so many mosques is not just a structural device to enable the architect to place the 
dome upon a square base, but a reflection of the Divine Throne (Arsh), which according to Islamic hadtth is 
supported by eight angels. The dome is not just a way to cover the walls, it is the image of the vault of heaven 
and beyond it of the infinite and illimitable world of the Spirit of which the sphere or circle is the most direct 
geometrical symbol. 
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it was closely related to astronomy' as well, which of all the Islamic sciences produced the 

most prolific literature. Nasr says that "Astronomy in its traditional Islamic setting is referred 

to either as `ilm al-nujam (science of the stars) or `ilm al-falak (science of the celestial 

bodies). "' Both the Qur'än, with its frequent reference to the heavens (samawät), and the 

requirements of Islamic rituals induced Muslims to study the stars. Man has been ordered to 

look at the heavens and the earth to see the signs (ayät) of Allah's Sovereignty - the Qur'an 

often speaks of the signs of Allah found in the natural order especially the heavens. From the 

practical point of view, astronomical calculations had to be relied on in medieval times to 

determine the prayer times (mawagit) and the direction of the gibla (Makkah, the Ka'ba to 

be precise) which were essential in relation to any religious building. Observatories of 

unprecedented excellence were constructed in a number of places, and the astrolabe, that all 

important instrument of medieval astronomical calculation was greatly improved in Mamlük 

times. ' Mamlük Cairo was a major centre of astronomical activity in the eleventh, twelfth and 

thirteenth-century. It was in Cairo that Ibn Ynnis wrote his masterpiece on observational 

astronomy. His contemporary Ibn al-Haytham - although known as a physicist - is also 

important in this domain for his study of the nature of the heavens. 

Astronomy in turn was related to astrology. The systemization of astrology as an art, 

and its cosmological symbolism, returns back to Ptolemaic Egypt. It was in fact this deep 

symbolism that made its integration into Islamic civilization and into esotericism possible. 

Throughout Islamic history, theologians ('ulama ) and jurisprudents (fugaha) have repeatedly 

condemned astrology and with the same persistence it has continually been cultivated on the 

popular level. All the same, in the traditional universe of Islam it was not contradictory to 

find such a person as al-Birüni -a mathematician - writing treatises on astrology. Nasr 

comments on this saying that: "the world in which the traditional Muslim found himself was 

vast enough to enable both the mathematical aspects of astronomy and the symbolic aspects 

' On Astronomy, see op cit. Qadir, 1988, p. 116. 

2 op cit. Nasr, 1976, p. 95. 

' The use of such facilities, together with the application of the newly developed trigonometry enabled Muslim 
astronomers to discover data that raised serious questions about the Ptolemaic theory of planetary movements. 
Although the Muslims continued to adhere to the geocentric conception of the universe, their criticisms of 
Ptolemaic theory became known to Copernicus and paved the way for the adoption of the heliocentric theory. 

I ibid., p. 101. 



Chapter Two 38 

of astrology to survive together, often in the mind of a single astronomer or philosopher. "' 

A number of Muslim thinkers were only concerned with astrology as linked to 

cosmological symbolism. This is seen in the astronomers who were inclined to astrology but 

ignored its superstitious and predictive aspects. On the whole, at one end astrological 

symbolism and the study of aspects of cosmic reality as the determinants of terrestrial events 

became an aspect of Islamic cosmology and metaphysics - such as in the works of Ibn Sing 

(d. 1036 A. D. ) - at the other end, predictive popular astrology was the means by which 

people lifted the burden of what the future had in store for them. In this manner, popular 

astrology was divided into three branches: questions concerning the life of an absent person; 
2 These three choosing the right moment to take a crucial act; and foretelling the future? 

branches were and are condemned by Sunni Islam. 

Apart from those mentioned above, the traditional rational sciences included another 

set of hidden sciences - hidden because they were neither taught nor practised publicly as their 

misuse could lead to unpredictable consequences. These sciences were related to numerous 

symbols that were understood in their time which dealt with hidden forces within the cosmos 

and the means of dealing with these forces. Thus the hidden Islamic traditional sciences are 

nothing but applications of cosmological sciences which cannot be understood without having 

the doctrines to decipher their symbolism. On the exoteric level, the 'ulamä' prohibited and 

discouraged strongly the cultivation of such practices while on the esoteric level they were 

a means to achieve the Truth and the ultimate direct Knowledge - Gnosis. 

Alchemy' is considered to be the major of these sciences, and those who practised it 

considered it to be a science of both the cosmos as well as of the soul. The alchemical point 

of view is based on the principle that all things are found in all other things, thus, 

transmutation from one thing to another is possible. To do this they believed there had to be 

a "catalyst", a spiritual agent symbolized by the philosophers' stone. Ibn Khaldün in his 

"Muqaddimah" showed disfavour to alchemy and defined it as "a sort of sorcery, because the 

transformation of specific bodies (substances) from one form into another is affected by 

ibid., p. 126. 

2 See op cit. `Ashur, 1959, Chapter Six. We will see how such facets of popular belief had consequences on 
the Sulisn I-lassan's life for instance when a minaret toppled during the course of the construction of his madrasa. 

3 On Alchemy and Chemistry, see op cit. Qadir, 1988. Pp. 119-121. 
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psychic powers, and not by practical technique, "' at the same time he says that "... among 

the inhabitants of cities such as Cairo ... Egyptians show a great eagerness for the practice 

of alchemy. " 

Alchemy is concerned with the soul but uses the material world, especially minerals 

and metals, as a source of symbols2. Its ideal is to change or rather deliver gold from nature. 

Alchemy reached its peak during the time of Jäbir Ibn Hayyän' in Mamlük times who took 

it as a total philosophy of nature, his doctrines were concerned with the mineral kingdom and 

the transmutation of metals into gold. The basis of this natural philosophy is the four elements 

and the four natures. According to Jäbir, all metals were a product of the combination of 

sulphur and mercury in different proportions - in this case his reference was to an alchemical 

masculine sulphur and a feminine mercury. It should be emphasized that alchemy made use 

of the cosmic forces themselves in order to transcend the cosmos. The alchemists believed 

it was the unification of male and female principles that produced a new perfected form; and 

that while applicable to metals, this could be applied to the soul of man each on its individual 

plane. Jäbir also believed that the key to understand the structure of any substance was the 

mcaän (balance) through these polarizations of male and female, hot and cold, ... etc. Here the 

balance is concerned with inner (bdfin) and outer (dhdhir) qualities and with numeral 

symbolism which ties to the notions of Sufism - especially related to Ibn 'Arab" Cs Wahdat al- 

Wujad (Unity of Being). 

The relation between alchemy and Sufism is profound. The reason is that Sufism is 

a way of realization, which constitutes a doctrine, a method and a sort of alchemy through 

which the soul of man is transformed. In other words, Sufism found in alchemy the example 

through which it could describe its teachings. As an analogy, the Sufi master worked upon 

the base metal of the soul of the disciple and with the help of the spiritual methods of 9üfism 

transformed this base metal into gold. Alchemy is hence considered by the Sufis to be its 

supporting branch. 

I op cit. Ibn Khaldün (14th C. ), 1967, p. 391. 

I See the introduction of Titus Burckhardt, Alchemy: Science of the Cosmos Science of the Soul, trans. by 
William Stoddart, Element Books Ltd, Dorset, 1967. 

Ibn Khaldün again attacking alchemy introduced Jäbir Ibn i-iayyän as "the chief sorcerer of Islam... discovered the craft of sorcery and alchemy. " op cit. Ibn Khaldün (14th C. ), 1967, p. 391. 
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The possibility of transmutation from base metal to gold has been debated throughout 

Islamic history by scientists, philosophers and theologians. Most philosophers and scientists 

accepted the alchemical point of view, even if they did not believe in transmutation. The 

Shiite theologians favoured alchemy tremendously (mostly in Persia and Iraq and in the 

earlier Fatimid period in Egypt) yet the Sunni theologians rejected its application. In Mamlük 

times, after seeing how many rich people had become impoverished by it', the 'ulama' 

prohibited and condemned it. Al-Gübari called the alchemists "... they are the greatest group 

amongst groups that are dedicated to 'eat' peoples money unjustly" 2 Nevertheless, we will 

see in Chapter Seven the role of alchemy in relation to the ennoblement of materials as 

perceived by traditional medieval craftsmen. 

2.3 SHARP ̀A-BASED SOURCES OF RELIGIOUS KNOWLEDGE 

Since Islam was the primary integrative factor in traditional Mamlük times, the 
Shart`a based sciences (al-`ulam al-Shar`iyyah) occupied a central place within the subject 

matter taught in the Mamlük madrasa and khanqah. By Sharf`a-based sources of knowledge, 

we mean those disciplines and skills that were directly related to the sources of the Islamic 

faith, especially the Qur'an and / adtth literature. The term therefore does not in this usage, 
include religious thought as represented by philosophy, or Sufism. The primary aims of the 

Shari`a based sciences were the preservation and correct understanding of the sources of the 

faith. 

The greater emphasis was, understandably, devoted to the Qur'an. Within Qur'änic 

sciences the most important subjects were the recitation of the Qur'an (`ilm al-girä'ät) and 
the explication of the Qur'än (`ilm al-tafstr). The correct recitation of the Qur'än is a matter 
of utmost importance to Muslim religious scholars. In order to appreciate why this is so, we 

must realize that the Qur'än represents to the Muslim the very Speech of Allah (Kalam 

'S. `Äshür, AI-Moilama' al-Mtfrri'ASr al-Salairn al-Mamdltk, Dar al-Nahaah al-'Arabiyyah, Cairo, 1962, 
p. 243. 

2 Al-Güban ('Abd al-Ralhnn al-Shahü bi `Abd al-Ra1 män Ibn Abi Bakr), A IMokhtltr if Kashf al-Asrdr, Damascus, 1884, p. 61. 
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Allah). ' Since the very words of the Qur'än are from Allah, they have in the minds of the 

Muslims a sacred character. It is through these Divine Words that Allah establishes contact 

with man and communicates His will to man. This being the case, it is imperative that the 

words of the Qur'än be transmitted with the utmost care from generation to generation. 

Oral rhythmic recitation was for medieval Muslims the only proper mode of the 

Qur'än's transmission. A specialist in Qur'änic recitation (mugri) taught correct recitation 

to a group of disciples, who in their turn became specialists and taught recitation to others. 

In this manner Qur'änic recitation was passed on from generation to generation. Not only 

were the words of the Qur'an thus transmitted, so also was a particular style of recitation, 

called in Arabic tajwf&. Alongside this oral tradition, a written text of the Qur'an was also 

preserved from generation to generation, the agents of transmission in this case being scribes 

who produced a continuing supply of copies of the text. This gave rise to the arts of 

calligraphy of Arabic scripture, which came to be one of the basic elements of decoration in 

Islamic architecture especially in religious buildings. 

Next to the rhythmic recitation and transmission of the Qur'än, the most important 

Qur'änic discipline was that of tafsfr (interpretation or explication). Within this discipline a 

large literature of commentary on the Qur'änic text arose. Qur'änic interpretation (tafsfr), 

passed through two phases during the history of Islam: the first was "transmittive", and the 

second was "rational". This second phase, was the one that was more influential in Mamlük 

times and was started by al"Ghazzali (d. 1111 A. D. ). He said that mere transmission was not 

enough to know the Book of God and that it was possible for each person to deduce things 

from the Qur'an according to one's capability. According to his Süfi beliefs he also added that 

the Qur'an had both a dhdhir (external) and a balin (internal) dimension, and that one could 

not understand the Word of God without understanding the two. He gives an example of the 

Qur'änic words related to the literal order given to Moses to "remove his shoes (fakhla` 

na'layka)", that the word "na`layk" in the world of matter means "shoes", while in the world 

' Many writers on Islam describe the Qur'än as the Word of Allah. This choice of wording, though certainly 
appropriate, is somewhat vague, since it is essentially metaphorical and may be used for any divine revelation, 
whether verbal or not. In the Bible for instance, the phrase is sometimes applied to moral principles or imperatives 
which prophets or apostolic writers convey to their contemporaries in their own words. In such cases the Word 
of God is contained in the words of men. The Islamic tradition on the other hand, affirms that the Qur'an consists 
of words which are themselves from Allah. The Prophet Mohammed (peace and blessings be upon him) is in no 
sense the author of the Qur'än. Both the ideas found in it and the words through which these ideas are expressed have a Divine Origin. 

I Tajwfd is a melodious type of recitation; the Islamic tradition carefully distinguishes it from singing as such 
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of the spirit it meant "the world and the hereafter"'. He further attributed the difference views 

in interpretation to the attainment of True Knowledge - involving wisdom (hikmah) only 

revealed to Prophets and the special awliya' (friends of God; i. e., kfi saints). This 

perspective opened the way to a new future for tafstr. 2 As a result, three branches arose from 

tafsir: the first was the science of debate ('ilm al jadal) which yielded interpretations such as 

those of the Mo`tazalites3; the second was esoteric Shiite interpretation (ta`wtl balint Shi`l) 

yielding Shiite interpretation4; and the third was esoteric Süfi interpretation (ta'wd süft 

bahn! ) which yielded such interpretations as Ibn `Arabi's Qur'änic interpretation - 

unfortunately this work was never completeds. 

On the other hand, the explication of, and commentary on, the second great source 

of Islamic faith, the 1 adtth literature (`ilm al-! adtth), did not present so a difficult task as that 

of the Qur'an. The biggest concern of the scholars was to determine the authenticity of each 

hadtth by determining "chains of authorities" (silsilat asanrd, singular: isndd) which were 

attached to the hadah narratives. 6 

Since the Shari`a to which the community of Muslims was subject is considered to 

be from Allah, jurisprudence (figh the study of this Law) is closely related to the religious 

studies mentioned above. It is needless to say that the norms laid down by the Sharl'a were 

indistinguishable from moral or ethical norms in traditional times: the medieval Mamlük 

Muslim did not separate Law from morality. Because it is the expression of Allah's will, the 

Shari`a necessarily has a moral character; what it declares right or wrong is Really right or 

wrong. Furthermore, the norms contained in the Shart`a constitute absolute norms. 

I See full argument in al-Ghazzaü (12th C. ), P Vä' 'Uli1m al-Dfn, trans. by Maulana Fazlul Karim, Tai 
Company, Delhi, 1982, vol. 1. Pp. 33,88. 

2 The following examples of ta'wil are mentioned in op cit. flamzah, 1947, p. 186. 

' On the Mo'tazalites see op cit. Ibn Khaldün (14th C. ), 1967, p. 72. 

To illustrate this, when God says in the Qur'än "and slaughter the cow, " the Shiite ta'wtl of the "cow" is 
"'A'ishah" the wife of the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him). 

I Up to the sara (chapter) of al-Kahf (the Cave). See al-SuyüºY (15th C. ), f'abaa& al-Mufassirrn, al-Nuskhah 
al-Ürobbiyyah, Cairo, n. d., p. 188. 

6 Perhaps the most typical representative of this type of specialized religious scholars of the Mamlük period 
was Jaläl al-Din al-Suyuii (15th C. ). Al-Suyüit is said to have produced 561 distinct works, of which 450 have 
survived. Al-Suyüi? 's writings covered the whole field of contemporary literary and scientific studies. This thesis 
will rely on numerous ! iadtlhs that have been compiled by him especially ones related to traditional cosmology. 
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In medieval times, Muslim jurisprudence embraced two primary components: the 

science of fiqh and the science of usül al-fiqh. The former sought to work out the actual 

details of the Shart`a; the latter sought to determine the methodological principles which were 

to guide this effort. These two undertakings presupposed that the Sharf'a had not been given 

to man in the form of a ready-made system of law, one which covered all situations of life; 

such a system had, therefore, to be constructed by human scholars, the `ulamä' who are also 

called fugahä' (from the term "fiqh"), on the basis of careful study of the revelation which 

had come through Mohammad (peace and blessings be upon him). The chief repository of 

revelation was the Qur'än, while the recorded deeds of the Prophet (peace and blessings be 

upon him) which were found in the hadith literature, were also vehicles of revealed Truth and 

therefore constituted a second valid source for the understanding of the Shart`a. These sayings 

and deeds were regarded as a sacred tradition (Sunnah'), which every Muslim must follow 

to the best of his ability. 

But many cases which called for consideration in this working out of the Shart`a were 

not explicitly covered in the Qur'an and Sunnah, and therefore some further principles had 

to be developed whereby the Sharl`a could be correctly elaborated. One such principle was 

the principle of consensus (ijmä). According to this principle, whatever regulation the 

Muslim community unanimously agreed upon was a true representation of the Shart`a and 

was therefore binding upon all Muslims. The consensus of the community was, like the 

Sunnah of the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him), a vehicle of Divine Truth; 

whatever the community agreed upon was considered to be a valid expression of the Divine 

Will. Another principle adopted by the `ulamä' was that of the validity of analogical 

reasoning (qiyas). According to this principle, whenever a scholar could find no guidance in 

the Qur'an, Sunnah, or consensus on a particular matter, he was under obligation to draw 

analogies, or parallels, between cases dealt with in these sources and the case at hand? 

The fiqh books evaluated individual human acts on the basis of five categories. A 

particular act might be (1) obligatory (2) commendable (3) permitted (4) reprehensible or, 

From which the term Sunni is derived. 

I Thus, if he were asked to render a judgment concerning the taking of drugs - not specifically mentioned in 
the sources - he might build an argument against taking drugs by drawing an analogy between it and intoxicating 
drinks (khamr), which the Qur'än specifically condemns. Secondly, he could draw from the famous Prophetic 
hadtth which renounces anything that harms the "self" or the "others" (14 Barar wa 14 dirdr). 
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(5) forbidden. ' Medieval Muslim jurists operated on the assumption that all human acts could 

be evaluated in terms of these five basic categories. However, the evaluation of a particular 

act was not a human decision but a deduction from the recognized sources of Law, especially 

the Qur'an and the ! adith. It was not man, but Allah who evaluated or judged human acts - 

this is one of the primary notions in the Islamic tradition. But deduction from the sources 

required that the sources be interpreted correctly. The sources did not as a rule say "this is 

forbidden", or "this is reprehensible". Generally, the sources contained commands or 

prohibitions, or statements implying commands or prohibitions, from which the precise 

evaluation of an act had to be derived. 

The work of deriving evaluations of acts from the sources (an endeavour which is 

called ijtihdd) requires that basic methodological principles be clearly set forth. These 

principles constitute the second primary concern of Islamic jurisprudence, and since early 

Islam, a distinct category of scholarly literature was devoted to it. Thus, alongside the books 

of figh there emerged books of legal theory (usül al-fiqh). The study of the methodological 

principles of legal inquiry became one of the most important of all scholarly disciplines within 

medieval Islam. ' In theological terms, it represented nothing less than a process of 

discovering the Will of Allah. 

In the realm of figh, the most famous fagth in the times of the Mamlüks was `Izz al- 

Din Ibn `Abd al-Saläm (d. 660 A. H. ) who came from Damascus and lived in Cairo for more 

than twenty years, where numerous `ulama' left their positions for him'. He became a SGfi 

under al-Shihäb al-Suhrawardi and was apprenticed under the Shaykh Abi al-Hassan al- 

Shädhili one of the well known Sufi leaders. His great influence was political, social, and 

spiritual to the extent that when thisfaqlh died, Baybars the First said: "Today my throne has 

been secured, because if this shaykh had told the people to throw me out, they would have 

' The second and fourth of these categories have no parallel in modern positive law. Most modern legal 

systems are content to state what is obligatory and what is forbidden and to lay down the penalties or punishments 
for omitting the former and committing the latter; by implication, acts which are not strictly defined as obligatory 
or forbidden are permitted. The rewards envisioned in Islamic thinking are granted primarily in the life to come, 
just as punishments are to a large extent meted out in the life to come (notwithstanding the stipulation of a limited 

number of temporal punishments). 

2 op cit Weiss & Green, 1985, p. 177. 

' Shaykh Zala al-Din Ibn 'Abd al-'Adhim al-Mondhin stopped Via' (extracting laws from the Shan'a) after 
he had heard him. 

4 One of the most famous Sunni 9üfi shaykhs (d. 1234) who influenced the Mamlük period. 
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removed me from the throne. "' `Izz al-Din Ibn `Abd al-Saläm was not only just and firm with 

the society and the suliäns, but also upon himself. It was said that he had made a fatwa 

(decreed some law from the Shart`a) and then it appeared to him that it was incorrect. His 

response was that he proclaimed in Cairo and Fustät that: "whoever has heard a fatwä from 

Ibn `Abd al-SalOm of this, he should not follow it as it is wrong. "2 

On the other hand, Islam contains many ideas which speculative minds were able to 

adopt to construct integrated systems of thought. Islamic speculative thought is concerned with 

ultimate things: God, spirit, the nature of things, the purpose of life ... etc. It may be divided 

into three primary fields: theology, philosophy and Sufi thought. As we saw in the sciences 

that mathematics was closely related to astronomy and astrology, and that astrology was in 

turn related to alchemy, and alchemy to Sufism, we find that these three fields of Islamic 

speculative thought were also closely interrelated in Mamlük times and were traditionally 

interwoven. 

Theology as such is the systemization of religious beliefs; it transforms a set of beliefs 

into a system of thought which is rationally coherent. In doing so, it provides a justification 

for religious beliefs whereby those beliefs can be defended against critics or urged upon non- 

believers. This latter function of theology is usually called apologetics. In medieval Islamic 

theology, this apologetical function was highly manifested. This is suggested by the Arabic 

term by which Islamic theology is generally known, namely kalam. Although kaläm normally 

means simply "speech", it can as a designation for theology, be best translated as 
"dialectic". 3 

As we mentioned above, the expansion of the Arabs in the seventh and eighth- 

centuries was a great stimulus to dialectical theology. It brought Muslims into close contact 

' See quote in op cit. Hamzah, 1947, p. 207. 

2 ibid., p. 207. 

'This translation is not intended to explain the origin of the term "kalam" as a designation for theology, since 
this has not yet been determined with full certainty. Some scholars think that theology was called kalam because 
the Kal1ns Allah was one of its main subjects. In Islamic theology dialectic was a type of discussion in which the 
supporter of the given doctrine built up a case or rationale for his doctrine by answering particular questions or 
criticisms raised by his fellow discussants. This is opposed to the deductive method. In the latter, one works out 
a system of thought in isolation from others by deducing from certain basic tenets, taken to be unattackable, 
further tenets that are implied in the basic tenets. The deductive method raises neither critique nor cases, instead 
it uses "cold logic" and hence is not necessarily accepted. Thus, it is clearly the dialectical method which is the 
more suitable instrument of apologetical theology. 
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with a variety of non-Muslim religious and intellectual traditions, such as Greek and Indian 

philosophy, and Christian and Jewish theology, all of which contained within themselves 

considerable variation. As a result of these contacts, Muslims were faced with many 

challenges to their own religious faith. They had to decide whether to respond to these 

challenges, and thus engage in dialectic with disputants who did not share their religious faith, 

or simply to ignore the challenges. ' But these challenges did not originate only from non- 

Muslims, many of them arose from within the Muslim community itself. 2 

Despite its vigour, dialectical theology was not universally accepted among medieval 

Muslims. The more conservative Muslims looked upon it as an intrusion of human reason into 

the domain of religion. In their view, revelation as contained in the Qur'än and liadith 

literature, was completely sufficient as a source of religious Truth and there was no need to 

add to it the findings of the dialecticians. If the revelation was silent on certain matters, it was 

best to leave these matters to Allah and concentrate on those things concerning which the 

revelation was absolutely clear. In the final analysis, what mattered most was obedience to 

the commands laid down in the revelation, not the satisfaction of human curiosity concerning 

things not touched on in the revelation. The exponents of this point of view frequently called 

themselves the ahl al-hadrth, or "people of the tradition", meaning that beyond the Qur'An 

itself, they accepted only the hadrth literature as a source of the Truth, thus repudiating 

human reason as a means for discovering the Truth. A number of books were written 

condemning dialectic. ' 

Due to the hostility of most of ahl al fiadah to dialectic, the theologians 

(mutakallimun) had to take extreme pains to defend their use of dialectic in the realm of 

religion and to show that it was fully compatible with the Sharra. One of the first to do so 

was Abut Hassan al-Ash`ari, who wrote a book entitled "Highlights of the Polemic Against 

op cit. Weiss & Green, 1985, p. 180. 

2 When such issues arose within the community of Muslims, the various contending groups could, if they 
chose, employ dialectic in advancing their position. Thus, dialectic came to be a tool not only for apologetics vis- 
a-vis non-Muslims but also for sectarian developments within Islam. It was, in fact, by means of dialectic that an 
orthodox Sunnf theology was ultimately constructed - which has remained basically unaltered until today. 

' One of the most famous of these was a book by Ibn Qudämä entitled The Censure of Speculative Theory, 
which maintained that dialectic in matters of religious faith was contrary to the Sharra and therefore illegal 
(haräm). ibid., p. 181. 
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Deviators and Innovators"', in which he claimed that revelation not only permitted the use 

of reason but actually encouraged it. As an instrument of apologetics whereby the faith of the 

community could be safeguarded and strengthened, dialectic was thus for al-Ash`ari and his 

followers, a duty which the faithful could not evade. ' Such ideas were influential in the 

mamlük period. 

One of the most significant features of the kaläm theology was its cosmology, or 

theory of the physical world. In order to preserve the exclusive power of Allah, the 

theologians denied that the physical world can exist from one moment to the next by virtue 

of any power or momentum of its own. The notion of a universe endowed by its Creator with 

an independent continuing existence, and made to operate in accordance with certain 

mechanical laws, was alien to the thinking of the medieval Muslim theologians. Such a 

universe, in their way of thinking, would have imposed a limitation on the Absolute Power 

of Allah. Accordingly, they assumed that the physical world is continuously created by Allah 

from moment to moment. Each moment was viewed as an atomic unit of time having no 

duration. The rapid succession of Divine creations gave an impression of duration, but this 

impression of duration in no sense pertained to the physical world itself. Continuity and 

movement, as we perceive them in the physical world, were illusions resembling the illusion 

of continuity and movement created by the cinematic projector. This cosmology, needless to 

say, ruled out the possibility of real causality. The relationship between a cause and its 

apparent effect is imaginary; there is no intrinsic connection between them. ' The kalam 

theologians insisted that Allah created the world in the manner of an artisan, that He made 

it out of nothing, and that he sustains it moment by moment by a process of continuous 

creation`. 

I Al-Ghazzatl was in accordance with most of his writings who in turn influenced the eleventh-century 
Ayyubid and the later Mamlük period with his ideas. On the Ash'arites, see op cit. Ibn Khaldün (14th C. ), 1967, 

p. 72. 

2 This same conviction inspired the later Sufi theologian, al-Fa Tali, to write about the question of how much 
theology the common people (i. e. non-theologians) must know in order to fulfill their duty as Muslims. The 
Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) maintained that every Muslim must be able to provide a rationale for 
his faith and provided some arguments, starting with arguments for Allah's existence, which would enable him 
to do this. 

' We will see the consequence of this theory on the design of water streams salsabtl used in mosques in 
Chapter Eight. 

4 In Chapter seven, the traditional design process will be seen to parallel to a great extent the process of 
Divine Creation. 
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Broadly speaking, traditional Islamic philosophy was closely akin to theology', since 

it deals with religious themes such as Allah, creation, salvation, and prophecy. However 

among historians of Islam it has become customary to restrict the term theology to the 

dialectical or kalam movement and to apply the term philosophy to the movement under 

consideration in this section. This accords with medieval Muslim practice, which distinguishes 

kalam from falsafd, the latter term being of the same Greek origin as the English term 

"philosophy". 

Kalam theology acquired some of its elements from Greek and Hellenistic philosophy; 

the dialectical method itself was well-known to the Greeks, not to mention certain substantive 

ideas, such as that of the atomic composition of the physical world. But Islamic philosophy 

was to a greater extent a carry-over of Hellenism into the Islamic world, even allowing for 

the many original contributions of the Islamic philosophers. Kaläm theology arose at a time 

when Greek and Hellenistic ideas were just beginning to percolate into the Islamic world, 

whereas falsafa was the direct outcome of the massive translation of Greek philosophical 
books into Arabic which took place in the ninth-century A. D. Kaläm theology was in large 

part a product of developments in early Islam; falsafa was more a continuation on Islamic soil 

of an ancient tradition going back to Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle. 

It is somewhat more difficult to speak in general terms about falsafa than about kaläm 

theology, since the latter, despite certain variations, was on the whole a more integrated 

movement. The philosophers did not operate within the framework of an orthodoxy and were 

able therefore to develop their thinking much more freely along individual lines than were the 
theologians. It seems that philosophy in the later thirteenth-century in the Sunni world was 

unpopular amongst the `ulamä' due to the fear that it might lead to excessive interest for its 

own sake over the Shart`a oriented sciences. Al-Subkt says: 

It is forbidden (haräm) to study philosophy to those who have not digested 
the basics of the Shari"a in his heart and who have not been filled with the 
majesty of the Prophet, and who has not learnt the Book by heart as well 

1 For the differences in the attitudes of looking at traditional Islamic philosophy and Modern philosophy, see S. H. Nasr, "The Teaching of Philosophy", in ed. S. H. Nasr, Philosophy, Literature, and Fine Arts, Hodder and Stroughton, King Abdulaziz University, Jeddah, 1982, Pp. 3-21. 

2 On Sunnite theology from 1100 to 1250 A. D., see op cit. Watt, 1962, Pp. 125-130. 
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as a great deal of the hadih literature ... and he who has arrived to all 

these requirements may then study philosophy in order to answer back at 

those who have written it, but even then under two conditions: the first, that 

he be confident of himself and unmoved by what its agnostic claims 

(mulähadah), and second, not to mix the words of the philosophers with 

those of the `ulamä'. ' 

The great philosophers began with al-Kindi (d. 866 A. D. ), who was followed by al- 

Faräbi (d. 950 A. D. ), and Ibn Sina (d. 1037 A. D. ). The best way to illustrate al-Kindi's work 

is to look at the first few pages of his "Book of the First Philosophy". The first chapter of 

this work contains some ideas fitted together according to two principles: the first states that 

no man can alone attain the whole of Truth; it is attained gradually and has a historical 

dimension (a past). The second principle states that, the components of Truth are in no way 

opposed to religion, for philosophy contains in essence knowledge of Divine Sovereignty and 

Divine Unity, as well as understanding of the virtues to be followed and the evil to be 

avoided. This meant that there was a basic agreement between the teachings of the prophets 

and the content of books of philosophy? Al-Kindi deals with Allah, who is One, the cause 

of the unity of created things and hence of their existence, since all existence is one or 

unified; being the cause of the unity of created things, He is therefore the Creator in the strict 

sense of the word. ' 

The second principle is the ascent of the soul, through the acquisition of virtues 
(ihisdn), from the tangible world to the world of the Intellect, beyond the spheres of the 

planets and stars to the world where it merges into the Light of the Creator. The third topic 

is the way heaven obeys Allah: this is dealt with through a commentary on a verse of the 

Qur'an that speaks of the stars bowing down before Allah. The question is what this "bowing 

down" consists of. Al"Kindi applies ta'wII and says that it means the stars' obedience to 

Allah: after all, the heavens are governed by Allah, and the whole world has been made what 

I See al-Subki (14th C. ) in op cit. Aamzah, 1947, p. 78. 

2 Ideas from a paper by Jean Jolivet in Islam Philosophy And Science, Four Public Lectures Organized by 
the Unesco, The Unesco Press, Vendome, June 1980. Pp. 43-4. 

s On al-Kindi's Aristotelian, Mu'tazalite, and Neo-Platonic views of God see Ian Richard Netton, Allaa 
Transcendent: Studies in the Structure and Semiotics of Islamic hiloso h Theology and Cosmology, Routledge, 
London, 1989, Pp. 51-65. Also see Alfred L. Ivry, "Al-Kindi's On First Philosophy in Aristotle's Metaphysics" 
in ed. George F. Hourani, Essays on Islamic philosophy and Science, State University of new York press, Albany, 
1975, Pp. 15-25. 
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it is by Allah. So here we see a commentary on the Qur'än being helped by Safi methods of 

interpretation or by Greek cosmology. To stay faithful to his religion, al-Kindi occasionally 

allowed himself to diverge from his Greek masters. Aristotle teaches that the world is eternal, 

whereas al-Kindi devotes some pages to demonstrate the opposite; that the world is not 

infinite or eternal but had a beginning and an end. Thus the parts of the philosophical legacy 

that denied revealed information was rejected. ' 

A1-Faräbi (d. 950 A. D. ) is famed both for his extensive commentaries on the works 

of Aristotle and for original philosophical works of his own. His commentaries helped to 

make the ideas of Aristotle more understandable to Muslim readers, who found Aristotle's 

own works (in Arabic translation) obscure and difficult to grasp. Al-Faräbi is responsible for 

the fact that Greek philosophy became firmly rooted among Muslim intellectuals. For this 

reason, al-Faräbl was to become known as "the second master" (Aristotle being the first). 

Among his own original works, the most famous is "al-Madtnah al-F&uilah" (The Virtuous 

City), which presents a view of an ideal political community which resembles in many ways 

that found in Plato's "Republic". In this work, al-Faräbi develops a metaphysics of 

emanation, about the way the universe as a whole stems from the first being. 2 While al-Kinds 

refers to Allah calling him the `One-True'; al-Faräbi calls him the `First'. These are 

philosophical terms, but they are also Divine Names found in the Qur'an, which shows that 

although the philosophers were attacked by medieval 'ulama' because they did not stick to 

the explicit teachings of the Shari`a, they relied on the Qur'än and on general Islamic themes. 

Al-Faräbi - like al-Kindi - tells us that religion and philosophy have a single source, 

i. e. an Intellectual indirect Light from Allah, and that they therefore have the same content. 

In his book entitled "Book of Religion", he tells us that the speculative and practical parts of 

religion are consecutive to the theoretical and practical parts of philosophy. Moreover, since 

not everyone is fitted for philosophical speculation, those incapable of it need pictorial 

representations of the truth: and these pictorial representations differ according to the prophets 

and the cities in which they are spread. This implies a Unity of Religion and at the same time 

explains the reason for the diversity of religions. This last point, and especially the distinction 

between those who are capable of philosophizing and those who are not (for whom religions 

' We will see in the next section that these ideas obviously tie to SÜfi belief. 

2 op cit., Jolivet, 1980, Pp. 49-50. Also see op cit, Netton, 1989, Pp. 109-114. 
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exist), echoes the ideas mentioned above by al-Ghazzali in relation to tafsfr ( Qur'dnic 

interpretation). ' 

Ibn Sina (d. 1037 A. D. ) carried on the tradition of original composition and became 

the most influential of all the Muslim philosophers, he was the one who was the most 

influential during the Ayyubid and Mamlük periods. Although Ibn Si-na was strongly attacked 

by al-Ghazzäli for supporting doctrines incompatible with religion on such fundamental points 

as God's Knowledge of particular things and the resurrection of bodies and was also attacked 

by Ibn Khaldiin in the "Mugaddimah"2. Ibn Sina wrote prolifically and at the same time 

involved himself actively in political life, even serving on several occasions as prime minister 

to ruling emirs. As all traditional men of sciences, Ibn Sina's expertise extended beyond the 

bounds of philosophy to Süfism', into the domain of the rational sciences to include 

medicine. 

Ibn Sina's work was based entirely on a neo-Platonist theory: it is a typical feature 

of SGfism that it never refrained from adopting ideas from Neo-Platonism. He thought that 

knowledge consists in uniting oneself with the Source of knowledge, by this way, one is able 

to convey the Truth of material forms to the soul. He says that this process involves a 

progression which leads to a plane which is of Divine Intellect - similar to Sufi belief in states 
(magdmät). In this case, Ibn Sina's SGfi ideas are echoed in his philosophy. He argues that 

this ascending to the Divine holds good for the prophets and also with modifications for the 
Süfi awliya' (saints or friends of God); but he completes that what the prophets have in 

addition to the Sufis is a powerful Imagination -a transcendent one - and an ability to 

command the obedience of external matter. ' 

Although we mentioned that there were basic differences between the philosophers 

That each individual understands the Qur'än according to his capabilities; this is the attitude which opened 
the door to ta'wil. 

2 See Ibn Khaldün's point of view on Ibn Sin! in op cit. Ibn Khaldün (14th C. ), 1967, p. 357. 

' There is a lot of controversy on whether Ibn SYna was a Sufi himself or not. This controversy lies in that 
in some of his work he refutes Sufism as such, while in others he takes Sufism as his theme to discuss the subject 
matter he deals with. See Julian Baldick, Mystical Islam: An Introduction to Sufism, I. B. Tauris & Co Ltd, 
London, 1989, p. 61. 

" Ibn Sena says that prophets can unite not only with heavenly intelligence and souls, but also with heavenly 
bodies, through which they can bring about changes on earth. These points are discussed in op cit. Jolivet, 1980, Pp. 54-5. Also see op cit. Netton, 1989, Pp. 174-178. 

Wj 
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and the kaläin theologians, philosophy influenced the kaläm movement. It was prior to the 

Mamink period, from the late eleventh-century A. D. onwards, that kalam theologians began 

to use the deductive method of investigation along with the traditional dialectic, and somewhat 
later they began to employ certain philosophical themes. ' However, the kaldm theologians 

never adopted falsafa in full but rather continued to adhere to fundamental orthodox tenets. 

The kaläm theologians and the philosophers were not the only ones in the Mamluk 

period to construct a system of thought. A third category of speculative thinkers the 

theosophists, or SGfis did so too. Islamic theosophy is the speculative side of Sufism and is 

a system of thought based on the principle that the knowledge of Allah and of ultimate things 
is derived from intuition or esoteric insight. Such intuition or insight is called in Arabic 

ma`rifa. The güfi way (iartgah) is the practical side of Sufism as opposed to theosophy. 

2.3 SÜFI BASED SOURCES OF RELIGIOUS KNOWLEDGE 

As mentioned in the first section of this chapter, Mamlük society was deeply rooted 
in Sufism. The ideal way to approach the study of Sufism as practised by the Mamlüks would 
be to re-create the footsteps of a medieval Sufi disciple affiliated to a Way (lar(gah). But this 
is impossible to achieve - due to the fact that the very nature of kfism is orally transmitted, 
both as a knowledge and as a practice. The best way to evade this problem is to examine the 
few fragments of kfi manuals which survive along with the historical hints that are to be 

found in Mamlük sources. This creates an incomplete skeleton of medieval Mamlilk kfism 

and necessarily implies the need to rely on kfi sources from other periods including present- 
day ones to provide its missing parts - bearing in mind that the essence of kfism has not 

changed since the beginning of Islam. The study of 80ism from purely 90fii sources, however 

assumes a thorough acquaintance with the Islamic religion in general and also preferably a 

grasp of one of its native languages. Ibn Khaldün in Mamlük times says in his book "Shifä' 

al-Sail" that one cannot express what tafism is, unless one participates in its feeling and 
"tasting". 2 

ibid Weiss, p. 185. If we turn to the great theological compendium of 'Abd al-Kahm al-Jill (14th C. ), al- InsAn al-Kdmil Universal Man, trans. by Titus Burckhardt, Beshara Publications, Sherborne, 1983, we find that 
a large part of it is devoted to philosophical matters. 

2 Ibn Khaldlin (14th C. ), Shifa' al-Se 'ii li-Tahdhtb al-Masd'it, The Catholic Press, Beirut, 1959, Pp. 96-97. 
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The sources that will be used to fill the missing gaps will mainly be those of 

contemporary writers who are either 9üfis themselves or have attained sufficient knowledge 

of it such as Martin Lings, Titus Burckhardt, Annemarie Schimmel, Shaykh Fadhlallah Haeri, 

K. S. K Khan, William Stoddart, A. J. Arberry, Seyyed Hossein Nasr, and Julian Baldick. 

Other contemporary sources will be used by writers such as Frithjof Schuon and Henry 

Corbin who adopt what is termed the universalist approach, which regards Islam and kfism 

as a particular manifestation of universal human aspirations towards the supernatural and 

spiritual. While perceiving the spiritual essentials common to all the great religious traditions, 

this approach does not make the mistake - so often made today - of belittling the significance 

and importance of a definite and unequivocal commitment to one particular tradition, nor do 

they forget the reality that the individual is moulded by a religious tradition and not vice 

versa. 

To understand what Süfsm is, we must first reach out for the meaning of the term 
itself, when and under what circumstances it originated and what was the need for the 

emergence of kfi thought. One cannot move beyond these steps without first examining what 

the Mamlük Süfi view of the Shar! ̀a was - which the Sufis call the "outer Law" - and thus 

establish their standing from this Law. From there it will be possible to understand the basic 
Sufi beliefs which involve different aspects in their doctrine. The "way" (tarrgah) or the kfi 

path, which is the practical aspect of SGfism, can then be investigated, leading to the symbolic 
interpretations of the Sufis - the key point to symbolism in art and architecture in the Mamlük 

period. 

The Safttraining is a religious one. It is free from any such reprehensible 
intentions (sorcery). The Sü, s aspire to total concentration upon God and 

upon the approach to Him (al-tagarrob ila Allah), in order to obtain the 

mystical experiences of Gnosis and Divine Oneness. In addition to their 

training in concentration and hunger, the S; üji, s feed on exercises by which 
their devotion to that training can fully materialize. When the soul is reared 
on such exercises, it comes closer to the Gnosis of God, whereas, without 
it, it comes to be a Satanic one. Whatever kashf or mukäshafah 
(supernatural knowledge or activity) is achieved by the Sufis is accidental, 
and was not originally intended. Had it been intentional, the devotion of the 
Sufis would have been directed toward something other than God, namely, 
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toward supernatural activity and vision. What a losing business that would 

have been; in reality it would have been polytheism. Through their 

devotion, (Sü, ýs) intend (to come near) the Master, and nothing else. If, 

meanwhile, some (supernatural perception) is obtained, it is accidental and 

unintentional. Many (Süss) shun (supernatural perception) when it 

accidentally happens to them, and pay no attention to it. They want God 

only for the sake of His Essence, and nothing else. It is well known that 

(supernatural perception) occurs among the (Sufis). They call their 

supernatural experiences and mind-reading `physiognomy' and 

'uncovering'. Their experiences of supernatural activity they call `acts of 

Divine Grace'. None of these things is unworthy of them. ' 

This revealing passage from the "Muqaddimah" of Ibn Khaldtin writing in the 

Mamink context, is important in several ways: firstly, it shows that Ibn Khaldiin saw that 

there was an unjust conflict between the Sufis and the `ulama' and that he - although not a 

Sufi - himself found a need to clarify the Sufi standpoint. Secondly, it gives us hints about 

the intentions and practices of the Sufis in Mamlük times which are similar to Sufi practices 

and beliefs present today - which at least does not contradict our reliance on contemporary 

Sufi sources to fill any missing gaps in Mamliik SÜ1[ literature. Hamzah says that SGfism 

appeared in Egypt in the end of the eighth-century A. D. Al-Kinds the tenth-century Sufi 

philosopher and historian says in his Book "l'abagät al-Woläh": "in Alexandria, there 

appeared a group (ja'(fah) called Safts preaching people to do good and disagreeing the 

sultan in a lot of what he was doing ... etc. "2 In the ninth-century A. D., Dhii al-Nun al- 

Mifri3 (d. 245 A. H. ), is the first famous Egyptian kfi to be mentioned by historians`, 

followed by Ibn al-Kizäni in the Shrite Fatimid period, and the famous Sufi poet `Omar Ibn 

op cit., Ibn Khaldün (14th C. ), 1967, Pp. 85-86, and p. 395. 

2 al-Kindi (10th C. ), labagdt al-Wuläh wal-Ouddh, Maiba'at al-Äbä' al-Yasü'iyyün, Beirut, 1908, p. 162. 

3 For more about Dhü al-Nün al-Mi§n (9th C. ), see Farid al-Din Attar, Muslim Saints and Mystics: Episodes 
from the Tadhkirat al Auliya', trans. by A. J. Arberry, Arkana, 1990 Pp. 87-100. 

Al-Suyüii (15th C. ) in his "Rusn al-MuhAdarah" recalls the famous Sufis of Egypt: he starts with Dhü al- 
Non al-Mi§rT upon whom the Egyptians revolted, claiming that he had innovated in the words of the Companions 
of the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him). He was reported to the Caliph and was accused of blasphemy 
(zandaqah). When he was brought to the Caliph, he preached to him and as a result the Caliph cried, this resulted 
in that Dhü al-Nun was returned to Cairo in all pride. See al-Suyüti quoted in Hamzah, 1947, p. 120. Dhü al-Nun 
was the first to differentiate between ma'rifah (gnosis) and 'ihn (knowledge). He shows influences of Neo- 
Platonism in his writings. See Annemarie Schimmel, Mystical Dimension of Islam, The University of North 
Carolina Press, Chapel Hill, 1975, Pp. 42-46. 



Chapter Two 55 

al-Färid' in the Ayyubid and Balirl Mamlük periods. $amzah goes on to say that it is evident 

from Mamlük medieval sources that the Egyptians responded greatly to kfism to the extent 

that he says: "if we look at Sufism as something un-Islamic, then the Egyptians responded to 

Safism more than Islam! "2 

On the other hand, Ibn Taymiyya3, the thirteenth century jurisprudent, attributes its 

origination to the year 199 A. H. and relates it to a mystical Shi ̀ite school whose leader was 

al-Jäliedh in Küfa. ̀ Ibn Taymiyya also attributes the first use of the term Süfi to the Mamlük 

contemporary alchemist Jäbir Ibn Hayyän. 

Looking at the root of the term kfism, we find that it originates from three Arabic 

letters Sa, wa and fa. According to the famous tenth-century Süfi al-Kaläbädhi, the word is 

derived from Safa which means purified'. He goes on to say that there is another opinion, 

that it is derived from the Arabic word Safwah which means those who are selected, and that 

others think that the word is derived from the word gaff which means line or row, implying 

those early Muslims who stood in the first row in prayer or supplication or jihad (fight for 

the sake of God). Another view that he refers to is derived from the word Suffa which was 

a low veranda made of clay, slightly elevated off the ground, in the Mosque of the Prophet 

(peace and blessings be upon him) in Madinah. He also says that some assume that the origin 

of the word Sufism is from Süf (wool), because the people who were interested in inner 

1 On Ibn al-Färid see op cit. Baldick, 1989, Pp. 81-82. Also see op cit. Schimmel, 1975, Pp. 274-279. 
Schimmel writes that: "it has become customary to mention the name of Ibn 'Arabr along with that of his 
contemporary Ibn al-Fdri i" as much as they are different. 

2 op cit, Hamzah, 1947, p. 27. 

s Taqiyy al-Din Ibn Taymiyya was a reformer in the Mamlük period. Ibn Taymiyya took a dim view of his 
times. Even though he lived at a time when the Mamlük state was at the peak of its power and prosperity, he saw 
the social and religious life around him defective and in decline. In particular, he singled out the Safi orders as 
a target of criticism, attacking especially the cult of the awliya' (saints) and practices related to it, which he 
considered to be an intrusion into the religion of Islam (bid'ah). He called for a purification of Islam from 
everything which was incompatible with the Qur'än and Sunnah and for a return to the pristine simplicity of 
original Islam. He also took to task the legal conservatism of the 'ulamd', counselling them to seek fresh insight 
from the Qur'än and Sunnah rather than relying on the statements of later authorities. He even spoke out against 
certain practices of the Mamlük state. These criticisms of practices and attitudes that were firmly entrenched 
among his contemporaries brought Ibn Taymiyya into conflict with the state and the 'ulama', resulting in his 
frequent imprisonment. Although Ibn Taymiyya's ideas had little impact on his times, they came to constitute an 
important reformist legacy that was to be preserved in his writings and to bear fruit in later (modern) times. 

" Ibn Taymiyya (13th C. ), "al-Sdfryyah wal-Fugara' in Maimi' Fatdwd Shavkh al-Islam, Cairo, 1348 A. H., 
p. 7. 

1 Abü Bakr Mohammad A1-Kaläbädhi (10th C. ), "al-Tadruf Li-Madhhab Ahl al-Talawwuf', Cairo, 1960, 
Pp. 21-26. 
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knowledge cared less about their outer appearances and often took to wearing one simple 

garment all the year round which was made of wool. ' 

Ibn al-Jawz (d 597 A. H., 1200 A. D. ) in his famous book "Talbts IblIs", recounts that 

SGfism started in the form of zuhd (retreat from the materialistic; having its origins in the 

Qur'an and Sunnah) and piety in order to perform a sort of jihad al-nafs (the inner fight of 

the soul against the spirit which promotes evil) towards the straight path. Thus, the term 

Sufism came to mean those who were interested in obtaining inner awakening and 

enlightenment (ishrdq). They were following the path of self-purification, that of the "heart", 

and the improvement of the quality of their character and behaviour to reach the stage where 

they could achieve direct worship of God as if they could see Him - knowing that although 

they do not see Him, He sees them. ' Schimmel writes that: "Sufism meant, in the formative 

period, mainly an interiorization of Islam, a personal experience of the central mystery of 
Islam, that of Tauhfd, `to declare that God is One'. "` 

By the beginning of the Mamlük period, Sufism was understood as a type of spiritual 

and intellectual asceticism which stood above the divisions of religion - i. e., the unity of 

religions because God is one for all. This understanding was shared by the different schools 

of Suff theosophy. These can be divided into three schools as follows: the first, believed in 

Gnosis (ma ̀ rifah sometimes referred to as ghunrdlyyah), and Unity (Ittihad) or in the Unity 

of Being (Walidat al-Wujad) - which is slightly different in its terminology'. In this doctrine, 

their is no multiplicity in creation as there is no Creator and created, nor worshipper and 
Worshipped, but only One Truth, that there is One Being which is God. 6 Accordingly, all 

the multiplicities of creation are just appearances of sensible forms which reflect the Divine 

' For the roots of Sufism see op cit. llämzah, 1947, Pp. 96-103; also see Shaykh Fadhlalla Haeri, The 
Elements of Sufism, Element Books Limited, Dorset, 1990. p. 1. Also see op cit. Fernandes, 1980, Pp. 26-27. 

2 'Abd al-Rahmän Ibn 'All Ibn al-Jawzi (12th C. ), "Talbts Iblrs", Cairo, 1340 A. H., p. 158. 

I For an account of the rise and development of Sufism, see op cit. Schimmel, 1975, Chapter 2. Also see A. J. 
Arberry, An introduction to the History of Sufism, London, 1942. 

" op cit. Schimmel, 1975, p. 17. 

S As far as this research is concerned we will treat Ittihad and Wal'idat al-Wujad as one. 

6 See Dr. 'All al-Säfi 1-lusayn, al-Adab al-Satr ft Mi. r IT al-Oarn al-Sabi' al-Niiri Dir al-Ma'ärif bi-Misr, 
Cairo, 1964, p. 37. Also see op cit., Hämzah, 1947, p. 95. 
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Truth and Oneness of the Necessary Being'. The main figures in this school were Abü al- 
Hassan al-Sabbägh, ̀ Omar Ibn al-Färid, and `Afif al-Tilmisänl. 

The second school, based its belief on the Moliammadan Truth (al-I7agiqah al- 

Muhammadiyyah) - sometimes called the theory of the transfer of Mofiammadan Light 

(nadhariyyat tanagqul al-Nür al-Mohammad! ) which is very similar to Isma`117 Shrite 

ideologies - especially in relation to the transfer of wisdom and gnosis among the quib 

(literally pole; meaning the head of the lartgah) which corresponds to that of the imam's. The 

only significant person mentioned in the sources to have followed this doctrine was Ibrähim 

al-Dusügi. The sources say that his influence was mostly outside Cairo. ' 

The third school was a more conservative one, called the Shädhiliyyah after its 

founder Abü al-Ilassan al-Shädhill - he was followed by Abü al= Abbas al-Mursi - and were 

more inclined to follow the teachings of ahl al Jamä'ah wal-Sunnah (i. e., the 'ulamd') and 

not to defy the Sharra although they applied ta'wti which to a great extent conflicted with 

exoteric Law and its interpretation (tafsfr). ' Although al-Shädhili believed in "Creator" and 

"created" as two distinct entities - opposed to the Unity of Being - he dealt with issues related 

to the Divine Presence (al-Radrah al-Ilähiyyah) and its relation to Intuition (al-Futith al- 

RabbanO, and the experience of Divine Light or Illumination (Ishräq) and in a Spiritual world 

(Malakut) transcending our earthly world. ̀  The question is why did such beliefs arise in a 

religion like Islam that has an explicit Law as the Sharra? 

I believe that the requirements of traditional Muslim life were to recognize all the 

aspects of creation within traditional man himself, as manifested in the world accessible to 

the outer senses, and to be in spontaneous awareness of the unitive nature of reality at all 

times. That explains the interest in the code of conduct prescribed by the güuis. ' Said 

' This ties with the philosophical ideas of Ibn Sina who insisted on the concept of Necessary Being when 
discussing God. 

2 See op cit, 1-lusayn, 1964, p. 35. This research will not deal with Ibrähim al-Dusrgi s ideas as they are highly 
unlikely to have reached a degree of influence on the Cairene society, and consequently do not bare any significant 
impact on their mentality. 

3 ibid., p. 36. 

op cit. Ibn Khaldün (14th C. ), Shifd' al-Seil, 1959, p. 47. 

s The Sufi way is a great challenge to modern man. While the materialistic seeks, loves, and worships power, the tüte seeks, loves, and worships the Source of Power. 
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`Ashur, the contemporary historian who has specialized in the Mamlük period says that 

throughout the history of Islam, we find that whenever the outer aspect - the physical and 

material, in this case the Shar('a - has been developed and stabilized, traditional man's 

attention has been drawn more towards the inner aspect of life - in this case Sufism. Also, 

when the outer circumstances of a society become intolerable, and its people are in confusion 

and suffering privation, and are in dire need of understanding the purpose of life, then again, 

we find man's attention turning towards knowledge and the search for a way out of such an 

intolerable situation. He concludes that this situation is exactly what gave rise to the 

emergence of the Sufis as a powerful influence in Mamlük society. ' 

Hints of the extent of such influences on the Mamlüks can be found in profusion in 

the sources. For example, on the level of the Egyptian society at large, al"Magr zi recounts 

how people used to wait on Fridays outside the khangahs of Cairo to watch the procession 

of the kfis; he says in his "Khilat": 

Shaykh Ahmed `All al-Qassär saw the people on Fridays coming from 

Fustai to Cairo to watch the Sü, 1s of the Khanqah of Sa`zd al-Su'adä' (the 

first khanqah to be built in Egypt) leaving it to go to pray the 

congregational prayer in the Mosque of al-Hakim. The Shaykh of the 

khanqah followed by the other Safts would then walk in a procession in 

silence to the door of the mosque near the minbar (pulpit)? 

By doing so, they believed they would receive baraka (blessings) by having seen the 

devoted friends of God. On the level of the Mamlük suliAns and emirs, a Mamlük manuscript 

tells us that al-Malik al-Ashraf Müsä, one of the sons of al-Malik al-Kämil, wrote in his will 

that he wanted to be shrouded after his death in a garment worn by one of the fugara' (kfis) 

- obviously to obtain his baraka. 3 It should be born in mind that the idea of baraka did not 

stop at the living but extended even after the death of these SGfi awliyä'. The Sufis interpreted 

' See op cit. 'Äshrar, 1962, Pp. 162-163. It is in these situations that the Sufi centres and Süfi masters emerge. 
When excessive materialism, and decadence reach their zenith, then the situation demands the need to balance 
itself by turning towards establishing spiritual awareness and awakening, which is when $üfism begins to rise. 
Thus it is often the particular quality of life and its specific demands which determine the appropriate counter- 
balance needed to restore equilibrium. 

2 op cit. at Magnz3 (14th C. ), hits! 1270 A. H., vol. 4, p. 274. 

3 Author unknown, Shifd' al-Oulab, Manuscript 51 (Ta. awwuj), Dar al-Kutub al-Mi§riyyah, p. 25. 
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the Qur'änic verse: "do not consider those who have died for the sake of God as dead, as 

they are alive and prosperous in the eyes of God, " in which case they consider the saint to 

have died for the sake of God in their attempt to fight against their spirit (nafs). ' 

We have discussed, aspects related to the Sharl'a in the previous section: let us now 

discuss the dividing line and differences between the outer law (Shar('a) and the inner Truth 

or Reality ( 'agtqah). Al-Suytºtt tells us in his book "Ta'yrd al-Ragfqah al-`Allyyah" (Support 

of the Transcendent Truth) that there are two hadrths upon which the Sufis base their belief 

in Raqrqah as completing the Shart4a: 

The first is narrated by al-Gharibani in his tafsfr on al-Hassan who said: 

"the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) said: `Each verse has a 
ilhahr (back) and a bain (front)' He then says: Ibn al-Nagib in his tafsir 

says on this (the dhahr of the verse means what appears of its meaning to 

those who believe in the external (li-ahl al-'ilm bil-cihähir), and its bain is 

what constitutes of secrets which God reveals to those who believe in the 

Truth (arbäb al-Hagä'iq). "" 

The second hadith mentioned by al-Suyüti in the above mentioned book is the one 

which was corrected by Abü Na`Im. He says: Abü Na`im narrated that Ibn Mas`üd said: "7he 

Qur'an descended on seven letters, each one of them has an external (dhahr) and internal 

(bain). "' 

K. S. K Khan, the twentieth-century Süfi, draws the following analogy to explain this 

difference between the external Law and internal Truth. He says that when one embarks on 

the Sharra, it is like putting a canoe into a river in order to reach the ocean. If the traveller 

has a unific vision, if he is a "man of unity", then he will recognize that although it is a river, 

it has a direction which will lead to its original nature and reality, which is that of the ocean. 

The ocean is the inner reality and the river is the outer road. The river would have no 

' This has a direct implication on the popular belief in mausoleums in the Ayyubid and Mamllik periods in 

which Sufism was widely practised. This point will be dealt with in Chapter Three. 

2 A1-Suyüii (15th C. ), Ta bfd al-Fiaargah al-'Alivyah wa Tashvrd al-7'arrgah al-Shadhilivvah, Manuscript3014 
(Tatawwuj), Dar al-Kutub a1-Mi§riyyah, Cairo, p. 7. 

3 ibid., p. 8. 
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purpose or meaning if it was not to end at the ocean, and yet its origin is from the oceanll 

William Stoddart on the other hand, gives another analogy of the two domains - the outward 
and the inward - and says that they remain more or less distinct, though bearing a very 
definite relationship to one another. 

This relationship can perhaps best be described as follows: the outward 

religion, or `exotericism ,... may be likened to the circumference of a 
circle. The inner Truth, or 'esotericism' that lies at the heart of the 

religion, ... may be likened to the centre of the circle. The radius 
proceeding from circumference to the centre represents the mystical or 
`initiatic' path (tarigah) that leads from outward observance to inner 

conviction, from belief to vision, from potency to act. 2 

Therefore we can conclude that from the kfi viewpoint, the outer Islamic Law is 

seen as the complete and final Law of God revealed to Mofiammad (peace and blessings be 

upon him). It is based on the laws of conduct that were revealed directly in the Qur'än and 
J adüh. These laws make it possible for every member of the society to govern all external 

codes of conduct. Although the ultimate aim of the Sharl`a aims at the spiritual refinement 

of the soul of man - through worship - it does not tell him explicitly how to achieve it. 

This inner refinement of the soul and its development is the aim of Sufism; man needs 
to embrace and submit to both the outer Law and the inner Reality, because he encompasses 
both. The human being is an interspace, between the two. He is involved in the outer law, 

or code of behaviour, in the sense that he is a physical, material entity, and he is involved 

in the inner reality in the sense that there is something within him which is immaterial, 

beyond time and space. ' Ibn Khalddn writes: "Whoever has the outer law without the inner 

reality has left the right way; whoever has the inner reality without the outer law is a heretic; 

whoever unites the two of them has realization. "' 

Khan Sahib Khaja Khan, Studies in Tasawwuf, Idara-i Arabiyat-i, Delhi, 1923, p. 47. 

2 William Stoddart, Sufism: the Mystical Doctrines and Methods of Islam, Taj Company, Delhi, 1983, p. 20. 

3 See Chapter Four for a description of the traditional medieval Muslim. 

For a complete view of the origins and ideology of Sufis, and for the differences in Mamlük perception between 'ulama' and kfis see op cit. Ibn Khaldün (14th C. ), 1967, Pp. 358-367. 
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Since Sufism represents the esoteric aspects of Islam, its doctrine is in essence an 

esoteric commentary of the Qur'än. Chains of intermediaries have passed on the keys of all 

Qur'änic exegesis according to the teaching of the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him). 

The Süfis believe that some of these 1 ad7hs are important for them, and these are the ones 

that he enunciated as a "contemplative saint" rather than "Law-giver". They also believe 

strongly in the With qudsi` and say that such traditions set forth truths that only the 

contemplatives can fully understand. ' 

Based on the concept that the Qur'an has an outer and inner meaning, the Sufis 

founded the tool of ta'wil (interpretations of inner meaning) basing it on the symbolical nature 

and multiple meanings of the words. Titus Burckhardt elaborates on this point giving the 
following summary: 

It might be said that the ordinary exegesis of the Qur'an takes the 

expressions in their immediate meanings whereas the Süfi exegesis uncovers 
their transposed meanings, or, again, that while exotericism understands 
them conventionally, the Sufi interpretation conceives their direct, original 

and spiritually necessary character. ' 

The esoteric ta'wtl of a certain verse does not contradict the exoteric interpretation, 

but simply adds a further layer of understanding to it. Yet, at times the tüfi exegesis reverses 

the exoteric meaning. tüfis account for this by explaining that an individual point of view and 

that of transcendence may contradict one another by the very fact of their opposition. Imam 

al-Ghazzali who widely influenced the Mamlük period, designated a section in the first 

volume of "Ihya' 'Ulam al-Dm" regarding ta'wil. ' Strangely, he starts by refuting ta'wtl 

altogether - and proves it to be opposing to the SharCa - then ends the section by applying 

ta'wil himself. As we mentioned in an earlier section of this chapter, there were two types 

of ta'wII in medieval times, one was a Shrite esoteric ta'wti such as that adopted in Fatimid 

Cairo, and the other was a Sunni Sufi ta'wtl adopted since Saläh al-Din set to wipe away the 

I Cod speaking in the first person by the mouth of the Prophet (peace be upon him). 

I Titus Burckhardt, An introduction to Sufi Doctrine, trans. by D. M. Matheson, Thorsons Publishers Ltd., 
Northamptonshire, 1976 (b), p. 41. 

3 ibid., p. 42. 

" op cit. Al-Ghazzaii (12th C. ), 1982, vol. 1, Pp. 257-259. 
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Sht`ite Fatimid beliefs in the Ayyubid period. This latter type of ta'wll was inherited by the 

Mamlüks. No doubt al-Ghazzali must have been referring to the Shf'ite esoterism in the first 

instance and was referring to the second Sunnt esoterism in his application. 

To summarize the contents of this section on ta'wtl, we may refer to al-Ghazzali who 

strongly adheres to the hadith of the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) which says: 

"He who interprets the Qur'an according to his own opinion should seek his abode in Hell. " 

Thus he prohibits individual interpretation according to this opinion. The main idea in the 

Shari`a, he says, is to abide to Izadtth and tafsrr (interpretation) so as not to discover new 

meanings. Al-Ghazzali adopts the following argument to prohibit individual interpretations: 

he starts by saying that every person has his own perceptions and hence tends to incline 

towards his own opinions, accordingly, a person interprets the Qur'an according to his own 
desire to serve his ends. For this reason the interpreter thinks that his interpretation is correct 

and law abiding. Al-Ghazzali explains that this is interpretation according to ones own 

misguided opinion. He gives an example of misguided ta'wtl saying: "77le Qur'an says: `Go 

to Pharaoh as he has transgressed the limit. ' They (who apply ta'wil incorrectly) interpret the 

word `Pharaoh' as 'heart'. "' Secondly, al-Ghazzali says that he who attempts to understand 

the meaning of verses that have no explication and who are not expert in Shart`a make many 

mistakes. He says that without first being expert in knowledge of external meaning there will 
be no advancement of knowledge to reach meanings coming out of the Intellect. 

He who claims to have internal meanings of the Qur'än without at first 

being expert in its external meanings is like a man who claims to have 

reached the interior of a house without first approaching its door... " 

Al-Ghazzali then explains that their are esoteric meanings found in tafstr. He gives 

the example of a verse from the Qur'an where God says, "It has become heavy in the heavens 

and the earth, " in other words, it has been made secret to the inhabitants of the heavens and 

the earth. He gives other examples such as the use of the word companion (garfn) where it 

means angel in the verse: "His companion (qarrn) said, He who is near me is a rebel. " While 

on another occasion it means the devil as in the verse: "His companion (garln) said, 0 our 
Lord, I have not misguided him. " 

ibid., p. 257. 

2 ibid., p. 257-8. 
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He sums up explaining that there are two types of Qur'änic verses: the first are self 

explanatory through tafstr, while the second need ta'wil to be understood. As to the second 

type, he gives the example of the Qur'änic verses: "You have not shot arrows when you shot 

arrows, but it is God Who shot the arrows. " The external meaning of the verses is clear, but 

the internal meaning is unrevealed in the meaning of both "throwing arrows" and "not 

throwing arrows" which are contradictory to each other. Al-Ghazzali then says that one has 

to know the reason for this throwing. This reason comes in the following verse, "Fight with 

them. God will punish them through your hands. " He comments that the internal meaning lies 

in the deep ocean of spiritual knowledge and shows man that his action is tied up with his 

strength and that strength is tied with the power of God. Al-Ghazzali concludes this section 
by saying that every verse of the Qur'än similarly has a secret inner meaning, and that it 

becomes clear only to those whose hearts are clear of impurities. It follows that to al- 
Ghazzali, external tafsrr is insufficient for the full understanding of the meaning of the 
Qur'an. 

Going back to esotericism (baliniyyah) in the Mamlük period we have to stop at Abü 

al-Hassan al-Shädhili and `Omar Ibn `Abd al-Färid as representatives of the two schools of 
Saft thought popular in Cairo in the thirteenth and fourteenth-centuries. Al-Shädhili'sl 

writings show that he was an Ash`arite2 and belonged at the same time to ahl al-Sunnah wal- 
jamä'ah (following the Sunnf ̀ ulamd) - adopting to a great extent a lot of al-Ghazzali's ideas. 

According to his beliefs, God is One and is a Necessary Being', He is Eternal, and 

acknowledges to Him all the Divine Names and Qualities. Al-Shadhili believed that there 

could be no Truth without the Shari`a. He was accused of heresy and blasphemy after he 

claimed that God had talked to him questioning him on what he had benefitted from his 

obedience and disobedience. ̀ Of course this displeased the 'ulamd' who believe that God only 

speaks to the prophets and that there is no revelation (wady) after the Seal of the Prophets 

Mofiammad (peace and blessings be upon him). But in fact, it was not al"Shädhi[i, the person, 

that had spoken to God, but al-Shädhili the quib (pole or link with the Vertical Source) that 
had done so. Another cause for his disfavour from the part of the V=4' was his saying that 

Originally a Moroccan immigrant to Egypt. 

I See the beliefs of the Ash'arites in section 2.3 above. 

' Following Ibn S-ina's methodology. 

'Abd al-Ra'üf al-Manäwi, al-Kawakib al-Dorrivvah, Manuscript 260,259 (T4rikh), Dar al-Kutub al- Mi§riyyah, p. 347. 
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: "Whoever does not love disobeying God in His Kingdom has loved that his mercy and 

compassion remains unrevealed. "' Which means that when God loves somebody he shows 

cruelty and harshness on him which is far from any ideas found in the Islamic Law? But 

again, it was the Suff in al-Shädhili who had said that statement, referring to the fact that 

when God loves somebody he tests his patience and strength of belief by subjecting him to 

difficult tests. 

On the other hand, Ibn al-Färid (who was mentioned earlier to have been amongst the 

famous Sufis who lived through the Ayyubid period (d. 632 A. H. ), had a strong social and 

spiritual impact on the society. He contacted many of the famous SüfIs of his period, the most 

famous of whom are Shihäb al-Din al-Suhrawardt of Baghdad (d. 632 A. H. ), and Mohyi-Din 

Ibn `Arabi of Andalusia (d. 638 A. H. ). Al-Suhrawardi's inclination was more towards a Sunni 

kfism while Ibn `Arab! was more inclined to a theosophical $üfsm 3 This shows that both 

Sunni Sufism as well as Ibn 'Arab-i's ideas were influential in MamlUk Egypt, and that Sufis 

did not necessarily contact those who shared their own inclinations but that they also 

exchanged ideas with other Sufis. 

Ibn al-Färid's beliefs were based on Divine Love, to the extent that historians have 

mentioned that he spent his life entranced with love of the Sacred Essence (Dhat al-Qudus). 

The goal of the lover is to see his Beloved and this shows clearly in his poetry and can be 

seen in the verse where he says: "And if I ask You to see You Truthfully, comply, and do not 

answer `you will not see' (lan Tara)". As was mentioned earlier, Ibn al-Färid was originally 

unitarian (ittiliddf, a side-track from Walidat al-Wujad i. e., inclined to the belief in the 

doctrine of Unity of Being) in his kff beliefs. `Abd al-Lattf Hamzah, analyses the sources 

and influences on Ibn al-Farid's beliefs saying: 

1 ibid., p. 348. 

2 op cit. Husayn, 1964, Pp. 70-71. 

s op cit. ilamzah, 1947, p. 127. The greatest and by far the most influential of all the kfi theosophists in the 
Mamlük period was Mutiyi'1-Din Ibn 'Arabi. His two chief works are entitled "al-Fun1ha1 al-Makkiyyah" (Meccan 
Revelations) and "F ßi al-AM ikam" (Bezels of Wisdom). Ibn 'Arabi'a influence can be seen in much of the 
theosophical writing of later generations and had quite a noticeable influence on the Mamkºk society especially 
since he visited Egypt on his way to Makkah prior to his pilgrimage. Later, when he settled in Damascus his 
influence remained to be considerable as 'Mond' from Cairo and Damascus were on continuous dialogue. 

See op cit., 1-Iusayn, 1964, p. 95. 
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There are three sources of Sufism that influenced Ibn al-Fand: these are 

Ibn 'Arabi, al-Halläj, and Neo-Platonism. From the first he adopted the 

doctrine of Unity of Being (Wahdat al-Wujüd), because in his state of 

"being" he saw himself and the Divine Essence (al-dhät al-Ilähiyyah) as 

one. When Ibn al-Färid asked Ibn `Arabi to explain to him an aspect of 

Sufism, he was referred by Ibn `Arabi to the "Mekkan Revelations" (al- 

Futühät al-Makkiyyayh) saying that no better explanation of it would be 

found elsewhere. Accordingly, Ibn al-Färid was said to be a pupil of Ibn 

`Arabi. From the second, (al-Halläj) he was influenced with al-Hulül (the 

nearest translation is disintegration) because in the last stage of his state of 

being, he used to refer to the same terminology used by al-Halläj. ' From 

Neo-Platonism he was mainly influenced by al-Fayd al-Ilähi (the 

Overwhelm of the Divine) and the ftagiqah Muhammadiyyah 

(Mohammadan Truth), which is the origin of all creations from the k7fi 

point of view ... he was in accordance with the Sunnah, he loved beauty - 

this beauty was not a limited beauty in the created beings around him, but 

a universal ultimate Beauty which went far beyond these forms... ' 

These three sources moulded together, influenced Ibn al-Färid but one cannot say that 

he belonged to any of these three ideologies on its own. I-iamzah explains this last point by 

saying that he could not have held to a belief in "Unity of Being" because he achieved Unity 

with God through his heart and not his Intellect which contradicts Ibn `Arab-'s ideas. At the 

same time his belief in Unity with God was in itself opposed to the Sufism of ahl al-Sunnah 

(Sunni Sufism) which explains why Ibn al-Färid used the term "Unity of Witnesses" (Wahdat 

al-Shuhad) instead of "Unity of Being" (Watidat al-Wujüd). 3 At the same time, it is clear 

from the sources that the doctrine of Walidat al-Wujüd was one of the central doctrines of 
8üfism that affected not only Ibn al-Färid but Abii al-Hassan al-gabbagh, and ̀ Afif al-Din al- 

Tilmisäni as well as many other Mamlük contemporary 8üfis - whether in its pure form as 

Ibn `Arabi explains it or whether in its slightly modified terminology under the name "Unity", 

or "Unity of Witnesses" - as used by Ibn al-Färid. 

Hamzah assures the readers that this second influence was only in terminology but not in meaning as the 
meanings referred to by Ibn al-Färid were very far removed from al-Halläj. 

2 op cit. IIamzah, 1947, Pp. 129-131. 

I We will deal below with this last point in more detail. 
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Originally, Ibn `Arabi says that the term Wa/idat al-Wujüd is derived directly from 

the profession of faith (shahadah), which is understood not only as "there is no god except 

(illa) God, and Mohammad is the Messenger of God, " but also as "there is no reality except 

Reality"'. One of the many names of God, indeed is Al-Raqq, which means "Reality" or 

"Truth". The kfis who hold to a belief in the Unity of Being teach that the relative has no 

reality other than in the Absolute, and the finite has no reality other than in the Infinite. In 

Islam, man has access to the Absolute and the Infinite through the Qur'An, which is revelation 

of God to the world, and also through the Prophet who, within the world itself, is God's very 

reflection. In the two clauses of the shahädah, man has access, on the one hand, to the Divine 

Immutability and on the other, to the Prophetic norm. 

Another fundamental concept in the Sufism of the Unity of Being is derived from the 

second testimony of Islam, "Mohammad is the Prophet of God". The Prophet (peace and 
blessings be upon him) serves as the spiritual model and as the place of gathering of all those 

universal and particular forms and meanings which are displayed throughout the universe. The 

Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) is an individual who, in form, manifests all the 

possibilities of humanity. By marrying and having children, he expresses his human nature. 
Through his receiving the revelation while in an unlettered state, he is a receptacle of the 

Divine Word. To the Sufis, the Prophet is the Universal Prototype who unites the inward, 

eternal aspect of reality with the outward, phenomenal aspect. 

According to the doctrine of the Unity of Being, at one and the same time, the Sufi 

realizes an outer state of knowledge beyond the Divine Law and seeks union with the inner 

Truth through meditation and invocation (dhikr) of the Divine Names. The one who attains 

this union is the one who knows through God, after travelling to God, in God. The goal of 
8üfism is to gather all multiplicity into unity, with the totality of one's being, in direct 

contemplation of spiritual realities; to come to know the qualitative unity which transcends 

the existence it unifies, at the same time as one integrates all aspects of self into a centre. The 

journey begins with withdrawal from the material world in which one is drowned. To go from 

multiplicity-in-unity to unity-in-multiplicity, one must first die to self: not a biological death 
but a spiritual one, where the soul dies, and by dying is transformed, and then returns to this 
material world. `Ayn al-Quadt al-Hamadhäni (d. 1131 A. D. ) elaborates on this: 

' Ibn 'Arabi's ideas in op cit. Burckhardt, 1976 (b), p. 70. The Sufi doctrine of Wafidat al-Wujad is, in fact, 
accurately translated as non-duality. 
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He who is not twice born will not ascend to the kingdom of Heaven. He 

who is born from the womb sees only this world, only he who is born out 

of himself (meaning from within) sees the other world. 0 friend, he who 
knows the form of things has behind him only the resurrection from the 

grave of the womb through natural birth, he is a child. He who knows the 

natures of things has developed his normal thinking, is an adult. ' 

Accordingly Jaläl al-Din al-Rnmi (d. 1273 A. D. ) says that the first twenty years of 

man's life are the time in which the body matures and he acquires the knowledge of the 

external. The second twenty years of his life are the time in which his spirit matures and he 

then acquires the inner knowledge, "he who sees only the outward is also a mineral and has 

no access to the spirit. He is a child and immature, even though he may outwardly be an old 

man and a hundred years old. "' 

When this spiritual death occurs, the multiplicity of the soul disappears, and the vision 
of Unity fills the emptied soul. This is when one sees God in Oneness. Then, when one 

returns to consciousness of multiplicity, the Spirit returns to all things. It is here that the 

ultimate meaning of Wafidat al-Wujüd is revealed: to see things as they "Really" are, to see 

the Truth. It is the dissolution of the profane consciousness of man who sees all things as 
independent of God: to realize that one was never separate from God; that God in His 

Oneness is both immanent and transcendent. The question that is brought forth is: how does 

the kfi achieve this stage of inner maturity? 

Spiritually oriented people need periods of meditation, prayer and seclusion. No 

prophet has ever attained prophethood without months or years of seclusion - often in caves. 
In the same way, the kfis have followed in the footsteps of the prophets. They need periods 

of seclusion - usually forty days - to reduce the impact of the outer world on them in order 
to develop the inner' 

As was pointed out earlier, the khanqah in the Mamlük period was to provide Sü1is 

'Ayn al-Quaät al-Hamadhäni, amhrdat, no 1, Basel University Library, MS. MIII (45), 6a, Pp. 13-5. 

2 Ja1J al-Din al-Rüm?, Ftht and FthI, (trans. by Arberry and Schimmel), Azamgarh, 1929, Pp. 11-12. 

3 op cit. Haeri, 1990. p. 27. 
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with the opportunity to devote all their efforts and time to their spiritual ascent for the sake 

of reaching a union with the Divine. From the Süfi point of view, the basic acts of worship 

which are defined by the Shart`a, such as the ritual prayer (Saläh), fasting (. iyam), 

almsgiving (zakah), the pilgrimage (1 ajl) and so on, although necessary, are considered to 

be insufficient to reach inner maturity. Accordingly, we saw earlier in this chapter that a set 

of spiritual exercises were imposed by the endower (waqij) and partly by the shaykh or $üff 

master'. These spiritual exercises either involved dhikr (remembrance or invocation) which 

was performed by every individual disciple in a cell (khilwah pl. khilwät2) or in groups to 

perform what was termed hudar (literally meaning presence due to the Presence of Allah 

"Radrah Ilähiyyah" that is unveiled at its end). 

All repeated recitation of sacred parts of the text or the Divine Names - whether aloud 

or inward - is considered to be dhikr. Much evidence is found in the verses of the Qur'an on 

the merit of dhikr; for example: "Invoke (dhkur) the Name of thy Lord and devote thyself to 

Him with utter devotion, "' "Remember (idhkurü) God with much remembrance, " "Verily in 

the remembrance (dhikr) of God do hearts find rest, "' "Remember Me (dhkurünf) and I shall 

remember you, "' and "Recite what is sent in the Book by inspiration to thee, and establish 

regularprayer: for prayer restrains from shameful and unjust deeds; and remembrance (dhikr) 

of God is the greatest (thing in life) without doubt. And God knows the (deeds) that you do. "' 

Burckhardt explains that in the case of repeating the Divine Name implies a Divine Presence 

(Radrah Ilahiyyah) which dominates the mind of the person who invokes it. He argues that 

man finds it very difficult to concentrate on the Infinite, but, by being able to concentrate on 

An important condition in a shaykh (kfi master) being a "true" teacher is that he must have achieved real 
enlightenment by arriving at complete knowledge of the "self". The spiritual master must know the extraordinary 
vast horizon of the self. As the Sidi tradition goes, "Whoever knows his self, truly knows the Lord, " (which ties 
to the Süfi interpretation that man was created in the image of God). The ultimate aim of the Süfi master is to 
assist his follower to discover Truth within the self and to be enlightened about reality. 

2 The khilw& are usually small dark windowless vaulted rooms located on the sides of the courtyards of Bahrt 
Mamlük rnadrasas and khanqahs, in some cases (as we will see in Chapter Five, they were located in blocks 
outside the khanqah proper). 

' Qur'än: 73/8. 

Qur'nn: 22/41. 

Qur'än: 13/28. 

6 Qur'än: 2/152. 

7 Qur'än: 29/45. 
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a symbol of the Infinite attains to the Infinite itself. He concludes that "Union with the Divine 

Name becomes Union (al-wail) with God Himself. "' 

Along with the above mentioned verses from the Qur'än are the fiadühs of the 

Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) who also showed merit of invocation: 

Never do men gather together to invoke (or to remember) God without their 

being surrounded by angels, and without the Divine Favour covering them, 

and without Peace (al-Sakinah) descending on them and without God 

remembering them with those who surround Him. 

A man said: 0 Prophet of God, truly the laws of Islam are many. Tell me 

a thing by which I can obtain the rewards. The Prophet answered: Let your 

tongue be ever moist with mentioning God. 

Ibn al-Häjj (d. 1336 A. D. ) in "Madkhal" describes the different activities that were 

performed by Mamlük tüfi disciples in their cells, and says that the primary activity was that 

of dhikr. A Sufi disciple would also read certain texts prescribed by the master2, would 

meditate, and in some cases would interpret his own dreams. ' On the other hand, the 

endowment of Baybars al-Jäshangir indicates that in the khanqah, kfis had to meet after 

every prayer to read the ayat al-Kurst (the Throne verse), perform dhikr through the 

repetition of certain formulas thirty-three times each, and then make a prayer (du ̀ a') on the 

two imams of the khangah (that of the Shaft'! and Hanafi schools). ̀ 

liudür on the other hand, was described by the famous medieval traveller Ibn 

Baitüta who visited Cairo in 1325 A. D. during the Mamlük period and said that every Sufi 

I op cit. Burckhardt, 1976 (b), p. 101. 

2 As far as original Sufi works are concerned, they were written in order to help those who were already 
following the Wi path. The kfi writings are helpful to the practitioners of the $üfi path, but the written word 
is secondary experience compared to the direct benefits and transmission of knowledge which occur when the 
seeker keeps the actual company of a spiritual master. Writing is only useful as an aid, a memoir or a reminder 
for the practitioner. When such writings are discovered and taken and studied out of context, then confusion 
arises. 

3 op cit. Ibn al-1! ajj (14th C. ), 1929, vol. 3, Pp. 130-158. 

I See the Huffiat Wagf Baubars at-Jashanarr, Manuscript 22, Folio 4, in op cit. Fernandes, 1980, Pp. 126-127. 
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sat on a rug that was reserved for him. After performing prayers, parts of the Qur'än called 

(ajza'") were distributed and each Süf[ read a part in his turn. He goes on to say: "they end 

the reading of the Qur'an and have a dhikr session. "' 

Leonor Fernandes mentions three or four similar accounts of huclar described by 

people from the fourteenth to the nineteenth centuries' This similarity indicates that although 

every Safi is different from other tüfis, he is not different in that, like the others, he is 

seeking the Truth (fagrqah) and is striving towards total awareness of Reality. He longs to 
know the Absolute and he yearns for eternal love. He wants to know the unchanging state 

within himself by not being distracted or obsessed by the constantly changing situation 

outside. To be in such a state he needs a helping hand, a "physician of the soul". The greatest 
"physician" for him is the Universal Prototype, the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon 
him) whom he takes as a model in his awareness, he then tries to find a living person who 

embodies the prophetic wisdom, both outwardly and inwardly, and who has more experience 
than himself of the 9üft path, to guide him. 

To understand and learn all about doctrinal truths does not bring about the 
transformation of the soul. That is why, the Süfi doctrine and practice consist of a spiritual 

alchemy. We mentioned earlier that the symbolism of alchemy was used to describe practice 

of the dhikr through which the soul in its chaotic, degenerate state is "lead" was transmuted 

by means of the philosopher's stone (the Divine Name invoked in dhikr) into "gold", which 
is its true nature. This true nature which has been lost, is recovered by the practice of dhikr. 

The "alchemical work" thus symbolizes the "work of spiritual realization". This essential 

alchemical operation is thus a "transmutation" of that which is "base" into that which is 

"noble". Practically speaking, the soul of the SGfi must first become "poor" in relation to God 

so that the Süºfi can feel a directly operative concentration. In Islam, the highest form of 

worship is spiritual virtue (al-iJ sdn) and the Sufis believe that it is best attained as the Prophet 

(peace and blessings be upon him) explained it: by the adoration of God as if one saw Him. 

To the Sufis all virtues are contained in spiritual poverty (faqr). 

1 There are thirty parts (juz I in the Qur'än. 

I See op cit., Ibn Baiiüia (14th C. ), itila, Pp. 27-28. 

3 op cit. Fernandes, 1980, Pp. 126-136. 
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In Sufism, poverty is emptiness in order to be the receptacle of God. Virtue (al-ihsan) 

is the indirect basis for spiritual concentration, and contemplative virtue cannot be completed 

without the aid of a sort of "alchemy" to transmute the natural powers of the soul, but it is 

through its revealed symbol that the Safi can achieve concentration - which leads the way to 

the Divine Grace which transforms the soul. The word alchemy is most suitable to be used 

to describe the process of concentration. The soul can be seen as a form of matter which is 

to be transmuted from lead to gold. Likewise, the soul in a state of hardness must first be 

"liquified" and then "re-solidified" to get rid of its impurities. ' During invocation (dhikr) of 

the Name of God, the three constituents of the Sufi way, that is the doctrinal truth, virtue, 

and spiritual alchemy are performed in one act. 

There are two main domains in Süfi doctrine, the first is that of Universal Truths (al- 
Ilaga'iq) and a science of the soul (al-d'aga'iq). Burckhardt goes on to explain that apart from 

these two domains, there are three other distinguishable domains of the Safi doctrine, and 
these are metaphysics, cosmology and spiritual psychology. It thus follows that cosmology 

can be understood by applying metaphysics to the cosmos which is similar to creating 

analogies between the human soul and the cosmos2. That explains why kff psychology 

repeatedly relies on the analogy of the human being (microcosm) and the cosmos 
(macrocosm). It is by this way and by this order of ideas that we can deduce how the kfi 

masters derived symbolism from the Islamic traditional sciences of Astronomy, Astrology, 

cosmology, and alchemy. 

We mentioned earlier that in kfism, the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) 
is the Universal Prototype who unites the inward, eternal aspect of reality with the outward, 

phenomenal aspect. Each Siff seeks to become the Universal Prototype. Hence, in the context 

of traditional art and architecture, the Safi inspired artisan or architect who becomes the 
Prototype is the means through which he comes to display the splendour of creation. The 

method of becoming the Universal Prototype is dhikr, its repetition must continue until one 

can be described by the hadrth qudst (sacred tradition) in which God says: "My servant never 
ceases drawing nigh unto Me, and when my servant does so, I become the Hearing by which 
he hears, the Seeing by which he sees, the Hand by which he seizes and the Foot by which 
he walks. " The Süft "witnesses" (yashhad) when in full consciousness of the Divine Presence 

See op cit. Burckhardt, 1976 (b), Chapters 14 & 15. 

2 For more information on these analogies see ibid., Chapter S. 
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- which explains Ibn al-Färid's preference to call this doctrine Wafdat al-Shuhüd (Unity of 

Witnesses). To do so is to "worship God as if you do not see Him (know intuitively), He sees 

you". It is to know that God is always in the direction towards which one prays and invokes. ' 

The üfis believe that from the Divine "point of view", creation is a single act and 

summed up in one prototype in which all the Divine Essences are reflected. But as we 

mentioned earlier, from the point of view of Wafidat al-Wujüd, the Universe can only be a 

multiplicity since oneness applies to God alone. Thus, in that doctrine the unique prototype 

is a series of polarizations such as man and woman, macrocosm and microcosm, male and 

female2, ... etc. each of which is perfect in itself. ' Each term of these polarizations of the 

unique prototype contains, either implicitly or explicitly, its own complementary term. For 

example it would follow that man has in him the nature of woman and this is so from the 

origin of being. The Qur'än attests this fact in: "Mankind, heed your Lord Who has created 

you from a single soul, and created its mate from it, and propagated so many men and women 
from both of them... "" 

In the same way the world or the macrocosm "contains" man who is an integral part 

of it. From the kiff viewpoint, the place of man has a relatively comprehensive vision of the 

universe as opposed to all other organic beings - which have only partial vision of the world. 

Man can conceive both spiritual essences and forms. This argument leads to the assumption 

that man (microcosm) and the universe (macrocosm) reflect one another as mirrors. It follows 

that man's intellectual essence can contain all the possibilities which are revealed in this 

world. The ta'wil of the Qur'än: "And He (God) taught Adam all the names, "' is interpreted 

esoterically as God having taught Adam all the essences of beings and of things. 

Light and darkness are another polarization. For the kfis, existence is light. When 

the Absolute appears to the consciousness of the enlightened taft, it appears as 

Laleh Bakhtiar, Sufi: Expression of the Mystic Quest, Thames and Hudson, Singapore, 1976, p. 11. 

2 This explains the alchemists - such as Mir Ibn 1-layyän - concern with attributing masculine and feminine 
qualities to metals in the process of achieving transmutation. 

I These polarizations tie up with the ideas mentioned earlier when dealing with alchemy and the possibility 
of transmutation by means of achieving a balance (mMn). 

4 Qur'än: 4/1. 

Qur'än: 2/31. 
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uncontaminated unity, as light. All multiplicity disappears into darkness. Thus when light 

makes its full appearance, Unity appears. ' 

In Sufism, dhikr relates to that which is in one's innate nature (flirah). It is the 

remembrance of the Essence of God the Almighty, of the Source of all manifestations and 

attributes. That Source is within everybody. On the Sufi path, one is required to forget 

everything else that is discernible, everything that is other than God, in order to return to the 

original remembrance. It follows that the original innate remembrance of God is already in 

every heart, whether one is aware of it or not. ' Through the guidance of a spiritual master, 

the seeker is led beyond, to a level where there is no remembrance of anything that is 

mentionable. Then, that which has always been there, encompassing everything, is evidently 

experienced and witnessed. The purpose of Süfi practices is to be spontaneously aware of the 

absolute or central reality as well as remaining aware of the physical and material limitations 

of the phenomenal world which surrounds us. One is an inner awareness which is based on 

the senses, and the other is an outer awareness which is based on the senses. So the aim of 

a Sufi teacher is to give the appropriate practices to his close follower and to watch over the 

results. 

Physical consciousness relates to matter and mass, and is low on the scale of 
consciousness because it is farthest from the spiritual. Higher on the scale is consciousness 

of the mind, such as feelings and emotions. Higher still is the intellectual consciousness of 

moral values, a sense of justice and equality, and so on. The aim of the Sufi is to go even 
higher to attain the Intellectual Knowledge. 

Following this ascending order, in the state of meditation there is first the 

consciousness of the physical body; then the body is forgotten, but there is still the 

consciousness of ideas and thoughts. Through the technique of single-pointed meditation, all 
the ideas and thoughts are sublimated. Beyond that is the state of pure or highest 

consciousness where there is no consciousness of any discernible thing. It is an indescribable 

simple awareness. Now this is not the end of the meditation exercise. Actually, it signifies 
a new beginning, the end of all thoughts is the beginning of another dimension. The doctrine 

of the dhikr is that the Divine Name Allah directly vehicles the soul, and when the believer 

' The concept of ishraq or Illumination. 

2 op cit. Haeri, 1990. p. 60. 
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unites himself with the Divine Name in fervent invocation, he inwardly frees himself from 

the material world. Virtual at first, this liberation becomes effective through perseverance and 

the Grace of God. Without this Grace, the dhikr can be a mortal danger. Hence the 

prohibition to attempt to practice it methodically without initiation and the guidance of a SUR 

master. This explains why Ibn Khaldün in Mamlºik times - quoted earlier on Sufi practices - 

wrote that Sufism could be Satanic had it not been directed towards God. 

In the tradition of Safi seclusion practices, we often find a time of retreat being 

prescribed by the spiritual master for the close follower, usually for a period of forty days, 

or ten days, or seven or three days, and so on. The Sufi master places a seeker in retreat 

when he is fully prepared for it in body, mind and heart. Once in spiritual retreat, the 

purpose is, by means of dhikr, to leave all thoughts behind and through single-pointedness 

experience pure consciousness. During a close follower's retreat, his intake of food must be 

carefully regulated by the spiritual master. Equally, his mental, emotional and spiritual state 

is watched. Spiritual retreat and remembrance of God are of no use unless the seeker is ready 

to leave all aspects of creation behind him. ' 

Particular importance is attached to special places by spiritual masters for meditation, 

supplication and other spiritual practices. Obviously, every place has a certain degree of 

spirituality attached to it. There are certain places on this earth which are given more 

emphasis than others such as Makkah, Madinah, and al-Quds (Jerusalem), but in addition to 

those places, the kfis add the shrines of the earlier prophets and the saints (awliyä ) believing 

that there can be a continuous never-ending flow of baraka from them, whether dead or 

alive. ' Actually, when one visits these places, one feels that a great event once took place 

there, and this feeling is often helpful in healing the heart and raising one's spiritual level, 

thus explaining the baraka attached to them. These places help a great deal if a person is 

guided and prepared to uplift his state. In such places of superior sacredness, the enlightened 

master reaches a state (magdrn) where he sees the entire cosmos in his heart. He regards his 

heart as the sacred house of worship of God as the centre of the cosmos. He sees God's trace 

at all times everywhere. However, for a layman in spiritual matters, it appears as if God is 

more present at certain times and in certain places than at other times and places. 

ibid. p. 62. 

2 For more details, see Chapter Three. 
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But even dhikr and meditation, carried out in a special place bearing a higher degree 

of sanctity is insufficient to transform the soul of a Süfi from the state of impurity to one of 

purity. It is through symbols, that he will move closer to this transformation. One of the most 

profound symbolic expressions used by Sufis to "visualize" transformation is found in the 

Qur'änic verse: "He is the First, and the Last, the Evident and the Immanent, and He has full 

knowledge of all things". ' 

Laleh Bakhtiar explains that the First is the origin of all things. It is the birth, the 
beginning, the centre and the point. The First is the knowledge of man in his primordial state 
Fit rah; (that is symbolized in Adam who was taught the Names and Essences of everything). 
It is at the centre, from which the First began, and that the Last is found. The Last is death 

and reintegration with the Divine. The Last is the One to whom all return. The Path begins 

at the centre, manifested in man by his heart which is veiled - due to its material impurities. 

It is only by rending this veil by purifying oneself that the Sufi is able to find Self, which can 

only be reached through insight, invocation and contemplative meditation. The Last is a 
temporal externalization: it is death and reintegration with the Divine. All this process is 

symbolized by the night journey (mi'raj) of the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) 

which the Süfi emulates. 2 She goes on to say: 

It is through symbols that one is awakened; it is through symbols that one 
is transformed; and it is through symbols that one expresses. Symbols are 

realities contained within the nature of things. The entire journey in God 

(. üff ascent) is a journey in symbols, in which one is constantly aware of 
the higher reality within things. Symbols reflect both Divine immanence; 

they refer to both the universal aspect of creation and the particular aspect 

of tradition. 3 

Symbolism is perhaps the most sacred of Wt sciences, for it is through seeing 
symbols that he continues to remember, to invoke. Each time he forgets, and is pulled back 
into the forces of the material world, he must struggle again to remember; and it is only 

I 
'Qur'än: 57/3. 

op cit. Bakhtiar, 1987, p. 84. 

3 ibid., p. 25. 
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through an understanding of the symbols that he can do so. Symbols are thus seen as vehicles 

of transmission of Divine realities, which transform the Süfi by carrying him to the higher 

states of being from which they originate. Known as a world unto themselves (`slam al- 

mithäl), they are the place of encounter between the world of Heavenly Prototypes - such as 

the heavenly and earthly Ka'bas described in the hadtth literature - and the sensible 

phenomenal world. The world of symbols is a reflection of the world of the Heavenly 

Prototypes. The further a thing moves away from the Heavenly domain of Illuminated 

Knowledge, and the closer to the sensible world of phenomena, the more the external qualities 

it exhibits and vice versa. 

In Sufism, everything in creation is a symbol: for everything perceived by the outer 

senses may be conceived through the inner senses as a sign of a higher state of reality. 

However, this symbolic vision takes place for the Süfi, only when the symbol is seen. The 

Süfr cannot see except when he acquires knowledge of illumination, which arises after he has 

passed through the Divine Law, gained the knowledge of the doctrines of Sufism, seen 

through the inner meaning of practices and rites, and achieved union with God and ultimately 

gained wisdom through direct knowledge from the Source. Here he reaches the Centre to gain 

the Truth. This knowledge of illumination allowing him to reach the Truth is not seen; it is 

that which makes him see as it makes itself seen in the form through which it shines. 

After this spiritual awakening, the kfii returns back to his physical consciousness. 
After this process, he rebuilds himself through rites and practices particular to the tradition 

to which he has been awakened. He is inspired by universal forms, but this inspiration finds 

expression only in his particular tradition. 

The tradition is a Divine norm which maintains the permanence and continuity of the 

particular people who hold it. It relates the whole of life to certain principles which transcend 

the human plane. It repeats, recalls, and recollects the Divine Ideas or Heavenly Prototypes. 

It is religion in its most universal aspect. In its aspect of continuity or permanence, it 

continues a chain of oral transmission which relates it through the Vertical axis to the Source 

from which all things emanate. Continuity is not simply a horizontal line of human history. 

Continuity pierces the horizontal line with the vertical axis of revelation, and thereby relates 
the tradition to a trans-historical time'. It is tradition, sanctified by revelation, which creates 

I See discussion and diagram 1.1 in Chapter one. 
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and preserves the universe of forms, ideas and institutions. The forms appear in art and in 

the crafts; the ideas are reflected, expressed and recalled in the intellectual development of 

each tradition; and its institutions retain the forms and ideas for future generations. However 

a symbol has only been expressed, the kfi knows that man cannot create symbols: he is 

transformed by them. 

To conclude, Sufism based on wisdom (J ikmah) and the love of God, finds its 

expression not only in the mental forms of metaphysics in the sciences, but also in poetry - 
as seen in the case of Ibn al-Färid - and in art and architecture through its connection to the 

guilds. Its essence is communicated most directly in symbols and analogies. Because it 

ultimately deals with the spiritual, it can speak without hindrance not only to the traditional 
learned believer, but also to the layman. 

It follows that a traditional artefact created by a member of the community would 
release its beauty not only in its physical shape, but also in what that shape symbolizes. The 

degree of beauty would naturally correspond to the level of comprehension which has been 

experienced by both the artisan - or his master who instructed him - and of the user. This 

traditional view of art allows the user to achieve a higher status of his soul (a sort of ml `raf 

or ascent) by being reminded of God's Presence in everything. He would thus be helped by 

virtue of the clarity and lucidity of what the artefact created to achieve transcendence. The 

traditional architect as influenced by the medieval sciences would obviously be seeking to 
build universal models through his art and architecture. Having their source of inspiration in 

the tradition itself would ultimately mean that they would reflect its essence: equilibrium, 
beauty, serenity, and Oneness. In doing so, it would naturally exclude all secular conflicts 
between heaven and earth since traditionally speaking, the term "secular" did not exist. 

SUMMARY 

After having dealt with the Mamlük educational system, and the sources of knowledge 
that were transmitted to the Mamlük students in both the madrasa and the khanqah, we find 
several observations that are important to emphasize: 

First, the process of teaching was a system of apprenticeship in both the Mamlük 
madrasa and the khanqah. Because of the great influence of SGfism on the Mamlük society 
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in Egypt, knowledge (71m) that was transmitted was shared in both institutions - especially 

after the `ulama' accepted 9üfism, to the extent that some became kfis themselves. In all 

cases we have seen that `ulama' taught the Sharra sciences in the khangah and that Süfi 

practises were carried out in the mosque and madrasa. We can say that a considerable 

marriage of sorts occurred between external and internal dimensions of knowledge during the 

Mamlük period. 

Second, it appears that al-Ghazzali's ideas, which were adopted by Abü al-IIassan al- 
Shädhili, and Ibn 'Arabi 's doctrine, which affected Ibn al-Färid, were the most popular kfi 

beliefs amongst the Mamink Egyptian society. Both these figures, taken as representatives, 

were attacked at times by the `ulamd' yet their influence was extremely strong. The influence 

of Sufism that permeated the political and social levels of the society was even more 

consolidated when Sufi brotherhoods infiltrated the craft guilds. This naturally effected those 

who were involved in the traditional building process, either directly or indirectly. 

Third, that the traditional Mamlük crafts and the Islamic sciences (`Jim), in their 
different forms of rational and religious sciences, in both the Shart`a-based and the Safi- 

based, were all interconnected. This means that a Sufi shaykh could be a fagih (one who deals 

with jurisprudence), a mathematician, a cosmologist, a writer of books on medicine, and a 

master (mu'allim) of a certain craft, all at the same time. That is because in the Islamic 

tradition, knowledge is wholistic and unfragmented, every part is shared by all other parts, 

and the ultimate goal of all these sciences is to be Muslim; that is to promote good and fight 

evil by elevating the status of the soul (nafs) by curbing the spirit (ru-h). 

Fourth, that there is a huge difference between ̀ ilm (knowledge as known by the 
Mama) and ma`rifah (gnosis as known by the Süffs), and that the aim of the SGfis in the 
Mamink period were to reach a balance of both. The external knowledge of 'Um was the 
Shart`a which could be reached by learning it, while the internal ma`rifah which leads to the 
Truth cannot be reached except by following the Süf way (lartgah). This path would enable 
the kfi to reach the stage of enlightenment, a point of purity in the soul by the aid of a 
Master. At this stage, he would receive Direct Knowledge from the Source (i. e., God). This 
Direct Knowledge enables its recipient to see the Truth in everything; i. e., to see the 
qualitative inner dimension hidden in the quantitative external appearance of things. 
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Fifth, that symbols play a major role in traditional science. This symbolism had its 

roots in pre-Islamic as well as Islamic traditions. Although certain philosophical ideas did not 

find a willing audience amongst the Egyptians of the Mamlük period, they were indirectly and 

implicitly operative on all the levels of the society. For example the gnostic elements found 

in Neo-Platonism, Hermeticism, and Neo-Pythagoreanism were not an everyday topic of 

discussion but they were operative in the sense that they were fully absorbed in kfism which 

was lived in varying degree by the majority of the society. 

What is most important in the findings of this chapter, is its implications on the 

examination and analysis of the religious buildings of the Mamlük period. That is so because 

architecture is a social act which "cannot be divorced from a culture's view of the grand 

scheme within which it exists. "' Therefore, the relationship between the sciences, the crafts, 

the guilds and the tuf[ brotherhoods is vital to enable us to approach the Mamlük buildings 

using the traditionalist argument that was established in Chapter One. This approach is valid 

on the basis of the fundamentality of the gnostic and esoteric aspect implicit in traditional 

civilizations such as that of Islam as lived in Mamlük medieval times, and as shared by the 

designer, client, and user. There are brief periods in history when it is both fashionable and 

safe to present visual symbols publicly, without risking the wrath of the 'ulama'. It is these 

brief periods that are usually the golden age of a craft or art. In the Mamlük case, it was 

suliäns and emtrs who fostered and encouraged Sufi thinkers, who in turn influenced artists, 

craftsmen and architects of that age. We will see in the following chapters how they took full 

advantage of this patronage to express Sufi ideas with a freedom that had previously been 

diminished to a great extent. 

By alternatively following a strict, purely historical approach one could easily be 

misled to focus on aspects related only to high culture, or on those related to empirical and 

external knowledge. This would consequently lead to a superficial, quantitatively assessed 

understanding of that historical period. It is thus evident that by following the traditionalist 

approach, one can arrive to a more truthful understanding of the Mamlük tradition by taking 
into consideration the esoteric aspects of knowledge transmitted to the Mamlük society. 

Gutzar Haider, "The City Never Lies", in Inquiry 2,6th June 1985, Pp. 38-44. 
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I CH=I PT 

THE BAHRI MAMLLTK SETTING 

(648-784 A. H. / 1250-1381 A. D. ) 

As mentioned in the Introductory Chapter, this research is focused on the Bahrº 

Mamlük period. This, the most prosperous epoch within the Egyptian medieval Islamic 

tradition, was characterized by continuity and stability. In order to study the Cairene religious 

buildings of the Bahn Mamlük period, one has to imagine how Cairo as a whole was 

organized. We will deal with the medieval traditional city of Cairo to reach an understanding 

of the urban contextual environment in which the Mamlük religious buildings formed points 

of focus. The traditional context ultimately has to do with the Mamlük society, the political 

and economical conditions, how the state functioned, what the religious beliefs were, and so 

on. ' The information that is produced in this chapter will form a historical background to 

help in the process of re-creating the traditional Mam1Gk Egyptian perception. 

3.1 THE ESTABLISHMENT OF THE MAMLÜK REGIME 

Ever since Egypt succeeded in turning the Crusaders away, it took the place 

of Baghdad and became the centre of the Islamic world. ' 

From the perspective of Islamic History, the Ayyubid Sultan Saläh al-Din's most 

important achievement was not his victory over the Crusaders', but rather his restoration of 

Egypt as the centre of the Muslim empire and his revivification and strengthening of Sunnt 

Islam as the dominant faith in the lands formerly ruled by the Shrite Fatimids. Under Saläh 

I In traditions such as the one we are dealing with, it is extremely difficult to distinguish between specific 
domains, (i. e., there is no way to classify what is solely religious or political or economic... etc. all domains are 
inter-related). For our purposes, the classifications that have been made under those specific domains should not 
be taken rigidly, they have been placed thus, for the convenience of the research. 

2 Ibn Khaldün (14th C. ), The Muaaddimah: An Introduction to History, trans. by Franz Rosenthal, Routledge 
and Kegan Paul, London, 1967, p. 25. 

' See P. M. Holt, The Age of the Crusades: The Near East from the Eleventh Century to 1517, Longman, 
London, 1986, Pp. 82-83. 
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al-Din, the madrasa -a legacy from Seljuk times which had already been implanted in Syria - 

was further expanded and carried into Egypt. It became a principle means whereby orthodox 

Sunni Islam supplanted Isma`ilism, the Sprite sect dominant in the times of the Fatimidsl. 

Even the Azhar2, which had previously been the centre of Isma`YlT education, was 

transformed under the Ayyubids into a bastion of Sunni orthodoxy. 

The rise to power of the Mamlük regime' in Egypt was the result of a chain of events 

set in motion by the death of the Ayyubid Sultan al-Malik al-tälih in 1249 A. D. Al-Malik 

al-95A had created a corps of Turkish Mamink soldiers, the largest in Egypt's history up to 

his time, and had made this corps the mainstay of his army. These Mamlüks were stationed 
in barracks on an island in the Nile near Cairo called al-Rawdah, and accordingly became 

known collectively as the Bahris (from bahr, literally meaning "sea" but the common 

colloquial Arabic term in Egypt for the Nile). The Bahris had already demonstrated their 

military expertise by inflicting a defeat on the Crusader army of Louis IX, which had invaded 

Egypt just before al-Malik al-tMili's death. ' 

A preliminary indoctrination of foreign soldiers was necessary so that they would 

understand what was required of them. For the Mamlüks to accept these duties, conversion 

to the faith of their subjects and instruction in Islam was essential. In a tradition which drew 

little distinction between religious conviction and social behaviour, conversion to Islam was 

a way of introducing foreigners to the habits and expectations of the people over whom they 

ruled, a way of fostering conformity to the ways of Islamic societies. 'All Salim al- 
Nabblihin, the twentieth-century scholar who has researched the educational system during 

the time of the Mamlüks, says that their education in Islam served as an initiation into the 

Although the great majority of the population living within the Fatimid Empire were Sunni Muslims, the 
Fatimids themselves remained faithful to the principles of Isms M Shrism and to the objectives of the 
revolutionary movement which had brought them to power. The ultimate objective was to overthrow the 'Abbassid 
Caliphate - which was essentially Sunnt - and to establish the supremacy of the 'Alawi line throughout the world 
of Islam. The Fatimids sought to accomplish this objective through three closely related means: military 
expansion, commercial expansion and subversive propaganda in lands not under their rule. See Bernard A. Weiss 
and Arnold H. Green, A Survey of Arab History, The American University in Cairo Press, Cairo, 1985, p. 113. 

2 The oldest university in the Muslim world (around 1010 years old) located in Cairo and still functioning till 
the present day. 

3 Sometimes referred to as the slave dynasty because the word Mamlük literally means slave. See Sir William 
Muir, The Mamluke or Slave Dynasty of Egypt: 1260-1517 AD),. Smith Elder and Co, London, 1896. 

4 op cit. Weiss & Green, 1985, p. 198. 

s See the meaning of a traditional society in Chapter One. 
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roles of local notables in carrying on public affairs for which no regular governmental 

provision had been made. ' 

The Mamlüks adopted the system, that the rule belonged to the most powerful; the 

one powerful enough to seize the throne and eliminate all rivals? It reflected the 

circumstances that had given rise to the Mamlük take-over and the cancellation of Ayyubid 

legitimacy. Although the method of succession was a variable of Mamlilk politics, certain 

basic features of the Mamlük system remained constant throughout the two and a half 

centuries of Mamlük rule. The most striking of these features was the essentially foreign 

character of the military class. The Mamlük system seems to have been deliberately designed 

to keep the military aloof from the indigenous population' Persons born within Mamlük 

territories, including sons of MamlUk soldiers and officers, were barred from serving in the 

regular armed forces. Only an auxiliary and inferior force called the halga was open to 

natives, but service in the halga offered little opportunity for personal advancement. " 

The ranks of the regular forces were supplied exclusively from slave markets. It was 

believed that only youths, "freshly" bought, possessed the toughness and spirit required for 

excellence in the military arts. Only they, by virtue of their slave origins, could be counted 

upon to be absolutely loyal to their superiors and unreservedly devoted to the military way 

of life. ' The Egyptian native population, softened by a sedentary life - so often mentioned 
in Ibn Khaldnn's "Muqaddimah" - was believed to be incapable of cultivating the qualities and 

physical skills required of the true warrior. Thus, the sons of the Mamlüks (awlad al-nas), 

who were excluded from the non-hereditary ruling caste to which their fathers belonged, were 

obliged to enter civilian careers, unless they chose to serve in the "inferior" halga corps. 

For the education of the Mamlük elite see 'All Salim al-Nabbahin, NkIhdm al-Tarbivvah al-Islamh vah 1t'ASr 
Dawlat al-Mamdltk ttML r, Dar al-Fikr al-'Arabi, Cairo, 1981, Pp. 156-158. 

2 See Said 'Abd al-Fatta}h 'Ashur, Misr if 'ASr Dawlat al-Mam illk al-Baliariwah, Maktabat al-Nahdah al- 
Mi§riyyah, Cairo, 1959, Pp. 9-12. 

3 See op cit. al-Nabbäh? n, 1981, p. 127. 

1 ibid., p. 199. 

s See Robert Irwin, The Middle East in the Middle Ages: The Early Mamluk Sultanate 1250-1382, Croom 
Helm, London, 1986, p. 8. 

6 This term is still used till the present day to denote a distinguished social background. 
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3.2 THE END OF THE BAHRI MAMLÜKS (784 A. H., 1381 A. D): 

In 1381 A. D. the last of Qalawtm'sl descendants to rule as sultan was overthrown 

by an able Mamlük commander named Barqüq, who belonged to a corps of Mamlüks known 

as the Burjis - so named because they were stationed in the main Citadel (Qal'ah) of Cairo, 

sometimes called burj (tower). The Burji corps had originally been founded by Qaläwiln 

himself nearly a century earlier. Barqüq's coming to power marked the end of the BalirT rule. 

The series of sultans who ruled the Mamlük empire thereafter were sometimes called Burjis, 

after the corps which brought them to power, and sometimes Circassians, since all but two 

of them were of that ethnic origin. 

The transition from Batiri to Burri rule corresponded to a number of important 

political and economic changes. Under the Burjis, the dynastic principle was abandoned 

altogether and once more the "survival of the fittest" system of succession became the norm. 

Although this system had the advantage of producing many strong and capable rulers, it made 

for general instability in political life (mainly division in the troops). Conversely, al-Magnzi, 

in an observation more critical than he himself may have realized, ascribed the chaos of the 

early fifteenth century (the fall of the Mamliiks) not just to division among the troops, but to 

failure to educate the new soldiers in the tradition of Islam. "When they failed to be imbued 

with respect for the elders of the community and with desire for the approval of the religious 

authorities, the cause of the community was ill-served. "2 

Whereas under the Bahris Egypt and the Fertile Crescent (Bilad al-Sham) had enjoyed 
economic prosperity, under the new line of rulers the economy of these countries went 
downhill. The economy was at a loss; any surpluses available for investment in urban 

structures and the patronage of the arts and crafts were dissipated. This was immediately 

reflected in the declining number of waqf (endowment deeds) and of the construction of 

religious public works. Urban manufacturers suffered equally from the regression of the 

ibid, Pp. 62-82. The Qalawun Family or 'dynasty' is considered to be the unique case of the adoption of the 
hereditary rule in the time of the Mamlüks for a period of over a century (1279-1382 A. D. ). This period 
represents the pinnacle of the MamlUk period, as all of its characteristics appeared in it and took its final form. 
Al-Dhähir Baybars is considered to be the founder or sower of the Maml-uk seed, while the Qalawün family the 
harvesters. To contemporary historians the word Qalawün is synonymous to power, grandeur, internal stability, 
and external safety. Also see op cit. Holt, 1986, Pp. 99-106. 

2 AI-Magnzi (14th C. ), al-Mawa'idh wal-I'tibar bi-Dhikr al-Khiiat wal-Athar, Cairo, Bulaq reprint, vol. 1, 1270 A. H., p. 104. 
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Mamlük economy. So large was the part of the Mamlük garrisons in the consumption of craft 

output and the employment of urban workers that the decline of their incomes had widespread 

repercussions. Luxury craft work collapsed from lack of patronage. Other factors help to 

account for the decline of the luxury crafts, but do not so fully explain it as the failure of 

patronage. The depression of building activity must have had considerable impact on 

associated crafts. 

In the turbulent fifteenth century, public works and endowments of 

religious institutions did not come to a halt, but they nonetheless slowed 

considerably. In principle, however, performance of services for the 

community remained a way of winning its approval, support, and co- 

operation. To build great public edifices - symbols of grandeur - and to do 

charitable works served to expiate the inevitable sins of public life, win the 

accolades of men, and ensure prayers of the pious after one's death. ' 

3.3 THE MAMLUK STATE 

One of the principal characteristics of the Islamic social order was the presence of an 

Islamic state, of Islamic rule. The Arab conquests had given rise to a highly elaborate state 

structure, one having a vast territorial domain extending from China to Spain. What emerged 

thereafter was a network of smaller state formations most of which came to form an 

international Sunnf political order. Each ruler within this network looked to the Caliph, who 

continued to reside in Baghdad, as the theoretical bearer of ultimate political authority and 

was careful to secure official recognition from him. Thus the Caliph, who could now no 

longer be considered a head of state, had become a legitimizing agent within a network of 

states whose unity under the aegis of Sunnt Islam he symbolized. Some of the states within 

this network were able to achieve sway over considerable territory - for example, the territory 

of Egypt, Syria, and Palestine established by Saläli al-Din al-Ayyübi. 

After the destruction of the `Abbasid Caliphate in Baghdad in 1258 A. D., the 
Mamlüks wanting to prop up their image as legitimate rulers of the Muslim umma, 

Ira M. Lapidus, Muslim Cities In The Later Middle Ages, Student Edition, Cambridge University Press, 
London, 1967, p. 69. 
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maintained under their patronage a remnant line of `Abbasid Caliphs. This line was 
inaugurated by Bäybars al-Bundugdäri in 1261 A. D. ', when a refugee of the `Abbasid House 

was proclaimed caliph in Cairo. The Mamlük-sponsored caliphate was obviously meant to be 

a puppet institution and as a result, did not enjoy universal recognition among Sunnis. 

The role of the puppet caliph was to invest each new suliän - for the suliän was, in 

theory, a delegate of the caliph. In fact, however, the caliph had no real power to appoint 

suliäns. In the political theory of Ibn Jamä`a (the Mamlük historian) and like-minded persons, 

whenever a military commander seized power by defeating or slaying his rivals (who might 

include the previous suliän), he had a legitimate claim to rule and the caliph was obliged to 

invest him with the office of suliän. 

Eventually, the need arose for a new conception of legitimacy which did not entail 

the official sanction of a caliph. This need was met with a doctrine known in Arabic as al- 

siyasah al-Shar`iyyah, according to which the Islamic state existed wherever the ruler was a 

professing Muslim and used his power to preserve the public peace in collaboration with the 

`ulamd', to uphold the Divine Law (Shar(a). Under this new conception, the Islamic state, 

although able to exist without a caliphate, still continued to carry on the essential functions 

of the caliphate. Islamic rule per se remained a reality? Two primary functions defined 

almost universally the role of the Islamic state: the first, was the maintenance of internal 

peace, security, and decency of the Islamic social order; and the second, was the maintenance 

- and, where possible, the advancement - of the frontiers separating the Islamic domain from 

the realms beyond. Both these functions of the Muslim state were fulfilled in the Bahr? 
Mamlük period. 

3.4 THE MAMLÜK TRADITIONAL SOCIAL ORDER 

The Mamlük Islamic social order was that pattern of social relationships among 
individuals, classes, and groups of the Muslim Mamlük umma (community). These included 
the Maminks who were the state military elite, the `ulaina' and kfi shaykhs, the craftsmen 
and merchants, and the organized bodies of commoners. The reason that they were considered 

For a more detailed historical background, see op cit. Holt, 1986, Pp. 90-98. 

2 op cit. Weiss & Green, 1985, Pp. 149-50 
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classes of their own is because the Mamlüks regarded them as the basis of their power and 

prosperity. S. A. `Ashur, the contemporary historian who has specialized in the Mamlük 

period writes that the Mamlük elite respected the `ulamä' and Suff shaykhs because: "it was 

through them that they had known Islam, and in its blessing (baraka) they were living. "1 As 

for the craftsmen and merchants, they were the ones who helped the Mam1Gk state financially 

in times of need due to their great wealth. But it is an equilibrium or self-balancing pattern 

of traditional ordered relationships between the classes which appears to be the key to 

understanding how the Muslim society functioned. 

The term "traditional Muslim social order" is not meant to suggest that the social 

order to be examined in this section was identical to the ideal Islamic order. The latter was 
considered to be manifest in the umma under the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) 

and the first Caliphs and in the Shart`a as worked out by the `ulamd'. The actual traditional 

social order within which Muslims lived during the Mamliik period was viewed by the more 
devout Muslims as somewhat removed from Islamic ideals, even though it was shaped to a 
large extent by them. ' The reason was the depth of the influence of kfism on the Egyptian 

medieval society'. But before discussing the social role of kfism on the society, we must 
first examine the traditional meaning of the term "society". 

The notion of society as the total aggregate of people living together in a certain 

territory and conforming to certain common patterns of social behaviour, admittedly, did not 
have a prominent place in the thinking of medieval Muslims. There is in classical Arabic - 
as distinct from modern Arabic - no precise equivalent of the English word "society". Within 

Mamink society there were solidarities which were stronger than that of society as a whole 

and which had the effect of overshadowing the notion of society as such. Chief among these 

solidarities was that of the religious community. Religion was thus the primary basis of social 

cohesion. Secular conceptions of community (such as that embodied in the modern concept 

of a nation) were virtually unknown. The only solidarity which compared in strength with the 

religious community was that of the extended family; whereas the individual belonged to the 
former by virtue of religious affiliation, he was bound to the latter by the ties of kinship. 

Said'Abd al-Fattäh'Ashür, al-Muitama' al-ML rittASr Saldttn al-MamAlfk, Där a1-Nahdah al-'Arabiyyah, 
Cairo, 1962, p. 29. 

op cit., Weiss & Green, 1985, p. 145. 

3 See Chapter Two. 
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To some degree other solidarities existed, for example, that of towns or quarters, that 

of regions, that of particular trades and professions, but these were always overshadowed by 

the religious community. Among Muslims the most serious threat to the overriding solidarity 

of the umma was posed by sectarian differences, which were in principle religious in nature - 

even if there were concealed social or economic factors behind them in given instances. 

However, this threat must not be unduly exaggerated. Ultimately the sects were able to 

establish a satisfactory mode of life, in spite of occasional outbreaks of violence. ' In any 

case, the vast majority of Muslims were Sunnis, and it is among them that the solidarity of 

the umma was achieved on the largest scale, despite some variations in law and theology 

(madhahib). Among Sunnis the view came to prevail that certain differences in regard to law 

and theology were inevitable' and that the unity of the um ma was not to be compromised by 

these differences. 

The Muslim umma was of course vast. This vastness, which might have militated 

against its solidarity, was partially offset by two things: the mosque and the pilgrimage. The 

mosque provided a setting in which the solidarity of the umma could be expressed locally or 

internally. One of the two Arabic terms for mosque, namely järni', means "gathering place" 

(the other is masjid, the place of prostration). The mosque is the place where Muslims in a 

particular locality gather together for worship and social intercourse. It thus engenders a local 

congregation which epitomizes the Islamic umma. Muslims who worship together in a given 

mosque acquire a feeling of congregational unity while retaining a sense of belonging to the 

universal umma. On the other hand, the universal umma is epitomized in an even more 

dramatic way in the great Pilgrimage (Ilaj)) to Makkah. It is in Rail that local ties disappear 

as pilgrims from all parts of the Islamic world gather for common religious observances. 

Though they constitute a small segment of the umma, their varied origins make them a living 

embodiment of the universality of the umma, and each pilgrim returns to his home with tales 

of the great event that foster the universalist spirit in others? 

It is obvious, therefore, that despite the vastness of the Muslim umma in Mamlük 

1 The most serious sectarian division was that between Sunnis and Shrfs, but even between these a large 
measure of peaceful coexistence was achieved. 

2 Because a hadtth attributed to the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) in fact stated that the wnma 
would be divided into seventy-three sects. In another hiadlth, he said that differences in opinions regarding the 
Divine Law were a mercy (ralimah) as it widened the scope of interpretation. 

3 ibid., p. 146. 
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times, one cannot equate it with society as such. It was rather a part of society, as were also 

the other religious communities which were accorded legitimacy under the Sharl`a. The larger 

notion of society as a whole may have played a somewhat secondary role in Mamlük 

thinking, but this is not to say that the concept did not exist at all. While there is no precise 

equivalent in classical Arabic to the English term "society", taken in the broad sense which 

the term has in modern social science usage, there is a term in whose meaning the concept 

of society was very strongly implied. This is the term dar al-Islam (literally, "abode of 

Islam"). Strictly speaking, this term has more a territorial than a social connotation. It refers 

to that part of the physical world in which Islam is secure by virtue of the presence of an 

Islamic state and where the Shart`a is honoured. But the people who inhabit dar al-Isläm 

clearly constitute an Islamic society, whether all be Muslims or not. Non-Muslims who 

adhere to "legitimate" revealed religions' are as much a part of Islamic society as the 

Muslims. Although they are not subject to all parts of the Sharra, they are subject to those 

parts that govern inter-communal relations, and if they are ahl al-dhimmah - sometimes 

referred to as ahl al-Kitab (people of the book); i. e., Jews and Christians - they have a 

distinctly Islamic status. In this respect, the system of mutually tolerant theocracies established 

by the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) and the first Caliphs persisted. Non- 

Muslims enjoyed religious freedom provided they observed those inter-communal regulations 

laid down in the SharCa and fulfilled their obligations to the Islamic state. 

In Chapter Two, we saw that tüfism emphasized group experience due to the 

fundamentality of huclar (group dhikr sessions) in the khangah in the Mamlük period. This 

was the way that it drew the community of 80-is together. This communal lifestyle in the 

Mamliik khanqah had taken the form of life in brotherhoods rather than as individuals living 

in solitude in cells or caves - as Sufism had started during the first centuries of Islam. This 

could be said also of the Mamlük mosque and madrasa which during that period adopted a 

lot of kfi practises, even the greatly prohibited dance and music incorporated in dhikr. This 

communal lifestyle as lived by the students of both the madrasa as well as the khanqah had 

' Legitimate in the Islamic tradition involves the two other Abrahamic religions: Judaism, and Christianity 
(referred to as ahl al-dhimmah). Hinduism and Buddhism for example, are considered forms of wathan yyah 
(paganism). This does not mean that Muslims cannot live with them, it simply means that they have less privileges 
than those of ahl al-dhinunah. For example, Muslims are obliged by the . harra to protect Christians and Jews 
during war provided they are paying the jizyah (a sort of poll tax), while they are not obliged to protect any 
people who believe in other religions. 

2 See 'Ashur who relies on original sources for this viewpoint in op cit. 'Äshiu, 1962, Pp. 55-56. For an 
opposing point of view, see Donald P. Little, "Coptic Conversion to Islam under the Bahn Mamlüks, 692- 
755/1293-1354", in History and HistorioCranhv of the Mamlüks, Variorum Reprints, London, 1986, Pp. 552-568. 
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a social impact on the solidarities within the traditional Mamlük society. Not only had the 

$üfis come to mix together, they had established a very influential role within the community 

of the `ulamä', in public life, and particularly in relation to the Mamlük military elite. 

In Egypt an official called the shaykh al-shuyükh (chief shaykh), was 

responsible for the over-all administration and discipline of the Süjrc and 

for their liaison with the sullän. Such closely knit bodies were important 

foci of communal aggregation,... ' 

It has been discussed in Chapter Two that Süfsm impregnated public life through its 

influence on the crafts and commercial corporations. This was due to the close bond between 

the guilds and the Sufi brotherhoods. We have seen Massignon, Lewis, `Äshür, and Dodge's 

points of view on the guilds in medieval Islamic times which indicate that they were 

connected to kfi brotherhoods - described as "a new fervour of religious and secret society. " 

On another level of the society, the Suffs were respected and feared by the sultäns 

who encouraged the Wis to become more integrated with the more orthodox Sunni religious 

current. This is the very reason why the khanqah was "official ized" and thus, received the 

consent of the `ulamä', as a result, many `ulama' had come to tolerate Sufism and some of 

them became Sufis themselves. On the other hand, we also saw Sufis in the Mamlük period, 

such as al-Shädhili and Ibn al-Färid, who took a part in the social and political life, sharing 
in official receptions, marching under the banners of their tartgas to express political 

preferences, as well as defending the rights of the Egyptian populace in times of tyranny? 

3.5 THE POLITICAL AND ECONOMIC CONDITIONS UNDER THE BAHRI 

MAMLUKS 

The most characteristic feature of the Mamlük period is the huge building activity that 
took place in it, particularly in the domain of religious buildings. But this was not all, as 
Egypt before the Mamlüks had not known such a flowering of the arts, literature, public 
works, as well as an array of other cultural activities. It seems at first ironic that this selected 

I op cit. Lapidus, 1967, Pp. 105-6. 

2 Hayät Nä§ir Hari, Ahwal al-'Ammah frHokm al-Mamalik, Sharikat Kädhimah, Kuweit, 1984, p. 227. 
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military elite, without roots in Egypt, were patrons of such magnificent mosques, madrasas 

and khangahs, and were lavish in their endowment of religious foundations and delighted to 

witness the refinement of the crafts. In fact, there are several explanations for this: these huge 

monuments flanking the narrow roads of Cairo were visible symbols of power and success. 

They dominated the everyday environment spatially as well as visually. Furthermore, 

although the military elite was known for its life of luxury and sometimes for its looseness', 

there were among the Mainlük sultans and their emirs men who were truly devout. Suliän 

Ilassan ( ruled in 755 A. H., 1354 A. D. ) for example, under whom some of the greatest 

excesses occurred, was personally a simple and unpretentious man, scrupulous in the 

observance of the rules of his religion, spending little on himself, but generously endowing 

the buildings he had erected. ' To the founder, a pious endowment appeared to be an 
investment in the afterlife. ' 

But the Mamluks did not build monuments only for self-glorification and piety. There 

was also a strong social and economic motive inherent in the nature of Mamlük society. We 

have seen that the Mamlük elite was a one-generation nobility only; young children were 

brought as slaves from non-Muslim areas into Egypt, educated, trained and set free. 

Nevertheless, Mamlük emirs married and acquired dependents for whom future provision had 

to be made. The fiefs which maintained the sultan or the emirs were not hereditary, but 

belonged to the "state treasury" (bayt al-mä1) to be re-apportioned when he died or fell into 

disgrace. However, in building a charitable establishment dedicated to God, the Mamlük 

could endow it with some of his property with the income to be used for its upkeep and 

monthly expenses. For this purpose a waqf deed was drawn up stipulating how and for what 

purposes and salaries the income was to be used. The more religious purposes the endowment 
fulfilled, the more income it received and the more personnel it retained. Most commonly, 

these personnel were members of the Mamlük's own families. Thus the religious foundations 

became a way of providing for dependents, and a way of safeguarding revenues otherwise 

subject to expropriation. This waqf income, in theory blocked in perpetuity and irrevocable, 

served to maintain the religious building and encouraged everybody who could to build. The 

Such notorious cases as Emir Ulmäs al-Häjib who publicly announced his homosexuality. 

2 We will see in Chapter Ten, a case-study of the most magnificent of all Bahn Mamlük madrasas, that of 
the Suliän Hassan. 

3 Caroline Williams, "The City of Cairo: The Mamluks", Cairo Today, April 1983, p. 61. 

4 op cit. al-Magnzl (14th C. ), Khitat, n. d., vol.!, Pp. 401-2. 
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waqf system furthermore explains why it is that so many religious endowments, as opposed 

2 to less-sacred' constructions have survived so well. 

Politically speaking, the Egyptian society was governed by three distinct bodies: the 

first was administrative - the military class, the Mamlük suiäns and emirs; the second was 

judicial - gad'f (judge), and the mu1 tasib (supervisor of the market); the third was spiritual 

and religious - the `ulama' and the Süfl shaykhs. While the political influence of the first 

group is obvious due to the legislative power that the sultäns and the emirs possessed, the 

other two need explanation. 

The gddt (judge) was to apply the Sharra to cases brought before him. In principle, 

therefore, the q&If should himself be one who deals with the Sharl'a (i. e., a `älim, singular 

for `ulama'), since only the well versed in the Sharf'a should be in position to apply it to 

specific cases. Since the Sharl`a defined not only what was obligatory and forbidden but also 

what was merely advisable or inadvisable, much of it lay beyond the scope of positive law 

(that is, judicially applicable and enforceable)'. On the other hand, the muhtasib or the 

inspector of the market had the duty of seeing that public morality was properly maintained 

in the saq (market) including the observance of general standards of decency and propriety 

on the part of the public. Through him the communal duty of promoting good and preventing 

evil (al-amr bil-ma`rüf wal-nahy `an al-munkar) was discharged. " The muhtasib also 

exercised authority over the various trades and crafts. 

The fact that Egyptians responded to the third group is explainable when one reads 

of the numerous accounts where the 'ulanu2' and the Sufi shaykhs stood by the Egyptians to 

show them what their rights were and to help them achieve the minimum social respect that 

' In Islam there is no secular as opposed to sacred; we will deal with this point below. 

2 op cit. Williams, April 1983, p. 62. 

I The primary means whereby the Islamic state transforms the Sharra into positive law is a judicial system 
called in Arabic qa ia'. This system centred upon a court over which a judge bearing the title of qa k presided. 
In applying the Shar(a to particular cases and in relying upon sanctions provided by the state to undergird his 
decisions, as an agent of the state the gadr helped to bring about the realization of an Islamic positive law. op cit. 
Weiss & Green, 1985, Pp. 151-2. 

" ibid., p. 159. Also in Janet L. Abu-Lughod, Cairo: 1001 Years of the City Victorious, Princeton University 
Press, Princeton, 1971, p. 24. 
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each member of the community aspired. ' One of the many factors that led to the superior 

respect of the `ulamä' and the Sufis was that they regarded themselves responsible for the 

reform of rulers. 

The dominant position of the military, which was a prime feature of political life 

under the Mamlüks, extended to economic life as well. The military class disposed of great 

amounts of wealth. Land was, as everywhere, the primary source of wealth. Egyptian 

agricultural land was divided into 24 carats of which the suliän owned four, the emirs ten, 

and the rest was owned by the military? The igta' system made the military the prime 

landowners. ' The revenue which the Mamltiks drew from the igia' holdings was, on the 

whole, considerably greater than that of the military in previous periods of Egypt's history. 

Because of this wealth, the military became principle participants in economic life. In addition 

to being the leading consumers, the Mamldks also invested in economic ventures and were 

able to use their power to discourage competition from the civilian population. 

The ever increasing involvement of the Mamlük military class and the state in 

economic activity was accompanied by a further decline of the bourgeoisie. Urban 

administration was taken over almost completely by the Mamlüks themselves. Every town had 

its Mamlük governor and garrison, which exercised absolute authority. The bourgeoisie 

dwindled in importance and became economically dependent upon the military. Agricultural 

production passed almost entirely into the hands of the Mamlüks, and they monopolized the 

selling of food, the construction of markets (sügs) and the leasing of shops. ̀ 

These developments notwithstanding, the first century of Mamlük rule (1250-1350 

A. D. ), during which the Baliris were in power, proved to be a surprisingly prosperous period 

economically and resulted in the production of many buildings - especially mosques, 

madrasas, and khanqahs. This prosperity came from the government of the Bahri Mamlüks 

which afforded peace and security within the Mamlük territories at a time when turmoil 

1 See Dr. 'Abd al-La[Yf Hamzah, al-l4arakah al-Fikriwah tC Mi. r ft al-'A Srayn al-Avvfbr wal-Mamlakf al- 
Awwal, Dir al-Fikr al-'Arabi, Cairo, 1947, p. 67. 

I Sa'Yd 'Abd al-Fattäh 'Ashur, Al-Avvübivvün wal-Mamälik fi Misr wal-Sham, Dir al-Nahdah al-'Arabiyyah, 
Cairo, n. d., p. 343. 

' Igla' is a system of land holdings wherein a considerable size of land was owned by an individual. See 
Tsugitaka Satö, "Igia' Policy of Sultan Baybars I", Orient, Tokyo, vol. XXII, 1986. 

4 op cit. Weiss & Green, 1985, p. 202. 



Chapter Three 93 

prevailed in many other areas. Furthermore, the Mamlük state itself, continuing in the 

tradition of its predecessors, encouraged and to a large extent sponsored international trade, 

granting residential privileges to foreign merchants and maintaining careful control over vital 

sea routes, especially the all-important Red Sea route. 

Also, judging from the absence of evidence to the contrary in Mamlük sources, public 
health during the first century of Baliri rule seems to have been good. The chronicles of the 

period mention very few epidemics or severe famines. This resulted in a growth of the 

population and consequently, of the labour force. Growth of population was also stimulated 
by the influx of large numbers of people from the land to the east, especially Iraq, as a result 

of the Mongol threats. Among these immigrants were many `ulamä', Sufi shaykhs, artisans, 
builders, bureaucrats and soldiers, all of whom were capable of being absorbed by the 
Mamlük tradition in a productive manner. Leonor Fernandes says that: 

... by attracting foreigners, namely scholars, to their capital, the Mamluks 

were making sure that Cairo would remain as has been described by Ibn 
Khaldun, the centre of the Muslim world, and its sultan would then 

rightfully bear his title of Sultan al-Islam wall-Muslimin (the Sultan of 
Islam and the Muslims). 2 

But because the main source of Egyptian economy, as had always been the case, was 
agriculture, this was reflected in the social structure. All cultural activity and institutional 

development ultimately depended upon it. Ibn Khaldün, the fourteenth-century historian, tells 

us that the civilized arts and sciences were made possible by the existence of a privileged 

wealthy class who lived off a surplus of agricultural products and who dwelled in cities, 

which arose by virtue of this surplus. Thus, he says, cultural life is dependent on the 

vicissitudes of agriculture. In so far as the surplus is reduced in difficult times, cultural life 

is restricted, and the level of complexity and sophistication of the society's institutions 

lowered; in so far as the surplus increases and is well managed, city life and culture are able 
to flourish. In such cases, he continues, change is uncommon, and when it does occur it is 

slow2 As a result, the prevailing mentality and social attitudes, were conservative? This 

' Leonor Fernandes, The Evolution of the Khanaah Institution in Egy t, PhD Thesis, Princeton University, 
1980, p. 98. 

2 See Ibn Khaldün (14th C. ) opinion quoted in Chapter Two. 
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description and analysis of Ibn Khaldiin's views of change within a tradition corresponds to 

the definition that was adopted in Chapter One, that the value system which is the backbone 

of the tradition is its origin as well - Islam in both its inner and outer dimensions. ' 

3.6 BAHRI MAMLÜK RELIGIOUS LIFE 

Because the Bahri Mamlük §ultäns deliberately cultivated the image of pious 

defenders of Sunnr Islam, Cairo became a bulwark of orthodoxy against the pagan and 

heretical influences which flourished to the East - such as the infidel Mongols. We mentioned 

above that in 1261 A. D. Baybars al-Bundugdäri2 installed an Abbasid survivor of the Mongol 

invasion as Caliph in Cairo. Although the `Abbasid Caliphate had exercised little effective 

power in its last century, it still remained in Sunnt eyes a powerful symbol of Muslim unity 

and legitimacy. Now the time-honoured institution was restored under Bahn Mamlük 

patronage. 

The religious prestige which this action brought to the sultanate was further enhanced 

by a more active policy with respect to the Iiijaz. Bfiybars al-Bundugdäri used diplomacy to 

win the allegiance of the Sharif of Makkah (the guardians of the Holy cities), who had been 

embarking on an independent policy, and in a short time the Iiijäz became a dependency of 

the Mamink state. ' To emphasize his patronage over the three holy cities - Makkah, al- 

Madinah, and Jerusalem - Baybars adopted the title "servant of the holy places", which was 

subsequently borne by his Balm MamlUk successors. 

One piece of evidence which reflects the wide scope of religious activity in the 

Mam1Gk period is the abundance of religious monuments that were erected in their time. 

`Ashur, while discussing the building activity in the Bahn Mamlük period quotes Khalil Ibn 

Shahin, a Mamlük contemporary writer, and the author of "Kashf al-Maniälik", as estimating 

1 We will see in Chapter Six, that resistance to change stems from the fact that any traditional act has to be 
"original" in the sense of authenticity; such a traditional understanding of originality is by its nature opposed to 
innovation and hence, explains the slowness of change. 

2 Bäybars al-Bundugdärl is regarded to be the real founder of the Bahn Mamlüks. His rule is considered to 
be amongst the most prosperous in all aspects. 

See op cit., Little, "Religion Under the Mamluks", 1986, p. 170. The patronage of the holy places in Islam 
is considered to be the ultimate role and symbol of leadership. 
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the number of mosques in Cairo at the time of the Mamlüks to be more than one thousand, 

of which, al-MagrIiz said, one hundred and thirty had a khuibah (i. e., performed the Friday 

congregational prayer). `Asher goes on to say that it is recorded that al-Nä it Mofiammed and 

his emirs alone erected twenty-eight mosques. ' 

It should be understood that by the rise of the Bahrt period, the mosque Yam! ) and 

school (madrasa) came to perform the same functions, meaning that both were used for 

prayer and teaching - to the extent that a large number of madrasas had a khulbah. Some 

medieval writers such as Ibn al-Häjj argued that teaching in the mosque was to be preferred 

over the madrasa because part of the benefit of teaching is to "show (or put forward) the 
Sunnas and to fade away the bid'as (alien novelties)"2, and that since the mosque is a place 

of assembly, this benefit would be greatest there. But apparently, Ibn al-Iiäjj's opinion had 

little effect on the Mamlük elite, who persistently sponsored the construction of madrasas, 

and khangahs - primarily educational institutions which carried out the role of the mosque. 

On the other hand, the khangah in the Bahn Mamlük period remained as a place for 

Sunni kfi teaching and training, along with the collaboration of the Mama' from the 

madrasas who instructed the kf1 disciples in the outer Law, the SharCa. As the case of the 

madrasa, daily prayers were held in the khanqah, but it was in the later Circassian Mamlük 

period that the Friday khutbah was introduced to it thus bringing out its full independent 

existence within the Mamlük code of Muslim life. 

Ibn Khaldnn in his "Mugaddimah" tells us of another type of Sufis in the Mamlük 

period called majadhrb (literally "pulled" by Allah; sing. majdhüb) who belonged to the low 
life of the Mamlük society, and inspired divergent and un-Sunni religious views among the 

common people. ' Some of them were affiliated to Sufi lartgas based in the zawiyah - another 
Sufi institution unsupervised by the Mamlük state and unaccepted by the `ulama' - 
representing the intoxicated and more passionate strand of kfism. 4 

11n extremely rare cases do we encounter a Mamlük suliän who did not inaugurate at least one mosque. op 
cit. 'Ashur, n. d., p. 353. 

2 Ibn al-Häjj, (14th C. ), Madkhal al-Shar` al-Sharü `Ala al-Madhtrhib, al-Maiba`ah al-Mi§riyyah, Cairo, 
1929, vol. 2, p. 121. 

3 op cit., Ibn Khaldün (14th C. ), 1967, Pp. 140-141. 

4 op cit. Lapidus, 1967, p. 106. On the differences between the Mamlük zdwryah and khanqah see op cit. Fernandes, 1980, Pp. 44-46. 
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We discussed in Chapter Two how while the Mamlük tradition largely emphasized 

both religious and cultural life, many discoveries were made and new departures attempted 

by religious scholars and men of letters who sought to hold on to the achievements of their 

predecessors and to carry them further. In so far as they had anything of their own to 

contribute, it was by way of elaborating upon what their predecessors had done or continuing 

(and perhaps completing) what the predecessors had begun. Understanding this traditional 

balance between conservatism and searching for the better is vital in relation to the Mamlük 

period and may be historically explained in terms of at least three factors. First, the Mongol 

threats and invasions of the mid-thirteenth century which caused many Muslims to look to the 

Mamlük state as the last remaining bulwark of Islam against paganism. ' The belief that the 

Mongols were determined to destroy Islam created in the Mamltºk territories an atmosphere 

of retrenchment and a pre-occupation with the task of preserving the Islamic heritage. ' 

Second, as a result of the enmity between the Mamlüks and the Mongol state , Egypt and 

Syria became relatively cut off from other Islamic centres. ' This cultural isolation produced 

an attitude of self-sufficiency. In the absence of challenges or cross-currents emanating from 

rival centres of civilization, the cultural and religious climate under the Mamlüks became 

static and somewhat ingrown. Consequently, old ideas and traditions seemed unassailable, and 

the primary task of learned and cultured men seemed to be that of transmitting faithfully what 

had been received. 

To these factors must be added the third and perhaps most important factor: the 

coming to fruition under the Mamlüks of the Seljuk legacy. ̀ It will be recalled that the 

Seljüks had inaugurated a revived Sunnf socio-political order based on conformity to Sunni 

religious teachings, which had taken on the character of an orthodoxy. The primary 

instrument for the inculcation of this orthodoxy were the madrasa and the khangah which 

'This was especially true after the Mamlüks had proven their superiority over the Mongol armies at the battle 

of 'Ayn Jalat in 1261 A. D. 

op cit., Weiss & Green, 1985, p. 204. 

s The eastern centres of Islamic civilization, where a distinctly Iranian central-Asian tradition was in the 
making. In the Islamic lands to the North (Turkish Anatolia) and West (the Maghrib) there existed no centres of 
civilization capable of influencing to a significant degree developments within Mamlük territories. The Turkish 
communities of Anatolia were still in the process of building up a civilization of their own, and Maghribi 
civilization was more influenced by the lands ruled by the Mamliks than vice versa and was, in any case, located 
behind an ever-increasing barrier of nomadism. As for cultural contacts with the Byzantine empire and with 
Western Europe, these were minimal, despite diplomatic and commercial connections. 

For more detail on the relationship between the Mamlük state and religion under the Seljuk model, see Ira 
Lapidus, A History of Islamic Societies, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1988, p. 353. 
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were sponsored also by the state to establish a Sunnt küfism, intended to produce not only 

`ulamä' and 90i shaykhs, but civil servants, scientists, teachers, and master craftsmen as 

well'. As we saw above, this revived Sunnt order was upheld by the military class and 

economically maintained through igia ̀ . 

This Seljuk legacy had been zealously embraced by 8aläh al-Din al-Ayyübi who had 

carried it into Egypt, where it became an instrument for revivifying Egyptian society and for 

"cleansing" it from the effects of the Shl ite Fatimid rule? By the time the Mamlüks came 

to power, the Seljuk legacy had been operative in Egypt for three-quarters of a century. The 

Manilüks further strengthened it by giving it a solid and stable military basis surpassing that 

of any of their predecessors. By the time Baybars took power, the prohibition of any 

jurisprudence other than the four Sunni schools (madhähib) extended to the fact that unless 

complying to these, a person would be denied such jobs as qaa! (judge), teaching, 

preaching ... etc. 3 As we saw in Chapter Two, al-Suyüii, the fifteenth century Mamlük 

historian and compiler of traditions had emphasized this point by saying that, the Sunna was 

elevated and esteemed, while bid ̀ a (alien novelties) decreased during the Mamlük period. 

This does not mean that Shrism was extinct but denotes that it decreased considerably. ̀  An 

indirect way that Shrism came to settle in the society was in Sufism. It was firmly stated by 

Ibn Khaldün in his "Mugaddimah"S (fourteenth-century A. D. ) that the Sufi orders had their 

origins from Shrism - which is of course untrue. 

Sunnr orthodoxy, as promulgated under the Seljüks and later under the Mamlüks, was 
by its very nature conservative 6 Not only did it regard the Qur'än and the Sunna of the 

Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) as embodying the final revelation of Allah to man, 
more significantly, it regarded the Law which had been built up by the jurists and the system 

' See Chapter Two, section 2.1. 

I See op cit. 'Äshür, 1959, p. 184-185. 

op cit. A1-Magrizi (14th C. ), Khilal. n. d., vol. 4, p. 161. 

This can be accounted for by Ibn Hajar al-'Asgaläni (15th C. ), AI-torar al-Kttminah ft A ban al-Mi'at al- 
Thl minah, Cairo, 1966, vol. 2, p. 46, that when someone wanted to get rid of an enemy all he had to do was to 
say he was Shl r. Also see op cit. 'Ashur, 1962, p. 153. 

s Ibn Khaldün referred to in Zaki Mübärak, Al-Tasawuf al-Islämi fi al-Adab wal Akhläg, Cairo, 1938, vol. 2, 
p. 339. 

6 Indeed, orthodoxy and conservatism, though not synonymous terms, represent closely related ideas. 
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of beliefs worked out by the kaläm theologians as the best possible formulation of received 

religion and as sufficient for all time. More importantly, Sunnt orthodoxy came to regard 

Sunni Sufism in its more moderate form as an essential part of Islam - i. e., they 

acknowledged that there was an inner as well as an outer aspect to Islam. That is why we 

found that in the beginning of the Man-ink period, two types of religious authorities were 

spiritually, socially, and politically influential: the `ulama' mainly dealing with exoteric 

teachings of the Sharl'a according to the four schools of jurisprudence, and on the other 

hand, the kfi shaykhs dealing with esoteric aspects related to the Truth (flagtqah) through 

the Way (lartgah) By the time the Mamlük tradition had matured, a liaison between the outer 

and inner dimensions of Islam was achieved. 

We saw in Chapter Two that the training which the `ulamd' received in the Bafirl 

Mamlük madrasa embraced all of the religious sciences as well as the rational sciences. The 

chief sciences were those related to the Qur'an and 1 adith, the two fundamental sources of 

law. These studies of course required a thorough knowledge of the Arabic language, its 

vocabulary and grammar, and for this reason the linguistic sciences became an important 

adjunct to the religious sciences in the curriculum of study of the `ulamd'. Finally the Islamic 

rational sciences were taught in direct connection with the traditional understanding of the 

Islamic faith. We also saw that in the khanqah, in addition to these subjects, ta'wli (esoteric 

interpretation) as well as Süfi sessions of / udar or dhikr were performed. 

The training of the `ulamd' and the Süfis was highly personal. The worth of one's 

training depended, not upon what madrasa or khangah one studied at, but which teacher one 

studied under. Despite the institutionalization of learning, religious instruction continued to 

revolve around the personal connection between teacher and student. One did not upon 

completion of his studies receive a degree from an institution, but rather a certificate of 

approval called ijäza from a teacher or master. This certificate amounted to a permit to teach 

to others the material learned from the teacher. Learning was thus transmitted orally from 

generation to generation. Not the library but the teaching place was the primary centre of 
learning (notwithstanding the many splendid libraries which the Islamic world produced). In 

principle, education was open to all, regardless of background. The sole requirement was an 

aptitude of learning. 

It was indeed the centrality of the Muslim tradition as manifested in the medieval 
period that had carried the Muslims to tremendous achievements by directing their energies 
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toward a consciousness of religious thought as the only means to understanding the nature of 

God's creation and, thus, of His will. No demand had been made of them to believe in 

dogmas difficult or even impossible of intellectual comprehension; and thus, the thirst after 

knowledge had not been forced to assert itself in a painful struggle against the traditional 

faith. On the contrary, it had stemmed exclusively from that faith. Mohammad (peace and 

blessings be upon him) declared that "Striving after knowledge is a most sacred dutyfor every 

muslim man and woman", and his followers were led to understand that only by acquiring 

knowledge could they fully worship the Lord. When they pondered the Prophet's saying, 

"God created no disease without creating a cure for it as well", they realized that by 

searching for unknown cures they would contribute to a fulfilment of God's will on earth: and 

so medical research became invested with the holiness of a religious duty. They read the 

Qur'änic verse: "We create every living thing out of the water" - and in their endeavour to 

penetrate organisms and the laws of their development: and thus they established the science 

of biology. The Qur'än pointed to the harmony of the stars and their movements as witnesses 

of their Creator's glory: and thereupon the sciences of astronomy and mathematics were taken 

up by medieval Muslims. And in the same way they took to all the other sciences in which 

the Muslim genius was to find its most lasting monument. In building that monument they 

did no more than follow the admonition of their Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) 

that "if anybody proceeds on his way in search of knowledge, God will make easy for him the 

way in Paradise"; that "the scientist walks in the path of God"; that "the superiority of the 

learned over the mere pious is like the superiority of the moon when it is full over all the 

other stars"; and that "the ink of scholars is more precious than the blood of martyrs. " 

Another facet of Mamluk religious life was Süfism's high regard for men of 

outstanding spiritual achievement in the veneration of saints (awliya': more correctly 

translated as "friends of God"). This originated from the Sht'ites - particularly after the 

martyrdom of Hussayn Ibn `Ali - who elevated the descendants of `Ali to a position of special 

sanctity, and in particular the Imams. They were believed to be infallible and their words 

were taken and equated to those of the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him). In the case 

of Sunnis, reverence is reserved to all the prophets and messengers of God (peace be upon 
them), the Sahaba (Companions) and the founders of the four law schools: Sunni Sufis add 
to these a galaxy of others and transform reverence into outright veneration (investing the 

person with a sacred character beyond simple reverence). The reason for this, is that 9üfi 

doctrine maintains that the earthly structure of the order has its counterpart in the invisible 

spiritual universe, which is believed to revolve around a central vertical axis, an unidentifiable 
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cosmic shaykh called the quib (pole), whom the Sufi Leader shaykh al-shuyakh typified. ' 

The awe which Mamlük Sufis felt for their kfi Leader, linked as he was to the cosmic quib, 

was a new ingredient in popular religion unknown in the early days of Islam; it was matched 

only by the attitudes of the more extreme Shiites toward their Imams - the reason why Ibn 

Khaldnn attributes Sufism to Shrism. 2 

3.7 THE IMPACT OF MAMLÜK RELIGIOUS BELIEF ON THE SACREDNESS OF 

THE MAMLÜK CITY 

Von Grunebaum, in discussing the Muslim city structure, points out that one of the 

most striking features of the Mamlük Islamic tradition is its predominant manifestation in 

cities as opposed to rural settlements. He says that it was in the city that the influence of the 

`ulamä' in the madrasa, the approved Süfi shaykhs in the khanqah, and the state was greatest. 

The whole civilization was found in the city; it was only there that administration, law, 

religion and culture had their power. ' Islam from the time of its adoption, had a very strong 

urban underpinning, and as it spread it fostered a development of urban life. Its spread was, 

in fact, largely from city to city. Islamic Law was developed within the context of the city, 

and many of the regulations pertaining to worship presuppose an urban setting. The mosque 
itself, although possible in the smallest village, was not its true self except in the city. It was 

indeed in many respects a pillar of urban life. This is why Von Grunebaum concludes that: 

"To the medieval Muslim, a town is a settlement in which his religious duties and his social 

ideals could be completely fu filled. "` 

Even though the typical medieval Muslim city might appear to the modern viewer to 

be lacking in organization, it was not without an overall plan. For instance, during the two 
Mamluk periods (thirteenth, fourteenth and fifteenth-centuries), the city of Cairo expanded 

I op cit. Fernandes, 1980, p. 121. The shaykh al-shuyakh was considered to have been chosen by God and not 
by the Sufis. Prior to the death of a Süfi Leader shaykh al-shuyakh the appointment of a kha4 4h to succeed him 
was established to ensure spiritual continuity from one generation to the other. 

2 As we will see in a following section, many Sufis of great renown were endowed by later generations of 
followers with baraka, or blessing coming from supernatural power - sometimes evidenced in the working of 
miracles. Their tombs became virtual centres of worship, to which people came to seek answers to prayers. 

Gustave E. von Grunebaum, "Structure of the Muslim Town", in ed. Dunning S. Wilson, Islam and Medieval Hellenism: Social and Cultural Perspectives, Variorum Reprints, London, 1976, p. 143. 

4 ibid., p. 142. 
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to almost five times the size of its original walled nucleus. Furthermore, and perhaps of more 

importance, the area it encompassed by the end of the fifteenth century remained almost 

constant until the latter half of the nineteenth century. This much-expanded city, however, 

was shaped in great part by the physical and social characteristics of its forerunner, the 

Fatimid city. The physical pattern of the city, (relation between mosque, market, 

residential... etc. ) shows elements that cannot be understood today without an examination of 

their tenth and eleventh-century roots. Thus, the city of the Fatimids with its social and 

physical structure influenced the form that the Mamlük city of Cairo was to take. ' 

The basic elements in its layout were: the main mosque, the commercial area or süq, 

the official quarter (where public buildings were located), and the residential areas or districts 

called haras, or khuiai. Mamlük Cairo had thirty-seven hdras. Many of the quarters, though 

not every one need have been a solidarity, were closely knit and homogeneous communities. 

The tendency of different groups to seek the comfort and protection of their own members 

was very strong in a world where no man was truly safe except among his kin. The solidarity 

of some districts was based on religious identity, on different ethnic or racial groups, on 

sectarian religious affiliations', and on a common craft. Examples of solidarities based on 

a common craft can be seen in some medieval quarters which have survived till the present 
day, such as those of al-Natihasin quarters (coppersmiths), al-Khayyamiyya quarters (tent 

quilters), and al-Warrägrn quarters (paper manufacturers). Another basis for solidarity existed 
in the attachment of workers to particular mosques. The hundreds of small places of worship 

scattered throughout the quarters and markets made them vital centres of worldly and spiritual 
life. Many of the smaller mosques bore the name of the trade of their market. Some were 
even endowed by artisans. 

This is not surprising since we saw that religion in the Mamlük period, in both its 

outer and inner dimensions was the heart of the tradition. It was related to the ̀ ulama' as well 
as the Süfis, and these two were related to the crafts. This leads to the suggestion that as the 
life in the madrasa and the khangah was closely knit inside these institutions, it was likewise 
in the city quarters (Maras) because the society that lived outside the Mamhik educational 
buildings shared the same beliefs as the students and disciples. The difference between the 

' op cit., Abu-Lughod, 1971, p. 23. 

2 See Doris Behrens-Abouseif, "Locations of Non-Muslim Quarters in Medieval Cairo", Annales Islamoloeiaues, vol. XXII, Cairo, 1986. Also see, op. cit. Lapidus, 1967, Pp. 85-6. 
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two was not a difference of kind of knowledge as much as that of degree. Certainly such 

associations within Süfi brotherhoods among artisans and craftsmen increased solidarity in the 

Mamlük period. As a result of the more popular affinity to tüfism, the Süfi ideas connected 

to historical, eschatological, and religious views of the masses were absorbed by them. 

Originally, the first mosque in any newly Islamicized city was built by the caliph to 

hold all the worshippers of his capital for the Friday prayers - from where the term masjid 

jami ` came, that is, the congregational mosque. Examples of such are the Mosque of `Amu 

in Fustäi, the Mosque of Ibn tülün in Qatä'i`, the Mosque of al-Azhar in Fatimid Cairo, 

and the Mosque of al-Dhähir Bäybars in Mamlük Cairo. 

The formal arrangement of the elements constituting the medieval Islamic city was 

preferably concentric (allowing of course, for some variation from city to city). The heart of 

the city was the main mosque whose central position was indicative of the primary importance 

of religion in urban life. In the immediate vicinity of the main mosque was the süq (market), 

which had an internal organization of its own based on the segregation of the various trades 

and crafts. Proximity to the mosque was reserved for the luxury and more noble trades, such 

as those of perfume and incense, while the crude activities, for example tanning, were situated 
further from the mosque. Such organizational rules could not be applied to a city such as 
Cairo because of the complexity of the stages that were involved in its growth. ' By the 

beginning of the Baliri Mamlük period, prompted by the diminished availability of open space 

within the city, massive monumental buildings had started to give way to structures which 

were both smaller in scale and more complex in plan. The pressure of space inside the city 

meant that new buildings with their various components had to be squeezed into irregular 

spaces confined between existing structures and streets. Size and shape were reduced, 
functions were modified, internal disposition became increasingly ingenious and skilful. 2 

The unity of the city depended entirely on activities in the public section of the city. 
The Friday mosques and madrasa mosques gathered people from all quarters for worship; 
they also gathered them for public purposes, such as to listen to an address by the ruler. The 

op cit. Abu-Lughod, 1971, Pp. 56-67. 

2 op cit. Williams, April 1983, Pp. 59-60. 
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süq also brought people together in very active exchange, both commercial and social' Thus, 

traditional Mamlük cities were built around a system of political, religious, and communal 

organization which had been in the making for centuries? This system was traditionally 

passed from generation to the next. Ira Lapidus says: 

The "institutional" history of Middle Eastern and Islamic urban societies 
is not to be understood in teens of formal political, legal, and social 

structures, but rather in terms of informal relations among individuals, 

classes and groups. ' 

This "informal" relationship, the tradition, was what bound individuals, classes, and 

groups into a whole process of life in the Mamlük city. The point that needs to be argued at 

this stage, is what the MamlUk tradition, which moulded the mentality of the Egyptian 

society, contributed to their conception of a city such as Cairo. Before dealing with this, we 

should first explain what has been referred to more than once in this chapter as "less sacred" 

as opposed to "secular". In traditional Islam, the notion of "sacred" as opposed to "secular" 

was not known. It is true that there are certain elements within the tradition of Islam that 

seem to be more inclined to the secular, nevertheless, they are never devoid of a sacred 
dimension. As mentioned in Chapter One, the traditional process cannot function without 

returning the object in question to the Source or Centre upon which the whole tradition is 

based. This core is the religion of Islam as understood in medieval times - i. e., based on 

outer and inner dimensions. The returning of every object to the religion means to reflect its 

sacred character in both its external as well as internal form. Some objects will reflect more 

sacredness externally, while others will implicitly do so internally. Thus, the degree of 

sacredness connected to any traditional object should thus not be confused with that of kind. 

The assessment of the degree of sacredness of a city like that of Mamlük Cairo would 
be based on the conceptions of the community who lived in it. It would increase in sacredness 
if it was a stronghold of Islamic life, a focus of missionary (or military) expansion, a centre 
of learning, and according to the number of outstanding theologians and SGfis, living or dead 

op cit. Weiss & Green, 1985, p. 157. 

2 op. cit. Lapidus, 1967, p. xiv. 

3 ibid., p. xiv. 



Chapter Three 104 

which would tend to give it an aura of Islamization. When we go back to the Seljuk suliäns 

in Asia Minor, we find that they followed a system of Islamization in the parts they 

conquered. They would immediately proceed to the naming of judges (gdclls), 'ulama', 

imams, preachers, and mu'adhdhins; as a next step towards securing the Islamisation of the 

area, mosques, and madrasas would be founded. Once safely and solidly Muslim, the 

inhabitants of a city might wish to find a truly Islamic genealogy, so to speak, for their city 

to convince themselves that its origins had been connected with some figure of Muslim 

mythology - preferably one of the prophets whom Mohammad (peace and blessings be upon 

him) had acknowledged as a predecessor. The Manilüks did the same as the Seljüks with the 

difference that they added the appointment of Snf[ shaykhs and founded khangahs as well. 

With reference to the Islamic genealogy of Cairo (Misr), it was found to have been 

the birth place of the Prophet Moses during the time of the Pharaohs. He was later followed 

by the Prophet Yüsuf (Joseph) who also lived in Egypt. Jesus and Mary (peace be upon them) 

escaped the persecution in Jerusalem by fleeing to Egypt and staying in Old Cairo. From the 

point of view of tombs of Süfi saints' and members of the house (ahl al-bayt) of the Prophet 

(peace and blessings be upon him), Cairo was found to be very fortunate. By the time of the 

Fatimids, Cairo had become a city noted for its tombs and mausoleums belonging to the 

daughters of the Prophet, such as Al-Sayyida Nafisah, Al-Sayyida Zaynab, and his nephew 

Al-IIusayn. That is not counting the tombs of the awliya' friends of God be they `ulamd'such 

as that of the famous jurist Al-Shäfi`i or güfi saints which count by the hundreds. Edward 

William Lane, who lived in early nineteenth-century Cairo wrote in 1871: 

If the deceased is one of the 'ulamä , his corpse is usually taken to the 

great mosque of al-Azhar. The people of the southern parts of the 

metropolis generally carry their dead to the mosque of the Seyyidah Zaynab, 

or to that of any other celebrated saint. The reason for choosing such 

mosques in preference to others, is the belief that the prayers offered up at 
the tombs of very holy persons are especially successful. -' 

1 The blessing of an important saint's or prophet's tomb would make for a certain sacralization of the town 
that was privileged to refuge the remains of the religious hero. 

2 Edward William Lane, An Account of the Manners and Customs of the Modern Egyptians, John Murray, London, 1836, fifth ed., vol. 2, pp. 262-63. 
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Reflections of this order suggest that sanctity of a locality in traditional times was 

believed to stem from the baraka, or blessing of a prophetic tomb or the sanctuary of a Sufi 

saint (wall), present in the city. The sacredness of a traditional city was directly correlated 

to the number of descendants of the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) or of other 

personage of a high religious rank, such as the Companions (Sal abah) who were buried 

there. Otherwise, sanctity could grow from the spiritual effect of accumulated religious 
learning. Such sanctity may be overlaid, as we will see in Chapter Seven, by sanctity due to 

the part in which the locality is called upon to play in salvation; and on an even higher level 

of religious meaning, by sanctity due to the role assigned to the locality in cosmology. ' 

According to the Süfis, the baraka, or spiritual blessing related to a tomb of a wait 

remains active and is in a way linked with the relation to the remains of a man who was in 

life a recipient of the Divine Presence. ' Upon their death their supernatural force would cling 

to their grave and the realisation of this baraka by their disciples and the local population 

gave rise to a cult, generally well organised under the direction of their natural or spiritual 
descendants. Ibn Sinä (d. 1037 A. D. ) argued the oneness of the chain of beings for the 

transmissibility of spiritual force, as well as the effect of the souls of the saints visited on the 

devout. The concept that the souls of the purified saints may have a direct effect on bodies 

not their own is set forth by Ibn SSnä with a view to explaining their miracles. ̀ 

Moreover, as we discussed in Chapter Two, kfiis believe that a wall is not thought 

of as being dead, but as mysteriously alive. They derive this from the following passage from 

the Qur'än: "And say not of those who were slain in the way of God: `They are dead. 'Nay, 

they are living, though ye perceive (it) not. "' This verse exoterically refers in its immediate 

sense to those who fall in the jihad (holy war), and many of the tombs venerated are in fact 

mashahid, burial places of those who fought against the enemies of Islam. But since the 

Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) described the struggle against the passions of the 

l See l aha Husain, "The Sacred Character of Islamic Cities", in op cit. ed. Dunning S. Wilson, 1976, p. 27. 

2 Titus Burckhardt, Art of Islam: Language and Meaning, World of Islam Festival Publishing Co., Kent, 1976 
(a), p. 93. 

3 Avicenna, Ff Bavan al-My 7611 wal-Karamat, quoted by Taha Husain, op cit. ed. Dunning S. Wilson, 1976, 
p. 27. 

" ibid., Pp. 27-28. 

Qur'an: 2/154. 
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soul as "the greatest holy war" (al jihad al-akbar), the Suffs applied ta'w! 1 to that verse 

applies a priori to all those who have spent their lives in direct experience of knowing God. 

Burckhardt discusses the paradox of the numerous mausoleums which are found in 

Islamic lands, saying that the glorification of the dead is foreign to the spirit of Islam. "The 

most beautiful tomb", said the Prophet, "is one that vanishes from the face of the earth", and 

the Qur'an says, "All that is on the earth will perish: But will abide (forever) the Face of thy 

Lord, Full of Majesty, Bounty and Honour. "' Burckhardt accounts for this paradox by two 

factors that are in a way inescapable, the first of which is the ambition of suliäns for personal 

glory. This ambition is perhaps not altogether Islamic but it is, after all, fairly natural and it 

is made legitimate by the hope that the soul of the deceased shall benefit from the prayers 

offered up for it by the visitors to the tomb. The second factor is a corollary of the first, and 

consists in the wish of the community of believers to honour the saints, whom they see as the 

true kings of the earth as much as, or more than the Mamlük military elite represented by 

sultan and em[rs 2 

In the Mamlük period, the general veneration of saints, among both people and 

sovereigns, reached its definitive form with the organization of Sufism into orders or 

brotherhoods, each with its chain of founding or renovating masters. Popular piety came to 

be centred increasingly on the local saint and his sanctuary; not infrequently the sanctity of 

the place was seen as due to the remains of one of the countless prophetic forerunners of the 

Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) having found their last resting-place in that 

particular spot. That is why we notice that there are hardly any Mamlük religious buildings 

that do not have a mausoleum as part of the building complex. Pilgrimages and festivals 

mawalid at the sanctuaries also became the vogue in the Mamlük period'. The well known 

Izadtth which permits pilgrimages apart from R all (and `umrah) to Makkah only to the 

' Qur'än: 55/26-7. 

2 It should be noted that in Mamlük times, whereas the mausoleums of ein frs and suliAns were usually built 
by the persons who expected to repose in them, those of saints were the gift either of their disciples or of 
sovereigns. op cit. Burckhardt, 1976 (a), p. 93. Also see John Alden Williams, "Urbanization and Monument 
Construction in Mamluk Cairo", in Muaarnas: An Annual on Islamic Art and Architecture, ed. Oleg Grabar, 
vol. 2, Yale university Press, New Haven, 1984, Pp. 34-35. 

3 The common people reached the extent of giving so much importance to the visiting of graves of shaykhs 
that they said, "? he pilgrims who arrived to Sfd(Ahmed al-Badawffrom the Fertile Crescent, Aleppo and Makkah 
this year are greater than the pilgrims who have gone to the two holy places (meaning Makkah and Madina)". 
See Ibn Iyäs (15th C. ), Bada'i' al-Zuhür 1lWaad'i' al-Duhº1r, reprint of the Franz Steiner edition, by Maktabat 
'Issä al-Bibi al-iialabi, Cairo, 1963, vol. 2, p. 221. 
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mosques of Madina and Jerusalem reflects the earlier battle, long since abandoned, which the 

theologians fought against the cult of those minor sanctuaries. For them the doctrinal 

problems connected with sainthood had been more or less settled; they confined themselves 

to warning against objectionable practices that were apt to become connected with the cult. 

The Mamlük Sufi fagth, Ibn al-Häjj (d. 1336 A. D. ) discusses the visiting of the 

awliyä' in his "al-Madkhal": 

It is needful for him (for the believer) not to be remiss in visiting the saints 

and the pious elect (al-awliyä' wal-sälihin), by whose sight Allah revives the 
dead hearts even as he revives the earth through the heavy rain. Through 

(the saints) hardened hearts come to be at ease and difficult matters become 

simple. For (the saints) are standing at the door of the Generous Benefactor 

(Al-Karim Al-Mannän). So no one who seeks them out will be rejected and 

no one who keeps their company (majalisuhum), or seeks their 

acquaintance (mu`ärafatähum), or who loves them, will be disappointed... 

They are the gateway to God that stands open to His servants. And he that 
is of this kind would go forth to see them and obtain their blessing. For by 

seeing some of them he will acquire such understanding, watchfulness and 

other (spiritual gifts) as no one will be able to describe... ' 

These benefits are successful provided that the suppliant follows the Sunna in every 
regard. Ibn al-Raj goes on to warn his contemporary readers of false saints, particularly the 

majadhtb - the unaccepted intoxicated Süfi strand as practised in the Mamlük period in the 

zawiya: 

And let him beware lest he visit an innovator or one whose sole concern 
with religion is (to use it for) imposture (tamwilz)... On occasion you will 
find one who lays claim to religious knowledge (`ilm), and sit before one 
who lays claim poverty (faqr) and closeness to God; yet (this latter person) 
allows the time for prayer to pass without praying; and (his adherents) will 
excuse him by (asserting) that he is (so deeply) involved in his "self" (that 
he is unable to attend to the formal obligations of the faith). I have seen 

1 op cit. Ibn al-1-läjj (14th C. ), 1929, vol. 3, p. 139. 
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one of the pious poor travel for three or four days to visit a personage of 

this kind. Then when he met up with him (that personage) was in rags, 

even showing his private parts. This is a shameful matter with regard to 

religion bespeaking little modesty on terms of the perpetuation of sins and 

of counteracting the Sunna and neglecting the obligatory duties (fam'i ? ); 

and also since the uncovering of private parts is forbidden as it is to look 

upon them; so is also by general consent the displacement of prayer from 

its appointed time. ' 

SUMMARY 

From this brief examination of the history of the Batiri Mamlük period, it is possible 

to create an image of the contextual setting within which the Mamlük religious buildings that 

are to be studied were built. It is obvious that the traditional influence dominated Mamlük life 

in the sense that religious influences pervaded Mamlük politics, the economy, the state, and 

the city as a whole. The building industry thrived especially in the domain of religious 

architecture - due to the eagerness of the Mamlük military elite to prove their piety as well 

a their eagerness to benefit from the baraka of building monuments where the Name of Allah 

would be raised under the restored Sunni faith. The Mamlük elite possessed the legislative 

power as well as the financial means to build and maintain their monuments. Apart from the 

dual function of prayer and education introduced in the madrasa and khanqah that were 
discussed in Chapter Two, this chapter reveals a third layer of function connected to Mamlük 

religious buildings: the mausoleum. The mausoleum was perceived as another source of 
baraka which could be obtained by the patron buried in it. The baraka in this case had 

another dimension related to the sanctity of the city, which increased by the increase in the 

number of mausoleums in it. This last point indicates the extent of tüfi influence in the 
domain of Mamlük religious architecture. 

1 ibid., p. 140. 
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GEHEI ]FOUR 

ISLAM, PRAYER, AND THE MOSQUE 

In this chapter, we will deal with three fundamental and interrelated points: Islam, 

prayer, and the mosque. Before discussing these matters in relation to this thesis, we will 

attempt to establish an understanding of some primary Islamic views which will help the non- 

Muslim reader to understand the God-man relationship in Islam. This will be followed by a 

description of prayer in Islam and its interpretation from both the SharCa as well as the kfi 

points of view which will naturally lead to the mosque which is both the building of prayer 

and the Islamic building par excellence. The mosque will be examined from several angles: 

the first deals with the mosque from the viewpoint of the Sunna, the second is concerned with 
its function, and the third looks at the development of its form according to the change in 

function and understanding of Islamic belief in traditional Mamlük times. This last point is 

given specific emphasis as it explains the notion of change within the tradition, and illustrates 

how beliefs are in principle reflected in architecture. 

4.1 ISLAM AND TRADITIONAL MUSLIM MAN' 

The root `salama' in Arabic, from which Islam is derived, has two 

meanings, one peace and the other surrender. He who surrenders himself 

to the Divine Will gains peace. The very idea of Islam is that through the 

use of intelligence which discerns between the Absolute and the relative, 

one should come to surrender to the Will of the Absolute. This is the 

meaning of Muslim: one who has accepted through free choice to conform 
his will to the Divine Will. ' 

In a particular sense, Islam refers to the religion revealed through the Qur'an; but in 

a more general sense it refers to religion as such. There are in fact three different levels of 

' Throughout this thesis, by the term "man" we will mean mankind and not man as distinct from woman in 
gender. 

2 Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Ideals and Realities of Islam, George Allen and Unwin Ltd, London, 1975, p. 27. 
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meaning in the word "Muslim". Firstly, anyone who through his intelligence and by his free 

will accepts a Divine revelation is a "Muslim" in its most universal sense. Secondly, Muslim 

refers to all creatures of the universe who accept Divine Law in the sense that they conform 

to the unbreakable laws - which are called "laws of nature" in the modern world. The Qur'An 

frequently refers to the regularity of natural phenomena such as night and day, the sun and 

the moon, ... etc., as signs ('dydt) of His existence. The fact that the sun rises regularly every 

morning and one observes no break in the regularity of the natural order proves in Muslim 

eyes the Presence of the Divine Will to which all creatures are subservient and which, in fact, 

they have no choice but to follow. It is only man who, because of the free choice given to 

him as a trust to bear, can refuse to submit to the Will of Allah. God says in the Qur'än: "We 

did indeed offer the Trust to the Heavens and the Earth and the Mountains; but they refused 

to undertake it being afraid thereof: but man undertook it; he was indeed unjust and 

foolish. "' It is only man who can stop being a Muslim in this second meaning of this term, 

whereas all other beings are Muslim because they cannot be otherwise. Finally, there is the 

highest meaning of Muslim which applies to a person who is living every moment of his life 

in conformity with the Divine Will as nature does. 

Islam is a Universal Reality that comprehends man and the universe based on what 

is in the nature of things, concentrating particularly on the Divine nature itself. For this 

reason Islam is based from beginning to end on the idea of Unity (TawI (d), for God is One. 2 

Unity represents the constancy of Islam. It is, in fact emphasized so much that for a non- 

Muslim it seems to be a redundant expression, a kind of excessive reiteration of something 

which is obvious. But to the Muslim the idea of Unity does not just mean the assertion that 

there is only one God in the Heavens instead of two or three. Unity is - in addition to being 

a metaphysical assertion about the nature of the Absolute -a method of integration3, a means 

of becoming whole and realizing the profound Oneness of all existence. Islam seeks to realize 

this integration first of all in the human being in his inner and outward life. This means that 

man should not be divided either in his thoughts or actions. Every action, even the manner 

of walking and eating should, manifest a spiritual norm which exists in his mind and heart. 

' Qur'än: 33/72. 

2 "God is the Creator of all things: He is the One, The Supreme and Irresistible. " Qur'In: 13/16. "Truly am 
Ia Warner: no god is there but the One God... ". Qur'än: 37/65. "Say : He is God the One and Only, God the 
Eternal, Absolute; He begetteth not, nor is He begotten; and there is none like unto Him. " Qur'an: 112/1-4. 

' See Chapter One for the integrative attributes of traditions and traditional societies as opposed to modernity and modern society. 
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But if we read what God says in the Qur'än concerning the purpose of His creation 

of man, we find: "I have only created jinn and men so that they worship Me (1lla 

liya`budün). "1 We should not be immediately misled by our modern understanding of 

"worship" because in the teachings of Islam the word " ̀ ibädah" encompasses a much larger 

scope. The role of the Muslim in Islam is to recognize Allah in every step and action of his 

life. This recognition is manifested in the way Muslims live, in such a manner that "God is 

seen everywhere" and "in everything". 

On this basis we can say that Islamic worship can mainly be divided into two 

categories: the first is direct worship, meaning the worship of God through the five pillars 

of Islam - prayer being the most important of the five after Tawhrd (Unity of God) - carried 

out in a set canonical ritual. As we shall see, prayer is highly recommended to be performed 

in congregation in a mosque2 although the whole earth that we know is a potential place for 

the performance of that daily activity'. The second, is indirect worship and encompasses the 

rest of daily conduct. Having established this, we can understand the world views adopted by 

a traditional Muslim. 

The traditional Muslim looked at the world from a material and spiritual perspective - 

as opposed to just a material one as modern man does today - meaning that he believed in 

his spiritual existence and dealt with it accordingly. He saw himself as a tripartite being 

composed of a mortal body (jism), soul (nafs), and immortal spirit (rah). Without the union 

of these three parts he believed he would be demeaned in his existence and would be 

unbalanced. To him, earth alone was meaningless, as he saw himself on the first earth that 

lay between the seven Heavens and the seven earths in the cosmos all connected together 

vertically by an axis that ran through these seven Heavens and earths`. Thus, we can say that 

I Qur'än: 51/56. 

I Al-Bukhän and Muslim affirm the authenticity of the following hadith: "? he merit of congregational prayer 
surpasses that of the individual prayer by twenty seven degrees. " 

I According to a hadfh, the whole earth is purified for the Muslims and is thus a potential place for prayer 
and a mosque - except for tombs and places of disposal of waste such as toilets ... etc. 

" Ibn Rahuya in Musnad, Abu al-Shaykh and al-Bazzär, on the basis of a sound chain of transmission that goes 
back to Abü Darr, report that God's Messenger (peace and blessings be upon him) presented the following 
teaching: "The interval between Heaven and earth is the distance of 500 years. The diameter of every Heaven is 
also as much 500 years. And the interval between this Heaven and the one after it is also as big as 500 years. 
Thus up to the seventh Heaven; and with the earths it is similar. And the distance between the seventh Heaven and 
the Throne corresponds to all that. " We will see in Chapter Seven, the implications of such cosmological facts 
on religious Mamlük architecture. 
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the traditional conception of man was one of Unity based on attributes of both the physical 

and the metaphysical - ahähir and balm to use Sufi terms'. 

If man is indeed an integral unity of body and soul - as Islam insists he is - no aspect 

of his life could be too trivial to come within the purview of religion. The Qur'an never lets 

Muslims forget that the life of this world is only one stage of the way to a higher existence, 

and that the ultimate goal is of a spiritual nature. Material prosperity, Islam says, is desirable 

but not an end in itself: and therefore man's appetites, though justified in themselves, must 

be controlled by moral consciousness. This consciousness ought to relate not merely to man's 

relation with God but also to his relations with his fellow men and women; not only to the 

spiritual perfection of the individual but also to the creation of social conditions that are 

conducive to the spiritual development of all, so that all might live in fullness. 

On the social plane, as we saw in Chapter Three, in traditional Mamli k times Unity 

expressed itself in the integration of the Muslim community (ununa) - i. e., in one Muslim 

people no matter how scattered and far removed its members may bee. Unity also manifested 

itself in the realm of the arts and sciences, in which Islam cannot remain neutral vis-a-vis any 

form of knowledge. Islam has always sought to unify all domains of knowledge and that is 

why, as we saw in Chapter Two, the inter-relations between the rational sciences, as well as 

the Sharra-based and Si fi-based religious sciences in Mamltik times. The function of Islamic 

Unity (Tawhrd) was to integrate. Mamlük history has demonstrated this aspect of the tradition 

of Islam in both domains of the sciences - rational and religious - as well as in the crafts', 

in which forms were elucidated and elaborated to display Unity and in which no distinction 

has ever been made between the sacred and the profane°. The very fact that the word secular 

does not exist in Arabic is sufficient proof that secularism has not existed in Islams Thus, 

we find that Islam envisages man in his totality with all his strengths and weaknesses, his 

material physical needs as well as his spiritual needs. 

See argument in Chapter Two. 

2 The concept of the Islamic nation was an unbreakable bond between heaven and earth; from which the 
Muslim derived in abundance all that he needed to light his path through life. That is the political ideal that is 
based on the central idea of Unity. 

3 See Chapter Two for the relationship between Sufism, the sciences, and the crafts including architecture. 

" See argument in Chapter Three. 

5 op cit. Nasr, 1975, p. 30. 
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4.2 GOD-MAN RELATIONSHIP IN THE SHARP A 

A fundamental point in Islam is to understand how it envisages the relation between 

man and God. It is of course God who is the Master (Rabb) and man the servant or slave 

(`abd), and it is for man to come to realize this Truth, to know that only Allah is God, only 

He is the Absolute, and that man is a relative being who stands before Him given the free 

choice of either accepting or rejecting the Truth. This relation between man and God is 

central in Islam. 

In the confrontation of the issue of man and God, Islam considers man as he is in his 

primordial nature (filrah) and God as He is in his Absolute Reality (FIagfqah Muilagah). ' 

Islam emphasizes over and over again not how God has manifested Himself, but what His 

nature is - nature in the common meaning of the word not in the philosophical sense, for 

philosophically speaking Allah has no nature. As for man, Islam legislates for man according 

to his real nature as he is with all the possibilities inherent in the human state as such. Seen 

in his ordinary condition man is a weak and negligent being. He is usually obedient to his 

surroundings and a prisoner of his nafs (soul) which taunts him towards evil. It is only by 

overpowering the nafs that he can become better and achieve the ennoblement of his spirit 

(ra1). Man does not live to the full potentialities of his human condition. Were it to be 

otherwise he would need no religion and revelation to guide him. Bearing all this in mind, 

Islam without overlooking the limited and weak aspect of human nature, does not consider 

man in his aspect as a perverted will but essentially as a vicegerent of God on earth 

khal6fah2. He is a vicegerent because he is the only creation of God which accepted the 

Trust. 

The Islamic revelation conceives of man first as a theomorphic being and then 

addresses itself to that something in man which is in the form of the Divine' That something 

is first of all an intelligence that can discern between the true and the false and naturally, 

'It might of course be said that not only Islam but every religion is based on God and man's relation to Him. 
But there are certain religions which emphasize a particular incarnation of the Divinity or various manifestations 
of the Absolute. op cit. Nasr, 1975, p. 17. 

2 This belief is not in any way anthropomorphic, for the Divine Essence remains absolutely transcendent and 
no religion has emphasized the transcendent aspect of God more than Islam. See C. A. O. Van Nieuwenhuijze, The 
Lifestyles of Islam: Recourse to Classicism Need of Realism, E. J. Brill, Leiden, 1985, Pp. 55-56. 

3 Of course the Qur'än also addresses man in his human form as well wherein he is capable of sinning. 
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leads to Unity (Tawßrd . Secondly, it is a will to choose freely between the true and the false; 

and thirdly, it is the power of speech, of the word to be able to express the relationship 

between God and man. ' 

Intelligence, will and speech are all essentially Divine Qualities. It is God who has 

as one of His Qualities "Knowledge" which is connected to the Divine Intellect. One of the 

Divine Names of God is "Al-`Altur" (He who Knows everything); God also possesses 

Absolute Will. God mentions in the Qur'än that if He orders something to "Be", then "it is". 

Also the "Word" belongs to God; it comes from Him, belongs to Him and returns to Him. 

Hence, the qualities of intelligence, will and speech are Divine Qualities which God has given 

in trust to man, and through them leads man back to Himself. Islam takes these three 

elements, and makes them the basis of the religion. The real nature of intelligence is 

ultimately to come to realize that there is no god but Allah: that is, to come to know that in 

the end there is only One Absolute Reality. Intelligence (al-`aql) in Arabic which more 

oftenly means reason but sometimes includes intellect, is also what binds us to God - in fact 

one of the meanings of the root " ̀ aqi" is to tie or bind. The Qur'än addresses those who have 

gone astray from religion as those "who cannot understand" (lä ya`gilan), or those who 

cannot use their intelligence correctly. It is very significant that the loss of the Islamic Faith 

is not equated in Qur'Anic language with the corruption of the will but with the improper 

functioning of intelligence?. 

Islam emphasizes that man should have complete confidence in God, reliance on His 

Will and on the realization that only God has Absolute Will. But man by virtue of his 

theomorphic nature shares in this freedom of the will; and as Muslims share in it therefore, 

they must bear fully the responsibility of having to choose. Were this responsibility not to be 

obligatory upon us there would be no real meaning to religious faith. 

As for speech, it is the most direct manifestation of what we are, of our innermost 
being. Islam, therefore makes it central in its rites which revolve most of all around prayer. 
The central rite of Islam which has been called the pillar of the religion (rukn al-dln) is the 
daily prayers. Calling upon God in prayer is to be able to remember Him by invoking His 

1 ibid. p. 18. 

I God says: "0 ye who believel Approach not prayers with a mind befogged, until ye can understand all that 
ye say... " (Qur'än: 4/43). 
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Name at all times and more directly, to use the power of speech as the means of prayer - not 

forgetting that the Qur'an which is recited during prayer is the "Word" of God. 

It might now be asked why then does man have need of revelation if he is a 

theomorphic being endowed with an intelligence which can lead him to a knowledge of God 

and affirmation of Unity (Tawfiül). 1 Although Islam is based on the primordial nature of man 

and his intelligence rather than will which has become warped after the Fall, it nevertheless 

believes that revelation is absolutely necessary. Without the aid of God, man cannot discover 

by himself the way of salvation, the "Straight Path"2. Man - as mentioned previously - is by 

nature imperfect and forgetful as a result of the Fall. Therefore he needs to be reminded. 

Without religion and without the revelation, man would have been only accidentally human. 

It is only through participation in a tradition, that is, a divinely revealed way of living, 

thinking and being, that man really becomes man and is able to find meaning in life. It is only 

tradition in this sense that gives meaning to human existence. Many thinkers of the age of 

rationalism who theorized against religion did not realize the profound need of man for 

religion or for spiritual meaning in an ultimate sense, and could not foresee that once 

deprived of a Divinely revealed religion, psycho-spiritual ailments would appear'. This is 

precisely the reason why contemporary Muslims feel that they are suffering from a spiritual 

loss in the built environment as a whole; but when this spiritual deprivation reached the 

mosque - which even by modern standards should convey a feeling of the sacred - then the 

repercussion was drastic and the implications dangerous. 

The privilege of participating in the human state, in a state which contains the 

opportunity and possibility of transcending the world of nature, and of possessing an immortal 

soul beyond the physical world, carries with it also a grave responsibility. This responsibility 

is the Trust of having the freedom to accept or reject the Faith. Man by taking the Trust was 

given the choice to change his status in the universe by either accepting or rejecting the Will 

of God - i. e., either achieving a stage of spiritual transcendence, or remaining in a low 

physical and animal-like status. Muslims believe that Islam as a Divine revelation was placed 

For a more detailed argument of Tawlitd and free will as related to God-man relationship see op cit. 
Neiuwenhuijze, 1985, Pp. 67-68. 

2 The Straight Path (al-Sirai al-Mustagrm) appears in the Qur'än in several verses indicating the way to 
Heaven. 

3 This is very important as to the therapeutic role of religion and religious art and architecture to the society. 
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as a seed in the heart of man who is regarded in his filrah (primordial nature) as the 

receptacle of this Divine message. Man can be analogically likened to a container, he cannot 

break it; he can only purify it and empty it of any impurities that fill it so that it can become 

ennobled to be worthy of receiving Islam. The best way to achieve this purity is through the 

practice of the basic pillar of Islam: prayer. 

4.3 PRAYER (ALLAH) IN ISLAM 

The Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) says: "Prayer is the pillar 

of religion; to neglect it is to prepare the downfall of religion. "' 

In Islam, prayer is the mainstay of conviction, the chief of good works and the best 

act of obedience. If we consider the five pillars of Islam - profession of Faith, prayer, fasting, 

alms-giving and pilgrimage - we find that the profession of Faith is necessary to become a 

Muslim (i. e., without it one cannot be considered Muslim). Fasting the month of Ramadan 

is compulsory yet can be substituted by other means for those who have lawful excuses (i. e., 

sick, travelling, pregnant, ... etc. ). Alms-giving is only compulsory to those who are 

financially capable; likewise, pilgrimage is to be performed once in a lifetime for those who 

are physically and financially capable. It is only prayer that is the universal, non-exemptible 

pillar of the Islamic religion which sets Islam distinctively from all other religions? 

Analogically speaking, prayer can be seen as a symbolic act of all of the five pillars 

of Islam; for in it the profession of Faith (Shahddah) is recited, the Muslim fasts from all 

earthly acts (speech, food, drink,... etc. ), he leaves whatever work he is doing to perform the 

prayer (an act of alms-giving), and faces the Ka'ba in Makkah (a symbol of pilgrimage). 

Thus, prayer in Islam is performed five times a day as a constant reminder of the five pillars 

of the religion. Accordingly, prayer is emphasized in Islam. 

Of all a man's actions, the first to be examined in the Day of Resurrection 

will be the prayer. If it is found to be complete it will be accepted of him 

' Authenticated in al-Bayhagi. 

I The Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) says: "Between us (Muslims) and them (all other religions) is prayer. " 
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along with the rest of his work, but if it is found wanting it will be rejected 

along with the rest of his deeds. ' 

Prayers have to be performed at their set times (al-Saläh ft t mfgdtihä). God says in 

the Qur'an: "Prayers have been prescribed for the believers at set times"? The merit of the 

prescribed prayers at their set times is elaborated in a hadtth of the Prophet (peace and 

blessings be upon him) who was talking to his Companions and said: "7he five set prayers 

may be compared to a stream of fresh water, flowing in front of your house, into which you 

plunge five times each day. Do you think that would leave any dirt on your body? " When they 

replied: "None at all! " The Prophet said: "Indeed, the five prayers remove sins, just as water 

removes dirt". ' The benefit and logic behind the frequency of prayer in Islam and their 

distribution along the times of the day is to remind the Muslim of God Almighty at all times. 

This constant remembrance promotes good deeds and prevents the occurrence of evil. ̀  Al- 

Bazzär quotes a hadith of the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) saying: "Anyone 

who deliberately misses a prayer has forsaken his Faith. "' That is to say, he has virtually 

been stripped of his Faith, since its knot has been untied and its pillar has fallen. 

On the other hand, the merit of congregational prayer (Salat al ; jama ̀ ah) is strongly 

emphasized in Islam. The Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) said: The merit of 

congregational prayer surpasses that of individual prayer by twenty-seven times. "b The fact 

of having the intention of prayer in a mosque is particularly encouraged as seen in the 

following l adith narrated by Abii Hurayrah who said: 

"If someone makes his ablution and does it well, then set out with the 

intention of performing the prayer, he is already in the state of prayer while 

' Authenticated in al-fiäkim. 

2 Qur'än: 4/103. The Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) said: "? here are five prayers which God has 

prescribed for His servants. For those who perform them properly without disrespectful omissions, there is a 
guarantee that God will admit them to paradise.... " Authenticated in Abü Däwüd, Al- Nisä i and Ibn Mäjah. 

'Authenticated in Muslim. Other sayings of the Prophet are: "The five set prayers are an expiation, for there 
is something amongst them by which major sins are repelled, " also authenticated in Muslim. 

4As mentioned earlier, the God-man relation is based on the fact that man is weak, negligent and persuadable 
to sin. 

5 Authenticated in al-Bazzär. 

6 Authenticated in Al-Bukhän and Muslim. 
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on his way to it. With each two steps he takes, a good deed is added to his 

record and a bad deed is erased from it. So do not linger when you hear the 

signal that the prayer is beginning, for the one who is furthest from home 

will get the greatest reward. " They asked: "Why is that ?" And he said. 
"Because of all the steps he had to take. ºº' 

There is also a quantitative different virtue for the different prayers of the day. 

According to `Othmän, the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) said: "To perform the 

late evening prayer (`Isha'), in congregation is equivalent to spending half the night in vigil, 

while to perform the dawn prayer (Fajr), in congregation is like keeping vigil throughout the 

night. "2 

Besides establishing the merit of congregational prayer, the Prophet (peace and 
blessings be upon him) stressed that congregational prayer should be performed in a mosque: 
"He who lives near the mosque may not pray outside of the mosque. "3 By this hadtth, the 

Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) clearly enforced Muslims to pray in the mosque 
in preference to any other place. 

When we come to examine the form of prayer, we find that the Prophet (peace and 
blessings be upon him) says: "Adore Allah as though thou didst see Him, and if thou dost not 

see Him, He nonetheless seeth thee. "" Although this hadtth tells us how we should conduct 

our prayers internally, it does not tell us how to perform it. It is in other explicit Prophetic 
fiadiths that the external form of prayer is explained. A/ adtth that is authenticated in al- 
Tabaräni states that prayer in Islam has been attributed to the form of prayer performed by 

the Angels to God in the Heavens: 

After the affirmation of His Unity, no duty has been imposed on God's 

creatures that is dearer to Him than ritual prayer. Had anything been 
dearer to Him, it would have become a form of worship for His angels. As 

' Authenticated in al-Bukhär3. 

2 Authenticated in Muslim. 

5 Authenticated in al-Daräqulni. 

4 F7adah of the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) translated in Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Living Sufism, Unwin Paperbacks, London, 1980, p. vi. 
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it is (each of them performs part of the prayer), some bowing, some 

prostrating themselves, some standing upright, and some sitting. ' 

IT 

(1) (2) & (3) (4) (5) 

Figure 4.1 The seven tagea of prayer In LWm which compose a nok'a. 

There are seven stages - in addition to a preliminary stage - that have to be followed 

in Islamic prayer to complete what is called a cycle (rak`ah)2. (Fig. 4.1) Before starting 

prayer, and upon hearing the 'ädhdn (call to prayer) by the mu'adhdhin (he who calls the 

prayer), the Muslim starts by reviewing his own heart to free it from worldly matters. Having 

performed the necessary ablutions' as an act of purification - both physically and mentally - 

he is ready to pray individually or in congregation, at home or in a mosque depending on 

the case. Muslims who are quick to answer this call are the ones who find in it their joy and 

happiness, that is why the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) used to say: "Comfort 

us with it, Bilal! "4 

' Authenticated in Al-tabaränt. 

'There are several cycles in each one of the five daily prayers. These have been prescribed in the Sunna. For 
detailed accounts of prayer, see'Abdallah M. Shcha-tah, Arkin al-Isldm, al-Hay'ah al-Mi§riyyah al-`Ammah lil- 
Kitab, Cairo, 1974, Pp. 53-60; al-Sayyid Sabiq, Fiuh al-Sunnah, Maiäbi' al-Madinah al-Munawwarah, Madina, 
1988, vol. 1, Pp. 121-152; al-Ghazzall, Inner Dimensions of Islamic Worship, translated from the Ihyd' by Muhtar 
Holland, The Islamic Foundation, London, 1983, Pp. 44-48; Mohammad al-Albäni, 'ifar Salle al-Nabiw min al- 
Takbrr ila al-Tasltm Ka'annaka TarAha, al-Maktab al-Islämt, Beirut, 1983. 

Ablution is an act of purification that every Muslim has to complete prior to any prayer. It involves the 
washing of hands face arms and legs in a certain manner. Ablution can either be performed at home or in the 
mosque. 

Bild was the muadhdhin in the time of the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him). 
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The first actual stage in prayer is to face the direction of the Ka'ba (istlgbal al-gibla); 
in doing so, one turns his face away from all other directions and looks toward the Ka`ba 

(which is called "the House of God" Bayt Allah): he turns his heart away from everything 

other than prayer itself, directing it towards God. The second stage is to stand upright and 

have the intention (niyyah) to pray. Holding oneself erect in body and spirit, the Muslim who 
is about to pray forms his intention to perform prayer in obedience to God's command. This 

is followed by takbrr in which one says "Allah is Great". The third stage is to recite from the 

Qur'än (gira'ah). In this act one should be aware of everything one is saying and the tongue 

should merely act as an instrument of interpretation for the inner feelings. 

The fourth stage is to bow down (rukü`). God says: "Who sees you when you stand 

up to pray and your movements among those who prostrate themselves. "' Bowing (rukü) and 

prostration (sufad) are accompanied by a renewed affirmation of the supreme greatness of 
God. The fifth stage is to prostrate (sujad). This is the highest level of submission, for it 

brings down the most precious part of the body - namely the face - to meet the most lowly 

of things: the dust of the earth. This act might be considered as a reminder of restoring the 

"branch" to its "root", for of dust were we created and to dust we shall return. This act of 

prostration is repeated twice in every cycle of prayer so as to reinforce the fact of ones 

submissiveness. The Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) said: "? he servant has no 
better means of approaching God than prostration in private. "2 And Anas Ibn Malik said: 

If a man remembers God on any plot of ground, be it by way of prayer or 

other form of remembrance, that plot will boast about it to all the 

surrounding plots. It will rejoice in the remembrance of God to the utmost 

extent of the seven earths. No man gets up to pray without the earth being 

embellished for him. 

The sixth stage is to sit and testify (tashahhud). This is when the Muslim makes the 
testimony where the profession of Faith (Shahädah) is made. Thus the testification to the 
Unity of God and the mission of Mohammed (peace and blessings be upon him) as Messenger 
is reaffirmed in each and every prayer. The seventh and final stage is to perform the 
salutation (tasirm) which is done on either side - the right and the left. The salutation is the 

' Qur'än: 26/218-9. 

2 Authenticated in Ibn al-Mubärak. 
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intention to conclude the act of prayer, and the Muslim supposes that he is saying his last 

prayer and that he may not live to see another. 

However, al-Ghazzali in his IIzya' `Ulum al-Dtnt, says that apart from the basic 

requirements of the seven stages of each cycle, special qualitative merits have been accorded 

to those who perform prayers and reach a status of humble adoration (khusha) and inner 

serenity (tuma'nfnah). These are necessary to achieve the elevated spiritual status of prayer 

as described by the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) in the fiadah: "Prayer is 

ascent (ml'raj) for the faithful (mu'min)". 2 

Humble adoration (khushü`), he says, is essential for the correct performance of 
prayer. God says in the Qur'dn: "And perform the prayer in remembrance of Me. ", But one 

cannot be in a state of humble adoration without fully comprehending what he is saying in 

prayer; the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) said: "While in prayer, you are only 

awarded for what you have comprehended and reasoned. "A considerable essence to prayer 
is the process of understanding and the state of the mind `aql. This point has been further 

explained and emphasized by Ibn 'Abbas, one of the Companions of the Prophet (peace and 
blessings be upon him), who once said that a person who had performed a short prayer in full 

awareness is much better than a whole night's vigil when the heart is inattentive. ' This 

indicates that there is a need for inner serenity in prayer and that there is a quantitative as 

well as a qualitative dimension to prayer. 

On the other hand, the Muslim believer must magnify God, in fear and in hope and 
in humble awareness of one's shortcomings. There can be no relaxation in any of this once 
Faith has been achieved, although his intensity will depend upon the strength of his 

conviction. Al-Ghazzali says that any slackness in prayer is surely caused by mental 
distraction, divided attention, failure to be whole-hearted in communion and a heedless 

See full argument in al-Ghazzalii, 1lv ' 'Uh7m al-Dtn, transl. by Maulana Fazlul Karim, Taj Company, 
Delhi, 1982, vol. 1, Pp. 158-160. 

2 Authentic hadtth quoted in op cit. ed. S. H. Nasr, 1975, p. 114. 

3 Qur'än: 20/14. 

4 Authenticated in al-Bukhän. 

5 Authenticated in Muslim. 
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attitude to worship. He says that random mental activity is the thing that distracts from 

prayer; it must therefore be dispelled so that a feeling of serenity can be acquired. Stray 

thoughts may be prompted by either external causes or may rise from within. To remove the 

symptom, the Muslim must treat the cause. 

As for external causes, the worshipper's attention is caught by anything that happens 

to engage his senses. He begins to take an interest in it, seeing gives rise to thinking, then 

one thought leads to another and the process goes on. Sensory impressions do not divert those 

whose intention (niyyah) is strong and whose aspiration is lofty, but they inevitably distract 

the weak. The remedy lies in cutting off these causes by lowering the eyes, leaving no 

distracting objects in front of the worshipper, or reducing his range of vision by praying close 

to a wall. That is why the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) used to tell the Muslims 

to pray while gazing at the place of prostration. The devout would consider their prayer to 

be perfect when they were unaware of the people to their right and left. The Prophet (peace 

and blessings be upon him) once prayed while wearing a cloak with an ornamented border, 

a gift from Abü Jahm. He removed it when he had finished his prayers, saying: "Take it back 

to Aba Jahm, for it distracted me from prayer... "'. This explains why ornamentation, use of 

over-bright colours, excessive grandeur, and over-elaboration of mosques are likewise, 

categorized as hateful deeds. It is the external distraction that they cause to those who pray 

that contradicts the proper manners of performing the ritual prayer in order to achieve humble 

adoration (khusha`) and inner serenity (luma'ninah). 

Al-Ghazzali says that internal causes are mainly instigated by worldly concerns in 

such a manner that the mind does not dwell on a single subject but keeps flying from one 
direction to another. To lower the eyes is then of no avail, for plenty of distractions have 

already got inside. That is why, before consecration for prayer (takbir), the Muslim should 

empty the heart of all cares and worldly material concerns, leaving him free of potential 
distractions. 

It is obvious from the above described seven stages of a cycle (rak`ah), and from al- 
Ghazzalº's recommendations for inner serenity, that prayer in Islam involves both physical 

as well as inner acts of worship. The question that is a clich6 in Islam is if God really expects 
the Muslims to show Him their respect by repeated bowing and kneeling and prostration; in 

' Authenticated in al-BukhIA and Muslim. 
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other words, would it not have been better only to look into oneself and to pray to Him in 

the stillness of one's heart? The answer to this lies in the understanding of what a Muslim 

human being is. We saw that the Muslim perceives himself as a tripartite being created of a 

physical part, the body and an immaterial part, the soul and spirit. Because he consists of an 

external part (dhähir) and an internal part (bd[in), he is considered to be balanced. Thus 

when the Muslim prays with his body as well as with his soul and spirit, he is worshipping 

God in his totality. ' (Fig. 4.2) 

I' igui'I' 4.2 h' raliun in pi r, rcpt tuI+ the hwnbling or the bale Io hying About the mi'tiJ of the 

soul. 

4.4 THE SÜF1 UNDERSTANDING OF PRAYER 

In the last section, we dealt with several Prophetic hudrths that define the nature of 
prayer in Islam. We have also seen that there is a physical as well as a spiritual dimension 

to prayer which is related to quantitative as well as qualitative merits. Sufis emphasize some 
of the hadrths and esoterically base their understanding of prayer on the following one: "In 

truth God is present in the qibla of every one of you. "' 

1 Similar ideas in Titus Burckhardt, Art of Islam: Language and Meaning, The world of Islam Festival 
Publishing company, Kent, 1976 (a), p. 85. 

2A Sufi hadrth not authenticated. See Syed All Ashraf, "The Inner meaning of the Islamic Rites: Prayer, Pilgrimage, Fasting, Jihäd", in Islamic Spirituality Foundations, cd. Scyyed Hossein Nasr, SCM Press Ltd, New York, 1985, p. 115. This hadfh is used by Ibn 'Arabi in a quotation below. 
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We saw in Chapter Two that Ibn `Arabi was influential in the Mamlük period, 

particularly on Mamlük contemporary Sufis such as Ibn al-Färid. In his FuiaS al-Rikam Ibn 

`Arabi defines prayer as "... a cult, the sense of which is shared between God and His servant 

('abd), and so is related on the one hand to God and on the other to the individual"`. He 

goes on to explain that God divides prayer between Him and His servant into two halves, one 

being due to God, and the other to His servant, and accordingly the servant receives from 

God whatever he asks for. Sufis accordingly consider prayer to be an individual act based on 

direct communication between God and man, a shared act of worship wherein God has His 

own role in the prayer as man does. Thus, Ibn `Arabi says that, "it is He who glorifies me 

at the moment when I glorify Him. It is He who worships me at the moment when I worship 

Him. "' He goes on to say that prayer is a "dialogue" between man and God, a "secret call 

exchanged at the moment of prayer. " To achieve this, Ibn `Arabi suggests three spiritual 

stages for the individual who wants to pray: 

First the faithful must place himself in the company of his God and 
"converse" with Him. In an intermediate moment the faithful in prayer, 

must imagine (vatakhayyal) his God as present in his qibla, that is facing 

him. Finally in the third moment, the faithful must attain to intuitive vision 
(shuhüd) or visualization (ru'yä), contemplating his God in the subtle centre 

which is the heart, and simultaneously hear the Divine Voice vibrating in 

all manifest things, so much that he hears nothing else. ' 

So, it is through abstract visualization that Ibn `Arabi suggests we should contact the 
Absolute. He says that contrary to the Christian use of the icon (a physical image) as a 

visualization, in Islam it is an imagined form, "Adore Allah as though didst see Him. " Thus, 

Henry Corbin says that to the Süffs, prayer is the "highest form, the supreme act of the 

creative imagination. "' To achieve such a level of concentration to visualize God, we have 

1 Ibn `Arabi, Punts al-flikam, translated by Angela Culme-Seymour from Titus Burckhardt, Beshara 
Publications, Gloucestershire, 1975, vol. 1, p. 22. 

2 ibid., vol. 1, p. 83. This is extremely un-Islamic and even blasphemous, because in numerous verses of the 
Qur'än God tells us how He does not need man's prayers or supplications, He is above all that, which makes it 
rather obvious that God does not worship anybody for He is the Worshipped! 

' ibid., vol. 2, p. 341. 

" Henry Corbin, Creative Imagination in the Sufism of Ibn `Arabi translated from the French by Ralph 
Manheim, Bollingen Series XCI, Princeton University Press, New Jersey, 1969, p. 248. 
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seen that al-Ghazzali advised he who prays to restrict his vision to a spot, that to which he 

prostrates and joins the earth, he should help achieve this concentration also by invocation 

dhikr. Here the auditory requirement - speech - is introduced as a cornerstone to the 

understanding of the kfi views on prayer. Ibn `Arabi says that to "invoke god (ltdhikr Allah)" 

is to put oneself "in the presence of God (tada' nafsak ft' al-Radrah al-Ilahiyyah). " He goes 

on to say that if one is not present in front of God and does not "hear" God, and does not 

"see" God, then he cannot be in a "state of prayer. "' 

It follows that in tufism, prayer does not depend on the sense of seeing as much as 

it does on hearing the dhikr itself. When the Sufis say that God is in the qibla of every 

person, it is the auditory presence that is so - which is not fixed in a certain location but 

rather diffused around us in a place that has no boundaries: "Wherever ye turn, there is the 

Face of God. "' That is why the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) while showing 

how he was privileged by God over the other prophets that preceded him affirms: "God has 

blessed my community (umma) by giving them the face of the whole earth as a purled 

mosque (sanctuary). " 

The seven stages of prayer are also dealt with by Ibn `Arabi in his Futa at al- 

Makkiyyah where he says that these stages have both spatial and temporal references. He uses 

the qualitative attributes of the symbolism of numbers and says that spatially they can be seen 

to correspond to the seven Heavens and the seven earths; and temporally, they can be seen 

to refer to the seven days of the week in which God completed the creation of the world. He 

adds that they also correspond to the number of circumambulations of the Ka'ba in the 

pilgrimage. Ibn `Arabi says that these seven circumambulations are "... equivalent to the 

seven spheres, which are the seven heavens, because they are circular in shape and so is the 

sphere. " He goes on to explain that when one is circumambulating the Ka'ba, one "is actually 

producing seven spheres. " In the same passage from his Futdlat, Ibn `Arabi sets out to sum 

up these relations as follows: 

op cit. Ibn `Arabi, uSRS 1975, voll, p. 233. 

I Qur'än: 2/115. 

'All the 1 aduhs on mosques are listed alphabetically in Arabic, in Hussein Mo'nis, al-Maseial-Majlis al- WaianY lil-Thagäfah wal-Funün, Kuweit, 1981, p. 25. Mo'nis quotes his hadiihs from al-Zarkashi, I'lam al- 
asälid, Pp. 420-427. 
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God made for every circuiting movement of this week (i. e., the seven 

circuits of the circumambulation) a trace in the prayer so that every trace 

can be known that is generated from one circuit. Thus the prayer manifests 

seven bodily traces and seven spiritual traces, one trace from the movement 

of every circuit of the week of the circumambulation... the seven bodily 

traces that exist in the structure of the prayer are: the first standing, the 

bowing, the second standing, which is the raising up from the bowing, the 

first prostration, the sitting between the two prostration, the second 

prostration and the sitting for testimony. And the invocations associated 

with these seven bodily movements are (also) seven: they are the spirits. ' 

Accordingly, Ibn `Arabi correlates the postures of prayer with their tendencies to the 

tripartite being of man. He says that prostrating is the tendency by which man seeks his 

bodily origin (jism), that is water and earth'; through the standing posture, the ascending 

tendency man seeks his spirit (rah) that is God in him; and through bowing, the horizontal 

tendency, he seeks the origin of his mental faculties in his soul (nafs). 3 

It is of vital importance to discuss here the displacement of kfi belief from the 

Sharra, bearing in mind that prayer is amongst the most explicitly described rituals in the 

Islamic Divine Law. The difference in interpretations is not the important issue as much as 

the extent of departure of the medieval eleventh, and twelfth-centuries from the orthodox - 

as practised in the first few centuries after the death of the Prophet. This drastic difference 

is a clear indication of a willingness adopted by traditional people to adopt and develop new 
ideas - although branded as innovative (bid ̀ a) and condemned by the Sharf'a. Their intentions 

were surely not to contradict the teachings of the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) 

but to form supports or channels to sustain the continuity of the tradition. It was then that the 

possibility arose of "over-compensation", such as the above mentioned case of the 

interpretation of prayer by Ibn `Arabi in both his FuSü. al-Flikam and Futi idt al-Malkiyyah. 
This can be said of religious architecture as well which we will find to have started simple 

according to the Shart4a but soon departed into over-elaborations and monumentality coupled 

Ibn 'Arabi, al-Futalat al-Makkivvah, Cairo, 1911, voll, p. 704. (My translation). 

2 According to the Qur'än man is created from clay (water and earth) as well as of the Breath of God. 

3 ibid., vol. 1, p. 426. 
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with highly complex system of symbolism inherent in the forms that were produced. The 

over-eagerness and enthusiasm that was instigated by the traditional people to create material 

supports to the tradition came out of their concern to promote the continuity of the Islamic 

tradition. 

In the following section we will examine the laws governing the design of mosques 

as described in the Sunna. This will be followed by the description of the mosque of the 

Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him). When compared to Mamlük models of religious 

buildings, we will find how nearly all the basic requirements of the mosque - as stated in the 

Sunnah - were ignored seven centuries after the death of the Prophet (peace and blessings be 

upon him). This will explain the "over-compensation" mentioned above in Mamlilk Sufi 

interpretation and will show that it was not restricted to ideas and beliefs, but was equally 

apparent in Mamlük art and architecture - traditional architecture is a reflection of the beliefs 

of the traditional society. 

4.5 THE MOSQUE IN THE SUNNA 

The mosques of God, shall be built and maintained in fitting dignity, by 

such as believe in God, and the Last Day, who establish regular prayers, 

and practice regular charity, and fear none (at all) except God. It is they 

who are expected to be on true guidance. ' 

The Arabic word masjid (mosque) linguistically means a place for prostration where 
forehead and nose touch the ground2 as a symbol of submission and as a means of releasing 

any haughtiness and conceit from the heart. The importance of prostration was elaborated by 

the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) who stated that the Muslim was nearest to God 

while prostrating to Him and that he should increase his invocation and summons then'. And 

' Qur'än: 9/18. From this verse it is evident that it takes special supreme qualities in a Muslim to build and 
maintain a mosque; so that the architecture of the mosque will be a true reflection of the essence of Unity in 
Islam. 

2 We have discussed that this is a behavioral pattern considered to be the utmost symbol of showing reverence 
and solemnity. It is an act of humbling oneself. 

3 Authenticated by Muslim and Abü Däwüd who quote the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) as 
saying: "A believer is closest to God during prostration... " 
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since prostration is a symbol of submission to God', then the act of prayer performed by all 

Muslims alike is an act of physical and spiritual integration. Thus the mosque became a 

symbol of Unity for Muslims. God also says: "And the places of worship are for God (alone): 

so invoke not any one along with God, "2 this emphasizes that the act of Unity performed by 

Muslims concerns God, the One, the Creator. 

The mosque is the symbol of Islam. It is the most beloved place to Allah', it is the 

fortress of faith and goodness. It is also the house of the believers`. The reason why the 

mosque has a very high esteem in Islam is because prayer forms the backbone of the religion. 

Mosques are also God's earthly abodes and those who build them are God's servants, set 

apart by Him for this great honour, that in them they might carry out His Word. Ever since 

this verse quoted at the head of this section was revealed to the Prophet (peace and blessings 

be upon him) the mosque has had an exalted status, which explains the prominent role it plays 

in the life of Muslims. 

In past generations the mosque was the centre of social life: it functioned as the place 

of worship and devotion as well as being a school and a university where small groups 

studied in various fields of knowledge. ' Mosques were beacons of guidance, exhortation and 

counselling amongst the Muslims, as well as being assemblies - where the administration of 

the Shari`a was carried out and the business of the state was transacted. Men of influence 

used to gather in the mosque to attend to the interests and affairs of the nation and to organize 

groups of Muslims ready for them to be despatched to spread the word of God. 

In addition to that, associated with the mosque was a host of other activities. In it the 
Muslim found consolation; condolences were given to fellow brothers in the mosque in the 

' The meaning of the word "Islam" is submission and surrender. While Islam as a religion is man's total 
submission to the Will of God. 

2 Qur'än: 72/18. No place of worship whatever should be used for the worship of any other but the true God. 
Worship should not be mixed up with vain objects, but should be reserved for the sincere service of God. All our 
gifts are for God's service, which includes the service of His creatures, and not for our vain glory 

Muslim recounts that Abil Hurayra said: Prophet Mohammed (peace and blessings be upon him) said "The 
most beloved places to God are its mosques... ". 

4 The Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) said that Cod guarantees safety to those who took the 
mosques as their homes. 

S See discussion in Chapter Two. 
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case of misfortune'. Originally, the wounded and sick were nursed in it2, on its premises 

judging took place', marriage was announced in ita, and dates were hung in it for the 

hungry'. In other words it was the Muslims' meeting place for religious as well as less 

sacred matters. 

The mosque is the temple of Islam, it is the parliament, school, meeting 

place and court. It is the place where muslims leave behind their earthly 

matters at the door; and enter with open hearts to faith, embellished with 

humbleness then make straight lines where old and young, prince and 

commoner, rich and poor are equated; their feet aligned and their shoulders 

crowded and their foreheads all on the ground in prostration. All are 

equally honoured in worship. It is also the parliament where all the people 

meet on the congregational Friday prayer to discuss their matters. In it the 

ruler is elected and in it laws are discussed with reference to the Shama. 

It is the meeting place where every stranger heads for upon his arrival to 

introduce himself to the natives. It is also the school where the first 

principles of Islamic culture were initiated. The mosque is also the court 

(tribunal) where judging took place to resolve all problems arising between 

the people. ' 

This is how the mosque functioned in the early days of Islam. Today, we see that it 

is the state, with all its institutions and organizations, that has assumed the task of organizing 

those specialist functions that impinge on every aspect of life in every sphere: in government, 
in the judicial system, in schools, universities, research and scientific institutions, ministries 

and all the various authorities - in all these the state has taken over the role of the mosque. 

' It is mandatory that the person in distress should not be their for the sole purpose of receiving condolences. 

2 Authenticated in al-Bukhäri, 'A'isha recounts that the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) put up a 
tent in the mosque to tend to the wounded. 

After the law cases increased in number the necessity to establish courts in other places was necessary 
because of the sanctity of the mosque and to avoid the disturbance of those who are praying. 

` From a iadfh recited by the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) asking people to announce marriage 
in the mosques. 

5 Authenticated in al-Bukhän. 

6 Muhammad al-Däwcdi, al-Masiid fi al-Kitdb wal-Sunnah wa Aawdl al-'Ularna', Dir al-War' lil-Tibä'ah 
wal-Nashr, al-Man§ürah, 1986, Pp. 88-89. 
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Yet, the mission of the mosque still remains, for it is the impregnable stronghold from which 

Muslims can combat those deviant ideas and undercurrents that assail Islamic societies. The 

mosque fulfils this role through the congregational prayer which is the very reason behind its 

existence. It is through the Friday congregational prayer - which is a reminder of the 

traditional Islamic culture - that must be held in a mosque to hear how wrong doctrines are 

to be corrected. The community as a whole can be directed towards sound beliefs within the 

context of the eternal teachings of Islam and keep the social culture of Islamic society intact. 

Muslims have been ordered and encouraged to build mosques in both the Qur'än and 

the Sunna. In fact, mosques are the only earthly buildings that Muslims were specifically 

ordered to erect on the face of the "transitory" perishable earth. ' Allah says that what is best 

for the righteous is in the Hereafter and asks, "... will ye not understand? '. God knows that 

man looks for the temporal goods of this world and reminds us that "... He looketh to the 

Hereafter: and God is Exalted in might, Wise. "'. Yet in spite of all the emphasis on the 

discouragement of worldly matters and the focus on the Hereafter, a/ adtth of the Prophet 

(peace and blessings be upon him) encourages the building of mosques. A hadith states that 

all worldly matters will perish on the Day of Judgement save the mosques`. Another hadtth 

indicates that whoever builds a mosque for God's sake alones - however small it is - will 

have an eternal abode in heaven'. Also amongst the most potent l adfhs which encourage the 

building of mosques is the one which tells of the reward granted to those who use mosques 

frequently; it is narrated by AbU Hurayrah who reported God's Messenger (peace and 

blessings be upon him) as saying: 

"There are seven whom God will cover with His Shade on the day when 

there will be no shade but His (i. e., on the Day of Judgement), " amongst 

op cit. Mo'nis, 1981, p. 26. 

2 Qur'an: 7/169. 

' Qur'nn: 8/67. Here wisdom has been connected to the fact that what we should be striving to fulfill is the 
world of the Hereafter rather than the earthly perishable world that we live in. 

" This further indicates that the erection of mosques is an eternal act. 

I There have been instances where mosques have been built for other reasons, such as that built by some 
hypocrites during the life of the Prophet. In such a case the building of the mosque was to create division between 
Muslims into sub-groups and preach false doctrine rather than following God's teachings. 

6 op cit. Mo'nis, 1981, p. 27. Furthermore the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) said that those who frequent the use of the mosque will be given an eternal resting place in Heaven. 
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those seven mentioned in the ßiadrih is, "... a man whose heart is attached 

to the mosque from the time he leaves it till he returns to it (for the next 

daily prayer) ... " 
' 

That is why the first thing that the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) set to 

do upon his arrival to Madina was to order the building of a mosque. While he was helping 

in its erection he said, "0 God, their is no good other than the good of the Hereafter, forgive 

us all"; once again this indicates that the act of building a mosque was in the domain of the 

eternal. 

There are a number of Prophetic Ldlths dealing with the code of ethics concerning 

the mosque. Some of these have to do with manners and behaviour inside the mosque2, while 

others have to do with the features that should and should not be found in it. Some of these 

are general such as the following: `A'isha and ̀ Abd-Allah Ibn `Abbas narrated: "7he Prophet 

talked of the curse of God to those who build places of worship at the graves of the 

Prophets. "' Anas reported God's Messenger (peace and blessings be upon him) as saying: 

"One of the signs of the Last Hour` will be that people will boast and vie with one another 

about mosques. "' Ibn `Abbas reported God's Messenger (peace and blessings be upon him) 

as saying: "I was not commanded to build elaborate mosques, " he went on to say: "You will 

certainly ornament them as the Jews and Christians did. "6 Ibn Mäjah recounts that the 

Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) said: "Manners that should not be taken in a 

mosque are: it should not be taken as a shortcut between two distances or a passage way, .... 
and it should not be taken as a market. "' 

Authenticated in al-Bukhan and Muslim. 

2 The Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) says: "Do not take your youth and your mentally disturbed 
to the mosques. " (For fear of any disturbance they might cause). In another I adlth the Prophet (peace and 
blessings be upon him) was seen to order some Muslims to move away from the mosque upon seeing them 
sleeping in it. ( It was not seen proper to take the mosque for a resting place). Also, no weapons of any kind or 
raw meat is to be taken into it. 

Authenticated in al-Bukhäri. 

That is to say, the Day of Judgement. 

Authenticated in al-Bukhan. 

6 Authenticated in al-Bukhän. 

7 op cit. Mo'nis, 1981, p. 27. 
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There are also several ! adtzhs which condemn those who introduce novelties and 
innovations bid ̀ a that contradict the spirit of the mosque - such as its simplicity - or that 

which might distract the people from their prayer: "Whoever innovates in mosques, is cursed 

by Allah, the Angels, and mankind"'. Although up until this point all the fiadtths that we 

have quoted call for the simplicity that complies to the teachings of the spirit of Islam, there 

comes another strong statement from the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him): "Provide 

adequately for mosques (i`ia al-masäjid fiagqahä) - f. e., build them adequately. "". We will 

see in the following section that the definition of the term "adequacy" (hagqahä) proved to 

be highly flexible as the Islamic tradition developed in the first seven centuries. 

In the time of the Caliphs Abü Bakr and `Omar, when the Islamic armies were sent 

out to convert the people of neighbouring lands, the mosque passed through a new phase of 

diversification which had not been evident before then. The reason for the need of diversity 

can obviously be attributed to the different environments, sites, people, climate, available 

building materials, in addition to the cultural and traditional values of each locale. For this 

reason, we find that the first mosques were designed to follow the model of the mosque of 

the Prophet (peace be upon him), but in time, each locale took over its own character 

following its local tradition. The diversification of mosque forms since the emergence of 

Islam, was the result of a perpetual eager attempt to "embody" and physically recreate a 

representation of traditional Islamic belief. This embodiment of belief was through the more 

sacred traditional artifacts, specifically the mosque. 

4.6 THE MOSQUE OF THE PROPHET IN MADINA: THE PROTOTYPE 

This prototype of all mosques has its origins in the Sunna of the Prophet (peace and 
blessings be upon him). In its primitive form, this mosque was a square enclosure 100x1OO 

cubits open to the sky with three entrances, one on each side saving the gibla wall, which was 

empty. Adjoining the qibla wall a roof made of mud and palm fronds seven cubits high, and 

supported on eight palm trunks served to protect the worshippers against the sun. 

I ibid. p. 29. In the later years during the Caliphate of 'Omar, the mosque of the Prophet (peace and blessings 
be upon him) was re-erected. 'Omar ordered the craftsmen involved to "shelter the people from the rain" and 
forbade them to use over-bright colours lest it distract the people. Authenticated in Sai ii al-Bukhän. ibid., p. 2&. 

ibid., p. 25. 
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By the erection of this mosque 

at Madina, the first built mosque was 

created. It showed startling simplicity 

and the utmost accord with the 

environment. It also symbolized and 

represented a visual expression of the 

essence of the values in Islam and the 

integration between its design and the 

doctrine. The building materials which 

were directly found in the environment 

were used. As for the design itself, 

this mosque had no mihiräb (praying 

House of dpa, 
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Figure 4.3 A recoadructbn of the Mosque of the Prophet In Mränu. (at- 

Dina', vol. 1, Feb-Mar 1979) 

niche) and no mi'dhana (minaret). The 

main constituents were a Sabin (open court) and a covered part called the riwaq and another 

covered part called the miahallah. The first sheltered the people during prayer and faced the 

gibla, while the other faced the north and was used to discuss the matters that concerned the 

umma. The riwaq was rectangular - the length being the gibla providing laterality - to give 

as much room for people to stand in the first rows. Light was admitted in the prayer area by 

its reflection from the courtyard. (Fig. 4.3) 

When we look at the fundamentals of mosque design following the Sunna of the 

Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him), we find that the Mosque at Madinat established 

principles that were used for future mosque designs. These are: first, the division of the 

mosque into riwaq (prayer hall) and Sahn; second, the construction of the prayer area in the 

form of a pillared hall with its length parallel to the gibla wall to accommodate longer rows; 
lastly, the principal of axial planning as seen in the three-door arrangement. Furthermore, the 

architecture of this mosque can be said to be based on principles that are egalitarian, 

iconoclastic and introvert. Also when one speaks of a mosque (or a place for prayer) in 

general, it is evident that it has to be Makkah-oriented, facing the Ka'ba. This prerequisite, 
accompanied by the purification (fahurah) of the place for prayer and availability of a water 
source for ablutions' are the two essential mandatory requirements for worship mentioned 
in the Sunna. 

' Ablutions demanded a water fountain mayaa'ah which took several forms. Sometimes they comprise a domed or open fountain within the mosque, intended for washing only. Alternatively, ritual ablution could be 
carried out near the mosque. 
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Another essential demand of a mosque is to provide straight lines for the worshippers 

in the easiest and most practical way. Here we find that the use of columns and beams 

coincides structurally with this religious demand. This is because the praying area is divided 

accordingly into equal parts expressing the equality of Muslims, that is to say that there is no 

place wherein the believer would be closer to God than another inside a mosque. This equal 

repetition developed later on to form the arcade which was to form a very popular design tool 

in medieval Islamic architecture. 

Although the dome in itself has been used frequently in mosque designs - taken as a 

practical method to roof a building while relying on the least number of supports and 

enhancing the feeling of space inside an interior - yet, what it fails to do is to convey the 

democratic equi-divided prayer units of space and thus, does not emphasize the concept of 

equality which is central in Islam. Moreover, it does not help in the order of the prayer lines. 

Entrances are never located to lead the people entering a mosque to the riwt2q (prayer 

hall) directly. On the contrary, entrances are usually located in a position to lead the people 

inside the mosque through a shaded entrance followed by the open court and finally to the 

riwaq. There are two reasons for this: the first is spiritually functional to provide for enough 

transition between the outside world and the world within the mosque wherein the person 

would be worshipping God. The second is utilitarian so as to avoid passing in front of any 

people during the performance of prayer - for example a late-comer arriving to the mosque 

after the congregational prayer has started'. 

The presence of windows in a mosque has always been a matter of controversy: the 

Mosque of Madina had none. The debate has ended in the conclusion that windows can be 

placed in walls other than that of the gibla. The reason is to avoid glare while facing the gibla 

and more importantly to avoid the distraction and disturbance caused by passers-by outside 

the mosque to those who are focusing on prayer or meditation. Even in cases where windows 

are located in the other walls of the prayer hall, they should be placed above the eye-level of 

a standing person. 

'There is a Prophetic Iiadih which prohibits people passing over peoples necks while they are praying which 
confirms that if the entrance was through the prayer hall, it was inevitably going to involve this prohibited act. 
It should be noted that usually there are no aisles especially designated as a passageway in the mosque and that 
the riwaq is always packed with people praying very close to one another - their feet and shoulders touching one 
another. 
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The sacredness of the parts of the mosque are not equal, that is to say, for instance, 

that the riwäq (prayer place), is more sacred than the Sarin courtyard. This has its roots from 

the time of the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) when discussions of the affairs of 

the wnma were carried in the less sacred court while prayer was carried out in the more 

sacred shaded area. This might explain why we find that the newly innovated elements of a 

mosque (few as they may be) that came to attach themselves to mosque design are found in 

the riwaq. These elements are: the mihräb, and the dome above the mihiräb (magsara or royal 

box). Although these elements were not found in the first mosques of Islam they have become 

part of the traditional requirements of the mosque. 

The milirab was not an absolute requirement of any functioning mosque. According 

to al-Magrizi and Ibn Dugmäq, the milirdb was first introduced in the Mosque of the Prophet 

by a group of Coptic craftsmen from Egypt during the time of `Omar Ibn `Abd al= Aziz 

during the reign of al-Walid Ibn `Abd al-Malik (705 A. D. ). This element which was 

obviously an innovation (bid ̀ a) became a successful symbol of the mosque and soon became 

a fundamental element to be incorporated in all religious buildings. Although art-historians 

have debated the origins of the miiirdb, they have all accepted that there is no obligation for 

it to be present in a mosque. Robert Hillenbrand, the Islamic art-historian, is inclined to 

believe that it remained as a "vestigial memory" of its earlier predecessors - meaning the 

Greco-Roman and Christian counterparts representing its origin - in that the leader of prayers 

who was himself the caliph stood in the mill räb while leading the congregational prayers. In 

this way, the caliph would be seen as a point of focus for all the people to see him. ' But in 

fact, the entire gibla wall facing Makkah serves as a directional indicator. We have seen that 

Muslims pray while standing in rows parallel to that wall and looking at the point at which 

their head will meet the ground during prostration2, there is no focal point in the centre of 

the gibla wall. It thereby makes the mihräb from the utilitarian point of view needless even 

though he who leads the congregational prayer is at the centre. Yet, the fact that the mill rab 

was a successful symbol and took its place in the tradition strongly indicates that its symbolic 

function - i. e., the non-utilitarian part of function - must have had a more vital role to the 

medieval traditional Muslims. ' 

See Robert Hillenbrand, "The Mosque in the Medieval Islamic World", in Architecture in Continuity: 
Building in the Islamic World Today, ed. Sherban Cantacuzino, Aperture, New York, 1985, Pp. 36-37. 

2 See section on prayer above. 

3 We will see the traditional interpretation of the mJiräb in Chapters Seven, and Eight. 
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On the other hand, within the mosque, the obvious place for the dome would have 

been in the geometrical centre of the prayer area. But in fact, throughout the medieval 

Muslim tradition, the location of the dome was chosen above the miAiräb - opposing all rules 

of symmetry and balance in classical architecture. Hillenbrand interprets this as the obvious 

intention to agglomerate all the important elements in the most sacred of areas within the 

mosque. The utilitarian function that he attributes to it is that the miAräb, although visible 

from the inside, is not identifiable from the outside - as it is sometimes taken in the thickness 

of the wall and not projecting outwards - accordingly, the Muslim architect, wanting to 

indicate this important part of the mosque, introduced the dome as an external visible sign 

of that spot. From the aesthetic point of view, he adds that the dome punctuates the regular 

beat of the mass of the mosque. ' These two points are hardly compatible to the function of 

the mosque, as there is no utilitarian importance attributed to the ability to identify the 

direction of the qibla while outside the mosque. As for the aesthetic attribute, a dome placed 

anywhere near the external wall of the facade would have equally punctuated the regularity 

of the external mass and should not necessarily be located above the mihräb. This argument 

strongly indicates that there must have been other reasons for the introduction of the dome 

2 above the mil rdb to medieval mosques? 

The maq. ara is a separate, usually square enclosure within the mosque. In most cases 

it coincides with the dome above the mil räb mentioned above. Its walls are usually partitions 

of wooden latticework. It is associated to mosques in which the ruler attended prayers. This 

seclusion within the mosque defies the principles of egalitarianism that the mosque should 

provide. Robert Hillenbrand accounts for its presence for one of two reasons: the first being 

an influence from the Byzantine practice of housing the emperor in a royal box, the second 
being that two of the Caliphs of the Prophet ('Omar and `Ali) were murdered in the mosque. 
Hillenbrand concludes that whatever the reason, it remains that the magSara was a means by 

which the ruler got an exalted space in the mosque which denotes the secularism that seeped 

through into the designs of religious buildings. ' This purely rational historical reasoning 

might be comprehendible from the utilitarian point of view, but it obviously defies the 

traditional notion of sacred and secular in Islam. It indicates that there must have been another 

1 op cit. Hillenbrand, 1985, p. 39. 

2 We will see the traditional interpretation of this element in Chapters Seven, and Eight. 

' ibid., Pp. 38-39. 
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functional dimension to its introduction. This observation is even more emphasized when the 

magSÜra is examined in relation to the dome above the mihräb. ' 

From this brief review of departures from the simple design of the Mosque of the 

Prophet at Madina, we find that many elements became attached to the mosque even though 

they had no origin in the Sunna of the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him). The 

historical explanation of the origin of these elements might be acceptable to "modernistic" 

rational minds, but they jar with traditional medieval Islamic beliefs. 

4.7 THE MAMLÜK MADRASA AND KHANQAH 

We saw in Chapters Two and Three that the khanqah and madrasa are two types of 

religious institutions which, unlike the mosque, were not originally planned for the use of the 

general public. Rather, they were restricted for the use of a certain community attached to 

and appointed by the founder to these institutionsz. Because the students lived and prayed, 

as well as studied inside these buildings, the khanqah and madrasa tended to combine the 

features of both domestic and religious architecture. Accordingly they had to be Makkah 

oriented in their interior and later, when they held Friday congregational prayers, were built 

with minarets. As domestic architecture, they had living units and kitchens'. In addition to 

these elements, the khanqah provided cells (khalwät) for the Sufis to perform their spiritual 

exercises. 

As mentioned in Chapter Three, shortly before the fall of the Fatimids and the 

establishment of the Sunnt Ayyubid rule in Egypt, Saläh al-Din was working on bringing the 

country back into the mainstream of Sunnt Islam - ultimately proclaiming its allegiance to the 

`Abbasid Caliph in Baghdad°. Even before he had seized total control of the country, it was 

clear from the policy of the future ruler that he was determined to use all means at his 

' We will see the symbolism of the magqara in Chapters Seven and Eight. 

2 Doris Behrens-Abouseif, "Change in Function and Form of Mamluk Religious Institutions", Annales 
Tslamoloeiaue, Tome XXI, Institut Francais D'Archeologie Orientale Du Caire, 1985 (b), p. 73. 

3 Some khangahs even incorporate Iia»ummns (baths) or apartments for the founder and his family. 

Ira M. Lapidus, "Ayyubid Religious Policy and Development of the Schools of Law in Cairo", Collo ue 
International Sur I'Histoire du Caire (1969), Cairo, 1972. Pp. 279-286. 
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disposal - primarily religion as the core of the traditional society - to reach his goal. Once he 

had secured the rule for himself, taläli al-Din moved to consolidate this rule by winning the 

support of the 'ulama' and Sufi shaykhs. As a result, he initiated a policy whereby religious 

foundations were officially put to the service of the state. Among such foundations was the 

madrasa and the khanqah which "dispensed" religious education. We saw that the main 

reason for the focus on religious education was to erase the previous Shiite legacy by 

reintroducing the Sunni schools of law and jurisprudence. As a result, the Mamlük rulers who 

followed, embarked on a campaign aiming at building a number of madrasas in Cairo and 

in the short period of forty years, about twenty madrasas were built in Cairo alone. ' 

We also saw that the mere existence of these academic institutions is an indication that 

the Mamlüks were determined first to change the structure of the civilian elite, and secondly 

to attract as many prominent scholars from other Muslim countries to their capital, Cairo. 

The reason for the establishment of the khanqah was to provide kfis with a home, a place 

of worship and their essential needs, it would permit them to fully dedicate themselves to 

their Süfi way of life. Despite similarities, in the early phase of their history both the madrasa 

and the khangah incorporated features reflecting the distinctiveness of purpose in the lives of 

their communities. 2 Unlike the Süfis, who dwelt in a khanqah on a fairly permanent basis, 

madrasa students were mobile. We saw that in the beginning, Süfis were mostly Persians or 

foreigners (`Ajam wa awlad al-ghuraba'. This soon changed and the khanqah became open 

to all members of the society. According to Ibn al-Iiajj, who wrote in the fourteenth-century, 

a `slim (scholar) had to be available to common people in order to spread knowledge among 

them, accordingly he said, the doors of a madrasa and khanqah should remain open to 

everyone'. We also saw in Chapter Two that there are signs which indicate an integration 

of kafism into urban life: the kfi began to follow the madrasa regime, acquiring in the 

process a worldly education which enabled him to advance his career. At the same time the 

madrasa students gained exposure to the kfi approach to religion. 

It seems that with education provided in the Mamlük khanqah and Sufism as practised 

Al-Magnzi, al-Mawä'idh wal-l'tibar RDhikr al-Khilal wal-Athj, Cairo, reprint 1270 A. H., vol. 2, Pp. 
363-368. 

2 op cit. Behrens-Abouseif, 1985 (b), p. 74. 

' Ibn al-Hay, Madkhal at-Shard, Cairo, 1981, vol. 2, p. 104. A scholar was linked to his completion of courses in specific subjects with specialized instructors who were entitled to issue the Yd; ah or academic license for each 
topic. 
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in madrasas and mosques of the same period, a Sufi sponsored by such organizations could 

gain access to any public or official position. This primarily affected the master craftsmen 

who in turn transmitted the knowledge to the members of their guilds through the system of 

apprenticeship. Sufism was so much in the air that it would not be incorrect to say that in 

Man-Auk traditional times, the Sufi who was sponsored by such institutions as the madrasa 

and the khangah could be anybody from any origin or profession. It can be concluded that 

no doubt the fusion of the madrasa and khanqah led to the assimilation of Süftsm into 

practical life. With these developments, the Cairene mosque returned full circle to its original 

pluralistic function - but with a difference in its activities - where prayer, teaching and kff 

rituals took place to be accessible to the society. 

Although Chapter Five is dedicated to the description of Mamlük religious 

architecture, here we will quickly look at the architectural development that took place in the 

khangah and madrasa due to the change in the function of the mosque. We find that: firstly, 

the need to accommodate space for the four schools of law (madhdhib) as the cornerstone of 

the foundation resulted in the introduction of four iwdns (usually pointed vaults) connected 

to the rectangular courtyard. The larger gibla oriented iwdn was reserved for daily 

congregational prayers performed by the students. With the rise of the typical four-iwdn 

madrasa plan as opposed to the pillared hall mosque, both the laterality of the praying hall 

which provided longer rows, and the egalitarian quality arising from the post and lintel system 

of dividing the space were rejected. 

Due to the need for living quarters for the students, several floors were designed to 

accommodate their rooms, along with a kitchen (malbakh). This verticality inevitably gave 

rise to monumentality and grandeur, which are prohibited by the Sunna. Apart from that, 

rows of kfi cells were accommodated on the left-over spaces of the internal facades of the 

courtyard or alternatively in annexed wings accessible from either the courtyard or from the 

entrance hall. 

But the most important characteristic of Mamlük buildings is in fact the mausoleum 
which is persistently emphasized. In all cases, it takes the most prominent position of the 
building on the main facade. These mausoleums were used as burying places for the patron 
or founder of the religious institution or for an important ̀alim or Süfi saint (walfj. This again 
is a direct violation to the teachings of the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) who 
prohibited the construction of mosques on tombs, and prohibited prayer in front of graves or 
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in graveyards. This in fact makes all Mamlük madrasas and khangahs contradicting the Sunna 

of the Prophet. 

Another general feature of Mam15k buildings is that they are decorated externally by 

means of ablaq masonry. Ablaq is the alternating contrasting coloured stones forming 
horizontal lines usually in red and white or red and yellow. This conflicts with the teachings 

of the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) who warned against using over-bright 

colours - the / adah of `Omar, the second Caliph explicitly orders the Muslims not to use red 

and yellow "Id tufiammar wa 14 tuSaf j`ar" in mosques. While internally, the gibla wall as well 

as the courtyard floors were given particular attention and are richly ornamented in coloured 

marble cladding. 
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Thus, it is obvious that the criteria that was followed in the design of Mamlük 

religious buildings was very far from the teachings of the Prophet (peace and blessings be 

upon him). This and the elements that came to be attached to the mosque after the first 

century of Islam indicate that traditional popular beliefs practised by the Muslims after the 
death of the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) took over the orthodox, original 
teachings of the Sunna -whichcondemned innovation in religious practices (bld`a). this 
departure from the Sunna must have een the overwhelming factor which was to be reflected 
on the inherited and developing building tradition in medieval times. 
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SUMMARY 

This chapter has revealed several vital points that are fundamental in the search for 

the meaning of traditional Mamlük religious architecture. Firstly, it paves the way for the 

non-Muslim to understand some fundamental Islamic principles which are otherwise taken for 

granted by a Muslim reader. Secondly, it introduces the basis of prayer and mosque design 

in the Sunna of the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him), not because this has direct 

relevance to Mamlük mosque design as such, but because it shows the extent of the latter's 

departure from the original prototype of a mosque. 

It is because Sufism was introduced to bring back Egypt to the mainstream of Sunni 

Islam, through both its doctrine and method, that its popularity and assimilative characteristic 

permeated the society in all its facets. The impregnation of Sufism in the Mamlük society 

shows on the other hand how even prayer - which is amongst the most explicitly discussed 

issues in the religion of Islam - did not escape kfi ta'wil as illustrated by the interpretations 

of Ibn `Arabi that have been discussed. 

Such general observations indeed reveal the extent to which change in medieval 

religious beliefs affected the changes in function of religious buildings which were in turn 

reflected in architectural forms. There is no doubt that alongside this change of architectural 

form there was change in the meaning of what these new forms represented. We saw in 

Chapter Two that 8üfism showed a strong affinity with symbolism, whether as an aid to 

achieve the spiritual ascent of its disciples - such as alchemical symbols - or as a method of 

interpretation of all creations and phenomena, natural or man-made. It thus follows that most 

of the Mamlük architects (mu`allinun) or master craftsmen, the builders, and all those 

involved in the craft of building who were exposed to 8üfism either directly, by having learnt 

and practised kfism in a Mamlük educational institution, or indirectly by being part of the 

traditional Mamlük society must have reflected their Safi learning in their "creations" through 

that system of symbolism inherent in the Safi doctrine. 

By adopting this hypothesis - even before testing its validity - we can clearly explain 
why we feel a sense of totality in traditional buildings as opposed to modern ones, and also 
explain the lack of a psycho-spiritual dimension in modern mosques. Modern religious 
architecture might be interesting to the viewer because it is innovative, but this interest is 
transitory because it does not carry out the continued level of fulfilment that is attainable in 
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its traditional counterpart. It is only through such traditional models that are built according 

to the dual understanding of function, the utilitarian and psycho-spiritual, that the spiritually 

therapeutic function of religious architecture can be released. 

One last point remains to be discussed regarding the object of innovation. We have 

seen that the Mosque of the Prophet at Madina shares very few architectural features with the 

types of religious Mamink buildings. In particular, a cornerstone in the design of Mamlük 

buildings was the mausoleum. This innovation (bid`a) in the Sunna of the Prophet (peace and 

blessings be upon him) recalls the argument of "over-compensation" in belief that was 

mentioned in section 4.4, where we mentioned that in the course of time, after the first few 

centuries of any religion, people living according to a religious tradition need to develop 

material forms which act as symbols and supports to the revelation. These supports are 

produced to act as props to the tradition in order to safeguard its continuity. Because they are 

created by the traditional people they both reflect and protect that tradition. It is then that the 

traditional society tends to overlook these deviations from the orthodox in order to maintain 

the continuity of the tradition. It is only by examining Mamlük traditional religious buildings 

from this viewpoint that one can arrive at a fill understanding of their traditional meaning. 
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C =IR KVI 

BAIIRI MAMLLTK RELIGIOUS ARCHITECTURE 

AND PROBLEMS OF ITS INTERPRETATION 

The first objective of this chapter is to introduce a catalogue of Balire Mamlük 

religious architecture from the historical point of view. This is divided according to the three 

types of buildings dealt with in the thesis: mosques, madrasas, and khanqahs. The literature 

that has been relied on in this section is mainly original sources such as al-Magr zi's 
"Khilai" and twentieth-century accounts by historians and art-historians such as K. A. C. 

Creswell, Gaston Wiet, Max van Berchem, Su`äd Mähir, Doris Behrens-Abouseif, Robert 

Hillenbrand, Chahinda Karim, Leonor Fernandes, Laila `Ali Ibrähim, Caroline Williams, 

Jonathan Bloom, and others. This historical review is a necessary step to arriving at a 

physical description of the buildings as well as facts such as dating, choice of site, use of 

materials, and foreign influences, ... etc. This provides the background which will enable us 
to analyze the Mamlük buildings in the later chapters of this thesis in an attempt to derive 

their spiritual meanings using Süf[ esoteric symbolism. The second objective, is to identify 

the questions that arise from the study of these buildings in light only of the historical 

material. This will ultimately lead to a clarification of the limitations of a purely historical 

approach. 

The buildings chosen for incorporation in this chapter are not all the Mamlük 

religious buildings which were executed during the Bahrt Mamlük period. Those buildings 

that have not survived, or have been partially destroyed and later rebuilt - without having 
been documented or reconstructed to their original state - have been omitted. Halls of palaces 
which were in the Mamlük period used as halls of prayer and/or madrasas are also omitted 
as they were not originally designed for these functions. Complexes that have several 
functions - for example having a mosque, madrasa, khanqah, hospital (märlstan), and 
mausoleum (qubbah or dart/i) - are dealt with as a whole so as not to fragment their unity. 
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5.1 HISTORICAL DESCRIPTION OF BA-Ill MAMLÜK RELIGIOUS 

ARCHITECTURE 

As mentioned in Chapter Four, the re-establishment of Sunnism to Egypt with the 

advent of the Ayyubid period necessitated the adoption of new types of religious educational 

foundation: the madrasa and the khanqah. These were inherited by the Bahn Mamlüks, and 

the patronage of religious art and architecture was strongly encouraged by the suliäns and 

emirs who were members of the ruling elite. We saw in Chapters Two, and Three, how the 

Mamlük mosque, madrasa and khanqah came to carry out the three functions of: prayer, 

teaching, and 9nfi practices simultaneously. The difference was the degree of functional 

emphasis in each type of building. As Doris Behrens-Abouseif says: 

At the same time, mosques and madrasas were also opening their doors to 

Süfi practices. During the 14th century many religious foundations 

combined the functions of both khanqah and madrasa. Magr zi's list of 

religious buildings in Cairo names several foundations under both labels. ' 

Sanjar al Jawli's construction (703 A. H., 1303 A. D. ) for example, is 

designated as madrasa and khanqah. ... Its plan with a single iwän 

courtyard surrounded on the other sides by cells, suggests that it may have 

been a khanqah to which classes in law and theology were introduced. The 

same was probably true of the khanqah of Mughullay al Jamält (730 A. H., 

1329 A. D. ). The Aqbugha foundation (740 A. H., 1340 A. D. ), on the other 

hand, was originally a madrasa to which the SÜ exercise of hudür was 

introduced, as also happened at the mosque of Sheykhü'. 3 

This explains the difficulty of classifying the buildings by means of the terms used 

to "label" them. Accordingly, the typology followed in this section uses divisions of form as 

well as function. For example, if the sources "label" a particular building as a mosque, but 

I Further steps were taken towards the integration of the terms used for religious foundations; wags 
(endowment deeds) have been seen to use the term madrasa the term jdmi', while the building's own inscriptions 
might use the term madrasa. Similar cases are seen with the terms khangah and madrasa. 

2 Taqiyy al-Din Al-Magnü (14th C. ), Al-Mawd'idh wal-l'tibdr bi-Dhikr al-Khiiat wal-Athdr, Buläq reprint 
1270 A. H., vol. 2, Pp. 313,382,426. 

' Doris Behrens-Abouseif, "Change in Function and Form of Mamlük Religious Institutions", Annales 
Islamoloeigues, Tome XXI, Institut Frangais D'Arcchdologie Orientale du Caire, Cairo, 1985 (b), p. 81. 
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the building has the typical four-iwan arrangement with a central courtyard, then it will be 

put under the category of madrasa, or khanqah depending on the function that was more 

emphasized - Safi teaching or Divine Law. Within each classification, the buildings are 

arranged chronologically. 

5.1.1 THE CONGREGATIONAL MOSQUE TYPE 

There are several Bahri Mamlük mosques that follow the evolution of form of the 

Mosque of the Prophet in Madina, and are usually termed as hypostyle mosques. ' These are: 

the Mosque of Baybars al-Bundugdäri who was better known as al-Dhähir Baybars (or 

Baybars the First), the Mosque of Umas al-Häjib, the Mosque of al-Nair Mohammad Ibn 

Qaläwün, the Mosque of Altinbughä al-Märidäni, and the Mosque of Aqsunqur. Although 

the four-iwan plan eventually became the more commonly used in the laying out of Cairene 

Baliri Mamlük madrasas and khangahs, it never found favour in the planning of 

congregational mosques. 

Mosque of Sultän Baybars al-Bundugd4r (al-1)hähir Baybars): (Monument no.! 

in Antiquities department survey plant - in the following examples we will refer to 

this reference by a number, followed by the phrase "on plan" between brackets). 

Baybars was a pious Sunnt Muslim; the sources indicate that he was a Hanafi 
- which 

is confirmed by the fact that this mosque was built for the Hanafis. The sources also affirm 

that Baybars was a Süf'i; he is said to have had a SUE` spiritual adviser (shaykh larrga) called 

al-Shaykh Khidr'. ` While examining the different Mamlük buildings in this chapter, we will 
find that a lot of emus and suliäns were in fact, strongly influenced by Sufism which will be 

seen to be reflected in the choice of epigraphy on the external and internal facades of the 

religious buildings. 

Because they are roofed by means of columns and beams - or arches - creating a hypostyle hall effect. 

I See Fihris al-'A: hdr al-lsldmivvah bi-Madinat al-Odhirah, issued by Maslahat al-Misähah, 1951. 

s See op cit. al-Magrizi (14th C. ), Khilal, vol. 2, p. 312. Also see J. Spencer Trimingham, The Sufi Orders 
in I släm, Oxford, 1973, p. 170. 

For a general description of Baybars and his religious firmness see Jonathan Bloom, 1982, Pp. 74-76. 
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This mosque is located today in al-Dähir Square. According to al-Magrizi', it was 

in (665 A. H., 1266 A. D. ) that the suliän decreed the construction of this mosque. 2 Al- 

Magrizi goes on to describe how Baybars went out with his ministers and muhandisln 

(literally geometricians, meaning architects in modern terminology) to find a suitable site for 

this building. They finally agreed to use the sultän's favourite polo site in al-Husayniyyah, 

north of the Fatimid walls of Cairo. 

After measuring the site, the suliänn talked about the building and the process of its 

construction and he decided that the rest of the square should be as a waqf (endowment) for 

the mosque. He also had the hay'ah (image) of the mosque drawn in his presence. He 

suggested that the door should be like that of the Madrasa al-I)hähiriyya, and that a qubba 

(dome) should be built over its mihiräb (prayer niche) of the same size as the dome of the 

famous jurist al-Shäfi`T. He wrote letters at the same time to different places requiring marble 

columns to be sent from every place, also that camels, buffaloes, kine and other beasts of 

burden should be sent from every province. He wrote likewise for iron appliances and good 

timber for the doors and ceilings. He also appointed officers to supervise the building of the 

mosque. Al-Magrizi goes on to say that the suliän left after that to visit the madrasa of Cairo 

where he sat and talked to the imams appointed to it, and stated that he had laid the 

foundation of a mosque for Allah's sake and that he had put a waqf to serve it for His sake 

as well, and that when he died he would not want to be buried there. He also specified that 

he would not like the features of the place to be changed after his death, because he had done 

what he had done for the sake of Allah Transcendent. 3 

The building was begun in the middle of Jumada II, 665 A. H. and on the following 

year, the sulian left Egypt for Syria and took possession of Jaffa. He took a quantity of wood 
found in the Citadel of Jaffa and slabs of marble, and put them in one of his ships and sent 
it to Cairo. He ordered the timber to be used in a screened enclosure in the mosque (magSara 

or royal box4) and to use the marble for the mlhrdb. An inscription on a great slab of 
limestone over the mihrab gives 666 A. H. as the date of the dome, which has not survived. 

op cit. al-Magnzl (14th C. ), Khilal, vol. 2, p. 299. 

2 This is confirmed by an inscription on a slab over the doorway within the north entrance porch. The date 
666 occurs also on a slab over the west entrance. 

3 ibid., vol. 2, Pp. 299-300. 

See Chapter Four. 
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Al-Magrizi goes on to say that on the first of Muharram 667 A. H., Baybars visited 

the mosque on horseback to view it, and found it as beautiful as could be and was pleased 

with its being finished in so short a time and with so much care. He gave robes of honour 

to those who carried out the work -a typical Mamlük way of rewarding the master builders 

and architects. It is said that these robes were very elaborate and worth a large sum of 

money. Al-Magrizi gives the names of the two persons who took the task of building the 

monument: al-Sahib Bahä' al-Din Ibn flanna and the Emir `Alam al-Din Sanjar al-Surüri (who 

was the governor of Cairo at the time). The mosque was finished and inaugurated by the 

sultan in (Shawwäl 667 A. H., June 1269 A. D. ) and a Hanafi khaltb (he who gives the 

Friday speech) was appointed to the mosque. ' 

This building is the first Mamlük Friday congregational mosque which according to 

K. A. C Creswell, who adopts a historical formalist theory of evolution to explain Islamic 

architecture, resembles to a great extent that of the Fatimid Mosque of al-Hakim - which in 

turn relied mostly on the dimensions of the Mosque of `Amr Ibn al= A§ as far as its size and 

I ibid., vol. 2, Pp. 299-300. 

r figure z. 1 Plan of the Mosque of Bgyban al-Bundugdlri. (After Creawelq 
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organization is concerned which followed itself the model of the Mosque of the Prophet in 

Madina. Creswell explains a lot of the features of the Mosque of Baybars as foreign 

influences from Syria and Mesopotamia. ' (Fig. 5.1) 
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Figure 5.2 The main portal of the Mosque of liayhw- is pointed and rvve-ed, 
in a projecting lower-like Arudure. (Creswell) 
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The plan of the mosque is a square, l00x l00m and the height of its external wall is 

topped by a row of crestings (sharafat colloquially known as 'arayis al-samd' or "brides of 

the heavens") in the shape of triangular geometrical crenellations. The four corners of the 

external wall are visually emphasized by four square towers. 2 Three projecting portals give 

access to the entrance halls, and into the Sahn (courtyard). The main portal is a pointed arch 

which leads to an entrance hall roofed by a slightly pointed compound dome. (Fig. 5.2) The 

secondary portals are also pointed, but lead to intersected vaulted entrance halls. (Fig. 5.3) 

The intersecting visual lines from these three points of access, correspond to the exact centre 

of the Sahn which in turn, is axial to the magS ra, the dome above the mihrdh, and the 

mihrab itself. The significance of this arrangement has not been discussed by historians and 

art-historians. One cannot he sure whether there was a central water fountain (fawwarah) 

overlaid on the centre of the courtyard or not. Having suffered a good deal of misuse in the 

past - in Napoleon's time it was used as a fort - and part of the qibla arcade having been 

closed off and set aside for use as a mosque in modern times, it is hard to visualize the 

complete plan the way it was built. 

K. A. C. Creswell, Muslim Architecture of Egypt, Oxford, 1937, vol. 2, p. 172 

z For a full description and the measurements of this mosque see Su'3d Mähir, Masäiid Mi. tir wa Awliyd'uhd 
al-Salihun, Ministry of Awgaf, Cairo, n. d., vol. 3, Pp. 34-37. 



Chapter Five 149 

According to Creswell's reconstruction of the plan, the axial doorways lead to the 

courtyard (Sahn). The Sahn is surrounded by riwägs (arcaded aisles), the largest being that 

of the qibla. In its centre is a mihrdb ending in a pointed semi-dome. The large clear space 

in front of the mihräb - three aisles by three aisles - indicates the place of the maq. üra which 

was originally covered by an enormous dome resembling that of the mausoleum of al-Shäfi`i 

which would indicate that its square base was topped by mugarnasat (stalactites, a system by 

which transition from square to circle was achieved in medieval times). By also following the 

prototype of the mausoleum of al-Shäfi'T, it would follow that the dome above the mihräb 

would have been pointed. 
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Figure 5.4 The main facade of the Mosque of Baybirs m illustrated in the "Description de ! '6gypte", showing the surviving square 
be of the minaret above the portal. 

In the Napoleonic "Description de L'Egypte", a lithographic print of the main facade 

of the mosque shows the square base of what was a minaret above the main entrance gateway 

(Fig. 5.4) - axial to the mihrdb, and magSüru. This minaret has been theoretically 

reconstructed by Jonathan Bloom who has done extensive research on this mosque and has 

speculated that it probably looked like the one placed above the entrance of the Madrasa of 

Sultän Shcili which had a square base followed by an octagonal storey and ended in a 

mabkhara (literally incense burner) ribbed pointed top. ' 

Bloom, after his theoretical reconstruction of this mosque, says that the fact that the 

combination of portal and minaret was ignored by Creswell weakens the latter's formalist 

argument on the origins of this mosque2. (Fig. 5.5) He says that this is what prompted other 
historians such as R. Stephen Humphreys, to explain the form of this mosque in terms of its 

visual attributes. Humphreys accordingly says that this mosque resembles fortress architecture 

See the full argument in Jonathan M. Bloom, "The Mosque of Baybars al-Bundugdari in Cairo", Annalcs 
lslamoloeigues, Tome XVIII, 1982, Pp. 50-51. 

2 See Creswell's architectural evolution theory of this mosque in op cit. Creswell, 1937, Pp. 161-172. 



Chapter Five 150 

rather than reflecting religious character. ' He adds that because the Mamliiks derived their 

power from their military supremacy, this mosque was intended to leave no doubt about the 

political and religious legitimization of the new ruling class, a visual message of a fortress 

of Sunni Islam - because it followed to a great extent the Mosque of the Prophet - fortified 

under the power of the Mamldks. 

Mosque of the Emir Ulmäs al-Häjib: (No. 130 on plan) 

Emir Seyf al-Din Ulmas was one of the Mamlüks of Suliän al-Malik al-Näir 
Muhammad Ibn Qaläwün. He was promoted several times and became influential to the 

degree that he assumed the role of "vice-suliän" - he was not titled as such. According to al- 
Magr7zi, he fell into disgrace for two reasons: first for having spoken ill of the sultan during 

his absence to the IIijäz; and second for his appalling personal conduct2. His belongings 

See Stephen R. Humphreys, "The Expressive Intent of the Mamluk Architecture of Cairo: A Preliminary 
Essay", in Studia Islamica, 35,1972, Pp. 69-119. 

2 He used to raise pigs in his stables and sell them to the foreigners - prohibited in Islam. He was also 
infamously known for his homosexuality. See Chahinda Kaum, Maraud Urnara' al-Sul an al-Nair Ibn Oaldwan, 
PhD thesis, Cairo University, 1979, p. 33. 

r figure 5.5 Reconstructed axonometric of the Mosque at Bayban according to 

Jonathan Bloom. 
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consisting of a large amount of gold and silver which was confiscated by al-NAir Muliammad 

along with "huge amounts of extremely fine marble". He was hanged in 734 A. H. ' 

According to al-Magrizi, this mosque was built in (730 A. H., 1329-30 A. D. ) during 
the reign of al-Nä it Muhammad Ibn Qalawün. (Fig. 5.6) This period is renowned for the 
building activity that was encouraged by the sultan himself and his emirs. The mosque is 
located on the intersection of al-Hilmiyyah Street and al-Qal`ah Street. The main facade has 

a central portal flanked by two niched windows. High above the windows is a band of 
epigraphy carrying the following dud' (prayer): 

In the name of God the merciful the compassionate, 0 God, You who will 
bring people together on the Day of Judgement, bring us together with 
sincerity, loyalty, humility, God fear, self scrutiny (murägabah), light, 

certitude, knowledge ('ilm), gnosis (ma'rifah), ... , and the real 

' See op cit. Su'äd Whir, n. d., vol. 3, p. 174. 

2 op cit. al-Magnzi (14th C. ), 
-K-hi-la-1, vol. 2, p. 307. 

r figure ). o ewe of the Mosque of Fm7r urns d. flIJ b. (After Kader) 
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understanding of the Qur'an, make us enter in the entrance of Truth 

(adkhilnä madkhal Sidq), and reinforce us with Love (al-Mahabbah). 

These lines are located on the right hand side of the door, the epigraphy continues 

on the left hand side as follows: 

and make us leave from an exit of Truth (akhrijnä makhraj Sidq), and 

give us victory through Your Power, you are the Transcendent, the 

Glorified, the All-Hearing, the All-Victorious, Unique, Able, Alive, Alert, 

Merciful, Compassionate, He who has a kingdom is (missing word) I ask 

by the name of thy Glory that has filled the corners of your Throne (arkän 

`Arshak) and with thy Ability that has created your Creations and with thy 

Mercy that is All-Encompassing and with thy Knowledge that encompasses 

all things. "' 

1 op cit. Chahinda Karim, 1979, Pp. 41-42. (My translation). 

I IgUIC 5.7 flit I'atiadc of the MoSyuc of l'htüz JwMug tilt Iw11al, nIiuarc4, chant, 
windows and hand of epigraphy running acrws its length. 
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This du`ä' obviously indicates Sufi influences: first in the differentiation between 

knowledge and gnosis; their the reference to the real understanding of the Qur'än (by ta'wi ) 

and in the repetitive mentioning of the Divine Names; in mentioning the entrance and exit of 

Truth which is a reference to a bodily life in Truth and a spiritual resurrection to Truth; and 

finally in the mention of the Throne of God which as we will see in Chapter Seven plays a 

central role in the cosmological symbolism of Sufism. This Süfº influence is furthermore 

emphasized in another band of epigraphy on the window located above the portal where 

Ulmäs refers to himself as al fagfr ila Allah (the poor to God)' which is a typical term used 

by Sufis when referring to themselves. 

Also worth mentioning here is the fact that most of the epigraphy used in MamlUk 

religious architecture is located at a height on the facades that does not allow it to be legible. 

This suggests that Mamlük epigraphy was not really meant to be read and that its significance 

must have been other than that. We will see that traditionally speaking, Islamic calligraphy 

is considered to have a sacredness which it implicitly embodies by the fact that it depicts the 

Actual Word of God - whether in the form of the Qur'an or in du'd'. 

Unlike other Mamlük buildings, the interior of 

the mosque is lower than the street level. According 

to Chahinda Karim, this is due to the gradual rise in 

the street level in the following centuries. The portal 

is also different in that it is not in the shape of a 

pointed arch; instead it is flat and recessed. (Fig. 5.8) 

Grouped stalactites descend from the top of the portal 

recalling stellar shapes (aibäq najmiyyah) which have 

at their centre a star shape which is in Arabic termed 

tirs (a pivot) - because from it, the rest of the 

geometrical shapes emerge. 2 The significance of such 

a composition is not interpreted in any historical 

handbook of Islamic art. 

See op cit. Su`äd Mähir, n. d., vol. 3, p. 176. 
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Figure 5.8 The xliI ttke portal or 1 6... 

2 op cit. Chahinda Karim, 1979, p. 49. We will sec in Chapter Six, that this is a typical manifestation of Unity 
in multiplicity and multiplicity from Unity. 
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The interior of this hypostyle mosque is angled so that the correct orientation toward 

Makkah is established; that is to say that it is not on an axis with the line of the main facade, 

which is aligned with the street. Al-MagrIz says that most of the marble in this mosque was 

transported from "the islands of the sea" (juzur al-bihar probably Greek islands), and from 

Syria and Turkey. ' Because the column capitals and bases are diverse, it seems that they have 

been reused from old buildings. The arches used in the arcade are pointed and vary in size. 

Due to the small area of the mosque, the riwäq of prayer is equal in depth to two others (the 

northern and southern roofed arcades) and is not the largest of the four riwägs; it houses a 

deep set mihrab. Chahinda Karim mentions that an old photograph of the Mosque of Ulmäss 

was found in the year 1902 A. D. which shows that the courtyard had a fountain which has 

been removed during one of the many restorations that have been made to this mosque. ' She 

does not say what was the form of the fountain. (Fig. 5.9) 

Figure 5.9 The ü>tcriur of ltýc .I wyua" of t Ln: is Ircing lha gibfu ii. iq. Not, the lurgcr ccutu 4 

colonnade leading to the mihräb. (Ilaultoeur & Witt) 

The most prominent position in the mosque, that of the street intersection, was 

reserved for the mausoleum which is a characteristic of Mamlük architecture. It follows the 

typical traditional change of sections from square to octagon to circle, culminating in a point. 
Internally the zone of transition from the square to the circle is by means of five rows of 

stalactites. Eight windows pierce the octagonal drum and eight others the dome itself. A 

second marble mihräb is located in the mausoleum which deviates from the mihrab in the 

op cit. al-Magrzi (14th C. ), Khüai vol. 2, p. 307. 

2 op cit. Chahinda Karim, 1979, p. 40. 
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prayer area by thirty-three degreesl. The body of Emir Seyf al-Din Ulmäs is buried in a 

basement vault underneath this chamber. 

As for the minaret, this lies on the main facade flanking the right side of the portal. 

The base is a square which is transformed into an octagon by means of four inverted triangles 

and is followed by a cylindrical third storey ending in a pointed domical top. According to 

Su`äd Mähir, this last section was restored by the Ottomans? Neither she nor other historians 

suggest any interpretations to this transition of form commonly used in Mamlük minarets. 

Mosque of Suliän al-Malik al-Näsir Muliammad at the Citadel: (No. 143 on plan) 
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Figure 5.10 Plan of the Mosque of a{-N6Nr Mulianunad at the CkadeI. (Dept. of AnUqukies) 

The Suliän al-Nä§ir Muhammad was one of Qalawün's five sons. He ruled for a total 

of forty two years in three different stretches from 1293 to 1340 A. D. Being a man of 

courage and intellect, his reign marked the climax of Mamlük culture and Islamic civilization 
in Egypt. Al-Nä it was an active builder, who also encouraged his emirs to build and his 

reign is credited with over thirty mosques, madrasas, and khanqahs. He concentrated state 

power in the Citadel, making it the political, military, and administrative centre of the 

I ibid., p. 83. 

2 op cit. Sund Whir, n. d., vol. 3, p. 179. 
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Mamlük regime; however, this mosque is all that is left of his vast building program at the 

Citadel. The mosque which is large enough to hold 5000 worshippers, was the principal 

mosque of the Citadel. (Fig. 5.10) 

There are three inscriptions in the Mosque of al-Näsir: one over the north entrance, 

one over the west entrance, and one composed of wooden letters nailed to planks of wood, 

the latter runs round the square base of the dome above the mihräb. These inscriptions have 

suffered in the lapse of the centuries, and the only surviving one is that of the west entrance 

and bears the date 718 A. H. Al-Magrizi` states that this mosque was built by Suliän 

Muliammad in 718 A. H., but he adds that it was destroyed and rebuilt in 735 A. H. Traces 

of the original masonry of the mosque (fragments of the old crestings in the form of 

geometrical crenellations for example), show that during the second stage of construction the 

existing walls were heightened. According to Hautecoeur and Gaston Wiet, the semi-circular 

crestings that now exist are also not original and were added for defense purposes during 

British colonial times'. Al-Magrizi also says that the sulidn increased the area of the building 

when he rebuilt it. But Creswell assumes that this destruction cannot have been complete 

because of the inscription which still exists over the west entrance. ' (Fig. 5.11) 
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op cit. al-Magnzi (14th C. ), Khiiai, vol.?, Pp. 212,325. 

Z Hautecocur & Gaston Wiet, Les Mosauees du Caire, Paris, 1932, vol. l, p. 287. 

3 See K. A. C. Creswell, "A Brief Chronology of the Muhammadan Monuments of Egypt", Bulletin de l'Institut 
Francais d'Archeolocie Orientale, 1919, p. 93. 

r igure 3.1 1 The main facade or the Mosque or al-Niiiir as it exits today alter i(a walls 
were heightened. (Ishmnic Cities Organization) 
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There are two entrances to this mosque: the main entrance is a pointed recess outlined 

by a trefoil arch with stalactites and flanked on its right jamb by the main minaret. The 

western door is a smaller entrance and Su`äd Mähir suggests that it was probably used in the 

time of al-N. Uir to allow him to his maq. ara'. (Fig. 5.13) 

This mosque is in the hypostyle arcaded courtyard type, and considered to be among 

the first layouts of Sahn and riwdq (roofed arcades). The riwaq of the gibla consists of four 

aisles while the others have only two. An interesting observation is that in the Mosque of 

Baybars al-Bundugdäri, and all future Mamlük hypostyle mosques, these riwägs run parallel 

to the internal walls of the courtyard, i. e., facing the centre of the building, rather than 

running parallel to the direction of the qibla. This point has not been discussed by historians. 

The dome above the mi/ rab occupies three spans. The exterior of the dome is famous 

for being covered with green fiance. It is interesting to note that a dome was known in 

MamRik times as a qubba khacIrä'2 (literally a "green dome", but we will see in Chapter 

Eight that in the traditional sense it denoted the "dome of the heavens"). The dome itself is 

pointed and carried on five rows of stalactites that transform the square base of the dome to 

an octagon. A band of epigraphy beneath the springing point of the stalactites bears Qur'Anic 

verses that relate to prayer and to the virtue of those who build mosques. (Fig. 5.14) 

op cit. Su`äd Mähir, n. d., vol. 3, p. 136. 

ibid., vol. 3, p. 138. 

Figure 5.13 Section of the Mosque of W-NUlr showing the arcades facing the centre or the 

courtyard rather than the giöla. pdonde Capitals Organization) 
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The mihräb itself was restored several times, firstly by the Sultan Qaytbdy and 

secondly by the Ministry of Antiquities, so that one cannot know for sure if the surviving 

mihräb has any of the original's form or decoration. The pulpit (minbar) is a modern addition 

made by Lajnat 1-lifdh al-'Athär in 1949. On the whole, the interior of the mosque as it is 

today, appears to he unusually austere and plain; this is because the Ottoman Sulidn Selim 

(known as "The Grim") carried off to Istanhül all of its marble panelling. 

The arches that are used in this mosque are pointed and slightly horse-shoe shaped. 
The columns of the magSüra have been reused from ancient Egyptian temples as indicated 
by their capitals and bases. Su`dd Mdhir quotes Ihn al-Däwadlir in "Kanz al-Durar" that the 

Figure 5.14 The internal urgAniz4iun +nd cone of t arnitiun or the dorre 

above the mihrdb In the AMo. que of &I-Nahar. 
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sultan had ordered these columns to be removed from the temples and to be transported 

during the flood of the Nile up to Cairo. He mentions that thousands of people had to pull 

them until they were brought to their final destination. ' 

The ceiling of this mosque has been described by several historians as being 

extremely ornate, covered with gold leaf'-. Major C. M. Watson described the ceiling of this 

mosque as especially worthy of notice, saying: "It was painted in bright colours, with much 

gilding, and ostrich eggs are fixed in the spaces between the corners of the hexagonal 

panels. "3 this is a departure from the Sunna of the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon 

him) - which was discussed in Chapter Four - who distinctly ordered Muslims not to 

ornament their mosques excessively. 

The minarets have square bases, that are changed into 

an octagon by means of triangles obliquely positioned and are 

immediately followed by two cylindrical sections topped by a 

bulbous pointed finial. Doris Behrens-Abouseif says that while 

the location of the western minaret, near the main entrance of 

the mosque, is normal, the location of the other minaret on the 

northern corner of the prayer hall needs explanation. She says 

that the Citadel had been the residence of the sulidns since the 

end of the Ayyubid period and contained not only this new 

mosque with the barracks of the Mamlüks to the north, but also 

various residential structures including the official part of the 

royal complexes to the south. The western entrance of the 

mosque was the ceremonial one used by the sulfän coming 
from his apartments, while the northern one faced the dwellings 

of the Mamlüks and served as a public entrance. The western 

minaret addressed the prayer call to the inhabitants of the royal -------- 1' Igul'e S. 1 
_5 '11it miawrd pIYttid to 

apartments, from which it was quite visible, while the northern 1h e rii''' of the °'" p-IA 'ranee. 

ibid., vol. 3, p. 132, quoting al-Däwadätri, Kan-Lai-Diarar, vol. 9, p. 383. 

2 See Abul 'Abbas Ahmad al-Qalgashandi (14th C. ), Suhh al-A'sha /P Sinä'at al-lnshü, Där al-Kutub al- Misriyya, n. d., reprinted in Cairo, 1918, vol. 3, p. 375. 

3 See Major C. M. Watson, The Mosque of Sultan Nasir Muhammad Ebn Kalauun In the Citadel of Cairo, Cairo, 1931, p. 6. 
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minaret was close to the ears of the more public quarters. The northern minaret in addition 

to being higher than the western one, has a feature that allows its blue faience decoration to 

shine against the sky and be seen from the royal apartments, despite the distance and angle 

of vision. ' This might suggest that the minaret acted as an external landmark to the mosque. 

These two minarets, differ from others of this period in two ways: contrary to all 

Mamlük examples, their bases are below the present roof level of the mosque. This is because 

they were built in the 718 A. H. stage of construction - before the walls were made higher. 

(See Fig. 5.15) Second, they have fluted bulbous ends and glazed faience decoration on their 

sides. This was a time of friendly relations between the Mongols of Persia and the 

Mamluks2; one result of this was that the ambassador to the court of Abu Said returned to 

Egypt, brought with him a craftsman who is said to have built two minarets for the mosque 

of Emfr Qn§ün on the pattern of the minarets of the Mosque of `Ali Shah at Tabriz. It is in 

the opinion of Doris Behrens-Abouseif that this craftsman from Tabriz must therefore have 

been given the opportunity to apply his talents to the sulian's building. ' Another point worth 

mentioning is that, unlike the Iranian minarets, 'al-Nasir's minarets are built in stone. In this 

context one should ask how far involved the Tabnzi craftsman was in the architecture of the 

two minarets, apart from designing their faience decoration. It seems that the Egyptian 

masons had the ability to adopt new patterns while executing them in the technique and 

materials they were familiar with. 

Mosque of Aliinbugha al-MÄridäni: (No. 120 on plan) 

Aliinbugha al-Märidäni started his career as a cup-bearer (sago and ended as the 

governor of Aleppo. Judging by his name he must have been originally owned by a person 

who came from Mardin in Turkey - hence his name al-Maridani. This emir also married the 
daughter of Suliän al-Nd it Muhammad. ̀ 

Doris Behrens-Abouseif, The Minarets of Cairo, The American University in Cairo Press, Cairo, 1985 (a), 
p. 80. 

2 Richard B. Parker et al., Islamic Monuments in Cairo, The American University in Cairo Press, Cairo, 
1985, Pp. 240-241. Sulian al-Nälir Muhammad had established diplomatic relations with the Mongol court of Iran and was married to a Mongol princess. 

' op cit. Behrens-Abouseif, 1985(a), p. 78. 

4 op cit. Su`äd Mähir, n. d., vol. 3, p. 233. 
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The mosque is located in al-Tibbänah Street in al-Barb al-Alimar. The plan resembles 

to a large degree that of the mosque built by Sultan al-Nä. ir Muliammad at the Citadel. We 

mentioned earlier in this section that ample documentation attests to al-NUir Muliammad's 

great interest in building, not only his own foundations, but also to his frequent 

encouragement of his emirs to build for themselves. He sent them official contributions of 

various kinds: marble, wood, workmen, builders or architects. This is particularly true in the 

case of this mosque, for not only was marble and wood provided out of the private allowance 

of the suli5n, but as a special mark of favour the chief architect of the court mu'allim Ibn al- 

Suy5 , was sent to lay out the mosque and to build the minaret. ' (Fig. 5.16) 

An inscription in the bay of the west entrance, over the door, states that it was 
founded in (739 A. H., 1339 A. D. ). Another inscription above the window over the door, 

states that it was finished in (740 A. H., 1340 A. D. ). According to al-Magrizi, it was 
inaugurated on Friday the 24th in the month of Ramadän that year. 2 

op cit. Parker et at., 1985, Pp. 110-111. 

2 op cit. al-Magr? zi (14th C. ), hitat vol. 2, p. 309. 

l IgUrC 0" 10 Pawn of the Mosque of Atinbugha al-M 3rid ini. (Dept. of Antiquities) 
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The Mosque of al-Märiddni is considered to be one of Cairo's most spectacular 

hypostyle mosques. Three entrances lead to the central courtyard. The main portal is a 

pointed vault. (Fig. 5.17) The centre of the courtyard has an octagonal water fountain roofed 

by a dome carried on eight columns. (Fig. 5.18) According to Doris Behrens-Abouseif this 

fountain was not part of the original design, but a later addition - she does not tell when it 

was constructed. ' The rectangular Sahn is surrounded by four riwags, the largest of which 

being that of the qibla (four bays while the other three consist of two hays). The gihla riwaq 

is separated from the rest of the mosque by a mashrabiyya' screen. Because fine quality 

wood was scarce in Cairo and therefore prized, it was used primarily for decoration. (Fig. 

5.19) This screen belongs to the earliest period of rnashrabiyya work; Behrens-Ahouseif says 

that it resembles to a great extent that of the earlier mausoleum mashrabiyya work in the 

complex of Qaldwün' - which will he examined in section 5.1.2. 

' Doris Behrens-Abouscif, Islamic Architecture in Cairo: An Introduction, E. J. Brill, Leiden, 1989, p. 115. 

2 Mashrabiyya work is an Islamic craft which was stimulated in Egypt by the shortage of fine wood for 
panelling. The basic principle is straightforward: a lattice is constructed of turned oval shapes joined together by 
short turned and ribbed links. The different types of mashrabiyya depends upon the size of the wood that is turned. 

` ibid., p. 114. 
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In front of the mihräb there is a magSara domed area consisting three bays by three 

hays. Its arches are supported by eight red granite Pharaonic columns, and resembles to a 

great extent that of al-Näsir Muliammad's Mosque at the Citadel. The mihrdb has a pointed 

semi-dome top decorated by radiating patterns of marble. (Fig. 5.20) The pendentives of the 

dome as well as the inscriptions in the interior are all made of painted and gilded wood'. Al- 

Magrizi notes that the columns that were used in this mosque were originally used in the 

Mosque of Rashid (Rosetta)2. This indicates that the reuse of materials did not discriminate 

between Islamic and other sources. 

' ibid., p. 114. 

2 op cit. al-Magnzi (14th C. ), Khiiai, vol. 2, p. 308. 

Figure 5.19 The mashrabiyya screen sepuraling the gibla riwäq Tran the cauri. 
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The facade follows the curve of the street so that the discrepancy between the 

orientation towards Makkah and the street alignment is taken care of by the "stepped" 

arrangement of the exterior. The facade is divided into shallow panels with stalactite hoods, 

with two windows in each panelled recess. (Fig. 5.21) 

The minaret, next to the entrance, shows new elements 

that set the model for the design of future minarets. The square 

shaft stage projects from the rooftop in a very reduced form, and 

is no more than a transitional area between the mass of the 

mosque and the minaret - whereas the octagonal section was the 

one that was reduced in the Mosque of al-Nä it Muliammad. 

Two octagonal sections follow that. The mabkhara end (literally 

"incense burner" because it resembles its shape) is eliminated, 

and is replaced by a small dome supported on eight slender 

columns - sometimes referred to as a pavilion, serving as the 

final stage. It is the first instance of this type of minaret top 

which became the distinguishing mark of MamlUk minarets in the 

following period. ' (Fig. 5.22) 

Mosque of Emir Agsunqur (Blue Mosque): (No. 123 on plan) 

Shams al-Din Aqsunqur al-Ndsiri, an emir of one hundred soldiers and a commander 

of one thousand, was al-Näsir Muhammad's master of the hunt, and his son in law. He 

changed his position several times until he became the one responsible for the sultitn's 

construction projects (shadd al-`ama'ir al-suhäniy), iyyah). He was one of the most important 

emirs at court, especially under the ephemeral successors of Sulidn al-Ndsir. 2 

According to two inscriptions, this mosque was commenced on the (16th of Ramadan 

747 A. H., 31st December 1346 A. D. ), and worship was first celebrated there on Friday (3 

Rahi' 1748 A. H., 13th June 1347 A. D. ). The mosque was restored and largely rebuilt in the 
interior by Ibrdhºm Agha Mostahfadhdn in (1062 A. H., 1652 A. D. ) who added the blue tiles - 

op. cit. Parker et. al., 1985, p. 108. 

Z For a more detailed history of bar Aqsunqur, see op cit. Sued M thir, n. d., vol. 3, p. 235. 

Figure 5.22 n,. a.., A r. - Al ridoini. 
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which were either imported from Istanbul or from Damascus and gave the mosque its third 

name, al-Jami' al-Azraq (the Blue Mosque). (Fig. 5.23) 

Creswell's opinion' is that the external walls are original save the east wall which 

is attributed to the Ottoman period. Furthermore, he adds that the interior appears to have 

been slightly changed and hypothesizes a reconstructed interior space. Al-Magrizi confirms 

that the interior was vaulted by saying: "... this building was constructed by the Emir 

Aqsunqur al-Na in from stone and made his roofing in the form of stone vaults"2. Ibrahim 

Agha apparently, when reconstructing this mosque, did not follow the original divisions and 

spacings between the columns so as to provide for space for his mausoleum, yet, the dome 

over the mihräb seems to be original as it is similar to others of the same period. ' 

op cit. Creswell, 1919, p. 103. 

2 op cit. al-Magnzi (14th C. ), Khiiai, vol. 2, p. 309. 

3 The Mosque of Emir Tankvbugha, (764 A. H., 1362 A. D. ) and the two mausolea of Suliän Sha'ban's 
Madrasa, (770 A. H., 1368-9 A. D. ). 

Figure 5.13 I'i of the MOnquc or Aq%unyur. (Aller Meüierkc) 
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Al-Magriz7 adds that Emir Aqsunqur, the original founder, was very concerned with 

the construction of this mosque to the extent that he participated in its construction himself 

as an act of piety: "... he even used to carry the soil with the builders with his hands and used 

to be late for his lunch - being so engrossed with the work... "'. 

The plan of the mosque is that of an open courtyard (Sahn) and four riwaqs. Attached 

to the north-western corner of this mosque is the tomb of Sulidn al Malik al-Ashraf; although 

seemingly well integrated to the building, it was built in a later date. The pointed vault portal 

and entrance hall lead to a winding corridor (majaz) which accommodates the difference 

between the street orientation and that of the qibla. To the left hand side of the entrance is 

the mausoleum of the son of al-Näsir, which was built before this mosque, it follows the 

street alignment rather than the qibla - unlike all other Mamlük mosques. 2 The mausoleum 

is square and changes section into the circle by means of what appears at first sight to be a 

row of stalactites but is in fact four squinches - the patterns that are in high relief give the 

sensation of a three dimensional effect. A cantilevered octagonal wooden frame is seen to 

project in the interior space of the chamber. Aqsunqur's mausoleum itself is said to have been 

in the precinct of the mosque, but it no longer survives. (Fig. 5.24) 

' ibid., vol. 2, p. 309. 

2 op cit. Su'äd Mähir, n. d., vol. 3, p. 237. There is no explanation for this. 

P igure 5.24 ii u 1-i . of the mywwlcuin dirnc to ing the o IAX, )nal wiwdcn (5"; unc. 
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Al-Magriz tells us that in (815 A. H., 1412-3 A. D. ) the Emir Tüghän al-Dawädär 

constructed an octagonal water fountain in the centre of the courtyard roofed by a dome on 

pillars - this fountain also no longer survives. He says: "in its centre, emir Taghan al- 

Dawädar, constructed a water pond (birkat mä) and roofed it and put marble columns to it 

which he acquired from the Mosque of al-Khandaq. "` Su`dd Mdhir, a contemporary Islamic 

art-historian, writes that Emfr TGghän, "had constructed a water fountain for ablutions 

(fasqiyyah lil-wuclü'). " This is a typical misinterpretation, casually made by historians based 

on preconceived utilitarian ideas related to elements in Islamic buildings. Al-Magnzi's 

description does not say that the fountain was to be used for ablutions, it simply describes the 

construction of a fountain and the marble columns that were acquired to roof it. We will see 

in Chapter Eight that the symbolism of the water fountain in Mamlük times had a spiritual 

function, based on a cosmological model that was derived from Qur'änic verses and from Sufi 

hadith literature. 

The riwaq of the qibla is not roofed 

as all other Mamlük buildings are by wooden 

beams, instead, it is cross vaulted. Michael 

Meinecke tells us' that this is a typical 

Syrian influence that Aqsunqur had picked 

while he was appointed governor of Tripoli. 

The piers are also of a unique form never to 

be repeated again in Egypt: they are 

octagonal and are transformed by means of 

triangular transitions to a square at the point 

where they meet the ground. A dome above 

the mihrlib bay is also atypical as the square 

base is transformed to an octagon and then to 

a circle by means of squinches rather than 

stalactites. On the other hand, the mihräb in Figure 5.25 The pointed mihrnb at the untre or (tie yi61n wrli. 

the centre of the gihla wall is a pointed 

arched niche made of carved white marble and ending in a pointed semi-dome. (Fig. 5.25) 

' op cit. al-Magnzº (14th C. ), Khiiai, vol. 2, p. 310. 

'See Michael Meinecke, "Die Moschee des Amirs Aqsunquran-Nilsiri in Kairo", Mitteilungen des Deutschen 
Archaoloaischen Instituts Abteilung Kairo, Band 29,1, Verlag Philipp Von Zahern, Mainz, 1973, Pp. 9-10. 
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The minaret of the Mosque of Ägsunqur 

is one of the most impressive Cairene minarets in 

shape, proportions and placement. It is not 

located at the portal, but at a more strategic 

location, the southern corner, projecting into the 

street and thus dominating the southern part of the 

building, and acting as a landmark. (Fig. 5.26) 

By examining drawings made by prominent 

nineteenth-century illustrators of Cairo, such as 

David Roberts, and Pascale Coste, we find that 

this minaret consists of four stories instead of the 

existing three'. Doris Behrens-Ahouseif says: 

"the first story is circular and plain, the second 
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circular and ribbed, the third was octagonal, and Figure 5.26 1 i� .....,.,.,, ,fi mucyuc orÄgrunqur 

ailing ar a landiu. u k. 

the fourth is composed of the usual pavilion of 

eight columns supporting a bulb... "'. 

This description would make this minaret a unique case in that it has no square base, 

and that in this case the usual transition from square to octagon to circle followed by the 

Mamlüks was not respected. But in fact, on close observation, it is evident that there are two 

reduced sections at the base of the minaret that start by a square, followed by a reduced 

section of an octagon - the transition is by means of oblique triangles placed at the corners 

of the square with their base at the top and their tip pointing downwards. These two reduced 

sections are then followed by the circular section, the octagonal, the eight pillared pavilion, 

and finally by the bulbous top that Behrens-Abouseif describes. The notion that a section of 

a minaret is considered to be one only when it takes a considerable elongation is misleading 

and gives a distorted description of the sequential transition of form from one section to the 

other. No matter how small a section of a minaret or dome is, it is vital to take it into 

consideration. In the coming chapters - Seven, Eight, Nine, and Ten - we will be analysing 

the qualitative aspects of form and geometry as well as the symbolisms of each of the 

elements that constitute a MamlºUk religious building. 

op cit. Behrens-Abouscif, 1985(a), p. 88. 

2 op cit. Behrens-Abouseif, 1989, p. 115. 
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5.1.2 THE MADRASA AND MOSQUE/MADRASA TYPE 

The Mamliik period, following the inherited Ayyubid system of ensuring the 

continuity of Sunni practice in Egypt, continued to encourage the building of madrasas. The 

typical arrangement was that of four Iwans axially located on the four sides of a quadrangular 

central courtyard. There were numerous madrasas in the Balire Mamlük period, some of 

which were complexes which included other functional buildings such as a hospital 

(märistan), a fountain (sabtl), or a mausoleum (dari1). The khanqah which to a great extent 

resembles the madrasa in its form is categorized differently in this chapter according to its 

emphasized Süft function. Furthermore, from the point of view of form, the khangah is 

different from the madrasa in its incorporation of Sufi cells (khalwdt), as well as a qa`a (hall) 

for hudar - both related to Süfi practises as discussed in Chapter Two. 

Complex of Sultän Qaläwün: (No. 43 on plan) 

The Sultan Qaläwün was a Tartar from the Qipchaq region of the lower Volga. Sahli 

al-Din al-Ayyübi was the first importer of slaves from this region and Qaläwün was one of 

his Mamlüks who became suliän in 1279 A. D. and founded a dynasty that ruled for almost 

a century. ' 

This complex located in al-Mu'izz Lidirr-Illah Street (in al-NaJ hdstn or Coppersmiths 

quarter) provides the earliest monumental examples of the new styles and techniques brought 

to Egypt from Syria, and dramatically illustrates what was to become the "hallmark" of 
MamlUk architecture: imposing scale and profusion of ornament. ' The complex consists of 

a hospital (maristdn), mausoleum (dari1), and madrasa all attributed to Qaläwün with the date 

(683-4 A. H., 1284-5 A. D. ). The whole complex, with its three components, was built in 

thirteen months; al-Magrizl's comments on this saying that: "when a spectator contemplates 

this huge monument and hears it was built in such a short space of time he often will not 
believe it. "' 

I op cit. Parker et at., 1985, P. M. 

2 See Gaston Wiet, Les Mosgu6es du Caire, Les Livres de France/Hachette, Poitiers, 1966, p. 17. 

3 op cit. al-Magnü (14th C. ), translated in Parker et al., 1985, p. 199. 
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According to al-Magrizi', the Madrasa al-Mansüriyya was commenced in Safar 684 

A. H. and finished in Jumada I of the same year. The plan of the madrasa is that of a Sahn 

and four iwäns. The portal of the complex is a horse-shoe arch with a pointed arched 

doorway. The door itself is covered with bronze polygons and star-shaped patterns. This leads 

to a corridor which in turn leads to the madrasa entrance on the left, and the mausoleum on 

the right - and originally led at the end of this corridor toi t! I nniriN-On. (fir,. 5 ? 7) 

Figure 5.28 view or the qit (Nä,, (CrerweIl) 

1 op cit. al-Magnzi (14th C. ), Khiial. volt, p. 406. 

r figure ß. L7 plan or the Complex or Sultan Qahiwvn. (Aller Creswell) 

Figure 5.29 The prayer iwö, nmihrub. 
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The madrasa was meant to be entered 

through a winding corridor (majäz) which lies 

back in relation to the entrance used today, which 

was originally the window of the north iwän. ' 

The qibla iwan (the eastern) is divided into three 

aisles by columns, (Fig. 5.28) the central part 

being the widest and leading to a horse-shoe 

shaped mihrob. (Fig. 5.29) A screen-wall of 

grouped semi-circular arched openings and 

circumscribed by a pointed arch separates the 

qibla iwän from the courtyard. (Fig. 5.30) 

Creswell says that this qibla iwan and the 
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Figure 5.30 Screen-wall epýrvºing the gtha iwýn rrom treatment of the mihrkb show strong Syrian 
the halm. (Cr. wc0) 

influence. Very little remains of the octagonal 

water fountain located in the centre of the courtyard. It is difficult to reconstruct its form, as 

the original sources do not describe it. But if we were to speculate, it would probably be the 

usual octagonal domed pavilion frequently used in Baliri Mamlük religious architecture. 

For more information on the rnadrava, sec op cit. Creswell, 1937, p. 196. 

- e, - -- -- - ----. °.. r--ý"""R -.. -5..... ",., �K.. u.. ýunau'nausoicwn ayuunucr. (Aller Creswell) 
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The mausoleum is axially located 

opposite the Sahn of the madrasa. Its original 

entrance was also offset, and was located 

opposite the original entrance to the madrasa. It 

is approachable through a small arcaded 

courtyard. The tomb chamber is an octagon in a 

square - reminiscent of the Dome of the Rock in 

Jerusalem. ' (Fig. 5.31) Its pointed arches on 

square piers and granite columns carrying an 

octagonal drum, culminate in a circular pointed 

dome (rebuilt at the turn of this century). 

Underneath the centre of the dome lie the tombs 
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One is immediately struck by the verticality and 

the grandeur of scale and extent of the profusion of the use of ornament, colour, and gilding. 

An octagonal mashrabiyya wood lattice work, commissioned by al-Nä it Muhammad shows 

intricately designed geometrical patterns of excellent quality. 2 (Fig. 5.32) 

Against the qibla is a mihräb, which resembles that of the mihräb in the madrasa, 
because mother-of-pearl was used in its decoration. Michael Meinecke accordingly says that 

Byzantine craftsmen must have worked in it. ' Doris Behrens-Ahouseif says that the 

mausoleum became a site where rituals such as those of appointing new emrrs to Syria took 

place. ' She adds that a teaching programme for instruction in the four rites of Islamic Law 

were carried out in the mausoleum. This teaching programme was considered to he different 

than that of the madrasa of the same complex, because it was planned to have a different 

waqf (endowment). Besides that, the usual sessions of Qur'änic reading were carried out 

throughout the day in the deeply recessed window spaces. 

' Sec op cit. Creswell, 1937, Pp. 192-193. 

Z See full description in op cit. Creswell, 1937, vol. 2, p. 194. 

3 See Michael Meinecke, "Das Mausoleum des Qalä'un in Kairo - Untersuchungen zur Genese der 
Mamlukischen Architektur-dekoration", Mitteilungen des Deutschen Archaoloeischcn Instituts Abteilung Kairo, 
27,1971, Pp. 47. 

op cit. Behrens-Abouseif, 1989, Pp. 98-100. 
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A noticeable characteristic of the mausoleum walls and the madrasa qibla wall is the 

varying depth of the stone thickness. This is apparent in the difference of depth of the 

windows which allows the facade to be aligned with the street, while the interior orientation 

is angled so as to conform with the direction of prayer. The excessive thickness of the walls 

is not structurally necessary and gives an effect of a cave out of which the spaces of the 

building have been carved. This gives a great feeling of interiority to the complex. 

Like many other features of the 

Qaldwün complex, its minaret' seems to 

emerge suddenly into the urban setting of 

Cairo without stylistic precedent either in the 

city or elsewhere. Unlike previous Cairene 

minarets, such as that of al-Dhdhir Baybars, 

this minaret is set at a distance from the 

entrance. It stands on the northern corner of 

the building with the mausoleum dome and the 

rest of the complex to its rear. (Fig. 5.33) 

From this exposed position it faces two of the 

most prominent gateways of Fatimid Cairo: 

Bdb al-Nasr and Bäh al-Furiih. These 

gateways were the starting points for the post- I" 

investiture processions of the sultans through 

the city to the Citadel. The tradition of these 

processions which was begun by Saldh al-Din, 

ended after the death of Sultan al-Nä it Muhammad. 

On the summit of the first square storey of the minaret and under its first gallery is 

an inscription of al-Näsir Muhammad, recording repairs carried out by him in 703 A. H. This 

was after the great earthquake which occurred in the last month of 702 A. H. This first square 
bottom storey of the minaret along with the middle one have similarities to the Fatimid 

Mosque of al-Juyüshi. Yet, the interlacing arcades tilled with carvings around the third storey 

- added by Qaläwün's son al-Näsir - recall Moorish detail and resemble al-Näsir's own 

minaret in the madrasa next door. Doris Behrens-Ahouseif says that Moorish details are an 

See description in op cit. Creswell, 1937, p. 195. 

Figure 5.33 n�" monw, i of QIJN'Un mied m another mignpokit 

to the rnedk%al dret4 or ('giro. 
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indication of the work of craftsmen from Andalusia who were no longer able to practice their 

skills in Spain and so had gone to Cairo, where building activity was intense at that time. She 

adds that the unfitting cap crowning the upper cylindrical third storey is an Ottoman 

contribution. ' What she misses out while trying to trace the origins of the influences on the 

minaret is that between the second square section and the third circular section is an octagonal 

balcony carried on stalactites which was used by the mu'adhdhin (he who calls the prayer) - 

see Fig. 5.33 above. In Chapter Nine we shall see the relevance of this octagon in the 

sequence of geometrical transformations of form. 

Richard B. Parker, Robin Sabin, and Caroline Williams2 - following the same 

historical approach as that adopted by Creswell and Doris Behrens-Abouseif - say that the 

facade of the complex of Qaläwün has a gothic appearance. (Fig. 5.34) They also add that: 

"its interior sumptuousness which was probably no accident, since he /Qaläwün] was familiar 

with Crusade churches of Syria, and many artisans of that region displaced by war were 

attracted to Cairo by the patronage of the new ruling elite. "' 

1 op. cit. Behrens-Abouscif, 1985(a), p. 70. 

2 Basing their theory on op cit. Creswell, 1937, p. 198. 

3 op cit. Parker et al., 1985, p. 199. 

a ague c J. -P7 i ne la('IIOC Uf me Complex Ul tMA%Mhl. (ISIUlllf Ualdak Organization) 
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Madrasa and Mausoleum of Sultän al-Näsir Muhammad: (No. 44 on plan) 

According to al-Magr zi', this building was commenced by Ketbugha and rose to the 

level of the gilded band on the exterior facade which includes the inscription containing the 

date (695 A. H., 1295-6 A. D. ), before Ketbugha was deposed in 696 A. H. In 698 A. H. al- 

Näsir Muhammad came to the throne for the second time, and ordered the completion of the 

building, which was finished in (703 A. H., 1303-4 A. D. ). (Fig. 5.35) 

Martin S. Briggs argues that the facade of the Madrasa of Sultan al-Nasir suffers 

from a most disadvantageous location. 2 From the south it is hidden behind the corner of 

Qaldwün's complex and dominated by its massive minaret. Seen from the north, it is squeezed 

between the Madrasa of Sulidn Baryüy (the Circassian Mamlük sulidn) and the minaret of 
Qaläwün, and in fact its famous gothic portal - taken from the Church of Saint John in Acre - 

op cit. al-Magnzi (14th C. ), Khiial, vol.?, p. 382. 

2 Martin S. Briggs, Muhammadan Architecture in Egypt and Palestine, Dacapo Press, New York, 1974, 
p. 102. Also mentioned in op cit. Creswell, 1937, p. 235. 

N figure 5.35 Plun of the Madrasa or ul-NiMr 11Iuhuiunrd. (Alter 

crceweIq 
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and praised by al-Magazi as one of the most magnificent in the world', cannot be seen until 

one stands right in front of it. (Fig. 5.36) There is an inscription on the lintel of the entrance 

which opens into a corridor separating the madrasa from the mausoleum; it bears the date 698 

A. H., which is the date at which al-Nair Muhammad declared the work complete. It was on 

that day that an imam (leader of congregational prayer) was appointed to lead the people in 

the five daily prayers. 

jY 

Figure 5.36 The P-' (W of the Ala eusa of W-Sultin at- 
Figure 5.37 The kerl-arched mihrdb of the Madrou of &I- 

Niiiir acquired from the Churn of Saint John in Acre. N+sir Iu-Altd in the centre of the gibla i" n. 

The general plan is the same as that of Qalewün's. The madrasa lies on the left and 

the mausoleum on the right as one enters. The madrasa is the first in Cairo to have four 

pointed vaulted iwans around the same court, one for each of the schools of Sunni 

jurisprudence: Mdliki (main iwün), Shdti'i (northern iwän), l anbali (western iwdn), and 

lianati (eastern iwdn). 2 An octagonal water fountain is located at the centre of the courtyard. 

The gihla iwdn is the largest and has a stucco mihräb in the form of a deep-set keel arch. 

(Fig. 5.37) The other three iwans are smaller in size but are roofed with pointed vaults. 

AI-Nasir Muliammad's favourite son Anük is buried in the mausoleum which is 

entered from an entrance vestibule; al-Ndsir himself is buried next to his father in the 

' Sec al-Magrizi's quote translated in ibid., p. 234. 

2 Sec op cit Creswell, 1937, p. 239. 
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Qaläwün complex next door. The mausoleum dome collapsed in 1870 A. D. and was never 

replaced. The zone of transition in the burial chamber is formed of three rows of stalactites 

transforming the square into an octagon. ' Following the traditional Mamlük forms of 

mausolea, we may presume that the dome would have been pointed. (Fig. 5.38) 

The minaret of the Madrasa of al-Näsir is located above the portal, as in the case of 

the Mosque of Baybars al-Bunduyddri, thus emphasizing it. (Fig. 5.39) The square shaft has 

an inscription that is very high up and hardly legible - confirming that epigraphy was not 

always meant to be read. This band of epigraphy and stucco decoration does not cover the 

whole wall of the minaret, but leaves an undecorated space over the whole length of the 

western corner of the minaret. (Fig. 5.39) The reason for this is left to speculation. Doris 

Behrens-Abouseif thinks that one has to consider the difficulty confronting craftsmen at work 

with the whole building in mind, remembering that there was a mausoleum dome close to the 

northwestern corner of the minaret - almost touching it, as the surviving base of the dome 
indicates. 

See op cit., Su'dd Whir, n. d., vol. 3, p. 130. 

Figure 5.39 'I'hr wader. rle. WNýn of the 

miumrd IotWrd Lbuve Ilke porid. 
Figure 5.38 r: l ri�r icw ur the mýuwdcirn, xhowing the suniring 

octagorwl zone of trynsitiun. It vhuuld be noted thnl had the dome turviv. d, 
It would have been very dune to the minaret shalt. 
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By the time the construction of the 
dome was complete, it would have hidden 

and blocked this corner of the minaret, 

which would not have been decorated until 

after the completion of the dome. Behrens- 

Abouseif thus concludes that the craftsmen 

in charge of the decoration were obliged not 

only to leave this portion undecorated, but 

also to start the inscription at a point where 

they had enough room to stand and work. 

Had they started the inscription on the 

portal side (i. e., the eastern side) as was 

usual on minarets of the same period, the 

inscription on the northern band would have 

been interrupted at the point where minaret 
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and dome met. (Fig. 5.40) It was only by Figure 5.40 closer examination show., that the epigraphy does not 

start on the rastern face of the minaret - unlike all other minarets or this 

starting the inscription on the northern side ", "d. 

of the minaret that the text could have been completed before reaching the dome on the hack 

side. Behrens-Abouseif concludes that it is clear that in medieval Cairo, buildings were not 

always planned beforehand to the last detail. ' This would indicate a certain degree of 

spontaneity in the design and building process, and rules out the use of drawings for design 

purposes such as we know them today in the form of working drawing details. However, as 

we shall see in Chapter Six, drawings were made to show the patrons a picture of the finished 

building. 

Madrasa and Mausoleum of Zeyn al-Din Yüsuf (Zd)viyat Zeyn al-Din Yüsuf : 

(No. 172 on plan) 

According to the contemporary historian Laila `Ali Ibrahim, Zeyn al-Din Yüsuf was 
a Sufi as indicated by an inscription over the isolated north-east portal of the monument which 

refers to him as a shaykh of an unnamed iartya (Sari order). She believes that he was 

probably the founder of the `Adawiyya Süh order in Egypt because Shaykh Zeyn al-Dºn was 

1 op cit. Behrens-Abouscif, 1985(a), Pp. 73-74. 
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related to `Adiy Ihn Musäfir al-Umawi, a very famous Süfi of the twelfth-century A. D. (d. 

557 A. H., 1162-63 A. D. ). ' Accordingly, the Madrasa of Zeyn al-Din Yüsuf has sometimes 

been referred to as the zäwiya of `Adiy Ibn Musäfir. 2 Laila Ibrahim refers to Ibn Dugmäq, 

the fourteenth-century historian who describes this building as a shrine (magdm) of the Sufi 

Shaykh `Adiy Ibn Musäfir. And since shrines were always single burial places - as opposed 

to several people being buried in the same mausoleum which was standard in Mamlük times - 

this explains why only a single burial was held in it, that of the Safi Shaykh `Adiy. 

Above the main entrance (noteworthy for being the earliest surviving one to use 

stalactites) is an inscription of 17 lines giving the date of the shaykh's death as (Rabi' I 697 

A. H., December 1297 A. D. ), and the date of completion of the building as (Shawwäl 697 

A. H., July-August 1298 A. D. ). Another inscription on the entrance of the mausoleum shows 

a later year indicating that this building had undergone restoration in the year (725 A. H., 

1325 A. D. ). Yet, Creswell is doubtful about the sense in which this date is used. ' 

N 

- 697/1298 

bc[on 7Z1/IJ25 

723/1325 

736/1136 

Figure 5.41 Plan of Ute Madrosa of Zeyn al-Din Y isuf. (I. rilu All Ibr. hlm) 

1 See Laila `Ali Ibrähim, "The Zlwiya of Shaykh Zain al-Din Yüsuf in Cairo", Metteiluneen des Deutschen 
Institut, Band 34, Cairo, 1970, p. 85. 

2 ibid., Pp. 79-80. Also sec op cit. Creswell, 1937, p. 229. 

3 See argument in op cit. Creswell, 1919, p. 85. 
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According to Creswell, the way in which the hands of inscription run round the Sahn 

and its four iwdns appears to follow the rules of the end of the thirteenth-century, but the fine 

hand of inscription which runs round the base of the dome of the mausoleum is on the 

contrary very similar to those found in the dome of the Mosque of al-Mihmandär built in (725 

A. H., 1324-5 A. D. ). ' This suggests to Creswell that the madrasa was either restored or built 

in two stages. Standing in al-Qddiriya Street is another gateway with a plaque above the 

doorway containing an inscription according to which the gateway was commenced in (736 

A. H., 1335-6 A. D. ) which indicates that the building was executed in different periods of 

time rather than having been restored in a later year. (Fig. 5.41) 

The madrasa has four pointed vaulted iwäns arranged axially from the centre of what 

was originally a courtyard - now it has been roofed. The four iwüns are not equal in size, and 
the widest and deepest is not the gihla iwän but the southern one. (Fig. 5.42) Laila `Ali 

Ibrähhim says that this was probably due to the restrictions imposed on the architect by the site 
itself. A stucco band of epigraphy runs around the courtyard and the four iwdns unifying 

them, and bears a dedication and prayer (du'ä) to the Sufis and servants of the building - 
described here as a shrine (maqam): 

1 ibid., p. 85. 

Vigure 5.42 Imrri -iew o1 the sahn - now roofed -facing the gibln wan. 
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May God, renew (or return) the baraka (blessings) of the glorious Qur'an 

upon whoever founded this magäm (shrine), and the tugayä' (Sufi residents 

or visitors, [should be atgiyä']) and the khuddhm (servants) with the baraka 

(intercession) of Sidi `Adiy ... (two words are missing)' 

oh! 

"E 

Figure 5.43 Keel-arthea mihrdb 
in gibla iwdn. (Creswell) 
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The mihrdb of the qibla wall is keel-arched and made of stucco, it is reminiscent of 

that of the madrasa of al-Näsir Muhammad. (Fig. 5.43) The tomb is in the south corner to 

the right of that mihrdb. The dome is unusually high and rests on a triple-tiered stalactite- 

squinch system which alternates with a triple tier of windows with stained glass insets. These 

windows decrease in number with height upwards - from three to one. (Fig. 5.44) Another 

simple keel-arched mihrab shows the direction of the gibla in the mausoleum chamber. 

Externally, the tomb walls are surmounted by a row of crestings. These crestings must have 

been continuous throughout the length of the facade, but were removed when the second floor 

was built - which was the later addition. The upper floor probably consisted of Sufi cells or 

living units after the building had become a zäwiya. 

Another external portal, other than the one leading to the zäwiya building, has 

survived. Although separated from the whole building, it can he seen as an indicator of an 
external portal and wall surrounding the complex; i. e., leading to the several portals within 
the external wall. Laila Ibrahim says that this external portal was probably built to attract the 

attention of medieval Cairene visitors to the shrine: 

Translated in op cit. Laila 'Ali lbrähim, 1970, p. 82. 

Figure 5.44 Traa+ition zone in the nwuslewn drone showing dylw{ileequlndi 

system, and window organization. (Creswell) 
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Cairene Egyptians attached great importance to regular visits (ziyära) to the 

tombs of Saints regardless of their sect, and distributing alms. There in the 

cemeteries, developed a whole organization for such visits headed by a 

shaykh with guides to conduct the visitors and ziyära books' [manuals] to 

explain the shrines. ' 

Accordingly, what Laila `Ali Ibrähim implies is that the external portal took the role 

of the minaret: it became a "sign" to attract the attention of the passers-by for ziydra. 

Mosque of the Emir Al Malik al- Okandär (al-Madrasa al-Malakivvah): (No. 24 

on plan) 

AI-Malik al-Jükandär was originally bought as a slave by Baybars in 676 A. H. After 

having been given to one of his sons, he was promoted several times. He was famous for his 

intelligence and extreme piety' At Malik was assassinated in Alexandria during the reign of 

al-Kämil Sha`bän in 747 A. H. During his life, Al Malik constructed a congregational mosque, 

a hammäm (bath), afunduq (hotel), a stable (isiabl), and two houses all of which have not 

survived. ̀  On the other hand, there is a mosque that is attributed to him which was not 

mentioned by al-Magrzzi but was mentioned in al ̀Asgalänis, and Ibn Iyyäs° but has 

probably not survived as well. Finally, there is the Madrasa al-Malakiyyah' which we will 

examine here, also known as the Mosque of Al Malik al-Jükandär. 

To categorize this building under mosque or madrasa, we should first explore its 

original functions. A1-Magrizi tells us that this building had a storage space for books 

I Such as Ibn al-Zayyät, al-Kawdkib al-Sawdrah fr Tarttb al-Zivdrah, Bulaq, Cairo, 1907-8. 

2 op cit. Laila 'Ali Ibrahim, 1970, p. 98. She further says that there were itineraries for one, two, or three-day 
tours in the cemetery beside the common tours for Thursdays, Fridays, and the feasts. 

I See op cit. Chahinda Karim, 1979, Pp. 160-162. 

4 ibid., Pp. 170-171. 

s Ibn I: iajar aI-'Asgaläni, al-Durar al-Kdminah 17A van a! -M4'ah at-T dminah, Hayderabad, vol. 1, p. 411. 

Ibn iyas (d. after 1525 A. D. ), Bad1'i' al-Zehar IT Waad'i' al-Duhfr, Cairo, 1403 A. H. /1982 A. D., p. SS. 

7It is al-Magnzi who calls this building the Madrasa al-Malakiyyah after Ä1 Malik's name. op cit. aI-Maq&T (14th C. ), hilai vol. 2, p. 392. 
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(khazona), and had a teaching programme of fiqh according to the Shdfi`i rite and hadith as 

ordered by Al Malik. According to this information we may conclude that it must have been 

intended as a madrasa rather than a mosque. ' (Fig. 5.45) 

In `Ali Pacha Mubärak's "al-Khilal al-Tawji-yiyyah"2, this building is referred to as 

Zäwiyat Halümah, and it is said that it was a place where Sufis gathered every Tuesday as 

well as for the mawlid (birthday) every year. Actually, Fialümah was a Moroccan guardian 

of the madrasa who had devoted his life to take care of the place, and hence the place derived 

its new name "Zäwiyat Halümah". 3 

An inscription to the right and left of the doorway of this building states that it was 

built in (719 A. H., 1319 A. D. ). The portal is a deeply recessed stalactite pointed arch, typical 

of the Mamlük period. (Fig. 5.46) The madrasa is of the four-iwein type, and these iwdns are 

pointed arches in the Mamlük style. The qibla iwan has a pointed mihräb with a stucco hand 

ibid., vol. 2, p. 392. 

2 'Ali Pacha Mubärak, al-Khüai al-Jadrda al-Tawrgiyyah li-ML r wal-Qaltira, Cairo, 1306 A. H., vol.?, 
p. 243. 

3 For more information on Shaykh Halüma, sec op cit. Chahinda Karim, 1979, Pp. 177-178. 

vigureb. 45 ii of the Madrusa of Al M: Jik aI-Juk: uidvr. (Urvxwcll) 
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of Qur'änic calligraphy running along its silhouette and joining the four iwäns as well as the 

central space together. (Fig. 5.47) The southern iwän leads to a small vaulted chamber - 

instead of being domed - which is the tomb of sha)ykh Halümah. The sources do not mention 

where the body of Al Malik is interred although Creswell claims it is in this vaulted room. ' 

But because this room is not domed, and because it is so small, Chahinda Karim inclines to 

the conclusion that it was a side room to the madrasa and was later used to bury Shaykh 

l-lalümah, the mosque servant. ̀  

nom.: '.. 

J 

q .4x 

ý 

. 

Sý. 

Figure 5.46 me xlalui{ilc Iwi1a1 of the i: luLnsa sIw o typiiAi Brhri 

Nl mldk features. 

The central Sahn of this building is roofed with a wooden ceiling that extends to roof 

the four iwdns as well. This madrasa is considered to be the first to have a covered sahn. 

The existing roofing has a square opening that carries an octagonal lantern in its centre - 

reminiscent to lanterns in domestic gd'as (reception halls) of the Mamlük period. ' The base 

is transformed to the octagon by means of four triangles placed obliquely with their tips 

pointing downwards - these are usually used externally in the zone of transition of minarets. 

Because this building has been repeatedly restored, one cannot he sure whether this is the 

original roof or not. 

See op cit. Creswell, 1937, vol. 2, Pp. 270-272. 

Z See op cit. Chahinda Karim, 1979, Pp. 177-178. 

' See for example the lanterns of the Mamlük houses of al-Seieimi, and Katkhuda in Cairo. 

Figure 5.47 The mibräb of the giNa iwae. 

(('res dl) 
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Mosque of Emir Ahmed al-Mihmandär (al-Madrasa al-Mihmandäriyyah)h. 

(No. 115 on plan) 

Emfr Ahmed Ibn Aqüsh al-`Azizi al-Mihmanddr was the chief of protocol and of the 

army (Nagib al-Juyüsh); he died in (732 A. H., 1331 A. D. ). This small building dated (725 

A. H., 1324-5 A. D. ) by a band of inscription which runs across the east facade - lies further 

down the barb al-Almar. It is called once a madrasa and once a khanqah by al-Magrizi'. 

It is one of the oldest buildings of the quarter. (Fig. 5.48) 

The facade is a very good example of the Mamlük style. The main portal tapers 

upwards and ends in a pointed arched semi-dome by means of stalactites. The whole facade 

is divided horizontally by a great tiräz or historic inscription band. The wall ends in a row 

of trefoil crestings exhibiting solid parts that are identical to the voids between every two of 

these crestings - but are inverted. The minaret is a crude Mamlük model, representing the 

traditional change of sections from square to octagon by means of obliquely sculptured 

triangles. The third stage is missing, and was probably circular. 

op cit. al-Magnzi (14th C. ), Khiial. vol.?, Pp. 399,418. 

Figure 5.48 Phut or the Madinsa al-Atiunyid-A riyyYh. (Alter Crt-Awclp 
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As for the exterior of the mausoleum dome, it typically displays the transitional zone 

of an octagon, followed by a circular drum, and topped by a pointed ribbed dome. (Fig. 5.49) 

Internally, the dome passes through a series of transitions: from square to circle by means of 

stalactites arranged in a squinch-like form. The second row of this stalactite formation clearly 

delineates the form of an octagon. (Fig. 5.50) The band of Qur'dnic epigraphy in the 

mausoleum bears the verse of the Seat of the Throne (al-Kurst)` in which the vastness of both 

Seat and Throne is described. 

Figure 5.49 Exterior view of the vertüvlly ribbed 

mau, oktin dime. (Creawaiq 

There is an interesting observation which has escaped art-historians who have 

examined this building: what demands attention regards the windows of the mausoleum 

chamber. When closely examined, we find that they are positioned obliquely in the direction 

of the centre of the tomb - where the cenotaph is placed. This is a substantial indication that 

asserts that windows of mausolea, were meant to show the tomb to passers-by thus instigating 

the process of du'd' and hence achieving blessings to the deceased. 

Qur'än: 2/225. 

Allah there is no god but He, the Living, the Self-Subsisting, Eternal. No slumber can seize 
Him nor sleep. Hic are all things in the heavens and on earth. Who is there who can 
intercede in Hic presence except as He permits? He knows what (appears to Hic creatures) 
before or after or behind them. Nor shall they compass any (part) of His knowledge except 
as He wills. His Throne does extend over the heavens and the earth, and He feels no fatigue 
in guarding and preserving them for He is the Most High, the Supreme(in glory). 

Figure 5.50 Interior view of the donne ! showing aquineh-ioldüle 
formation. 
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On the other hand, the interior of the building is that of a small courtyard madrasa 

with four Iwans. According to Chahinda Karun, the courtyard has been roofed recently in 

1907.1 The miAräb is plane and unornamented and takes the shape of a pointed arched semi- 

domed niche. The north Iwan is arched and separated from the court by means of an elevated 

step and two columns. The thickness of the walls varies greatly as in most Mamlük buildings 

which had to follow street alignment externally, and gibla orientation internally. Because this 

mosque has been restored twice - the first being by the Ottoman SuliAn Alimad III in 1135 

A. H., and the second by the Antiquities department in 1893 A. D. " - it is difficult to assess 

if the entire organization is Mamlük or not. 

Mosque/Madrasa of Emir AMlam al-Bahä'i al-Silalidär: (No. 112 on plan) 

Bahä' al-Din AMlam was a Qipchaq Mamlük who became the sword-bearer of Sultan 

al-Nair Muhammad, who appointed him an emfr of one hundred soldiers and commander 

of a thousand. As a victim of vicious slander he was imprisoned for six and a half years 

having been accused of treason, and his fiefs (igld`) were taken from him. ' It was not until 

the end of al-Näir's reign that his rank was reinstated. He has been described as a kind man, 

known for his good deeds. ̀ Al-MagrizT says that he was a pious Süfi shaykh (a/ ad al- 

Mashayikh) who sat at the head of hialgas or circle of students - that is to say he was a 

teaching scholar as well. ' 

The site in which this mosquelmadrasa was built is outside the Bab Zuwayla area 
which was until the thirteenth-century a Fatimid and Ayyubid cemetery. It is likely from the 

arrangement of this building that AMlam built his mausoleum first and subsequently added to 

it the mosque/madrasa. (Fig. 5.51) An inscription on a large slab above the south door states 
that it was commenced (JumAda 1745 A. H., September-October 1334 A. D. ), and finished in 

See op cit. Chahinda Karim, 1979, p. 201. 

I See op cit. Creswell, 1919, p. 95. Also see op cit. Creswell, 1937, p. 274. 

s Chahinda Karim, The Mosque of Aflam al-Bahl -I al-Silahdär (746/1345)", Annales islamoloeiaues, Tome 
XXIV, Cairo, 1988, p. 19. 

op cit. Parker et at, 1985, p. 115. They do not mention the source. 

See op cit. al-Magrizi, Khilal, vol. 2, p. 35. 
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(Rabi' 1 746 A. H., October-November 1345 A. D. ). The brick dome of the mausoleum at the 

south-east corner of the main facade is fluted and pointed, resting on an octagonal zone of 

transition. (Fig. 5.52) It has an inscription of the al-Kurst verse, (the Seat of the Throne) as 

was commonly the case in Mamlük times. 

Figure 5.51 Phan or the Madrvsa or Emir ARlrm al-SiIah dir. (Alter Kessler) 

N figure 5.52 Southern f4t dc xho ing uc(ond. u') culraur, J, i, nJ iun .u1. 
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The main entrance is a stalactite portal outlined by a trefoil lacing ornamentation. 

(Fig. 5.53) The secondary door which leads directly into the sahn is trilobed. The main portal 

leads to an entrance hall which in turn leads to the sahn through a winding corridor (majliz). 

The interior plan is a variation of the four-iwan madrasa and presents several surprises. The 

first is that the secondary entrance leads directly into the mosque. Chahinda Karim presumes 

that it must have been the private entrance of the emir. ` (Fig. 5.54) The second peculiar 

thing is that the east, west and north-south iwdns are of different heights. Above the north and 

south iwäns with their flat ceilings are the rooms of the occupiers of the establishment which 

are completely isolated from the rest of the building. They are set behind the court facade. 

The west iwan is another surprise; above the arched recess there is an open balcony 

that overlooks the Sahn. (Fig. 5.55) All these features are explained hypothetically by 

Chahinda Karim' who says that the top floor must have been a mashyakhat Sufiyyah 

(meaning that it was not a khanqah in the full sense because there are no Sütº cells, but it was 

a place where Süt7 practices would he performed, i. e., dhikr, and hudür). Accordingly, she 

concludes, such areas would have been used by SÜºti students and shaykhs. 

op cit. Chahinda Karim, 1988, p. 238. 

2 See argument in ibid., p. 246. 

Figure 5.54 iwY .ir . ic. or ýrrrcrid 3aAý xhoNiýyS seavwýi4ýry 

eWrancc leading to its emirr. 

Figure 5.53 Nui� ,, A. 
trefoil pvüern. 
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Figure 5.56 The gibla iwan Milh ducro pointed m4Ar6b. 

A second balcony, no more than a bridge, spans the opening at the base of the west 

iwän - this was probably a dilala (bench) of the muballigh (literally "informer"; he repeats 

what the leader of prayer is saying so that the people in the hack rows can follow). The qibla 

iwän is arched and has a flat wooden roof - because of the floor above it. (Fig. 5.56) The 

mihräh located as usual in the centre of the qibla wall is covered in stucco decoration, its 

form is a slightly stilted pointed arch. This mosque/rnadrasa is amongst the three Baliri 

Mamlük buildings that have roofed Sahns. The present roof and lantern are additions made 

in 1900', accordingly, we do not know what the original roof was like. 

The minaret follows the Mamlük model of square, and octagon; the third section is 

circular but dates of the Ottoman period. It could he presumed that it was originally circular 

following the other surviving contemporary cases - see Fig. 5.52. The transition from square 
base to octagonal second storey is not in the usual inverted sculptured triangles, but of 

pyramidal shapes that seem to secure the octagon into its place. The crenellations used in the 

exterior of the mosque are very elaborate versions of the trefoil crestings that are familiar to 

the Mamlük period; these consist of five lobes. As is the case with all medieval crestings, the 

void spaces between every two crestings are inverted replicas of the solids. 

ibid., p. 247. 

Figure 5.55 wt-iwö. ehoNing - open Lrknný. 
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Madrasa and Mausoleum of Emir Sarghatmish: (No. 218 on plan) 

The full name of Emrr Sarghatmish is Sayf al-Din Sarghatmish al-Nä iri. This 

Mamlük renowned for his beauty', was acquired by Sultan al-Ndsir Muhammad and grew 

up in the corps of jamad2rs (or keepers of the wardrobe). His prominence dates to the reigns 

of al-Näsir's minor sons when Sarghatmish took an active part in the battles waged on their 

behalf. He was one of the principal agents in the re-election of Sultän Hassan, and thereafter 

virtually ruled the kingdom in his stead. Suliiin Hassan chafed at this and accordingly ordered 

his arrest. He died in his imprisonment in Alexandria in (759 A. H., 1358 A. D. ). He is buried 

in this madrasa, in the domed-tomb chamber which projects into the street. (Fig. 5.57) 

This four-iwan madrasa planned building lies attached to the north-east wall of the 
Mosque of Ahmed Ihn Tülün. (Fig. 5.58) According to al-Magrizi2, it was in (Jumada 1 757 
A. H., May 1356 A. D. ) that this madrasa/mosque was completed. Al-Magnzi describes the 

op cit. al-Magnz7 (14th C. ), Khiiai, vol. 2, p. 405. 

2 ibid., vol. 2, p. 403. 

r figure . 3. J / Min or the Madnua or Sih4mihh. (Aller i iLunic ('apiL4 Orginizilion) 
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official opening ceremony of this madrasa saying that Sarghatmish invited Mamlük emirs, the 

judge of judges of the four rites (gadral-qudäh lil-arba `at madhahib) as well as the `ulama'. ' 

He appointed the fiqh tutor, arranged for the hadith lessons, and decided on its endowment. 

Its students were preferably to be chosen from Persian origin (min al-'Ajam)`. Some 

madrasas and khanqahs especially in the first few decades of the Bahn rule were exclusive 

institutions that were open to foreigners only. Soon after, this situation changed to incorporate 

members of the society at large. 

Figure 5.58 Aerial view of the Aladrasa or garyhalini+h fron, the neighbouring Mosque of A ironed Ihn 
tülün 

showing the interiority of MmrnI ik religkiue Yrcihilttture. 

The portal is a stalactite one, ending in a pointed semi-dome. The stalactite formation 

gives the impression of a cave. Immediately on the left jamb of the portal is the minaret. 
(Fig. 5.59) The doorway leads through to an entrance hall, which by means of winding 

corridors (majaz) lead to the central courtyard. Geometrical crenellations are used to crown 
the walls of both the external facades as well as the internal courtyard. In the centre of the 

courtyard is an octagonal water fountain which has lost its dome, and around it are four 

vaulted pointed iwans. Doris Behrens-Ahouseif says: "In the middle of the marble paved 

1 ibid., vol. 2, p. 404. 

2 See op cit. Su'äd Whir, n. d., vol. 3, p. 275. 
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courtyard is an ablution fountain in the shape of a pavilion of eight marble columns which 

most likely once had a dome, like that of the Sultan Masan mosque. "' (Fig. 5.60) It cannot 

have been possible to design this fountain to be used for ablutions since a very large area to 

the left hand side of the qibla facade was reserved for an ablutionary (mayda'a) which would 

make this specific utilitarian function of the fountain redundant and useless. 

I 

Figure 5.59 A tyPKW ii ii niamiuk 
composition of d ii idile portal end minLrd. 

In the angles of these four iwans are the dependencies: halls, library, and the living 

units for the `ulamä', students, and servants. This madrasa is a good example of the type 

founded in the mid-fourteenth century by Mamlük emirs in support of higher studies of 

Qur'än, Prophetic hadtth, and jurisprudence (flqh). One senior and three junior `ulamd' were 

appointed. Sixty students were enrolled who were to devote themselves exclusively to study 

the Hanafi rite. There was also a school for orphans established and attached to the foundation 

-a sort of annex. It accommodated forty children, and was run by a teacher and an assistant 

who taught them the Qur'an, al-khali (calligraphy), `ilm al-liisdh (arithmetic), and other 

subjects. 

I op cit. Behrens-Abouseif, 1989, p. 121. 

Figure 5.60 The udagunal ruuntrin placed at the centre of the courtyard of the 

Madnosa of Sarg 4sn +h %ý originally duped. 
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Apart from the pointed iwäns, are rooms for the students on the ground level as well 

as three other floors. The qibla iwdn is roofed centrally by a dome. I believe that it is because 

laterality (providing longer rows) is recommendable in the Sunna, that two spaces accessible 

to the central domed area project to the right and left of the square domed space, thus 

providing a rectangular praying area - with the long side parallel to the qibla. Doris Behrens- 

Abouseif says that the marble slabs that were located in the prayer hall - now in the Islamic 

Museum in Cairo - are floral, and that one of these slabs has an arabesque decorative 

composition incorporating: "two hands holding stalks, a lamp, and birds. Hasan `Abd al- 

Wahhdb writes that marble with animal representations and grapes were found under the floor 

of the madrasa"'. Behrens-Abouseif finds no explanation to such representations. We will 

see in Chapter Eight that such patterns in courtyards were representations of Gardens of 

Paradise. 

There are two domes in this madrasa. (Fig. 5.61) One is above the mihrdb - it had 

collapsed and has been rebuilt according to old documentation found of the original dome - 
and the other is above the tomb of the founder. Both domes are unique in that they have a 

slightly bulbous shape. This form became characteristic of the domes of Central Asia at the 
beginning of the fifteenth-century A. D. Externally, the two domes have octagonal zones of 
transition. Internally, the transition of the dome above the mihrüh is carried out by means of 
seven rows of stalactites, which change the square into an octagon at the fifth row. The 
following two rows smooth out the octagon into a circle. 

ibid., p. 121 

r figure S. Ö L Stttkin in the mýuaokINn, cou tyard, and dome of the inihn76. (IxI. anic ('apit4 OrKanfz4ion) 
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On the other hand, the mausoleum dome is lined by five continuous rows of stalactites 

similar to those used during the Ayyubid period. The change in form from square base to 

circular top is very gradual. An octagonal wooden cantilevered frame is supported at the base 

of the mausoleum chamber. Four windows pierce the stalactite zone, followed by eight 

windows piercing the dome itself. (Fig. 5.62) The significance of the octagonal wooden 

frame, the four, and eight windows in the dome are not discussed in any historical studies. 

According to Creswell, who applies his theory of evolution of form, the minaret of 
Sarghatmish is a good example of the form to which the minaret of Salär and Sanjar al-Jawli 

was leading' - this will be dealt with in section 5.1.3. At its base, the square section has been 

reduced considerably and is set with inclined triangles transforming it to the octagonal second 

storey. This is followed by yet another octagonal storey, but of smaller proportions than the 

preceding one. At the top there is a colonnade pavilion with a circular pointed domical top. 

Sec op cit. Creswell, 1937, Pp. 246-248. 

Figure 5.62 I. acrkw vi ,w or the inau lkkiu11 Jane 

ehuwing its form organization laid zone of lrhuuiliun. 
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Madrasa/Mosque and Mausoleum of Suli iin Hassan: (No. 133 on plan) 

Sultan Hassan was one of the sons of Sultan al-Ndsir Muhammad Ibn Qaldwün 

whose descendants dominated the Baliri period. He had an interrupted reign of 15 years, 

beginning at the age of 13 in 1347 A. D. Sulidn Hassan was assassinated in 1361 A. D. and 

did not live to see the completion of his building. He was able to build such an imposing 

monument (Figs. 5.63 & 5.64) because the estates of victims of the Black Death (the plague 

of 1348 A. D. ) had filled the treasury with money to be used for royal endowments. 

1 figure ,. O3 I1in or the Madrasa complex or Sullill IIisvun. (Aller Mtac IIcri Rey) 

. #, _. _ -. -- xuou of use iaawnw a buwt+n Il & n. (Aller Mix Ilea [ley) 
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This madrasa is unquestionably one of the masterpieces of Mamlük architecture in 

Cairo, if not of the Islamic architectural tradition in Egypt as a whole. It is an excellent 

example of both the massiveness and the monumental style which characterizes the Baliri 

MamlUk period and of the four-iwan madrasa internal organization. This monument has been 

categorized as a mosque by al-Magriz' although it is obviously a madrasa. He also tells us 

that craftsmen from all over the Muslim world were summoned to contribute in this huge 

work, which explains a lot of foreign influences in it, especially in the Tabriz faience work 

on the windows, and the Anatolian intended portal organization. ' Doris Behrens-Abouseif 

says that the carved motifs of the portal show Chinese flower decorative treatments which 

also show that the craftsmen must have been familiar with Chinese art motifs. She goes on 

to say that we should not forget that Chinese motifs were daily seen in the porcelains and 

silks that were imported from China - these were highly cherished by the Egyptians? 

The Sultän Hassan's waqf document tells us a lot about the curriculum that was 

taught in this madrasa as well as the number of 'ulama', mu'fdtn (assistants), and students 

that were to be enrolled in it. It also tells us of the number of people who were appointed to 

read the Qur'an (mugri'fn), and precisely indicates where and when such reading should 

occur. Su'Ad Mähir says that the waqf specifically points out the activities that were to be 

carried out in the mausoleum: "sixty muqri's were appointed to take shifts in the continuous 

reading of the Qur'an day and night. "' Several mu'adhdhins were also appointed to perform 

the ädhdn sultan[ (royal call for prayer) which involved several mu'adhdhins - usually three - 
calling for prayer from all the minarets of the complex and thus, transmitting the call for 

prayer to all the neighbouring directions at the same time. Sultän Hassan also appointed two 
5 medical doctors to treat the residents of the madrasa. 

According to al-MagrrzT, this building was commenced in 757 A. H. on the site of two 

palaces that belonged to Emfr Yalbugha al-Yaliyawi and Aliinbugha al-Märidänl after pulling 

op cit. al-Magrizi (14th C. ), Khiial. vol. 2, p. 316. 

' See J. M. Rogers, "Seljuk Influence on the Monuments of Cairo", Kunst Des Orients, VII, Franz Steiner 
Verlag GMBH, Wiesbaden, 1970/71. 

3 See op cit. Behrens-Abouseif, 1989, p. 125. 

" op cit. Su`ad Mahir, n. d., vol. 3, p. 289. 

5 For a full description of the contents of the waqfyyah, see ibid., vol. 3, Pp. 288-290. 
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them down to replace them with this monument. He goes on to say that the work was 

continuous for three years. He also adds that the expenditure figures were astronomical at an 

estimate of 20 thousand dirhams a day (approx. 20 million dirhams for the whole building). 

Al-Magrizi says that the eunuch al-Tawäshi Mugbil al-Shdmi told him that he had heard the 

Sultan Hassan say that the scaffolding alone that had to he made to construct the large iwlin 

cost 100 thousand dirhams. Al-Magriiz finally describes this building by saying: "there is no 

known monument in the Islamic world that can compare to this mosque"'. 

From the inscriptions found on the exterior 

of the mausoleum and on the Mäliki madrasa, we 

are able to know that the main structure of the 

building (the external and internal shell) was 

finished before the death of the sultan. Above the 

four doorways leading to the four madrasas are 

inscriptions dating the completion of the building 

as 764 A. H. The inscription on the wooden dome 

of the fountain confirms this date. (Fig. 5.65) This 

water fountain is described by historians such as, 

Doris Behrens-Abouseit2 and Su`äd Mdhir' as an 

ablution fountain, although a huge area located 

behind the entrance hall accommodates that 

particular function - see plan. Other historians 

recognizing this oversight - such as Richard 

Parker, Robin Sabin, and Caroline Williams - say 

that: "the little gazebo in the middle of the court was originally designed as a decorative 

fountain and not for ablutions. "' Having found no utilitarian function for it, they attributed 

its incorporation to aesthetic reasons. We will see in the following chapters that this 

contradicts the traditional understanding of the role of the arts; a traditional artist and designer 

cannot divorce art, and beauty from utility. 

op cit. al-Magn i (14th C. ), Khila1, vol.?, p. 316. 

2 op cit. Behrens-Abouscif, 1989, p. 125. 

3 op cit. Su`dd Whir, n. d., vol. 3, p. 284. 

op cit. Parker et al., 1985, p. 79. 

Figure 5. (11 The u 1. it uI Hiner fountain of the SuYrn 
Ilacwn - (jilt-it mimakcn [or aus diluliun reuig atn. 
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Figure 5.66 The massive rr{ de or the nr., Pi,, or swim, lid. san as viewed rron the dinriion of the 
Citadel leading to the offset entrance and pointed re«ss d postal. 

The offset entrance is on al-Qal'a Street through a high stalactite portal ending in a 

pointed semi-dome. (Fig. 5.66) The view of this stretching facade towards the Citadel, is an 

excellent example of how Balirº Mamlük architecture was intended to dominate the urban 

setting. The dimensions of the building are colossal: 150 meters long and 68 meters wide. In 

order to increase the length of the facade it was accentuated by a cornice in the shape of 

clustered honeycomb stalactites running along the top of the walls. To accentuate the entrance 

the design was conceptualized with two minarets on either side of the portal. Al-Magrizi' 

recounts that in February 1360 A. D., the built minaret toppled killing three hundred people, 

and that as a result this entrance composition was abandoned. 

The height of the recessed portal ýf< 
is emphasized by the spiral pilasters as 

well as by the vertical panels on each side l$f . -: tt 

of the porch. There are also uncarved and #¬, zý 

unfinished decorative motifs; the design i` 

has been sketched in but not carved out. 4 

(Fig. 5.67) Passing through the portal ,. 
' 

a sý ý 

doorway into the entrance hall gives the 

sensation of a cave. This effect is Figure 5.67 Unearvid patterns W the poilvl show Chinas influence. 

op cu. ai-magnzt (14tH C. ), Khiiai, vol. 2, p. 316. 
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emphasized by passing through a stalactite-domed entrance hall which has an octagonal 

cantilevered wooden frame attached to its square base. A long winding vestibule (majüz) leads 

into a quadrangular Sahn surrounded by four pointed vaulted iwäns. (Fig. 5.68) 

The flooring of the courtyard shows geomet- 

rical marble patterns that are only noticeable from the 

top floors of the living units. It resembles to a great 

extent the marble patterned flooring of the Madrasa of 
Sarghatmish but without any animal representations or 

vine-like formations. Each of the vaulted iwäns was 

dedicated to one of the legal rites of Sunni Islam. 

There are four doors which lead off from the courtyard 

to the internal areas of the side-madrasas and living 

units designated to each rite. In these corners of the 

building, between the arms of the iwäns, were the 

lodgings for students and teachers. Each side-mudrasu 

had its own courtyard, iwän, octagonal fountain, and 

five floors of rooms. (Fig. 5.69) Accordingly, Su'dd 

Mdhir says that each side-madrasa can he considered self-sufficient in terms of what it 

constitutes - the Hanafi madrasa is the most interesting of all of the four. ' 

1 op cit. Su'äd Whir, n. d., vol. 3, p. 284. 

Figure 5.68 Four iwöns are organized about the courtyard otth the domed octagonal Iuuntaln at its centre. 

Figure 5. ö9 The court of Uic IImul side- 

numWsa facing the living units. 
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Figure 5.70 77ie eadern qýöla i. dn 6 the wi I s*. higJhe+t, dirpi+t, rid mu+, t colourful ul'the four iwdnu. 

The qibla iwän monopolizes the interior; it has been described by al-Magrºzi as being 

roofed by a vault spanning a distance of 65 cubits. He adds that the famous Vault of Cyrus 

(Iwdn Kisrä) at Ctesiphon spans 60 cubits, and thus, states that the qibla iwän of this complex 

is 5 cubits larger than the largest known iwän at his time. ' The gibla iwän was used as the 

mosque (praying area). (Fig. 5.70) Circumscribing the iwän is a Qur'anic epigraphy written 

in Kufic scripture on a background of floral scrolls of chinese-like lotus blossoms: 

Verily we have granted thee a manifest victory: that Allah may forgive thee 

thy faults of the past and those to follow; fulfil Ifis favour to thee; and 

guide thee on the straight path; and that Allah may help thee with powerful 

help. It is He Who sent down tranquillity into the hearts of the believers, 

that they may add faith to their faith; for to Allah belong the forces of the 

heavens and the earth; and Allah is full of Knowledge and Wisdom; that 

He may admit the men and women who believe, to gardens beneath which 

rivers flow (i. e. heavens), to dwell therein eternally, and remove their ills 

from them; and that is, in the sight of Allah, the highest achievement (for 

man), and that He may punish the hypocrites, men and women, and the 

polytheists, men and women, who imagine an evil opinion of Allah. On 

them is a circle of evil: the wrath of Allah is on them: Ile has cursed them 

and made Hell ready for them: and evil is it for a destination. 

1 ibid., vol. 2, p. 416. 

2 Qur'an: 48/1-6. 
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These verses refer to the Straight Path (al-Birki al-Mustagtm), Tranquillity (al- 

Sakinah) in the hearts of the believers, the extent of Gods Knowledge (`Ilm) and Wisdom 

(Hikmah), and finally the recompense of the faithful in Gardens of Paradise, and Hell for the 

hypocrites. Most of these points have Sufi relevance as we will see in Chapter Ten. 

The mihräb itself is a pointed 

semi-dome with radiating coloured 

marble patterns, and is flanked by marble 

columns which Behrens-Abouseif says 

must have been trophies from the 

Crusader buildings in Palestine' - see 

Fig. 5.70 above. On either side of the 

mihräb, two bronze interlaced doors Lr 
APJF 

showing stellar patterns lead into the 

mausoleum. The proportions of the 

chamber exaggerate the feeling of 

verticality. The chamber is circumscribed `f kE' +4 

by a carved and painted inscription in 

Thuluth2 scripture from the Seat of the Y Wig' 

Throne verse (al-Kurst)'. This same 

verse is to be found on the dome of the Figure 5.71 The interior of the mamwlcian chamber rhowin the 

mialaditc zone of trwLsilion, and cantHcvernd wooden odagoiud bean. 

water fountain in the centre of the 

courtyard. To my knowledge, although the Throne verse has been frequently related to domes 

of the medieval period, historians have not questioned its significance. We will see in Chapter 

Eight and Ten how this ties to the hadtth of the Night Journey (Mi'räj). The internal 

transition of the dome from square to circle is by means of seven rows of stalactites which 

gradually achieve the necessary internal transformation. An octagonal cantilevered wooden 

frame is positioned at the springing point of the stalactites. The interior of the mausoleum and 

the qibla wall are the most elaborately decorated parts of this complex; they are both gilded 

and clad in various types of coloured marble. (Fig. 5.71) 

1 op cit., Behrens-Abouseif, 1989, p. 126. 

2 Thuluth means third, and in this script the letters are three times as high as they are wide. 77juluth script 
was much favoured in the Mamliik period. 

I Qur'än: 2/255. 
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The mausoleum of Sultan l-Iassan 

has been given great prominence. The 

designer(s) chose its position carefully so 

as to attain maximum urban visibility and 

at the same time to achieve maximum 

baraka (blessings) from the worshippers in 

the mosque. This seems to have been 

amongst the priorities when laying out a 

Mamlük religious building. Externally, the 

site chosen for the tomb overlooks the 

square under the Citadel, where religious 

parades and feasts (mawalid and mawäkib) 

took place - this had been the case since 

the time of Sultan I-lassan's father al- 

Nair Muhammad. (Fig. 5.72) Its internal Figure 5.72 ý,, ý Mausoi. "nn, protrudes with it... into Il� , ua, r 
mid thus 4 twins 'naxknwn visibility. 

position is axially located behind the qibla 

wall towards which all those who pray face - see plan. To understand the way blessings could 
be instigated, one should think in terms of the students who were sponsored through the 

waqflyyah of the Sultan Hassan: they would necessarily feel obliged to make du'd' for their 

benefactor during and after the five daily prayers, and ask for his forgiveness. 

It is interesting to note that while the Sunna forbids Muslims to pray facing a tomb 

or a grave, the design of the Madrasa of Sultan Hassan was based on the organization of a 
prayer area facing a mausoleum. It is more surprising to note that in the sources, none of the 

medieval historians have indicated any objection to this organization. This recalls the 

argument raised in Chapter Four which dealt with the departure from orthodox beliefs 

occurring in traditional societies that are centred on religion. This is a good example showing 

that the mausoleum faced by the gihla must have been supported by popular beliefs that were 
far more important to the medieval society than the otherwise orthodox teachings of the 

Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him). This should not he misunderstood as a desire to 

defy the Sunna, but that popular beliefs as lived by the members of the society were stronger 
than the orthodox laws. These ideas are compatible with the traditionalist approach adopted 
in this thesis and confirms that traditional societies tend to "create" material supports through 
art and architecture to act as "props" to the tradition, and that these have their explanations 
in the traditional beliefs as lived by the society rather than in the orthodox religion. 
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Such an understanding helps to explain 

why the exterior of the mausoleum was 

emphasized by two minarets - see Fig. 5.72 

above. These minarets are mainly octagonal in 

shape, they shift from square to octagon by means 

of oblique triangles and end in bulbous pointed 

domelets. The southern minaret which has 

survived is the highest minaret in medieval Cairo. 

(Fig. 5.73) The northern one, which was rebuilt 

in the seventeenth-century, is one of the few 

attempts made in the Ottoman period to build 

minarets in the Mamlük way'. The quality of the 

reconstruction is far inferior to that of the 

original: because it is smaller, the intended 

symmetry is no longer achieved, the stalactites are 

of poor quality, and the bulb is set above the 

second storey without the support of the eight columned stalactite-crowned pavilion. Behrens- 

Abouseif says that it is made clear that the Ottoman craftsmen had long abandoned the 

Mamlük elaborate stalactites, and the four-storied minarets. 2 

In 1616 A. D., the dome above the mausoleum chamber was described by an Italian 

traveller as unique, "it commences narrow, then swells out, and then contracts to a point like 

the egg"'. Su`äd Mdhir says that the original dome was wooden and covered externally with 

lead following the Ayyubid model of the famous dome of al-Shiti i- which was also copied 

in the Mosque of Baybars al-Bundugdäri as seen in section 5.1.1. Because the madrasa was 

used as a stronghold over the centuries, due to its location opposite the Citadel, the dome 

described was repeatedly bombarded. The dome covering the mausoleum today is not the 

original and probably dates from the restoration carried out by the Ottoman Hassan Aghd in 

(1082 A. H., 1671-2 A. D. ). 

1 Such attempts were made in the event that a Mamlük minaret had to be replaced (normally it was preferred 
to attach minarets of Ottoman style to new mosques). 

2 op. cit. Behrens-Abouseif, 1985(a), Pp. 100-101. 

Quoted in op cit. Parker et at., 1985, p. 82. 

4 op cit. Su'äd Mähir, n. d., vol. 3, Pp. 283-5. 

Figure 5.73 11.. ........ I't �I 1l,. ", alkpl, a or s�rn 
1(accui rcprtfnl a lypii. J A1arnlük prototype. 
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Madrasa of Al-Emfrah Tatar al-hiiüziyya: (No. 36 on plan) 

This madrasa was built by Tatar, the daughter of Sultan al-Näsir Muhammad Ibn 

Qalawün, one of the sisters of Sulidn Hassan (she was also the wife of the Emir Baktamur 

al-Hijäzi). When she died her mausoleum was added to the building. (Figs. 5.74 & 5.75) 

According to an inscription on a slab of marble above the entrance in the north 

facade, this madrasa was finished in (Ramadan 761 A. H., August 1360 A. D. ). AI-Magrizi' 

confirms this year and says that this madrasa taught the Shdti i rite and the Mdliki rite. He 

also adds that it had a urinbar from which the khuiha (Friday speech) was delivered and that 

an imam was appointed to lead the people in their five daily prayers. 

The overall internal organization of this madrasa is the result of the two needs of 

qibla orientation and street alignment. It has three iwäns: two of them on the gihla side and 

one opposite (see plan). The portal seems to be awkwardly positioned and is unlike all other 

Mamlük portals. The reason is that after the mausoleum was added to the complex, the portal 

was not altered accordingly. Also, due to site constraints, there is no rnajäz (bent corridor) 
beyond the entrance hall which leads directly into the Sall". 

1 op cit al-Magriü (14th C. ), Khiiai, vol. '?, p. 382. 

Figure 5.75 Rmo rutted axon nctric of the 

Madrasa. (Philipp Sixi. rcr) 

Figure 5.74 Plan or the Madmsa Talar al-IIiziziyya. (After 

Kea. kr) 



The eastern qibla iwän is the smallest, contrary to all other madrasa mosques, and 

is likewise, the result of site constraints. Instead, the southern iwän is the main one. This 

explains why there are two mihräbs. The one in the east-iwän is pointed, and consists of two 

rows of stalactites leading to a ribbed semi-dome. The south-iwän mihräb is much more 

elaborate and is of coloured marble following the Mamlük style. (Fig. 5.76) The western 

iwkn has a dilka (elevated bench) for the muballigh (he who repeats what the imam says in 

his prayer to inform the worshippers in the hack rows). The hand of Qur'dnic inscription on 

the iwdns, with its flowing letters helps to give unity to the interior. ' The various 

dependencies - such as ablutions, storage, access to minaret - lie behind doors off the iwäns. 

One of the most interesting features in this madrasa 

is its marble patterned flooring. At its centre is a circle 

which radiates eight other circles inscribed in an octagon. 

By means of four triangles placed at the corners of the 

octagon, the pattern of a square is completed. Axial to the 

iwäns are several rectangular marble patterns which relate 

the centre of the Bolin to the direction of the qibla and that 

which is perpendicular to it. At the four corners of the 
r ýý! ure ý. ii Atiuük paUeroid hoot. 

courtyard, four marble circles are located one at each end. 

op cit. Parker et al., 1985, p. 230. 
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This geometrical organization recalls the octagonal fountain which is usually placed at the 

centre of courtyards. We will see in Chapters Eight, and Nine how this geometrical 

organization of the flooring abstractly embodies the form of a fountain which symbolically 

relates to Sufi cosmological beliefs. 

The mausoleum is located on the corner of two streets. It has windows connecting it 

to both of these streets through which passers-by could make a prayer (du'a') to the deceased 

- see plan. This emphasizes the importance of street visibility when choosing a location for 

a mausoleum in the Baliri Mamlük period. The external transition of the mausoleum from 

square to circle is by means of an octagonal section pierced by eight windows. The dome 

itself is ribbed and pointed, with a circular drum pierced by 16 windows. Internally, the 

mausoleum chamber is proportioned to accentuate verticality. The transition from square to 

circle is by means of three rows of stalactites reminiscent of the Ayyubid style and do not 

pass through an octagonal section. An octagonal cantilevered wooden frame is located at the 

springing point of the stalactites. 

The outer walls are crowned with a row of 

crestings which are an elaboration of the trefoil 

crestings used frequently in the Mamlük period; these 

show typical Mamlük features in the relation between 

the solid and void parts of the crestings. On the other 

hand, the minaret is located at the south-west corner of 

this madrasa. It has a missing top section. (Fig. 5.78) 

The base of the minaret is square, which is transformed 

to an octagonal second storey by means of obliquely 

positioned triangles, and is followed by a third 

octagonal storey. Philip Speiser' who has done 

research on this madrasa has theoretically reconstructed 

the missing fourth storey as an octagonal columned 

pavilion topped by the usual MamlUk pointed bulbous 

domelet - see axonometric Fig. 5.75 above. 

Philip Speiser, "Restaurierungsarbeiten in der Islamischen Alstadt Kairos", Mitteilungen des Deutschen 
Archaologischen Instituts Abteilung Kairo, Band 38, Verlag Philipp Von Zubern, Mainz, 1982, p. 369. 

Figure 5.78 v,,, tm IlIui. u lf 1t111N 1118 IIIýS1ýIIß 

top . anion. 
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Madrasa of Emir Mithg5I: (No. 45 on plan) 

20X 

Säbiq al-Din Mithqüll al-AnnCik was the Abyssinian chief of the eunuchs of the royal 

palace; he was in charge of rearing the young Mamlüks, a post to which he was appointed 

by Sufi n Sha`bän in 1361 A. D. 

Al-Magrizi does not give a date for Mithgal's building, and the only inscription has 

the name of the founder, who is described as chief of the eunuchs. `All Pacha Mubdrak', 

gives the year 763 A. H. as the date of this building, probably relying on archives of the 

Ministry of Waqfs (which possesses many original acts of foundation). Michael Meinecke who 

has restored the building in the 1970's gives the year (776 A. H., 1365 A. D. ) but does not 

mention on what basis he gives this date. 2 

This structure, built at the high point of Mithgal's career on part of the original site 

of the eastern Fatimid palace in the centre of Mamlük Cairo, speaks for his importance. It 

was built to teach the Shäfi i rite. It is unusual for being suspended over an alley, and is thus 

op cit. 'Ali Pacha Mubdrak, 1306 A. H., vol. 6, p. 7. 

2 Michael Meinecke, Die Madrasa des Amirs Mitttal in Kairo, Deutsches Archaologisches Institut Kairo, 
Verlag Philipp von Zabern, Mainz, 1976. 

t, figure 5. '/9 PIYn or Mruhn. w of Emir Mithyial. (Aller NliInirkc) 
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a "hanging madrasa" - the alley leads to Maydän Bayt al-Qädi. On the ground floor are 

storerooms. The layout of this madrasa is in the typical four-iwcin organization. 

Seven circular steps lead to the portal which is trilobed with stalactites and ends at 

the summit in a pointed semi-dome. (Fig. 5.80) The doorway leads into a small entrance hall 

which overlooks both the Sahn as well as the prayer Iwan by means of windows with copper 

grilles. (Fig. 5.81) This hall leads to the central courtyard by means of a majäz with two 

bends. Four iwäns are axially located; the qibla iwan being the largest of the four and set 

from the courtyard by a pointed arch. The prayer hall is rectangular with the large side facing 

the qibla. To further increase its laterality, i. e., to accommodate more people in one row, an 

extension was made to the north direction - see plan. The pointed semi-dome part of the 

mihräb in the prayer iwün is clad with coloured marble in radiating patterns. 

The west iwdn is likewise set from the courtyard by means of a pointed arch. Two 

annexed spaces are connected to it on either side. The northern and southern iwdns are very 

small 3m x 2m, and can hardly he thought of as being used for teaching more than five 

students. This suggests that the three secondary iwäns" must have been designed for purposes 
other than education or prayer. 

Figure 5. S1 \I,. ,i Un Sohn trap th.., a- - i-ii. rigure z). zsu Main portal. (After Mcinecke) 
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The courtyard marble flooring shows geometrical organization which is similar to that 

of the Mosque/ Madrasa of Tatar al-Hij. ziyya. A large central circle is circumscribed in a 

square. Instead of eight circles circumscribed in an octagon, a square is rotated at 45 degrees 

to create eight points. Four circles are located at the corners of the Sahn and four rectangles 

are positioned axially to the iwäns relating them to the centre of the courtyard. (Fig. 5.82) 

The external and internal walls are crowned with trefoil crestings, which manifest 
Maml(ik traditional characteristics - mentioned in previous cases. Two staircases lead to the 

second floor which accommodated the living units for the students. Su`dd Mdhir suggests that 

the staircase which also leads to the rooftop is an indication that there was a minaret', but 

in fact, there are no structural foundations for one. 

1 See op cit. Su'äd Mähir, n. d., vol. 3, p. 328. 

Figure 5.82 Inlcrkw vkw of the courtyard Nim"ing m+rblc pilern fl oring, quid 

main giba rin. 
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Madrasa of Umm al-Sultan Sha`bän: (No. 125 on plan) 

Khäwand Baraka was the concubine of 1-lusayn, a son of a1-Näsir Muhammad, and 

rose to fame when her son at the age of ten came to the throne. After her first husband died 

in 1362 A. D., Khawand married Ulgdy al-Yüsufi, whose monument is in Süq al-Sildh (the 

weapon-market). Sulidn Sha`bdn himself began building a khanqah-madrasa-mosque at the 

foot of the Citadel, but when he was murdered in 1376 A. D. his complex was left unfinished, 

and he was buried in this building - his mother's madrasa. ' (Fig. 5.83) 

According to an inscription in the entrance hay, the foundation of this madrasa was 

ordered by Sultan Sha`bän in 770 A. H. - this date occurs also in another inscription on a 

wooden panel of the adjoining säb!! (public drinking fountain). This monument is 

distinguishable by its facade, its double domes, and its internal organization regarding gibla 

orientation and street alignment. 

The main feature of the facade is the entrance portal, which stands in a recess covered 
by nine rows of stalactites. (Fig. 5.84) According to Doris Behrens-Abouseif, it shows direct 

Today, this monument is used as an elementary school. 

rigure n. ÖJ Kin of the Madmsa of Umm al-SuMdn Shr'6: in. (Kmlcr) 
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influence from Anatolian examples. ' The silhouette that results from such an organization of 

rows of stalactites is not usual to Mamlük architecture, but produces the commonly 

experienced sense of visual verticality. This facade is also unusual because the portal, säbil, 

and the minaret are aligned with the street then the facade makes a sharp 45 degree turn. 

(Fig. 5.85) 

Figure 1.85 \-, ui l6 Lq aJc f'11 IuK ll i. lic i ah iuncul, HIuIi d II unc IW o 

displaying the two mausoleum domes and minaret. 

The portal leads to an entrance hall which in turn gives way to a secondary side- 

madrasa or to the Sahn by means of a majäz. The internal plan is that of a four-iwdn 

madrasa although it was built to teach only two rites, the Shati`i and the llanafi. This 

validates the speculation mentioned earlier in this section: that the four-iwan organization 

must have had a significance other than simply providing four spaces for teaching. The qibla 

iwän is the deepest of the four but does not provide laterality needed for longer rows. The 

roofing of the iwäns is not vaulted, but of flat wooden ceilings. The gibla iwan is flanked by 

two lofty domed chambers. 

These mausolea, are internally rather unusual in that the domes are transformed from 

square to octagon by simple squinches rather than on tiers of stalactites as was the fashion in 

the Bahri Mamlük period; (Fig. 5.86) only the dome of the Mosque of Agsunqur (1347 A. D. ) 

has this feature. The octagonal wooden frame which is usually located at the springing point 

of the stalactites is missing - we will see that this point is vital in the interpretation of domes 

in Chapter Eight. Each tomb chamber has a window overlooking the qibla Iwan. The large 

I op cit. Behrens-Abouscif, 1989, p. 130. 

Figure 5.84 1 1. �� ., ý .,..... �j ti� 
elalad'le portal emphasizing vertically. 
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tomb chamber on the left is that in which 

Khäwand Baraka and her daughter are buried. In 

front of it is an irregularly shaped room which 

was probably used for storing large Qur'äns or 

for special Qur'an recitations. The smaller tomb 

on the right is believed to be the resting place of 

Sultan al-Ashraf Sha`bän and his sons'. (There 

is no Islamic Law requiring the separate burial 

of men and women, but by the end of the 

fourteenth-century this popular custom had 

become established). ' By their chosen position 

at the corners of the building, these mausolea 

achieve maximum urban visibility; they also 

213 

benefit of maximum baraka (blessings) by being Figure 5.86 Te,. hid, ey t., i dnge the square to the 

visually seen externally by passers-by as well as 

internally (through copper window grills) by the those who pray in the qibla iwän. 

The minaret is composed of either four or five sections: square, octagon, circle, and 

a fourth octagonal pavilion and pointed bulbous top - or just a bulbous top - which no longer 

survives. The transition is achieved by pyramids between the first and second storeys and by 

stalactites between the second and third storeys - see Fig. 5.85 above. The crestings that line 

the external and internal facades are trefoil and show typical Mamlük features in the treatment 

of solid and void. 

Christel M. Kessler argues that this complex requires particular attention as it is 

apparently the first building in Cairo in which - after a lapse of centuries - the rather easterly 
Makkah orientation of 117 degrees E of N was used (as opposed to the astronomically 

calculated qibla orientation of 127 degrees E of N or its approximation, customarily favoured 

in Mamluk times). The 117 degrees E of N orientation corresponds to the qiblat al-Sahaba 

' There is no epigraphical or literary evidence for attributing one of the mausoleums to Sha'lrän - the literary 
sources do not even mention the existence of a second mausoleum. Yet it is reasonable to assume that the young 
sultan, who built "this'nadrasa for his mother", and who implored God's gracious acceptance of this charitable 
foundation in favor "of both of them", had commissioned the building to include his own funerary monument as 
well as that of his mother, Khäwand Baraka. 

2 op cit. Parker ct al., 1985, Pp. 99-100. 
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(the qibla of the Companions), traditionally believed to have been employed by the 

Companions of the Prophet (peace and blessings he upon him) when the first Mosque of `Amr 

Ihn at `A in Fusiäi was built in Egypt in (21 A. H., 641 A. D. ). Christel M. Kessler 

explains this as attributable to the site which lies at an angle of 45 degrees. If the 127 degree 

qibla had been used, it would have created a less favourable adjustment (hence the adopted 

move of the qibla axis towards the east by 10 degrees)'. (Fig. 5.87) 

Kessler also says that the reuse of the archaic seventh-century A. D. Makkah 

orientation in this fourteenth-century complex can he taken as evidence that: 

To improve the street adjustment layout, Sha ̀bin's master builder had 

solicited the collaboration of a qibla specialist whose counsel regarding any 

question of Makkah orientation would have been at once necessary and 
final. Moreover, the fact that the eastward move of the orientation was 

arrested precisely at 117 degrees E of N (and not carried further) is striking 

evidence of the importance attached to having a prayer orientation that was 

Christel M. Kessler, "Mecca-Oriented Urban Architecture in Mamluk Cairo", In Quest of an Islamic 
Humanism, ed. A. H. Green, The American University in Cairo Press, 1984, p. 104. 

Figure 5.87 ii Jlurc au, 1' in We 4. U 6 ammei/ed fur by the internal orKaldidiun and the 1iuillwii pKul Ilic Iwo u-u-lea. 
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properly justifiable in terms of Islamic tradition. Although such a 

collaboration of specialists in qibla determination had long occurred on a 

regular basis, Sha'bän's complex represents the first time that the qibla of 
the Companions was used as a device for mitigating problems of street 

adjustment in adverse urban conditions! 

This point is very important to an understanding of the Mamlük mentality because it 

stresses the fact that although Bahri Mamlük astronomers and the `ulama' had realized the 

calculated direction of Makkah, they would still allow the use of the qibla of the Companions, 

which they knew was not precise, for the sake of producing a better layout of the building. 

This did not only concern the prayer area, but to the location of the two mausolea in relation 

to both external and internal exposure. This is another case showing a departure from the 

orthodox to accommodate elements dictated by the popular tradition; it strengthens the 

argument that traditional beliefs in the Mamliik period were the central core to which every 
decision had to acknowledge. 

Madrasa of Emir Iljäy al-Yüsufi: (No. 131 on plan) 

The Emrr Sayf al-Din Iljäy, an emir of the sword, rose through the ranks. He married 
Khäwand Baraka, the mother of Sultan Sha`bän. For a few months Iljäy was the real head 

of the government; however; when Khäwand Baraka died, a quarrel with the sultan over her 

property obliged Iljäy to flee from Egypt. 

Two inscriptions in the entrance state that the Emtr Seyf al-Din I1jäy ordered the 
foundation of this mosque/madrasa in (Rajab 774 A. H., January 1373 A. D. ). Al-Magrizi2 

contrary to that puts the date as 768 A. H. which according to Creswell' is wrong as Iljäy did 

not occupy an important rank at that time, was imprisoned the following year, and only 
attained in 774 A. H. the high rank of "Atäbik" (commander-in-chief of the armies), which 
would have put him in a position to build such a large building. (Fig. 5.88) 

' ibid., p. 104. 

2 op cit. al-Magnzi (14th C. ), Khiial. vol. 2, p. 399. 

3 op cit. Creswell, 1919, p. 113. 



Chapter give 216 

The portal is typically trilobed, making use of stalactites to reach a pointed semi-dome 

at its summit. The portal leads to a vaulted entrance hall which resembles an "umbrella". ' 

This leads to a majäz (in this case a corridor with two bends) leading to the Sahn. The 

interior is of the four-iwan madrasa type. (Fig. 5.89) Each of the four iwäns has a frontal 

pointed arch and is roofed by a flat wooden ceiling. The gibla iwän is the largest and 

designed in such a manner so as to provide for laterality, thus longer rows. At the centre of 

the qibla wall is a pointed mihräb decorated in ablaq masonry (alternating colours of red and 

white, or black and white stone). 

f igure 5.89 The tour-iwais madrnw orgy nizalion cenlridized around u courtywrd. 

I op cit. Behrens-Abouseif, 1989, p. 132. 

r figure J. öo Plan of the Madrasa of tnur 11j ay al-Yusun. (Kessler) 
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According to al-Maynzº', this madrasa taught the Shdfi i and Hanaft rites only - not 

the four rites. This is yet another case where two rites are taught and four iwäns designed. 

Friday congregational prayer as well as the five daily prayers were practised in this mad rasa. 

The courtyard flooring is modern and there is neither physical evidence, nor literal 

descriptions in the sources to indicate whether there was a central water fountain or not. 

Figure 5.91 The %LUI1I k minaret, in nkrt csrs 

shows a relation to the portal. 

The mausoleum and minaret are located on the main western facade; they benefit 

from their location and urban visibility but are not seen entirely from the courtyard. The 

mausoleum dome is unusual because its external form has no precedent in the Mamlük period, 

it changes from square to octagon and ends with a pointed dome of twisted ribs. These 

twisted ribs instigate a visual sense of movement from bottom to top. (Fig. 5.90) Internally, 

the mausoleum chamber changes from square to octagon to circle by means of five rows of 

stalactites2. The minaret on the other hand, consists of four storeys: square, octagon, 

circular, eight pillared pavilion, and topped by a pointed bulbous end. Its location is on the 

right hand side of the stalactite portal. (Fig. 5.91) Both the mausoleum dome and the minaret 

act as landmarks to those coming from either side of the road. 

op cit. al-Magnz7 (14th C. ), Khitat. vol. 2, p. 399. 

2 See op cit. Su'äd Mähir, n. d., vol. 3, p. 319. 

I I. 1tFt 1.9u 11" d'. - -d 11,111. u'l 

sugge the function of a signpwt. 
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Richard B. Parker, Robin Sabin, and Caroline Williams, sum up this building by 

saying: 

By the end of the Bahri period the style of Mamluk architecture had been 

set. The main dramatic and visual interest of a Mamlük facade lies in the 

careful positioning of contrasting shapes and masses such as the vertical 

thrust of the minaret, the hemispherical counter balance of the dome, the 

horizontal mass of the facade and the rectangular outline of the portal. ' 

It is interesting to note that the quoted passage considers Bahr Mamlük architecture 

to be a set of external features found in the facade, i. e., an architecture of the exterior paying 
little attention to what is within its internal spaces. ' It should also be noted that such 
fundamental oversight in terminology as seen in the description of the domes, as for example 

using the term "hemispherical" rather than "pointed", would lead to conflicting traditional 

symbolic connotations - as we will see in Chapter Eight. 

5.1.3 KHANQAH, KHANQAHIMADRASA, AND KHANQAH/MOSQUE TYPE 

Khangahs are the third type of Bahri Mamlük buildings to be examined. As has been 

briefly mentioned in section 5.1.2, in addition to the elements of the madrasa, the khangah 

has SüB cells and a qä ̀ a (hall) for fiudar. We mentioned in Chapter Three that a special 

relationship between some küfi shaykhs and the Mamlük ruling elite was common in that 

period. This special relationship first gave rise to patronage of güfi zdwiyas. For example, 
we have seen that al-Magrizi mentioned that Baybars al-Bundugdär had a certain Shaykh al- 
Khidr (d. 1277 A. D. ) who was his protege, and that Baybars built for him six zawiyas in 
Egypt and Syria. ' Likewise, al-Magrizl says that the famous al-Nätir Muhammad built 

several zäwiyas, one of which was for the 901 Shaykh Taqiyy al-Din Rajab al-`Ajami. ° But 

more importantly, it was only through the officialization of the khanqah that the patronage 
was much more widely spread. Leonor Fernandes comments on this point saying: "While 

op cit. Parker et al., 1985, p. 102. 

2 This point will be discussed in this chapter in section 5.2. 

op cit. al-Magriz3 (14th C. ), Khitaf vol. 2, Pp. 430-431. 

" ibid., vol. 3, p. 432. 
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patronage of popular Safism by the ruling class was first cautious and restrained, its 

endorsement of orthodox Sufism based on the Sunna was more open and led to the 

sponsorship of official Sütfoundations [the khangah]. Ni 

The zawiya has not been included in the scope of this thesis because its architecture, 

influences, and symbolism depends largely on each individual shaykh on whom the entire 

establishment depended; and because the kfism practised in it was not controlled by the 

`ulama' (who were only influential in the city as discussed in Chapter Two); that is to say, 

that Sunnf Sufism and the sciences as introduced in Chapter Two were not necessarily 

applicable to the education administered in the Mamlük zawiya. Accordingly, only BalirT 

Mamlük Süfi khanqahs will be examined in this section. These are the Khanqah of Salär and 

Sanjar al-Jäwli, and the Khanqah of Baybars al-Jäshankir. A third complex will also be 

included comprising two buildings constructed by Emfr Sheykhü: his mosque and khanqah. 

The reason that the mosque is also placed in this section is that together with the Khanqah 

(which faces it) they are organized externally as a unity. Furthermore, we will see that before 

the khanqah was built, the mosque used to house kfi students. 

Khangah and Mausoleum of Emt s Salär and Sanjar al-Jäwli: (No. 221 on plan) 

Emir Sayf al-Din Salär played an important role in the agitated times that marked the 

beginning of the fourteenth-century. The Emir `Alam al-Din Sanjar al-Jäwli on the other 

hand, was for a long time governor of Palestine, he was a Mamlük as well as one of the 

`ulama' who specialized in hadith and in the fiqh of the Shaft'i rite2. He constructed many 
buildings while he was in Palestine. Historians have debated who of the two was the founder 

of the khangah complex and have not been able to arrive at a definite answer. While a 

mishkah (lamp) has the inscription of Salär', al-Sakhäwt, a fifteenth-century historian calls 

the building "the Mosque of al-Ja w1t. "` (Fig. 5.92) 

I Leonor Fernandes, "The Foundation of Baybars al-Jashankir: its Waqf, History, and Architecture", p. 21. 

2 See op cit, Su'äd Whir, n. d., vol. 3, p. 143. 

' ibid., p. 144. 

4 See Abü al-Hassan Nür al-Din al-Sakhäwi (15th C. ), Tul fat al-Ahbab wa Baehvat al-Tullab if al-Khilal wal- MazarAt wal-Tarttiim, Cairo, 1937, p. 111. 
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Figure 5.93 The main portal is treated as a 

Ninduw preys - not the typic. d xlalulite type. 

Two inscriptions, one over the north entrance and another on the lintel of the entrance 

to the mausoleum of the Emir Salär, both give the date as 703 A. H. ' The building lies on 

the ridge of Saliba Street. It is a khanqah complex, built immediately on rock and its entrance 

is elevated by 3.5m from the street level. There are two portals in this khanqah complex, the 

main one treated as a window recess and lined with three rows of stalactites (Fig. 5.93). The 

other, which is the secondary one, at the hack, is a typical Mamlük stalactite portal. At the 

time it was erected, the quarter of Qal`at al-Kalish behind it had a residential character and 
Sanjar himself had his palace there. This explains the presence on this side of the stalactite 

portal leading to the mausoleum complex. 

The main facade on Saltha Street is unique in having two adjoining unequal domes 

and a minaret followed by the main portal - all feature elements are aligned one after the 

other. (Fig. 5.94) The transformation of these domes from the square to the circle is by 

means of four rows of stalactites followed by a frieze of Kufic scripture (typical dome 

features of the end of the (seventh-century A. H., thirteenth-century A. D. ) such as those seen 

in the dome of Zayn al-Din Yüsuf in section 5.1.2. The minaret has a square base and is 

transformed vertically into an octagon followed by a cylindrical section and culminating in 

op cit. Creswell, 1919, p. 86. 

Figure 5. Y2 Plan or the Khangak or Salär and Sanjar of-Jiwk. 
(Creswell) 
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a mabkhara ribbed domical end. Each section of the minaret is accentuated by rows of 

stalactites. (Fig. 5.95) Creswell claims that in the evolution of the Cairene minarets, this one 

is important, ' as it is amongst the earliest surviving examples of three-storied square, 

octagonal, circular composition which later became the standard form in the Mamlük period. 

r 
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Figure 5.94 sarba street elevation showing tue array or 
elements that ad as a sfgnpo. to the kkangak. (Creswell) 

Figure 5.95 , %Iabiharu-tyI müwrd showing typkJ 

%hinilük chguut in uti un.. 

The entrance to the staircase of the minaret is at roof-level, and has a trilohed portal. 

This is an unusual feature. It is explained by Behrens-Abouseif as the result of the desire of 

the architect to "add aesthetic elements" to the side of the building overlooking Qal'at al- 

Kabsh (rear side). She adds that the intention of the architect to address viewers on both sides 

of the building is indicated as well by the arrangement of the Qur'dnic inscription hands 

which adorn it: while the inscription on the minaret begins facing the main SalTa Street and 

reflects the more public function of the minaret, the inscription on the mausoleum domes 

faces the rear side of Qal`at al-Kahsh. 2 

' See Creswell's opinion on his theoretical continuum of evolution of minaret forms in op. cit. Parker et at., 
1985, p. 58. 

Z For more information on this particular case, see op cit. Behrens-Abouscif, 1985(a), p. 76. It should be taken 
into consideration that the site of this Khangah is far from being typical of the Cairene urban setting. 
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The main portal leads to an entrance hall which is roofed by a groined vault. The 

majäz is in two bends, but is different than other precedents in that it is not a corridor but a 

long flight of steps - arising from the difference in levels between the portal and the lthangah. 

Placed obliquely across the majaz landing and to the left, is a large room containing the 

madrasa and the khanqah. Inside on the left, raised one step, is a flat roofed room with an 

iwlin, a mihräb which is not original, and a minbar - this is the madrasa. The madrasa taught 

only one rite, the Shäfi`i. Because the room is not qibla oriented, it seems obvious that this 

madrasa/khangah was not meant to be a mosque, this conflicts with the presence of a minaret 

which is a sign that it was not only a normal mosque but one that had a khuiba (i. e., jami` 

for Friday congregational prayers). This might be another case where a compromise in the 

astronomically calculated qibla was made to make as much use as possible of the awkward 

site - as seen above in the Madrasa of Umm al-Sulidn Sha`bdn in section 5.1.2. The khanqah 

on the other hand is on the right, and was probably not originally roofed. ' It consists of a 

Sahn, four cells for Sufis, and a pointed vault iwdn. 

Straight ahead, on the same landing of the 

majäz, is an intersected vaulted corridor which 
leads to three burial chambers. To the left of the 

corridor are three window bays with interlaced 

stone screens'-. They show high quality of 

craftsmanship, and because of the finesse in the 

carving' give the effect of a material more 

precious that from which they are made. (Fig. 

5.96) A small hay next to these three windows 
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Figure 5.96 "iwo or the three window bays d. uwing the leads into a courtyard of unknown function 
. nne si,,,, e cursed nor, l motifs. 

This courtyard has a stucco mihräb, some tombs, 

and what look like the remains of rooms which might he indicative of living quarters for the 
Süfis. 

op cit. Parker et al., 1985, p. 59. 

2 See full description in op cit. Creswell, 1937, p. 243. 

' We will discuss the matter of ennoblement of materials in Chapter Seven which will be seen to parallel the 
process of transmutation of a base material to a more noble one, a process of alchemy. 

° See op cit. Behrens-Ahouseif, 1989, p. 104. She says that because two of the four sides of the courtyard are modern residential buildings one cannot even reconstruct what the original space looked like. 
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The small domed chamber at the end of the corridor is not dated and is unidentified. 

On the right hand side of the corridor are two domed chambers, those of Salär and Sanjar, 

connected internally. The larger room is that of Salär while the smaller is that of Sanjar. The 

two pointed domes are identical except for their size. The domes have transition zones formed 

of three rows of stalactites reminiscent of the Ayyubid fashion. Three tiers of windows placed 

one on top of the other are located in these zones: their number reduces from bottom to top, 

so that the bottom row has three openings followed by two then by one. An octagonal wooden 

frame cantilevered from the square base of each chamber is placed at the transition zone of 

the dome. Finally, a circular drum pierced by windows supports a pointed dome. The 

proportions of the chamber are nearly three to one (height to width) which gives a strong 

impression of verticality. (Fig. 5.97) 

I igure 5.97 I torn il urgan¢aliun of the mainulcwu of SanjuI &i-JBoii silo illg Itll 

zone of transition fnwn square to circle, and cantilevered wooden rr: u ie. 
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The inscription above the entrance of the mausoleum chamber of Salär is of three 

lines starting with Qur'änic verses and ending in a supplication that shows a SOT choice of 

verses with words that are largely interpreted through Sufi ta'wii: 

All that is on earth will perish: But will abide forever [yabgd from which 

the term "bagd'" the opposite of 'fandI " subsistence is derived) the Face 

of thy Lord, full of Majesty (Jaläl), Bounty and Honour (Ikmm). ' This is 

the tomb of the faqir (poor) to God the Transcendent, Sayf al-Din Salär 

prime-minister of the sultanate who is repentant of his sins, supplicating the 

forgiveness from his Lord, may God give mercy to those who make a prayer 

(du`ä') for mercy to him, and to all Muslims... ' 

The internal epigraphy on the dome itself is the al-Kurst verse (the Seat of the Throne 

verse) that has been seen in this chapter to have been a popular epigraphy in domed 

chambers. Externally, the Qur'änic verses that were chosen refer to the soul (nafs) which is 

the non-physical part of man which needs to be trained through gÜfi practices: 

Lo! Those unto whom kindness hath gone forth before from Us, they will 
be far removed from thence. They will not hear the slightest sound thereof, 

while they abide in that which their souls (anfusahum) desire. The Supreme 

Horror will not grieve them, (saying): "this is your Day which ye were 

promised. I-' 

On the other hand, the dome of Sanjar has another set of Qur'änic verses in the 

external drum of the dome. Again the choice of Qur'änic verses refers to the nafs along with 
the relevant Süfi points of interest: 

And those who, having done something to be ashamed of, or wronged their 

own souls (anfusahum), earnestly bring God to mind (dhakarü) [from the 
word "dhikr"J and ask for forgiveness for their sins - and who can forgive 

' Qur'än: 55/26-27. 

I See op cit. Su'äd Mähir, n. d., vol. 3, p. 148. (My translation). 

Qur'än: 21/101-103. M. M. Pickthall's translation. 
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sins except God? - and are never obstinate in persisting knowingly in (the 

wrong) they have done. For such, the reward is forgiveness from their 
Lord, and Gardens with rivers flowing underneath, an eternal dwelling: 

how excellent a recompense for those who work (and strive)! ' 

An unexpected feature of this building is that while the madrasa and the khangah are 
not gibla oriented, the mausoleum chambers are. This has not been explained by historians 

while analysing this building, but indicates that the prime position in terms of facades and 

priority for qibla orientation was given to the mausolea which are from the Sunnt point of 

view elements that should not be built in the first place. This is a clear departure from the 

orthodox towards the popular tradition, that is to say that the popular beliefs and requirements 

were given priorities over the most basic of Islamic religious building requirements: to face 

the direction of Makkah. 

Khangah and Mausoleum of Rukn al-Din Baybars al-Täshankir (also known as 

al-Malik al-Mudhaffar): (No. 32 on plan) 

Doris Behrens-Abouseif explains that the Persian word jäshangfr means "the taster", 

a job held by Baybars at one point of his career. Baybars had usurped power from al-NUir 
Muhammad after the latter's second period of rule. He paid the price with his life after al- 
Mir managed to reinstate himself as sulian for the third and longest period of his life. ' 

Baybars al-Jäshankir was hated by the Egyptian society for his excesses as well as because 

after a short period of his rise to power, a severe drought of the Nile occurred. The medieval 
Egyptian society, superstitious and known for its belief in omens, related the drought to his 

succession to the sultanate. ' 

Leonor Fernandes who has researched the wagfyyah of Baybars al-Jäshankir says that 
Baybars sought to emulate the Ayyubid SuliAn taläli al-DIn. She says that Baybars like the 
Ayyubid Sultan: 

I Qur'än: 3/135-136. 

2 op cit. Behrens-Abouseif, 1989, p. 104. 

3 See op cit. Su`äd Whir, n. d., vol. 3, Pp. 163-165. We should remember how the falling of the minaret of the Madrasa of Suliän Hassan was taken as a prophecy of the end of the Mamlük period. 
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... was a strong supporter of the Shari'a and was said to be fanatically 

religious; he chose to build a khanqah to house Sunni Sufism, and he 

chose to place it near the Fatimid Dar [house) of Sa ̀ id al-Suada' which 
had been transformed into a khanqah by Salah al-Din in 1173. ' 

Fernandes adds that the foundation deed of Baybars al-Jäshankir's khanqah gives us 
information of the way Sufis lived and on the regulations that governed their life in it .2 It 

appears that this khanqah was to be used by both young and old, by Arabs, Persians (`Ajam), 

or any other race, by people of different social class (labaqatihim), or by any rite (madhhab), 

"provided they adhere to Sufi orders (Iarrgathum) and their rules of conduct (ädab). "' 

' See op cit. Leonor Fernandes, "The Foundation of Baybars al-Jashankir", p. 22. 

2 For more details see ibid., p. 23. 

ibid., p. 25. 

i igul G J. yo rlan of the Kkaegah or Bayban el-J3 hankfr. 
(After Creawelq 
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According to al-Magrizil, the building was commenced in 706 A. H. before Baybars 

came to the throne (i. e., when he was still an emir) and was finished in 709 A. H. (Fig. 5.98) 

When Baybars abdicated, Mufiammad al-Näir sequestrated the endowments of this khanqah 

and erased the name of Baybars from the band of inscription which runs across the facade 

above the windows. This gap is about a meter, and exists till today. In the interior, on a 

wooden screen which separates the mausoleum from a small vestibule, is another inscription 

stating that the whole building, khanqah, and mausoleum were finished in (709 A. H., 1309 

A. D. )? The portal inscription' mentions the name of Baybars followed by the term "faqir" 

(or poor) -a term used by Süfis to describe themselves - thus indicating that Baybars was a 
kfi. 

The building was erected on the site of the Fatimid minister's palace. The wagf deed 

indicates that its function was to house 400 kfis in this khanqah. This was the first case for 

a khangah to appear in Cairo as part of a royal tomb establishment. Al-Magfizl considers that 

the amount of money that was spent on this khangah makes it the most lavish in Egypt. ̀  He 

adds that when Baybars started its construction, he was kind to the builders and never forced 

the craftsmen to overwork, "... on the contrary he bought three houses of important people 
which he tore down to take and reuse whatever materials he found in them". Al-Magrizi 

goes on to relate another story about how the materials used in the mosque were gathered: 
specifically marble which is hard to find in Egypt: 

The Emir Näsir al-Din Muhammad told Baybars that his palace had an 
underground room - from the time of the Fatimids - full of marble... 
Baybars sent for that marble and found it to be incomparable to any other 
he had seen before, and he used it in the khanqah, the mausoleum, as well 
as his house, while the remaining [marble] was stored in the khanqah. ' 

op cit. al-Magnzl (14th C. ), Khital. vol. 2, Pp. 416-7. Also for the history and dating, see op cit. Creswell, 
1937, p. 249. 

2 op cit. Creswell, 1919, Pp. 86-87 

See op cit. Su'äd Whir, n. d., vol. 3, p. 166. 

" op cit. Al-Magrizi (14th C. ), Khifal, vol. 2, p. 416. 

s ibid., vol. 2, p. 416. 

6 ibid., vol. 2, p. 417. (My translation). 
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A majaz is used to lead to the mausoleum and courtyard, thus avoiding the direct and 

sudden entrance to the heart of the building. The plan consists of a Sahn and four unequal 

iwdns. The qibla iwdn is the largest of the four; it is vaulted in a similar manner to that of 

the western iwdn opposite it. (Figs. 5.101 & 5.102) Two annexed spaces are added on either 

side of the simple undecorated pointed mihräb. (Fig. 5.103) The 

two other iwdns perpendicular to the axis of that of the gibla are 

not vaulted; the waqf document mentions that they were a majlis 

(sitting area, probably for eating or for hudür). Flanking them 

are 14 khalwdt (Sufi cells) on the ground floor. It was there that 

the Sütis of the khanqah meditated and practised their spiritual 

exercises in retreat. The rooms in the top two floors were the 

living quarters, used by the resident Sütis as well as the visitors. 

Another block of housing units (outside the building proper) has 
Figure 5.103 si. npI, not survived; it is said to have consisted of 100 housing units not unorn: rneraid rnihrobwilh gminledwmi- 

overlooking the courtyard of the khanqah'. 
dmic. 

The khanqah was first built, then the mausoleum dome and the minaret were added. 
We can deduce this from the foundation deed (waqf) of the complex which was written before 

1 op cit. Su'äd Whir, n. d., vol. 3, p. 170. 

Figure 5.102 WeAern vaullcd iwan. Figure 5.101 Vaukcd va. sterii quo i an. 
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the dome and the minaret were erected. It states 

that a minaret and a dome (qubbah) should be 

added in an adequate location, without 

specifying where. It was placed above the 

portal, receding from the facade. In spite of the 

difficulties which confronted the architect while 

adding a dome and a minaret to the facade, a 

balanced composition has been achieved. (Fig. 

5.104) It is interesting to note that in the second 

stage of construction, Baybars allowed his 

architect to take ten meters of the road to 

accommodate his mausoleum - we will see in 

Chapter Six that this is an illegal act according Figure 5.104 ia ti main rak-ade of the kkangak. 

to Bahn Mamlük building regulations. 

230 

The pointed dome of the mausoleum is externally very imposing by both its size and 

form. Externally the square base is transformed into a circle in two octagonal stages. 

Internally, Doris Behrens-Ahouseif says that: "The sanctuary /yihla iwän/ of the khanqah is 

rather austere, with no wall decorations; the mausoleum of the founder, in contrast, has rich 

marble mainly black and white panelling. "' But because al-Maqrizi mentioned that there was 

no shortage of marble - on the contrary, the rest of the marble was stored in the khanqah - 
Behrens-Abouseif speculates that it might he due to "the simplicity needed for . 'üf Prayer. "Z 

Leonor Fernandes on the other hand, while agreeing that there was a feeling of sobriety and 

austerity said: "This effect was probably borrowed directly from the khangah of Salah al-Din, 

Said al-Su'ada', which Baybars was trying to imitate and which seems to have set the proper 

tone for Sufi foundations. "' 

On the other hand, the epigraphy above the doorway leading to the mausoleum 

chamber hears several verses that are chosen as to their SGti connotation; these concern 

physical death as opposed to spiritual death: 

1 op cit. Behrens-Abouscif, 1989, p. 107. 

Z ibid., p. 106. 

3 op cit. Leonor Fernandes, "The Foundation of Baybars al-Jashankir", p. 28, 
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As to the righteous (they will be) in a position of security, among Gardens 

and springs; dressed in fine silk and in rich brocade, they will face each 

other; ... , nor will they there taste Death [lä yadhüqün fihä al-maws], 

except the first Death; and He will preserve them from the Penalty of the 

Blazing Fire, as a Bounty from thy Lord! That will be the supreme 

achievement! ... 
' 

Internally, the dome is transformed 

from the square to the circle by means of 

four rows of stalactites. In this transition 

zone, four groups of four tiers of windows 

are located, one on each face of the 

chamber, ascendingly decreasing in number. 

They start with four windows and decrease 

to one at the top. Above the four rows of 

stalactites is the pointed dome, pierced with 

eight windows. As was customary in 

Mamlük times, in the cases of domes that 

did not actually pass through the octagonal 

shape in the zone of transition, an octagonal 

wooden frame was introduced in the top 

section of the square base (or the springing 

point of the stalactites). (Fig. 5.105) 

The internal epigraphy in the mausoleum is also worth noting for its Sufi 

cosmological implications: above the mihräh of the mausoleum is the Qur'dnic verse' 

ordering the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) to face the gihla in Makkah, it goes 

on to explain that the only "Truth" (al-Hagq) comes from God. Another band of carved 

epigraphy is carved in a wooden window lintel which bears the Qur'dnic verse' in which God 

explains the creation of seven Heavens, and explains how stars and planets are positioned in 

Quoted here are the verses from the Qur'an: 44/51-53,56-57. In the original epigraphy the verses are from 
51-59. 

2 Qur'an: 2/149. 

3 Qur'an: 67/1-13. 

Figure 5.105 lull nur ul Il.. ni. iu,. d un d-" -j-"Ink its zone 
of trim ition. (I liulcccuure & Wkt) 
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the heavens "as lamps" (masdbth) and in the final verse (13), God says: "And whether ye 

hide your word or make it public. He certainly has (full) knowledge of the secrets of (all) 

hearts. " lt is obvious from all these epigraphies, that there are clear hints of relevant Süfi 

concepts. These will be examined in Chapter Seven, and Eight in relation to the Muslim 

traditional medieval period in Cairo. 

On the other hand, the minaret shows an 

arrangement which has no parallel among the surviving 

minarets of Cairo, it has a mahkhara top (literally "incense 

burner" because it resembles its shape) which is 

characteristic of the early Mamlük period. This is carried 

by a circular section resting on a rectangular shaft rather 

than a square. Doris Behrens-Abouseif says: "the minaret 

thus lacks the octagonal part seen in other mahkhara-style 

minarets, and is one of the few minarets without an 

octagonal transition between the rectangular and circular 

sections. "' It seems that she missed observing five rows of 

stalactites which carry an octagonal balcony used by the 

mu'adhdhin for the call to prayer. This ignored reduced 

section would thus complete the geometrical transformation 

seen in all other Mamlük minarets. (Fig. 5.106) 

The ribbed mabkhara was once covered with green pieces of faience tile which is rare 

in Cairo. This was earlier seen to he used in the dome above the mMrüb in the Mosque of 

al-Näsir Muhammad in the Citadel and was referred to as a "qubhah khadrä' (literally green 

dome). We have mentioned in section 5.1.1 that when historians have encountered such 

unprecedented examples, they have referred to the technique by which it was constructed, and 

its origins - i. e., current in Persian architecture which accordingly shows influences coming 

from Mongol lands2. The problem is that hardly any of them - with the exception of Bloom' 

- refer to the medieval connotation of the quhbah kha ira' which is vital to understand it. 

op cit. Behrens-Abouseif, 1989, p. 106. 

2 op. cit., Parker et-al., P. 226. 

3 Sec Jonathan Bloom, Minaret: Symbol of Islam, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1989, p. 67. 

Figure 5.106 n., " ýýýýýýýý. ý .. r týý. " 
khangah of ftyyhu"h. 
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Mosque and Khangah of the Emir Sheykhü: (No. 147,152 on plan) 

The Emir Sayf al-Din Shaykhü al-Ndsiri had a brilliant career, rising through the 

ranks to become a commander-in-chief under the Sultan Hassan in 1354 A. D., he was also 

titled "al-Emir al-Kabfr" (the Great Emir) - the first to be so called. His personal character 

according to al-Magrizi alternated between cruelty and asceticism. Sheykhü considered 

himself a Süfi'. He died at the end of 1357 A. D. 

Although the Madrasa, and Khanqah of Sheykhü which face one another in SalTa 

Street, were not built in the same time, they were constructed to share almost identical 

external features: two long and lofty facades, and two stalactite portals with identical minarets 

placed on their top. The dating of these two buildings is at first confusing because an 

inscription under the stalactites of the entrance hay, states that the mosque was built in 750 

A. H., which is at variance with al-Magrizi2, who gives the date as 756 A. H. Creswell' 

thinks that al-Magrizi was probably wrong here as he says that the khanqah was built six 

years after the mosque, and that it was commenced in the first month of 756 A. H. 

op cit. Behrens-Abouscif, 1989, p. 119. Also sec epigraphy quoted in op cit. Su'äd Whir, n. d., vol. 3, p. 263. 

2 op cit. al-Magnr. i (14th C. ), Khüat, vol. 2, p. 313 

3 op cit. Creswell, 1919, p. 105. 

r aquae .. 1u, vun or the madrasa of Sheykhü. (Aller lxlwnic ('apiL. Ib ()rgwdz 4iun) 
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The mosquelmadrasa was first built on the north side of the street and accommodated 

twenty Sufis'. (Fig. 5.107) A manuscript written by Muliammad Ihn Abi al-Surür al-Bakri 

reveals that Emtr Sheykhü was very generous with the builders of this mosque and gave them 

an extra third of their wages. ' To endow his mosque/madrasa, he purchased property from 

the merchants and householders living in the area. He appointed `ulamd' in the four rites, in 

hadtth, and in Qur'änic reading. The institution was renowned until the end of the Bahn line. 

A stalactite portal culminating in 

a pointed semi-dome has a lintel and 

threshold which are taken and reused 
from an ancient Egyptian temple. Above 

the stalactite portal is a minaret that 

follows the Mamlük tradition. (Fig. 

5.108) The portal of the mosque leads to 

a trapezoid entrance hall. Embedded in 

three of the walls are pieces of polished 

black glass. Their purpose may have been 

decorative, but other possibilities are that 

they protected the establishment from jinn 

and evil spirits, or that they were used for 

healing purposes (anybody with an ail- 

ment could touch or lean against them). 

i .. 

y'ý;. 'F J. 

s., " {ý.; 

'I; r. 

Figure 5.108 I'w1ý1 urKenü. diun with minurii u up. 

To the right of the vestibule is a deserted tomb, probably left in favour of the mausoleum 

which was later built along with the khanqah. The interior of the pointed domed chamber is 

a square which is transformed into a circle by means of two rows of stalactites. The drum of 

the circle has eight pierced windows alternating with eight solid arched ones. 

The interior is that of a small congregational mosque. The internal organization is a 

"hybrid" of an arcaded hypostyle plan, and a four-iwän plan with a central `ahn with an 

octagonal water fountain. This fountain is not mentioned by any of the original sources to 

op cit. al-Magnzi (14th C. ), Khiiat, vol. 2, p. 313. 

2 Muhammad Ihn Abi al-Surür al-Bakn, Manuscript 457 (geography), Dar al-Kutub, p. 173. Quoted in op cit. Su`äd Whir, vol. 3, p. 249. 
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have been used for ablutions, but Su`äd Mahir` while describing it, automatically ascribes 

this function to it - as is often the case in her discriptions. The flooring of the Sahn is of 

coloured marble set in geometrical patterns resembling to a great extent that of the Madrasa 

of Tatar al-Hijäziyyah, and the Madrasa of EmTr MithgJl. (Fig. 5.109) 

From the hypostyle type we find the pillared eastern qibla riwliq as well as the 

western one. From the four-iwän madrasa type are the two slightly recessed lateral iwans 

which consist of two spans of arches - see Fig. 5.109 above. Their small size and awkwardly 

elongated proportions can neither allow for prayer, or for students to sit around their 

teacher. This point has not received any attention from art-historians - apart from the physical 

description. This suggests that the four-iwän arrangement was designed for another function. 

Immediately to the left, as one enters the courtyard, is a rnashrabiyya (wooden lattice 

work) enclosure which extends from the wall. This is an addition of the eighteenth-century 

A. D.. The gihla iwdn is uncommon in that its space is not rectangular, but is bent diagonally 

away from the street. Doris Behrens-Ahouseif says that the architect must have been 

following the site itself. 2 The mihräh in the yihla iwdn is pointed, and clad with coloured 

marble in radiating patterns. In the centre of the mihräb's semi-dome is a medallion carrying 

the word "Allah" - quite similar to that of the Sultan Hassan. This pattern of decoration in 

this particular placement has not instigated historians to probe beyond its physical description. 

1 ibid., p. 255. 

2 op cit. Behrens-Abouscif, 1989, p. 117. 

Figure 5.109 ne courtyard with a ecntral octagonal rounlain, masisle pa(ternad flooring, two riwdgs, und two lwerv! iwäi, s. 
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The qibla iwän ceiling is flat and roofed by wooden beams. These are painted and decorated 

with geometrical, floral, and calligraphic patterns executed in bright colours - conflicting with 

the orthodox teachings of the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him). 

Six years later the khanqah was built, a much larger building than the mosque. The 

khanqah included Sheykhü's tomb on the south side of Saliba street. (Fig. 5.110) According 

to al-Magrizi, this khanqah included the teaching of theology as well as the four rites 

(madhlihib) besides the Sufi teachings, this confirms its conformity to Sunni Sütism. ' Al- 

Magrizº also states in the same passage that the work of clearing the site began in Muharram 

756 A. H. and that the building was finished the same year. The ancient Egyptian lintel and 

threshold found in the khanqah are repetitious as in the mosque. The portal leads through a 

winding majdz partly covered with a wooden roof and partly open to the sky. The majdz leads 

to the courtyard, a block of three floors of Sufi living units, a qä'a (reception hall used for 

hudür), and a burial chamber - not domed. 

The khangah originally accommodated seven hundred Süfts who lived in the units 

surrounding the courtyard on the south and west sides. The centre of the courtyard has an 

octagonal water fountain with eight circular pillars and a missing roof which according to Ihn 

1 op cit. al-Magr zi (14th C. ), K/hilai, vol. 2, p. 421. He names the four jurists who were in charge of 
teaching the four rites. 

I' igure'. 1 IUP 6n of the Khan gal of Shwykhü. (Aller the Ih"pl. or AMiquiliis) 
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Iyydsl was a wooden dome. (Fig. 5.111) According to an inscription in the interior of the 

courtyard, this khanqah was also intended to house pilgrims on their way to Makkah. The 

qibla iwän is a large and spacious hall divided by columns in two arcades. Its mihräb is 

pointed and of ablaq masonry. 

Ii gL I'I' 5.111 The courtyard ciwupii - lm,, ýýýu ý. dull 1116, and . rut al uii. y! MIAI u dcl fuunlaill - 

initLdly domed. (Ilaulecoeur and Wirt) 

There are two wooden domes, one over the middle of the second aisle and another 

bulbous one over the mihrab. These two domes pass through an octagonal transition zone. 

According to Creswell2, these are unlike other contemporary wooden domes - such as the 

one over the fountain in the Sahn of the Sultan Hassan dated 764 A. H. - and accordingly 

attributes them to the restoration of Bildl Agha in (1095 A. H., 1683-4 A. D. ). The inscription 

under the beamed ceiling of the gihia iwän is Qur'nnic and alludes to the giving of alms to 

the poor (fugarä) - in this context it probably indicates the Sol-is who were housed in this 

foundation. 

As to the righteous, they shall drink of a cup mixed with camphor, a 
fountain where the devotees of Allah do drink, making it flow in unstinted 

abundance. They perform (their) vows, and they fear a Day whose evil flies 

far and wide. And they feed, for the love of Allah, the indigent, the 

' Sec op cit., Ibn lyyäs (15th C. ), Bada'i' al-Zuhar, 1403 A. H., vol. 1, p. 321. 

2 op cit. Creswell, 1919, p. 106. 
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orphan, and the captive, (saying), "We feed you for the sake of Allah 

alone: no reward do we desire from you, nor thanks. "' 

The external facade of the khangah also bears Qur'änic verses that have Sufi 

significance2, these are: the al-Kurst (the Seat of the Throne) verse, the last three verses of 

the second chapter3, and the verse of Light° where God is described to be the Light of the 

Heavens and the earth. 

In the north east corner of the gibla side, are two cenotaphs: one belonging to 

Sheykhii, and the other to Shaykh Akmal al-Din Muhammad, who was appointed by Sheykhü 

as Shaykh al-Mashyakhah (the Süfi master) of the khanqah and who died in 780 A. H. 

Representations of the two holy mosques of Makkah and Madina are painted on its walls. The 

plaque on the street wall states that restoration of this tomb was carried out by Biläl Agha in 

(1095 A. H., 1684 A. D. ). It is from this restoration that the painted representations of the 

holy mosques date. ' 

On the south side of the prayer hall a door in the wall leads into a large room with 

two arched openings across a roofed central Sahn - see plan. There is no mihrab in the hall; 

this may have been an assembly space for the kfis to gather in for the daily hudar service 

at which the communal dhikr was performed. ' Also, foundations were often known to have 

a space where the founder could converse with the $üfis and receive blessings from them. 

The mosque as well as the khanqah each have a minaret over its portal, thus creating 

a symmetrical composition: two identical portals, each surmounted by a minaret, and facing 

one another across the street'. (Fig. 5.111) The interesting feature of Sheykhü's complex is 

' Qur'än: 76/5-9. 

2 See op cit. Su'äd Whir, n. d., vol. 3, Pp. 261-262. 

3 Qur'än: 2/284-286. 

Qur'än: 24/25. 

op cit. Parker et al., 1985, p. 74. 

s ibid., Pp. 73-4. 

7A model may have been provided by Bashtak whose khanqah and mosque were on opposite sides of a street, 
though there is not enough left of Bashtak's complex to establish any further similarity. 
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that the symmetry of these portals with their minarets framing the street like a gateway 

(bawwdbah) has the effect of transforming the street itself (an important processional road 

leading from the Citadel to the outskirts of the city) into a part of the religious complex. 

Figure 5.112 Il is obvious that the idcidicrl minariia that face Figure 5.1 13 fhr klmn..... minor{ tc to 

one another were an attempt to eslablii an urban rapport as well as that or Ilie mmfra. w in both it, pruprtiwes, and in its 

create a point of interest. placement above the putal. 

The two minarets of Sheykhü change from square to octagon, then to circle, and end 

in bulbous pointed finials. (Fig. 5.113) They are unusual in the absence of stalactites beneath 

the minaret galleries that divide its sections - mouldings have been used instead. These two 

minarets are also not absolutely identical, differing not only in the pattern of their carving, 

but also in their transitional zones. The transitional zone of the minaret attached to the 

mosque has a pyramidal shape, while that of the minaret at the khangah consists of triangles 

pointing downwards. Doris Behrens-Abouseif, comments that the inscription of the khanqah 

minaret is a verse from the Qur'an rarely used on earlier ones: it refers to the pilgrimage to 

Makkah. She says that Sheykhü himself is not reported to have fulfilled the pilgrimage 

commandment, but that the shaykh of his khanqah most probably did. ' In Chapter Seven we 

will see that there is a direct Saft relationship between the Ka`ha as a centre and its relation 
to the vertical axis which links the earth to the Heavens. 

I op cit. Behrens-Abouscif, 1985(a), p. 96. 
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5.2 OBSERVATIONS ON RELIGIOUS BAHRI MAMLUK ARCHITECTURE AND ON 

LIMITATIONS OF THE HISTORICAL APPROACH 

From the examination of Bahri Mamlük mosques, madrasas, and khangahs, it is 

possible to arrive at a list of common characteristics and a series of questions related to their 

interpretation. Amongst the most striking findings of this chapter is the obvious departure of 

MamiCik religious architecture from the Sunna of the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon 

him). This is first seen in the incorporation of the mausoleum as a cornerstone in the design, 

which takes a priority in the laying out of the religious building. We have seen in Chapter 

Three that the mausoleum actually took on a distinctive religious role and had a utilitarian 

function in the Mamliik society linked to the concept of baraka (spiritual blessing). This was 

directly reflected in the design and became qibla oriented as well as the prayer hall - although 

according to Islamic Law it should not be used as a place for worship'. Another observation 

which becomes apparent on measured plans is that in Mamlük architecture, prayer halls were 

sometimes displaced and even Makkah orientation occasionally modified so as to achieve a 

better layout for the mausoleum. 2 This proves how much the mausoleum in the Mamlük 

period was given priority over other elements, and how the prayer hall, which should be the 

basic requirement in a religious building, came after it. 

A departure from the Sunna can also be seen in the elaborate decoration of the 

interiors, specifically the gilding and bright paint applied to the ceilings, and the extensive 

ornamentation of marble used in the gibla iwäns and the mausoleum chambers. According 

to the Sunna, monumentality, excessive height, and grandeur, are also signs of a break from 

Islamic teachings. Likewise, the popular use of ablaq masonry in Mamlük religious 

architecture (the use of alternating courses of red and white stone, or red and yellow stone) 
involves colour combinations that were specifically prohibited by the second Caliph `Omar 

in mosque architecture. He had said: "wa lä tuhammar wa la tuuaffar" (do not colour it red 

or yellow). Although this hadith is usually interpreted as an unspecified indiscriminant 

disapproval of over-bright colours', ablaq should have still been disapproved of by the 
`ulamä'. 

See Chapter Four. 

2 op cit. Kessler, cd. A. H. Green, 1984, p. 97. 

3 See Chapter Four. 
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In more than one occasion while describing the buildings in section 5.1, this 

unorthodox behaviour has been explained as being instigated by the overpowering influence 

of the popular beliefs adopted by the society. This suggests why there were rarely any 

complaints made by the society or the `ulama' against such practices. The occasional uproar 

manifested by jurists such as Ibn Taymiyya, who strongly resented many Mamlük customs 

and innovations (bid ̀ a), launched attacks on güfis and Süfi practices such as the veneration 

of saints, and the building of mausoleums. These attacks were not taken seriously by the 

Mamlük society. It was only when Ibn Taymiyya, attacked the suliäns personally for openly 

supporting and being involved with Sufism, that he was imprisoned (six times) until he died. ' 

It has been evident amongst the findings of this chapter that Mamlük mosques and 

madrasas (which by the nature of their function bear no direct relation to 8üfism, unlike the 

khangah) have been seen to involve Stºfl influences in one form or the other. This is proof 

of the natural reflection of the penetration of kfism throughout the Bahrº Mamlük society 

as a whole. The Safi influences have been revealed throughout the historical study as follows: 

- Baybars a1-Bundugdäri was mentioned in the sources to have had a tüfi 

spiritual adviser (al-Shaykh Khidr), and built six zäwiyas for him. 

- The band of epigraphy in the facade of the Mosque of Ulms al-Häjib refers 

to kfi terminology in the du`d' (prayer). Another epigraphy refers to Ulms 

as a 85fi (al faqir lla Allah). 

- Al-Nair Muliammad is mentioned in the sources to have built several 8üfi 

zuwiyas for certain Safi revered shaykhs. 

- The Madrasa of Zayn al-Din Yüsuf has an inscription which refers to the 

salvation of the SGfcs using this "shrine". Sufi cells were later added to it and 
it became a zdwiya later on. 

- The Mosque/Madrasa of Emtr Al Malik al-Jükandär is mentioned in the 

sources to be a "place for Wis". Later it actually changed its function and 
became a zawiya. 

- The sources refer to the MosquelMadrasa of Emfr Ahmed al-Mihmandär 
as a khanqah because of the Süfi practises that were performed in it. 

i See paper by Donald P. Little, The Historical and Historiographical Significance of the Detention of Ibn 
Taymiyya", in History and Historio ranhv of the Mamhiks, Variorum Reprints, London, 1986, Pp. 311-327. 
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- Emir AMlam al-Silahdär, who built a Mosque/Madrasa was mentioned by 

al-Magrzzi to have been a Safi shaykh who participated in teaching. The 

organization of his madrasa indicates that it was a mashyakhat Süfryyah. 

- The band of epigraphy in the Mosque/Madrasa of the Sultan Hassan bears 

Safi connotations. 

- The sources mention that Emfr Sheykhü was a Süfi. His mosque was 

designed to accommodate twenty Safi students, they were later transferred to 

the Khangah he built six years later which accommodated 400 Sufis. 

The second striking finding in this chapter, is the similarity in the buildings examined, 

which shows that there were canons that were respected and commonly shared in the building 

profession. Christel M. Kessler (Creswell's assistant) in a paper published on the orientation 

of Mamlük buildings specifically related to the Madrasa of Umm al-Sultän Sha`bänl, 

confirms that Mamlük architecture consists of "unwritten laws". She does not mention where, 

and how such laws arose, but instead produces a list of criteria mainly derived from her 

examination of the issues related to orientation of buildings - street alignment and qibla- 

orientation, both the astronomical qibla and that of the Sal äba (Companions)'. 

The laws she refers to were obviously "unwritten" because they were transferred 

between MamlUk contemporaries from master builder (mu'allim) to builders and craftsmen 

(bannd'In and /iirafiyyrn) by word of mouth through a system of apprenticeship - as described 

in Chapters Two, and Three. These canons were also passed on orally through time, from 

generation to generation in two ways: through the informal or un-official guild system'; and 

through families of architects and builders. These points will be discussed in more detail in 

Chapter Six. 

In any case, while Kessler produces most helpful observations regarding orientation 

of Mamlük buildings and the placement of their minarets and mausolea, she ignores all other 

' See op cit. Kessler, ed. A. H. Green, 1984, Pp. 97-106. 

2 According to the sixteenth-century astronomer Ghars al-Din al-l1alabi, there were several directions accepted 
for the qibla in medieval Cairo: the most popular being the giblat a1-. a)iaba (meaning the qibla of the 
Companions) facing winter sunrise at 27 degrees S of E, and the qibla of the astronomers, facing 37 degrees S 
of E. 

I Informal in the sense that it was a whole-functioning guild but was not officialized by the Mamrak state. Master builders were not known to have been appointed by the sukiin but was elected amongst those of the same 
profession. 
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aspects in internal organization as though the architecture of the facade was the only thing that 

mattered -a rather typical oversight of modernist art-historians. I believe that "oversight" 

might not be the best term to use in the case of scholars who are extremely meticulous and 

thorough in their observations, it is more their ideology' that causes them to look for certain 

aspects and unintentionally ignore others such as for instance the "turning inwards" in all 
Baliri Mamlük buildings. Most illustrations in Islamic architectural historical handbooks focus 

on exteriors rather than interiors, which suggests a neglect of the vital feature and dimension 

of traditional religious architecture, which, as we will see in the Bafir Mamlük case, is to be 

found in the "heart". 

But even those art-historians who have not missed the inwardness of Islamic 

architecture suggest explanations for this interiority which are incompatible with the cases that 

have been examined. To give an example, Robert Hillenbrand says: 

The device of turning the mosque outside in, as it were, had an appealing 

simplicity; but more than that, it allowed the architect a freedom of 
manoeuvre that would be denied to him in the world outside the mosque. 
He [the architect] could plan every detail of the facade, including the vital 

aspect of its interaction with its immediate surroundings, liberated from the 

constraints imposed by the secular architecture engulfing the exterior of the 

mosque on all sides! 

But this suggestion cannot be correct. First, the term "secular" has no existence in 
classical Arabic, because medieval people did not know the modernistic concept of secularism 
as opposed to that of sacrality; and second, even buildings which had a potential for visual 
development and external elaboration were left simple, austere, and empty such as the 
Madrasa of the Sultan I-iassan, the Madrasa of Sarghatmish, the Khanqah of Sheykhii, and 
the Mosque of Sheykhü to name but four. Furthermore, a building such as that of the 
Khanqah of Baybars al-Jashankºr was built, and then a successful mausoleum, portal, and 
minaret added later to its extremely restricted site and small facade. These site restrictions did 

not prevent the medieval architect in any way from achieving a balanced facade. It is thus 

II will return to this point below in this section. 

2 See Robert Hillenbrand, "The Mosque in the Medieval Islamic World", ed. Sherban Cantacuzino, Architecture in Continuity: Building in the Islamic World Today, Aperture, New York, 1985, p. 50. 
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obvious that there must have been other reasons for the introvertness of the buildings than 

simply evading problems of site. We will see in the following chapters that the reasons for 

their turning inwards were much deeper than that. 

Modern architects tend to think of past architecture in terms emphasized by an 

education which is heavily overburdened with concern for external appearance and issues of 

style. ' It is as if the modern architect and art-historian tend to see buildings as though they 

were models placed on a table so to speak; they walk around them and examine them as 

"shrunken" exteriors in their minds. It is impossible to follow the same process in terms of 

the interior spaces within these models, because we cannot "shrink" the interior spaces and 

remain inside them at the same time in order to conceive them. This requires another system 

of perception and imagination which, even if attained for a single space, certainly cannot be 

achieved for a sequence of spaces2. 

All these problems of perception lie in the fact that when we are taught to analyze or 

criticize anything, art, architecture, or even literary arts, we are only considered to be 

"professional" critics when we become subjectively, spiritually, and emotionally distanced 

from, and outside things. We are able to be so, by acquiring opposing qualities, i. e., by 

seeking what is physical, objective, and rational. These qualities necessarily have to do with 
"exteriority", which dulls our sensations so that we can no longer understand or relate to 
"interiority". This argument leads to the hypothesis that with our externalized modernistic 

perceptions, we are unable to reach into the understanding of traditional architecture which 
is necessarily based on "interiority", and hence, are not capable of releasing psycho-spiritual 

meaning. 

It is most evident and striking from our brief survey of Mamlük religious architecture 
in section 5.1, that the interiors are the real architecture and not the facades. We can see this 
by considering the Mamlüks' belief in that what was inside the interior was what provided 
the main "spiritual blessing" - whether through the function of prayer performed inside the 
buildings, or through the blessings that cling to the remains of the `ulama' or Safi saints who 

See argument in Chapters One, and Two. 

2 We will see in Chapter Ten that the importance of sequence of experience of internal spaces is a very important dimension in the understanding of traditional buildings. 



Chapter five 245 

are buried in it'. The exterior, as explained in section 5.1, seems to have simply been a 

series of signs or landmarks to the Mamluks announcing the presence of the building. These 

signs took different forms, such as deep-set portals with cave-like features, vertical minarets 

that soar up in the sky, or the pointed domes of mausolea. 

Let us now consider the characteristic features of Mamink religious architecture which 

remain unexplained through the purely historical approach - or at the very best, are partially 

explained. It is clear that from the point of view of form, Bahrt Mamlük mosques were 

variations and developments of the prototype of the Mosque of the Prophet in Madina and that 

madrasas and khangahs were not. Historically speaking, the latter have their precedents in 

Seljuk architecture, as mentioned in Chapter Three. Consequently, according to historical 

interpretations, it seems that the forms of these two educational types of buildings had to be 

adapted to suit the new functions in the context of the medieval city of Cairo. This historical 

viewpoint will prove to be valid regarding their forms but not their content: although Mamlük 

mosque forms are in no way like those of the madrasa and khanqah, they share the same 

traditional symbolism based on traditional Islamic beliefs. 

On the level of the elements of the buildings, we find that Islamic historians and art- 
historians such as Doris Behrens-Abouseif, Chahinda Karim, Caroline Williams, Su`äd Mähir, 

and others have described the constituents of the buildings and the elements that constitute 

their different parts, by laboriously giving dimensions, and seeking origins in older 

precedents, while placing them as precisely as possible within a time-frame. They have also 
looked for utilitarian functions wherever they have encountered anything that has no historical 

interpretation; when they have failed to find any, they have suggested aesthetic reasons or 

structural needs. Although this may be helpful in many respects, such interpretations do not 
help explain the continuity of traditional elements and forms throughout the centuries. 

The following questions form a brief summary of what has been identified as 
unexplained during the course of the historical survey of Baliri Mamlük religious architecture: 

- Why are mosque riwaqs (prayer arcades) and madrasa and khanqah four- 
iwans organized in such a manner that they face the centre of the courtyard 
rather than point towards the gibla? 

' See Chapter Three. 
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- Why are portals built in the form of pointed recessed niche-like shapes 

resembling caves? 

- Why are the buildings constructed with such an exaggerated thickness of the 

walls - which is structurally unnecessary? 

- Why are the bent corridors (majaz) connected to the sky by means of light 

wells, particularly in junctions or in the case of change of orientatition. 

- Why are m1 rabs always recessed and why do they end in pointed semi- 

domes? 

- Why do minarets and domes follow the same pattern in their transition of 

form, from square to octagon to circle and end at a point at the apex? 

- Why is it that some mausoleum windows are obliquely set (with respect to 

the facade) so that they are directed to the centre of the burial chamber. 

- Why is the al-Kurst verse (Seat of the Throne) commonly incorporated as 

the Qur'änic epigraphy in domed chambers instead of other verses? 

- Why were some Mamlük domes externally covered with green faience; and 

why were domes in general termed as qubbat al-khadrd' (green domes) even 

when they were not "green". 

- Why is it that when a dome is transformed from square to circle by means 

of stalactites that do not pass through the form of the octagon, a cantilevered 

octagonal wooden frame is added? 

- Why is it that in domes that are transformed by squinches delineating the 

form of the octagon, these wooden frames are omitted? 

- Why is it that madrasas and khanqahs which are historically proven to have 

taught one or two rites have layouts which incorporate four Iwans? 

- Why are fountains placed in the centres of courtyards when they are not 

used for ablutions? 

- Why is it that these fountains usually follow a certain progression of form 

from octagon to circle to pointed summit? 

- Why are the crestings, whether trefoil or geometrical, designed to show 

solid parts that are inverted replicas of the spaces between them? 

- Why do most of the elements2 incorporated in the design of religious 

' Even in their reduced sections as we have seen in section 5.1. 

2 Portal, minaret, domes, iwdns, miirabs, ... etc. 
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buildings point to the vertical' rather than to the horizontal, which is the 

direction of the qibla? 

- Why is it that there is a consistent relationship between the minaret and the 

portal, and another between the centre of the courtyard, the fountain, the 

m1 rab, and the dome above the miIiräb? 

- Why is epigraphy placed so high up on the elements of a building - whether 

on a minaret, the exterior of a dome, or its interior, where it is virtually 

impossible to read it? 

- Why were minarets built even if they were not quite necessary, for instance 

in a place already crowded with other minarets? 

We have already seen in the course of our examination of the buildings that the 

historical approach cannot answer these questions convincingly. Jonathan Bloom2 has 

explained that Creswell's approach based on a theory of evolution of form falls short of 

explaining historical buildings. Bloom says that this controversy is what has prompted 

scholars, such as R. Stephen Humphreys, to introduce other approaches to explain medieval 

Islamic architecture. Humphreys' approach is based on the visual perception of the traditional 

buildings, that is to say, he interprets what he sees in the features of the building and overlays 

them with historical facts to arrive at a "symbolic" interpretation, one that he refers to as the 

search for the "expressive intent" of the patron. ' 

Jonathan Bloom, while agreeing to disavow Creswell's purely formalistic evolutionary 
theory, also disagrees with Humphreys' visual approach. He bases his argument on the fact 

that Humphreys built his cases on his own modernistic perceptions; i. e., how Humphreys saw 
the building through modern eyes. He gives an example, Humphreys' argument about the 
Mosque of Baybars al-Bundugdar- , 

in which he claims that it was intended to resemble 
fortress architecture (because Baybars was the real founder of the Mamlük regime and 
considered himself to be the guardian of the Sunnt faith). Bloom points out that this 
supposition is based on Humphreys' own views and perceptions of what a fortress looks like, 

Even the horizontal walls of the facades are divided into vertical strips grouping windows together. 

2 See full argument in op cit. Jonathan Bloom, 1982, Pp. 50-51. 

' See full argument in op cit. Stephen Humphreys, 1972, Pp. 69-119. 

4 See the analysis of this mosque in section 5.1.1. 
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and adds that if we examine the medieval fortresses known to the Mamlüks, we will find that 

they had nothing in common with the features of Baybars' mosque. Hence, he says, the visual 
impact of its form would not have been a fortress in medieval eyes. This indicates that even 

amongst historians, there is a controversy about the adequacy of different approaches as 

understood by contemporary scholars. 

The limitations that have been pointed out in this section do not exhaust the list of 

unanswered questions to be encountered by adopting a purely historical approach. There are 

also other questions that are raised by the user or visitor while actually moving through the 

buildings; these mainly relate to the perception a person has while walking through them - 
i. e., as a series of spaces in time. This temporal aspect is yet another dimension that is 

overlooked by historians, mainly for the reasons of perception mentioned above. 
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(CEAI=m OHZ 

THE EXAMINATION OF THE TRADITIONAL 

MAMLUK PROCESSES OF THE PRODUCTION OF 

ART AND ARCHITECTURE 

We have seen in Chapter Five how most historians and art-historians tend to seek the 

origin of Islamic art and architecture in the socio-political conditions created by Islam. This 

purely historical approach was found to produce either inadequate or incomplete explanations 

of Balirº Mamlük architecture. These findings confirm the argument quoted in Chapter One 

by Seyyed Hossein Nasr and Gulzar Haider, who find dependence on the historical approach 

alone to be thoroughly non-Islamic - even though it is followed by certain Muslims - because 

it sees the origin of the inward in the outward and reduces sacred art with its interiorizing 

power simply to external, social, and economic conditions'. The purely historical approach 

can be easily rejected from the point of view of Islamic metaphysics and theology which see 

the origin of all things in God, for He is the Knower of all things, and therefore the essences 

of forms have their reality in the Divine2. Islamic thought does not allow the reduction of 

the higher to the lower, or the sacred to the profane. But even from the non-Islamic point of 

view, the very nature of Islamic art, the sciences and spiritual realization necessary for its 

creation, would make it evident to any impartial observer that whatever relation exists 
between Islamic art and architecture and the Islamic revelation cannot be just on the level of 

socio-political changes brought about by Islam. This does not mean that these matters are 

unimportant, for without matters of patronage, encouragement, and expansion, certain crafts 

would not have been followed or led to works with the quality that is left to us today. Yet, 

one cannot say that this patronage created this particular form of art; the answer must be 

sought in the religion of Islam itself. 

t See Chapter One. For the full arguments, see Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Islamic Art and Spirituality, Golgonooza 
Press, London, 1987, Chapter One. Also see Gutzar Haider, "Islam, Cosmology, and Architecture". paper in 
Theories and Principles of Design in the Architecture of Islamic Societies, The Aga Khan Program for Islamic 
Architecture, Cambridge, 1988, Pp. 77-8. 

I See Chapter Two. 
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We have argued in Chapters Two and Three that kfism permeated the life of the 

Mamluk society in all its levels, that the essence of the Islamic belief consisted of the Divine 

Law (Sharra), a spiritual path (1arfga), and the Truth or Reality (Ragfqah), and that this 

latter was considered by the medieval Mamlük society to be the origin of the Law and the 

Way. We also saw in Chapter Four that the Shar('a, which defines the relation between God 

and man and the Muslim community (umma) on the level of action, and the Sunna of the 

Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) as related to religious architecture, says very little 

about what a mosque should look like. We also saw that the Mosque of the Prophet at Madina 

after the first few centuries ceased to be the prototype emulated in religious architecture, and 

that new elements and forms came to be attached to the mosque indicating that medieval art 

and architecture could not have had its sources in solely the Shart`a or the Sunna. The role 

of the Sharl4a can be described as that of the creator of the Islamic atmosphere for medieval 

art and architecture and is what set limitations on some forms of art while encouraging others. 
This Islamic atmosphere, besides providing the general social background, moulded the soul 

of the architect and craftsman by inspiring him with certain attitudes and virtues derived from 

the Qur'än and the Sunna of the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him), but it could not 

provide the means for the creation of a sacred art. 

All these factors have been identified as a result of using the traditionalist approach 

which we have chosen to adopt, and together they support its use as the only means by which 

we can arrive at an understanding of Mamlük architecture. It is therefore to the esoteric 
dimension of Islam, to the bahn as contained in the 9üfi Way and clarified by the Truth 

(F7agrqa), that one must turn to find the true origin of Islamic sacred art and architecture. We 
have seen that Sufism is dominated by the spiritual dimension of Islam. The term 
"spirituality" in Arabic (rawfiäniyya) comes from the word rü1 (spirit) which is also used to 

mean "essence" (ma`na), and in both cases denotes interiority. It is within the inner 

dimension of the Islamic tradition that one must seek the sources of Islamic art and 
architecture and the power which has sustained it over the ages. 

This chapter will deal with several points related to the link between Sufism in the 
MamlUk period and the processes of art and architecture. The first point that we will deal 
with is the relationship between the craft corporations and the kfi lartgas. This will be 
followed by a reconstruction of the design and building processes of religious Mamlük 
architecture. Finally, issues related to the traditional understanding of art and craftsmanship 
will be discussed. 
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6.1 THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN WFISM AND THE MAMLÜK "GUILDS" 

We discussed in Chapter Three how the first few decades of the Mamlük regime were 

marked by intense construction activity under the patronage of Mamlük sultans and emirs 

who used Cairo, Aleppo and Damascus as a labour pool for works in the Mamlük empire. 

It was also mentioned that MamlUk emirs had obligations towards their social fief (igla ); 

they had to provide for the needs of the poor and patronize Islamic culture. Besides building 

palaces, houses, and public baths, they primarily built mosques, madrasas, and khanqahs and 

attached to them a mausoleum for themselves (as seen in Chapter Five). Actually, it became 

a tradition that each emir founded at least one religious building. Laila `Ali Ibrähim tells us 

that, "the choice of the religious institution was usually dictated by a shaykh in whose 

spiritual powers the emir believed. "' She explains that the role of the emir was to provide 

a prime site either on the gasaba (main street or artery) of Cairo or at its city gates. 

But although due credit should go to the patrons of these buildings, one must not 
forget that many of the characteristics and much of the quality of the buildings came from the 

construction workers who, regardless of who was financing the buildings, or to what purpose 
it was built, used skills that had come down to them from their forefathers and which they 
had mastered through years of training. Master-craftsmen (mu ̀allimfn) transmitted their skills 
to the young apprentices they were training, until over the years, the apprentice could master 
the craft and transmit it to another generation of apprentices. Since the same craft tended to 

stay in a family for generations, the process would often take place between father and son. 
We have seen that the role of tüfism was a potent influencing factor that affected Mamlük 

society as a whole, and that, therefore, it would naturally be reflected on the architects, the 

craftsmen, and builders as well, since they formed a large segment of that social structure. 
They in turn influenced their products. This has been pointed out emphatically by Hassan 

Fatlii, the Egyptian contemporary traditionalist architect; he states that: 

Mosque architecture has its proper canons and symbols which were 
preserved by the Sufi sages [shaykhs] who worked closely with the 
craftsmen-builders, the ones with their revealed knowledge and the others 
with the skill of their hands. The resultant of this co-operation was handed 
over from generation to generation by the guild system, developing and 

Laila 'All Ibrähtm, Mamlük Monuments in Cairo, Instituto Italiano di Cultura R. A. E., Cairo, 1976, p. 11. 
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evolving within tradition while discriminating between the implicit or the 

constant that has to be respected, or the spontaneous in which the 

craftsman was free to put in something of his own. In this guild system, the 

sage initiated the master craftsman in the secret laws and symbols of the 

sacred art and geometry, and the master craftsman, in his turn, initiated 

the apprentice into the secrets of the craft and the handling of the 

materials. The master craftsman was the only person entitled to warrant 

that the apprentice had reached the degree of master vis-a-vis the 

community. This was announced to the community by a ritual procession 

in which the graduate was taken round the town on a donkey, dressed in 

a cashmere shawl, announcing that he had attained the degree of master. ' 

The survey of traditional Mamhºk mosques, madrasas and khanqahs summarised in 

Chapter Five showed the recurrence of certain design ideas, architectural elements and 

decorative motifs that bear great resemblance to one another. 2 According to the mathematical 

laws of probability, this recurrence must mean that there were canons and rules that were 

consciously transmitted and applied. According to Hassan Fathi, it is through the Sufi farlga, 

that the permanence and similarity of forms - the symbols - was ensured in the one region and 

in all Muslim lands. He explains that this similarity stemming from the oneness of the faith 

and culture naturally gave rise to the choice of similar symbolic forms denoting the same 

meaning - just as the Word of God in the Qur'än has the same meaning for all Muslims. 

After an initiatory ceremony of an esoteric nature (which will be discussed in more 
detail below) the traditional craftsman began to learn the external method as well as the 
internal spirit of his craft. Through Sufism, symbols were moulded to the arts and crafts so 

that the craftsman was able to achieve "spiritual perfection" by integrating the inner and outer 

aspects of his being through his work. He participated in the creative process and by doing 

so participated in the Divine Art. ' We will see in Chapter Seven that human "creation" as 

compared with Divine "Creation" is a matter of degree and not of quality: human creation 
is all the same a "divine" act. 

Hassan FatfT, Mosque Architecture, King 'Abdul-'Azzz University, Jeddah, n. d., p. 14. 

2 This would seem to be somewhat applicable also to all traditional religious buildings in all Muslim countries from Iran to Morocco. 

3 Nader Ardalan and Laleh Bakhtiar, The Sense of Unity, University of Chicago Press, London, 1973, p. 10. 
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The medieval processes of designing a building and of architectural "creation" were, 

of course, totally different from their equivalents in the twentieth-century. Today the 

procedure and method of design and the processes of building have changed from kfi 

master/craftsman to the architect/contractor system in which the design and the execution of 

the work are split, and the canons of sacred art are lost. The revealed knowledge of the tüfi 

shaykh is now replaced by the modern analytical sciences, while the skill of the craftsman's 

hand has been replaced by the machine. As we saw in Chapter One, the result is that we see 

today so many mosques in almost all Muslim countries in which the arbitrary outweighs the 

implicit and holiness is entirely lacking. 

We saw in Chapter Two that the mosque, madrasa, and khanqah came to administer 
kfi knowledge as well as Sharra-based knowledge during the Mamlük period. We also saw 

that the architect or master builder was educated in either the madrasa or the khanqah which 

would make him knowledgable about Sufism. He would thus obtain an Vaza (certificate of 

graduation) indicating that he was a knowledgeable Sufi shaykh or a `älim (scholar) with Sufi 

knowledge, depending on which educational institution he belonged to and under whom he 

had been educated (apprenticed). We also mentioned in the same chapter cases quoted by al- 

Suyüii (14th C. ) of masters in crafts (mu`allimtn) who were kfis, mathematicians, herbalists, 

and astronomers all at the same time. Another case such as that of Zayn al-Din al-Ani . ri, 

mentioned by al-Sakhaw (15th C. ), who had studied "figh, Arabic, cosmology (`ilm al- 
hay'ah), geometry, arithmetic, algebra, medicine, and other sciences. "' Al-Sakhäwi also 

mentions a $üfi shaykh Afimed al-Suy ii who worked as a judge (gadt), as a teacher in 

several madrasas, and learned the craft of glass-making until he had reached a mastery of the 

profession "and became a master himself. "2 Ibn Taghfi Birdi (late 14th C. ) gives yet another 

example of Burhän al-Din Ibn Zaga'ah al-Ghazni "who started his life as a tailor, then 
became an imam (leader of prayer) who could give opinions on the different sciences ('ulam), 

especially Safi' interpretation (ta'wti), ..., and mathematics. "' It is thus obvious that 

traditional sciences, Sufism, and the crafts were interrelated. We will discuss below the 

organized craft corporations (guilds) in the Mamlük period and their connections with the Süf1 

1 al-Sakhäwi (15th C. ), al-Dh l 'al Ra at-Mr 4w Ba h at al-'Ulamd' wal-Rowdh, al-Dir al-Miiriyyah lil- 
Ta'I'if wal-Tarjamah wal-Nashr, Cairo, n. d., Pp. 143. 

1 ibid., p. 65. 

31bn Taghn Birdi (late 14th C. ), al-Manhal a1- äff wal-Mu. stawfi' ba'd al-WO r. al-Kutub al-Miiriyyah, Cairo, reprint 1956, vol. 1, p. 152. 
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brotherhoods. This accounts for the creation of a pervading traditional atmosphere that was 

based on rawhäniyyah (spirituality) deriving its essence from Islam. 

On the other hand, while kfii knowledge was taught to the master (mu'allim) and the 

architect (muhandis) in the madrasa or khanqah, the craftsmen and builders would not have 

had the same access to it. They would have been exposed to SGfism as practised and 

circulated amongst the society as a whole. But more importantly, it is because 9üfism deeply 

penetrated the craft guilds that Safi theory and practice were guaranteed to be carried out both 

implicitly and explicitly in Mamlük traditional art, architecture, and the crafts in general. 

The guild system in Egypt was known since the earliest of Pharaonic times; the 

various trades and crafts in urban centres throughout the Egyptian empire had been organized 

into corporations or guilds. In these guilds, membership was compulsory and through them 

commercial activities were closely regulated by the state. According to A. E. R. Boak, the 

Muslim conversion of Egypt in the seventh-century A. D. left these inherited occupational 

corporations relatively intact, and they persisted through the end of the tenth-century A. D. 

He says that they were chiefly a means for maintaining public regulation over merchants, 

tradesmen, and artisans. ' Although it is not important for our purposes to account for 

existence of precedents of occupational corporations in Islamic cities, it simply shows that this 

tradition was long present in the region. 

Said `Abd al-Fatty i `Ashur, the contemporary specialist on Mamlük history, confirms 

that medieval Muslim craftsmen were organized in corporations. ' This is applicable on 
Mamlük Cairo just by examining the names of its quarters. As mentioned in Chapter Three, 

whole streets and quarters were reserved for particular crafts (such as the coppersmiths, 

paper-makers, quilters, tent-makers, ... etc. ). `Ashur adds that these organizations facilitated 

the supply of basic materials and precluded dishonest competition through the role of the 

mu1 tasib (supervisor of the market) and the `arlf or awn (trustee of each craft). 

Unfortunately we still lack detailed knowledge of the institutional character of such 
organizations and of the changes which these institutions appear to have undergone during 

A. E. R. Boak, Guilds. Late Roman and Byzantine, Encyclopedia of Social Sciences, The Macmillan 
Company, New York, 1932, Pp. 206-8. 

2 See Said 'Abd al-Fattäh 'Ashur, Misr It 'ASr Dawlat al-Mam4ltk at-Baliariwah, Maktabat al-Nahdah al- Miiriyyah, Cairo, 1959, p. 207. 
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their many centuries of evolution. Indeed, contemporary scholars specializing in the 

investigation of Islamic guilds (or occupational corporations as they commonly call them) now 

vigorously deny that, prior to the Ottoman period, anything analogous to the highly structured 

official guilds that developed in medieval Europe ever existed in Middle-Eastern cities. It is 

a fact that until the seventeenth-century A. D. there is no formal mention of the term "nigabat 

muhandisrn" (architect's guild) in court records. 

Other historians such as Louis Massignon, Bernard Lewis, and Ira M. Lapidus, have 

rarely been so involved in deep controversy as on the question of guilds. The present 

consensus is undecided. Earlier scholars, on the one hand, offered a rather firm positive 

position on the existence of guilds connected to 901 brotherhoods. Foremost among them was 

Louis Massignon'; it was he who suggested that the Ismaili Fatimids (969-1171 A. D. ) 

introduced "a new fervour of religious and even secret society. " He described it as an internal 

cohesion into the professional, craft, and commercial corporations which had been utilized 

chiefly as agencies for state regulation, and drew a connection between the Ismaili kfi 

affiliations and the guilds of Fatimid Egypt. These were adopted in their essentials in the 

Ayyubid and the later Mamliik periods but under Sunn(Islam. Detailed statements confirming 

this view of Fatimid corporate organization appeared in an article in 1937 by Bernard 

Lewis. ' 

For many years this position was widely accepted by scholars. Lately Lewis 

disavowed his 1937 article suggesting that it required critical revisions; these revisions 

regarded the use of the term "guild" synonymously to the official ones of the Ottoman period, 
but not concerning the relationship between 901 brotherhoods and the crafts. Weiss & Green 

resolve this debatable issue by summing up their point of view as follows: 

One scholar [they do not mention who, most likely their reference is to 
Bernard Lewis] who has made a careful study of this question has 

concluded that, if the term `guild' be taken to mean an association 
restricted to a particular trade or craft and designed to serve not merely the 

I Louis Massignon, whose position can be found in "Les Corps de Metiers et la Cite Islamique", Revue 
Internationale de Socioloeie, vol. 28,1920, Pp. 473-89. Also see Luois Massignon, Islamic Guilds, Encyclopedia 
of the Social Sciences, vol. 7,1932, Pp. 214-6. 

2 For more information on the Fatimid guilds see Bernard Lewis, "The Islamic Guilds", The Economic 
-iistorv Review, vol. VIII, Nov. 1937, Pp. 20-37. 
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social but also the economic interests of its members, then there were no 

guilds in the medieval Muslim city. It did happen that occasionally members 

of a particular trade or craft lived together in a particular quarter or 

formed a Sufi brotherhood, in which case they maintained an active social 

life among themselves; but in these cases economic interests seem to have 

been secondary. Probably all the trades and crafts had some degree of 

organized social life. This would seem to follow from their being grouped 

together physically in different sections of the bazaar. Also, there must have 

been some organized system of apprenticeship whereby skills could be 

transmitted from generation to generation through an oral tradition. ' 

For our purposes, whether the term "guild" signifies an informal or a formal 

relationship between the members of a craft and the state makes no difference. What is 

important to us is that this relationship existed and that "guilds" were connected to Saft 

brotherhoods. The vital step towards understanding how a traditional group of craftsmen 

functioned as an entity is the point that needs to be studied: to what extent it was cohesive, 

how it controlled its internal and external matters, what was the role of the $Gf[ brotherhoods, 

and what was that of the Safi shaykh or mu'allim of such informal "guilds"? 

Andrd Raymond, comparing the Ottoman and Mamlük position of chief architect says 

that in the Mamlük period "ra'is al-muhandistn" or "kabtr al-muhandistn" (chief architect) 

would have been the head of the "guild". A person in such a position had the authority to 

enlist into service the stone-cutters, bricklayers and other construction workers for the benefit 

of the suliän's and emirs' buildings. Thus, Raymond concludes that the post of rays al- 

muhandistn was held by architects in the Mamlük period and not by government officials 2 

This rays al-muhandisrn who was also shaykh al--üfiyyah (Safi shaykh) was responsible for 

all matters regarding the members who worked under him. This shaykh also saw to it that the 

internal affairs and regulations of those members of the "guild" were followed. For instance, 

a certain level of quality was required from workers; a mu'allim was not to employ an 

Bernard G. Weiss and Arnold H. Green, A Survey of Arab History, the AUC press, Cairo, 1985, revised 
edition, p. 159. 

2 Andr6 Raymond compares the Ottoman mi'mdr basha to the Mamlük w0hir al-'amd'ir. See Andrd 
Raymond, Artisans et commercants au Caire au XVIII' Siecle, Damascus, 1973, vol. II, p. 610. 



Chapter Six 257 

assistant or (Sanay`O1 who was not well-versed in the skills of his craft; it was the mu`allim 

who handled problems of defective work. 

`Ashur says that the shaykh al-mu`allimtn was elected by the members of the "guild". 

The workers chose him on the basis of moral qualities, his knowledge of his craft and his fair 

dealings with the other workers of this "guild". The shaykh who was invested took it upon 

himself to respect the regulations of the "guild" and to see that other members respected them 

as well, both in their dealings with one another and the state. 2 It would follow that since this 

shaykh belonged to a Sufi brotherhood and had been taught by a Süfi master, the members 

of the "guild" would became automatically the followers of not only a superior leader in their 

craft but of a religious figure as well, capable of giving baraka (blessings) through his 

teachings. As a result, the closeness of the ties that bonded the members of a Mamlük "guild" 

to their shaykh was coupled in such cases by deriving from him the sacred arts and the 

wisdom3 of the revealed knowledge that was transmitted to him. Ahmad Hassan and Donald 

R. Hill discussing medieval traditional guilds elaborate on this point saying, 

Membership of a guild gave the artisan a feeling of pride in his craft. But 

in addition to his professional objectives, the artisan had social and 

religious ideals; attainment of perfection in his craft became a spiritual 

ideal also. It could not take place except by hard work under skilful 

guidance of a master of that craft, so the first step was always to seek a 

master and be initiated into a guild. The guild had a chain (silsila) leading 

from the master to the patron saint of the craft, thence to the Prophets. 

Each guild had a shaykh, and all guilds were bound together by the office 

of shaykh al-mashayekh [head of shaykhsj. ̀ 

There were three professional grades in each craft: first the apprentice (mubtadi ), 

then the craftsman (Sans"), who had to pass a mastery examination before becoming a master 

' In Arabic the words for crafts, professions and industries are derived from the root Sun', which has the basic 

connotation of "make" or "manufacture". Thus the word for craftsman is Sdni', while ianah means 
"manufacture" in one of its senses; and. ind'ah is often used for any profession or trade. 

2 op cit. 'Äshür, 1959, Pp. 205-207. 

' The Qur'An mentions that this wisdom (hibnah) is bestowed on whoever He chooses. 

" Ahmad al-Hassan and Donald R. Hill, Islamic Technology: An Illustrated History, Cambridge University 
Press, Cambridge, 1986, p. 269. 
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(mu`allim)' - we mentioned in Chapter Two that mastery certificates (ijaza) were sometimes 

given to craftsmen as was the case in the madrasa and the khanqah. These "guild" traditions 

along with initiation rituals became established in the Mamlük period; they developed from 

a combination of the rituals of the Sufis and the craft corporations of earlier periods, starting 

from Ayyubid times (fifth-century A. H., eleventh-century A. D. ). ' 

Edward William Lane witnessed one of the rituals that took place in a family when 

a son was admitted as a member of a body of tradesmen or craftsmen during the 1800's (in 

what was still traditional Cairo). He describes it saying that on this occasion the father of the 

boy went to see the tüfi shaykh of the trade or craft and signified his wish that his son would 

be admitted as a member. The shaykh then sent the nagih (from the word niqaba or guild) 

to invite the masters of the craft (mu`allimtn) to be present in the admission. Upon their 

arrival, each person was requested to recite the opening chapter of the Qur'an (Fatiha) for 

the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him). Lane goes on to say that after this, they were 

told to meet at the father's house for coffee. Thus, the invited guests met, took coffee and 

dined. The nagtb then led the apprentice-to-be before the shaykh, stated his qualifications and 

then asked the guests to recite the Fätifia for the Prophet once again. When this was done, 

the shaykh wrapped the waist of the young man with a shawl over his outer coat and tied a 

knot with the ends of this shawl. The Fäti1a was then recited again, this time for al-Sayyid 

al-Badawi, one of the most famous 80i shaykhs in the Mamlük period (mentioned in Chapter 

Two; his lartga still thrives in the Delta in Egypt). Lane says that the third Fätiha might be 

recited for some other SGf1 wait, then a second knot was tied. This was followed by a third 

recitation of the Fatifia and a bow was tied over the second knot. The young man then 

became completely initiated, and hence admitted to the trade or craft. The new apprentice 

kissed the hand of the kfi shaykh, and that of his fellow tradesman. This ritual was called 

shadd al-walad (the binding of the youth); and the person admitted was called mashdad (he 

who is bound). ' It is interesting to note that the term "mashdad" and "majdhüb"` (he who 

I It is important to note that the words mu'allim and ustädh were both used to denote the master of a trade 
as well as to describe professors and teachers. 

ibid., Pp. 268-69. 

3 Edward William Lane, An Account of the Manners and Customs of the Modern Egyptians, London, 1836, 
fifth edition, vol. I!, Pp. 249-50. 

" The majddhtb (pl. of majdhab) are described by Ibn Khaldün (15th C. ) in the "Mugaddimah" as the 
intoxicated strand of ýüfism in Mamlük Egypt. 
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is pulled, another term used for those who become Sufis unwillingly; i. e., by the Will of 

God) are synonymous in Arabic which further proves that the initiation to a craft was 

synonymous to the affiliation to a tüfi brotherhood. 

Lane's account shows how the acceptance of a new member into a craft was ritualized 

by means of the bonding of a person to a Sufi shaykh and how it was symbolized by a series 

of knots and a bow on a shawl around his waist; this bonding can be interpreted as a symbol 

of the Süfi affiliation to a brotherhood. It also shows how religion, the core of tradition, 

governed this ritual through the repeated recitations of the Fdtiha, which is also repeated by 

Muslims in every cycle of the ritual daily prayers and is the key to the understanding of the 

Islamic faith as it refers to the Straight Path (al-Sirdf al-MustaqDn). ' The second recitation 

dedicated to a Sufi saint (wall) is particularly significant in that it further stresses the fact that 

the crafts and the Snfi brotherhoods in traditional times were connected. In its more direct 

connotation, it is significant in that it is a means by which the new apprentice acquires baraka 

(spiritual blessings). We should not forget that initiation to the kiff is a turning point in his 

life; for it is the beginning of the Spiritual Path not only through Süft spiritual practice and 

worship, but in its broad sense through a beneficial work. ' It meant that the new learner had 

to submit totally to the will of the mu'allim to enable him to receive the revealed direct 

knowledge that he had acquired from the kfi shaykh. 

Besides the "guild" system of training and apprenticeship of architects and craftsmen, 

there was the traditional heredity of occupations through extended families'. The sources 

mention families with five generations of architects; for example the post of ra's al- 

muhandisin is known to have been occupied by members of the tülüni family for long 

periods in the fourteenth, and fifteenth-centuries A. D. ̀  Another famous family was that of 

the Qaräfi in the sixteenth, and seventeenth-centuries A. D. Nelly Hanna says that: 

1 Some say that the Fdtil a can be representative of the whole faith as the profession of faith (Shahadah) is 
in a way a summation of Islam. 

2 See the broad sense of worship in Islam discussed in Chapter Four, encompassing both direct and indirect 
connotations. 

3 We mentioned in Chapter Three that these extended families were one of the main reasons for solidarity 
within the Mamlük city of Cairo. 

4 See al-Magnii (14th C. ), al-Mawd'idh wa1-1'tibdr tt Dhikr al-Khilal wal-'Athdr, Bulaq, Cairo reprint, 1270 
A. H., p. 384. Also see al-Sakhäwi (15th C. ), al-ßaw' a1-Ldrni' Li-ahl al-Garn al-Täsi', Cairo, 1935, vol. 1, Pp. 
221-2, & vol. 4 p. 183. 



Chapter Six 260 

The Qarafi family, is first mentioned in 989 A. H. /1581 A. D. with `Abd al- 
Gawwad `Abd al-Karim al-Qarafi; in 1016 A. H. /1607 A. D., another 

member of the family, Mohammad al-Baj° al-Qarafi participated in the 

expedition to a place called Nakhl as a mu'allim banna (master builder); 

by the mid 17th century, his son Sulayman al-Baj ` al-Qarafi had become 

one of the renowned architects of Cairo. `Abd al-Rahman, the son of 

Sulayman, accompanied his father in one job or another, remained in the 

same profession. The transmission of the profession from father to son was 

certainly a significant factor in the training of a new generation of 

workers. ' 

In Chapter Two, we saw that Mamlük society relied on oral means to transmit 
knowledge in the mosque, madrasa, and khanqah from `ulamä' and SGfi shaykhs to disciples 

(muridIn). We have also seen that Ibn Khalddn considered the apprenticeship to the crafts as 

synonymous to an education in the sciences (`ulam). 2 This oral method of passing on 
knowledge accounts for the scarcity of any literature regarding the teaching of Mamlük crafts. 
As to the content and form of the transmitted knowledge in relation to specific crafts, we can 
deduce from Ibn Khaldün that the degree of emphasis on the different subjects would vary 
from one student to the other according to the vocation that he would be pursuing. An 

architect for instance would need more emphasis on geometry (71m al-handasah), on the 

science of numbers (71m al-`adad), on the laws of nature (tabr'ah what is known as 
"physics" today), in addition to the religious sources of knowledge. 

The reason why the transmission of knowledge was oral, whether in the case of the 
"guild" or in that of the extended family, is that the very nature of the knowledge transmitted 

was esoteric. This is observable up to the present day in parts of the Muslim world that are 

still governed by tradition. Martin Lings recounts an illuminating dialogue that occurred 
between Dr. Marcel Carret and a tüfi shaykh called Alimad al-`Alawi. The shaykh started his 

conversation with Carret by explaining that there was always a doctrine above religion. Carret 

then asked him what that doctrine was, and the shaykh answered that it was the means of 
attainment to God Himself. But when Carret asked him what these means were, the shaykh 

'Nelly Hanna, "Construction Work in Ottoman Cairo (1517-1798)", Supplement aux Annales 1slamoloeiaues, 
Cairo, 1984, p. 49. 

2 See Chapter Two section 2.1. 
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answered with a smile: "Why should I tell you, since you are not disposed to make use of 

them? If you came to me as my disciple I could give you an answer. But what would be the 

good of satisfying an idle curiosity? "' This accounts for the fact that esoteric knowledge lives 

within the members of a traditional society and that not anyone can obtain the knowledge 

from those who have it. It is only for disciples: those who will make use of the knowledge. 

6.2 DESIGN AND BUILDING PROCESSES IN THE MAMLLIK PERIOD 

In Chapter Five, we saw that all the religious buildings we examined were founded 

by Mamink suliäns and emirs. In the Bahn Mamlük period alone there were in Cairo more 

than 150 foundings, reconstructions, or repairs of mosques, madrasas and khangahs for Sufis 

for which the donors are known. Almost two thirds of endowments of property came from 

emirs, and the institutions which received them were likely to represent a still greater 

proportion of the scholarly and religious activity of the community. 

It is still difficult to write with certainty about the building industry in Islam prior to 

the Ottoman period. This is principally due to two factors. First the knowledge that was 

available has disappeared because it relied on the traditional process of oral transmission, and 

second, documentation of Islamic buildings is much poorer than one might expect. Although 

buildings were admired, architecture was seldom written about. The architects themselves 

have not left us any record of the work they produced. Drawings, estimates and accounts, if 

they ever existed, have not come down to us. These difficulties are moderated by our ability 

to extrapolate backwards in time in certain areas where building techniques and social 

structures have changed less than in most, and by searching for clues hidden in the surviving 

evidence. 

In researching the field of building process, one is faced with the task of finding 

material dealing with the following: building regulations, writings about architecture, the 
design process, and the building construction process itself. 

1 Martin Lings, A Sufi Saint of the Twentieth Century: Shaikh Ahmad al-'Alawi His Spiritual Heritage and 
Legacy, George Allen & Unwin Ltd, London, 1961, p. 33. 

2 Many other projects, of course, have escaped the attention of the chroniclers, but these must have been 
smaller and less important. 
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6.2.1 Building Regulations 

By consulting court records of Mamlük Cairo we can assume that the control of 

construction operations was not rigid; one never reads for instance, that people had to obtain 

building permits. Moreover, violations of building regulations were settled in court through 

the intervention of the muhtasib (supervisor of the trades) with the construction guilds. The 

courts handled various matters that had to do with the building construction. The q&Its 

(judges) saw that the regulations were enforced, and that buildings were kept in good 

condition. People were allowed to build only on land they owned and certain urban 

requirements had to be respected. The courts also indirectly controlled the availability of 

materials to be re-used by the authorization of the sale of waqf property which would 

normally include wood, stone, marble and copper or lead. ' 

On many occasions, al-Magrzzi reports that muhandistn (architects) were asked to 

inspect buildings, for a variety of reasons; for instance, they inspected the minaret of the 

Mosque of al-Mu'ayyad Shaykh in (821 A. H., 1418 A. D. ) during the early Circassian 

Mamlük period because it looked shaky, and they advised that it should be torn down; this 

matter was brought to the suliän and he complied. Likewise, Bahä' al-Din Ibn Hanna asked 

the muhandisfn to inspect the remains of what was thought to be an old mihrab near Dayr al 

Ba'l; when the "architects" confirmed that it really was a mihiräb, a mosque was built in its 

location. Al-Magrizi does not specify which institution these "architects" were attached to? 

However the documents published by M. M. Amin show that the Mamlük courts used 
the procedure of the official inspection of buildings (kashf or kashf al-muhandisin) when 
investigating problems related to buildings. Before a building was alienated from a waqf 

through istibdal (exchange or sale), the court appointed architects to inspect it and to testify 

to its condition. Thus, even though the court procedures of the Mamlük period are relatively 

well-known, it is evident that in certain aspects, a continuity of the procedures used can be 

traced to the Ottoman period. ' This fact can be helpful in achieving a more comprehensive 

' Nelly Hanna deals with the Mamlük period in her study of Ottoman period construction work for 
comparative reasons. op cit. Hanna, 1984, p. 4. 

2 op cit. al-Magnz? (14th C. ), Khilal, 1270 A. H., vol. 2, p. 329 and p. 409. 

Muhammad M. Amin, Catalogue des Documents d'Archives du Caire, Cairo, 1981, Pp. 463-479. Also see S. M Stem's articles on documents of the Ayyubid and Maml ik periods: "Petitions from the Ayyubid Period", 
BSO AS 27,1964, Pp. 1-32; and "Petitions of the Mamlük Period", BSO AS 29,1966, Pp. 233-276. 
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view of the overall process of executing a building by filling the gaps from previous and 

following periods - meaning the Ayyubid and the Ottoman. 

Building regulations in Mamlük times were divided into several domains: regulations 

in regard to land; others in regard to heights and projections, windows and doors; and 

regulations which had to do with the location of buildings. It would seem that in Mamlük 

times, mosque projects were exempted from all building regulations. ' This is accountable 

from the fact that frequently land was confiscated from owners - an illegal act according to 

the building regulations stated by the Mamlük State - and height regulations were not 

respected for the obvious reason of the presence of the minaret and dome structures. We have 

also seen in Chapter Five that Baybars al-Jäshankir allowed his architect to take ten meters 

from the public road when he was adding his mausoleum, minaret, and portal to the khanqah 

he was building. This agrees with the assumption that Mamlük religious buildings were 

exempted from any regulations which applied to less sacred types of buildings. 

As for the regulations regarding maintenance, we find that the Shar('a has a basis 

with regard to the upkeep of buildings. This depends on two factors: the first applies to any 

kind of building and states that one should not harm one's neighbours by subjecting them to 

the threat of having a building collapse on their property. ' The second applied to waqf 

buildings for which the provisions were more specific. It was a religious duty to maintain the 

charitable and religious institutions - that is the mosque, madrasa, public fountain (sabil), 

khanqah ... etc. - and ensure that they could carry out the functions as stated in the 

endowment deed, and to maintain the revenue producing buildings whose income was needed 

to ensure that the functions of the charitable religious institution could effectively be carried 

out for centuries to come. ' Mamlük waqfs for instance often had architects and other 

construction workers permanently attached to the waqf in order to make sure that regular 

upkeep was maintained. ̀ 

As is the case today, the building of a mosque is above all other legislative laws decreed by the government. 

I See Besim Selim Hakim, Arabic Islamic Cities: Building and Planning Regulations, KPI Ltd., London, 1986, 
Appendix 1, Pp. 142-157. 

3 Maintenance of Islamic religious institutions are discussed in op cit. Hanna, 1984, Pp. 16-23. 

4 For example the wacybf "Abd al-Rahmän Katkhuda no. 940 dated 1190 A. H., p. 31 in the Ministry of Awgdf 
in Cairo. 
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6.2.2 Architectural Books and Manuals 

Although buildings might have been admired, architecture was seldom 

considered a subject worthy of the concern of the literati, the historians and 

poets; the architects themselves do not seem to have recorded much about 

their work... ' 

No books devoted solely to architecture are known earlier than the thirteenth-century, 

and even then the literature is Persian and not relating to the architecture of Egypt. Only the 

tables of contents of these Persian architectural books survive. These include chapters on the 

rules and canons to be followed in building houses, religious buildings and tombs. 

Unfortunately, the texts have not survived: they would have been of tremendous value in 

understanding the building process in traditional medieval times - specifically in connection 

to religious buildings. Whether these canons had to do with the meaning of the elements 

constituting these buildings, or the system of proportioning that should be used in the design 

stages, or the rituals to be carried out during the execution stages, will remain unknown. But 

the fact that we know of the existence of such books is in itself of value to prove that there 

were canons specific to the different types of Islamic buildings. 

The only surviving Mamlük data on architects' works are found in historical sources 

such as those of the fourteenth and fifteenth-century A. D. historians: al-Magrizi in his 

"Khilai" and Ibn Battüia in "al-Rihlah". Neither of these gives accounts of how buildings 

were designed and executed: the first describes the incidents of inaugurating a newly finished 

building and other such matters, or narrates abnormal events which occurred in relation to 

a building, while the second describes the Muslim cities he visited in his travels during the 

fourteenth-century A. D. mentioning the existence of vast numbers of religious buildings, but 

not how they were designed or built. 

On the other hand, a very interesting early seventeenth-century A. D. Ottoman 

architectural treatise has been recently published: the "Rrsale-r MC`mdrtyye"2. This treatise 

was written by Ca'fer Efendi on the life of the imperial architect Mefimed Agha who built 

I Ronald Lewcock, "Architects, Craftsmen and Builders: Materials and Techniques", George Michell (ed. ), 
Architecture of the Islamic World, Thames and Hudson, London 2nd edition, 1978, p. 129. 

2 Ca'fer Efendi, translated by Howard Crane, Risäle-rMrmarNve: An Early Seventeenth-Century Ottoman 
Treatise on Architecture, E. J. Brill, Leiden, 1987. 
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the Complex of SuliAn Alimed in Isianbül. Although this architectural treatise is irrelevant 

to us because of its period and context (the Ottoman period in Turkey) its value to us is that 

it is the product of the Muslim tradition, it was written by a member of a traditional society, 

and it is about a traditional craftsman who later became an architect. 

The text describes how Mefimed Agha was originally an unknown craftsman 

specializing in mother-of-pearl inlay and became famed for his work until he became master 

architect (mi ̀ mar basha). More importantly, throughout his account Ca'fer Efendi lapses into 

zealous descriptions of the cosmos, the arrangement of the universe, and the seven Heavens 

and the seven earths (a favourite topic in Islamic metaphysics and cosmology) as well as other 

supernatural phenomena that are related to a large extent to the Night Journey (W raj) of the 

Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him). What is also surprising in the Rule is the 

amount of SGfi poetry incorporated in the text that describes Creation, the Prophet, the güfis, 

the Ascent (Mi`räj), and the sacredness of places (Makkah, Jerusalem, and Madina). One 

example of such verses will suffice to demonstrate the degree by which Wi ideas are 

incorporated in the poetry of this book: 

If you wish to know your master, this is your Way. 

If you ask who our Master is, he is the Builder of the venerable Ka`ba, 

Your answer will include Abraham and Seth and Adam. 

In consequence, 0 devoted man, salute them all! 

Thus, pure Prophets are your Masters! 

Thus, in the science of geometry one becomes profound as the sea. ' 

Such verses clearly show a potent $üfi influence; they not only state that the only way 

to know God is through the Safi Way (D'artga), but also relate the Way to the Centre of the 

Muslim world (the Ka'ba), to the manifestation of God in His Prophets and Messengers, and 

finally, to geometry which is described as "profound as the sea, " (no doubt a deep sea of 

meditation that is to be found in geometric forms that have qualitative properties reflecting 

the archetypes and hence lead to higher levels of Reality). ' 

For a wider selection of tart poetry used in this treatise, see ibid., p. 29. The original translation by Crane 
uses no capitalization. 

I Similar issues will be discussed in detail in Chapter Seven. 
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Although we have no known Mamlük counterpart for such material on architecture, 

there is much Süfi poetry that is attributed to Ibn al-Färid (who greatly influenced the 

Mamlük period, as we mentioned in Chapter Two) that carries similar insinuations but of 

course not related to architecture or art because Ibn al-Färid was neither an architect nor a 

craftsman. There may well be books of a similar nature written in the Mamlük period which 

lie undiscovered amidst the thousands of manuscripts that are unpublished in both the National 

Library in Cairo, or the Asad National Library in Damascus. 

6.2.3 The Architectural Design Process 

Before dealing with the design process as such, it is necessary to define the term 

architect (muhandis) and define his role in traditional medieval times. In some of the Mamlük 

sources we find the term al-muhandis al-bannä' (literally "geometer builder") is used 

synonymously with architect. The traditional architect is known to have been well-trained in 

geometry, calculation, and the science of nature (iabrah), both conceptually and structurally, 

as well as in craft skills related to the construction of buildings. ' We have mentioned other 

cases in section 6.1 of architects known to have been scientists who were highly skilled in 

various disciplines. But it is confusing that the terms used for architect vary according to the 

city and the period; in the Mamlük period in Cairo we are sure of the distinction between the 

term architect (muhandis), that of "headman of a craft" (ra (s and mu'allim) and that of 
"builder" (banna'). The body of architects resided in Cairo because wealth and power were 

concentrated there. 

Ronald Lewcock, obviously relying on twentieth-century concepts of the design 

process, speculates that the muhandis banns' category of architects must have been the ones 

responsible for the production of the bulk of buildings in Islamic cities. What he says implies 

that his inclination towards this idea is due to the fact that by repeating forms and plans of 
previous buildings (which were usually simple), with just slight changes, it was possible to 

achieve originality through the decoration in the hands of the craftsmen. ' This usage and 
understanding of the term "originality" was basically inexistent in Mamlük traditional times 
as a criterion for the evaluation of a good piece of art or architecture. Similarly, the idea of 

' op cit. al-Hassan and Hill, 1986, p. 265. 

2 op cit. Lewcock, 1978, Pp. 129-30. 
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art as decoration, having no function, jars with traditional notions. ' 

In any traditional society, the judgement of how successful a traditional work of art 

or architecture was based on the degree of its conformity to the spiritual principles laid down 

by the tradition itself? The term "originality" in traditional times was understood in its real 

meaning: that is the realization of an original conception and not the transitory subjective 

originality of a person. The traditional designer was supposed to be able to see his 

identification with a primary purpose, his willingness to follow laws laid down by tradition 

and to avoid all that was superfluous and "non-functional". The idea of "innovation" or 

"originality" for its own sake was a senseless adventurous gamble to a traditional "creator" 

of things, and contrasts completely with the endless striving towards continuity in the aim of 

attaining perfection. Attempts to reach this perfection necessarily needed experimentation 

which resulted in variations of approaches to deal with each specific architectural problem, 

and this is what explains the differences in the design of various traditional buildings of the 

same functional type. To reach perfection or to come as near as possible to the traditional 

model (prototype) was the goal of the traditional architect and craftsman. 

This notion of originality or authenticity to the tradition is affirmed by the fact that 

on the whole, architects' names hardly ever appear on buildings erected in the Mamlük 

period; or in all other traditional periods for that matter. L. A. Mayers says that if any names 

were carved out, they were those of the patrons. ' Nader Ardalan and Laleh Bakhtiar say that 

in the Persian Muslim tradition, "the artist realized himself while remaining anonymous. "` 

In fact, there are a few inscriptions that have been found on buildings and these are of nddhir 

al-`ama'ir (building supervisor), who was actually a state official, and who had nothing to 

do with the design process as such. The term al-banns` (builder) alone has appeared in the 

chronicles in cases where a contractor built according to the design of others' All these 

points are quite understandable from the traditional point of view, as the muhandis (architect) 

was but an interpreter of the tradition, his role was to embody traditional beliefs in a material 

1 We will deal with this point in section 6.3. 

2 These ideas are supported in op cit. Ardalan and Bakhtiar, 1973, p. 10. Also see Ananda K. Coomaraswamy, 
The Transformation of Nature in Art, Dover Publications, New York, 1934, see Chapter One. 

3 L. A. Mayers, Islamic Architects and their works, Albert Kundig, Geneva, 1956, p. 21. 

4 op cit. Ardalan and Bakhtiar, 1973, p. 10. 

5 op cit. Lewcock, 1979, p. 130. 
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form. In traditional times, if any building or work of art were to be signed, it should bear the 

name of the tradition rather than that of a presumptuous architect or artist. ' 

We have pointed out that traditional stability and continuity in the design process did 

not prevent change because there were constant new challenges to be met by architects on odd 

sites, new materials, and contextual constraints such as street alignment and gibla orientation. 
But apart from these, one of the major reasons for change was the movement of architects 

and skilled leading craftsmen from one place to another (through travelling or as war 

refugees). Their work was probably admired for its unusual method of interpreting the same 

beliefs in a different manner. We have seen evidence of this in Chapter Five when noting that 

the architect of the minarets of the Mosque of Qü ün in Cairo came from Tabriz, and based 

his design on those of the Mosque of the Vizier `Ali Shah in Tabriz. Similar cases were also 

seen in the minarets of the Mosque of al-NMir Muhammad in the Citadel which were also 
influenced by Tabrizi architecture, and in the SeIjOk-like portal organization and decoration 

of the Madrasa of Suliän Hassan. For the latter, one of the most ambitious projects of the 

Mamink period, al-I3hähiri2 writes that the Suliän Hassan invited architects (muhandisth) 

from all over the Muslim world. Al-I3hähiri says that the invitation was answered not only 
by Syrian craftsmen who were part of the Mamlük sultanate, but also by artisans from Persia 

and "Iraq", who influenced the plan and the decoration of the monument'. 

We can conclude that the achievement of a profound synthesis of materials, 
techniques, and quantitative functions constituted change in the Mamlük tradition. Therefore, 

in the traditional sense, originality had true aspects of both permanence and change. 
Permanence and traditional originality (authenticity) were achieved following the rules of 
traditional art forms; change came from the ability of the architects' and craftsmen's creative 
imagination to produce a new synthesis of materials, techniques and functions. We will see 
in Chapter Seven that the significance of the creative arts depended on the synthesis of 
qualitative spiritual as well as the quantitative physical understanding of space, shape, 
geometry, surface, colour and matter. 

This point will be discussed in more detail in Chapter Seven. 

2 Khalil al-Dhähiri, Zubdat Kashf al-Mam4lik ft Bavan al-Turua wal-Masdlik, translated by P. Ravaisse, 
Zoubdat kashf el-Mamalik: Tableau Politigue et Administratif de I'Eevnte de Is Svrie et du Hidiaz sous la Domination des Sultans Mamlouks du XIITe au We Siele, 1894, p. 31. 

3 See J. M. Rodgers, "Seljuk Influence on the Monuments of Cairo", Kunst des Orients, 7/1,1970-71, Pp. 40-68. 
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As for the design process itself, there is enough evidence for us to be sure that some 

Islamic architectural monuments were first drawn in a two-dimensional form before their 

execution. ' Al-Baläwi, a historian contemporary to the Fatimid period (969-1171 A. D. ), 

states that a parchment was used for the drawing of the Tülünid Mosque in Cairo (867-869 

A. D. ). He quotes the encounter between the Emfr Alimed Ibn t0in and the architect as 

follows: "Ahmed [the emfr] said, `Come, what is it you say about building the mosque? ' the 

architect answered, `I will draw it for you to see with your eyes'. Ahmed ordered the skins 

to be brought to him and the architect drew the mosque. "2 

Another building has an inscription which bears the words, "Builder (banns'): 

Mas'ad, drawings (tarsDn) by Ustädh (scholar) Ja far Ibn MaJ müd al-Ilalabr, "3 which 

further indicates that there were drawings and that they were carried out by somebody other 

than the builder. But such drawings no longer survive to tell us whether they were of plans, 

or elevations, or three dimensional representations. Furthermore, this quotation leaves it 

uncertain as to whether the drawings were for purposes of design or rather simply to show 

the patron what the architect had already determined in his mind's eye what the building 

would look like. 

The oldest surviving Islamic architectural drawings so far identified are sixteenth- 

century A. D. (Ottoman period), but artists' drawings and miniature paintings from a much 

earlier period depict buildings drawn in pure elevation and plan, showing every detail and 

decorative pattern with great skill and precision. ' We also know that during the first decades 

of the sixteenth-century A. D., props of elevations were used in festivities. Wooden models 

of mosques were also carried in religious processions. But, there is no evidence that architects 

made use of such models for the design of buildingss. Other scaled models such as those of 

1 Paper presented by Yasser Tabbaa, "Geometry and Memory in The Design of the Madrasat al-Firdaws in 
Aleppo", Theories and Principles of Design in the Architecture of Islamic Societies, Aga Khan Program for 
Islamic Architecture, Cambridge, 1988. On the other hand, Ahmed al-Hassan and Donald R. Hill mention that: 
"architects used to prepare general and detailed drawingsfor important buildings which they were designing, and 
also made scaled models. " He does not give a reference for this. op cit. al-Hassan and Hill, 1986, p. 265 

2 Source al-Baläwi translated in op cit. Lewcock, 1978, p. 132. 

s op cit. al-Hassan and Hill, 1986, p. 270. 

op cit. Lewcock, 1978, p. 132. 

s Cülru Necipoklu-Kafadar, "Plans and Models in 15th- and 16th-Century Ottoman Architectural Practice", 
Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians, September 1986, vol. XLV, Number 3,1986, Pp. 236-37. 
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the sanctified Ka'ba and the Mosque of the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) in 

Madina are known in the Ottoman period but serve as physical reminders of such sanctified 

places; as though by looking at them a person would pay a symbolic visit to them'. At all 

events, even if it can be speculated that models were an aid to the design process in the 

Ottoman period, there is no evidence that similar models were contrived during the times of 

the Mamlüks. We need have no doubt that there was architectural representation of the 

traditional buildings on paper or skins showing what was wished to be built; but there is no 

confirmation that their purpose was to produce "working drawings" to be passed on to the 

craftsmen. 

Part of the following account by al-MagrizT has been mentioned in Chapter Five and 
is considered as one of the rare descriptions of the initiation of a work of architecture and its 

course to completion; it concerns the construction of the first congregational mosque in the 

Baliri Mamluk period: that of Baybars al-Bunduqdari. 

In the month of Rabi' 11,665 (1267 A. D. ), the Sultan (Baybars) occupied 
himself with building a mosque in the Husayniyya - of Cairo. He sent for 

a number of muhandis [architects] to look for a suitable place for building 

the mosque... The Sultan mounted on horseback and went down to the 

ground of Qaraqush and spoke about the question of the mosque. He had 

measurements made and settled matters concerning it and details relative to 
its building... the mosque was drawn out in his presence. He intimated that 
its door should be like that of the madrasa al-Zahiriyya, and that a dome 

should be built over its mihrab of the same size as the dome of al-Shaft °i. 
He wrote letters at the same time to different places requiring marble 
columns to be sent from every place, ... also that camels, buffaloes and 
other beasts of burden should be sent from every province. He wrote 
likewise for iron appliances and good timber for the doors and ceilings.... 
He appointed officers to supervise the building of the mosque... The 
building was begun in the middle of Jumada 11665 (1267 A. D. ) and on 1 
Jumada 11666 (1268 A. D. ) the Sultan left Egypt for Syria. He stopped at 
Jaffa and took the town from the Franks... he took a quantity of wood 
found in the citadel and slabs of marble, and put them in one of the ships 

ibid., p. 238. 
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at Jaffa and sent the ship to Cairo. He ordered that the screened enclosure 

in the mosque... should be made of this wood, and the mihrab should be 

made of the marble. The wood and marble were used accordingly. When 

the Sultan was back in Egypt... the mosque was finished in Shawwal of 

that year 667 (1269 A. D. ) he went to the mosque on horseback and viewed 

it. He found it as beautiful as could be and was pleased with its having 

been finished in so short a time and with so much care. He gave robes of 

honour to those who had carried out the work. ' 

What is valuable in this quotation is that it explicitly states that Suliän Baybars, the 

patron, desired certain architectural elements that represented visual forms connected to 

greatly admired and famed buildings as well as to respected and revered religious figures; 

furthermore, that the preference for specific materials was dictated by the patron as well. The 

extent of the influence of the patron here is obvious and gives us an idea about the role of the 

architect as a "translator" and "composer" of building forms that comprised visual elements 

dictated by the patron, while naturally conforming to the canons laid out in the tradition. A 

later Ottoman example, that of Muhammad Bey al-AM also provides evidence that the 

influence of the patron was stronger than that of the architect. Al-Alfi himself had made a 
drawing of the palace he was building in 1211 A. H. / 1796 A. D. and gave them to an architect 

along with the specifications of the building that he had in mind. However, the palace that 

was built did not turn out to have followed his requirements and he had it torn down. These 

two cases show the extent of the influence of the patron over the architect. 

Part of the role of "interpreter" of the tradition and the desires of the patron, was the 
Mamlük muhandis' understanding of how a member of his society perceived a religious 
building. By pursuing this point, we find that traditional Muslim society has always looked 

upon the mosque as being the House of God "Bayt Allah" and accordingly, related to a higher 

level of Reality. This elevated status can be directly seen in the patrons' desire to build sacred 

shrines and in the enthusiasm displayed by the medieval society to visit these shrines (ziydra) 

and to create rituals of mawdlid (sing. mawlid which denotes the birthday of a saint as 
discussed in Chapter five). Ziyära recalls a sacred state, not only at the physical level, but 

at the psycho-spiritual level as well. The visual symbols embodied in physical elements were 
communicated on a level of spiritual understanding. This is where I believe the role of the 

I Translation of al-Magnzi by Lewcock, op cit. Lewcock, 1978, p. 129. 
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spiritually aware muhandis and master craftsmen came in, for they were the "technicians" 

who were versed in Sufism and knew how to manipulate the sacred symbols to reflect 

spiritual meanings. 

The following relates to what I have just mentioned, though it concerns the building 

of a traditional twentieth-century Algerian zäwiya (kfi convent) witnessed by Dr. Marcel 

Carret and quoted by Martin Lings: 

The way in which this Zawiya was built is both eloquent and typical. The 

architect was the shaykh himself - not that he drew up a plan or 

manipulated a set-square. He simply said what he wanted, and his 

conception was understood by the builders.... Among the shaykh's North- 

African disciples there began an exodus in relays: masons came, 

carpenters, stone-cutters, workers on the road, or even ordinary manual 

labourers. Here in the mid-twentieth century, was the same fervour that had 

built the cathedrals in the Middle Ages, and no doubt the actual building 

itself had taken place along somewhat the same lines. ' 

Besides the spiritual knowledge that was necessary in the apprenticeship of the 

Mamlük muhandis, there were other obvious practical roles that he played in the stage prior 

to the construction itself. In the first place, it was he who measured the land when it was sold 

or rented; this had to be very carefully done, because of the legal implications. He was the 

one who was responsible for drawing the plan on the ground. Nelly Hanna says: "They [the 

court records] tell us that when a building was to come up, its plan was drawn up on the 

ground, probably to indicate the borders and the division of the parts of the building. It seems 

that this was done with each floor coming up. "' 

Ibn Khaldün (1332-1406 A. D. ) referred to the use of geometry in architecture saying 

that it (architecture) required either a general or specialized expertise in the sciences of 

proportioning and measurement to bring the forms from the ̀ potential' to the ̀ actual' in the 

proper manner, and that to acquire that knowledge of proportions one should have recourse 

Marcel Carret, quoted in op cit. Lings, 1961, p. 18. 

2 op cit. Hanna, 1984, p. 39. 
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to the geometrician muhandis. ̀ We should not forget that traditional geometry as examined 

in Chapter Two had qualitative as well as quantitative aspects. The muhandis also had to be 

aware of astronomy to work out the gibla direction and to adjust that to the site in question. 

Other obvious tasks that were the responsibility of the muhandis were that, before the 

work was started, he was consulted about the number of workers to be recruited or the kind 

and amount of building materials that should be bought for the buildings. We have already 

noted that it was during the reign of al-Nä it Muhammad in the Mamink period, that the 

office of muhandis al-`ama'ir (architect of buildings) was introduced; he was responsible for 

all building construction matters, estimates, and for decisions regarding all those employed 

in the building trade. He was addressed by high official titles such as "the highly dignified", 

"the respectable", and "the trusty"2. The muhandistn who carried out such building estimates 

knew the prices of building materials as well as the quantities that would be necessary for a 

particular project; in fact, the reports produced for these tasks were so precise and detailed 

that they quote the actual number of stones that were to be used for each space and the 

number of beams to be used for each ceiling. From this, we can deduce that the muhandis 

was probably consulted before the builders were recruited and the materials were bought, or 

perhaps asked about how many stones should be bought and what their sizes were to be. ' 

This also indicates that the building must have been designed in some detail before 

construction started. 

6.2.4 The Building and Construction Process 

From al-Magriit's quote in section 6.2.3, related to the Mosque of Baybars al- 
Bundugdärt, we have a few hints of the building and construction process. This usually 

started with the choice of the building site: in this particular case it was the sultan's own 

piece of land in which he played polo. In other cases, such as that of the complex of Sultan 
Hassan, two palaces were bought and torn down to provide for it. ̀  Of course there was some 

1 See op cit. Mayers, 1956, Pp. 19-28. 

2 op cit. al-Hassan and Hill, 1978, p. 266. This shows how highly esteemed the muhandis was to the Mamlük 
society. 

s Another definition for muhandis given in "Lisan al-'Arab" (a late medieval dictionary) is that he is a 
mugaddir (estimator). See Ibn Mandhür, Lisän al-'Arab al-Muhl ed. by Yüsuf Khayyäi, Dir Lisän al-'Arab, Beirut, n. d., vol. VI, p. 4710. 

See Chapter Five. 
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building land available on the market, but that was usually in the outskirts and not in the 

sought-after prestigious main thoroughfares of Cairo (such as that of the Fatimid qa. aba of 

Bayn al-Qgrayn). In any case, apart from the plot of land required for the religious building, 

patrons had to rent other land on a long term basis for waqf to provide the necessary income 

to upkeep the endowed foundation. 

The recruitment of skilled craftsmen was the next step in the building process. 

General labour was recruited from the urban population. Labourers were chosen according 

to their strength and were not required to have any skills at all; these were sometimes 

beggars, prisoners, and the rabble of the populace. ' Skilled manpower could be hired in 

Cairo, Aleppo and Damascus but in addition Mamlük suliäns maintained a regular work-force 

for their own use and for the projects of favoured emirs. We mentioned in Chapter Five that 

during the time of al-Malik al-Näsir Muhammad in the early fourteenth-century A. D. building 

was encouraged; we also saw one case where the suliän made his master architect design a 

mosque for an emir, and on another occasion the suliän gave building materials (marble) to 

help an emrr construct a madrasa. Al-Ni it Muhammad had a state institution founded with 

a budget specifically allotted to construction projects called Diwan al-'Amä'ir. This institution 

had its own stores of building materials and its own personnel to manage it? Al-Magrzzl for 

example, tells us of cases where workers were forced to work sometimes one day in seven 

without pay to build a mosque, madrasa, or khangah. 3 On the other hand, some sources say 

that carpenters, masons, and other craftsmen who were slaves of the suliän were noted to be 

fairly well-off and well treated. " 

In theory the workers recruited for state projects were paid half wages, but 

unfortunately the available evidence is not sufficient to allow any verification of how this 

worked out in practice. ' In addition to these strictly state duties, construction workers and 
builders were liable to be forcibly recruited by anyone powerful enough to do so with or 

' Ira M. Lapidus, Muslim Cities in the Late Middle Ages, Cambridge University Press, London, Students 
edition, 1967, p. 64. 

2 op cit. al-Magrizi (14th C. ), pilaf 1270 A. H., p. 71 and p. 308. 

ibid., vol. 2, Pp. 68,79,283-284, & 328. 

4 op cit. Lapidus, 1967, p. 65. 

5 Ahmad Shalabi `Abd al-Ghani, Awdaii al-lshdrat, Cairo, 1978, p. 480. 
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without payment. ' On such occasions, street-callers went about in the streets of Cairo 

announcing that all workers were to present themselves to the site in question. Anyone failing 

to do so was threatened with a beating? 

The collection of building material followed the recruitment of labour. Normally, 

patrons decided which to use in the construction of religious buildings; in some cases, a 

certain material was imposed by the decree of the sultans. For example, Ibn Taghri Birdi 

reports' that Suliän al-Näir Muhammad ordered that all royal buildings should be 

constructed in stone and explains that this was because it would make them less vulnerable 

to fire. 

Most of the materials used for construction were produced locally and were readily 

available. Stone was quarried in the nearby hills of al-Mugattam and Tura; bricks were 

prepared in kilns close to the Nile and the Khalij (the canal west of the city); gypsum was 
brought from IIelwan and Bani Suwayf and was prepared in the jabbäsat (gypsum kilns) 

usually situated in the periphery of the city; jfr (lime) principally came from Jabal al-Juyushi 

near the Citadel of Cairo and was prepared in kilns near this area. Some locally produced 

woods were used in construction; palm trunks, for instance, could be used for mosque 

ceilings while the Sant and nabq were two other types of wood used in doors, windows, and 

panelling. Wood could be bought sawn or in the log. Certain centres in the city specialized 
in the sale and working of wood: Tacit al-Rab' near Bab Zuwayla was one of them. 

Materials which were not produced locally were mainly metals (iron, lead and copper) 

and these were imported from the west. Marble was for the most part obtained from older 
buildings. We have seen in Chapter Five that Baybars al-Jäshankir bought two buildings and 
demolished them to use their ruins (anq&) as building material for his khanqah. Cairo in 
fact, had an active market in reused building material. Evidently, the market for reused goods 
was more active when it came to marble and metals, or materials like dressed stone, or 
granite columns that were known for their durability. Even columns that were broken were 
not sold cheaply, which suggests that different uses could be made of them, perhaps they 

op cit. Hanna, 1984, Pp. 30-32. 

2 op cit. 'Abd al-Chanl, 1978, p. 423. 

3 Ibn Taghn Birdi (15th C. ), al-Nuiam al-öhähirah 1i"Mulak Misr wal-Odhirah, Cairo, 1929, vol. IX, p. 181. 
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were re-carved into smaller columns, or cut up and used in small pieces. ' The fact that a 

powerful and influential Circassian Mamlük Suliän like Barqüq had to use marble sparsely 

in his buildings, or that the famous Suliän al-Ghnri had had to buy re-used marble, indicates 

that imports were limited at that time. 2 Metal was imported from the west and had various 

uses in construction: iron nails, lead domes, copper window grills for mausoleum windows 

were among these. Much reused metal was available in the market, particularly copper. In 

fact, copper must have been quite expensive if we take into account the number of times that 

a guardian of a waqf building had to sell a copper window grill in order to obtain revenues 

to allow the waqf to repair the entire structure? 

Apart from that, we saw in Chapter Five that materials from older buildings were 

used indifferently in regard to where they came from: ancient Egyptian temples, Greek and 

Roman temples, Christian churches, or deteriorating mosques. As a result, favoured Man-flak 

religious buildings rose up at the expense of older ones. Ira M. Lapidus describes this 

phenomenon in medieval Muslim cities saying that: "the cities pillaged themselves, 

transferring existing stocks from one building to another as priorities and demands 

changed. "" 

The necessary stone required in building was ordered from the stone cutters quarrying 

at the Mugatiam hills or at Tura. It could be cut in large blocks and dressed there, or 

obtained, new or used, already dressed into shape from the market. It was sold by the piece. 

Other materials such as bricks, lime and gypsum could be bought from kilns in the north, 

south, and west outskirts of Cairo; bricks were bought by the thousand, and lime and gypsum 
by weight. In some very large projects, the kilns were installed on the construction site itself. 

A1-Magrizi's quote on the foundation of the Mosque of Baybars indicates that 

materials bought for the construction were then transported on mules, donkeys and camels 
to the site; rope, scaffolding, containers for the materials to be mixed in were collected as 

well. The ground then had to be measured. It was very important to make sure that one was 

1 See op cit. Lcwcock, 1978 p. 135; also see op cit. Hanna, 1984, p. 33. 

2 Amal el-Emarl, "I'ädat lsti'mäl al-Rukhäm fil-'Mr al-Mamlüki", Islamic Archeological Studies, vol. 1,1978, 
Pp. 259-266. 

op cit. Hanna, 1984, Pp. 33-34. 

4 op cit. Lapidus, 1967, p. 67. 
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not building on the street domain or on that of the neighbours. Following this, the land had 

to be cleared out to prepare for the new building which was to be erected. In some cases, 
foundations were dug out, but in other cases, old foundations were reused after being made 

regular. ' 

Various categories of workers were needed for the different stages of construction. 
Some of them, like the lawwabtn (brick makers), hajjdrm (stone-cutters), nah&tin (stone 

dressers), the jayyarrn (those who prepared lime), the jabbasin (those who prepared gypsum), 

the nashsharrn (sawyers), all these prepared the materials that would eventually go into the 

building. The structure was put up by the bannd' (mason) aided by the fa'ala (unskilled 

workers). When that was finished, the carpenters put up the wooden beams that made up the 

ceiling; if the structure contained a dome, it would be built by a gabbab (dome-maker). The 

water installations necessary for the ablution fountains were set up by the ganawätl. Once the 

main structure was standing, a variety of other workers would be called upon, depending on 
the demands of the building. A muballit would be called in if the floor was in paving stone 

or a murakhkhim if it was a marble one. The windows would occupy a kharral if they were 

mashrabiyya windows (wooden lattice), a'iadddd or na11 as if they had iron or copper grills 

which were popularly used in religious buildings. The mubayyad plastered the interior and 

exterior walls of the building and if any wood needed to be painted, it was done by the 
dahhän or nagqdsh. 

According to Ronald Lewcock, more than 265 manual occupations existed as separate 

crafts in Cairo during the Ayyubid and Mamlük periods. The extent of specialization can be 

understood from the division of woodworking into seven different crafts. The effect of 
specialization allowed the range of technical knowledge to be reduced to a minimum, but also 
gave the opportunity for reaching the highest possible perfection? 

The role of the muhandis on the construction site is less clearly defined than that of 
the other construction workers. He could not have had a supervisory role, since näd'hir al- 
`ama'fr (building supervisor) was charged with this. The muhandis would work closely with 
the bannt' with regard to the way the walls were built and the weights that they would bear. 

1 op cit. Hanna, 1984, p. 29. 

2 op cit. Lewcock, 1978, p. 133. 
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This close relationship between the muhandis and the banna' is pointed out by L. A. Mayers'. 

In fact, Mayers says that there are examples of people who did both jobs at the same time, 

that is they were both muhandis and bannä'. Another role that the muhandis could play on 

the construction site was to make sure that the building was being constructed in such a way 

so as not to violate building regulations. But as has been mentioned earlier, building 

regulations were not enforced on religious buildings. 

The number of workers employed on a site would be determined by the scope of the 

project. The more ambitious construction projects obviously had more workers and more 

specializations. A whole hierarchy of workers could be participating in any project, starting 

from the mu'allim who had many years of experience in his craft; the mu'allim had one or 

more Sanay`f (workers) working under his supervision. The Sanay`f was a worker who had 

already learnt the skills of the craft through apprenticeship; the mu'allim, in fact, had to make 

sure of this before he employed him. This was one of the unwritten MamlUk "guild" rules 

that the mu`allim was expected to observe, in order to maintain certain work standards. 

Finally, some of the simpler jobs could be done by the young apprentices taken on by the 

mu'allim to be trained and gradually introduced to the skills of the craft. 2 

As far as instruments and techniques used by construction workers are concerned, 

little documentary evidence is available, and the general view of the tools used in the Mamlük 

period is far from complete. There is reason to believe that the drawings of the plan on the 

site was carried out using ropes and pegs. This system allowed the builders to achieve straight 

lines, right angles and different forms of bisection, congruency and proportioning. An 

instrument called the mizdn (literally "balance", in English "plumb-line") was used in order 

to make sure that any wall that was built was absolutely vertical. The muhandis who was 

called upon to try to detect if a particular minaret was tilted made use of this mtzdn. This 

instrument is still commonly used in construction in Egypt. A nail is hung at the top of the 

wall with a string, at the end of which is a lead plug. This is let down from a height and 

allows the onlooker to detect any irregularities. The munshär (saw) was used to cut wood, 

and marble and is mentioned on several occasions in records, but there is no description of 

what it looked like. There were also chisels and simple lathes that were used in carpentry. 

op cit. Mayers, 1956, p. 19. 

2 Court record: Court al-131b a1-'A11, court book number 152, article number 557, (1081 A. H., 1670 A. D. ), 
p. 150. 
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Once the building was finished several matters had to be attended to. The workers had 

to be paid; the debris and dirt had to be removed; the accounts, for the construction would 
have to be made. Often in Mamlük times, when the building was complete, some kind of 

celebration was held in the presence of the patron. He made a special distribution of gifts or 

money to the people who had participated in the construction work. Records show that 

rewards given by the suliän to all those involved in the construction of a mosque, madrasa, 

or khangah extended to the muhandisln and builders. Al-Magrºzi tells of the festivities that 

were made on the day of the opening of the Madrasa al-Dhähiriya (no longer surviving), built 

under the auspices of Sultan Baybars al-Bundugdäri in 1260 A. D., and describes how the 

students and `ulama' were distributed among the four iwdns designated to the four Sunnirites. 

The rewards granted to the muhandisfn and builders who had participated in the execution of 

the madrasa/mosque are also described. ' Ibn Iyas also recounts that on the completion of the 

Madrasa of Suliän Hassan, the muhandis was given robes of honour while the masons 
(bannd'fn) received only ten dinars each (apparently a small amount of money). When the 

repairs of the same Madrasa were carried out in the seventeenth-century A. D., the workers 

were rewarded with textiles of different kinds2 which indicates that this tradition was passed 

on to following periods. 

6.3 THE TRADITIONAL SÜFI CRAFTSMAN'S UNDERSTANDING OF ART 

The traditional Sufi craftsman The he an architect, artist, or artisan] created 
the external art form in light of the inspiration which he has received from 

the spirit; in this way the art form was able to lead man to the higher states 

of being and ultimately to Unity. With the help of symbols, the traditional 

craftsman through his intellect, applied to'wil to the process of nature. Man 

as conceived in Sufism is related to creation through his outer form, which 

corresponds to it, not of course as a naturalistic copy but qualitatively, as 

a parallel work of God. ' 

1 Al-Magnzi (14th C. ), Kitab al-SuMk Lima'rifat Duwal a! -Mamdltk, Cairo, 1956, vol. 1, p. 504. 

2 op cit. Hanna, 1984, p. 8. 

3 op cit. Ardalan and Bakhtiar, 1973, p. 7. 
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Let us first synthesize our understanding of the material that has been provided in the 

last chapters concerning the Mamlük tradition: their educational system, their traditional view 

of the sciences, their belief in tufism as a way to understand the deeper meanings regarding 

the religion of Islam, in order to understand how a 8üfi craftsman operated. 

We have found out in Chapters Two and Four that according to the äüfr doctrine of 

Unity of Being (Watidat al-Wujad), man is the microcosm and is the mirror image of the 

macrocosm; he contains all the possibilities of the universe potentially within himself. ' The 

traditional Muslim viewed him/herself as the last manifestation of creation and as the 

theophany of the Divine, standing between the physical and spiritual worlds (earth and the 

Heavens). Of all creatures, only the human being could become conscious of the intellect and 

all its possibilities. The human being was created in the "form" of God according to the Sufi 

interpretation of the tradition, "God created man in Hi? image". That is why the position 

of traditional man in the universe was considered to be central. He was placed at the 

intersection between the transcendent vertical dimension leading towards the Creator and the 

horizontal dimension of the temporal world. For this reason traditional man's sense of reality 

included a qualitative and a quantitative aspect and was determined by the balance he was able 

to achieve between the material world on the one hand and the spiritual world on the other' 

This qualitative and quantitative balance is vital towards the understanding of the Mamlük 

view of the human being. 

We have also seen in Chapter Four that the Muslim is the 'abd (servant) of God, a 

symbol of perfect passivity; at the same time, he is the khalrfah (vicegerent) of God on earth 

where he has an active role in the universe and mastery and power over creation. ̀ We saw 

that this polarity in function of vicegerent and of servant combine to create a harmonious 

balanced relationship which allows man to dominate the earth provided only that he remain 
in perfect submission to God (this is the essence of "Islam" the verb; to submit to the Will 

of God). 

See Chapter Two, Unity of Being (Wilidat al-Wuj/d). 

2 The exoteric interpretation of this /iadfh is different; the word "his" indicates man rather than God. So the 
hadih would be understood as: "God created man in the image that appertains (intended) to man, " as all other 
beings have had a form chosen for their individuality. 

3 op cit. Ardalan and Bakhtiar, 1973, p. 9. 

Qur'än: 33/72. 
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In Chapter Two, the model of this perfect synthesis was seen to coincide with what 

the Süfis call al-Inseln al-Kamil (Universal Man), whose perfect manifestation to the Sufis is 

the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him). To the 9(ifi, Universal Man is the supreme 

archetype of creation, and it is through him that all things may move to return to the Source. 

This creative movement towards the Divine (which is a possibility in all mankind) is central 

to the Sufi's spiritual salvation. It would follow that an architect and craftsman affiliated to 

a 9üfi larrga would seek to emulate this Universal Man, and hence reflect the spiritual 

journey, which is the ultimate goal to the Source, through his work . 

We also mentioned in Chapter Two that the Mamlük madrasa and khanqah enabled 

the education of different men for different vocations through a common set of traditional 

principles. Through the study of MamlUk traditional sciences imbued with S`üfism and with 

its strong emphasis on mathematics, the sciences of nature, cosmology, astronomy, and 

alchemy, a symbolic language was acquired. We will see in Chapter Seven how numbers, 

lines, shapes, and colours provided coherent systems of articulation for the awakened soul of 

the 85fi and sought external expression. The physical manifestation of these expressions is 

of profound importance, for by it the Mamlük traditional architect and craftsman "created" 

forms in a parallel process as that of Divine Creation. 

In medieval folklore, there is a view that the crafts were divinely revealed through 

successive Messengers of God - unacceptable from the point of view of the `ulama'. More 

acceptable was that the act of making from raw materials an object which was both useful and 

beautiful was recognized as a form of prayer. It is from here that the idea came that the 

products of a sacred activity carried with them blessings (baraka) which encouraged the user 
to "remember" God and to bring him closer to God' - this is the traditional notion of 
"seeing" God everywhere and in everything that we have mentioned in Chapter Four. It 

should always be remembered that no traditional civilization could have accepted the idea that 

there were things which assisted only the physical well-being of man. We also discussed in 

Chapter Four how prayer and other actions, as traditionally understood, have to involve the 

whole of Muslim man: body jism), soul (nafs), and spirit (rah); especially since Islam, the 

religion of Unity, is the religion of "wholeness". By extension, all traditional artifacts centred 
on Islam also involved the metaphysical as well as the physical to achieve wholeness. 

' Gai Eaton, Islam and the Destiny of Man, George Allen and Unwin, London, 1985, p. 211. 
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We will see in Chapter Seven that the traditional architect or craftsman participated 

in the creative process through rituals which prepared him to create works of art that reflected 

forms in the malakut (the world of the spirit). The aim of these rituals was essentially to 

create a state of mind that allowed the contemplation of the Divine. A necessary part of this 

spiritual contemplative state was the traditional Muslim's life pattern which was dictated by 

the Sharl'a and enhanced by the Sufi tartga through the acts of daily prayer, fasting, and 

dhikr. This lifestyle related the traditional Muslim to the first step in his spiritual maturity. 

The substance of art is beauty, and this, in Islamic terms, is a Divine Quality. For 

the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) asserts in al adrth that, "God is Beautiful and 

He loves beauty. " This beauty is also related to worship; the notion that worship should be 

accompanied by beauty and, as it were, related to it, is also confirmed by the Qur'än: 

"Children of Adam! Wear your best clothes [a form of beauty] to every place of prayer.... "' 

A traditional object created by such a craftsman through this process would be able 

to release inner beauty beyond the physical form of that object in a degree corresponding to 

the level of the craftsman or his master (mu'allim) had comprehended these esoteric notions. 

Ardalan and Bakhtiar say that: "sacred art allowed the spirit to detach itself from the temporal 

world, and, by virtue of the clarity and lucidity of what was created, to transcend time and 

climb toward the Infinite. "' Because architecture is a communal art, and because it has an 
internal aspect in its very nature - you go into a building and experience its internal spaces, 

not its external walls - it presents the most vital and all-encompassing traditional artefact and 

thereby assumes the pivotal position in the arts. It exhibits the most divergent modes of 

embodying the essence of Islam in both its outer and inner dimensions. 

The reason why we of the twentieth-century cannot readily grasp these traditional 
ideas is because we live in a time where a divorce between art and craftsmanship has 

occurred. This parallels the schism between art and science which as we have seen were 

closely akin in Mamlük traditional times. ' Formerly, every traditional artist who produced 

Qur'än: 7/31-32. 

2 op cit. Ardalan and Bakhtiar, 1973, p. 10. 

3This argument is followed extensively by Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Islamic Sciences An illustrated study, World 
of Islam Festival, Kent, 1976. Also see Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Man and Nature The Spiritual Crisis of Modern Man, 2nd edition, Unwin Paperbacks, 1968, Chapters 1,2. 
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an object was called a craftsman, and every discipline which demanded not only theoretical 

knowledge but also practical ability was considered to be an art. We saw in Chapter Two that 

Ibn Khaldiin related traditional art and architecture with crafts and technique (hiirfah and 

San`ah) and with the sciences (`ulüm). Not only did this relationship enable the parts of the 

work to be integrated into a harmonious whole, but the schemes or patterns which it provided 

acted as a mirror reflecting the archetypes of higher Realities (that movement to the Source 

through symbols). This asserts that the esoteric quality imbued within the traditional sciences 

together with art, involved at least implicitly an aspect of wisdom (1 ikmah) which linked its 

physical forms to universal principles. 

We will see in Chapter Eight and Nine that these symbolic functions were never 

sacrificed for technical expertise, structural stability, and utilitarian function. Utility and 

beauty go hand in hand in traditional art; they are two inseparable aspects of "perfection". 

The well-known hadtth of the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) asserts that: "God 

has prescribed perfection (ihsän) for all things"' (where the term "ihsdn", which has been 

translated as "perfection", includes equally the sense of beauty and virtue). To traditional 

Muslims, this hadtth would have represented the moral and spiritual basis not only of the arts 

in the narrow sense of the term but of every craft. 

We will see in the following chapter that while the traditional Mamlük craftsman was 
to strive for perfection, being the reflective mirror of beauty, he should at the same time not 

achieve completeness because that was reserved to the Perfect: God. This explains why, for 

example, when the Arabic word for completeness "al-Kamdl" is uttered, a listener 

automatically answers: "Completeness is for God alone (al-Kamdl li-Allah walidahü)". It is 

in this same sense that we must understand the legend mentioned by al-Tabarz regarding the 

Madrasa of Sultan Hassan. 2 According to this, the suliAn had his architect's right hand cut 

off after seeing the masterpiece he had created, because he had dared approach completeness, 

and was probably seen as a way of trespassing on Divine territory. But because we know that 

Sultan Hassan did not live to see the completion of his building, it must have been only 
legend. 

I "Inns Allahs kataba al-ifsan 'ala kulli shay'". 

2 Al-Taban, in Noldeke, Geschichte der Perser und Araber zur Zeit der Sasaniden, p. 80. Likewise, according 
to Gayet, L'Art Arabe, p. 121. The architect of the Madrasa of Qajmäs al-Ishagi had his right hand cut off. Legend also says that a Moorish mu'allim in the name of Alixares was put to death so as to prevent him from 
producing a masterpiece. 
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CONCLUDING SUMMARY 

The more one penetrates into the significance of processes by which Mamlük 

architecture was produced, the more one becomes aware of the inescapable relationship 

between this art and gi ism stemming from the fact that the craft guilds were closely akin to 

Sufi brotherhoods. Accordingly, whether sponsored by the sultäns or emirs, whether used 

by the religious scholar, the emir, the merchant, or the peasant, traditional Mamlilk art and 

architecture was created by an inspiration which issued ultimately from the aid of hikmah 

which stems from Sufism. It would not be incorrect to say that to grasp fully the significance 

of this architecture is to become aware that it is part and parcel of the Islamic revelation. This 

is so because its intentions are to reflect Divine Realities in physical forms. 

We have mentioned several points that will receive more attention in the following 

chapter, foremost among which is the process of "form-giving" in the MamlUk period. We 

have discussed here the intentions of design but have not explained how this was externalized 

in actuality. We have also found that the traditional architect did not choose to express 

himself in the creation process but remained anonymous. Traditional Mamlük architecture is 

unsigned because the architect was an interpreter of the tradition which was in fact the real 

"designer" so to speak. The tradition provided the canons and the working rules that had their 

origins in the religion in both its outward and inner dimensions. 

The goal of the Mamlük architect was to work through the tradition and externalize 

his inner spirit upon the physical world. Through intuition, the viewer and user stimulated 

by his traditional sense perceptions, internalized the forms and hence, completed the circle 

of communication. Beauty, which is a Quality and a Name of God is objective, its potential 

lies within the traditional object and not within the viewer, who may or may not be receptive 

and capable of understanding it (depending on his background). 

We can conclude that the intention of Mamlük art and architecture was to materialize 

the inner immaterial realities of the Islamic revelation. Because it was initiated through kfism 

it led the Muslim to the inner part of the Divine Revelation. Mamlük art and architecture, 
being the result of traditional Islamic esotericism, was the way by which the society was 
guaranteed a support for its spiritual life by being constantly reminded through traditional 

artifacts of the spiritual journey to the Source. In other words, this was the means by which 
members of the Mamlük society came to "see" God everywhere and in everything. 
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(CHA FI ]IR 01E VLEN 

THE REFLECTION OF SUFI BELIEFS IN THE 

TRADITIONAL PROCESS OF "FORM-GIVING" 

From Chapters Two, Three, and Six, we have arrived at an understanding of the role 

of Sufism in the building process as well as the role of the Süfr orders in the governing of 

Mamlük informal guilds which in turn controlled the crafts (al-Sina'dt wal-J iraf). In Chapter 

Six we introduced the atmosphere and state of mind in which the architect and craftsman 

produced his work, but did not mention how he achieved the externalization of his ideals. 

This chapter will deal specifically with S ift beliefs and cosmological interpretations 

that are involved in the process of "creating" forms. It is divided into three main sections 

which I believe are fundamental to lead to the inward dimensions of any traditional Islamic 

form, thus revealing the reason behind its external appearance. The first section deals with 

the esoteric meaning of what a symbol is to the Süfis, which leads to the question of human 

"creation": does it correspond to and parallel Divine Creation? The second section deals with 

the basic principles of the three prevalent ideas in traditional Islamic architecture which are: 

the "Centre", "Vertical Axis", and "Horizontal Orientation". The third section briefly looks 

at the notions of space, shape, surface, and colour which are inevitably involved in the 

process of "form-giving". 

I have tried as much as possible to rely on original sources that were available either 
before or during the times of the Mamlüks, but as I mentioned in Chapter Two, Sufism is an 

orally transmitted body of knowledge, which explains the scarcity of relevant sources. 
Wherever I have needed to acquire extra support from contemporary Sufi writers, such as 
Titus Burckhardt or Martin Lings, I have done so to fill in gaps with material that can be 

obtained from the generality of the ideas of Sufism, i. e., those that do not differ in the 
different tartgas but are universal in kfi thought. The findings of this chapter, are vitally 
important for two reasons: they will show how important tali belief and symbolism were to 
the Mamlük society, and will enable us to analyze in Chapter Eight, the architectural elements 
that constitute traditional religious buildings, in both their exoteric and esoteric dimensions. 
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7.1 SIGN, SYMBOL, AND THE "CREATION" OF TRADITIONAL FORMS 

God and man "communicate" through signs and symbols as a language. God says in 

the Qur'an that to search for the Truth (Al-Ilagq) one should see the signs and symbols 

('äyat, rwnüz, isharat, amthilah). It is by their aid, that one can reach the manifestation of 

God, can know his existence, and from them he discerns His Majesty, Power and vast 

Creation. 

Soon will We show them our portents ('äyict) in the (furthest) regions (of 

the earth), and in their own souls, until it becomes manifest to them that 

this is the Truth... ' 

Among His Signs ('öyat) is this, that He created you from dust; and then 

behold, ye are men scattered (far and wide)! 
And among His Signs ('äyät) is this, that He created for you mates from 

among yourselves, that ye may dwell in tranquillity with them, and He has 

put love and mercy between your (hear(s): verily in that are Signs ('äyät) 

for those who reflect. 
And amongst His Signs ('äyät) is the creation of the Heavens and the earth, 

and the variations in your languages and your colours: verily in that are 
Signs ('äyät) for those who know. 

And amongst His Signs ('äyät) is the sleep that ye take by night and by day, 

and the quest that ye (make for livelihood) out of His Bounty: verily are 
Signs ('äyät) for those who harken. 

And amongst His Signs ('äy&), He shows you the lightning, by way both 

of fear and of hope, and He sends down the rain from the sky and with it 

gives life to the earth after it is dead: verily in that are Signs (layät) for 

those who are wise. 
And amongst His Signs ('äyät) is this, that heaven and earth stand by His 

command: then when He calls you by a single call, from the earth, behold, 

ye (straightaway) come forth .2 

I Qur'än: 41/53. 

2 Qur'än: 30/20-25. 
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In the above verses of the Qur'an, the word 'äyah (p1. 'ayat) is used frequently to 

denote a sign. (From the Qur'anic point of view, the word 'dyah denotes mainly a verse, but 

it also means a "mark" or a "sign"). 8iifis use the words 'isharah and ranz to denote the sign 

and symbol, and rely for their usage of such terms on other verses from the Qur'an where 

for example God says to Zakariyya: "He said: `0 my Lord! Give me a Sign! ' `Thy Sign, ' was 

the answer, 'shall be that thou shalt speak to no man for three days but with signs 

(ramzan)... '"' Ibn `Arabi, the medieval Sufi who was seen in Chapter Two to have been 

influential and in contact with a lot of Egyptian Sufis during the Mamink period, comments 

on this2, saying that in language, the symbol (ramz) of a word has an outward meaning which 

is not immediately visible as the inward meaning of it. Ibn `Arabi concludes that the neglect 

of the inward results in a probable misunderstanding of the symbol altogether. 

On the other hand, the word mithal or mathal, goes back to the Platonic doctrine of 
forms'. This word denotes "similitude" or "likeness" corresponding to a great extent to 

Plato's intermediary realm. In medieval Islamic times, the word "similitude" was related to 

the understanding of the Qur'änic verse: "Such are the similitudes (amthdl pl. of mithäl) which 

We propound to men, that they may reflect. "" Ibn Mandhür (who was a medieval 

lexicographer), quotes and comments on the liadtth of the Prophet (peace and blessings be 

upon him): "Surely I have been given the Book and its likeness (mithl) with it, "5 saying that 

this tradition was interpreted in the twelfth-century by Ibn al= Athir (d. 1210 A. D. ) to either 

mean that the revelation gave Muhammad (peace and blessings be upon him) the inward and 

outward aspects of the Qur'an, or that both the Qur'an and the power to make it 

understandable were given to him. 

It is unquestionable, then, that symbolism to the Sufis is a constant "dialogue" 

between God and His creations. The reason for this certainty lies in the fact that the very 

natures of God and man are different. According to Ibn `Arabi, this difference of natures as 

I Qur'än: 3/41. 

2 Muhyiddin Ibn 'Arabi, al-Fur hat al-Makkiyvah, Cairo, 1911, vol. 1, p. 174. (My translation) 

I We saw in Chapter Two how Greco-Egyptian thought and Hermeticism found their way into Süfi thought. 

4 Qur'än: 59/21. 

s Ibn Mandhür, Lisän al-'Arab al-Mu)iff, Ed. by Yüsuf Khayyäi, Dar Lisan al-'Arab, Beirut, n. d., vol. 4, 
p. 653. 
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well as the distance' between those who are communicating, necessitates a special language 

to exist to achieve this dialoguez. Ibn `Arabi gives an example of the existence of the world 

to explain the need for such a language: 

God brought it [the world] into existence not for the sake of its own self, 
but He brought it into existence for Himself. People (however), became 

preoccupied with something other than that for whose sake it was brought 

into existence, C. e., the outward aspect of the world] and so contradicted 

the intention of He who brought it into existence. ' 

A1-Ghazzäli, the medieval Süfii wrote in his "II ya' 'Ulüm al-Dtn" that the visible 

world corresponds to another invisible world; and that everything in this world is a symbol 

of something in the other invisible one. " Accordingly the fourteenth-century Sufi, Afdal al- 

Din al-Kashäni in his "Musannafat" says: "Sensible knowledge of this world, that is the world 

of becoming, is a symbol of the intelligible knowledge of that world. The physical world is 

the symbol and image of the spiritual world. "' 

On the process of Divine Creation, the Ikhwän al-ýafä'6, who have also been 

mentioned in Chapter Two to have influenced the Mamlüks in Cairo, in their well-known 

"Rasa 71" refer to the Divine Creator as the One who is the Artificer and Knower "Al-Sant 

Al-`Alim", they refer to the artist and craftsmen with the same terms (but not in capitalized 

form, i. e., San! ' `dlim'). This . ani` is the "externalizer" of form, so that the artefact (at- 

maSnü`) is a whole, resulting from the materialization of form. The Ikhwän say that this 

i Anything of the revealed message, that is the sciences that cannot be contained in a single message or 
expression, is a resultant of distance. The ontological distance between God and man makes man in his limited 
existence far from the limitless Origin of all sciences. 

z op cit. Ibn 'Arabi, Futii/iat, 1911, vol. 2, p. 504. 

3 ibid., vol. 1, p. 174. 

4 A1-Ghazzii, Died' 'U! am al-Dtn, trans. by Maulana Fazlul Karim, Taj Company, Delhi, 1982, p. 111. 

I Afdal al-Din al-Kashänl quoted in Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Science and Civilization in Islam, Harvard 
University Press, Cambridge, 1968(b), p. 296. 

6 The Ikhwän al-SaC'a described in Chapter Two, are a group of philosophers who are identified as followers 
of Pythagorean and Platonic tradition. Their cosmological doctrine is very compatible to Sufi thought. The epistles 
"Ras471" are a valuable source on the concept of traditional art. 

I Ikhwän al-tans', Rasa It lkhwdn al-S`aid' wa Khilldn al-Wafä', Dar t1dir, Beirut, n. d., vol. 1, p. 277. 
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process is initiated and supported by the force of the "Universal Intellect", that is by the order 

of God the Almighty. On such a basis, the Ikhwän conclude that the soul of man imagines - 
or retains - the form of the known in his soul. 

Knowledge is nothing but the form of the known [retained] in the soul of 

the knower; and art (the tan`ah itself) is nothing but the bringing out of 
that form, which is in the soul of the artificer, the knower, and placing it 

in matter. ' 

This bringing out of that form inevitably needs an intellectual capacity of finding the 

essence of the form by knowledge and science (`ilm) and the practical side of physically 

producing it, that of the product (`amal). That is why Ibn `Arabi finds that forms are of two 
kinds, the sensible and the intellectual. He says: 

Forms are of two kinds: outward, sensible forms, which are the tangible 
bodies together with all that is sensibly attached to them... and inward, 

intelligible forms that cannot be sensed, which are the sciences, gnosis and 
intentions that are within the sensible forms. 2 

Ibn `Arabi concludes that an artefact is the result of both intellectual and practical 

principles and applies to any craft or artistic process. That explains how an artefact can be 

produced by either one person who has both the knowledge and the skill (a Süfi craftsman), 

or by two persons, the one with his knowledge (a Safi) and the other with the skill of his 
hands (an able craftsman). He explains this point in terms of a relationship that is "active" 

which he refers to as "fatherly", and "passive" which he calls "motherly" as follows: 

I fa geometer (muhandis), who is also a carpenter, is not skilful in practice, 
he may reveal the knowledge he has in the form of words to the hearing of 
one who is skilful in carpentry. This revelation is a marriage relationship: 
the speech of the geometer is a father and the receptivity of the listener is 

a mother. The knowledge of the listener then becomes a father and the 

organs of his body become a mother (that is in so far as the activities 

1 ibid., vol. 1, p. 399. 

2 op cit. Ibn 'Arab?, uhl1 at, 1911, vol. 1, p. 139. 
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performed by organs are determined by knowledge). And if you wish you 

may say that the geometer is a father and the craftsman who is the 

carpenter, in that he listens to what the geometer tells him, is a mother. 

Now if the geometer's speech caused an effect in the carpenter (i. e., the 

carpenter comprehends), then the geometer has imprinted that which he has 

within himself (his knowledge) in the carpenter's soul. And the form, which 

is revealed to the carpenter and occurred clearly in his imagination by what 

the geometer has told him, is as a child to whom his understanding has 

given birth. Then the carpenter's work is a father with regard to timber, 

which is the mother of carpentry; and by means of the instruments the 

marriage ... occurs, which is the effort of every hit of a hammer or cut by 

a saw, and every cut, separation, and union of the articulated pieces in 

order to compose forms. ' 

As we found in Chapter Two, traditional Islamic knowledge was ultimately the 

striving for the Divine; al-Ghazzälº states quite clearly that the "nobility of knowledge is in 

accordance with the nobility of the thing known, and the rank of the knower corresponds to 

the rank of the knowledge. "' He goes on to say that knowledge is of God the San! ' (Maker 

of things), al-fagq (the Truth), and through that One the knower achieves the knowledge of 

Unity (Tawl: fd). But he says further that a person cannot do this except after having known 

some other indirect knowledge of sciences such as "the science of the heavenly bodies and 

the spheres and the science dealing with the things that God has made... "' This correlates 

with what the Ikhwän say about those who have more knowledge than others and are artisans 

at the same time. They say that those whose "souls become comparable to, and almost 

identical with the Universal Soul" produce more "perfect" products because they are closer 

to that "Universal Soul. "' This clearly links up with what Ibn `Arabi said - quoted above - 

about the two cases of possibilities of producing a traditional form, either the kfi craftsman, 

or the Süfi telling a craftsman what to do - which also validates what was suggested in 

Chapter Six on the process of apprenticeship in the Mamlük "guilds". 

ibid., vol. 1, p. 140. 

2 op cit. Al-Ghazzäü, 1982, vol. 2, p. 191. 

$ ibid., vol. 2, p. 191. 

4 op cit. Ikhwän, asd'il, n. d., vol. 1, p. 399. 
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But since Nature operates by the Knowledge of God or the "Universal Soul" as the 

Ikhwän say, and the ultimate knowledge is that which brings one closer to the Divine, then 

these artifacts that are being referred to must be natural artifacts, those that approach the 

perfection of nature. That explains why the traditional Muslim builders abstracted from nature 

and represented these abstractions in their buildings rather than copying nature itself. It is true 

that God loves the skilful in all domains, the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) says: 
"God loves the person who seeks [strives for] perfection in his work (`amal), " but we saw 

in Chapter Six that "perfection" is a quality that is attributed to God alone. Accordingly, the 

Ikhwän say that philosophy is defined as: "the similitude of man with God according to 

human capacity. " That is why they conclude that if a craftsman sets to make an artefact he 

should simulate the patterns and qualities of Divine Artifacts because only they are Perfect. ' 

Al-Ghazzal- , confirms this by telling us the responsibility that the traditional 

architect was expected to have: 

As an architect draws or conceives (yusawwir) all parts of a building in 

whiteness`, and then brings them out into existence according to that 

prototype (nuskhah), so likewise the Creator (Fahr) of heaven and earth 

wrote the (archetypal) copy of the world from its beginning to end on the 

Guarded Tablet (al-Lawh al-Mahfdh) and then brought it out into 

existence according to that prototype. 5 

A1-Ghazzäli goes on to examine the creative process and says that to bring any object 
from non-existence into existence there is first the step of taqdrr (design), second is gad 
(bringing into existence), and third taSwir (form giving). These he says, are reflections of the 
Divine Names, the Creator (al-Khällq), the Producer (al-Bari') and the Form Giver (al- 
Musawwir) he says: 

1 An authentic 1iadnh quoted in ibid., vol. 1, p. 290. Perfection here means in the likeness of the Wise 
Artificer: God. 

z See argument in Chapter Six section 6.3. 

To illustrate some theological points, al-GhazaäG often struck examples from the building process as 
analogies to bring close the meaning of what he was saying. 

" Whiteness because it can receive an infinity of possibilities of images. 

I Al-Ghazzäü, Itivd' 'Ulam al-Drn, Dir al-Ma'rifah, Beirut, 1983(a), vol. 3, p. 20. (My translation) 
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God is Creator in that he is designer (Muqqaddir'); Producer in that He is 

an inventor (Mukhtari`) and able to bring things into existence (Mujui); and 

Form-Giver in that He orders the forms of things He invents in the best 

(ahsan) order. 2 

Again al-Ghazzäli takes the opportunity to bring his theological ideas to Divine 

Creation to his readers by using analogies. He chooses the traditional building process as an 

example, saying: 

This is like a building, which requires an estimator (muqaddir) who 

determines what will be needed in the way of timber, mud-bricks, area of 

land, the number of stories and their length and breadth. A muhandis who 

forms and draws out the building, usually undertakes this responsibility. 

Then there is required a banns' (builder) who undertakes the works 

whereby the principles of building occur. Then there is required a muzayyin 

(decorator) who decorates the building and adorns its form. This is usually 

undertaken by a person other than the builder. This is the tradition in 

designing, building, and decorating (taiwir)' 

Of course, al-Ghazzäli does not leave us with this analogy without telling us that God 

is all three of these actions involved in the Divine "Design Process", contrary to the human 

case which involves several persons. He adds that furthermore, a completed building can exist 

on its own, independent from its makers, while the world cannot, as it depends on God. 

When God prohibited man to depict living beings in art, it was because of man's 

inability to create forms and give them life and hence bring forth their intended qualities. He 

who attempts to create such forms is condemned because he cannot attain the perfection that 

was intended to the being in question that is made by the Creator (Al-Sani'). This clearly 
indicates that man's creative acts in the crafts and the arts are seen and taken by God as a 
direct correlation to Divine Creation. From the fact that architectural production was another 

' We saw in Chapter Six that one of the many terms used for architect was mugaddir. 

2 Al-Ghazzäü, Al-Maa. ad al-Asna IT Sharh Ma'anr Asma' Allah al-flusnd, ed. by F. Shihadah, Dir al- 
Mashriq, Beirut, 1971, p. 80. 

I ibid., p. 80. 
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San'ah of traditional man, it would follow that the architect's production involved a creative 

process that was related to that of God, thus resulting in a reflection of higher Realities. The 

prototypes they created were thus seen as syntheses of forms which mirrored the cosmic and 

Divine manifestations mentioned in Islam. 

By means of symbols incorporated in the arts and crafts, communication between man 

and God was insured in spite of the distance between them - that distance mentioned above 

by Ibn `Arabi. As long as the viewer of the symbol has insight and can comprehend the 

symbols made for him, this communication is successful. This makes it obvious that the Süf-is 

were concerned with the content of the symbol and not the symbol itself'. 

Let us then suppose that a Safi architect or craftsman wanted to create an artefact to 

remind himself of God; what would he resort to, to achieve such an endeavour? The first 

logical outcome would be to resort to God's revealed Names and Qualities, especially those 

that reveal and express the Divine Characteristics. But then there is a point that needs to be 

clarified at this stage, that we do not understand any quality unless we know it by its 

"limited" existence in our human capacity - which is necessarily not similar to the Divine 

existence, in both its quantitative as well as qualitative aspects. Accordingly, on human 

participation in the Divine Names, al-Ghazzäli says that as far as the Names "Al-Khdliq" 

(Creator), and "Al-Bari'" (Animator) are concerned, man has no such quality to "share" with 

the Divine. But he says that the case is quite different when it comes to the Divine Name "Al- 

MuSawwir" (Form-Giver), for man "shares" in this quality quite considerably. 

The share of the servant in this Name (AI-Musawwir) is that he acquires 
in his soul the form of existence (sürat al-wujüd) in its entirety according 
to its configuration and order, so that he encompasses [in his mind] the 

configuration and the order of the whole world as though he were observing 
it. Then he descends to the details! 

These details mentioned by al-Ghazzal obviously include the knowledge of patterns 
of both the sensible domain - man, living creatures, minerals - and the intelligible domain - 

' See op cit. Ibn 'Arabi, Fura! dt, 1911, vol. 1, n. d., p. 189. 

2 op cit. Al-Ghazz'ati, 1971, p. 82. 
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the spiritual and Angelic worlds. He thus concludes that participation in the Divine Name of 

"Form-Giver" sums up everything that has to do with any art or craft: 

... It is the acquisition of the Intellectual form (al sürah al-`ilmiyyah) that 

is conformable to the existential form (al-sürah al-wujüdiyyah). For 

knowledge is a form in the soul conformable to that which is known. God's 

knowledge of forms is the cause of the existence of these forms as 

[external] essences, and the existential form revealed in these external 

essences is the cause of the existence of the intellectual form in the heart 

of man. By the acquisition of this intellectual form the servant benefits the 

knowledge through the meaning of the Name "Form-Giver"... and also 

becomes, by virtue of acquiring this form in his soul, as though he were a 

form-giver. ' 

What has been mentioned in this section, explains why we found in the Mamlük 

sciences (mentioned in Chapter Two) so much emphasis on astronomy ('11m al-Falak), and 

cosmology (`ilm al-Hay'ah), and explains our inheritance of treatises that deal with 

compilations of fiaduhs of the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) on such 

cosmological issues, which at the first instance seem to deal with the unknowns (umür al- 

ghaybi)yät) which today only interest a small sector among the intellectuals. It thus appears 

that according to what al-Ghazzäli says, a very large part of the society would have needed 

to have access to interpretable images of the cosmos, and not only those who were interested 

to complete their religious knowledge for the sake of completion. 

This brief summary forms the Sufi basis of what a MamlUk architect or craftsman 

would have believed in concerning the act of "form-giver". We find that it involves "creation" 

which is an act of participating in the Divine Name (AI-MuSawwir). This participation 

presupposes the knowledge of the form of the entire cosmos imprinted on the soul of the 

form-giver (architect and craftsman). Not only that, but that he should encompass it in its 

wholistic sense as if he were continuously conforming to it. If he does not attain this, by 

virtue of its presence in his soul, then according to al-Ghazzäli, he cannot become "like" the 

Form-Giver. 

1 ibid., p. 83. 
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7.2 THE CENTRE, VERTICAL AXIS, AND HORIZONTAL ORIENTATION 

7.2.1 THE CENTRE (THE KA'BA) 

Know that the centre of the earth, according to a tradition on the authority 

of the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him), is the Ka ̀ ba; it has the 

significance of the navel of the earth, because of its rising above the level 

of the earth. ' 

The Ka'ba in Makkah, can he 

looked at as a centre of a wheel which 

radiates imaginary lines that link every 

place on earth to it (Fig. 7.1). The fact 

that prayers must be oriented towards it 

makes it the centre. To Muslims it is 

the navel of the earth, meaning that it is 

exalted above the territories surrounding 

it, it is the origin and the place of 

communication with the upper and the 

nether worlds, and it is the medium 

through which food is distributed over 

the earth'-. The idea that the world 

should have been created from its 

centre was supported by the 

interpretation given in the Qur'dn: 

"Thus we have suggested to thee an 

Arabic Qur'än in order that thou 

mayest warn the mother of the towns (Makkah) and those around it. "I The words "and those 

around it" are taken to mean the whole earth. This centrality is well illustrated by the people 

of `Ad (a nation mentioned in the Qur'an): "When they were in need of rain they sent 

AI-Kisäi'i, cited in Wensinck, Studies of A. J. Wensinck, Arno Press, New York, 1978, P. M. 

2 This definition of the navel of the earth is given by Abu al-Wafd al-Azragi, Akhhär Makkah wa ma Ja'a 
Fthd min al-Athdr, ed. by R. S. Malhas, Mr al-Andalus, Beirut, 1983, p. 18. 

3 Qur'än: 6/92. 

Figure 7 
.1 

IsImnic cities. The four cardinal points are repres , ded by the corners or the 
Ka'by. (16th Century illudtrnlion. N+tiolud I. ihrvry Paris) 
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messengers to Makkah in order to pray for it, " because their prayer would be heard better 

there than anywhere else. On their arrival in Makkah, the messengers were advised to ascend 

Mount Abü Qubays "because never a repentant sinner had climbed it without being heard. "' 

The reason for this is shown in the hadrth by Ibn Abi %iätem who quotes ̀ Atä' as saying: 

"the first mountain that was set on earth was Aba Qubays in Makkah. "' This confirms that 

the starting point of the creation of the world was from Makkah. 

Ibn `Abbas, the Prophet's companion, narrates a tradition of the Prophet (peace and 

blessings be upon him) which gives us insight into the Creation and its relation to Makkah 

and Mount Abü Qubays linking them together with the idea of centrality: 

When, before the creation of heaven and earth, the Throne was upon the 

water, God Most Transcendent sent a soft wind that struck the water, 

unveiling at the position of this House a piece of rock like a dome. God 

stretched out the earths from beneath it; it swayed and swayed again, so 

God Most Transcendent pegged it by mountains' and the first mountain 

placed therein was Abu Qubays and that is why Makkah was called "mother 

of towns ". ̀ 

A hadtrh by ̀ A'ishah, the Prophet's wife (may God be pleased with her) confirms the 

centrality of Makkah to denote its nearness to the Heavens. 

If it had not been for the migration (from Makkah to Madina) I would have 

lived my entire life in Makkah; for I have never seen a place where the sky 
(Heaven) was as close to earth as in Makkah, and my heart was never in 

tranquillity in any place more than at Makkah... -' 

' A. J. Wensinck, "The Ideas of the Western Semites Concerning the Navel of the Earth", quoted in "The 
Sacred Character of Islamic Cities", ed. Dunning S. Wilson, Islam and Medieval Hellenism: Social and Cultural 
Perspectives, Variorum Reprints, London, 1976, p. 28. 

2ibid., p. 28. 

s As God says in the Qur'än: 16/15: "And He has set up on the earth mountains standing firm, lest it should 
shake with you; and rivers and roads; that ye may guide yourselves. " 

Ibn 'Abbäs cited in op cit. al-Azragi, 1983, vol. 1, Pp. 31-32. 

5 A1-Azragi, cited in op cit. Wensinck, 1978, Pp. 14-15. 
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The middle position and centrality of the Ka'ba is also described by the Ikhwän in 

their Rasä'il: 

The House in the middle of the Holy Mosque, the Holy Mosque in the 

middle of the sanctuary (al-Haram), the Sanctuary in the middle of al- 
Ilijäz, al-Hijäz in the middle of the Islamic countries, is in the likeness of 

the earth in the middle of the atmosphere, the atmosphere in the middle of 

the lunar sphere, the lunar sphere in the middle of the (celestial) spheres. 

And those who pray in the horizons oriented towards the House are in the 

likeness of the planets in the spheres - their radiations are directed towards 

the centre of the earth. And the rotation of the Heavens with their planets 

around the earth is in the likeness of the rotation of the ambulants around 

the house. ' 

This relation between the Centre and the Heavens means that if an imaginary line 

were to be drawn between Heaven and earth, the shortest line would be that to Makkah. In 

other words the centre of the Heaven - that which we see (i. e., the pole star) - should as a 

result be directly above the Ka'ba. The following tradition cited by al-Kisä'Y, relates to the 

pole star in correspondence with the Ka'ba: 

The pole star proves the Ka`ba to be the highest situated territory on earth, 
for it (the Ka`ba) is opposite the centre of Heaven. In the centre of this 

moving part of heaven (the Great Bear) is a fixed star which does not move, 
and this is the Pole star, around which the Bear and the rest of the stars 
turn. People are agreed on this point that he who places himself opposite 
the pole star has at the same time the direction of the qibla, because this 

star is above the Ka`ba, without ever moving. The Bear may move 
somewhat but the pole star never does. If the Pole star, which is the centre 
of heaven, around which the other stars turn, is above the Ka ̀ba, then, this 
fact proves that what corresponds with the centre of heaven is most likely 
to be the centre of the earth; consequently the Ka ̀ba is the centre of the 
earth. 2 

op cit. Ikhwän, Rasa Sl, n. d., vol. 2, p. 39. 

2 AI-Kisa'i, trans. in op cit. Wensinck, 1978, p. 47. 
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It would follow to say that the Ka'ba is the centre, due to its position on the 

intersecting transcending axis that links the terrestrial world with the Heavens. Because this 

spot is different than any other on earth, God guided Adam, and later Abraham to build a 

House for Him on it. In verses of the Qur'än, God tells us about the building of the Ka'ba 

in relation to its position on earth. "And remember when We prepared for Abraham the place 

of the (holy) House... "', "And when Abraham and Ishmael were raising the foundations of 

the House, (Abraham prayed): Our lord! Accept from us (this duty). Lo! Thou, only Thou, 

art the Hearer, the Knower. "2 

A1-Azragi, (the medieval historian who wrote AkhbarMakkah), says that God ordered 

Abraham to rebuild the Primordial House which was originally built by Adam but which had 

disappeared in the Flood. Adam built the first House on foundations that were laid as deep 

as the seventh earth. Gabriel is said to have struck the earth with his wing, thus revealing a 

firm foundation (uss thabit) in the seventh earth. The Angels filled up this pit with rocks until 

it became level with the rest of the earth. Upon this foundation, Adam built the first temple. 3 

Al-Azragi says that when Abraham was ordered to rebuild this House, he asked his Lord 

where he should do so, and that God had answered him that He would show him. God then, 

sent him a "speaking Cloud" called the Saktnah` and it directed him to the sacred location. 

Not only that, but God ordered it to take the form of the original Ka'ba and it told Abraham: 

"0 Abraham, your Lord orders you to design according to the measure of this Cloud. " In 

`Arabi reports differently: "Build according to the measure of my [the Cloud's] shadow. "' 

In both cases, Abraham did as he was told, and the House of God was reconstructed. 

Qur'än: 22/26. 

2 Qur'an: 2/127. 

3 The idea of centre is evident in this legendary story since as we will see in a following section that the firm 
foundation is none other than the central Rock which forms the sacrum of the whole cosmos. op cit. al-Azragi, 
1983, vol. 1, Pp. 33-36. 

Al-Sakfnah literally means peace and tranquility, it derives from the word sukan which means "stillness". 
Since stillness is the quality of the centre, that which is motionless, then it is obvious why in the Qur'An God says: 
"He it is who sent down the stillness (sakfnah) into the hearts of the believers. " (Qur'än: 48/4). It should not be 
forgotten that the heart to the SüCs is the receptacle of the Divine Presence. Thus the Ka'ba is a visible 
embodiment of sakfnah and is the heart of the world, its centre. 

sop cit. al-Azraqi, 1983, p. 53. Another version of this tradition is: "0 Abraham, take from the land according 
to my measure, with neither increase nor decrease. " Abi ]a`far al-taban, Tärtkh al-Dabari. Maktabat Khayyäi, 
Beirut, n. d., vol. 1, Pp. 128-134. 

6 op cit. Ibn `Arabi, «tº ät, 1911, vol. 2, p. 60. 
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This reconstruction is said to comply with the Divine models of the Ka`bas of the 

Heavens. According to the following tradition there are fifteen Ka`bas in the universe (seven 

in the Heavens, seven in the earths and God's Throne itself). Al-Azragi transmitted this 

1 adtth of the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) who after his Night Journey (W raj) 

was describing the Heavenly Ka'ba known as al-Bayt al-Ma`mar which is a counterpart of 

the first earth Ka'ba (meaning the terrestrial one in Makkah) and said: 

This house [the Ka`ba] is one of fifteen, seven in the Heavens up to the 

Throne, and seven down to the limits of the lowest earth ... if any one of 

them falls down, the rest would fall down, one upon the other, to the limits 

of the lowest earth. And every House has its Heavenly or earthly 

worshippers, like the Ka ̀ba. ' 

This correlation between the Heavenly Ka`bas and the terrestrial one is discussed by 

al-Halabi, the medieval historian, who says that the first Ka'ba that was built on earth was 

a prototype of the Heavenly Bayt al-Ma`mar (the House Visited, i. e., by the Angels) located 

in the seventh Heaven. The hadtth mentioned above explains that this Bayt al-Ma`mar is the 

counterpart of the earthly Ka'ba. At one time, al-Halab says, in the spot now taken by the 

Ka'ba there was a tent-like domical cupola of red hyacinth (yaqata literally meaning ruby) 

that had been lowered from Heaven'. On the other hand, he says that there exists another 

description of this primeval building as resting on "four pillars of emerald" and crowned with 

a "hyacinth"'. This would then make it a replica of the Bayt al-Ma`mür described by Al- 

Mas`üdi as a "golden cupola resting on four pillars". 

The Throne (which is the fifteenth Ka'ba as well) on which God the Almighty sits 

above the seventh Heaven, is said to resemble this description given by al"Mas`üdl. 

This is an authentic fWah cited in Shaykh Häfidh Ibn Ahmed 1-lakann, Mi'rdi al-Oubill, Dar al-Kutub al- 
'Ilmiyyah, Beirut, n. d, vol. 2, p. 73. 

2 'All Ibn Burhän al-Din al-Halabi, al-Sarah al-ftalabfwah, Cairo, 1329 A. H., vol. 1, p. 165. On the other 
hand, Ibn Abi I-Iätem and Abu al-Shaykh, on the authority of Said al-till, cite this tradition: "the Throne is a 
red hyacinth. " In all cases the use of words such as "hyacinth", or rubies, ... etc. should not be taken for their 
earthly limited meaning for they belong to the domain of the Divine. Within our human capacities and limits we 
cannot have the knowledge to understand what they signify. 

3 ibid., vol. 1, p. 199. 

4 Al-Mas'üdi, Murai al-Dhahab wa MaÖdin al-Mulilk, ed. Barbier de Maynard and Pavet de Courteille, Paris, 
1861-79, vol. 1, p. 269. 



Chapter Seven 300 

According to a tradition narrated by Abü al-Shaykh who quotes Hammäd as saying: "God 

created the Throne from a green emerald; and he added four pillars of red sapphire... "' 

Thus, both the Primordial House of Adam and its celestial model, embody in different 

modalities the Ka'ba's quadrangular pattern and the navel becomes properly the place where 

the order of nature is regulated. 

Consequently, "when people watered the navel of the earth, it meant that nature had 

to do the same. "' In this context a statement like the following, found in Qazwin1's (d. 1283) 

"Cosmography" in which the significance of rainfall at Makkah for the rest of the World is 

discussed: "When rain beats one of the sides of the Ka ̀ba, fertility will be during the year on 

that side; when it beats all sides, fertility will reign on all sides. "' 

Therefore, the cosmological significance of the centre to the medieval Muslims is 

manifested by a belief in a hierarchy of centres, or Ka'bas arranged vertically on top of one 

another on an axis followed by seven earthly Ka`bas linked to that in Makkah. Horizontally 

on the earth, there are other centres that vary in their importance: first is the Ka'ba in 

Makkah, followed by the Mosque of the Prophet in Madina, and the Mosque of al-Aqua in 

Jerusalem, which was the first gibla of the Muslims and where the Mi `rdj (Ascent) took 

place. After these three centres which are set apart from all other places in the Qur'an come 

tombs of revered awliya', members of the family of the Prophet (Ahl al-Bayt), and his 

SaJ aba (Companions). Geographically, there are significant locations which are qualitatively 

different than others such as cities (Cairo and Baghdad), and mountains (Jabal Abu Qubays 

in Makkah - mentioned above - which is said to have been the site nearest to God, and Mount 

Sinai, where God spoke to Moses). Subordinate to these are mosques on earth and palaces 

of Caliphs and sultans. ' (Fig. 7.2) These points will be discussed below in more detail in 

section 7.3.1. 

A hadßh quoted by al-Suyüit (15th C. ), trans. by A. Heinen, Islamic Cosmology: A Study of As-Suyüh's 
al-Hav'a as-sanrVaul al-Hay'a as-sunniyya with critical edition. translation. and commentary, Franz Steiner 
Verlag, Wiesbaden, Beirut, 1982, p. 133. 

2 Wensinck, quoted in op cit. Dunning S. Wilson, 1976, p. 34. We will deal with this point below. 

' Qazwin!, Cosmography, ed. F. Wustenfeld, Gottingen, 1848-9, vol. 2, p. 77. 

" Many such examples in Mamlük Cairo and in Iran and Morocco. 

5 These points will be discussed in more detail in the following section. 
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SPIRITUAL TOPOGRAPHY OF THE EARTH 

Figure 7.2 me hierarchy or wb-«t*ree In rcUlon to the Centre (the Ka'ba) and the vertical ax4. 

7.2.2 THE VERTICAL AXIS (COSMIC AXIS) 

Allah it is who raised up the heaven without visible supports, then mounted 

the Throne... ' 

We have found that the vertical axis is expressed by an imaginary line which joins 

a lower centre to a higher one. In Islam the transcendent vertical axis joins the terrestrial 

earth upwards to the Heavens and the sub-terrestrial earths downwards. We have also seen 

that God created seven Heavens and earths2, each of them has a centre (a Ka'ba) and these 

centres are aligned vertically on an axis one above the other so that if all of them fell they 

would fall on top of each other. 

' Qur'än: 8/2. 

2 God says in the Qur'än: "It is God Who created the seven Heavens and of earths their like (i. e., seven as 
well). " A hadilh cited in op cit. al-Suyüli (15th C. ), trans. by Heinen, 1982, p. 139 confirms this: "Ibn Abt Hdtim 
and Aba al-Shaykh quote Ka'b al-A/ibar as stating: "Verily, God created seven Heavens, and of earths the like 
of them... " 
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I! adtths on the number of Heavens and earths, their divisions, and distances from one 

another are explicitly cited in medieval treatises on cosmology ('ilm al-hay'ah). 

Ibn Rahuya in "Musnad", Abü al-Shaykh and al-Bazzär, on the basis of 

a sound chain of transmission that goes back to Abü Darr, report that 

God's Messenger (peace and blessings be upon him) presented the following 

teaching: "The interval between Heaven and earth is the distance of 500 

years. ' The diameter of every Heaven is also as much, 500 years. And the 

interval between this Heaven and the one after it is also as big as 500 years. 

Thus up to the seventh Heaven; and with the earths it is similar. And the 

distance between the seventh Heaven and the Throne corresponds to all 

that. 0 

According to the following two hadtths we have evidence that the Throne is above 

the Kurs[ (Seat of the Throne), which is above the Heavens and that the Heavens are domical 

in shape: 

Ibn Abi Hätim quotes the following hadith of the Prophet (peace and 

blessings be upon him) from Jubayr Ibn Mat`am: "God is seated on His 

Throne, His Throne stands on His Heavens, and His Heavens are on His 

earth like this! And he indicated with his finger the likeness of a dome. 112' 

Ibn Garir, on the authority of al-Dahßiäk, reports that al-Hassan (may God 

be pleased with him) used to say: "The Footstool is (that part) of the 

Throne that is between the Throne and the seventh Heaven. " 

On the other hand, underneath the seventh earth is a Rock which is seen as the 

sacrum and foundation of the whole universe. It is that Rock on which the foundation of the 
First House was built by Adam and rebuilt by Abraham. When Gabriel had struck his wing 

In medieval times, distances were measured in days of travel (by camel), hence, the use of years. 

2 ibid., p. 138. 

3 ibid., p. 141. 

4 ibid., p. 133. 
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on the earth, he had created a firmness (uss thabit) in the seventh earth - as we saw earlier 
in section 7.2.1. 

'Abd al-Razzaq and Ibn Abi $atim quote Sufyan al-Tawri as saying: 

"There is a rock under the earths. We have been told that it is that rock 
from which the greenness' of the sky originates. "` 

According to this hiadith, this Rock reflects its qualities throughout the universe by 

its position in the lowest part of the vertical axis. The "greenness"' of the sky that is 

reflected on the terrestrial sky is amongst those qualities. This is a very important fact 

supporting the argument to this present point: that Higher Realities - as well as Lower ones, 

meaning the sub-terrestrial - are all reflective on one another. As God tells us that Angels 

circumambulate the Ka'bas of the Heavens in the same manner as humans do on earth, so 

does the Rock in the seventh earth reflect its qualities on the earth we live upon. In the 

following section, we will also see that the Angels (the Bearers of the Throne) have their feet 

on this Rock and their heads below the Throne, thus, providing a further vertical link between 

the earths and the Heavens. 

Furthermore, Ibn Kathir who wrote an exegesis (tafstr) of the Qur'an in Mamlük 

times says that, "in the centre of this Rock there is a spring of water, called Life (al l4aydh), 

whose water renders alive whatever it reaches. "" The green colour is directly related to the 

legendary Qur'änic figure of al-Khidr (literally "the green") who attained direct knowledge 

from God according to the Qur'änic verse "... We had given mercy from Us, and had taught 

him knowledge from Our presence. "' The 90iis speak of the Khidr as a waif who has attained 

the source of life and has drunk from the water of immortality (from that of the Rock), and 

Ibn Mandhür mentions that al-khud'rah (greenness) is that of the water when it is very pure, and to the sky 
as well. See op cit. Ibn Mandhür, n. d., Pp. 847-849. There is a hadRh of the Prophet narrated in al-Bukhäri 
which describes people who sail the "Green Sea" (... yarkabrna hddha al-bahr al-akhdar ... ) See S'ahdi al- 
Bukhdri, Maktabat al-Nahdah al-I-Iadithah, Riyadh, 1984,2nd edition, vol. 4, p. 15. 

2 op cit. al-Suyüii (15th C. ), trans. by A. Heinen, 1982, p. 142. 

'The Prophet referred to the shade from the sky in aI adfh as the shade of the green (aahallat al-khadra ). 
Narrated by al-Tirmidh?, al-Jdmi' al-SaAlft. " Sunan al-Tirmidhr 209-297A H., Maktabat Maiba'at Mu§iafa al-BM 
al-Halab? wa Awlädahu, Cairo, second edition, 1975, vol. 5, p. 669. 

4 Ibn Kathir, Tafsir al-Our'an al-'Aclhfin, Maktabat al-Malrif, Beirut, 1983, vol. 3, p. 93. 

5 Qur'än: 18/66. 
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knows the Truth (through direct knowledge) and is consequently, the "Eternal Youth"'. One 

of Ibn Mandhnr's definitions for akhd'ar (green) is "youthful". ' The relation between al-Khidr 

and the Rock is revealed by their relation to the sacrum - the foundation of the cosmos. 

To sum up the above findings, we can deduce that the Islamic cosmological vertically 

aligned model would start with the Creator at the summit of the vertical axis, followed by the 

Throne, the Seat, the footstool, the seven Heavens, the terrestrial earth, the six other earths, 

then the Rock as the bottom-most part of that axis. This transcendent vertical axis intersects 

each of the seven Heavens and the seven earths at its centre; in the case of the first earth (the 

one we live on) the point of intersection is in Makkah at the Ka`ba. (Fig. 7.3) 

GOD 
THRONE 

FOOTSTOOL 

SEVEN 
j HEAVENS 

KAIRA 

SEVEN 
EARTHS 

I 
i 

ROCS (SACRUM) 
Figure 7.3 Tk. vatka axk p. r4 through the c.. m krienecting each earth and 
heaven at ks antra. The trrmcendeut verlkal axis starts from the rock and cuknkwtes at "L 

1 Henry Corbin, Creative Imagination in the Sufism of Ibn 'Arabi trans. Ralph Manheim, Bollingen Series 
XCI, Princeton University Press, New Jersey, 1969, p. 56. 

2 op cit. Ibn Mandhür, fslln al-'Arab, n. d., p. 847. 
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A slight problem arises at 

this stage of the discussion: if 

Makkah is the centre of the earth 

and the specific position of the 

Ka'ba is vertically aligned to the 

other Heavenly and earthly Ka'bas, 

then why did God choose to take 

the Prophet (peace and blessings 

be upon him) from Jerusalem on 

his Night Journey (Mi `räj)? Would 

it not have been more direct had it 

been from Makkah, at the Ka'ba 

itself? There is only one answer to 

this question (which also resolves 

similar problems as to the presence 

of the many "sub-centres" on the 

earth mentioned in section 7.2.1. ): 

crrY OUTSKIRTS 

WMIIN ciTY WAILS PRECINCT 

Figure 7.4 1lorfzontal degrees at sanctity in an lWemic cflyt 1,2, &3 represent 
degrees of sanctity due to the proximity of the centre. 

the centre can be anywhere. The 

confusion between the one ritual centre as opposed to the numerous metaphysical centres can 
be resolved by understanding that on the ritualistic level the centre is one (the Ka'ba), but 

metaphysically, the one centre and the one vertical axis can be established anywhere. This 

explains why al-Ya`qübi on speaking of the city of Baghdad', refers to it as the centre of the 

earth2. Other centres in the Muslim world are: the Mosque of the Prophet (peace and 
blessings be upon him) in Madina, as well as religious buildings to which mausoleums of 

revered saints are attached. (Fig. 7.4) 

As for mosques, they are considered to be centres as they are the hearts of the 
traditional Islamic cities. The mosque, is the place where man and God communicate, where 
one is directly connected to Heaven on an individual basis. Therefore, we can say that the 

vertical axis is that "line of communication" between Heaven and earth, and the thread of 
communication between the Divine and human levels of existence. 

Al-Ya`qübi, Kitdb al-Buldan, ed. M. J. de Goeje, E. J. Brill, Leiden, 1967, p. 233. 

2 In its centre was built a towering 80 cubit high dome qubbah khuc4ra' - which will be discussed in detail in 
chapter 7.3.1.1 - reflecting the heavenly dome or celestial sphere. 

DEGREES OF SANCLTTY 
WITHIN CENTRE PRECINCT 
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7.2.3 HORIZONTAL ORIENTATION (THE QIBLA) 

We have seen the turning of your face toward Heaven (for guidance 0 

Mohammad). And now We will make you turn toward a qibla which shall 

please you. So turn your face toward the Sanctified Mosque, and ye (0 

Muslims), wheresoever you may be, turn your faces toward it. ' 

There is obviously a ritual orientation in the world of Islam. We have seen that this 

context of a Centre or an Origin is an essential feature in Islam. To be valid, prayers have 

to be performed facing the qibla, the animal to be slaughtered stands with its head towards 

the qibla as well, the dead are buried with their heads towards Makkah, a Muslim sleeps on 

his right side facing the qibla. On the other hand urinating or defecating should be done while 

he is not facing the gibla2. In medieval times, travellers carried an astrolabe to find the qibla 

with the help of the stars; that direction which is necessary for all rituals in Islam is the same 

as that which points, on the horizontal plane, towards the Centre of the world or the naval 

of the earth. 

To show the extent of the importance of orientation to the centre and not towards any 

other celestial body, Islam emphasizes in several respects the un-importance of the sun. 

Primarily, sunrise, zenithal position and sunset are amongst the prohibited prayer times. God 

says in the Qur'an: "Adore not the sun nor the moon; but adore Allah Who created them, if 

it is in truth Him who ye worship. "3 The reason for the prohibition is to avoid the 

coincidence between praying and these three nodal positions so that those whose gibla is 

aligned to the East or West or who are standing directly below the sun would not appear as 

though they were worshipping it. 

The symbolism of orientation towards the gibla is based on the axial symbolism of 
the Ka'ba, seen as an earthly replica of the celestial archetypes that lie directly above it - it 

is the symbol of the Throne and the Heavenly Ka`bas in the domain of the earth. According 

I Qur'än: 21144. 

2 The following two Iiadtths are cited in Sahth al-Bukharr "Do not face the qibla when you defecate or 
urinate, but face east or west, " and "If you want to defecate, then do not face the qibla or turn your back to it, 
but face the east or west. " 

3 Qur'än: 41/37. 
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to Sufi thought, the qibla is not only related to the physical Ka'ba but has several layers of 

understanding related to it. In Ibn `Arabi's treatise the Risalet al-Ahüdiyyah, he claims that 

the qibla is fivefold: the first is the mihrdb of a mosque, the second is the Ka'ba, the third 

is the Frequented House (al-Bayt al-Ma `mar), the fourth is the Throne, and the fifth is the 

Footstool. The mihrüb is the qibla of the soul, the Ka`ba is the qibla of intention, the 

Frequented House is the qibla of understanding, the Throne is the qibla of the heart, and the 

Footstool is the qibla of the intellect. ' 

CENTRE OF COSMOS 

KA'BA 
lop. .. 

Figure 7.5 The three principle of Islmn: orientation to the 

centre to attain the vertical axis are all inplkit in prayer. 

Figure 7.6 u11KfcK111.... ý, NIi. uiunrn1 orlhc Ka'h (ewthly 

ceulre) cunnwYin the Mo.. Inw to the Source (('uwnic Centre). 

That is to say that to orient anyone or anything towards the qibla, means to establish 

a relation with the centre of the earth, which in turn relates to the centres of the higher levels 

of existence which are attached to the centre of the cosmos by means of the vertical 

transcendent axis. (Fig. 7.5) This is in fact what happens in prayer: the worshipper orients 

him/herself to the qibla which is the centre, which is in turn connected to the vertical axis. 

By this way the Sufis believe that the soul of the worshipper can he seen to he in a "mi'raj" 

to the Heavens and the Throne of God whenever in prayer. (Fig. 7.6) Thus, orientation is an 

act of integration with the Creator through the implicitness of the horizontal and vertical 

movements - earthly centre to cosmic centre. 

' Ibn 'Arabi, Insha' al-Dawa'ir wal-Jaddwil, Manuscript number 123, vol. 1, Asad National Library, 
Damascus, p. 18. We will see how this manifold system of layers of understanding of the gibla will be reflected in the form of the Mamlük milirbbs. 
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7.3. NOTIONS OF SPACE, SHAPE, SURFACE, AND COLOUR 

This section will deal with four notions which contribute to the process of "form- 

giving" in traditional Islamic architecture. These are: space, shape, surface, and colour. It 

should be recalled that there is no distinctive dividing line which severs Mamltºk architecture 

from the forum of other medieval Islamic architectures; this is obvious from the fact that the 

traditional Mamlük period is a period of transformation within this forum. It follows that the 

points that will be discussed in this section will apply in some cases to the Mamlük world 

alone and in others, to the medieval Islamic world in general. 

7.3.1 THE NOTION OF SPACE 

Space is one of the most direct symbols of Being, it is primordial and all-pervading. 

We have seen that medieval Muslims tended towards a mode of comprehension which 

provided a metaphysical interpretation of life, an interpretation that preceded and went beyond 

all external perception. This mode of comprehension, involving Sufi interpretation (ta'wii), 

affected all of man's perceptions because it began by situating him/her in the Universe. The 

Universe as we saw, is composed of a vertically bound and parallel series of Heavens and 

earths culminating with God above the Throne and Seat (Footstool). As seen in section 7.1, 

part of the responsibility that a truthful craftsman (Son! ) had, was to reflect the Divine Form- 

Giver by: first contemplating His Creation (i. e., Nature), then to abstract from it and finally, 

to emulate that Creation in his art and architecture. That is to say that his buildings - 
especially the sacred ones - were ultimately seen to "lie between Heaven and earth". We have 

also seen that these sacred buildings were sacred sub-centres, horizontally connected to the 
Ka'ba which in turn is vertically connected to the Heavens. It follows that a religious Islamic 

building considered to be a sub-centre, will tend to emulate the Centre in its spaces; since the 

"highest" terrestrial Centre (the Ka'ba) is inaccessible except to those who travel to it. A very 
important point should be made here: if the architectural space itself does not conform with 
the religious tradition in the design, then no superficial decoration can "naturalize" it in the 

religion. This point by no means deflates the value and significance of decorative elements; 
as all that goes into the design, like the decoration, texture, materials, acoustics, ... etc., has 

a symbolic value in tradition as it embraces architecture in its totality with all the elements 
that together make a religious building. 
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In an Islamic sacred building that is ordered by using these three principles mentioned 

above of centre, vertical axis, and gibla orientation, man would be able to know where he 

is. It is only with reference to the Heavens that the apparent indefiniteness of space can be 

given direction. We shall find out that space acquires its qualitative aspect in this way. 

Beyond the Divinely chosen centres, the choice of direction and orientation was 

directly involved with giving a quality of sacredness to an otherwise "profane" space; but 

then, in Islam, the whole earth is sacred and is all a potential place to seek God. Sacred 

space, would then be a defined, qualified, ordered, and significant space bounded physically 

by limitations which bear quantitative and qualitative parallels with cosmic paradigms'. But 

since in Islam there is no profane, the case is that of degrees of sanctity rather than of type. 2 

The question therefore arises: What makes a place more sacred than another? 

In Islam, specific places can be consecrated by rituals. The Prophet (peace and 
blessings be upon him) says in a well-known Iiadah transmitted by Anas Ibn Malik, and 

quoted by al-Ghazzäli: 

There is no single site, whereupon God is remembered by a prayer (. aläh) 
or by an invocation (dhikr), that does not take pride in this act and 

consequently becomes superior [higher in rank] to all sites that surround it, 

and also becomes delighted by the invocation of God (most transcendent) 

down to its extremity in the seventh earth. ' 

This idea of the sacredness of certain places is frequently referred to in the Qur'an 

on special incidents such as that time when God addresses Moses and tells him: "Lo! I, even 
I, am thy Lord. So take off thy shoes, for lo! Thou art in the holy valley of Tuuwa. "` In 

another verse of the Qur'an, in relation to the W raj of the Prophet (peace and blessings be 

upon him), God says that He has carried him by night from Makkah to Jerusalem, "the 

We will see in the coming section that this ordered sacred space is due to the application of sacred geometry 
which in turn bears qualitative and quantitative dimensions. 

2 The whole matter that makes the Ka'ba for example, different than the Central Mosque of Edinburgh is the 
degree of sanctity attributed to it. This can be applied on basically any Islamic building ranging from mausoleum 
to house and from saq to mosque. 

3 op cit. a1-Ghazzäü, 1983(a), vol. 1, p. 152. 

4 Qur'an: 20/12. 
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neighbourhood whereof We have blessed... "' Also, in another verse of the Qur'An, in the 

Sara of the Fig, God swears by the "fig" and the "olive", by "Mount Sinai" and by that 
"Land which is made safe". ' The twelfth-century historian Ibn `Asäkir, applying ta'wlf, 

explains that the "fig" is the Mosque of Damascus, the "olive", the Aq§a Mosque of 
Jerusalem, and "Mount Sinai" as the place where God spoke to Moses, and finally the "Land 

made safe" as Makkah. 

The matter of sacred sites should not be looked at narrow-mindedly to encompass 

such obvious sacred buildings and sites as those mentioned above, for there are entire cities 
that have been designed to be sacred places. Mircea Eliade says that in general, sacred places 
are not chosen by man, but are merely discovered by him by being "revealed" to him'. For 

example, the site of the Dome of the Rock has an imprint of the Prophet's foot as a sign left 

for man to discover it. According to al-Magrizi, the Mosque of Ibn Tnlün in Cairo was said 
to be a blessed site where prayers were always heard. ̀ 

Aleppo, was apparently visited frequently by Abraham, a "station" (magam) at the 

highest point of the Citadel had been his, and thus, a mosque had grown around this site. 
Another maqam at the bottom of the Citadel was found to exist - belonging to him as well - 
which is believed to have been a place where he frequently sat upon and which the Prophet 
(peace and blessings be upon him) had sacrificed on. ' In any case a church was built on this 

site which was later changed into a mosque in 1023-1079 A. D. The upper maqam's 

sacredness was increased after the head of Yaliya Ibn Zakariyya (John the Baptist) was buried 

there after having been discovered in Baalbek in 1043-44 A. D. The same can be said about 
the head of al-Husayn after his martyrdom which was brought from Iraq to Cairo to be 
buried. In this way, the city would acquire whatever blessings that was attached to the head, 

and consequently to the person as a whole. 

1 Qur'än: 17/1. 

2 Qur'an: 95/1-3. 

Mircea Eliade, Patterns in Comparative Relieion, Trans. by R. Sheed, New American Library, New York, 1974, p. 369. 

4 Taqiyy al-Din al-Magnzi (14th C. ), al-Mawa'iah wal-I'tihär bi-Dhikr al-Khilaf wal-Athär, Cairo Reprint, 1270 A. H., vol. 1, p. 125, & vol. 2, p. 265. 

s J. Sauvaget, Materiaux hour Servir a 1'Histoire de la Ville d'Aleo, Beirut, 1933-50, vol. 1, Pp. 7,8,74. 



Chapter Seven 311 

Damascus on the other hand had links with one of the named Prophets in the Qur'an, 

Prophet Hüd, who contributed to its development as well as Adam. According to reliable 

authority, the latter was a frequent visitor of a place now called Bayt Anät, and Eve at Bayt 

Libya, whereas Abel settled in Muqra and Cain in Qanina - all in the Damascus area. The 

murder of Abel occurred on Mount Qa§iyun in the heart of present day Damascus. Other 

sources explain that Noah's house before the flood was located in what was to become the 

larger precinct of Damascus. Furthermore, the city of Damascus is deeply woven into 

eschatology as it is the place of the return of Jesus, meaning his second coming - it is 

believed that it will be precisely from the North-Eastern minaret (the minaret of Christ) of 

the Umayyad Mosque. 

We have already discussed the case of Cairo in Chapter Three, and explained that 

newly converted Muslims have always sought an Islamic genealogy related to their cities, so 

to speak, to convince themselves that their origins were truly Islamic or perhaps that the 

origin of their cities' sanctuaries had been connected with some Muslim figure - preferably 

Prophets who are acknowledged in Islam. 

In other cases, sites were chosen on certain dates and times according to astrological 

determinations - hence, becoming qualitatively distinct. Baghdad, for instance, was selected 

on a particular date when the ascendent zodiacal sign was Leo', and al-MagrzzT tells us that 

the city of Cairo was founded and its wall foundations were dug up according to a date that 

was chosen by the astrologers. He says that all the workers were ordered to start their work 

simultaneously upon hearing the ringing of the bells that were erected throughout the building 

site; the signal was given when the astrologers saw the ascent of the stellar reference. In the 
founding of other cities that have no reference to a particular sacred place or moment, such 

as Basra and Knfah, there, prayers were offered on the site to make it sacred. Ibn al-Athir 
describes what happened on these two occasions and says that the rulers had liked these sites 

and consequently stayed there, "prayed there and asked God to make it a place of firmness. "2 

How then is such a sacred space set out with boundaries, so that it is made into a 
place in which sacredness is respected and consequently specific conduct followed? Going 

' According to evidence acquired by Nader Ardalan and Lalch Bakhtiar who say that the site was chosen on 
the Ist of August, 762 under the sign Leo. 

2 Ibn al-Athir, Al-Kdmil IT al-Tdrikh, Dir Shädir, Beirut, 1982, vol. 2, p. 528. 
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back to the original sources, we find that the process by which the boundaries of the mosques 

of Basra and Küfah were laid out has been well documented by Ibn al-Athir. From the centre 

of what was planned to be their courtyards, an archer shot four arrows towards the four 

directions. The space thus determined was marked out and a ditch dug. What lay within the 

ditch was the sacred space of the mosque while that which lay outside these boundaries 

became the less sacred residential areas and market. I 

In relation to the above account, a 

thirteenth-century Süfi called `Abd al- 

Saläm al-Magdtsi dealt in a short treatise 

with a very interesting analogy between 

the body and a prosperous kingdom. He 

first describes the founding of a centre, 

that constant reminder of Unity. He says 

that the creation of Adam was constructed 

in the likeness of a prosperous city, which 

contained numerous perfectly designed 

buildings (thus demonstrating the power 

of "The Builder"). By this, he says, God Figure 7.7 no rosa cry of al-M. Mwr. Yrn the powme mul mosque 
at the orntrc. 

made it evident that the MuSawwir is (After Burckhardt, 1976(a)) 

One. In its centre, God built a palace 

which He called the "Heart" being the House of the Lord. He made the entire city circular 

around this centre, and set the order of everything to rotate around its centre? This analogy 
is based on the Prophetic hadtih which says that: "In the body there is a piece of flesh called 
"mudghah ", the goodness of which makes the body good, and the corruption of which makes 
the body corrupt [this piece of flesh is the heart]. "' It is interesting to examine in the light 

of this the circular city of al-Man§ür (Baghdad), which was laid out in concentric circles with 
the palace and mosque at its centre - the heart. These were immediately surrounded by vast 

gardens and finally with equally divided sectors, each of which was a neighbourhood which 
had equal distances from the centre. (Fig. 7.7) 

1 ibid., vol. 2, p. 529. 

2 'Izz al-Din'Abd al-Saläm Al-Maqdis 
, Risdlet Tashbth al-InsAn bi-Mamlakah KAmilat al-Bunyan, Manuscript 

number 1442, Asad National Library, Damascus, folio 42. 

3 ibid., folio 42. 
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On the other hand, the blessing of an important saint's or Prophet's tomb would make 
for a certain sacralization of the town that was privileged to harbour the remains. Reflections 

on the sanctity of a locality suggest that there are three types of context in which a place may 

represent different levels of religious significance: 1) Sanctity stemming from the baraka, or 

blessing, of a prophetic tomb or the shrine of a saint, from the presence in a locality a 

number of descendants of the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) or of another 

personage of a high religious rank, or else, combined with this distinction, from the spiritual 

effect of accumulated religious learning. 2) Such sanctity may be overlaid by sanctity resulting 

from the part which the locality is called upon to play in salvation. 3) On an even higher 

level, its sanctity may derive from the role assigned to the locality cosmologically. 

The following hadahs that go back to the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) 

are narrated by al-Iskäfi, the famous traditionist (d. 963), who was one of the teachers of the 

famous J adfh compiler al-Däräquini (d. 995). These hadtths are related to the alternative 

pilgrimage to the tomb of Abraham in Hebron. 

The Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) said: "Whoever cannot 

make pilgrimage unto me (i. e. my tomb in Madina), let him make 

pilgrimage unto the tomb of Whim al-Khalil (the friend of God). 11" 

"Verily a visit to the tomb of Ibinhim, and prayer there, is a pilgrimage (to 

Makkah) for the poor and (the cause of) an elevated rank for the 

wealthy. "2 

"Petitions there (at Abraham's tomb) are granted, and no one makes 

entreaty through him to Allah about any matter without His unfailing 

granting the request sooner or later. I" 

Although these /iadfhs show that pilgrimage to the tomb of Abraham was 
commendable and not prohibited, it was not until the tomb of the Prophet with the graves of 

I Al-Iskäfi, quoted and translated in C. D. Matthews, Journal of Palestine Oriental Society, XVII, 1937, p. 118. 
Not recognized by the 'ulama'. 

'ibid., p. 118. Not recognized by the 'ulamd'. 

3 ibid., p. 119. Not recognized by the 'ulmnd'. 
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his first two successors, the Caliphs Abü Bakr and `Omar, by its side, became incorporated 

inside the centre of his Mosque at Madina that the extreme sanctification and attraction of 

people to mausolea became common. ' But even before that, the sanctity of the Prophet's 

Mosque was set by God above other places, as prayer in it is more efficacious than anywhere 

else except for Makkah? It may be observed that in general, the assignment of relative 

ratings of efficacy to prayer in different localities is a common method of ranking towns in 

terms of their holiness and it is by no means only sacred cities in the narrow sense of the 

word which boast of a Prophetic dictum assigning special value to devotions performed within 

their confines' By extension from the second of these, many a mosque has been built round 

the tomb of a saint as we have seen in the case of medieval Cairo. To visit such a shrine 

(ziyära)` is to partake, if only remotely, of the wisdom of all the stations that lie personified 

and unified there. 

From this brief summary of the medieval Muslim view regarding the sanctity of 

space, we find that sanctity was connected to a place through the rituals that were performed 

in connection to its founding. On another level, the degree of sanctity of a locality could be 

increased through the number of Prophets or awliyd' (saints) buried in it - Cairo had a 

considerable number by the Mamlük period (see discussion in Chapter Three). Following the 

same argument, a religious building would have been considered sacred through prayer itself, 

its degree of sacredness would be coupled by the attachment of a mausoleum to it. This last 

point, the connection of prayer to the sanctity of a mosque is elaborated by Martin Lings, the 

contemporary Sufi writer, who gives an analogy between man and the mosque: the holiness 

of mans through his worship to the heart of the mosque. He goes on to explain that this heart 

is none other than the worshipper himself. " 

I The visit to Madina in conjunction with that of Makkah is a recommended Sunna but never an obligation 
as the pilgrimage to Makkah. 

2 See Chapter Four. 

s Yäqüt a1-Hamawi, lMu'iam al-Bulddn, Dir al-Ishräq, Beirut, 1866-73, vol. 3, Pp. 136-37. 

" See Chapter Five, section 5.2, the shrine of Zayn al-Din Yasuf. 

s According to the Sufi interpretation of being created in the likeness of God. We have differentiated between 
the tafsrr (explication) of the verse in which this is mentioned and that of its Süfi to'wf1 (interpretation). See full 
discussion in Chapter Four. 

6 Martin Lings, Symbol and Archetvm" A Study of the Meaning of Existence, Quinta Essentia, Cambridge, 
1991, p. 125. 
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7.3.2 THE NOTION OF SHAPE 

Space and shape are two complementary notions in the conception of any architectural 
form. Space is the resultant of the boundaries formed by a shape. Therefore, it is the 

circumstance of the encounter of space with the "boundary shapes" that determines the 

particular architectural expression. Creative excellence depends upon the strength of that 

encounter and the clarity of its expression. This is what renders each epoch its character; as 

for example, the distinction between Mamlük and Ottoman architectures. 

This relationship of space to shape, realizing specific physical forms, needs to be 

translated into mathematical and geometrical terms. We will see that in kfi terms, it was not 

the unit of measure that was important as much as the quality of the spaces that resulted from 

certain shapes. Every number can be interpreted into a geometrical shape which when 

projected in the third dimension creates a space bearing the same significance and quality of 

the number. Through ordering the shapes, the traditional architect achieved a hierarchy of 

sacred spaces. Any Islamic artefact can be seen and understood when examined and 
interpreted esoterically in this manner - we will see this in the discussion that will follow in 

Chapters Eight and Nine. 

The Ikhwän al-Safä' in their "Rasa 71" define geometry as the science dealing with 

measures and dimensions (magadtr and Wad) in both their qualitative and quantitative 
dimensions. ' Geometry, according to them, is one of the four parts that constitute the 

mathematical sciences: the science of number (the principle of Unity), the science of geometry 
(the principle of the point), the science of astronomy (the principle of the movement of the 

sun, stars, planets, and the arrangement of the constellations in the universe), and the science 

of music (the principle of proportion). 

7.3.2.1 Numbers 

Medieval Muslims viewed all creation as an emanation from the One, and proceeded 
on the basis of the revelation that God shared with nature a commonality of structure and 
proportion that was quantifiable through mathematics. That is to say that the traditional 
science of numbers stood above nature as a way of comprehending Unity. The Ikhwän al- 

1 op cit. Ikhwän, as4 il, n. d., vol. 1, p. 78. 
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Safä', wrote that numbers are the principle of beings and the root of all sciences, and that 

"Number is the spiritual image resulting in the human soul from the repetition of Unity. "' 

The concept of number in Islam, as discussed earlier in Chapter Two, is similar to 

the Pythagorean system, where numbers (being qualitative as well as quantitative entities) are 

not identified simply with addition, subtraction, multiplication, and division. Al-Suyüii cites 

the following hadith which I believe is vital to the understanding of this point on the 

difference between quantity and quality: 

Ibn Abi al-Dunya and Abü al-Shaykh mention this saying of Ibn `Abbas: 

"The rain receives its nature in Paradise: So, when its nature is higher its 

blessings is greater, even though there may be less rain. And when its 

nature is lower its blessings is smaller, even though there may be plenty of 

rain. i2 

The outer expression or form of a number does not exhaust its possibilities. Each 

contains a bahn, or an essence, which distinguishes it from another. This bäiin is a 
projection of Unity which continuously links the number to its source. Numbers understood 
in the Pythagorean sense, identified with certain shapes in the sensible world, integrate those 

shapes through their essences into Unity. 

From al-Birüni, and Ikhwän al-$afä', we arrive to the following qualitative meanings 

of numbers in Islam': One is primordial Unity, the beginning, the Creator, the Essence, the 
Centre, the Indivisible, and the Principle from which multiplicity arises. Two is the Spirit or 
Intellect, it represents the balance of two poles: masculine and feminine, hot and cold, Jalal 

and Jamal, ... etc., and is the symbol of stability. Three is the Soul, and the triad of body, 

spirit, and soul which constitute a whole balanced man. It is also the three stages of 
understanding religion: Islam (Submission), Iman (Belief), and Ihsdn (Love of God). Four 

The Ikhwän at tafa', asa'l, vol. 1, p. 25, trans. by Nasr in, An Introduction to Islamic Cosmological 
Doctrines, Belknap Press, Cambridge Mass., 1964. 

2 op cit. al-SuyüiT (15th C. ), trans. by A. Heinen, 1982, p. 163. 

3 See Al-Bayrüni, The Book of Instruction in the Elements of the Art of Astrology, trans. R. Ramsay Wright, Luzac and Co., London, 1934, Pp. 20-26., also see op cit. lkhwän, asa'il, n. d., vol. 1, Pp. 75-85. For implications of numbers on other traditional cultures see Robert Lawlor, Sacred Geometry, Thames and Hudson, London, 1982, second edition. 
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is the static completion as opposed to the dynamism of the point which represents beginning 

and/or end. Four is also the primordial matter, and is indicated by the four cardinal points, 

the seasons, the rivers of Paradise and the four Sunni schools of jurisprudence. Also, there 

are four Caliphs after the Prophet Muhammad (peace and blessings be upon him). Five, 

represents a whole as the circle does. There are five pillars in Islam, five prayers, five senses, 

and five Divine Presences. Six is the body, and is represented in the physical domain by the 

six directions'. Creation was also in six days. Seven is the number of the universe. There are 

seven days in a week, seven earths, seven Heavens, seven gates of Hell, seven colours, seven 

Prophets2, seven states or stations (magämdt) of the heart, and seven circumambulations of 

the Ka`ba. Eight, is the first cubic number and is the goal of the initiate - having passed 

through the seven Heavens and is thus the number of the attainment of the Seat and Throne 

of God which is supported by eight Angels (or eight rows of Angels). It also recalls the eight 

qualities, ' the eight winds', and the eight gates of Paradise. Nine is the number of spheres. 

Ten is perfection. 

7.3.2.2 Man, the Cardinal Directions, and the Units of Measure 

Systems of measurement and proportioning are the first thing that one has to deal with 

and understand as determinants of shape and form generation. Pre-Islamic Arabs used man's 

figure as a reference for qualifying the directions in space. The very names of the four winds 

are derived from the directions of man. The Eastern wind al-gabal derives from al-qubl 
(man's front) - it is also called al-Saba from Saba "to yearn", for it yearns for the Ka'ba - 
the Western wind al-dabür derives from al-dubr (man's back), the name of the Northern wind 

al-shamdl derives from al-shimäl (man's left hand side), and the Southern wind al fanab 

derives from al fanb (literally man's side, which customarily refers indirectly to his right 
hand sides). 

' As will be discussed in the following section. 

2 Nüh (Noah), Ibrähim (Abraham), Ishäq (Isaac), Ya'qüb (Jacob), Masi (Moses), 'Isa (Jesus), and Muhammad 
(peace and blessings be upon them all). 

' Cold/dry, cold/wet, hot/wet, and hot/dry. 

4 Source mentioned with the mim (body) of the hiadith later in this section. 

s Roots and meanings in op cit. Ibn Mandhür: Lisdn a! -'Arab, n. d., vol. 5. It should be taken into consideration that the Sunna recommends that the Muslim do everything with his right hand such as eating, shaking hands,... 
etc., and that impure acts such as cleaning oneself after defecating or urinating with the left hand. 
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According to David King', traditional sources say that the exact directions of these 

above mentioned four winds are astronomically determined, and that the four sides of the 

Ka'ba are aligned so as to correspond to these winds. Thus the alignment of the Ka'ba 

corresponds to both man's directions as well as to the stellar references that determine the 

directions of the four winds. This alignment with man's four directions should be correlated 

to the account mentioned above of the shooting of the arrows in the four directions to 

determine the site of the mosques of the cities of Ba§rah and Küfah. Al tabari the famous 

tenth-century historian refers to these directions as the right hand side, the left hand side, the 

front and the back of the archer', while the ninth-century historian al-Baladhüri relates them 

to the directions of the winds'. 

Within the co-ordinate system that man represents, the units of spatial definition 

became the members of the body. A basic system of six evolved4, related to man as 

proportional extensions of his own anatomy. The finger (iSba`), palm (kau), foot (gadam), 

and cubit (dhirä) developed as the fundamental units of measure. The height of man was 

taken as six feet, and the distance from his elbow to the tip of his fingers as one cubit or six 

palms, the width of a palm as four fingers, and the finger, or digit, as six grains of barley 

placed side by side. The foot was taken as four palms or sixteen fingers. Six, as the first 

mathematically complete number (1 x2x3=6 also 1+2+3= 6), not only expressed 

the proportional height of man but also represented the basic directions of motion and the 

surfaces of a cube muka"ab - from which the word Ka'ba comes. That is why the number 

six is considered to be the number of the body (jism) and the most appropriate proportional 

system to define or extend in space. -' 

I David King, "Astronomical Alignments in Medieval Islamic Religious Architecture", Annales of the New 
York Academy of Sciences, 385,1982, Pp. 303-312. King is particularly interested in examining traditional 
medieval sources related to astronomy and astrology, to see their relation to the Ka'ba and elements of architecture 
such as the badhahanj (wind-catcher). 

2 op cit. al-Taban, Tltrtkh, nd., vol. 1, p. 191. 

s Al-Balädhlin cited in Shäkir Mustafa, Al-Mudun tt al-Islam cattd al-'Air al-'Uthmdnf. Dir al-Saläsil, 
Riyadh, 1988, vol. 1, p. 339. 

During Fatimid times in Egypt, this system had been well established and used in documents of quaah 
(judges) in cases of waaf documentation. Ever since this system was known in Islamic Egypt. It is interesting to 
note that in the ancient Egyptian tradition the same anthropomorphic units were used as their methods of measure. 

s See op cit. N. Ardalan & L. Bakhtiar, 1973, p. 25. Also see M. Verstockt, The Genesis of Form: From 
Chaos to Geometry, Muller, Blond & White, Antwerp, 1982, second edition, p. 89. 
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7.3.2.3 Geometry 

Süfis tend to speak of two types of geometry, the "intelligible" and the "sensible". 
The sensible starts from the point, grows into the line, then to the plane, and finally forms 

the third dimension of a solid. From the intelligible point of view, all this process of form 

generation is based on the transcendent principles of the growth of the point as Unity. The 

Ikhwän say that it "is part of the craft of al-muhagqiqtn (those who seek the Truth) to 

contemplate these dimensions (the intelligible ones) divested of bodies. "' They discuss 

elaborately the two different sensible movements - or rather growths - of a point to line, then 

plane through rotation into a circle or laterally to form a rectangle or square. This is followed 

by the further movement to produce a sphere or cube. It is obvious through their Rasa 'ii that 

although they give detailed accounts of the sensible geometry the final aim is the intelligible 

one. They conclude that some architects (muhandistn) and people in general who are 
interested in the sciences, suspect that these dimensions of length breadth and depth are 
independent in their existence for their own sake, and that this is incorrect. 

Only if they knew that the ultimate aim of studying mathematical sciences 
is the training of the students' souls to be able to abstract, through the 

senses, the forms of the sensible bodies, conceiving their essences by the 
intellectual faculty; so that when the sensible bodies disappear from being 

contacted by the senses these forms - which have been transmitted from the 

senses to the imagination, and from the imagination to the intellectual 

faculty to the memory - remain formed in the substance of the soul. The 

soul, then, when turning into its essence, will dispense with using the 

senses in perceiving the information. It will find the forms of all 
information in its substance! 

This clearly denotes that the essence of any form is not its visual final shape as much 
as the principles on which it was based. To give an example, if a mausoleum chamber is 

produced out of engulfing an imaginary sphere, the viewer should feel the sphere with his 
soul (intuitively) rather than just perceive the walls (the outcome) engulfing the space. By this 
means, the viewer can be involved in the process by which the form was conceived. 

1op cit. Ikhwän, aia'il, n. d., vol. 1, p. 80. 

2 ibid., vol. 1, p. 103. 
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The circle and sphere, and the square and the cube are not merely different shapes 

which measurement alone will reveal', just as the essential difference between red and blue 

cannot be discovered through quantitative means alone; essentially they incorporate a reality 

which when understood through ta'wtl leads man to their essence and ultimately to the Truth. 

Let us now discuss the basic geometric moves starting from the point, and reach the 

formation of the first area or value contained by the least number of points. We find it to be 

the circle and sphere. The circle and sphere are the most evident symbols of Unity and their 

division by inscribed regular polygons constitute the basis of all traditional laws of 

proportion. 2 They represent what is whole, boundless and symbolize a cyclic infinity. That 

explains the reason that the circle with its centre represents Unity in Islamic Cosmology. 

Ibn `Arabi says that since the circumference of a circle is the result of the meeting 

of its starting and ending points, the centre is caused by the existence of the circumference. 

He draws an analogy to this by explaining that one cannot know the essence of God - the 

Centre - except through the understanding of his Names - the Circumference. 

The circle symbolizes the first comprehensible form of Unity. It resolves the paradox 

of Unity and multiplicity. On this Ibn `Arabi writes: 

Every line that projects from the centre to the circumference is equal to its 

companion and terminates at a point on the circumference. In itself, the 

centre neither multiplies nor increases despite the multitude of lines that 

project from it to the circumference. It relates to every point on the 

circumference by its [same indivisible] essence. For if it relates to one point 

on the circumference by other than that by which it relates to another point, 
it would be divisible and it would not be true that it is one, whereas it is. 

Therefore, it relates to all points [on the circumference], in spite of their 

number, by its one indivisible] essence. So certainly, multiplicity is 

manifested out of the One without this being multiplied in its Essence. ' 

' See op cit. Verstockt, 1982, Chapter Three. 

I Keith Critchlow, Islamic Patterns: an Analytical and Cosmological Anrroach, Thames and Hudson, London, 
1976, p. 9. Also see op cit. Ardalan and Bakhtiar, 1973, p. 23. 

3 op cit. Ibn 'Araby, Futdli t, 1911, vol. 1, p. 260. 
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But the problem seems still unresolved, and singleness is seen to involve a triplicity 

of centre, radius, and circumference. Ibn `Arabi goes on to say that the whole of creation is 

based on singleness, and that this singleness appears from a triplicity. Three, being the first 

odd number, he says, correlates with the existence of anything that is Divinely created - 

which is based on the Essence of God, followed by His Will, and finally His command "Be" 

which is the Word'. Ibn `Arabi translates, or rather superimposes, this triplicity on the 

geometry of a circle where the Essence is the centre, the Will is the radii "representing Divine 

orientation (al-tawajfuh al-Ilahf), " and finally the command "Be" is the point that constitutes 

the multiplicity of points on the circumference which he calls "the circle of potential beings 

(da'irat al-mumkinöt). "2 

The symbolism of the circle does not stop there but is interpreted further by Ibn 

`Arabi to denote the Qur'änic verse of Tawfifd, "He is the First and the Last, and the 

Outward and the Inward, '" where the first is the centre and the Last is the circumference. 

He also makes another esoteric interpretation based on the Qur'änic verses: "And Allah, all 

unseen, surroundeth them, ̀" and "Lo! Is not He surrounding all things? "' where the words 

surrounding (muhet) is the circumference. The circle also denotes the cycle of life to death 

and returns once again to God: "And unto Him the whole matter will be returned. "6 

Besides these meanings, the centre, circle, and sphere represent the Heavens or the 
Celestial Dome. This has been asserted from several traditions compiled and quoted by al- 
Suyüti in his treatise on Islamic cosmography (mentioned earlier in this chapter). We found 

that Heaven is described as being vaulted over the earth like a dome', and was further 

I "Whenever We decide something, We only say to it "Be! " and it comes into existence. " Qur'än: 16/40. 

2 op cit. Ibn 'Arabi, ut4h4t, 1911, vol. 1, p. 260. 

3 Qur'än: 57/3. 

4 Qur'än: 85/20. 

s Qur'an: 41/54. 

6 Qur'än: 11/123. 

7 From Iyyäs Ibn Mu'äwiya he relates this saying: "This Heaven is vaulted over the earth like a dome. " op cit. a1-Suyuil (15th C. ), trans. by A. Heinen, 1982, p. 141. 
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described as "a roof over the earth like a dome-structure. " A1-Suyüti cites on the authority 

of Ibn `Abbäs2, AN al-Shaykh and Ibn AbT Iiätun the following tradition: 

No one can correctly assess the magnitude of the Throne except He who 

created it. As for the Heavens, they are when compared with the creation 

of the Merciful, like a dome in relation to a wide desert. 3 

Likewise, al-Suyuti quotes the following traditions in relation to the domical 

interpretation of the Heavens in Islamic cosmology. From Iyäs Ibn Mu'Awiya he relates this 

saying: "This heaven is vaulted over the earth like a dome. "' From Ibn Abi Ilätim he quotes 

the following fiadith of the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) from Jubayr lbn 

Mai'am: "God is seated on His Throne, His Throne stands on His Heavens, and His Heavens 

are on His earth like this! And he indicated with his finger the likeness of a dome. "' The 

domical shape of the Heavens is thus asserted. 

Inside a sphere, one can inscribe only five regular polygons. Known as the "Platonic 

bodies, " they have been described by al-Bayrüni, the medieval astrologer and mathematician, 

in his "Elements of the Art of Astrology". He finds their symbolic meaning in the four 

elements and the universe as follows: 

These five are related by resemblance to the four elements and the sphere 
(Universe). With regard to the five, they are, first, the cube (hexahedron) 

bounded by six squares called ̀ earthy, - second, the icosahedron, by twenty 

equilateral triangles, the `watery' one; third, the octahedron, by eight 
equilateral triangles, the `airy' body; fourth, the tetrahedron, by four 

' Ibn Ab! I-iätim quotes al-Suddi as giving the following explanation of God's word 'Heaven an edifice' (wal 
Samä'a Bind'an): "The edle of Heaven spans over the earth like a dome-structure; it is a roof over the earth. " 
ibid., p. 141. 

2 Ibn 'Abbäs is well known to have been a cosmologist in pre-Islamic times, when he became a Muslim he 
constantly asked the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) about Islamic cosmogony and cosmology related 
issues. This explains why the known &iadiths on such issues are transmitted through him rather than the usual 
variety of companions of the Prophet. 

ibid., p. 130. 

4 An authentic liadith cited in ibid., p. 141. 

S ibid., p. 141. 
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equilateral triangles, the fiery' body; and fifth, the dodecahedron by twelve 

pentagons, the symbol of the universe as a whole. ' 

The symbolic significance of the sphere and the cube was discussed by traditional 

Muslim philosophers such as al-Kindi (ninth-century) who regards the sphere as being pre- 

eminent with respect to the five regular solids mentioned above, as he says it expresses the 

unity whence diversity proceeds. Because no matter how we cut a sphere the result is always 

a circle, the sphere he says is not manifold but is contained within one single surface without 

plurality. He also points out that all radii are equal, the curvature at any point on the surface 

is the same as any other position, its motion is also eternal and ceaseless, for it moves in its 

place without translocation. Thus, al-Kindi concludes a sphere is not capable of expressing 

either diversity or multiplicity. ' Accordingly, such interpretations of the geometrical 

implications of the circle and sphere led Ibn `Arabi to assume that the world in its entirety 

is a circular form, and the implication of this is that all forms that are triangular, 

quadrangular, hexagonal, or octagonal are contained in this circle. 

On the other hand, the square as the number four (or the cube as six), is the most 

rigid and inactive of shapes. It thus represents in Islamic Cosmology the most externalized 

and fixed aspect of creation. Ibn Abi IIätim quotes al-Qäsim Ibn Abi Bazzä as saying: 

"Heaven is not quadrangular but it is vaulted... "' This negation of the quadrangularity of the 

Heavens would lead to the implicit quadrangularity of the earth, and that the Heavens are not 

like it. By the projection of the square in the third dimension, it would follow that the cube 

is also regarded as the symbol of earth. ̀ Al-Kindi discusses the cube and gives us more 

evidence that this particular solid relates to the earth; he says that it has a feminine quality 
because the earth is the lowest of all the elements. He says that the cube has six sides, and 

six is a stable number. The cube, is thus attributed to the earth which is the most stable 

element and is located beneath all the other elements and everything tends towards it. ' 

op cit. al-Bayrüni, 1934, trans. by R. Ramsay Wright, p. 20. 

'See Nicholas Rescher, Studies in Arabic Philosophy, Univ. of Pittsburgh Press, Pittsburgh, 1966, Pp. 24-37. 

3 Ibn Abi HU im quoted in op cit. al-Suyüti, trans. by A. Heinen, 1982, p. 145. 

" Gudnon also says that the square or cubic forms refer to the earth, and the circular or spherical forms refer 
to the Heavens. " See Rend Gudnon, "Meaning of the Octagon", Avaloka, vol. V, Nos. 1&2,1990, p. 33. 

5 See op cit. Rescher, 1966, Pp. 24-37. 
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The cube is linked to the idea of the centre since it is a crystalline synthesis of the 

whole of space; we saw above that each face of the cube corresponds to one of the primary 
directions, namely the zenith, the nadir and the four cardinal points. The positioning of the 

Ka'ba does not entirely correspond to this scheme, because it is the four corners, and not the 

sides of the Ka'ba which face the cardinal points. Titus Burckhardt comments on this, saying 

that it is doubtless so because the cardinal points mean, in the Arab context, the four "corner 

pillars" (arkan) of the Universe. ' Also noteworthy, is the fact that after the creation of the 

Throne, God added four pillars beneath it, again representing arkan or corners. As we 

mentioned earlier, Abn al-Shaykh quotes flammäd as saying: "God created the Throne from 

a green emerald; and he added four pillars of red sapphire.... "2 

Actually, quadrature occupies an important position in every medieval treatise on 

geometry. Ibn `Arabi, finds the root of the four elements in quadrature. He takes the Qur'änic 

verse which implies that every living thing was made of water, where water is mentioned to 

be the primary element and is as Life to which it relates. He relates the elements to the sphere 

of the constellations (al-falak al-agsa) and attributes the final result (the cosmos) to the 

Design (Taqdrr) of the "Almighty the Knower. "' He explains that quadrature is the 

underlying pattern of the state of Nature, based on four principles: the active (heat and cold) 

and the passive (dry and moist) these, he says are related to the Universal Soul. 

Ibn `Arabi goes on to describe the Seat of the Throne (Kurst) and the Throne itself 

('Arsh) and describes it to have four (arkan) or corners and four faces`. The corners have 

four Angels who are the Bearers of the Throne (Ilamalat al-'Arsh) as well as four Prophets'. 
According to Ibn `Arabi, these four Bearers of the Throne and four Prophets correspond to 
the four Divine Pillars - Life, Knowledge, Will, and Power - and the four Paradisiacal Rivers 

which are said to flow in a pattern of this quadrature. A problem poses itself at this stage of 
Ibn 'Arabi's interpretation: firstly that the Qur'Anic verse in relation to the Throne is that "... 

Titus Burckhardt, Art of Islam, World of Islam Festival Publishing Company Ltd., Kent, 1976(a), p. 4. 

2 op cit. al-Suyüü (15th C. ), trans, by A. Heinen, 1982, p. 132. 

3 op cit. Ibn 'Arabi, utühat, 1911, vol. 1, p. 293. 

" ibid., vol. 3, p. 431. 

s Ibn 'Arabi says that they are the four Archangels: Seraphüel (Isräph1l), Gabriel (Jibräil), Michael (Mlki' ), and Rudwän. As well as four Prophets: Adam (Adam), Muhammad, Abraham (Ibräh1m), and M. lik. 
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eight will uphold the Throne of their Lord that Day (Judgement Day), above them. "' God 

does not say four. This arrangement of the Bearers as a quadrangular form, rather than an 

octagonal one is explained by Ibn `Arabi as follows: as long as life is still there before the 

Day of Judgement, the Throne is quadrangular borne by four sets of two - one Prophet and 

one Angel in each corner - but on the Day of Judgement this organisation will change into 

an octagonal form. He says that: "when the resurrection occurs, God will assign those who 

shall bear them, so they will be eight in the hereafter while in this world they are four. "2 

This ties up with the Prophetic 1 adiths compiled by al-Suyüii in his cosmological 

treatise "al-Hay'ah" which indicate that, "there is a Rock under the earths... "', that Rock 

which is the foundation of the centre of the earth in the bottom-most place on the vertical 

axis. Al-Ämidi, based on the following tradition, says that the Bearers of the Throne have 

their foundation on this Rock: "The Rock which is beneath the earth is the end of the created 

world; upon its borders there are four Angels, whose heads are below the Throne. "" This 

J adtth confirms Ibn `Arabi's version of the quadrature of the Bearers of the Throne before 

the day of Judgements. 

From the cosmological point of view, the number eight is an outcome of the 

duplication of quadrature. This is geometrically achieved by rotating a square half way (i. e., 

45 degrees) to achieve an octagon. The number eight thus corresponds to the number of sides 

as well as the number of corners of a cube and hence, ties to the idea of the eight winds 

Qur'nn: 69/17. On the other hand, in relation to the Islamic cosmological meaning of the number eight 
manifested as an octagon, describes the Divine Throne which encompasses the worlds it is octagonal, lifted by 
eight Angels - or rows of Angels as the Qur'änic verse implies. This Throne that encompasses the Worlds - 
Heavens and the earths - is as exact a translation as possible, of the Arabic expression al-'Arsh al-Muhlt (literally 
meaning the Circumscribing and Engulfing Throne). 

2 op cit. Ibn 'Arabi, uLi7har, 1911, vol. 3, p. 432. 

3 AI-Suyüti quotes 'Abd al-Razzäq and Ibn Abi Hätun on the authority of Sufyän al-'Fawn. op cit. al-Suyüii 
(15th C. ), trans. by A. Heinen, 1982, p. 145. 

4 lbrähun al-Qarmäni al-Amidi, Risdlah fl Bag n Wad al-Samßwdt wal-Arc1fn wal-'Arsh wal-Law! i wal-Oalam 
wa 'Aid 'lb al-Samawdt wa Makan al-Jannah wal-Ndr, Manuscript #6102, Asad National Library, folio 19. 

s Reflecting on another dimension inherent in this hadtth, we find that since the Throne is the highest element 
- above the seventh Heaven - in the Islamic cosmological model, and the Rock is the lowest - beneath the seventh 
earth - then it follows that the Bearers of the Throne, these four Angels, act as vertical transcending axes that 
intersect the Universe. 

6 See Adrian Snodgrass, Architecture Time and Etemity" Studies in the Stellar and Temporal Symbolism of Traditional Buildings, vol. 2, D. K. Fine Arts Press, Delhi, 1990, Pp. 410-24. Also see J. C. Cooper, An Illustrated Encvclonaedia of Traditional Symbols, Thames and Hudson, London, 1978, third edition, p. 122. 
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which are related to the Ka'ba in relation to the eight directions. This is shown in the 

following two traditions compiled by al-Suyiih in his cosmographical treatise: 

Abu 'Ubayd, Ibn Abi Hätün, Ibn al-Mundhir, Ibn Abi al-Dunya and Abü 

al-Shaykh mention the following statement of Ibn `Amr: "There are eight 

winds; four of them are a blessing, andfour of them are a punishment. As 

to the blessing, they are: Al-Näsirät, AI-Mubadsimt, Al-Mursalät, Al- 

Dhariyät. And as to the punishment, they are Al-`Agfm and Al-Sarsar 

(these two being on land) AI-`Äsif and AI-Qdlif (these two on the ocean). " 

Abü al-Shaykh quotes this saying from al-Hassan: "The winds are 

determined in relation to the Ka`ba. So, when you want to ascertain this, 

lean your back against the door of the Ka`ba: Then Al-Shamäl (north) will 
blow from your left side, namely the side on which the stone is. Al Janüb 

(south) will blow from your right side, where the black stone is. Al-S`aba 

will be opposite you, in front of the door of the Ka`ba. And al-Dabtir will 

blow from behind the Ka`ba. "' 

This last Jadtth not only indicates the names of the eight winds in respect to the sides 

and corners of the Ka'ba, but suggests that there is a sort of "communication" between the 

winds and the Ka'ba itself. This puzzling fact can be answered by consulting the following 

two traditions on the authority of Ibn `Abbas. As we mentioned earlier, Ibn `Abbas was a 

cosmologist in pre-Islamic times and was amongst the most inquisitive of the Companions of 

the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) in such fields2: 

Abü al-Shaykh quotes Ibn `Abbäs as saying: "The water and the wind are 
two of God's armies. The wind is God's greatest army. 0 

Ibn Abi Hätim and AN al-Shaykh cite the following statement of Ibn 
`Abbas: "Truly, God sends the wind that carries the water from Heaven. 

1 op cit. al-Suyüii (15th C. ), trans. by A. Heinen, 1982, p. 157. Eight is also eternity and eternal happiness. 

2 That also explains why he is the one who has transmitted the J adtths on the Mi'rdj of the Prophet (peace 
and blessings be upon him). 

3 ibid., p. 156. 
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Then He casts it at the clouds, pouring it out as the seeds are poured 

out. "' 

These two hadtths suggest that the source of the winds is in Heaven, and since we 

saw that the Heavens and the earth are nearest to one another along the vertical axis, then it 

seems obvious that the Ka'ba will be that closest point on earth, and consequently ties to its 

relation to the eight winds. 

7.3.3 THE NOTION OF SURFACE 

The surface of any form is essential for its conception. It is not possible to visualize 

the overall effect of a form before it gains its qualities by its surface material and texture. The 

difference between a medieval brass door before and after being polished can bring this idea 

closer to the mind. When the unpolished surface is perceived (hearing the same 

craftsmanship, details, and patterns carved on it), it appears dull and heavy; it is only when 
it is polished that it radiates and stirs feelings of its lightness. By this way, the viewer is led 

to see an ennoblement of that door, an effect that materializes illumination, light, and 
transcendence. (Fig. 7.8) 

ibid., p. 160. 

Figure 7.8 A WJiJlad 11Mal wwface rIgrAwd 4YL -Liar 
J. a11C1I pwiti is flCweý N visual rAdialing cll'ed. (The 111rnldk door of 

the Madbaw of Sukin II iwn: Cairo). 
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In the Qur'än, God describes some of the rewards that will be granted to the believers 

who will enter Paradise: "... And amongst them (the believers) will be passed round the 

vessels of silver and goblets of crystal; Crystal clear, made of silver: they will determine the 

measure thereof... ". ' The phrase of "Crystal clear, made of silver, " is extremely interesting 

as it shows a quality of a "silver" material that is not comprehensible through our human 

capacities. We know that the most highly polished silver can, at its best, achieve the quality 

of a mirror but it cannot be crystal clear. From this "sign" (ayah), God gives us a clue that 

there is a dimension beyond the physical in surfaces and it is this very dimension that the Süfi 

craftsman tries to emulate. 

There are three ways by which surfaces gain transcendent qualities: firstly, through 

the inherent nobility and richness of materials themselves; secondly, through surface 

ornamentation; and thirdly, through the combined effects of noble materials and surface 

ornamentation. The nature of the transcendent quality of materials is an outgrowth of the 

material's physical composition, its degree of opacity, and its inherent ability to "move" the 

mind. For example, a translucent marble, reflecting a variegated pattern, communicates a 

cold, implacable feeling of richness. Black iron or tarnished copper on the other hand, is also 

cold but its opacity weighs heavily upon the mind. If lightness for instance was required from 

such materials, complementary aspects were sought, to relieve the inherent heaviness, by 

giving texture to its dull surface and thereby allowing it to cast shadows, creating shade, and 

catching highlights (such as the carved stone windows of the MadrasalKhanqah of Salär and 

Sanjar al-Jäwli discussed in Chapter 5.3). In short, those transfigurations necessary to make 

the materials reach perfect harmony had to be sought. 

The techniques of achieving this state of equilibrium exhibited strong, natural, 

geometric, and harmonic tendencies. The selection of materials that exhibited a noble nature 

without need of further transformation constituted the most elementary or "natural" technique 

of creating this equilibrium. There is an economy of means apparent here which was dictated 

by the material itself. As we saw earlier in Chapter Six, in the case of wood, the rich-grained 

variety was sought whenever possible. This attribute was developed, and parts were 
assembled as directed by the very nature of the material. When poorer qualities were 
available, wood was cut into very small pieces, turned and assembled into lattice wood 
(mashrabiyyah), a technique that medieval Muslims mastered (see mashrabiyya work 

1 Qur'än: 76/15,16. 



Chapter Seven 329 

described in Chapter 5.1 in the Mosque of al-Märidäni; and Chapter 5.2 in the Complex of 
Qaläwün). Geometric techniques combined one or more materials in patterns which depended 

less on the natural attributes of the materials than on the transcendent quality of the assembled 

surfaces. A single material might have been used, such as plaster, which was transformed by 

geometric space-filling patterns carved into its surface. 

We saw in Chapter Two, that one of the traditional sciences was al-Kfmyä' (alchemy); 

that science which led - at least symbolically - to the transmutation of base materials into 

nobler ones, of lead into gold. We also saw that the Süfis understood that man was as lead, 

and that through his spiritual quest to achieve transcendence and commune with God his soul 

would be transmutated into "gold". 

By this analogy one can see that by combining the fluidity of nature with the 

geometric transfiguration of surfaces, the characteristic achievement of this alchemic 

technique was introduced in the ennoblement of surfaces. The structure of materials did not 

generate either a visual or an intellectual emphasis; rather, the structural organization of 

surfaces promoted form - exactly as the goal of the Safi is not the "journey" in as much as 
it is the communion with God. By this method and process, the transcendent quality was 

attained. 

We also saw in Chapter Six and in section 7.1 of this chapter, that the Sufi craftsman 

wished to express to his utmost ability his love for his Creator by approaching "perfection" 

in his work so that in return God returns His Love for him: "God loves he who seeks [strives 
for] perfection in his work (`aural). "'. The craftsman (Sans) who is close to "Nature in her 

mode of operation" cannot help but be overwhelmed by the amplitude of patterns, designs, 

and colours in the manifestations of God in the Creation. Traditional man sought to express 
the same multiplicity, not in a naturalistic art that copied nature but in a symbolic art that 

copied the Divine process of manifestation. Thus, he was ennobling surfaces as the earth was 
ennobled in the Divine creation. This cosmic process applied whether the object was 
monumental architecture, a carpet, or a small brass tray. The result was to draw the object 
away from any subjective interpretation and to place all art in the realm of the eternal? 

' F7adnh quoted in op cit. Ikhwän, asa'il, n. d., vol. 1, p. 290. 

2 See Chapter Six. 
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Consequently, no factitious element or material is tolerated in any sacred building (as 

unfortunately is seen today with plaster simulating stone, to name but one example). Falsity 

is never found in traditional mosques. If in stone, the architecture is stone architecture and 

decorative elements express plaster and never imitate stone'. This brings us to an important 

point which seems at the first instance more of an issue of practicality than symbolism: that 

buildings, and building materials age differently. The reason I bring out this point is that 

traditional buildings age with dignity, they either improve or simply do not lose any of their 

qualities in time. ' Whenever the architecture is true to the material, the building usually ages 

nobly, but where plaster or artificial stone for example is used to simulate real stone, the 

result is always degrading to the architecture. Dust usually collects in the places such as the 

mortar joints, the cornices, the stalactites and the decorative patterns, drawing the attention 

of the beholder to these places. These elements were originally conceived in the specific 

material in which they were first created, and they bear the imprint of the constraints imposed 

by the materials used, and the marks of the tools with which they were made. A carved 

element in stone is quite different in character from one cast in plaster or concrete, and the 

dust collecting at these joints brings out loudly the falsehood, making the building more and 

more obviously a fake with time. ' 

Going back to al-Magrizi's passage from his "Khilai" quoted in Chapter Six 

(describing the initiation of the work on the Mosque of Baybars al-Bundugdäri), we saw that 

Baybars had shown a great concern about the materials to be used in the different parts of his 

building. 

... He wrote letters at the same time to different places requiring marble 

columns to be sent from every place, ... He wrote likewise for iron 

appliances and good timber for the doors and ceilings... and on 1 Jumada 

11666 (1268 A. D. ) the Sultan left Egypt for Syria. He stopped at Jaffa and 
took the town from the Franks... he took a quantity of wood found in the 

'We have good examples of this in the earlier mosques of Ibn tülün and in the Mamlük mosques of Baybars 
al-Bundugd-ad and Ulmäs al-I-läjib in Cairo. 

2 Contrary to the case of contemporary architecture which is at its best when it is completed and it is only a 
matter of time that it starts losing its qualities. With the best maintenance and care possible, one cannot bring it 
any better than its initial condition. 

I Certain mosques with factitious plaster that were built in Cairo no more than ten years ago, look now very 
shabby, dusty and unholy, while old traditional mosques built in real stone like the Madrasa of Sultän Hassan, 
or with plaster architecture, like the Mosque of Ibn tülün have not lost any of their beauty and dignity. 
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citadel and slabs of marble, and put them in one of the ships at Jaffa and 

sent the ship to Cairo. He ordered that the screened enclosure 
(mashrabiyya) in the mosque... should be made of this wood, and the 

mihrab should be made of the marble. The wood and marble were used 

accordingly. ' 

This shows that not only the mu ̀ allim was concerned with the choice of materials and 

surfaces, but so also was the patron. We should not forget that to the Mamlüks, marble, fine 

wood and copper were noble materials which were highly esteemed and were as a result used 

in any grand construction? 

It is because surfaces contain within themselves a sense of place (makan, its root is 

kawn and also means "cosmos") that each material possesses a distinct purpose and 

symbolizes a particular metaphysical concept. Within the hierarchy of surfaces, patterns 

participate in linking one surface to another. All is bounded by what is above it - door by 

wall, wall by roof, and roof by sky. 

The horizontal dimension of a floor in Islamic architecture symbolizes the earth upon 
which man and his buildings stand. A hierarchy of designs have evolved, from the simply 
defined horizontal "place" to the most sacred symbolic uses of the horizontal in the concept 

of the floor. The more pronounced and varied realizations of the horizontal dimensions 

developed within the courtyard. The use of symmetrical lines and geometrical patterns 

emphasizes the sense of balance and equilibrium which in turn help in defining the centrality 

of the space'. The courtyard floors range from single surfaces to elaborate marble patterned 

courtyards in the centre of which are placed mirror-like pools. The verdant, spontaneous 

growths contained within the gardens of Paradise are archetypically recapitulated in the 

conception of the courtyard (as will be discussed in Chapter Eight). Perpetuating this view, 
the mirror-like pools cause the Heavens to be reflected in their shimmering surfaces, thus 

uniting Heavens with earth, in a profound symbolism central to the Islamic perspective. 

1 Al-Magnzi translated by Ronald Lewcock, in "Architects, Craftsmen and Builders: Materials and Techniques", edited by Mitchell G., Architecture of the Islamic World, Thames and Hudson, London, second 
edition, 1978, p. 129. 

2See Chapter Six for more details. 

' The symbolic connotations of the courtyard, will be discussed in Chapter Eight. 
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The gnfis are known to have sought esoterically for the four Gardens of Paradise in 

their spiritual ascent to the Truth. Each of these Gardens is visualized - through the Jadiths 

of the Prophet (peace be upon him) of the Mi`räj - by its attributes of plantations, orchards, 

water fountains, and springs through which the Süfi could attain Wisdom, Direct Knowledge, 

and Illumination. By deduction, the medieval güfi muhandis or craftsman only had to apply 

ta'wil to his created elements to recall these archetypes symbolically and incorporate them in 

his design. 

By reviewing the Mamink religious buildings summarized in Chapter Five, we find 

the hierarchy of vertical surfaces that define shapes begins with the simple notion of a single 

material and simple proportions that literally express a two dimensional plane. This was 

usually used in circulation corridors (majäz). The next layer is the surface of multiple 

materials, a surface with incised planes that uses more elaborate proportions and constitutes 

a second level of conceptual development. This sort of wall treatment is found in the parts 

of the religious building that introduce the climax - in the courtyard (Sabin) or praying hall 

(riwaq al-Salah). A third layer extends the idea of the incised surface and creates the Iwan. 

Its manifestation is by the use of a single or multiple materials in single patterns made up of 

multiple planes. A manifestation of this case is the qibla wall in which a multiplicity of 

materials are employed in cladding and the niche or mthrab which forms the focal point of 
that wall. ' 

Calligraphy, largely used in the Mamlük buildings examined in Chapter Five, can be 

considered a "special" type of surface. We saw in Chapters Two and Six that the revealed 
Word of God retains its exaltation in its descent. The Qur'an is not created, and therefore in 
Süf[ terms, every quotation from it constitutes no less than a Divine Presence (J'adrah 
Ilähiyyah). Martin Lings explains: 

It must not be forgotten that one of the great purposes of Qur'änic 

calligraphy is to provide a visual sacrament. It is a wide-spread practice in 
Islam to gaze intently at Qur'änic inscriptions so as to extract a blessing 
from them, or in other words, so that through the windows of sight the soul 
may be penetrated by the Divine radiance of the signs of God, as the verses 
are called. Questions as to how far the object is legible and how far the 

' All these points will be discussed individually in Chapter Eight. 
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subject is literate would be considered as irrelevant to the validity and to the 

efficacy of this sacrament. ' 

Calligraphy is thus the visual body of the Divine Revelation, sacred in both form and 

content. Corresponding in many ways to the iconographic image of Christ in Christianity, this 

calligraphy embodies the Word and its very presence obviates the use of any imagery. The 

sensible form of the Arabic language, its very sound and utterances, constitutes the most 

sacred Islamic art. 2 In a similar manner, when applied to the wall of a building, it will bring 

about a sense of sacredness which will increase its degree of holiness. 

Encompassing the full range of expressions between naturalistic and geometrical 

forms, a timeless quality is evoked by calligraphy that allows it to be integrated into every 

sort of surface adornment. Appearing as the Word, its presence breathes life into 

compositions, highlights particular relations in a building through Qur'Anic allusions. Through 

the practice of placing it at the zone of transition between dome and its square base, 

calligraphy promotes the transformation of the physical structure of a chamber into one that 

"embodies" sacredness, thus, transforming the space into one that has transcendent qualities. 
This explains why epigraphy was placed so high up on the walls of Mamlük portals, minarets, 

or mausoleum domes: it denotes a significance that is related to spiritual reasons connected 

to the sanctification of the place. Moreover, there is a correlation between the choice of 

epigraphy and its precise location. For example, the Light verse' in which God is described 

to be the "Light of the Heavens and the Earth" and is likened to a "lamp in a niche", is 

commonly associated with bands of epigraphy on the gibla wall of religious buildings, and 
more specifically on the mi6irab itself. The visual connection between the Word and the 

architectural element linked to it, reminds the viewer of the spiritual significance of what is 

seen. 

It is appropriate to conclude the notion of surface with reference to Ibn `Arabi who, 
speaking of the Divine Word present in the Qur'an, says that: "it [the Qur'an] exhibits the 
total harmony of Unity and multiplicity, coalesced through the Breath of the Compassionate - 

1 Martin Lings, The Ouranic Art of CalliQranhv and Illumination, World of Islam Festival Publishing 
Company, Kent, 1976, p. 16 

2 See Annemarie Schimmel, Islamic Callieranhy, Leiden, E. J. Brill, 1970, Pp. 1-14. 

' Qur'än: 24/35. 
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that which brings life into every living thing. " He goes on to say in his well-known work 

Fum al-13'ikam, that God manifests Himself through the cosmos by means of the Breath of 

the Compassionate (Nafas al-Rahmän). 

The breath of the Compassionate is the substance in which flower all forms 

of material and spiritual being... Physical bodies are manifested in the 

material cosmos when the Breath penetrates the material substance which 

is the receptacle of the corporeal form. ' 

It follows that the Word in the Qur'än considered as a surface contains within its very 

structure the balanced and sacred formula which God uses in the process of Creation, and 

stands as the symbolic guide par excellence to traditional Islamic architecture and its 

decoration. 

7.3.4 THE NOTION OF COLOUR 

Colour is the result of the incidence of light on any surface material. Colour in 

traditional times, was rarely rendered by means of a brush and paint, it was the outcome of 

the use of different materials bearing different textures and finishes and as a result reflected 

a variety of shades and hues (consequently bearing different esoteric meanings). With the help 

of the vividness of the sun in Egypt, which appears nearly every day of the year, the different 

colours of materials were given life by the movement of the sun. This resulted in a continuous 

change of the amount of incident and reflected light that was cast on the building by means 

of the courtyard and light wells. It should be remembered that windows are minimized in a 

mosque but are not so in a madrasa or khanqah, in which the residential areas were treated 

much the same way as domestic architecture of the time. ' 

Colours, reveal the interior richness of light. Light viewed directly is blinding; it is 

through the harmony of colours that we guess its true nature, which bears every visual 
phenomenon within itself. Burckhardt likens the art of playing with light to alchemy. Lead 
is the base metallic substance, shapeless and opaque, whereas gold, the solar metal, is in 

some way "light made corporeal". In the spiritual order, alchemy is none other than the art 

' Ibn 'Arabi, Fusas al-Hikarn, p. 328, in op cit. Corbin, 1969, p. 298. 

2 Refer to Chapter Four for the fundamentals of mosque design in the Sharra. 



Chapter Seven 335 

of transmuting bodily consciousness into spirit: "body must be made spirit", say the 

alchemists, "for the spirit to become body. " By analogy, one can say of traditional Islamic 

architecture that it transforms stone into light which, in its turn, is transformed into crystals. ' 

Colour is hardly mentioned in texts contemporary to the Mamliiks; whether it was 

part of the orally transmitted information from generation to the next or whether no texts 

survive cannot be certified. The question is: did colour have any specific significance to 

architecture? The available material shows that under the `Abbasids the colour black was 

taken for the banners of the period. Black had been the colour of mourning in pre-Islamic 

Iran and was taken further after the death of `Ali Ibn Abi Tälib (the fourth Caliph). It is 

interesting to note that the black colour, taken as an emblem by the Shr'[s thus came to 

signify the mourning for `Ali as well as a wish to revenge his death - the Umayyads were 

held responsible for his martyrdom. But soon afterwards, black simply represented the 

`Abbasid dynasty until al-Ma'mnn came to replace it with the colour green. Green was the 

colour of the Prophet and of the Shiite opposition. 2 

As for the use of colour in architecture, one thing is obvious: externally the Mamlük 

muhandis inclined to the use of ablaq masonry. We mentioned in Chapter Five that ablaq in 

its basic sense refers to the contrast between black and white. However, in Cairene 

architecture, it is applied to wall decoration in any two contrasting colours: black and white, 

red and white, or red and yellow. Ablaq, though known on facades and minarets from the 

time of Baybars al-Bundugdän onwards, was curiously not used on minarets for more than 

a hundred years'. Even more curiously, although ablaq came to be regarded as an essential 
decorative element of both exteriors and interiors, it was never used for the domes of 

mausolea. In fact, it was never used above the upper border of the drum of a dome, either 
inside or out. " This would probably imply that ablaq was considered to be a tool devised to 

1 op cit. T. Burckhardt, 1976(a), p. 80. 

2 Dominique Sourdel, "La Politique Religieuse du Caliphe `Abbaside al-Ma'mün", Revue des Etudes 
Islamigues, #30,1962, p. 35. 

' Only on a group of six, all dating between 1350 and 1375 A. D. on which it forms the only decoration. 
Sheykhü (1349 A. D. ), Tatar al-iiijäziyyah (1348-60 A. D. ), the Madrasa of Sarghätmish (1356 A. D. ), the 
Madrasa of Suliln Hassan (1356-62 A. D. ), the Suliäniyyah (1369-70 A. D. ), and though on a somewhat different 
way, on I1jäy al-Yrasufi (1373 A. D. ). 

" Ablaq decoration is however used on transitional zones and for the domes of entrance halls, in particular, for that of the Madrasa of Suliin Hassan. Laila `All IbrähTm, "The Transitional Zones of Domes In Cairene 
Architecture", Kunst Des Orients, X, Franz Steiner Verlag GMBH, Wiesbaden, 1975. Pp. 20-21. 
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indicate the earthly. God says: "And it is He who spread out the earth [i. e., into layers]... ". ' 

The ablaq's repeated horizontality in different contrasting colours, conveys these layers in 

contradictory function to the Heavenly quality symbolized in smooth continuous "domical 

heavens". Had ablaq been applied to them, it would have hindered the ascent from earth to 

Heaven. 

Otherwise, colour was applied to qibla walls, which were covered with marble 

cladding to give emphasis to the direction the architect wanted to focus on. We have also seen 

the use of colour in the coloured marble patterns used in flooring of courtyards (it will be 

discussed in Chapter Eight to have been an abstraction of a garden plan). 

Another point worth mentioning, is that throughout the medieval Sunnt period the 

colour green was associated with tombs and mausolea. Tombstones were enrobed with green 

cloths. We mentioned in this section that "green" has always been the colour revered in Sunnt 

Islam; this has not been accounted for exoterically in the Shar('a. Upon examining the word 
for green (aklular or khucir) in the Qur'an, we find that its use is always in relation to the silk 

robes that have been promised to be given to those who will enter Paradise. This might 

explain the covering of tombstones with green cloth. 

For them will be Gardens of Eternity; beneath them rivers will flow. - they 

will be adorned therein with bracelets of gold and they will wear green 

garments of fine silk and heavy brocade ... 
' 

Externally, the most famous instance of the use of green is the dome of the tomb of 
the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) in Madina - which was a Mamlük addition to 
the mosque complex. We mentioned that in medieval sources, domes were termed qubbah 
khadra' (literally meaning green dome, but we will see in Chapter Eight that in medieval 
times this was synonymous to the "dome of Heaven"), al-Magr zi in the chapter dealing with 
Cairene houses says quoting Ibn Sidah: "The Persians did not allow grand construction of 
imposing appearance ... for example, construction such as ... green domes (qubbat khuclr). "' 

Qur'än: 13/3. Also in the Qur än: 43/10: "Has made for you the earth (like a carpet) spread out... " 

2 Qur'än: 18/31. 

' A1-Magrizi, Khi! al, vol. 2, quoted and translated in op cit. Laila Ibräh m, 1976, Pp. 17-8. 
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In another case, that of the round city of Baghdad - mentioned earlier - the centre of 

the city was a square throne chamber that was covered by a dome, eighty cubits high, that 

was also termed a qubbah khaclra'. By consulting the following three / adtths which mention 

the word green, we find that the first deals with the designation of the green colour to the 

Heavenly vault. The second explains the origin of that green colour and attributes it to the 

Veil which in turn renders the sky green. The third, gives another cause for the greenness' 

of the sky - but this time an earthly rather than Heavenly cause - where the foundation Rock 

under the seventh earth (the sacrum) gives the greenness of the sky: 

Ibn Abf Him quotes al-Qäsim Ibn Abi Bazzä as saying: "Heaven is not 

quadrangular, but it is vaulted. To the humans it appears green. 11 

Ibn Abf It4rim and Abü al-Shaykh cite this explanation of Ka'b al-Ahbär 

concerning God's word `Until it [the Sun] had disappeared behind the veil': 

"The veil is a green mountain consisting of a hyacinth; it surrounds the 

creatures, and from it originates the green colour of the sky, which is called 

al-Khaara ' (the Green). The green colour comes from the sky; therefore it 

is called al-Bahr al-Akhu'ar (the Green Sea). " 

`Abd al-Razzäq and Ibn Abi' Hätim quote Sufyän al-Thawri as saying: 

"There is a rock under the earths. We have been told that it is that rock 

from which the greenness of the sky originates. "1 

We thus understand that the green colour of the Heavens, the Veil, and the Rock 

came to signify the "Dome of Heaven" to the medieval Muslims, those who lived by first 

situating themselves in a place in the cosmos, whether in a palace, house, mosque, madrasa, 

orkhangah. 

Furthermore, (as mentioned in section 7.2.2) in the Qur'an, the legendary figure 

called "al-Khidr" (literally the green man), links up with the cosmological implications 

I See Ibn Mandhür's definition in "Lisdn al-'Arab" mentioned above in section 7.2.2. where al-khadrd' (the 
green) is interpreted synonymously to al-sama' (the sky or Heaven). 

2 op cit. al-Suyüii (15th C. ), trans. by A. Heinen, 1982, Pp. 141-2 & p. 171.1 have not been able to trace 
these three hadahs in regard to their authenticity. 
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mentioned above, for it is God Who, "had taught him dal-KhidrJ Knowledge" from His 

Presence. ' We also saw that Siff-Is took this al-Khidr as a wall who has attained direct 

knowledge and consequently has seen the Truth. So it is not surprising that domes of 

mausolea, or palaces, ... etc., were termed qubbah khaclra', either because they represented 

the "dome of the Heaven" or because of the tie to al-Khidr. Once more, we find esoteric and 

cosmological correlations between Mamlük medieval practice - here in the use of colour - and 

the striving towards a linkage between their religious buildings and the union between the 

Heavens and the earth. 

One cannot speak of colour without mentioning light. Light not only unifies the 

different parts of a building, but it also acts as a "magnet"2 to draw the soul of man into the 

unity which he beholds'. Titus Burckhardt says that the muhandis who wished to express the 

idea of Unity (Tawlifcl), had actually three means at his disposal: geometry, which translated 

unity into the spatial order, rhythm, which revealed it in the temporal order and also 

indirectly in space, and light. Light is in fact, itself indivisible; its nature is not altered by its 

refraction into colours nor diminished by its gradation into clarity and darkness. ' Darkness 

is also visible only by contrast with light, to the extent that light makes shadows appear. God 

says in the Qur'an: 

Hast thou not turned thy vision to thy Lord? How He doth prolong the 

shadow! If He willed He could make it stationary! Then do We make the 

sun its guide; then We draw it in towards Ourselves, a contraction by easy 

stages. 5 

"God is the Light of the Heavens and the earth. "6 It is the Divine Light which brings 

out from the darkness of nothing. The 9üfis believe that there is no more perfect symbol of 
the Divine Unity than Light. For this reason, the traditional mahandis sought to transform the 

1 Qur'än: 18/66. 

2 op cit. M. Lings, 1991, Pp. 135-6. 

3 This brings us back to the worshipper as an integral part of the mosque, that is, its living centre. 

" op cit. T. Burckhardt, 1976(a), p. 76. 

Qur'än: 25/45-46. 

6 Qur'än: 24/35. 
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work he was fashioning into a vibration of light. We will see in Chapter Eight that it is for 

the same purpose that the traditional Mamlük muhandis transformed other surfaces into 

perforated reliefs to filter the light. The stalactites (muqarnasat) which the Mamlüks perfected 

and made their main tool of architectural decoration also served to trap light and diffuse it 

with the most subtle gradations. Their use of the iwdn and dome was also designed with a 

consciousness of how to trap light indirectly through either the reflection of incident light 

from the courtyard or through eight or sixteen windows in the zone of transition of domes. 

CONCLUDING SUMMARY 

In this chapter we have been able to arrive to vital points that will enable us to 

examine, in Chapter Eight, the elements of Mamlük religious buildings. We have seen how 

the Sufi craftsman viewed his artifacts as symbolic objects carrying qualitative as well as 

quantitative dimensions. The souls of the architects and craftsmen realized these two 

dimensions; all they needed was a craft (San`a) to bring them out through a process of 

creation that emulates Nature "in her mode of operation". They embodied the symbols in 

physical forms in a manner that paralleled Divine Creation. 

We saw that the traditional understanding of the centre, vertical axis, and horizontal 

orientation, were the three basic principles regulating the traditional process of "form-giving". 

The centre was not only seen as the Ka'ba, but could be anywhere and in anything by its 

implicit symbolic connotation of these three principles. We will see in the following chapters 

that it was through these principles that Mamlük religious architecture (mosques, madrasas, 

and khangahs) became sub-centres - when viewed from a metaphysical position. 

The traditional notions of space, shape, surface, and colour as discussed in this 
chapter, have clearly shown the qualitative and quantitative understanding from the Süfi 

viewpoint as understood by the Mamlük architect and craftsman. Al-Suyüti's compilations 

of cosmologically related aiadtths, and the writings of Ikhwän al-Sara', al-GhazzälI, and Ibn 
`Arabi (three influential figures on the Mamlük society) have provided the criteria by which 
we have been able to re-create the Mamlük architect's and craftsman's comprehension of the 
basis of his work: that of "form-giver" in the mode of the "Form-Giver". 
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ELEMENTS OF TRADITIONAL ISLAMIC 

RELIGIOUS ARCHITECTURE 

We saw in Chapters Six and Seven that it is inconceivable for any element of 

traditional Muslim art or architecture to belong to a framework other than that of traditional 

belief as practised by the medieval society. This is because a work of sacred art presupposes 

the context of a spiritual tradition, and a spiritual tradition in its turn necessarily embraces 

such a framework. We also saw that any traditional principle or artefact has within it both 

quality and quantity; it is quantifiable in the sense that it is an externalized physical form, and 

qualitative to the extent that it carries its principle within itself. We saw that the three main 

principles on which traditional artifacts are based carry spiritual and cosmological qualities 

which are reflected through physical forms. Such temporal forms are those which serve as 

a bridge between the qualitative abstract world of the imagination, and the quantitative 

artifacts of man. Within such an understanding, these principles are externalized and are 
formed according to the traditional notions of space, shape, surface, and colour. 

In this chapter we will attempt to reveal the inner symbolic meaning of the main 

architectural elements used in Cairene medieval religious buildings. These elements are: the 

portal, the entrance hall, the offset corridors, the courtyard and fountain, the arch and iwans, 

the praying hall, the mihräb, the dome, the crestings, the minaret, and the stalactites. In 
Chapter Nine we will prove that the general findings of this chapter, based on medieval 
Cairene architecture in general, apply to Balir7 Mamlük religious architecture specifically. 

While examining the qualitative dimensions of function of these architectural elements 
in order to uncover their intended spiritual meanings, we will be able to answer most of the 
questions that were raised in Chapter Five, which the historical approach alone could not 
adequately explain. This will show that the traditionalist approach that has been adopted 
provides a better understanding of medieval traditional architecture because this approach 
depends on an esoteric view of sources of knowledge that were ignored in the purely 
historical approach. 
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8.1 THE PORTAL (BAB or BAWWf1 BAH) 

emphasized by the minaret of the Mosque of &I-Ilvkim. engraving). 
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The traditional expression bob (the root of ba", Obah), when referring either to 

architecture or literature, indicates a movement through a defined space that occurs over a 

certain length of time. A gateway of a city, a portal of a building, and a chapter of a book 

are all known as bob. Throughout the history of medieval Islamic architecture, we find that 

portals of buildings, and gateways of cities were emphasized and focused on, in the 

demarcation of the boundaries of the space involved. This demarcation was made by means 

of walls. City walls came to mark a division of two distinct areas or parts: the city precinct, 

and the city outskirts outside its walls. Based on the findings of Chapters Three and Seven, 

medieval Muslim cities were found to have been built "to be sacred". ' Accordingly, the city 

precinct was the more sacred, while the outskirts were the less sacred. 2 City gateways were 

those carefully chosen points on the boundary wall that allowed a "communication" between 

what was within and what was outside. (Figs. 8.1 & 8.2) 

We have seen in Chapter Three the example of the medieval city of Cairo; and in Chapter Seven, the cities 
of Damascus, Aleppo, and Baghdad were mentioned. Rituals, sacred sites, specific days and moments in time were 
chosen to ensure that the foundation of a city met with the requirements that gave these cities their sacredness. 

2 Based on the notion that there is no secularity in Islam, i. e., the difference is always set in degree rather 
than of kind. 

Figure 8.2 7'hc nn jj, l Is d) ZLj t I: Jh in Ciro. (I) id Roberts Figure 8.1 The t.! u�w ,., di of ('dim,. n�e gdewdy i- 
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In general, traditional mosques have only a single doorway. This symbolizes the 

Oneness of God, and through it the worshipper - body, soul, and spirit - passes physically 

and spiritually through a point of "transformation", meaning that he, in his tripartite 

existence, discards his worldly concerns and affairs to stand within God's Presence to pray 

to the One. To have more than one door would contradict this idea of Unity, spoiling the 

essence of the mosque: to be in a state of emptiness as far as his earthly transitory life is 

concerned, and to concentrate to "communicate" with God, the Truth (Al-Ragq). 

It is interesting to observe that even Batiri Mamlük mosquelmadrasas, or mosque/ 

khangahs with four schools for the four rites, have only one door - thus indicating that the 

four rites of Islamic jurisprudence belonged to the one God. In Mamlük examples of pillared 

hypostyle mosques with three doorways (as examined in Chapter Five'), only the main one 

would be opened during the gathering of the congregation for the five daily prayers and the 

Friday prayer, and all would be opened after prayers for easy exit. By bearing in mind the 

way in which the mosque was used, we find that the symbolism of a single doorway is not 

contradicted by the presence of several doors on an architectural plan. 

In general, any door demarcates the passage between interior and exterior, and more 

so, in the case of a religious building, it marks the passage from the lesser holy street to the 

more holy constantly purified space. To be inviting and at the same time to demand 

discretion, the doorways of medieval religious buildings were made recessed into the facade 

rather than protruding into the relatively profane street2. The doorway expresses aspirations 

towards the Divine by its verticality and by its loftiness worthy of the entrance to the "House 

of God" (Bayt Allah). This is realized by the composition of the portal going to the full height 

of the facade, with the silhouette of the recessed area leading up to a semi-dome or a vault 

with the curvature of a pointed arch covering this recess, thus continuing ascension beyond 

the building top into the sky. (Fig. 8.3) It is inconceivable that such portals should have flat 

lintels or semi-circular vaults or domes, as these do not suggest ascension. The first stops the 

eyesight abruptly, while the second takes the eyesight to the top and leads it back again to the 

earth. (Figs. 8.4 & 8.5) 

1 Such as that of the Mosque of Ibn tülün which has fifteen, while the Mosques of Baybars al-Bundugdäri, 
al-Märidänl and al-Nä§ir Muhammad in Cairo have three. 

2 Some contemporary architects - for innovation - have overlooked the tradition and have designed mosques 
with projecting porches for the entrance. These porches protrude into the lesser holy space of the street. This 
unholy concept makes the entrance lose its intended meaning. 
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Figure 8.3 Vertiivlity expressed by Figure 8.4 The sightline stops at the v figure ts. J The %ightline ascends and 

the roan of the pointed portal. beginning or the flat lintel. descend% in u "eyclic" motion. 

As we observed in Chapter Five when examining Mamlük buildings, the inner surface 

of the recessed entrance is brought out to the surface of the facade at the top by means of 

grouped stalactites in numerous tiers. Such devices were used to bring the inner surface of 

the portal of the pointed semi-dome out to fuse with the outer surface of the facade and from 

there upwards to the sky. Visually, looking at such a composition from top to bottom, creates 

a cave-like effect which draws the visitor inside and at the same time, visually indicates how 

small man is in comparison to this "cave". 

We can find more about the meaning of a "gate" or "door" by examining the Qur'dn 

and the hadith literature. The Prophet (peace and blessings he upon him) said that during the 

call for prayer (ädhan), the Gates of Heaven (Abwah al-Samä', literally "Doors of the Sky") 

were open, and that never was a supplication left unheard. Actually, the use of the "Gates of 

Heaven" is evident in the Qur'än and hadith literature especially in the parts related to the 

Mi `rdj. The Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) ascended the seven Heavens until he 

reached the Throne of God ('Arsh). Upon entering each one of these Heavens, he was 

brought by Gabriel to a Bob of the Abwkb of that Heaven'. Many of these Gateways are 

emphasized and named such as the case of Bob al-Hafadhah (Gateway of the Guardians) 

which is guarded by an Angel called Ismä'il. For example, in Ihn 'Abbas's version of the 
hadith of the Mi `r0j` (popular among the Maml(iks), each Heaven that was visited was named 

Hadith transmitted by al-Khadri on the Mi'räj, see Ibn Hishitm, AI-Sirup ul-Nabawivyah, Part 1, Maiba'at 
Mustaphli al-Bäbi al-Halabi wa Awllidahü, Cairo, 1955, p. 403. 

Z Ibn 'Abbäs, Al-lsrd' wal-Mi'rdi, al-Jumhüriyyah Press, Cairo, n. d., Pp. 6-7. 
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and given its Qualities. For example the first Heaven is described to be "a Heaven of 

Smoke", called Al-Rafi `ah (The Elevated). In this version of the hadith, before entering each 

Heaven, Gabriel is said to have knocked on each Bob to take permission for Muhammad 

(peace and blessings be upon him) to enter into a higher maqam ("state" in SGfi terminology), 

and again each door was guarded by an Angel. This coincides with the previous hadith. It 

seems that the very nature of the Gates of Heaven with the Guardian Angels, indicates that 

a bcib is primarily a point of change from one status to another which would explain why so 

much emphasis was given to the doorway in traditional places of worship and why the pointed 

form (which points to the sky or Heavens) was always chosen. 

Within the pointed forms of Mamlük portals, 

are the doors. They are usually covered in brass metal 

sheets and engraved with star and polygonal patterns 

that give radiating effects and esoterically recall the 

verse of Light in which God is described to be "the 

Light of the Heavens and the earth. "' These stellar 

shapes also remind the worshipper entering the mosque, 

madrasa, or khanqah of the numerous verses of the 

Qur'an which ask man to contemplate the stars and the 

universe; by doing so, he is told that he will reach an 

affirmation that there is no God but One. Accordingly, 

these patterns are based on a centre which unfolds to 

produce a multiplicity of shapes thus recalling the Süti 
poIygou J rad; 4ing p: 4tcrnsi rencdk, g the verse or 

belief of Unity in multiplicity (al-WahdahJlal-kathrah) "'0"" (1 1, ß,. a or sultan ü, In C, lro). 

and multiplicity from Unity (al-kathrah min al-Wahdah). As for the surface of these brass 

doors, they resemble the soul of man which is tarnished and needs ennobling. While man 

needs a spiritual alchemy to train his soul to he elevated, so is the brass material that needs 

polishing, and engraving to ennoble its surface, thus bringing about a visual message of 
transcendence. (Fig. 8.6) 

Thus, the medieval understanding of the portal and doorway developed in both 

exoteric and esoteric directions. Exoterically, it was a smaller version of the "City Gateway". 

' See Chapter Seven, section 7.3.3. 

Figure 8.6 A wlid brim d iu Nuh slur mW 
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At the same time the idea of the verticality of the door developed as an inspired symbol 

generated by purely esoteric needs, that of the aim of the passage itself, to be elevated 

spiritually through the prayer - which as we mentioned earlier, is to the Süft the 

"communication" with God through the "mi'rdj" of the soul. It is thus obvious, that there is 

more to the shape of a portal than simply matters of historical style. 

8.2 THE ENTRANCE HALL AND OFFSET CORRIDORS (MAJAZ) 

In general, the entrance hall is the first place of the building receiving the worshipper 

entering into the mosque through the portal. Its interior is empty, and is accentuated vertically 

by having either a dome on squinches and stalactites, or an elaborate groined vault for its 

roof. We saw in Chapter Five, that due to the rarity of Mamlük entrance facades ever 

following both the alignment of the street, and the orientation of the prayer area (towards 

Makkah), an architectural problem arose. We mentioned in Chapter Five that C. Kessler 

concluded that this gave rise to the majäz (bent corridors) between the entrance and the Sabin. 

The majaz is a convenient area in the building which takes up the bends necessary to cope 

with the discrepancy between these two orientations. In this area the ablutionaries and the 

service quarters are located. These elements do not need to be regular in form as do the 

entrance and the prayer hall, and the irregularities of the building are thus taken up 

comprehensively. In such utilitarian functions, the majäz is explained by historians. (Fig. 8.7) 

pares through to reach the tobe und mawoleun. 

- E, Y. \r .. " rwn w Lne Mvi nuur ceawgas or Uaybars al-Jiahenklr showing the number of bends that the vWlor 
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But esoterically speaking, this solution results in 

the shutting off of the view of the street from the interior, 

and is what leads to the interiority of the building. This 

part of the building is the place where the worshipper 

further discards the remnants of his earthly concerns and 

directs his thoughts to God. Being empty, dark, and 

winding tube-like spaces, the series of bends that he passes 

through can be seen as a bodily assertion of the mental 

transformation - that of discarding of earthly concerns to 

"meet" God. (Fig. 8.8) By every turn of the body, he 

realizes that he is turning away from the outside to the 

inner part of the mosque (which is the exact opposite of Figure 8.8 The haflle-like na; dz or the 

the turning towards the qibla). Furthermore, to enter the Khangah or Raybars W-jamhankir, Cairo. Native 
light wdln ul puiut or Lhaz, ge in Jintifiun. 

mosque, is also to he immediately and profoundly 

impressed by its emptiness, both as antidote to the false plentitude of the outside world and 

symbolic of inner purity. This, in the consistent heat of a country such as Egypt, is confirmed 

from yet another angle, since to pass through the monumental portal into the entrance hall is 

to be met by a wave of coolness which conspires with the silence, darkness, and emptiness. 

The atmosphere of the entrance hall followed by the rnajäz leaves the visitors' senses 

shocked by the sudden changes: from the noisy street to silence, from light to darkness, and 

from heat to coolness. As the body needs to accommodate physically to these changes, so 

does the soul to be able to attain the state of mind to stand in the Hands of God. 

8.3 THE COURTYARD (SAHN) AND WATER-FOUNTAIN (FAWWARA) 

Before dealing immediately with the esoteric and exoteric dimensions attributed to the 

Sahn, I will first recall the origins of the world views attributed to the Arab Egyptian people; 
that is to say, what might not he explicitly apparent in them but nevertheless is implicitly 
imbedded in their character. 

Because the Arab Egyptian comes from the desert, his experience of its nature is 
hitter, the desert is for him burning, glaring, and harren. That is why he does not find any 
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comfort in opening his buildings to nature at ground level. The kindly aspect of nature for 

him is the sky', it promises coolness and life-giving water. It is no wonder that even in pre- 

Islamic times, for the desert dweller, the sky became the home of God. This tendency to see 

the sky as the kindly aspect of nature gradually developed into a theological proposition in 

which the sky or Heaven (Samä' p1. Samawdt) became the abode of God. We saw in Chapter 

Seven that in the Islamic context, God resides above the Throne (`Arsh) and the Seat (Kurst) 

which lies above the seven Heavens. Now with his adoption of Islam, the Arab began to 

apply architectural metaphors in his cosmology, so that the sky or Heaven was regarded as 

a dome supported by four columns da ̀ amat or arkkn. 2 

Whether or not this description was taken literally, it certainly gave a symbolic value 

to traditional buildings, considering that they were modelled to be a microcosm of the 

universe. In fact, the metaphor was extended further to the eight sides of the octagon that 

supports a dome symbolizing the sky or the Heavens being manifested in the fountain in the 

centre of the courtyard. These eight sides were held to represent the eight Angels who will 

support the Throne of God on the Day of Judgement'. Because the sky and Heaven was to 

the traditional Muslim the "home" of God and the soothing face of nature, he naturally 

wanted to bring it into his own buildings, particularly in the more sacred ones. The means 

of doing so was the courtyard. 

As a consequence, the prototype of traditional medieval buildings in Egypt became 

a hollowed cube, turning blind, windowless walls to the outside, with all the spaces of the 

building looking inwards into a courtyard from which only the sky can be seen. (Fig. 8.9) 

This courtyard was the users' private view of the sky. This space, enveloped by the 

enclosures and rooms of the building could alone induce a feeling of calmness, and security. 
In the courtyard, the sky was joined to the building, interlocking with it into an intimate 

contact by means of crestings (will be discussed in section 8.8. ), so that the spirituality of the 
building was constantly replenished from Heaven. 

' In the first instance, the Nile might be thought to be that source of comfort, but in reality, the medieval 
Egyptians had seen the unpredictability of this river too many times by sequences of droughts that lasted seven 
years each time. 

2 As discussed in Chapter Seven, section 7.2. 

These points have been dealt with in detail in chapter seven and will be discussed in the following section under the "Dome". 
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Figure 8.9 The in(ern i oricn(Yion of traditions IsiAmic buildings in ('giro c7ui he seen in examples suafi = the NImil ük 

Modrosa or SYrghafmbh. 

The serenity of an enclosed courtyard is not imaginary, it is not a piece of far-fetched 

symbolism, but a fact to be experienced by anyone who walks into the heart of a medieval 

mosque, madrasa, or khangah. ` Esoterically, the evident turning inwards in these traditional 

religious buildings suggests the interiorization of Islam and recalls the essence of Sütism: to 

recognize the inner qualities of man because they are the true self. Based on these 

observations, it could be deduced that in Süti terms, this centre (the 'ahn) with its interiority 

and openness, signifies man's inward dimension. ' 

The courtyard as explained by art-historians is no more than just a utilitarian 

architectural device to socially provide privacy and protection, and to ameliorate the harshness 

of the climate. In fact, it is part of a microcosm that parallels the order of the universe itself. 

In this symbolic pattern, the four pillars (arklin) of the courtyard represent the four columns 

(da`amat) that carry the celestial dome (as discussed in Chapter Seven). The sky itself roofs 

the courtyard, and is reflected in the water fountain in its centre. This fountain is in fact an 

exact projection of the transitional zone of a dome. Its form is precisely the same, basically 

1 The value of the enclosed space was recognized not only by desert-dwellers but by all who lived along the 
Mediterranean seaboard: the Ancient Greeks and Romans, the Spaniards, as much as the Arab architects in the 
mosques of Cairo, Fez, Damascus, and Sämarrä'. 

2 Similar views are discussed by Martin Lings, Symbol and Archetype: A Study of the Meaning of Existence, 
Quinta Essentia, Cambridge, 1991, p. 124. 
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a square with, at a lower level, the corners cut off to form an octagon. Before we discuss the 

symbolism of the eight-sided fountain, I will first deal with the relationship between courtyard 

and garden. 

Although hardly mentioned by contemporary historians, the relation between 

courtyard and garden is particularly close in Islamic architecture. This is more evidently seen 

in the medieval period when courtyards centred around fountains and surrounded by iwdns 

became prototypes for both "secular" and religious buildings - such as madrasas, khanqahs, 

hospitals (maristans), wikalas, and palaces. The synthesis between courtyard and garden 

became complete in some parts of the Muslim world (such as the courts of Granada in 

Andalusia) while in others it was reflected abstractly such as the case of medieval Cairo. 

Generally speaking, however, the element present in most courtyards and all gardens is water. 

We have pointed out in Chapter Five that it is a common fallacy that fountains placed 

in the centre of courtyards were meant for ablutions. We can be sure that this was not their 

purpose by examining several medieval mosques which accommodated specific areas for that 

function either in the transition area between entrance and courtyard (the majaz) or outside 

the mosque altogether. To give an example, Ibn DuqmAq (the medieval historian) says that 

the fawwara (fountain) of the Mosque of Ibn Tülan was not used for ablutions, as he tells us 

of complaints that were made by people for having to go outside the mosque proper to 

perform this ritual. Ibn Tülün, the ruler and founder of this mosque, answered by saying that 

he wanted to keep the mosque pure and unsoiled at all times - probably since the fountain was 

at the centre of the satin itself. ' It should be remembered that prayers can be performed in 

the Sabin when the covered area is full of worshippers. 2 K. A. C. Creswell having found no 

utilitarian purpose for this fountain, attributed its presence to aesthetic reasons. 

Actually, the symbolic importance of water among near eastern peoples was known 

and firmly established long before Islam. Pre-Islamic Arabs of Makkah seem to have 

'Ibn Dugmäq, vol. 4, p. 123, vol. 2, Pp. 2-3, cited in K. A. C. Creswell in Early Muslim Architecture, Oxford 
University Press, Oxford, 1932-40, p. 303, who attributes it to aesthetic reasons. See Chapter Five for other cases 
of interpretation, specifically: Su`äd Mähir, Doris Behrens-Abouseif, and Richard B. Parker et al. 

2 The mosque has two distinct areas: the clean, comprising the courtyard and the prayer hall - amongst the 
rituals of prayer is prostration, thus, no one is allowed to step into the clean area with his shoes on or without 
having performed the necessary ablutions - and the unclean, comprising the passages leading to the ablutionaries. The sahn or courtyard and the prayer areas are clean areas. Normally, these ablutionaries would come in the 
transitional area between the entrance and the Sahn. 
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celebrated their absolute dependence on water symbolically. Recent research shows that the 

city was divided into four parts having lines drawn from the four corners of the Ka'ba 

(considered sacred even then), which contained a water spout so that each tribe had at least 

symbolic control of the spill-over water from its roof. ' 

The Qur'an further emphasizes and crystallizes the centrality of water in the 

consciousness of the Muslims by: attributing the creation of every living thing "from water"2; 

and by its connection to the Throne of God (`Arsh), God says that "His Throne lies on 

water, " and that Throne lies on the vertical axis transcending the seven Heavens intersecting 

the horizontal earth at the centre, in Makkah. Furthermore, in the Qur'an God speaks of the 

Gardens of Beatitude where rivers flow: "Lo! those who believe and do good deeds, theirs 

will be Gardens underneath which rivers f ow, "' this is mentioned more than 25 times in the 

Qur'än. These rivers are classified into four types: 

Here is a Parable of the Garden which the righteous are promised: in it are 

rivers of Water incorruptible; rivers of Milk of which the taste never 

changes; rivers of Wine, a joy to those who drink; and rivers of Honey pure 

and clear. In it are for them all kinds of fruits ... 

On the other hand, Süf"m have been effected by the detailed description of these 

Gardens in the following verses in which God says: 

And because they (the believers) were patient and constant, He will reward 
them with a Garden and (garments of) silk. 
Reclining in the (Garden) on raised thrones, they will see there neither the 

sun's (excessive heat) nor (the moon's) excessive cold. 
And the shades of the (Garden) will come low over them, and the bunches 

(of fruit), there, will hang low in humility. 

Ibrah'un 'IlläwY, "The Khilal: Early Islamic Cities", Lecture at Fogg Art Museum, Harvard University, 
1985. He relies primarily on al-'taban's TAr(kh al-l'ahart. 

2 Qur'än: 21/30 "He has created from water everything that is alive. " 

3 Qur'an: 85/11. 

4 Qur'än: 47/15. 
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And amongst them will be passed round the vessels of silver and goblets of 

crystal, 

Crystal clear, made of silver: they will determine the measure thereof 

(according to their wishes). 

And they will be given to drink there of a Cup (of Wine) mixed with 

Zanjabil (a spice), 

A fountain there called Salsabil (a stream of running water). ' 

mentioned Qur'iunic verse in an yüimpl to recreYle on emthly inuge or Paradise. 

Thus, these images from the Qur'an have led to an acceptance of the idea that the 

medieval Islamic Garden represented an earthly Paradise2, (Fig. 8.10) Its centre was a water 

element recalling the source of all creation, the Almighty on His Throne on the waters. 

Bearing in mind that the Throne is octagonal, it follows that the form of the medieval fountain 

was chosen to be eight-sided. This immediately dismisses any utilitarian, aesthetic, or climatic 

claims on the existence of the fountain. 

1 Qur'än: 76/12-18. 

2 See Annemarie Schimmel, "The Celestial Garden in Islam", in The Islamic Garden, Fourth Year Symposium 
Dumbarton Oaks, Trustees for Harvard University, Washington, 1976. See Jonas Lehrman, Earthly Paradise: 
Garden and Courtyard in Islam, University of California Press, Los Angeles, 1980. Also see John Brookes, 
Gardens of Paradise: The History and Desien of the Great Islamic Gardens, Weidenfeld and Nicolson, London, 
1987. 

Figure 8.10 An üil rioor view of tile t ui1)'ard of the 1'Ylace or yl"'AiUiwn In I) unawu . It clearly rellrrü the ubave 
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The salsabtl (mentioned in the above Qur'änic quotation), like all other architectural 

forms, enjoyed a period when the element and its meaning were connected, or their 

expressive intent was clear; that is when the form was originally understood by its viewers 

in the way it was intended'. In time, this original meaning was weakened, but the form 

continued to be used, and in fact further elaborated by the mu'allim because it had taken its 

place in the tradition for its own sake. ' 

It then follows that the pool, fountain, and salsabil were nothing but symbolic 

representations of Paradise. Here the transformations of water are not used literally to 

illustrate a river, but allegorically to induce meditation on the inevitable and uncontrollable 

changes of water (or nature, in general) and the ultimate futility of man's actions in trying 

to control it. Such meditations and the ephemerality of matter, and man's inability to change 

the physical world seem to echo certain principles adopted by Süi"is and medieval theologians, 

such as al-Bägilläni (eleventh-century). We saw in Chapter Two that 8üfis believed in a 

universe composed of atoms and accidents. The world could not be sustained from moment 

to moment unless God continuously went on creating these moments; it was only by His 

constant intervention that the universe was kept from collapsing'. These fountains with their 

still and moving constituents (solid structure and ephemeral water), convey to the viewer this 

message, which in turn leads to meditation about God, the only Permanent. ̀ 

Therefore, by the choice of the courtyard as the heart of any traditional building, the 

traditional designers obtained a more feasible "urban" form, capable of providing that basic 

contact with nature so essential to traditional Muslim life. This architectural tool dominated 

the architectural activity of "place making" and within the Islamic medieval period in Egypt 

became the prototype of place (makeln), unifying the individual parts of a building with the 

whole. Within the tranquil Sabin, the placement of the traditional water fountain with all its 

I See Stephen Humphreys, "The Expressive Intent of Mamlük Architecture: A preliminary essay", Studia 
Islamica, 35,1972, Pp. 69-119. Also see Oleg Grabar, "Signs and Symbols in Islamic Architecture", in 
Architecture and Community: Building in the Islamic World Today, ed. Renata Holod, Aperture, Millerton, N. Y., 
1983, Pp. 25-32. 

' In other words, a form may leave the realm of intense meaning but remain embedded in the repertory of 
the of the architect, perhaps to be revived at a later point and given a different meaning. Or it might simply cease 
to exist. 

' Al-Bäga11'in7i, al-Tamhtd, Librairie Orientale, Beirut, 1957, p. 18. 

`YasserTabbaa, "Towards an interpretation of the use of water in Islamic courtyards and courtyard gardens", Journal of Garden History, vol. 7, No. 3,1987, Pp. 197-220. 
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attributes and abstractions provides a centre which acts as a generator of form. The whole 
organization of medieval Islamic buildings seems to start from that centre extending the 
design outwards, while the central fawwara generates a centripetal force. Through the use of 
the courtyard with the source of water at its centre, the building was linked to the vertical 
axis, and man's recapitulation of Paradise was complete. Actually this link with the vertical 
also results from the fact that the centre of the courtyard was aligned with the mihrob (in a 
following section we will see that it represents the joining of the qibla orientation to the 

vertical). (Fig. 8.11) 

º''gui V 0.1 1 The alignment or the aii gonu! fountain in the centre of the anwiyard with tile 

mihrub and the dome in the Mumi6k Mabn a or Sargha(mixh. 

Unity was achieved in the courtyard through the visual interaction of space, shape, 
and surface, complemented by their qualitative correspondences. Space, as the place of the 
physical and spiritual aspects of anything that is traditional, is enclosed by shape, just as in 
traditional man, the body encloses the soul which encompasses the spirit. We saw in Chapter 
Seven that space boundaries (walls), are thus a prerequisite for defining and isolating this 
sacred place within which the soul can he sensed and its spiritual demands fulfilled. The result 
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of the interaction of shape and surface in Mamlük architecture created a space devoid of 

tensions and conducive to contemplation. Such a shape was the cubic void: the perfect form 

used in all courtyards. As we mentioned in Chapter Seven, the symbolic essence of the cube 

is derived from the number six (which is earthly and stable). ' 

8.4 THE ARCH (AU `AQD) AND IWAN 

The use of arches in medieval Islamic buildings is to carry the roof and the dome 

which they support, and so join in their symbolism. Examining the form of an arch, we find 

it to consist of two parts: a quadrangular base and a curved top. We saw in Chapter Seven 

that the rectangle or square shape corresponds to the earthly number four - which when 

projected in the third plane gives the "earthly" six - whereas all that is circular or curved is 

celestial. By looking at an arch from its square base to the curved top, we will find it to 

represent in fact the passing from the terrestrial to the celestial (i. e., earth to Heaven). Hence, 

the circular and square forms respectively symbolize the two complementary principles by 

which earth is connected to Heaven? 

There are several types of arches in 

the history of traditional Islamic architec- 

ture. Each arch with its particular curvature 

consequently has its own symbolic inner 

meaning. This is due to the qualitative 
dimension of the geometry involved in 

producing its form. In Islamic architecture, 

the semi-circular arch is avoided in general, 

and only the pointed, segmental, or horse- 

shoe shaped arches are used; such facts are 

cvcuc 'tf TItAL 
Connected to the Almani Towards 

rAMTH hWVrM 

is 
ýr1 

dº ýy 
1ý 

-m AL ti 

Figure 8.12 m. t. aaitý concqAlm of Ii.. wnl-. na 
historically explained in terms of style. But pointed wchm 
as seen when discussing the portal, the 

See Chapter Seven, section 7.3.2. 

' In this connection, since there has been already mention of the correspondence between a work of art and 
works of Divine Art such as the human microcosm, Martin Lings says that it is relevant to recall here that in the bodily microcosm its "heaven" mainly the head, is round, whereas the shoulders, which may be said to mark the 
end of the corporeal frame, are square. op cit. M. Lings, 1991, p. 120. 
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semi-circular arch represents the cyclic journey of life to death, rising from the earth and 

returning back again to it. This visual impact hinders transcendence and for this reason the 

semi-circle has always been avoided. ' (Fig. 8.12) 

Observing the form of the pointed arch, we find that the curved parts meet at the top 

at an angle with reaction lines at the keystone running out of the structure tangentially to the 

two curves meeting at the top. These two tangential lines suggest a vertical resultant, and are 

thus, associated with the vertical. This vertical insinuation connects to the tüfi understanding 

of man, the only created being who was set apart over the rest of creation: it is man who was 

given the "Trust" and the "freedom of choice". ' God made man into a moral being and says 

in the Qur'An that He has elevated, honoured and distinguished mankind. 

On the other hand, the iwan is the three 
dimensional space resulting from the growth of the arch 

(be it pointed or semi-circular) along a horizontal axis. 

Naturally, in Islamic architecture the pointed iwän is 

chosen in favour of the semi-circular due to its vertical 

connotation. (Fig. 8.13) This, suggests that in Islamic 

cosmology, the pointed iwdn represents another process of 

"place making" - i. e., other than the courtyard - which by 

extension of the symbolism of the arch, has the qualities of 

unifying the earth with the Heavens. Esoterically, it is the 

place in which the soul may seek union with God from the 

spiritual point of view. It should be remembered that apart 
from the Sufi shaykh's journey to the One, in which he 

rigure ß. ii ]lnig the »rh the acquires Direct Knowledge, there is the daily ritual prayers 
Heavew' in which al-Ghazzäli says that the soul of the Muslim 

should perform (or rather achieve) aW 'raj" to the Heavens while the body remains on earth 
performing the physical prayer. ' 

' It is interesting to know that symmetry in Egypt has been associated with death since Pharaonic times, and 
the semi-circular vault or arch in Pharaonic culture is described as Osiran - belonging to Osiris, god of the dead - 
coming up from below and returning back down to earth. 

See Chapter Three. 

3 See Chapter Four. 
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Furthermore, the horizontality of the 

pointed iwan - resulting from the growth of the 

arch along a horizontal axis - under which the 

Muslim meditates can be seen as the "way to the 

Straight Path"; in the Fatifia (the opening chapter 

of the Qur'än recited in every cycle "rak`a") 

Muslims ask God: "show us the way to the 

Straight Path (a1-Sirat al-Mustagtm). "' As we 

have seen in Chapter Two, in Sufi terms by 

applying ta'wil, this way is none other than the 

transitional space between the temporal and 

spiritual worlds in which the Saft travels in his Figure 8.14 m. kpu awe n «Im &m th or 
journey to the Truth. This transition from earthly the po,, ted J. In the poWed We. 
to Heavenly is best manifested by the form of the 

iwän - earthly base, celestial top. (Fig. 8.14) 

Each of the surfaces of the iwdn has a distinct purpose. The floor, is elevated from 

the central courtyard, recalling the elevated status of man above all other earthly creatures. 
Some of the güfis believe that man is exalted even above the Angels and Prophets, due to the 
freedom of choice that man was offered (which the first two do not possess)? From this 

viewpoint, it follows that this elevated floor provides a base on which man in his elevated 

status prays. The walls as they rise up are met by bands of Qur'änic epigraphy bringing the 
Word of God to the space, that which is sacred in both its form and content and at once 
sanctifies the surface (as was argued in Chapter Seven). Finally, the walls curve upwards and 
inwards giving a feeling of the transcendent vertical dimension beyond the physical limits of 
the place itself. An interesting observation that is relevant here, is the fact that all kfi cells 
(khalwat) in madrasas and khangahs of the Mamlük period are vaulted in the same manner 
as the pointed Iwan. The kfi used to retreat in these cells for forty days to perform prayers, 
dhikr, and i`tikaf (meditation). These activities were frequently said to be best performed in 

the dark' which means that by being in such a place, the implicitness of the form of the iv4n 

1 Qur'än: 1/6. 

2 See Chapter Two. 

3 See section on i'tikllf in al-Ghazzäli, lliya' 'Uh7m al-Dtn, trans. F. Karim, Delhi, 1982, vol. 1. 
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was still functioning even though one could not physically see it. We should not forget that 

in 901- terms, vision as we have just talked about, is the outward dimension of vision, while 

the ultimate vision is that of the heart. Bearing these points in mind, it is not surprising to 

find that ever since the iwän was introduced in the Ayyubid period into Egypt', the form was 

a success and was used ever since in the madrasa and khangah as a space for prayer, 

teaching, and performance of Sufi rituals. From this brief analysis, it is clear that the choice 

of the pointed arch and iwdn (as explained here) dismisses "style" as the only reason behind 

the frequency of their usage. 

8.5 THE PRAYING HALL (RIWAQ AL- ALÄH OR IWAN AL- ALAH) 

c 
!ri 

  

wýMs 
awLw 

SxAriO  ti 

PLAN PLAN 

The Mosque of al Nasir Muhammad at the The MosquefMadrasa of Emir Ahmed 
Citadel al-Mthmandar 

Figure 8.15 me two major types of medieval reügiow buildingu the hypadyle (pU1 retq mosque, and the fo u4wäjs ma bwa type. 

It was mentioned in Chapter Four that apart from the Friday congregational prayer 

and the five daily prayers, the hypostyle hall of the mosque was used in teaching before the 
introduction of the Madrasa type. It was also mentioned that by the advent of the Ayyubid 

period in Egypt, Sunnt Islam returned to take its place as the Islamic way of practice. As a 
means of ensuring this Sunnt return, Saläh al-Din introduced the madrasa which housed the 

' We should not forget that it was Saläh al-Din who opened the door to Sunni Sufism as an antidote to the Fatimid Shris. 
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four schools of Sunnf jurisprudence'. (Fig. 8.15) In the madrasa, teaching took place in the 

prayer hall in the form of an iwän. We saw in an earlier section the exoteric and esoteric 

implications of the form of the pointed iwan, which validated it to be chosen as a form 

compatible to prayer, meditation, and spiritual transcendence. 

We saw earlier in Chapter Four, that from the Sunna of the Prophet (peace and 

blessings be upon him), the prayer area is preferably rectangular with the large side facing 

Makkah. This disposition has two main reasons: the first was explained in Chapter Four and 

has to do with the greater merit of those worshippers who are praying in rows nearest to the 

imam (consequently the rows have to be laterally the longest possible); the second is that one 

has to be able to recognize the direction of Makkah immediately upon entering the central 

space (be it a Sahn or a domed area). This should be obvious by the layout without the need 

arising to look for the mihirdb. In this case, the laterality of the hall accommodating the rows 

gives the direction. ' 

Following this major guideline, three generic forms appeared to accommodate the 

prayer hall, mainly in the forms of pillared rectangular areas in hypostyle mosques, or iwtlns 

discarding the pillars (as we saw in the last section), or square domed spaces such as Persian 

and Turkish examples. These three types are "naturally" explained by art-historians as stylistic 

outcomes. Furthermore, some historians, falsely considering the octagonal Dome of the Rock 

as a mosque, add to the repertory of generic forms the octagon. It is true that the Dome of 

the Rock in Jerusalem has an octagonal plan but this is a very special case. The Dome of the 

Rock was built to be a "centre" and a sanctuary in itself - like the Ka`ba in Makkah - rather 

than a mosque. It is termed a mazar in Arabic which is directly translated as a "visiting 

place" exactly as a mausoleum. We saw in the last chapter that a mazär or centre was 

designed as a meeting point of all directions. That is why the Dome of the Rock, 

architecturally, had to be expressed by a non-directional form - otherwise, the centre would 
be somewhere else outside the sanctuary in the direction where the building pointed to. 

At the beginning, learning in the mosque/madrasa was limited to one, that of the emir or suliAn who built 
it. Later it comprised two schools of jurisprudence and became the madrasa thund'Yyya or "double madrasa". This 
was followed by the triple and quadruple madrasa for all four schools of jurisprudence. 

2 We see nowadays new mosques in which the prayer area is designed with an octagonal or circular plan, for 
reasons of individuality and novelty. Such plans are discordant with the row configuration. Also, such plans are 
non-directional, the circle expressing chaos, as far as direction is concerned, as the eye goes from one point to 
the other round the circumference without conceiving where it starts and where it ends. Such designs are found 
to have had no precedents in all the traditional Islamic models, for these obvious reasons. 
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F gure 8.16 our vs. NfwWQk mean a, nudes teas the use of the Dome and K, , uen«s teas q la oc kw,. 

On the other hand, the more conservative form of the square was never used before 

the later eighteenth-century Ottoman models. Because of their reliance on Byzantine domed 

models, the praying hall had to start with a square. The reason for not having seen prototypes 

of the square in the design of prayer halls before that period, is that it is non directional. In 

a square space the four sides are equally expressed by their equal sides, and secondly, by 

having a pointed dome in a central position (although expressing contact with the sky as will 

be discussed in section 8.7) shifts the focal orientation of the internal space away from 

Makkah towards the centre of the space. That is why we find that in the earlier medieval 

mosques, mu'allims dealt with the dome in a different manner by shifting it from the 

geometrical centre of the praying area towards the gibla above the mihräb to express 

verticality at that particular point where the horizontal axis symbolizing the Ka'ba meets the 

vertical axis pointing at the Heavens. (Fig. 8.16) 

Going back to what constitutes a prayer riwaq in a hypostyle mosque, we find it to 
be the pillar. When we compare the notion of a pillar to that of an iwdn, we find that the 
former is static as opposed to the upward dynamic movement of the later. But in the domain 

of the static, the pillar is dynamic in virtue of the tenseness of its architectural function. The 

pillar, by its upward thrust counteracts gravity which corresponds to the natural forces of 

Imaginary Ottoman 
model 
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nature. Stone is by nature inert and heavy, but through the hands of the architect it may be 

inspired with a heavenward inclination by applying to it decorative attributes that suggest 

verticality (such as vertical tapering for example). The verticality of the pillar recalls the Sufi 

notion of the creation of man which is mentioned in the Qur'an to be: "in the fairest 

uprightness"'. In Safi terms, it is this uprightness (outwardly prolonged in man's vertical 

stance), which marks him, and him alone, as the mediator between Heaven and earth, a 

function manifestly symbolized in a building by that which mediates between the roof and 

floor. The pillar can he seen by its verticality to symbolize an image of uprising, vigilance 

and alertness. According to Martin Lings, the likeness of the pillar to the number one makes 

him see it as an expression of the qualitative aspect of that number representing the Absolute, 

he says: "it is thus, the inner act of affirmation. " 

This argument is true 

even in prayer halls consisting of 

a "forest" of pillars, (Fig. 8.17) 

in the same manner that we 

argued in Chapter Seven the 

presence of numerous meta- 

physical centres as opposed to the 

one ritual Centre (the Ka'ba). 

Apart from that, collectively, the 

repetition of the pillars can be 
Figure 8.17 The columns in the xpuce of the Mosque of gi-N"r M1tuh nMn d, cyn 

explained as the repetition of the 
be interpreted an a con4rnt invot-alion of the Divine Name "Allah". 

Shahadah (Affirmation of Faith), which without being uttered again and again, has no 

duration in time. We have to remember that the dhikr of the Süfis is nothing but a way to 

constantly remember God. It is by uttering His Name time and time again that the Sufi 

becomes overtaken by the Divine Presence. 

In more general terms, the pillared hall reflects Islamic values and rituals. It recalls 

the equality of mankind2 in the eyes of God - it is only by being more virtuous that one is 

As mentioned above, the Sufis relied heavily on their interpretation of this verse of the Qur'dn: 95/4. 

2 Equality but not similarity. In Islam there is a very big difference between these two terms. 
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"better" than ones fellow'. By the nature by which it is ordered and divided into equal 

rectangles or squares in a manner that does not differentiate any position from another (by 

visual signals for example such as a dome over a particular space in the mosque or an 

elevated area above another ... etc. ) it expresses the "democracy" of Islam. Furthermore, the 

use of pillars also eases the formation of straight lines which are a prerequisite to prayer. The 

imam of a mosque, before every prayer says: "Make straight lines. Making straight lines 

(order) is part of the completion (perfection, "tamam ") of prayer. " 

8.6 THE PRAYER NICHE (MIHRAB) 

As we saw in Chapter Four, the most important rite in Islam is that of gibla 

orientation. Orientation, is towards the Ka'ba in Makkah - the centre - to which one orients 

one's daily prayers. In Chapter Seven, we saw that according to Süfi thought, the q1bla is not 

only related to the physical Ka'ba but has several layers of understanding related to it. As we 

saw earlier, in Ibn `Arabi's treatise the "Risalet al-Ahadiyyah", he claims that the q1bla is 

fivefold: the first is the mil'iräb of a mosque, the second is the Ka'ba, the third is the 

Frequented House (al-Bayt al-Ma'mar), the fourth is the Throne, and the fifth is the 

Footstool. Ibn 'Arabi further explains that the mihrdb is the q1bla of the soul, the Ka'ba is 

the q1bla of intention, the Frequented House is the q1bla of understanding, the Throne is the 

qibla of the heart, and the Footstool is the q1bla of the intellect. ' This shows to what extent 

traditional elements in Islam were looked upon as a series of hierarchical levels (or states 
"magamat"). 

The Divine announcement of the turning towards a specific direction was made in the 

Qur'an: "We have seen the turning of your face toward Heaven (for guidance 0 Muhammad). 

And now We will make you turn toward a gibla which shall please you. So turn your face 

toward the Sanctified Mosque, and ye (0 Muslims), wheresoever you may be, turn your faces 

toward it. "3 

1 The Prophetic hadßh says: "He who is better is the most virtuous. " 

2 Ibn 'Arabi, Inshd' al-Dawa'ir wal-Jadawil, Manuscript ä 123, vol. 1, Asad National Library, Damascus, 
p. 18. 

3 Qur'än: 2/144. 
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The qibla is the focal point 

or centre in relation to which the 

community is balanced. To grasp this 

extremely subtle idea, it helps to 

think of Islam as an immense wheel 

with Makkah at its heart and which 

rotates on this city as axis. The 

spokes of this wheel radiate outward 

to all corners of the earth and 

whenever the canonical hours of 

prayer fall in any country, the 

Muslims of that place must turn 

toward its magnetic cynosure. (Fig. 

8.18) That is why the most important 

wall in a mosque is that of the qibla 

demarcated by the mihrab. 

The word "mihrab" occurs more than once in the Qur'an and means chamber for 

prayer and praise of God; it appears in relation to figures from the Judeo-Christian tradition: 

... Every time that he (Zakariya) entered the chamber (mihräb) to see her 

(Mariam), he found her supplied with sustenance ... 
' 

While he was standing in prayer in the chamber (mihräb), the Angels called 
unto him: "God doth give thee glad tidings of Yahya, witnessing the truth 

of a Word from God, ... 
' 

So Zakariya came out to his people from his chamber (mihrab): He told 
them by signs to celebrate God's praises in the morning and evening. ' 

Has the story of the disputants reached thee (David)? Behold, they climbed 
over the wall of the private chamber (mihräb). ' 

Qur'än: 3/37. 

2 Qur'än: 3/39. 

3 Qur'än: 19/11. 

1 Qur'an: 38/21. 

LIguiv o. io n 14U1 cei ury raronaFmc I nanummpc nowug me waflo 

divided Into 12 sectors radioüng from the Ka'ba. (Manuurfpt : DM 637, Egyptian 

National Library. ) 
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Historically speaking, the mihrab was not introduced as an element of mosque design 

until well after the death of the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him). In 707-709 A. D., 

`Umar Ibn `Abd al-`AzTz the Ummayyad Caliph, rebuilt the Prophet's Mosque in Madina by 

commissioning Coptic Egyptian architects. ' These craftsmen reproduced at Madina a niche 

in the gibla wall not in the form of an altar but of an empty mihrab. A few years later, in 

710-712 A. D., the Mosque of `Amr in Fusiät - the first mosque erected in Egypt - was 

rebuilt with a mihrdb. Ever since, this acquired element has been a standard feature of 

mosque architecture. Indeed the alignment of the mthräb with the central axis of the building, 

forms the constant unifying factor in religious architecture; the eye is led to the culmination 

at the far end of the prayer hall to the mihrdb. No matter how complex the architectural 

organisation, whether we are dealing with the most elaborate mihrab of a state mosque or a 

simple recess in a mud-brick mosque of a Nilotic village, its articulation is invariably the 

same. 

The mifirab in a mosque is the place where the imam stands and performs the daily 

prayers. The niche reflects his recitations of the Divine Word to the congregation, who then 

follow him. The Divine words which reverberate from the mil räb are symbols of the 

Presence of God. That is the reason why Titus Burckhardt says that the primary function of 

the mihräb is acoustic?. He says that it is a device which echoes the words directed towards 

it. Traditionally, a lamp was hung from it, this lamp recalls the "niche of light" of which it 

is said in the Qur'an: "God is the Light of the Heavens and of the earth. His Light is like a 

niche in which there is a lamp; the lamp is in a glass, which is like a shining star... "3 

The mthräb's relation to the verse of Light should not be slighted, as it is especially 

relevant to our discussion of inward depth seen by the degrees of brightness depicted in the 

Qur'änic verse (quoted above) increasing in proportion to its interiority, first the niche, then 

the glass, then the oil, then the flame (the inwarder the brighter). That is why light is 

important when dealing with medieval Islamic architecture, where it unifies the different parts 

of the building in a hierarchy of depth. 

James Dickie, "The Development of the Mosque Form in relation to the needs of the Muslim Liturgy: With 
a special reference to Mosque Architecture in Egypt", The Islamic Review, Woking, Sept: Oct. 1965, p. 14. 

2 Titus Burckhardt, Sacred Art in East and West: Principles and Methods, Perennial Books, 1967, Pp. 117-118. 

3 Qur'In: 24/35. 
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Figure 8.19 The mibröb, the focus or the gib(a wall. (Ilic Khaagah or öaybars d-Jishankir). 

Al-Ghazzali, writes in the chapter entitled "Secrets of Prayer" in his "1hya' `Ulüm al- 

DCn": "... if the worshipper cannot attain the Ka'ba in Makkah with his body, he can reach 

it with his soul through this niche. "' In this way, the mihräb appears in some mosques to be 

like an "opening" in the otherwise unpunctured qibla walls. More generally speaking, it is 

likewise evident that in every mosque, the walls are a barrier to the outer world, whereas the 

niche is an opening to the inner world of the Hereafter. (Fig. 8.19) 

Upon looking at the form of the mihräb we find that it is usually a semi-circular niche 

covered by half a dome2. The dome's privilege as a remarkably apt vehicle for symbolism 

is shared by the mihräb. The dome as we will see, rests effortlessly on the structure. The 

primary significance of the prayer niche is to give worshippers their orientation: it demands 

that they turn their faces towards the All-Merciful and it shows them how to turn. The words 

"turning towards" is an intensely loaded phrase which is an essential aspect of this place. 

Frithjof Schuon rightly puts it as the place where "the melting of the heart in the heat of the 

Divine, " and where the "opening of mercy" occurs. ' Orientation always implies an activity, 

a turning towards Heaven in order to be attracted by Heaven; and the inviting nature of the 

niche's roundly recessed hollow is a symbol of this Heavenly attraction. 

op cit. al-Ghazzäli, LhyV, 1982, Chapter IV "Secrets of Prayer", p. 157. 

2 This niche reminds us of the recesses in Pharaonic tombs in doors wrongly named "false doors". Falsehood 
cannot be associated with religion. The Pharaonic term is, "the threshold of eternity", for the soul to pass through. 

3 Frithjof Schuon, Stations of Wisdom, trans. G. E. Palmer, Bedfont, Middlesex, Perennial Books, second 
edition, 1961, p. 150. 
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The mi/irdb has a quality of movement because it is the domain of the movements of 

the ritual prayer which signify a gradual "melting of the heart" until, in the prostration, the 

body, and with it the soul, finally "pours" itself out as it were, in the direction of Makkah. 

When the Fatiflah is uttered in the Islamic ritual prayer in which the Muslim says: "guide us 

upon the Straight Path"' and the Arabic word for straight is mustagom, we find that the word 

mustagon does not suggest whether this directness is horizontal or vertical. The exoteric 

meaning of this word in that context is a horizontal path that Muslims shall walk upon, but 

esoterically it is interpreted as the vertical ascending path. There is however, no contradiction 
between this and the orientation, which points not simply from place to place on the same 

level but from periphery to centre - i. e., religious building to Ka'ba. In other words, it 

interiorizes; and interiority implicitly places us on the vertical axis (since the Ka'ba itself is 

the point of intersection on the vertical axis). Therefore, in Sufi terms, prostration in or 

towards the mihräb is the symbol of an inner movement towards the heart (the centre of man) 

which is the only way to the transcendant. 

It should be remembered in this connection that there is not only a certain symbolic 

equivalence between inwardness, centrality, and depth, but also between interiority and 
height, for they all imply transcendence. We saw in Chapter Two that in Süfi belief, the 
Heart is the gateway to the Spirit, which is hierarchically "above" the Heart; yet it is 

nonetheless true to say that access to the Spirit lies "in the depth" of the heart. In a parallel 

way, the sky is the great symbol of God's Kingdom; but according to the Süfis, this Kingdom 

is within every one of us. The equivalences in question spring from the antinomy that the 
Absolute is both All-Encompasser and Centre from which all radiates. 

We have noted above, that in no religion is orientation more stressed than in Islam, 
it might therefore seem a paradox at first sight that there is, in the mosque, no architectural 
"movement" or "flow" from entrance to miJirdb. The reason is that primarily, the mihrdb is 

not an end in itself; it serves to indicate the direction towards something which is a certain 
distance, and although that object, the Ka'ba, is often named "the House of God" (Bayt 
Allah), this must not be understood as a localisation of the Divinity. God says in the Qur'An: 

I Qur'än: 1/6. 

I See Ibn `Arab-'s views on the symbolism of centre and circumference of a circle in chapter 7.3. Similar ideas in op cit. Martin Lings, 1991, p. 121. 
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"Wherever ye turn, there is the Face of God. Verily God is Vast, All-Knowing. "1 Also 

dominant in a similar sense are two verses that were addressed to the Prophet (peace and 
blessings be upon him): "If My slaves ask thee of Me, say I am Near. I answer the prayer of 

the worshipper when he prayeth, "2 and "We (Allah) are nearer to him (man) than his jugular 

vein. "' These verses are amongst the main cornerstones on which Sufi thought is based. This 

revealed expression of the Divine Omnipresence is what dominates traditional medieval 

architecture and accounts for instance the absence in the mosque of anything equivalent to the 

nave of a church. Surely, because the nave in Islam is the prayer itself, that which guides to 

the Straight Path. 

Such verses help to explain why upon entering a medieval religious building one finds 

emptiness; it is the idea of this space being the receptacle for the Divine Omnipresence. This 

is also what explains the absence of any tension between Heaven and earth in Islam. It is by 

its immobility that the atmosphere of a mosque, madrasa, or khanqah is distinguished from 

all things that are transitory. One can hardly fail to be aware of the conformity between such 

a setting and the hands of a kfi in supplication, "contained" within a mihräb, which are held 

in a position of passive receptivity with palms open and upward like those of a beggar (for 
he is "poor" in his love for God "faqir ila Allah") hoping to have his supplications answered. 

8.7 THE DOME (QUBBAH) 

Throughout the medieval Islamic period, domes have been connected to the different 
types of traditional buildings. For example, high domes crowned audience halls of early 
Muslim Caliphs consistently. Mu'Awiya, the Umayyad Caliph, erected a residence adjacent 
to the Mosque of Damascus which was known as the qubbat al-khac)ra M (mistranslated as 
the "green dome"). Likewise, according to Ibn `Asäkirs, al-Walid's palace in northern Syria 

1 Qur'än: 2/115. 

2 Qur'än: 2/186. 

3 Qur'än: 50/16. 

4K. A. C. Creswell, A Short Account of Early Muslim Architecture, Lebanon Bookshops, Beirut, 1958, second edition, p. 90. 

s Ibn 'Asäkir quoted by Oleg Grabar, "al-Mushatta, Baghdad, and al-Wasit", The World of Islam: Studies in Honour of P. K. Hitti, ed. R. B. Winder, London, 1959, p. 106 
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had a qubbat al-kha ira' over its audience hall. The centre of the famous round city of 

Baghdad mentioned in Chapter Seven, had an audience chamber roofed by a dome, this room 

was surmounted by another audience hall crowned by yet another dome, a qubbat al-khacIrd', 

and was crowned by a weather vane in the shape of a horseman'. 

We have seen in Chapters Five and Seven that the term qubbat al-khaclra' has been 

translated by historians for a long time as the "green dome" because in Arabic the colour 

green is akhdar. What validated this translation to contemporary Islamic art-historians, is that 

medieval domes were covered with copper which turned green with time, and hence the 

association. That is why art-historians have explained the consistent desire of medieval 

patrons to build domes covered with green faience as a representation of power and authority 

(relating these domes to the earlier mentioned audience halls). Actually, we have seen in the 

last chapter that the Arabic term "akhclar" had many other meanings in medieval times, 

basically it referred to the sky (samd' as defined in Ibn Mandhür's "Lisan al-'Arab"). Also, 

by consulting Edward William Lane's Lexicon which relies on Täj al-`Ards, Z we find that 

the meaning of qubbat al-khadra' is "the Dome of Heaven". The expression here refers to 

a celestial dome rather than a coloured one, a far more convincing interpretation. Actually 

it is enough to return to the following fiadtths that were compiled by al-Suyüti, in his treatise 

on Islamic cosmology to acknowledge that the dome in Islam referred to the Heavens: 

Ibn Abt Hütim quotes the following saying of the Prophet (peace and 

blessings be upon him) from Jubayr Ibn Mal 'am: "God is seated on His 

Throne, His Throne stands on His Heavens, and His Heavens are on His 

earth like this! And he indicated with his finger the likeness of a dome. 11 

Ibn Abi Hätrm quotes al-Qäsim Ibn Abi Baca as saying: "Heaven is not 

quadrangular, but it is vaulted. To the humans it appears green. 11 

The 'Abbasids considered the horseman on the dome as an omen, as well as a convenient metaphor for the 
Caliph's power and authority. When it was seen to point to a certain direction, the Caliph knew that rebels would 
be coming from that direction, (i. e., like a weather vane he should predict trouble before it "blew" in). 
Consequently the fall of this qubbat al-khad'rd' and the horseman was an omen for the fall of the empire. This 
is a typical attitude in comparison to the toppling of the minaret of the madrasa of the Sufän Hassan which 
heralded the end of his reign in the Bahn Mamlük period. 

z Edward William Lane quoting "Taj al-'Ards", an 18th C. dictionary in: An Arabic-English Lexicon, 
Edinburgh, 1863-93, p. 756, under the root "khudr". 
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From Iyyäs Ibn Mu`äwiya he relates this saying: "This heaven is vaulted 

over the earth like a dome. 11 

Ibn Abi Hätim quotes al-Suddi as giving the following explanation of God's 

word 'Heaven an edifice' (wal Samä'a Banäha): "The edifice of Heaven 

spans over the earth like a dome-structure; it is a roof over the earth. " And 

Ibn Jarir following the tradition from Ibn Mas`üd cites: "A roof over the 

earth like a dome-structure. "l 

This celestial quality can be seen explicitly in the decoration of many domical 

structures starting with the bath complex (hammäm) of Qu§ayr `Amra in Jordan which has 

a da'irat al-falak (zodiacal circle) painted on the ceiling2. In several other baths, the hot 

rooms are domed with pierced openings which resemble stars and recall this expression of 

the celestial sphere on the surface of the dome (such as in the Mamink houses of al-Seliiml 

in Cairo, and in the Damascene bath in Qasr al-`Adham). It is interesting to see how Jonathan 

Bloom, the contemporary Islamic art-historian criticizes such domes: 

The painter copied his model (the celestial dome) with little understanding; 

the building's interior decorator displayed a somewhat bizarre or overly 

eager imagination when he used celestial imagery over a medieval hot tub' 

Not realizing the relation between water and the Heavens` and the transcendant 

vertical axis connecting the process of Creation to the Divine cosmos, he failed to see the 

connection. Also, a typical misconception made by art-historians regarding traditional art, is 

the resort to abstracted images as opposed to realistic ones. To copy the real celestial dome 

would have been considered a presumptuous and even blasphemous act on behalf of the 

craftsman - he would be considered to be vying with the Mulawwir of the Universe - while 

on the other hand, when abstracting from nature, he produced a symbol of what he had 

These four /iadtths are cited in op cit. al-Suyüii (15th C. ), trans. by A. Heinen, 1982, p. 141. 

' Another example of a qubbat al-khadra' is the dome of the Khirbat al-Mafjar. 

3 Jonathan Bloom, Minaret: Symbol of Islam, VII, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1989, p. 69. 

Mentioned above in relation to the courtyard and water fountain. 
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wanted to indicate to, thus, delivering the message'. There is a vast difference between a 

modern quantitative depiction, and a traditional symbolic depiction of the Heavens. 

In any case, within the Islamic tradition the dome provided a symbol of the dome of 

the Heavens, which is fundamental in medieval Islamic cosmology. The circle symbolizing 

multiplicity and unity corresponds to the circumference and the centre in that order. It would 
follow that by means of symbolic transfer, the Islamic attributes of centre, circle, and sphere 
inherent in the dome are fully realized. Apart from the foremost kfi correlation of the circle 

and sphere with Unity, is the idea of the "Spirit, " which at once surrounds and pervades all 

being, much as the dome encompasses its enclosed space, and the vault of the sky 

encompasses all Creation. The passage of this Spirit from the apex of the pointed dome to the 

circumference of the circle, is viewed as taking the viewer from Unity into multiplicity. 

We have discussed how there are two worlds which are being constantly corresponded 
by the traditional mu'allim: the terrestrial or earthly world, and the celestial or heavenly one. 
Traditionally, these two reflect on one another. In order to attain the path from earthly to 

heavenly one has to pass through an intermediary world, one that is transitional bridging the 

earth with the Heavens. In the case of the dome, this transition is represented by the octagon 
transforming the square to the circle of the dome. 

In speaking of his Night Journey to Heaven (Mi `räj)Z, the Prophet (peace and 
blessings be upon him) described an immense Mother-of-Pearl dome (Durriy) resting on four 

corner pillars, on which were written the four parts of the Qur'änic formula: "In the name - 
of God - the Compassionate - the Mercijül", and from which flowed four Rivers of Beatitude 
(mentioned earlier): one of Water, one of Milk, one of Honey and one of Wine. Al-Suyüf 

quotes the following hadtths of the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) in relation to 
these four pillars, and the four rivers: 

Aba al-Shaykh quotes liammäd as saying: "God created the Throne ... and 
he added four pillars of red sapphire ... 11-' 

See argument in Chapter Seven, section 7.1. 

2 This relates to the Sufi version of the Ascent and not the one cited in Saiiti al-Bukhari. 
3 op cit. al-Suyüti (15th C. ), trans. by A. Heinen, 1982, p. 132. 
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Al-Ithrith Ibn Abi Uskma, in his "Musnad ", and al-Baygatt in "al-Ba `th" 

mention the following of Ka'b al-Ahbär: "The river Nile is the river of 

Honey in Paradise; the river Tigris corresponds to the river of Milk in 

Paradise; the river Euphrates to the river of Wine in Paradise; and the river 

Sayhän is the river of Water in Paradise. I" 

These hadtths represent the spiritual model of every domed structure. The Sufis 

applied ta'wtl and symbolized "the Mother-of-Pearl" to the Spirit (al-Ruh), the dome of which 

encloses the whole creation. The universal Spirit, which was created before all other 

creatures, is also the Divine Throne (al-`Arsh al-Muhtf) on the Seat or Footstool (Kurst) 

which encompasses all things. But from another tradition cited by al-Suyuii, we find that: 

"The Footstool is (that part) of the Throne that is between the Throne and the seventh 

Heaven. "2 And God says that the Footstool (Kurst) is as "... vast as the Heavens and the 

earths, "' then it follows that the symbol of the Throne which is much larger than the 

Footstool must be the indivisible space extending beyond the seventh Heaven. 

While in Sufism, the dome represents the universal Spirit, the octagonal drum that 

supports it symbolizes the eight Angels or the eight rows of Angels, more known as the 

Bearers of the Throne (F7amalat al-'Arsh), who in their turn correspond to the eight winds 
(mentioned in Chapter Seven in relation to the sides and corners of the Ka'ba): 

Abü 'Ubayd, Ibn Abi Hätim, Ibn al-Mundhir, Ibn Abi al-Dunya and Abu 

al-Shaykh mention the following statement of Ibn 'Amr: "There are eight 

winds; four of them are a blessing, and four of them are a punishment. As 

to the blessing, they are: Al-Nä. irät, Al-Mubaglirät, Al-Mursalät, Al- 

Dhäriy&. And as to the punishment, they are Al-'Agim and Al-Sarsar 

(these two being on land) Al-'ÄSif and AI-Qäsif (these two on the ocean). I 

ibid., p. 174. 

2 Al-Suyü[i who quotes Ibn Jarir, on the authority of al-Dahhäk, reports that al-Hassan (may God be pleased 
with him). ibid., p. 133. 

3 Qur'än: 2/255. 

4 op cit. al-Suyüii (15th C. ), trans. by A. Heinen, 1982, p. 157. 
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The cubical part of a domed space then represents, the earth, with the four corner 

pillars (arkan) as its elements. An octagonal zone of transition reflects the connection between 

earth and Heaven which is none other than the eight-sided Throne and Footstool which are 

related to the eight winds. This zone of transition connects the earthly cubical part to the 

heavenly sphere. Such a built form, as a whole, expresses equilibrium, the reflection of the 

Divine Unity in the cosmic order. Thus, the concentric plan of a mausoleum, formed of a 

cube, octagonal zone of transition and ending in a pointed dome, can be seen effectively as 

a spiritual centre of the world. This is based on the externalization of the vertically aligned 

cosmological model starting with the earth, passing through the seven Heavens, to the Throne 

and reaching the One at the summit (which also explains why medieval domes are not semi- 

circular). (Figs. 8.20 & 8.21) 

Ayyubid Mausoleum of ýaldh al-Din, Damascus. or Sultan al-Clniri, Cairo. (Phdo: Tknothy Keating). 

Lightness and ascension of medieval domes are accentuated by sculpturing their outer 

surface either by radiating tapering ribs, or by foliage and geometrical patterns (more so in 

the Circassian Mamlük period'). In the first case, the ribs are chosen for their vertical 

suggestion pointing upwards to the sky. (Fig. 8.22) As for the foliage, the surface is carved 
in interlacing and geometrical patterns expressing growth upwards. (Fig. 8.23) The Qur'dn 
frequently reminds us that plants and trees are considered to he one of the signs (äyat) of the 

' See Christel Kessler, The Carved Masonry Domes of Medieval Cairo, AARP, The American University in 
Cairo Press, Cairo, June 1976. 

U igure 8.2 1 Interior of the ('irca+, ian N1: anluk NtauMdeuUn 
Figure 8.20 '11w id rnal lran. funnalion in the 
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Creator. These signs are manifested in their growth from seeds (that appear dead) to produce 

full-grown plants producing fruit and further seeds. It is also the symbol of the will to grow, 

shooting up against gravity, thus promoting the sensation of ascension. 

Figure 8.23 Inlcria ing star laid foliage pyüarnti 

expre verticality quid inllnity. (Photo: Timt by Keeling). 

It is thus clear, that the exoteric historical explanation of the Muslim medieval pointed 

dome falls short of producing an understanding as that which we have arrived to (by including 

esoteric interpretations) through the adoption of the traditionalist approach. In light of these 

findings we can approach the analysis of Mamlük mausoleum chambers in Chapter Nine, 

without worrying too much on stylistic issues. 

8.8 THE CRESTINGS (SHARAFAT OR `ARA YIS AL-SAMA') 

To help connect earth with sky in medieval religious architecture, the traditional 
builders crowned the walls with crestings which grip the sky (both in the external as well as 
the internal facades). These crestings have solid parts which are a replica of the empty spaces 
lying between them: the voids representing the sky and the inverted mirror solid parts 
representing earth; esoterically, this could be seen as soul and body. The idea of the positive 
image and the exact replica of the void, reminds us of the union of the earthly material with 

Figure 8.22 RdA, c I doing' ui Lllc of ai- 

Suk Wyyah, Cairo. (Photo: Timothy Keading). 
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the Heavenly spiritual to achieve the balance of traditional man and his artifacts which are 

formed of qualitative and quantitative dimensions, and symbolizes the Sufi's quest to fill his 

soul with the Spirit which he pursues by his spiritual ascent to commune with God and thus 

achieve Unity. ' 

Crestings used in medieval religious 

architecture are either in the shape of 

geometrical crenellations or of trefoil 

shapes. Geometrical crenellations are either 

plain, or decorated triangles pointing to the 

sky and recall the attributes of the triangle 

that seeped into the Islamic culture (based 

on Platonic symbols). The use of the trefoil 

form had a symbolic meaning as well, it is 

a bud that has two opened petals out of 

which a vertical calix points upwards to the 

TREFOIL CRESTINGS 

GEOMETRICAL CRENELLATIONS 

sky (and hence, attributed to the Heavens); Figure 8.24 Typt% or crodings in Mcdievgl religious buildings. 

at the same time, it recalls the significance of plant motifs which have esoteric connotations 

(as discussed in section 8.7). (Fig. 8.24) 

Figure 8.25 Ille cnettingk of the . 
Nluxlur of Ibn Tulfm, Cairo. 

By means of these crestings, the traditional Muslim architect realized the idea of earth 
joining the sky throughout the length of the walls despite their horizontality. By this 
interpretation of mass and void at the individual scale of each cresting he symbolized contact 

See Chapter Two. 
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between earth and sky at the individual level. In their being set in a row they symbolize the 

idea of equality of all mankind, illustrating the I adah which says: "To God all believers are 

equal like the teeth of a comb. " This connection can best be seen in the medieval Mosque of 

Ibn Tnlnn in Cairo, where these crestings are in the actual form of men in a row. (Fig. 8.25) 

In colloquial Arabic in Egypt, the crestings are called `arayis al-sama' (brides of the 

sky). Hassan Fathi in a tour of Mamlük religious buildings explained that "brides" were 

usually associated with the notion of happiness. He went on to explain that the source of this 

happiness was that of the worshippers having achieved union with the Heavens, (i. e., to have 

reached Unity). 

8.9 THE MINARET (MANARA, or MI'DHANA) 

By examining the terms used for the minaret, we find that "mandra" and "mi'dhana" 

are the most commonly used. Manara literally means the place of fire or light (a lighthouse), 

while mi'dhana means the place where the ädhän (call to prayer) takes place. Exoterically, 

we have seen in Chapter Five that art-historians have explained the minaret as a "landmark" 

or "guide-post", thus, marking the congregational mosque. Because only congregational 

mosques had minarets, it came to distinguish the "masjid al -jam! '" in which Friday prayers 

were held from the "masjid" which had no khulbah (Friday sermon). 

It is true that the most prominent external feature of Islamic religious buildings is the 

minaret. Unlike the dome, it is linked to a utilitarian function without which the mosque could 

not properly fulfil its purpose. Functionally, the minaret is intended for the use of the 

mu'adhdhin (he who calls the prayer) as he summons people to fulfil this duty. The adhan 

was instituted by the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) in the second year A. H. 

Even in the days of the Prophet it was necessary for Biläl - the first mu'adhdhin of Islam - 
to climb to a neighbouring rooftop to be heard. This was then changed to the construction of 

an element - said to be mobile and traditionally circular' - which was the forerunner of the 

minaret. 

P. 10 
t. See Doris Behrens-Abouseif, The Minarets of Cairo, The American University in Cairo Press, Cairo, 1985, 
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Apart from prayer, the minaret is linked to two more of the five pillars of Islam: the 

duty of Shahdda (Proclamation of Faith) and the duty of fasting during the month of 

Ramadan. Several times a day it broadcasts the Shahada to bear witness: "There is no god 

but Allah, and that Muhammad is the Prophet of Allah"; while in Ramadan, until the advent 

of the nineteenth-century, a lantern attached to the top of the minaret used to announce (by 

its extinction) that time had come again to start the day's fast. Actually, the Qdhan not only 

called people to prayer, and represented the new liturgical time of Islam, but also expressed 

the presence of Islam in a given locality. Other uses of the minaret are written in `Ali 

Mubärak's "al-Khi1at al-Jadrda al-Taw, ftgiyya li-Misr wal Qc2hira". He says that when an 

important religious man died, the mu'adhdhins of al-Azhar as well as other mosques used to 

repeat certain prayers from the minarets, so that the population would be informed about his 

death. Special recitations of the Qur'an during the month of Ramadan also used to take place 

at the minaret and were performed by the mu'adhdhin. ' The galleries (sometimes referred 

to as balconies) attached like rings to the minaret were built so that the mu'adhdhin could 

make his call from all sides (and thus be heard in all directions). 

Figure 8.26 The 7iyädo of the tidünkl Mosque 

whidi hm no Milli riin exph nation. 

Figure 8.27 The 
. sahn or the 'hülünid Mowyue showing piers, vAder 

fountain, and the spiral minaret (never used for the call to prayer). 

It is interesting to read al-Magrizi's report on the Egyptian's surprise when Ahmed 

Ibn Tülün built a minaret in his new mosque in 967-979 A. D. This suggests that the idea of 

a massive tower in a mosque was unfamiliar to them'. The present minaret of the mosque 
of Ihn Tülün has been much debated by modern historians, (including Creswell) who have 

unanimously agreed upon a theory that the whole mosque imitates that of the Great Mosque 

1 'Ali Mubärak quoted in ibid., p. 11. 

2 al-Magrizi, al-Mawa'idh wa! -1'! iblr hi-Dlhikr al-Khüai wal-Äther, Cairo, 1270 A. H., vol.?, Pp. 264-265. 
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at Sämarrä' and that the minaret was a spiral. Basically they laid their foundations on three 

points: first the matter of the ziyadas (external courts) surrounding the mosque on three sides 
(Fig. 8.26); secondly, the use of brick piers in favour of the usual use of columns; and 

thirdly, the form and siting of the minaret. (Fig. 8.27) 

By consulting medieval sources written by historians who were quite familiar with 
S marrä', we find no mention of such a theory. Instead we find that they explain these "un- 

local" features as the result of dreams and anecdotes that occurred to Ibn Tülün, the patron. 

Firstly he dreamt that God appeared to him in a neighbouring oratory, came near the mosque, 

and refused to enter it. According to al-Ya`qüb3 (a medieval historian contemporary to the 
tilünid period), the patron consulted the interpreters of dreams and they advised him to pull 

down the constructions around the mosque saying that he should let it stand alone'. He did 

so and the result was the form of the ziyada. Other medieval contemporary sources explain 

that the use of brick was a fire and flood precaution as it was frequent that such happenings 

devoured buildings in medieval times. Other medieval historians explained the use of these 

piers as a means of breaking from the pillar-system that the Christians used in their churches - 
this is rather unlikely because we have seen in Chapter Six that in MamlUk times, it was quite 

common to reuse elements from churches and Ancient Egyptian temples as building material 
for new projects. As for the minaret, al-Ya`qübi says that the builders asked Ibn tülün what 
he wanted it to look like. Ibn tülün's mind had wandered away and when he realized he had 

been inattentive, he looked at his hands and found that he had been toying with a piece of 

paper around his finger which formed a spiral. Consequently, to get out of the embarrassing 
situation, he ordered the minaret to look like the shape of the paper, which they did according 
to al-Ya`qübi. Even a century later, al-Mugaddisi, who was known to be a very observant 
witness, never mentioned any similarities between it and that of the Great Mosque at 
Samarra`. ' 

From this medieval historical evidence, if the patron and his mu`allimrn had intended 
contemporaries to relate to the ̀ Abbasid Sämarrä', then they had failed. The viewers and 

Ya'qüb Ibn Ja'far Ibn Wahb al-Ya'qübi al-'Abbäsi, Kitdh al-Bulddn, ed. M. J. de Goeje, Leiden, 1967, p. 371 
And Abli a1-Mahäsin quoted by al-Ya'gübi in Kiteb al-Buldan, trans. by Gaston Wiet as Les Pays, Cairo, 1937, 
p. 243 

2 op cit. al-Ya'gübi, ed, M. J. de Goeje, 1967, p. 371. 

3 See op cit. Jonathan Bloom, 1989, p. 128. 
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users were not aware of the referent. They just thought that it was strange, and thus invented 

stories about its forms. Intention and performance were clearly at odds. In any case, the spiral 

minaret had very little impact on Egyptian architecture' but it remained a landmark in the 

medieval city of Cairo. It should be noted that the spiral shape is an excellent form to 

externalize the notion of verticality and transcendence. 

The strange and surprising fact is that the ädhän was never mentioned to have been 

called from this minaret throughout the 1'ülünid period. Al-Magrizi says that it was called 

from the central Sabin dome of the fountain which had a sundial on its top by which the 

timekeeper (muwaqqit) used to establish the right hours for prayers (this dome no longer 

survives). After having been rebuilt according to another design by the Baliri Mamlük Suliän 

Lagen, al-MagrizT tells us that this new dome was again used for the call for prayer rather 

than the minaret. ' (Fig. 28) This clearly indicates that contrary to any historical study, the 

cause for building the minaret was not its utilitarian function. This is a very important point 

which deserves a lot of attention because it strongly suggests that the minaret must have been 

introduced for its symbolic value, and hence, re-affirms the validity of the traditionalist 

approach that has been adopted. 

In general, by examining the minaret, we find 

that it is that part of the building which reaches for the 

sky. The Prophet in several 1 adtths has been reported 

to say that during the call to prayer the Gates of 
Heaven (Abwdb al-Samä ) are open, and that prayers 
(du'ä) made at that time would not be rejected. The 

minaret, with its sacred Qur'Anic inscriptions, is thus 

a permanent bearer of worship heavenward. To make 
the minaret lead vision upwards, the architect used the Figure 8.28(a) r« t. r i.,,. tw m., 
inherent qualities of geometry in his design. Taking the berms W after rs divWom 
case of perceiving a vertical line, the eye follows its 

components from end to end, pointing upwards or downwards. However, when it is divided 
into sections, each one shorter than the other as we go upwards, then the eye moves by inertia 

' Only the now lost minaret of Sayf al-Dzn Tashtimur (d. 743 A. H., 1343 A. D. ) is said to have been spiral. 
2 op cit. al-Magnzi, Khital. 1270 A. H., vol. 2, p. 268. 
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from the longer sections to the shorter, following 

up the direction giving the least resistance. (Fig. 

8.28a) If these sections were shortened using a 

harmonic system of proportioning, then we shall 

have specified a harmonious movement upwards. 

Taking two vertical lines instead of one, upon 

placing these two lines at an angle, the eye follows 

them in the direction of their meeting point. 

Dividing such a figure pointing upwards by 

horizontal lines into sections that are shortened as 

we go upwards, the vertical acceleration will have dives into sectlom to speed th°'eFtW eff°d- 

been increased. (Fig. 8.28b) 

Examining the architecture of the minaret, we shall find these principles underlying 

its design. Most minarets are divided into sections by means of balconies for the mu'adhdhin, 

with the same rhythmical shortening, and the tapering effect is produced by reducing the size 

of each section, as we go upwards (see Fig. 8.28(b)). 

tradit{ona0y wen me the rymbd of tranuandrnce. 

This effect is often accentuated by transforming the 

shape of these sections successively from the square to 

the octagon, to the eight-pillared pavilion, to the cylinder 

as we go upwards, thus adding to the acceleration'. 

These geometrical qualities together with the 

architectural and decorative features as applied to the 

design of the minaret, were intended to convey: the 

earthly (square) meeting the Heavenly (circle) through 

the intermediary world of the Divine Throne (octagon) 

carried by eight Angels (eight-pillared pavilion), in a 

manner similar to that discussed when dealing with the 

symbolism of the dome. This explains the form of the 
Cairene Minaret in terms other than of style. (Fig. 8.29) 

' In Egypt, aside from anomalous early examples of the talünid and Fatimid periods, the typical minaret had 
a square shaft supporting a finial dome resting on an octagon, each storey separated by stalactite cornices. In time, 
the square shaft became longer and the dome more elaborate. In the Bahri Mamlük period, the two upper storeys 
underwent a marked elongation creating the triple storey type; but nevertheless retaining the same geometrical transformation. 

rigure O. LOtD) Two . anted wem. ar 

r figure a. hY no m(nard wkh r, .e tww, r 
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Aspiration towards the Divine is thus expressed in mosque architecture by the minaret 

shooting up above the building in contrast with the horizontality of the facade. As mentioned 

earlier, the crestings symbolize earth meeting the sky at the individual level, the minaret on 

the other hand, symbolizes this contact at the communal level. Esoterically, the incorporation 

of the minaret into the Islamic tradition archetypically, reflects man's ontological axis, the 

vertical and transcendent dimension which provides a spiritual depth to man's otherwise 

"horizontal" material existence. It represents man who alone among God's creations stands 

upright on the earth. Thus, the vertical shape of the minaret serves as a landmark 

exoterically, while carrying within it its esoteric meanings. 

Like the pillar, the minaret stands upright as the number "one" representing the Ahad 

the Supreme Name, the Divine Oneness; but, unlike the pillar, it has no weight to carry. It 

remains a purely static and objective affirmation of Truth - objective because its function is 

to be a clear object of sight from far and wide, a symbol of the Evident (Al)hähir). Its 

function is also, and above all, to be a clear object of hearing, for it is ritually the place of 

the call to prayer. This summons, in which the words "come to the prayer" are pronounced, 

consists mainly of affirmations of the Transcendent Oneness of God the "La h aha lila Allah" 

and of His Transcendent Greatness "Alldhu Akbar"; and in virtue of its height, by which it 

far transcends the rest of the building, the minaret is itself the very image of transcendence. 

Moreover it is free from multiplicity, for even if a mosque has more than one minaret, only 

one is needed (as was discussed previously when dealing with the pillar). Its formal 

symbolism of Oneness is thus confirmed from both angles. 

8.10 THE STALACTITES (MUQARNAS) 

In practice, the mugarnaS (described by the very approximate term of "stalactites") 

consists of items which are carved according to a certain number of models and which can 
be variously assembled. The ways they are used vary according to the profile of their arches 
and the degree of concavity of their semi-domes. Titus Burckhardt attributes the success and 
spread of the use of the mugarnaS throughout the Islamic tradition to the fact that it permits 
space to be articulated in both a geometrical and rhythmic manner. We saw in Chapter Five 
that stalactites were one of the tools which Mamlük craftsmen excelled in. There is not a 
MamlUk religious building that does not make use of stalactites whether in its portal or dome. 
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The mugarnaS obviously permits the clear articulation of the change of planes in the 

case of the portal (from recess to facade plane), and in the transition between the circular part 

of a dome and its square base. It was for this same purpose, that the Romans employed the 

pendentive, which provides a continuous and as it were, smooth transition between the semi- 

circular dome and the right angle of the base. From the geometrical point of view, the dome 

and the pendentive belong to two spheres of different sizes and the transition from one to the 

other suggests a change of profile which the eye hardly perceives. This is the reason why the 

pendentives did not satisfy the needs of the traditional Muslim architect who was looking for 

geometrical identification of form and rhythmic articulation. As for construction with corner 

squinches, that was no more satisfactory than the first, because it did not ensure all-round 

continuity (and thus unity) between the square base and the dome. 

Instead of a squinch mounted obliquely in the corner walls of a domed chamber, 

medieval craftsmen devised the stalactite system by which a number of honeycomb niches 

were brought together to create a gradual transition between the corner and the dome's 

circular base. Vertically, the niches mount one upon the other; horizontally they are joined 

together by their arrises. When these arrises are extended into space, they look rather like 

stalactites (and thus explain the mugarnas' translation). (Fig. 8.30) 

rigure is.. iU Linear and upwu use or the mugarmw uxd in the M1wnlük %Iau. soicwu of limo Sill yur SA '(11. (CIFI H" ii), 
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The synthesis of geometry and rhythm is surely to be found in the mugarnaS, a form 

which is not simply linear but spatial. As all the other elements that have been examined so 
far, the mugarna. has both outward and inward dimensions to its function. Art-historians 

explain these stalactites as structural supports to domes when the stylistic demands shifted 
from the use of squinches. Esoterically, in their repetition in hundreds and thousands along 

the cornice of a facade, or in the internal transition of a dome (instead of the octagon) the 

stalactites serve to embody the notion of multiplicity, limitlessness, and boundless infinity. 

They externalize the vastness of the creation of God, and the sheer size of the limitless 

cosmos. There are many hadiths of the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him), which 

have descriptions that are incalculable regarding their size and distance. For example al- 

Suyuti cites the following fiadtth narrated by Al-Tirmidhi, and Abü al-Shaykh quoting the 

tradition from AbU Hurayra: 

We were sitting with God's Messenger (peace and blessings be upon him) 

when a cloud passed over us. He said. 'Do you know what this is? ' They 

responded: ̀God and His Messenger know better. ' He explained: ̀ This is 

the one that covers, this is the one that waters the earth. God leads it to the 

people of a land who do not worship Him and who do not return thanks to 
Him. ' Do you know what is above that? ' They replied: `God and His 

Messenger know better. ' He said: `Above that there is an enclosed wave and 

a secured roof. And do you know what is above that? ' They answered: ̀God 

and His Messenger know better. ' He said: 'Above that there is a Heaven. 
Do you know what is above that? ' They replied: 'God and His Messenger 
know better. ' He said. `Above that there is another Heaven. Do you know 

what is between the two? ' They responded: `God and His Messenger know 
better. ' He said: 'Well, between the two there is a distance of 500 years. ' 
(And so he continued) until he had enumerated seven Heavens, the distance 
between each two Heavens being that of 500 years. Then he asked: 'Do you 
know what is above that? ' They replied: 'God and His Messenger know 
better. ' So he said: 'Above that is the Throne. And do you know what 
distance is between the two? ' They said: `God and His Messenger know 
better. ' He explained: 'Well that interval is like the one between two 

' Meaning a flood or deluge. 
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Heavens, ' or as he had said. Then he continued: 'Do you know what this 

is, this earth? Do you know what is below it? ' They said: `God and His 

Messenger know better. ' He said: ̀ Another earth; and the distance between 

the two is 500 years. ' And so on, until he had enumerated seven earths, the 

interval between every two earths being 500 years. ' 

If and when the traditional architect and craftsmen wanted to depict this vastness of 

space (as described in such a fiadtth), no other element in Islamic art other than the mugarnaa 

could give both a horizontal as well as a vertical assembler and generator of space. Each row, 

esoterically symbolizes a "state" (magam) of the Süfi's journey to the Truth, and consequently 

corresponds to one of the Heavens. It follows that several rows, piled one on top of the 

other, would consequently symbolize a set of SÜifi spiritual Stations (i. e., the synthesis of the 

journey) or a group of Heavens. Because each entity (Heaven or Station), is intangible in 

human terms and falls in the domain of the "unknown" (`ulüm al-ghaybiyyat), then the 

traditional craftsman would tend to use an abstracted device to interpret and externalize such 

a form. ' The repetition of stalactites horizontally in a row signifies vastness and at the same 

time, because of their appearance as an endless array of the same unit, they convey infinity 

and endless growth. The mugarnaS in fact, is the best element to indicate "Unity in 

multiplicity" and "multiplicity from Unity" - since the unit is the same and by its repetition 

and assemblage in different ways, it is possible to produce a multiplicity of spatial forms. 

This understanding of the use of the mugarnaS shows a perfect compatibility with the form 

of the pointed dome which was also seen to embody the notion of "Unity in multiplicity" and 
"multiplicity from Unity" in both the circumference of the dome (circle) and its summit 
(point). ̀  

1 op cit. al-Suyuii (15th C. ), trans. by A. Heinen, 1982, p. 139. Here the use of years to measure distance 
should be understood, as explained in Chapter Seven, in terms of days of travel (by camel), as understood by the 
contemporaries of the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him). 

2 According to the esoteric understanding of the hadtth of the Mi'rdj, each Heaven visited represents a Maq&m 
or state (sometimes referred to as station). 

3This sort of abstract representation recalls the argument discussed earlier in section 8.7 when analysing the 
dome. 

" As explained in section 8.7 when discussing the form of the pointed dome. 
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CONCLUSION 

By having generally examined the elements that constitute medieval Islamic religious 

buildings, we have managed by means of cosmological and esoteric methods of interpretation 

to see the "other side of the coin. " Some of the elements that have appeared to the Islamic 

historian and art-historian to exist for their exoteric utilitarian functions, have been found to 

be based upon esoteric meanings. It has been made clear that without the esoteric dimension, 

one cannot arrive to their true intention. Not only that, but some elements have been built and 

documented in the sources to have never been used (that is from the point of view of utility). 

The water fountains in the courtyards of religious buildings, and the minaret of the Mosque 

of Ibn tülün are excellent examples of this. 

Several questions that were earlier raised in Chapter Five (inadequately answered 

using the historical approach) have been answered when adopting the traditionalist approach 

in the analysis carried out in this chapter; these are: 

- The reason behind designing portals that are consistently pointed, recessed 

and niche-like. 

- The cause for the bent entrances (majaz). 

- The reason behind the form of the mll räb. 

- The reason behind the transition of form in both the dome and the minaret. 

- The explanation of why fountains are octagonal, and why they follow the 

geometrical progression from octagon to dome. 

- The reason why crestings, whether triangular or trefoil, are designed to show voids 
that are identical to the solid parts (but are inverted). 

- The cause for building minarets that were not used for the adhän. 

Only several questions have been answered and not all of the list produced in Chapter 
Five, because although we have examined the elements that constitute medieval religious 
architecture through the traditionalist approach, we have dissociated the elements from their 
context - i. e., in regard to spatial location and visual relationship. Having understood the 
elements, it is now possible to attempt their reconstruction into relationships as they are 
experienced visually in the different assemblages as they occur in Balm Mamlük religious 
buildings. The resulting set of relationships between the elements will produce a much more 
realistic view of the intentions of the Süf[ architects and craftsmen. 
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THE ANALYSIS OF BAURI MAMLÜK RELIGIOUS BUILDINGS 

IN TERMS OF RELATIONS BETWEEN THEIR ELEMENTS 

In the last chapter, the elements incorporated in the design of traditional medieval 

religious buildings were discussed and analyzed. Some elements which have been commonly 

believed to have been for practical use were shown instead to have had symbolic or spiritual 

functions. Examples include minarets which were built and never used for the call to prayer; 

fountains that were never used for ablutions; floors that were designed to represent Gardens 

of Paradise; crestings that have no utilitarian function and yet were consistently designed to 

show identical inverted shapes of their solid parts and their voids. These findings, coupled 

with interpretations based on Süfi understandings, have given a fuller explanation of the 

meanings carried by these elements. This has confirmed that the traditionalist approach that 

is adopted yields a deeper understanding of the intent of traditional medieval architecture 

when compared to the findings based on conventional historical methods summarized in 

Chapter Five. It was concluded in Chapter Eight we were unable to answer all of the 

questions that were raised earlier because it is not realistic to analyze buildings in terms of 
isolated elements. This indicated that we had to re-examine them in terms of the recurrence 

of these elements as relationships in the buildings. In this way, we can further enhance our 

understanding of their intent. 

In this chapter, I will first analyze twelve Bahrt Mamlük religious buildings. This will 
follow the division of elements introduced in Chapter Eight in order to show the applicability 
to Bahrt Mamlük cases of what was generally attributed to the medieval period. The twelve 
buildings that have been chosen are not "exceptional" in any way, they have been selected 
randomly for their common Mamlük features. The outcome of this analysis results in a set 
of observations which show the recurrence of certain relationships arising from the use of 
these different elements, not only in these selected buildings but more generally in the 
religious architecture of the Bahri Mamlük period. 



Chapter Nine 385 

9.1 BAHRI MAMLÜK CASES 

The following twelve Bahri MamlUk cases have been selected from the catalogue of 

buildings summarized in Chapter Five: 

1) Mosque of Baybars al-BundugdAr. 

2) Complex of Qaläwiin. 

3) Khangah and Mausoleum of Baybars al-Jäshanldr. 

4) Mosque of al-Niir Muhammad Ibn Qaläwün. 

5) Mosque of Aliinbugha al-Märidäni. 
6) Mosque of Aglam al-Bahä i al-Silahdar. 

7) Mosque of Sheykhü. 

8) Khanqah of Sheykhü. 

9) Madrasa of Sarghaimish. 

10) Madrasa of Tatar a1-Hijäziyyah. 

11) Madrasa of Umm al-Suliän Sha`bän. 

12) Madrasa of Mithgäl. 

Each case is presented in a set of sheets starting with the "name" or "title" given to 
the building as it appears in al-Magrizi's "Khilal". This is followed by the neighbourhood, 

area or street that it lies in, and the date - either following the inscriptions on the building or 
following Creswell's method of dating' where no inscription has survived. The building is 

then classified according to its function and building type. The term "Madrasa Type" has 

been used to mean that the building was used only as a madrasa and that the five daily 

prayers were held in it, as distinct from the term "MadrasalMosque Type" by which I mean 
the above functions as well as the Friday congregational prayer (i. e., including a Khuiba). 

The terms "Khangah Type", and "Khangah/Mosque Type" are used similarly - i. e., khanqah 

for SU-is where students lived, performed Safi practices, and prayed the five prayers, and 
Khangah/Mosque where Friday congregational prayer was held as well. The term "Hypostyle 
Mosque Type" has been used to denote the traditional prototype of the Mosque of the Prophet 

at Madinat (as discussed in Chapter Four). This is followed by a representation of the 

K. A. C. Creswell, "A Brief Chronology of the Muhammadan Monuments of Egypt", Bulletin de l'Institut 
Francais d'Archeoloeie Orientale, 1919, Pp. 35-164. This is the same method of dating used in Chapter Five. 

2 Occasionally referred to as the "pillared mosque" or "courtyard mosque" in some reference books. 
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building in plan and elevation, when an elevation is available and documented. In other cases 

I have either used an axonometric or an external view of the facade. 

Subsequent to this, the elements of each of the chosen buildings are analyzed and 

evaluated both visually and symbolically according to the criteria introduced in Chapter Eight. 

These elements are: portals, entrance and majaz, courtyard and fountain, arches and iwäns, 

praying hall, mifirdb, domes, crestings, minaret, and stalactites. Some elements, such as the 

crestings and minaret, visually and symbolically recur frequently in the buildings that are 

examined; in such cases a description and an explanation will be given only the first time they 

are encountered and referred back to in later cases: for example "See crestings of the Mosque 

of Baybars". 

The main aspects of each case are summarized in a section entitled "remarks" to 
identify which are typical traditional features and which are "innovations" as far as form is 

concerned, and the impact of the new form on the meaning and symbolism of the element. 

The medieval sources and contemporary references that are relied on for the historical facts 

of each case are the ones referred to in Chapter Five. 

Although I have arranged the buildings according to their chronology, I would like 

to emphasize that any arrangement according to date or type is irrelevant; it is not "stylistic" 

changes, "evolution of form", or" chronology" that we are concerned with, but the medieval 
Islamic traditional symbolism incorporated in all the types of Mamlük religious buildings 

regardless of any time-frame'. 

Note: In the following analysis, italics and diacritical marks for Arabic words and names have 
been omitted due to technical constraints. 

1 See arguments in Chapters One, Five, and Six. 
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Mosque of Baybars 
Al-Bunduqdari 

(Al-Dhahir Square) 

(665-67 A. H., 1266-69 A. D. ) 

Hypostyle Mosque Type 

(Columns, Piers, Maqsura) 

.ý 

'/1', 

,ý 

: ýýy' ýý. 

ýý1 

Main Portal 
Plan 
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Secondary Portals 
Plan 
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{`4 The main entrance hall 
Ma's takes the form of a cube, 

, 
roofed by a compound 

The ointed dome I . p 
a square base represents 

the earth while the 

r t pointed dome represents 
f the celestial sphere 

leading to the One. The 
" l " ith aps majaz over w 

the entrance hall, and 
cuts through the riwaq 

Main Entrance bays, thus, pointing to 
Hall Plan the centre of the 

courtyard. 

Likewise, the secondary Maims entrance halls are cubic 
'ý forms, but roofed by 

., .. 
intersected vaults. The 

_. ýº,: point of intersection of 
these vaults is 
accentuated by means of 

t zk- a rosette emphasizing t c entrality and the 
vertical axis running 

J through this centre. The 

{t secondary majaz cuts 
Secondary through the riwaq bays 

Entrance Hall Plan e. and points to the centre 
N.. ý; , of the courtyard. 

Unfortunately, there is no evidence of whether 
there was a central octagonal water fountain in this 
mosque or not - the mosque's present state as well 
as earlier sources do not tell us much about this 
point. The positioning of the three portals as well 
as the axes of the entrance halls intersect in a point 
that is the centre of the courtyard. Furthermore, the 
centre is aligned and axial to the maqsura in the 
prayer hall as well as the minaret above the main 
portal, which increases its centrality. The four 
corners of the quadrangular court recall the four 
pillars carrying the "Heavens". The form of the 
building is thus, generated from this centre (most 
likely to have included an octagonal fountain to 
complete the traditional cosmological model). 



Leir physical forms as 
arcades point 
d arch represents the 
rangular base) and the 
ith the One (summit 

Reconaructed 
Mugsura Dome 

ai 

Reconstructed Section 
(2) 

(My Rnuicauc. oua) 

s mosque give us a rough 
that were followed in its 

of a concave niche 
icating as well as 
-rtes are those of pointed 
form that enhances the 
epth. The grooves in the 
; ladding was used to cover 
e slabs were centred, i. e., 
curved part of the niche. 
ight (Qur'an: 24/36) in 
, ight of the Heavens and 
this Light is a "lamp in a 
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Main Entrance 
Hall Dome 

The pointed dome of the 
main entrance points 
heavenward leading to 
the rising of the sight to 
its apex. The octagonal 
transition is missing and 
is remedied by the 
whole cosmological 
model inherent in the 
minaret (built above it, 
i. e., nearer to the real 
Heaven) which changes 
sections from square to 
octagon, to circle, and to 
the 

390 

Using the reconstructed 
form of the maqsura 
dome (following 
al-Maqrizi's account of 
Baybars's wish for a 
replica of the Imam 
al-Shaft `i's dome) we 
find that the octagonal 
transition is structurally 
missing. To remedy this, 
the architect introduced 
an octagonal 
cantelevered wooden 
frame below the 
springing of the 
ctnlartitae from the 



If we consider the dome above 
the maqsura to have been built 
a replica of that of Imam 

rn al-Shafi`i, it follows that the 
stalactites used in the zone of -- 
transition of the dome must . ,r have resembled those of E19 
al-Shafi'i's dome as well. Each 
mugamas individually points 
upwards while collectively in 
their horizontal and vertical 
"growth", the stalactites give a 
sense of vastness and of 
multiplicity from Unity and Stalactites of the Mausoleum 
Unity in multiplicity. of Imam al-Shaf`i 

Remarks: 

Prototypic Features: 

1) The centre of the courtyard is aligned to the three entrance portals, the maqsura, and 
the mihrab. 

2)The centre of the courtyard is at the same time related to the four comers of the 
quadrangular courtyard. 

3)The recontructed dome and minaret follow the cosmological model changing 
sections from square to octagon to circle to point. 

Unique Features: 

1) Cube-like projections used in the three portals, are unique and never used again 
(probably because they project outwards into the less sacred space of the street. At the 
same time, the doorway is recessed, and thus, counteracting the symbolic effect of the 
projections. 
2) The four external corners are emphasized by means of towers. In the examples that 
follow, we will see that it was the inner courtyard corners that were emphasized in 
favour of the external ones. 

Chapter Niue 391 
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The Complex of 
Qalawun 

(Al-Nahhasin) 

(683-4 A. H., 1284-5 A. D. ) 

Madrasa / Mosque Type 

(4 Iwans, Mausoleum, Sufi Cells) 

" 
IL 

Mausoleum 
Portal 

392 

A non- typical Mamluk 
portal composed of two 
arches: the inner is 
pointed while the outer is 
in the form of a 
horse-shoe. The pointed 
arch points upwards to 
the heavens while the 
horse shoe, giving the 
sensation that its centre 
has been shifted upwards 
defies the descending 
movement of the 
otherwise semi-circle. 

The mausoleum portal is 
one of the most 
magnificent features of 
this complex. It is 
composed of a series of 
layers of pointed arches 
with three tiers of 
windows (first 3, 
followed by 2, then 1). 
This composition 
superimposed by the 
qualitative meaning of 
the 3,2, and 1 ultimately 
leads to the vertical. 
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A dark tube-like passage 
connects the entrance to 
both the madrasa and 
mausoleum: through a 
bent majaz leading to 
the far end of the qibla 
axis (original), and after 
a later restoration 
through the northern 
iwan leading directly to 
the centre. While 
walking in the dark 
passage, one is faced by 
contrasting glaring light. 

As with most traditional courtyards, the courtyard 
of the madrasa has at its centre an octagonal water 
fountain (now an octagonal sunken area planted 
with palms as we saw in Chapter Five) with four 
pillars set around it corresponding to the four 
corners of the courtyard. The octagon represents the 
Throne of God while the four columns represent the 
four pillars that carry the celestial sphere or 
Heavens. Unfortunately sources do not mention 
whether this octagonal structure was roofed by a 
domical shape or not, but it is highly probable that 
it did to complete the cosmological model of 
square, octagon, circle. 

Externally, arches are all 
pointed and set in several levels 
to create a feeling of depth and 
aim at bringing the outer plane 
of the facade to the inner plane 
of the recess - i. e., bringing the 
less holy street facade to the 
interior reflecting the Sufi ideas 
of "dhahir" and "balm". 
Furthermore, the form of the 
pointed arch leads vision 
upwards. 

On the other hand, internally, two types of arches are 
used. the semi-circular in two tiers, and the pointed 
traditional arch. The semi-circular arch symbolizes an 
earthly connotation in Islamic cosmology, so, to 
counteract this effect, the architect engulfed the grouped 
semi-circular arches with one large pointed arch, thus 
bringing about the vertical quality needed (compare with 
entrance portal). The composition of the arches, the three 
semi-circular arches topped by a circle, could also be 
interpreted esoterically as the tripartite structure of 
terrestrial man - body, soul, and spirit - united by God th 
One - the circle - seeking transcendence in the Heavens 1 
the pointed arch. 
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The adjustment between 
the direction of the qibla 
and the street orientation 
is accomodated by the 
exessive thickness of the 
walls. This gives an 
effect of a solid mass in 
which some spaces have 
been carved out (as a 
cave). This causes a 
visual sensation that 
helps enhance the 
feeling of interiority 
(that of the basin). 

leads directly to the 
mihrab. Height is 
accentuated in the entire 
praying space without 
emphasizing the bay of 
the mihrab. At the same 
time, laterality is not 
diminished by this iwan 

From within the prayer hall (looking opposite the qibla 
direction) one sees a negative image of that seen when 
one faces the same wall from the courtyard - the same 
effect of the crestings where positive and negative 
images are duplicated. This recalls the notions of 
"dhahir" and "batin". The semi-circular arches are 
symbolically connected to the earth - there is nopointed 
arch here to hint at the vertical. It is necessary to stop at 
this point to contemplate the reason for this: one looks at 
this side of the wall seperating the prayer iwan from the 
court when one has already finished prayer and leaving 
the religious more holy part of the building. Thus, the 
insinuation of earthly attributes is appropriate at this 
stage of the use of the building. 

The praying hall and 
mausoleum mihrabs are 
horse-shoe shaped (and 
slightly pointed). They give an 
emphasized feeling of depth 
by their exessive concavity 
and hence, embody the feeling 
of interiority. Both mihrabs 
are clad with radiating marble 
patterns which recall the verse 
of Light (see interpretation in 
mihrab of Baybars). 
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The square form of the base of the dome (recalling the 
four pillars carrying the "Heavens") houses at its centre 
the tomb of the patron. By looking upwards at the pointed 
dome, we find that it is carried on four alternating piers 
and columns. These eight supports are connected together 
by eight arches and eight wooden tie-beams to accentuate 
the octagonal quality of this transition zone (the 
Footstool, and Throne carried by the eight Angels or 
Bearers of the Throne). This is culminated by a pointed 
dome which leads vision upwards and ends at the summit 
of the dome at a point representing the One. 

The crestings show the Islamic 
notion of "equality" but 
"non-similarity" of mankind. 
Equality is manifested by the form 
of the solid and void (see 
interpretation in crestings of 
Baybars) while each cresting has 
its own decorative pattern, 
reflecting differentiation. 

Although the minaret's sections appear to change from 
square to circle to point, without passing through the 
octagon, we find that in fact, the octagon was placed as 
the projecting second balcony of this minaret. It does not 
take a whole section of the minaret and it is not apparent 
at a first examination but it still completes the 
cosmological model. This shows how important each 
constituent of the cosmological model was to the 
traditional designer and explains why architects would 
not sacrifice the symbolic meaning in a composition that 
was aesthetically pleasing by omitting a traditional 
constituent. (See interpretation of minaret of Baybars) 



Internally, three rows of stalactites 
smooth the transition from 
octagon to circle in the 
mausoleum dome. Contrary to all 
other Mamluk traditional dome 
structures, here the transition is 
the main element - the octagon 
carried on eight pillars rather than 
a square changed into a circle by 
means of stalactites - which 
explains why the muqarnas are 
not used for their structural 
purpose but only for their 
symbolic meanings, i. e., 
multiplicity of creation and 
vastness of the universe. 

Remarks: 

Prototypic 

1) The centre of the courtyard coincides with the centre of the octagonal fountain. This 
fountain generates the four iwans and is axially positioned to be related to the four 
corners of the courtyard. 

2) Both the dome and minaret follow the Sufi cosmological model of square, octagon, 
circle, culminating at a point. 

Unique Features: 

1) The horse-shoe shaped arch of the portal (the outer less holy plane), followed by a 
pointed arch (the inner more holy plane). 

2) The centre of the courtyard is aligned with the centre of the mausoleum. 

3) Internally, facing the qibla iwan, a group of semi-circular (descending) arches are 
circumscribed by a pointed (ascending) arch. Within the prayer iwan, facing the 
courtyard, the descending semi-circular arches indicate the outside less holy world 
(earthly as opposed to Heavenly). 

4) The relation between the octagon and the square mausoleum chamber is emphasized 
and duplicates the form of the water fountain in the neighbouring madrasa courtyard. 

5) The crestings appear to be identical but in fact are only similar (i. e., varying in 
details) which furthermore proves the idea that the crestings represent man as both 
material and spiritual, differentiated but unified. 
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Khanqah & Mausoleum 
of Baybars al-Jashankir 

(al-Jamaliyyah) 

(706-9 A. H., 1306-10 A. D. ) 

Khanqah / Mosque Type 

(4 Iwans, Mausoleum, Sufi cells) 

law Poinrad / 
Outer Semi. CizcuLv 

Arch 

Main Portal 
Plan 
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Outer Semi-Circular 
Arch 

Pointed Arch 
th Stalacdtrc 

Section in Portal 

The outer less sacred portal opening is a 
descending semi-circular arch (connected to the 
earth) while the inner more sacred part of the 
portal, is a pointed arch with stalactites. The inner 
composition visually counteracts the outer earthly 
one by pointing upwards to the sky. Had the 
reverse been the case (i. e., the choice of inner 
semi-circle, and outer pointed arches) it would 
have opposed the traditional principles of 
Mamluk design. 



Dark, winding, tube-like 
passageways help to 
disconnect the visitor from his 
outer concerns to change his 
disposition in order to stand in 
the "Hands" of Tod. The 
majaz together with the 
exaggerated thickness of the 
walls, help to orient the 
building (and consequently 
man) to interiority - in both 
physical and spiritual 
dimensions. 

The interior of the courtyard has been heavily 
restored. We have no evidence of whether there was 
a central fountain or not. In all cases, the whole 
internal organization relies on the centre, which in 
turn, generates the four iwans, and accordingly the 
rest of the composition. It is interesting to note that 
although the plan is of the four-wan type, the two 
lateral iwans used as halls for Sufi practises are not 
visually accentuated from the courtyard (only the 
qibla iwan and the one opposite are the ones that are 
exposed). The reason for this is probably to 
emphasize the qibla orientation represented by the 
summit line of the vault from the courtyard which 
symbolizes the Straight Path. 
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The prayer hall mihrab is an 
undecorated niche consisting 
of several layers of pointed 
arches in different levels. 
From the innermost niche, an 
oil lamp is hung recalling the 
verse of Light (see 
interpretation of the mihrab of 
the Mosque of Baybars). 

Unlike the prayer hall mihrab, the mausoleum mihrab is 
highly ornamented Converging patterns of marble 
cladding first bring the innermost niche level to a point at 
the summit (accelerating verticality). From the innermost 
niche radiate patterns on the outer arches in shapes 
resembling crestings in black and white. This radiating 
effect relates to the radiation of Light in the verse referred 
to earlier, while the cresting-like shapes fuse the material 
with the spiritual worlds. Such interpretations recall the 
Sufi understanding of prayer as expalined by al-Ghazzali 
(see Chapter Four) who says that both body and soul pray 
as a unified whole; i. e., man's outer body (dhahir) and his 
spirit and soul (batin). 

Externally, the 
mausoleum dome 
passes through several 
changes in form: from 
square, to octagon, and 
ending in a circular 
section culminating in a 
point at the summit. 
This follows the 
cosmological model of 
transition from earth, to 
Footstool and Throne, 
to the celestial dome, 
and finally to God the 
One. 

Internally, the dome passes through a series of 
transformations from square to circle by means of 
stalactites. The externally shown octagon is missing in the 
interior, due to this, an octagonal cantelevered wooden 
frame is introduced from the square base of the 
mausoleum to compensate for the utilitarian structural 
choice. This observation is of the utmost importance as it 
shows that the cosmological model was of primary 
importance in the representation of the microcosm (in this 
case the mausoleum chamber) and that even if the current 
vogue of the use of stalactites was to be followed, the 
architect would not allow for any compromise regarding 
traditional beliefs. 



7Void 
Vdd 

Solid Solid S"Jw 

Geometrical Crenellations 

Internally, no crestings survive. 
Externally, geometrical 
crenellations are used similar tc 
those of the Mosque of Baybarf 
and those of Qalawun (see 
interpretation of the crestings 
of the Maosque of Baybars). 

The transformation of 
form of the minaret is 
from square to circle to 
point. The octagon 
takes the form of the 
balcony of the 
mu'adhdhin which is 
cantelevered on 
stalactites. Although it 
does not constitute a 
section of the minaret, 
completes the 
cosmological model. 

The stalactites used are similar 
to those used in the Ayyubid 
period (keel-arched rather than 
curved) and resemble to a great 
extent those of the mausoleum 
of the Imam al-Shafi`i (a 
prototype that was revered by 
the Mamluks). In any case, the 
use of the muqarnas gives an 
effect of infinity and vastness 
due to their repetition. (See 
stalactites in the Mosque of 
Baybars). Note the visual effect 
of ascension created by the 
arrangement of the windows. 

Remarks: 

Prototypic Features: 

1) The courtyard elements are all axial to the centre, and are "generated from it (e. g. the 
two pointed vaulted iwans, the two lateral flat-roofed iwans, prayer hall, and mihrab. The 
four corners of the courtyard are diagonally related to the centre. 

2) Both the sections of the exterior of the dome and the minaret follow the Sufi 
cosmological model (from square, to octagon, to circle, and culminating at a point). 
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Unique Features: 

1) The portal consists of two arches: the outer one faces the less holy street and is 
chosen as the semi-circular (which is connected to the earth), while the inner pointed 
arch with stalactites is chosen to be nearer the inner more holy "House of God" (and 
thus connected to the Heavens). 

2) The internal organization shows four iwans in its plan, but visually, only the eastern 
qibla iwan and the western one are vaulted. The two lateral flat-roofed ones (used in 
Sufi practices) are concealed behind a screen-wall which acts as a "veil". 

3) The prayer hall space appears at the first instance to be a usual deep pointed vault 
iwan (providing interiority, verticality, and qibla orientation) but in fact is laterally 
prolonged to accommodate as many people as poosible in the one row. This is done by 
annexing two vaulted spaces to the main iwan space. By this internal organization, both 
the utilitarian as well as symbolic functions were achieved. 
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The Mosque of al-Nasir 
Mohammad Ibn Qalawun 

(The Citadel) 

(735 A. H., 1334 A. D. ) 

Hypostyle Mosque Type 

(Columns, Maqsura) 
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Secondary Portal 

The inner doorways of both 
the main as well as the 
secondary portals are pointed 
arches which point to the 
vertical. This is followed in 
both cases by trilobed portals 
(with stalactites in the csae of 
the main one) which in turn, 
further lead vision upwards. 

The main and 
secondary portals are 
recessed from the less 
holy outer precinct of 
the Citadel. Both 
portals create a 
cave-like effect which 
serve as an 
introduction to the 
interiority of the 
mosque. 

Secondary Portal 
Elevation 
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Although there is no central fountain to physically 
emphasize the centre of the courtyard, the feeling of an 
implicit centre regulating and ordering the internal space 
is sensed (specifically manifested in the arrangement of 
the riwaqs facing the centre of the courtyard rather than 
the qibla). Furthermore, the four corners of the courtyard 
are emphasized by four sculptured mabkharas (incense 
burners) located in the parapet of the courtyard alongside 
the crestings. These four mabkharas recall the four 
comers (arkan) that carry the celestial sphere. 
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All arches are pointed; 
individually and collectively 
the pillars point heavenward 
to the building top (aided by 
their tapering), and then to 
the sky. Their equality in size 
reflect the concept of equality 
of all mankind in the eyes of 
God. The use of ablaq in the 
pointed arch creates a 
radiating effect quite similar 
to that of mihrabs clad in 
marble. 

The prayer riwaq arcades face 
the centre of the courtyard 
rather than the qibla direction. 
The arrangement of the pillars 
in the riwaqs results in equal 
spaces that recall the 
egalitarian principles on which 
Islam is based regarding 
mankind - that all men and 
women are equal in the eyes of 
God, it is only by being 
virtuous that one can be better 
than a fellow human being. 

Section in Maqsura 

The mihrab of this mosque 
(renovated by the Department 
of Antiquities) is a pointed 
niche with radiating patterns 
on different planes reflecting 
the Sufi interpretation of the 
multiple meanings and depths 
of the mihrab stated by Ibn 
al-'Arabi. Likewise, the 
radiating patterns recall the 
verse of Light (earlier 
interpreted in the case of the 
Mosque of Baybars). 
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7 
7- Void Void 

Solid ScAid Solle 

Internal Geometrical 
Crenellations 

External Semi-Circular 
Crestings 

The semi-circular crestings are 
foreign additions during the 
British occupation of Egypt, 
when the Citadel was a 
stronghold (see Chapter Five). 
The crestings used in the 
courtyard are geometrical 
crenellations similar to those 
used in the Mosque of Baybars 
al-Bunduqdari. (See 
interpretation of the crestings 
of the Mosque of Baybars). 

The square (earthly) 
section of the maqsura is 
vertically transformed 
into the circular 
(celestial) by means of 
stalactites which 
delineate the form of the 
octagon (the Footstool 
and Throne) according 
to the cosmological 
model. Externally, the 
dome is covered with 
green faience recalling 
the traditional use of the 
qubbat al-khadra'. 
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Two observations need to be brought out: 1) the unusual 
form of the minaret which resembles Iranian prototypes; 2) 
the minaret is built below the level of the parapet. The first 
observation is explained by the actual contribution of 
craftsmen from Tabriz in Iran who came to Cairo to erect 
these minarets. It is evident that their contribution was 
limited to a certain extent, because although the overall 
forms are different than other contemporary examples, they 
follow the change of sections from square, to octagon, to 
circle, to Unity. The second observation is accountable by 
returning to the historical sources (see Chapter Five) which 
indicate that the mosque was rebuilt by al-Nasir and 
explains that the minaret must have been part of the first 
stage before the walls were heightened. 

Externally, stalactites are unique] 
portal. they visually help the brin 
portal to the outer plane of the faa 
through the pointed trefoil arch tc 

Internally, stalactites are used 
as a means of transition in the 
dome, transforming the 
square to the circle as 
mentioned earlier. See the 
interpretation of the stalctites 
explained in the Mosque of 
Baybars. 
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Remarks 

Prototypic Features: 

1) The centre of the courtyard acts as the generator of the elements of the interior of 
the mosque. The main entrance, maqsura, and mihrab are all aligned and axial to the 
centre which in turn is related to the four corners of the quadrangular sahn. 

2) The riwaq arcades are organized in such a manner so as to face the centre of the 
courtyard rather than to face the qibla. 

3) The internal crestings follow the Mamluk traditional prototype of solid and void 
relations. 

4) The dome as well as the minaret follow the Sufi cosmological model. This is 
manifested by the change from square to octagon to circle and culminating in a point. 

Unique Features: 

1)Four mabkharas are located at the corners of the crestings and are accentuated by 
being set higher and above the level of the crestings. This emphasizes the 
quadrangularity of the courtyard symbolizing the four pillars carrying the celestial 
spheres. 
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One of the few cases of 
Mamluk portals that are 
shaped in the form of a 
pointed vault or iwan 
(rather than a niche with 
stalactites). The pointed 
form leads vision 
upwards while the 
horizontal line in the 
summit of the vault 
visually directs the 
visitor to the interior, 
thus bringing about a 
feeling of interiority. 

Main Portal 
Plan 

! Courtyard Level 
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Rays Hall 
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The majaz and entrance 
hall are one and the 
same (as is the case with 
hypostyle mosques). As 
seen in the Mosque of 
al-Nasir, they are 
indicated by a difference 
in ground level (one step 
lower) than the prayer 
areas. To further 
accentuate this 
difference, the prayer 
riwaqs are further set 
from the circulation are, 
by means of a banister. 
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The bay connecting the 
courtyard to the maqsura is 
differentiated by being wider 
than all the rest of the bays. The 
columns used to carry the dome 
and roof of this bay are also 
different being circular, granite, 
and without bases, in contrast 
to the rest of the columns which 
are polygonal, made of marble 
and have bases. The reason for 
this differentiation is probably 
to emphasize the directional 
horizontality connecting the 
courtyard to the mihrab (qibla 
orientation). The prayer hall is 
defined by a set of mashrabiyya 
partitions (turned wood). The 
visual effect of this partition 
when seen from either side is 
dramatic and to a great extent 
resembles the effect created by 
the crestings - i. e., positive and 
negative, light and darkness; 
reflecting the Sufi notions of 
dhahir and batin. 

The mihrab is composed of several pointed arches placed 
in different planes, the innermost is a niche. The 
decoration of the mihrab relies on radiating patterns of 
coloured marble as seen in previous cases. (See 
interpretation of the mihrab in the Mosque of Baybars).; ý; 'a'_' 
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in the form of the 
number one, seem to 
reiterate the profession 
of faith (the shahada) 
that there is only One 
God. Collectively, they 
represent the repetition 
of this shahada time and 
time again as Muslims 
do whether in dhikr or in 



The maqsura dome is 
transformed from square to 
circle by means of stalactites; 
the octagon is pointed out by 
an intermediate row of 
stalactites that corresponds to 
the octagonal form (seen by 
straight lines on the four sides 
of the cubic part). Eight 
pointed windows correspond 
to the eight winds, while four 
circular windows represent the 
four Rivers of Paradise 
following the cosmological 
model. 

Void Void 

Solid Solid solid 

External & Internal 
Geometrical 
Crenellations 

Wooden Mashrabiyya 
Elaborated Trefoil 

Crestings 

The minaret follows the traditional Mamluk form 
changing section from square, to octagon, to circle, and 
culminating in a point (earth, Throne, heavens, Unity). 
Apart from being a landmark, the vertically pointing 
element is the symbol of transcendence. The reduced 
square section obviously shows that it was included in the 
composition to embody the cosmological model - it 
cannot be attributed to aesthetic reasons as it is too short 
to play any significant role in the proportion of the 
minaret. 
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Externally, stalactites bring 
the outer less holy plane of the 
facade to the inner more holy 
plane of the religious building. 
Furthermore, they are grouped 
and shaped in such a manner 
so as to give a hint towards a 
vertically pointing form at the 
summit of the stalactites(far 
left and far right). 

Internally, stalactites transfer 
the square in the maqsura 
dome into an octagon then to 
the circle, thus completing the 
cosmological model and 
indicating infinity of the 
cosmos. In other cases, we 
found that the designer could 
not show the form of the 
octagon by using stalactites; in 
this case, by outlining four of 
the eight sides of the octagon 
on the plain sides of the cube, 
the viewer can implicitly 
complete the octagonal form. 

Remarks: 

Prototypic Features: 

1) The centre of the courtyard coincides with the centre of the octagonal water fountain. 

2) This centre is aligned with the maqsura, the mihrab, the four riwaqs, and at the same 
time is related to the four corners of the quadrangular courtyard. 

3) Both the minaret and the maqsura dome follow the cosmological model of square, 
octagon, circle, and point. 

Unique Features: 

1) The main portal takes the shape of a pointed iwan rather than the pointed niche with 
cave-like stalactite decoration. The effect is one of verticality as well as of direction 
towards the interior. 
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The Mosque of 
Aslam al-Baha'i al-Silahdar 

(Bab Zuwaylah) 

(745 A. H., 1334 A. D. ) 

Mosque / Madrasa Type 

(4 Iwans, Mausoleum) 
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Main Portal 
(West) 

The cave-like main 
portal consists of a 
pointed form, outlined 
by a trefoil pattern 
decoration. Each of 
these silhouettes on its 
own creates visual 
ascension to a point at 
the summit of the portal. 
The use of stalactites 
enhances this vertical 
movement while adding 
a layer of symbolism, 
that of Unity in 

Mý 
Secondary Portal 

(South) 

The secondary portal, 
used only by the emir, 
(see Chapter Five) is a 
trefoil recessed flat 
niche, which clearly 
sets out in the southern 
facade by its sununit. 
The trefoil arch leads 
vision upwards in two 
stages; first from the 
bottom two lobes, then 
together lead to the 
third pointed arch lobe 
at the top. 

Southern Elevation 
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There is no fountain at the 
centre of the sahn. The ceiling 
is a 19th-century addition and 
accordingly, we do not know 
how the original ceiling was - 
in the same manner as the 
existing or having an octagonal 
wooden dome (such as that of 
the Madrasa of Al Malik 
al-Jugandar and that of the 
Khanqah of Sheykhu). This 
would abstractly symbolize the 
octagonal water fountain in the 
form of the central dome. 

Iwans and arches are pointed 
carrying flat wooden beamed 
roofs. The arches are slightly 
rounded off (at the point where 
the straight vertical line joins 
the curved) resulting in a slight 
horse-shoe shape. This form 
emphasizes the vertical by 
accelerating ascension. (See the 
interpretation of the arch in the 
Mosque of Baybars 
al-Bunduqdari and the iwan in 
the Khanqah of Baybars 
al-Jashankir). 

The bent entrance of this mosque leads the visitor 
from the main western portal to the covered sahn. 
Although the divergence between the street and 
the qibla is not great and the majaz could have 
been easily ommited, we find that the architect 
used the traditional device for its inherent 
symbolism rather than its utilitarian function. The 
bent, dark, vaulted passage helps to visually 
disconnect the visitor from the less holy outer 
world from what is within. 



The eastern iwan is the 
largest and deepest of 
the four. It clearly 
points to the qibla by its 
depth. It is visually 
connected to the 
mausoleum by means of 
a copper grill window, 
this visual connection 
was considered to be a 
source of blessings to 
the deceased. 
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Externally, crestings take the 
shape of elaborated trefoil 
forms. They exhibit the same 
qualities previousely seen. 

Externally, stalactites are used ýr= . # in the main portal and window ;... " 
recesses. In both cases, 
stalactites merge the inner 
l p ane with the outer one, i. e., :r 

merging the lesser outer holy Y 
with the inner more sacred. 
Stalactites must have been aLsu 
used in the original minaret 
either as a means of changing { '> 
its different sections, or as a om"' 
means to carry its balconies. n 

/f Y 

Remarks: 
Prototypic Features: 

1) The portals are typical: stalactite pointed, and trilobed pointed niches. 
2) The centre of the sahn is aligned with the four iwans, mihrab, and secondary entrance. 
3) The four corners of the courtyard are aligned with the centre. 
Unique Features: 

1) The sahn is roofed, but the existing one is of a later date. Accordingly, it is difficult to assess whether the centre was referred to in the original roof or not. 



Chapter Nine 

Mosque of Sheykhu 
(Saliba Street) 

(750 A. H., 1349 A. D. ) 

Madrasa I Mosque Type 

(4 Iwans, Mausoleum) 
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The portal of the 
Mosque of Sheykhu is a 
typical traditional 
Mamluk portal. It is a 
deeply recessed, pointed 
niche with stalactites to 
bring the outer less holy 
plane of the facade to 
the inner more holy 
plane of the religious 

Fhe entrance hall, and 
majaz overlap in this 
mosque. It takes an 
irregular form to 
accomodate the 
difference between street 
and qibla orientations. In 
the majaz, three slabs of 
black polished glass are 
embedded in the wall 
(believed to have had 
healing powers as well 
as being protective from 
the jinn). 
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As in most traditional Mamluk 
religious buildings, an 
octagonal water fountain is 
placed at the centre of the 
courtyard. This centre 
generates the geometry of the 
entire interior of the building, 
and symbolically recalls the 
octagonal Throne which is 
located above the seven 
Heavens. This symbolism is 
more meaningful in the 
context of the quadrangular 
courtyard which recalls the 
four pillars carrying the 
celestial spheres. Furthermore, 
the marble flooring of the 
courtyard is an abstraction of a 
garden plan emulating the 
Gardens of Paradise. In this 
internal composition, the 
centre creates the four corners 
which in turn indicate the 
centre in a centrifugal and 
centripetal effect and the 
octagon is related to the sky 
(Heavens) by an implicit 
vertical axis. 

Arches are pointed and stilted, emphasizing the vertical 
connection between the building and the Heavens. It is 
interesting to note that only two of the iwans were 
designed to be used (that of the qibla and the one 
opposite), the two others perpendicular to the first did not 
accomodate any utilitarian function. This clearly indicates 
that the symbolism of quadrature arising from the 
four-iwan plan generated from the centre was responsible 
for this internal organization. 
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The multi-layered mihrab is 
composed of a series of 
pointed arches in different 
planes, the deepest forming a 
niche. The overall effect is 
one of depth as well as of 
verticality. The innermost 
niche, has a lozenge in its 
centre which radiates marble 
patterns in different colours, 
recalling the verse of Light 
(see interpretation of the 
mihrab of the Mosque of 

The mausoleum dome is 
ribbed, tapering and pointed 
so as to accelerate ascension. 
The dome follows the 
traditional change of sections 
from square (terrestrial 
pillars) to octagon (Divine 
Throne) to circle (celestial 
sphere or heavens) 
culminating at a point (Unity) 
in the apex according to the 
cosmological model 
explained earlier. 

The qibla iwan is the 
most dominant in the 
interior, thus, indicating 
the direction of prayer. 
Pillared arcades support 
the roof: the pillars 
recalling the image of 
transcendence and of the 
number one (the 
oneness of God), while 
the pointed arches 
representing the 

i of terrestrial to 
as interpreted in 
ous cases. 



Vý Void 

Salid Solid Soiid 

External & Internal 
Geometrical Crenellations 

netrical crenellations are 
for the crestings both 
ially and externally. (See 
3retation of the crestings 
losque of Baybars). 

The minaret changes its 
sections according to the 
traditional prototype, from 
square to octagon to circle to 
point at the summit. Together 
with the identical minaret of the 
Khanqah of Sheykhu on the 
opposite side of the street (see 
next case), form a "gateway", 
thus, adding a layer of 
symbolism to the minaret that 
of the passage from less holy to 
more holy. 

Externally, stalactites are used 
in the portal; they create a 
cave-like effect by smoothely 
bringing in the lesser holy 
facade to the inner more holy 
one. Internally, stalactites are 
used in the "built-in" marble 
minbar, they are set in rows 
and "growing" horizontally 
and vertically. (See 
symbolism of stalctites in the 
Mosque of Baybars). 

Remarks: 
Prototypic Features: 

1) The courtyard centre coincides with that of the octagonal water fountain. The courtyard 
elements are aligned with the centre; e. g. the dome above the mihrab, the mihrab, and the 
four iwans. 

2) The dome and the minaret follow the Sufi cosmological model. 

Unique Features: 

1) Four iwans are incorporated although two of them cannot have been used due to their 
small size. This shows that the symbolic organization was more important than the 
utilitarian function. 
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Chapter Nine 

The Khanqah of 
Sheykhu 

(Saliba Street) 

(756 A. H., 1355 A. D. ) 

Khanqah / Mosque Type 

(Riwaq, Iwan, Sufi Cells, Domes) 

ýIflý 

II' 

Portal Plan 

The main portal consists of a pointed arched niche with 
stalactites. The form of the portal duplicates that of the 
Mosque of Shaykhu on the opposite side of the street 
(built six years earlier by the same patron). The shape of 
the silhouette of the recessed portal promotes verticality, 
while the use of stalactites creates a cave-like effect and 
as all the previous cases, brings the outer less holy plane 
of the facade to the inner more holy interior. The sight, 
led to the summit of the pointed arch is lifted by 
momentum to the building top to meet the crestings, the 
the ascending form of the minaret, and from there to the 
sky. 
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The tube-like dark passages 
act as circulation as well as a 
means of accomodating the 
difference between qibla and 
street orientations. Spiritually, 
it is the place where the visitor 
discards his earthly worries to 
place himself in the Presence 
of God. To emphasize this 
change of state of mind, light 
wells allow glaring light to the 
otherwise complete darkness 
where there is a change of 
direction. 

The centre of the courtyard is 
emphasized with a traditional 
octagonal water fountain - 
originally roofed by a wooden yý Mk dome which no longer 
survives. This central fountain 
is the generating point of the 
entire internal organization of 
the khangah. The octagon in 
the centre of the quadrangular 
courtyard (emphasized by four 

bkh 
': 

ma aras above the crestings 
at th e corners re resents the )P 
Throne and the four pillars 
carrying the celestial sphere. ... 

' .ý 
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Arches used in this Khanqah are of three types: 
1) Pointed arches in the prayer hall that gradually lead 
vision upwards to the summit at a point. 
2) Triangular arches used in the Sufi cells which have a 
vertical resultant but do not shift from terrestrial to 
celestial as smoothely as in the case of the pointed arch. 
3) Slightly horse-shoe shaped pointed arches of the iwan 
which produce a composite effect aiming at the vertical: 
first, by the pointed effect, and second, by the upward 
sensation of shifting the centre upwards (resulting from 
the horse-shoe shape). 

Ga'metrical 
Centre ý_ 

m 

The pillar repeated in the 
prayer iwan borrows the 
attributes of the hypostyle 
mosque in this iwan madrasa 
plan. Symbolically, the 
internal organization of these 
pillars represent the repetition 
of the affirmation of faith (the 
Shahada) in Sufi terms; while 
their extension in space 
bringing about the celestial 
qualities mentioned in the 
previous cases. 

ie octagonal central 
untain is reflected in 
e geometrical centre of 
e prayer hall. This in 
rn, being insignificant 
duplicated in an 
iborated form in the 
)me above the mihrab 
-ie mihrab is the symbol 
the Ka'ba which is the 
iritual centre in Sufi 
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The typical form and decoration of this mihrab reflects 
verticality by its pointed shape and depth (interiority) by 
its concavity and execution in several planes. At the 
centre of the semi-pointed dome in the niche is a rosette 
from which radiate alternatingly coloured marble patterns 
that recall the verse of Light. (See interpretation of the 
rnihrab in the Mosque of Baybars). 

Two domes are located in the prayer hall: the first 
is placed in the geometrical centre, and is 
composed of an octagonal lantern that connects to 
its square base by means of stalactites (and was 
roofed by a circular dome that no longer survives); 
and the second, a wooden dome that shifts sections 
from the square to the octagon by means of 
stalactites, to the circle and finally to Unity 
according to the cosmological model, placed above 
the mihrab. The "seniority" of the later dome 
(bigger and more elaborate than the other) clearly 
indicates a shift of priority from the quantitative 
centre to the qualitative centre (to the bay above 
the mihrab). 

Void Void 

ilid Solid Sulü 

: sally, and internally, 
. trical crenellations are 
(See interpretation of 
igs in the Mosque of 



The minaret of the Khanqah of Shaykhu is identical to 
that of the Mosque built on the opposite side of the street. 
Both are symbols of transcendence and have visual 
ascending qualities that are accelerated by the change in 
sections from square to octagon to circle to point (as seen 
in the previous cases). Whether intentional or not, the 
two minarets opposite one another recall the earlier 
Fatimid gateways of Cairo in al-Mu'ezz street. This 
would add a further dimension to their symbolism, that 
of transition from exterior (less holy street) to interior 
(more holy interior). 

Externally, stalactites are used 
in the portal to smoothely 
merge the outer facade with 
the inner in a manner that is 
not abrupt. The elaborate use 
of the muqarnas in this 
khanqah (identical to that of 
the opposite portal of the 
Mosque of Sheykhu) creates a 
cave-like effect involving the 
symbolism mentioned earlier. 

Internally, stalactites are used 
in the two wooden domes, that 
of the geometrical centre and 
spiritual centre of the prayer 
hall. Stalactites make up the 
zone of transition between the 
square bases carried on four 
columns and the octagonal 
lantern (drum) to the circle 
(this circular section has not 
survived in the case of the 
dome in the geometrical 
centre). 

Remarks: 

Prototypic Features: 

1) The centre of the courtyard coincides with that of the octagonal water fountain. The 
internal elements are aligned to this centre and are consequently related to the four corners 
of the quadrangular sahn. 

2) The domes, fountain, and minaret follow the Sufi cosmological model. 
Unique Features: 

1) The geometrical centre of the praying area (the quantitative) is a wooden domical 
structure, while the spiritual centre (the qualitative) is an elaborate wooden dome placed over the mihrab. 

Chapter Nine 425 



Chapter Nine 

The Madrasa of 
Sarghatmish 

(Al-Khodeiry Street) 

(757 A. H., 1356 A. D. ) 

Mosque / Madrasa Type 

(4 Iwans, Mausoleum, Sufi Cells) 

A typical prototype of 
a Mamluk portal: 
cave-like, recessed 
from the less holy 
street, pointed arched, 
and with stalactites. 
(See visual and 
symbolic implications 
of the portal of the 
Mosque of' Aslarn). 

The entrance hall and 
majaz take the form of 
dark, winding 
passageways that help 
to disconnect the 
visitor's atate of mind 
from the outside less 
holy concerns. It is by 
seeing the glaring light 
at the end of the majaz 
corridors that he knows 
that he is approaching 
the inner more holy 
space of the building: 
the central court. 

i 

ý-- 
Main Portal 

Plan 
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Axiality in the 
courtyard is manifested 
in the alignment of the 
octagonal water 
fountain (the centre of 
the courtyard) with the 
prayer hall and the 
remaining iwans, but 
also with the dome over 
the mihrab (it coincides 
with the entire praying 
hall space). 

The interior of a mosque or 
niadrasa is the inner world of a 
religious building, its internal 
facades are the "inner" facades 
in Sufi terms. The octagonal 
water fountain at the centre 
represents the Throne of God 
and the four corners of the 
courtyard recall the four pillars 
carrying the celestial sphere. 
The whole internal part of the 
building is a microcosm as 
such. 

Arches and iwans, are pointed and constructed in ablaq 
masonary (alternating red and white stones). The pointed 
form of the arch and the iwan produces a vertical sense 
leading upwards to the Heavens, while in the pointed 
iwan the horizontal line resulting from its "growth" 
recalls the way to the Straight Path (as explained earlier 
in the Khanqah of Baybars). The use of ablaq creates a 
radiating effect resembling mihrabs (see earlier 
interpretation). 



asa follows the usual 
nes of pointed niches 
d). The pointed part of 
ng interlocking marble 
Light (see interpretation 

taybars). 
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The prayer hall is roofed by a dome which gives 
both the feeling of centrality as well as an 
accentuated sense of verticality. To bring about the 
laterality of the prayer hall (required for longer 
rows), two pointed iwans extend the central space 
on either side of the domed area. By the axiality of 
the prayer area with the centre of the interior 
(fountain), depth and qibla orientation are 
achieved. Thus, the prayer hall organization sums 
up the requirements of horizontal Makkah 
orientation, laterality, and verticality. 



The mausoleum is 
centralized by its square 
chamber organization; 
the tomb of the Emir is 
located at its centre 
(coinciding with the 
summit of the dome 
along the vertical axis 
that passes through it). 

ýw- 
- Visual exposure from the 

street and the western 
iwan ensure "du`a' from 
the worshippers as well 
as the passers-by. 

Plan of Mausoleum 

aU ýý The dome roofing the mausoleum is transformed 
from the square to the circle by means of 
stalactites. The change is subtle and gradual in 
such a manner that the octagon is hardly perceived. 
To make up for this important symbolic 

ýx six constituent of all domed structures, the architect 
srq introduced a cantelevered wooden octagonal frame 

"floating" in space to complete the cosmological 
a< 

ýý 

t} 
model. 1 

w>rr'^acr 
' : -tom' 

Externally, a very few 
of the crestings survive 
today. The remaining 
ones indicate that the 
crenellations were via vie geometrical. The solid 

soso s� I, + and void parts reflect s... 
typical Mamluk 
features. (See the 
interpretation of the 

ý 

crestings of the Mosque . ... Geometrical of Baybars). --ý-- Crenellations 

Internally, the same crestings 
are used reflecting the same 

U notions. 

t} Y 

iE <V 
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2sovlid 

S o 

Internally, the same crestings 
are used reflecting the same 

The dome roofing the mausoleum is transformed 
from the square to the circle by means of 
stalactites. The change is subtle and gradual in 
such a manner that the octagon is hardly perceived. 
To make up for this important symbolic 
constituent of all domed structures, the architect 
introduced a cantelevered wooden octagonal frame 
"floating" in space to complete the cosmological 

The mausoleum is 
centralized by its square 
chamber organization; 
the tomb of the Emir is 
located at its centre 
(coinciding with the 
summit of the dome 
along the vertical axis 
that passes through it). 
Visual exposure from the 
street and the western 
iwan ensure "du`a' from 
the worshippers as well 
as the passers-by. 



oint 

; ircle 

)ctagonal 
'avilion 

Octagon 

Square 

Square / Earth 
Octagon / Throne 
Pavilion / Bearers of Throne 
Circle / Heavens 

This represents one of 
the typical Mamluk 
minarets. A symbol of 
transcendence, it points 
upwards to the heavens 
by means of its tapering 
and its sequential chant 
of sections. This 
transformation of form 
follows the Sufi 
cosmological model of 
square, octagon, eight 
columned pavilion, and 
circle culminating at a 

Externally, stalactites are used to bring the outer less 
holy plane of the facade to the inner more holy plane, 
the recess of the portal. This creates a cave-like effect 
which when viewed from the visitor's eye level upwa 
eases the sight to proceed upwards to the summit of tl 
portal, i. e., the pointed semi-dome and from there to t 
sky. 

Internally, stalactites are used 
as the means by which the 
square base of the mausoleum 
is transformed into a circle. 
(See visual effect and 
symbolism of the stalactites in 
the Mosque of Baybars). 
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Remarks: 

Prototypic Features: 

1) The centre of the courtyard coincides with that of the octagonal water fountain. 
This centre is at the same time axial to the four iwans, the mihrab, and the prayer hall 
dome. 

2) The four corners of the quadrangular sahn are diagonally aligned to the centre of 
the courtyard. 

3) The two domes (mausoleum and prayer hall dome) as well as the minaret follow 
the Sufi cosmological model (sqaure to octagon to circle to point). 

4) The marble patterned flooring follows garden layouts (representation of a Garden 
of Paradise). 

Unique Features: 

1) The prayer hall dome takes up the entire prayer iwan so that the geometrical and 
spiritual centres coincide. 

2) Two annexed vaulted spaces are connected to the square prayer hall to allow for 
longer rows (laterality). 



Chapter Nine 

Madrasa of Tatar 
al-Hijaziyyah 
(Darb Qirmiz) 

(761 A. H., 1360 A. D. ) 

Madrasa / Mosque Type 

(3 Iwans, Mausoleum) 

432 

I IS 
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C&Avwd 00 

si 

Plan Axonometric 

Portal Plan 

Due to the site 
constraints, and the two 
phases of the building 
(see Chapter Five), the 
portal is flush with the 
facade, neither recessed 
nor arched. A group of 
stalactites bring out the 
plane of the portal to 
the building top (the flat 
lintel does not promote 
verticality). 

Entrance Hall 
Plan 

Due to site constraints, the majaz has been reduced 
in this madrasa to be the same as the entrance hall. 
It leads directly to the courtyard without leading the 
visitor through a series of dark winding corridors. 
In general, this solution is not common and far 
from the traditional norms of the Mamluk Period. It 
seems that had the mu`allem chosen the traditional 
majaz, he would have had to sacrifice the internal 
space and its organization (the microcosm). 
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Section Through Court & Main Iwan 

Both mihrabs are designed in 
the usual pointed form and 
have qualities that "interiorize" 
while pointing upwards. 
Furthermore, the main 
southern-iwan mihrab, is clad 
with radiating marble patterns 
recalling the verse of Light 
(see interpretation of the 
mihrab of the Mosque of 
Baybars). 

The main southern iwan 
is the largest, deepeest 
and highest of all the 
three iwans. 
Accordingly, it 
dominates the internal 
space. This exaggeration 
in height and depth was 
probably made to 
remedy the fact that the 
eastern iwan (in this 
particular case) is not the 
main prayer area. 
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Externally, stalactites are used 
to bring the portal plane to the 
building top and to bring the 
outer less sacred plane of the 
facade to the inner more 
sacred plane of the recessed 
windows. In all cases, the 
stalactites reach up to join the 
crestings and from there, lerad 
vision upwards. Internally, the 
mugarnas is used to transform 
the dome from square to circle 
in a manner similar to that 
used in the mausoleum of the 
Imam al-Shafi'i in Cairo; i. e., 
keel-arched rather than curved 
stalactites. (See interpretation 
of the stalactites of the 
Mosque of Baybars). 

Remarks: 

Prototypic Features: 

1) The centre of the courtyard generates the organization of the elements of the building; 
entrance hall, three iwans, and mihrab. 

2) The minaret and mausoleum dome follow the Sufi cosmological model (square, 
octagon, eight pillared pavilion, circle, point). 

3) The marble patterned floor of the courtyard abstractly represents a garden layout 
which symbolizes a Garden of Paradise. 

Unique Features: 

1) The location of the portal is hidden behind the projecting mausoleum chamber (the 
latter was a second stage addition). Furthermore, the portal and entrance hall lead directly 
to the courtyard due to site constraints. 

2) The main iwan is the southern one rather than the eastern (also due to site constraints). 

3) The centre of the courtyard coincides with the centre of an octagonal marble pattern on 
the floor of the sahn (an abstraction of the water fountain). The four pillars or corners of 
the courtyard (quadrangularity) are also emphasized in the marble patterns. 
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Chapter Nine 

The Madrasa of 
Umm al-Sultan Sha'ban 

(Near Suq al-Silah) 

(770 A. H., 1368-69 A. D. ) 

Mosque / Madrasa Type 

(4 Iwans, 2 Mausolea, Public Fountain) 

Bent dark tube-like passages 
connect the cross-vaulted 
entrance hall to the courtyard 
and to the secondary madrasa 
taking up the divergence of 
the street in relation to the 
qibla orientation (116 degrees 
rather than the usual 135 
degrees). 
Makk. k. 
135 dermas 
(Aalammen 

A 
IQibIA nw&- - Main Nottb 16 deem 

(SaM. e. 's Q1. h) 

Cave-like effect 
resulting from the use 
of stalactites. The 
pointed triangular 
silhouette at the top of 
the portal is the best 
example of pointing at 
the vertical. 

See( ktu 

437 
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Main Portal 
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Pointed iwans emphasize 
the vertical by their 
ascending visual resultant. 
At the same time, the 
horizontal growth of the 
iwan gives the sense of the 
Straight Path. (See the 
interpretation of the arch 
and iwan in the Mosque of 
al-Nasir at the Citadel)_ 

The centre of the courtyard, has no water 
fountain. Nevertheless, the centre is implicitly 
sensed in that it generates the geometry of the 
whole building. It connects to the four corners of 
the courtyard and is axially connected to the four 
iwans. Furthermore, the secondary madrasa 
courtyard connects visually to the vertically 
pointing minaret. 

The prayer hall is a pointed iwan. Laterally, the 
centre of the praying hall connects to the two 
mausolea, thus, instigating du'a' by those who 
pray in the qibla iwan. The centre of the 
courtyard is axially aligned to the centre of the 
prayer hall, which in turn is laterally aligned to 
the two mausolea (centres in themselves). 



Chapter Nine 

The mihrab located in the centre of the qibla wall 
demonstrates both depth (interiority) as well as 
verticality (transcendence). A rosette at the centre of the 
pointed semi-dome in the niche radiates coloured marble 
patterns that recall the verse of light. (See interpretation 
of the mihrab in the Mosque of Baybars). 

Plan of Mausolea 

Elevation of Domes 

Void voce 

Ud sous S. Ud 

Trefoil Crestings 

Trefoil crestings are used 
both externally and internally 
connecting the building to 
the sky. (See interpretation of 
crestings in earlier cases). 

The exterior and 
interior of the domes 
change their section 
from square to octagon 
(by means of 
squinches) to the 
circle, and finally to 
unity according to the 
cosmological model: 

Earth / Square 
Throne / Octagon 

Celestial / Circle 
The One / Point 

I T. 

ýJ ;O 

Section 
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Existing Minaret 
Elevation 

Stalactites are used 
structurally to carry the 
balconies of the minaret. On 
the other hand, they are used 
to bring the inner plane of the 
recesses to the outer plane of 
the facade; i. e., the more 
sacred to the lesser sacred. 
(See interpretation of 
stalactites in the Mosque of 
Baybars). 

440 

The remains of the 
minaret changes section 
from square to octagon 
to probably an 
octagonal pavilion, 
culminating in a 
circular pointed top (as 
all other minarets of the 
period). (See 
interpretation of the 
minaret as explained 
earlier). 

Remarks: 

Prototypic Features: 

1) The four iwans and the mihrab are aligned to the centre of the courtyard. The four 
corners of the courtyard diagonally correspond to this centre. 

2) The minaret and the two mausoleum domes follow the Sufi cosmological model. 

Unique Features: 

1) The silhouette of the portal is triangular rather than a pointed arch (embodying 
verticality). 

2) Squinches are used instead of stalactites in the transition of the mausoleum dome. 



Chapter Nine 

Madrasa of 
Emir Mithqal 
(Darb Qirmiz) 

(776 A. H., 1365 A. D. ) 

Madrasa Type 

(4 Iwans) 

441 
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Although the central fountain 
is missing, the rotation of the 
marble patterned square in the 
centre of the courtyard gives 
an abstract eight sided form 
representing the octagonal 
fountain. The whole 
composition consists of a 
square (the earth), rotated to 
give the octagon (the Throne), 
and an inscribed circle in its 
centre (the celestial sphere). 

Arches are not used externally The Prayer Iwan is the 
except in the portal (see above). I largest and deepest of all 
Internally, the four iwans are four Iwans, its width 
pointed, leading vision gives it its laterality 
upwards. They are constructed (long rows). As all 
in ablaq masonry, resulting in 0 traditional prayer iwans, 
radiating effects (see 
interpretation of arches in the 

z,:...; it culminates in a central 
point of focus, the 

Mosque of al-Nasir at the mihrab. Thus, 
Citadel). accentuated depth gives II the horizontal direction 

of the qibla, while the 
height and shape of the 
arch connects it to the 

Prayer Iwan vertical. 

The size of the northern 
and southern iwans 
(2.5x3.5 m) makes them 

It 
unusable for either 
teaching or prayer. This 

J I fact, that iwans were 
designed not to be used 

1 (in terms of utility) 
lip indicates that they were 

incorporated for their 
symbolic function, to 
complete the quadrature 
resulting from the centre 

Southern Iwan of the court. 



Laterality and depth have been realized by the 
chosen iwan organization. The most striking 
feature of this prayer iwan is its emptiness. Very 
little decoration is applied, and whatever is 
incorporated leads vision upwards (e. g. pointed 
arched windows, shape of mihrab, ... etc. ). The 
accomodation of the praying area in the direction 
of the qibla as opposed to the street orientation, is 
taken up by the thickness of the walls. 

The mihrab is clad with 
coloured marble patterns with 
radiating effects recalling the 
verse of light. (See 
interpretation of the mihrab of 
the Mosque of Baybars). The 
mihrab composition seems to 
resemble a window (to 
Heaven) in the midst of a vast 
empty wall. 

Absence of any domes. 
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Absence of minarets. This madrasa was not used as a congregational Friday mosque. 

Chapter Nine 

Void void 

Solid Solid Solid 

Trefoil Crestings 

Externally, as well as 
internally, trefoil crestings are 
used (See earlier interpretation 
of crestings). 

Internally, there are no 
stalactites. Externally, they 
are used to bring the outer 
less sacred planes of the 
facades to the inner more holy 
planes of the recesses of the 
portal and of windows. (See 
interpretation of stalactites in 
the Mosque of Baybars). 

Remarks: 

Prototypic Features: 

Ei : 
'. 

1) The portal is pointed and recessed, leading to an entrance hall and a majaz. 

2) The centre of the courtyard is axial to the four iwans, and the mihrab. The centre is at 
the same time aligned diagonally to the four corners of the quadrangular courtyard. 

Unique Features: 

1) The centre of the courtyard coincides with the centre of a rotated square marble pattern (45 degrees) forming an octagon circumscribing a circle. This pattern is an abstraction of the octagonal water fountain following the traditional cosmological model. 
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Chapter Nine 

9.2 RELATIONS BETWEEN THE ELEMENTS OF BAHRI MAMLLJK RELIGIOUS 

ARCHITECTURE 

From the examination and analysis of the above cases, it is obvious that there are 

certain architectural compositions that involve several elements together, and that, by looking 

at these elements on their own we are not exposing their overall symbolic effect in their 

specific context. In this section, I will not deal with all the possible sets of relations between 

the elements of Mamlük religious architecture, but rather concentrate on four of the most 

obvious relations in order to illustrate how the elements are organized and perceived by the 

viewer. 

9.2.1 The Entrance Relation 
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Figure 9.2 The pcýýýýl of we nýýwyue ä Äy. Wýyur 

Yüaulf showing the dark reetaied portal in contrast with the showing at" k-ading to the pointed arched iwö,.. 

rest of the facade. 

We saw earlier in Chapter Eight and in the cases just analyzed that the entrance is the 

main point of focus in the facade. It is strikingly represented by a set of grouped elements 
that are inter-related, punctuating the austere walls of Mamliik religious buildings. (Fig. 9.1) 
We have seen how the prototypical entrance involves a flight of rising steps which lead to a 

Figure 9.1 faleruwl view d ii., of III. J. 
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pointed niche-like portal (Fig. 9.2), culminating in a group of stalactites, followed by a row 

of crestings, and topped by a towering minaret. ' 

By examining this characteristic entrance composition, we find that the steps form the 

first element that takes the sight of the viewer upwards. These are usually either outside or 

within a pointed arched recess, which further takes the sight upwards, along the vertical 

straight lines (the terrestrial) to join with the curved parts (the celestial) to culminate in a 

point at the summit of the arch. As was discussed in Chapter Eight, the momentum of this 

visual movement is coupled with the use of stalactites which in a spatial sense give the feeling 

of a cave. (Fig. 9.3) Looking at the effect of these stalactites externally, we find that they 

take the eye smoothly from bottom to top. On the other hand, passing through the portal 

recess and looking upwards, we find that the same composition gives an opposite effect, that 

of the outer plane of the facade being brought down and in towards the inner plane of the 

entrance recess - i. e., towards the more holy. (Fig. 9.4) In any case, the sight is taken 

upwards, beyond the physical constraints of the silhouette of the "space" of the portal. 

IbiMan. While paining through the portal, the LLrJadMei help "pull" the 

viriler inwards towards the more holy Interior. 

' Examples of this composition are found in the Mosque of Baybars al-Bundugdäri, Khanqah of Baybars al- Jäshankrr, Mosque of al-Näsir Muhammad, Mosque of al-Märidäni, Mosque and Khangah of Shcykhü, and the 
Madrasa of Sarghatmish. 

Figure 9.3 Pahl of the %I tue ui Aldan ml- 

SiWtidir pointing upwards. Looking of the stalimikes 

wfiik facing the portal INemiifes aicenalon. 

rigure Y., # s,, ti n Uiruugh the ported of the Complex of Sulle. 
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Looking upwards at this composition once again, we find a row of crestings beyond 

the silhouette of the portal recess. These crestings are either identical to one another, or 

similar but not identical (see Complex of Qaläw(in). We saw in Chapter Eight that these rows 

of crestings create voids that are the inverse images of the solid parts. We also found that 

these grip the sky and that they symbolize the union between the physical and the spiritual, 

the earthly and the Heavenly. It thus follows that the vertically escalating sight would reach 

this stage where the shift from terrestrial to celestial is completed by the actual meeting of 

the building with the sky - this is not only visual "meeting", but rather "interlocking" within 

the tooth-like geometrical crenellations or curved trefoil crestings. 

d a. 
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Figure 9.6 -m a n, > 
sh(ming a prolotypk entrance relation where the minaret 

is placed Immediately to the dde of the portal. 

To further accentuate this relationship, the minaret is either located above this 

composition or immediately above one of the sides of the portal. (Figs. 9.5 & 9.6) This 

choice of positioning is of the utmost importance as it further carries vision upwards, but this 
time in a qualitative cosmological ascendance through the symbolism inherent in geometrical 

Figure 9.5 The Murbnw of Al-1Aür i1 d . umnA 

showing a lypkal example of an entrance reUlon "ere 

the minaret in placed above the portal. 
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shapes. The minaret changes section from the square (the quadrangular representing the earth) 

to the octagon (representing the Throne) to the circle (representing the Heavens) culminating 

at a point (representing the One). According to the findings of Chapters Seven and Eight, this 

Sufi cosmological model represents the order of the cosmos from the earths to the Heavens 

to the Throne and finally to God. From this qualitative point of view, the ascending sight 

would be further taken upwards by this element shooting up in the sky in an ascension 

resembling that of the person who is taking "a journey to meet God". We should not forget 

that Sufis derived their stages of ascent (maqamat) from the Prophet's Mi'raj (peace and 

blessings be upon him). 

Thus, it is evident that the relation resulting from the elements involved in the 

entrance, symbolizes as well as sums up the aim of the whole religious building; to pray to 

God and to be with Him. We saw in Chapter Seven that from the Sufi point of view, to pray 

means to be oriented towards the centre which is ultimately to be aligned with the cosmic 

vertical axis - which runs through the centres of the earths and Heavens linking them all to 

God. Since the relationship we are examining leads to this vertical transcendence from earthly 

terrestrial to Heavenly celestial, leading to God, it follows that in a way, the relationship 

between the elements involved in the entrance symbolizes the path which leads to the end- 

product resulting from prayer as a process. In the otherwise blank, external (dhähir), and 

empty facade the entrance relationship tells us what will happen within the interior (bälin) 

of the religious building. 

9.2.2 The Courtyard Relation 

rigure 9. % The "elk r of the Complex of SukAn Ilwvxun *umx up the courtyard reLlion. 
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We mentioned in Chapter Eight that the courtyard represents the heart of the Islamic 

traditional building. Whether this central space is roofed by a dome or open to the sky 

(Heaven), from it the whole geometry and order of the buildings comes to be realized. The 

traditional building appears to be "generated" from within until it meets with the external wall 

boundaries. (Fig. 9.7) 

Figure 9.8 m iNerior of the Mosque of Sheykhu 

ehowing an example or one of the simplest of Maml ük cases 

central rounlalro. Il is composed of an octagonal bamak 

block in whkfi a circular basin is carved opt. 

Figure 9.9 The ItU r or the Ma&n. sa or Mkhgal 
xhowing the rotation or a marble square pattern at 45 

degrees (to produce au octagon). The final square imnrbes 

a circle representing the abstraction of a dune. 

From the examination of the Mamlük cases, we find that Mamlük religious buildings 

are centred about quadrangular courtyards which either have at their centres an octagonal 

water fountain roofed by a dome' or have an abstract octagonal shape' inscribing a circle 
in the marble flooring which symbolizes the Gardens of Paradise. (Figs. 9.8 & 9.9) From 

these centres, four pointed iwäns (in the case of madrasas and khanqahs) or four riwägs 

composed of rows of pointed arcades (in the case of the hypostyle mosque) are generated 

axially from the centre: the eastern and western in the axis of the Ka`ba and the northern and 

southern perpendicular to it. 

1 See the Complex of Qalawun, Mosque of al-Mdridäni, Mosque of Sheykhü, Khangah of Sheykhü, Mad rasa 
of Sarghaimish, and the Madrasa of SuliAn Hassan. 

I See the Madrasa of Tatar al-Hijdziyyah, and the Madrasa of Emtr Mithyil. 
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The four corners of the courtyard seem to have been purposefully emphasized to show 

the relation between the four directions and the four corners to the centre. This was carried 

out by first making the iwäns or riwaqs slightly smaller than the side of the courtyard, which 

visually gives a sense that it is a space that is related to the courtyard, generated from it, yet 

is not part of it'. Secondly, in some of the cases we saw that at the corners of the crestings 

in the courtyard, mabkharas (literally "incense burners" because they resemble them in shape) 

were placed higher than the level of the crestings to emphasize the quadrature and corners 

(ark2n) of the Sahn. (Figs. 9.10 & 9.11) 

IIiIIl 1). II.,,,. u,., t u.,, I .,, ;,, .. "...., .l 
courtyard of the Mosque of al-Miridini. Niiir Muhununuid at the Citadel. 

We found in Chapter Eight that this quadrature of the courtyard is a representation 

of the four pillars carrying the celestial spheree (Heavens). This was either represented 
directly by the sky or symbolically by a dome in climates that could not make use of the 

courtyard. On the other hand, the octagonal water fountain represents the Throne of God on 
the primordial waters recalling creation. It is directly related to the marble flooring of the 

courtyards which abstractly represents the Gardens of Paradise - with orchards, fields, rivers 
and springs. 

Contrary to the effect that would have been created had the size of the iwan been exactly the same as that 
of the side of the courtyard. 

2 See Chapter Seven. 

I Iguil' 9.1 0 
. 
H. dkhmue uxd ill Lill, "'In", ul IL, 
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This is a good example of how the individual meanings of elements are reinforced 

when they are seen in combination. The water fountain alone represents the Throne on the 

waters and the representation of the garden of Paradise on the other hand, is a valid and 

understandable element in such a place in the religious building. But when the use of "water" 

in the case of the Throne is linked to the use of "water" in relation to the Qur'änic 

descriptions of the Gardens of Paradise', it is then that one sees the correlation and discerns 

the traditional usage of these two elements in relation to one another. 

Looking at the whole internal composition 

from the centre outwards, we find that the 

vertically aligned cosmological model is followed 

by the arrangement of square, octagon, and circle 

- in the courtyard, fountain, and fountain dome 

respectively. (Fig. 9.12) These elements in the 

internal space are surrounded by pointed arches 

or iwans in such a manner that an uplifting force 

is created towards the vertical. We should not 

forget that the aim of prayer to the Sufis is to 

achieve the "mi `räj" of the soul, and that a 

vertical representation of the cosmos would help 

to achieve this spiritual "journey". Furthermore, 

the rows of crestings complete this relation, 

spelling out the joining of the building with the Figure 9.12 The axes or the iwan, or the m ., a a 

sky while at the same time reminding us of our 
Surgh L1uWI pes through the centre of the water fountain so 

well m the untre of the maghim Jam. 

composite existence of material and spiritual 

attributes. 

From the interior of the courtyard, one sees the soaring minaret with its geometrical 
transformations easing visual ascension. In the context of the symbolism created by the 

elements that have been discussed above, by their organisation, and choice of forms, the 

minaret and its geometrical transformation becomes yet another device emphasizing the 

vertical and the cosmic levels; i. e., joining the building to the Heavens. (Fig. 9.13) 

' See Chapter Seven. 
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The elements that are related to one another in the internal space of the courtyard 

seem to achieve the same objectives as those of the entrance: first to achieve an obvious sense 

of the centre, and secondly, to show the implicit vertical axis as explicitly as possible. The 

relation between the elements of this internal space makes it a microcosm, a representation 

of the cosmos ranging from the terrestrial (quadrangular shape) to transitional (octagonal 

shape) to Heavenly celestial (domical shape and sky) to Unity (point). 

9.2.3 The Prayer Hall Relation 

The final destination and aim of the worshipper entering the house of God, is to pray 
in the area designated for prayer (usually called the riwäq al-qibla in a hypostyle mosque or 
iwan al-Salate in a madrasa type). As we said earlier in Chapter Four, a Muslim can perform 
his prayers in any place - that is except at a grave or in a place that is impure, e. g. near 

toilets, ... etc. It follows that in the buildings under study, prayer would be primarily 

performed in the iwäns, or riwaqs, and would extend into the courtyard in the case of a large 

congregation. 

In the case of the hypostyle mosque type, the prayer area is composed of rows of 
arches that are carried by pillars, piers, or both in a combination. These pointed arches aim 

ý . ý. ýý.. ýýý ,. ý... ...... .........   1; 4 llI ld ýrl It i. 1.1ý1i, i'. i id III.,, 
.. 

I 1-W 
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at the vertical within the covered areas of the mosque. ' As we have discussed in Chapter 

Eight, the quadrangular part of an arch represents the terrestrial while the curved part 

represents the celestial. In all cases, these arches conform to the sides of the courtyard rather 

than to the qibla direction whether parallel or perpendicular to it. That is to say that the 

organization of these arches are in such a manner that sometimes the visitor faces the 

elevation of arches and in other locations he faces their sides - although it would appear 

obvious that the rows should run in a uniform direction in relation to the qibla to achieve 

homogeneity and unity of space. Actually, unity of space is achieved by the conformity of 

the orientation of the arcades to the centre; it is that centre which generates an ordering force 

to the whole composition of the building. This point is vital to understand the importance of 

the centre as the point of beginning and end in the conception of the Muslim medieval 

religious building. (Figs. 9.14 & 15) 

i -A 
ýL7. 

.:.. ý. w 
-7; 

m wa 

Figure 9.14 Plan of the Mosque of sJ-Näwir 

Muhurmiad at the Citadel showing arrangement of art- Ades noiüurn riwags of the Mosque of al-Nihir Muhammad. 

in the four riwbgs in relation to the ctntre. 

The same method is applied in the madrasa type where iwOns are "generated" from 

the centre of the courtyard and "grow" axially from it rather than in the direction of the qibla 
itself, so that those who would be praying in the gihla iwän would he praying in the direction 

of the growth of the iwän while those praying in the two iwäns perpendicular to it, would be 

praying perpendicular to its direction. 2 This indicates clearly that no matter what elements 

were involved, whether riwägs or iwäns, the priority was to conform to the centre. (Fig. 9.16) 

' See the hypostyle mosques of al-bh; hir Baybars, al-Msridan7, and al-Näsir Muhammad. 

2 Of course it should not be forgotten that the accentuation of depth of the prayer area whether riwltq or iwdn 
was always made to be the deepest, setting it out in the interior of the mosque. This excessive depth resulted in 
a horizontal line at the summit of the iwein which symbolize the "Straight Path" (al-Sirai al-Mustagrin). 

Figure 9.15 View of the direction of the wcidti in the wentrrn and 
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Figure 9.16 The four iwäns in the Mabnsa of Unnn al-Sup vn Sha'bän are generated 1Yom the ctntre irre pettive 

of the direction of the gibla. 
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The location of the mihräb has remained constant in all Islamic periods and is always 

placed at the centre of the qibla wall, aligned to the centre of the courtyard - the water 

fountain or its abstract representation. It was mentioned in Chapter Eight, that the mihrab 

symbolically represents a window that is open to Heaven by its symbolism of the Ka`ba which 

in turn is vertically connected to the Heavenly Ka`bas and the Throne of God. The typical 

shape of Mamlük mihrabs that have been investigated can be described as a niche composed 

of a series of pointed flat arches, one inside the other, ending in a deeply set concave semi- 

circular form. The whole composition is covered with coloured marble cladding in different 

geometric patterns except for the curved part of the mihräb which usually "radiates" patterns 

from the centre outwards. This niche located at the centre of the otherwise plain gihla wall, 

points both inwardly as well as to the vertical. This "interiority" is seen in the depth and 

concavity of the niche, while the vertical results from the radiating marble cladding outwards 

and upwards by the form of the pointed arch. (Fig. 9.17) This symbolism ties strongly with 

the symbolism of the maggara' which is usually placed immediately in front of the mihrdb 

bay - whether in hypostyle mosques or in madrasa and khanqah types. 

We have discussed in Chapter Five that historically speaking, the need arose for the introduction of the 
maq. Ara, basically for reasons of security for the sultans and emirs who prayed in state mosques. This was an inevitable reaction to the death of two of the four Caliphs during their prayer in mosques. 
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or the Mosque of Aqsunqur. The columns or the magiüm bay are octagonal 

on square bases. 

The form of this magSüra gradually 

developed into a square pillared space that was 

domed. In the Mamlük magAiras analyzed in the 

cases examined', the square base was transformed 

into the circle by means of rows of stalactites that 

formed pendentive-like shapes. These stalactites 

were arranged in such a manner so as to indicate 

an octagon half way between the square and the 
NIA Ir Muhanunwd shows v Change of form - from oytwre to 

octagon to circle to pint. 

circle. This square base represents the 

quadrangularity of the earth while the octagonal "insinuation" represents the Throne of God, 

and the spherical top represents the celestial Heavens. The maq üra then, complies with the 

vertically arranged cosmological model, and completes the vertical ascension provided by the 

mihrab. Consequently, we find that the relation between these mihrObs and the magSaras, 

symbolized and represented both the horizontal centring to the earthly Ka`ba, and the vertical 

centring of the earthly Ka`ba and the celestial ones along the cosmic axis. (Fig. 9.18) 

Once again, we find that the elements that are inter-related in the prayer hall represent 

the same objectives mentioned in the above two sets of relations (that of the entrance and 

courtyard). The mihräb and Iwans, although having shapes that promote visual ascension, 

' Those of the Mosques of al-Dhähir Baybars, al-M iridüni, and al-Nä§ir Muhammad, as well as the Madrasa 
of Sarghaimish for example. 

Z The reason I say "insinuation" is that it is neither omitted nor emphasized in the forms. Sec the maq. liras 
of the Madrasa of Sarghaimish, and that of the Mosque of al-M ridäni. 

Figure 9.1 8 The nwgtüro bay of the Mosque of al. 

Figure 9.17 The milhrob is the only rrikukded element in the qkla 
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symbolize the horizontal direction towards the terrestrial centre (the Ka'ba). On the other 

hand, the maggara represents the vertical axis by changing the quality of the space within it 

from square to octagon to circle - which is in turn related axially to the earthly centre. 

9.2.4 The Mausoleum Relation 

We saw in the last few chapters that the 

mausoleum forms a fundamental constituent of 

Mamlük religious buildings, and that this was due 

to the common belief in saints whose baraka could 

be acquired even after their death. The question 

that arises is: does the presence of the mausoleum 

in relation to the religious building strengthen its 

sacredness and makes it a centre, or does the 

annexation of a mausoleum to a religious building 

bring baraka to the dead person buried in it? To 

answer this question, one needs first to examine the 

building process of complexes involving different 

parts and stages of construction; i. e., whether a 

mausoleum was first built, then the religious higurc 9.19 dine �r uee 

building added to it or vice versa. In fact, historical +M wsa or iuay ed-vi»uri it striking; K reflects the 

hniMIUuive of the lutyliun of the burin chWnber in reli Iwn 

evidence shows that both cases occurred. For tu the greet. 

instance, the Madrasa of Tatar al-Hijnziyya was 

added to the mausoleum she had built, while in cases such as that of the Complex of Sulidn 

Qaläwün and of Sultan l-lassan, both the madrasa as well as the mausoleum were built 

simultaneously. There are also cases that show that a mausoleum was added to already 

existing mosques such as that of the Mosque of Aqsunqur (the Blue Mosque). 

In the light of these findings it seems that the religious building and the mausoleum, 

each on its own, was considered as holy and sacred, and the attachment of one to the other 

could only strengthen this sanctity. That is why we find that great care was taken in choosing 
the sight and location of the mausoleum chamber, and that it usually occupied a space on the 
main street or square. 



Chapter Nine 457 

We also saw in Chapters Five and Eight, that the typical form of a mausoleum 

consists of a square chamber, with a mihräb (non-functional as far as prayer is concerned), 

roofed by a pointed dome. A band of Qur'dnic epigraphy is located at the top part of the 

square base around the chamber. Usually, the Throne verse or some other appropriate verses 

are chosen such as those reminding of the Day of Judgement, or the peace in which the souls 

of those who have fought for the sake of Allah dwell, ... etc. The body of the dead patron or 

saint is entombed in the centre of the square base, buried on his right side and facing this 

mihräb. 

to the centre or the throe. 'Hie octagonal wooden h-anis eonipkiee die auunologhid midcl. 

Figure 9.20 The limb of SYrghylmW is 4xiid to the mihnTh, and vertically (ImIle ted 
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In most of the Mamlük cases, the transition from square base to circular top is carried 

out by means of stalactites, which usually do not delineate the octagonal form, while a few 

cases show the use of corner squinches positioned saddle-wise on the four corners of the 

square'. In the latter case, the octagon becomes the form of the zone of transition. Realizing 

the symbolic function of the octagonal zone in the mausoleum form, the Mamlüks introduced 

a cantilevered wooden frame at the top part of the square base'- when using stalactites for 

their transition zone. In such examples, although the form is complete and the transformation 

smooth from bottom to top using mugarnaSdt, the designer knew that this was non-functional 

from the symbolic point of view - as an abstraction of the cosmos. Without the octagon there 

would be no Throne (`Arsh) or Seat (Kurst) in the cosmological model. 

of the Madnua of Umm of-Sukyn Sha'biin, n. b. the n. b. Although it uses eyuind ts, the octagon is not clearly delineated, as a 

octagon is clearly formed by the iqulndhm result, the need for the udigwwl wooden triune tirome. 

The overall relation between the elements in a mausoleum is again an attempt to strike 
the balance between the horizontal qibla direction and the vertical axis which represents the 

linking of the earthly Ka`ba to the celestial ones. This balance is created by the organization 

of the mausoleum, the body at the centre facing the horizontal gibla and at the same time 

lying on the vertical axis at the centre of the chamber. Vertically, the change in sections from 

square to circle by means of stalactites indicates the vastness of creation and the universe, and 

the octagonal frame recalls God's Throne and Seat above the seven Heavens. Thus, the 

mausoleum sums up the Islamic building in a unity of space; it is a microcosm in itself. 

' See the case of the Madrasa of Umm al-Suliän Sha'bän for example. 

2 Such as the dome of Khangali/Mosque of Salär and Sanjar al-Jawli, the Khungah of Baybars al-Jäshankrr, 
the Complex of Qaläwün, the Complex of Suliän Hassan, the Madrasa of Tatar al-fiijaziyyah. 

Figure 9.22 The dame of the nwu lcwn of Ihr Moryue of Aysunyur, Figure 9.21 u� ,.,,.,.,,,,, 
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CONCLUDING SUMMARY 

There are several striking observations resulting from the analysis of the cases in this 

chapter: 

The first observation concerns the evident clustering of the different elements into 

forms in Baliri Mamlük religious architecture. This is seen in the vertical harmoniously 

proportioned minarets, the quadrangular Sahn, the cave-like accented entrances, and the 

pointed ornamented domes. Although these elements were found to be significant on their 

own in Chapter Eight, they have been found to be "inoperative" except in their context in 

relation to the elements in their proximity. 

The second observation concerns these relations. The symbolism involved in the 

relation between the elements of the entrance was seen to be the same as in those of the 

courtyard and in the praying hall, and the representations of the prayer hall conformed to a 

great extent to those of the mausoleum. Although, the symbolism was found to be the same, 

it was repeated by using different elements in each case. This indicates that whatever the 

elements involved in the relationships, the message was always the same: to remind the 

Muslim of the Presence of God, and to aid the Muslim in his spiritual quest for 

transcendence. 

The third observation is that the elements examined in combinations have proven to 

answer many more of the questions that were raised in Chapter Five. But there are still some 

questions that remain to be answered. I believe that there is another level of understanding 

which has to be revealed, because the analyses that have been made of the elements (in 

Chapter Eight) and the relationships (in this chapter) both deal with the buildings statically 

as though they were objects to be scrutinized and "anatomically" analyzed. In fact, of course, 
these religious buildings were designed to be used, and to be dynamically experienced in their 
totality. This suggests the need for a description of at least one of these buildings in a 
sequence, following the footsteps of a visitor passing through its different spaces, seeing them 
and using them. This "journey" through a building will shed light on the importance of the 
sequential ordering of the elements and their combinations (i. e., their integrated symbolism). 
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CH IR U1 

SYNTHESIS: A NEW UNDERSTANDING OF 

MAMLZJK RELIGIOUS ARCHITECTURE 
A Case Study of the Madrasa of Suliän Hassan 

10.1 INTRODUCTION 

In the previous chapters of this thesis we have attempted to re-create Mamlüks' 

understanding of architectural form, and the symbolism inherent in the elements and relations 

that were incorporated in the design of religious buildings. So far, we have dealt with single 

elements and with static relationships between two or three of them at a time. What we will 

attempt to do in this chapter is to show the unity of a whole composition, both architecturally 

and as a reflection of the Unity upon which Islam is centred, by studying a single example 

of Mam1Gk religious architecture. We should not forget that this sense of Unity was not meant 

to be extracted from plans and other architectural drawings, but it was intended to be 

experienced. The building that will be examined in this chapter will show that such unity 

exists and that it can be experienced by a visit to the building - which implies a temporal 

sequence of events and views. This is the only way by which a medieval visitor would have 

encountered a building and conceived its Unity; actually this emerges even for a twentieth- 

century visitor provided he understands something of the symbolism embodied at all levels 

of the architecture. Although the visit is a personal and factual one, it is nevertheless 

obviously reconstructed and in that sense also a little fictional so as to bring out the 

underlying rationale beneath a number of subjective and qualitative "events". 

Although, the integrity of the remaining traditional settings in Cairo today have only 
a distant relationship with what the Mamlüks aimed at, and although the spiritual awareness 
of Islam has been cheapened there, as in many other parts of the Muslim world, we saw in 
Chapter Nine that an indescribable emotional link with a great spiritual past has remained 
alive in the monuments that are left. This emotional link, which we can almost touch with our 
hands but cannot capture in words, speaks to us out of every stone of the ancient city. 



Chapter Ten 461 

7) Internal Madracas 8) Mausoleum. 

The Complex of Sulidn Hassan has been chosen for this visit. (Fig. 10.1 & 10.2) 

Often described of "olympian beauty" and "artistic insolence", it has qualities which are 

addressed to universal reasoning, and is also admirable in its resultant conception which is 

absolutely logical. It is an incisively pure work, of which criticism is futile: it is the epitome 

and pinnacle of medieval Cairene architecture. We are hence describing and analysing a 

rigure HJ. I Plan of Complex: 1) Entrance 2) Majaz 3) Ablutions 4) Courtyard.,, ) ruuntmn o) vwta Iwan 

Figure 10.2 Section in Complex: 1) Ablutions 2) Courtyard 3) Fouutuiu 4) Qiblu lwitn 5) Mausoleum. 
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perfect symphony, whose function was well studied to perform the entire roles of the 

orchestra, all this with subtle, intimate passages. We will find that this masterpiece is not 

composed merely of a sum of notes, but of a combination of melodies of a restrained number. 

By its harmony and orchestration, the assemblage is lifted to a level that surpasses other 

Mamlük contemporary religious buildings. But it should not therefore he taken as a unique 

non-representative example: on the contrary, in it the use of traditional elements and relations 

appear clearer than in other Mamlük counterparts and are raised to a state of perfection. 

10.2 AN INTERPRETATION OF THE MADRASA OF SULTAN AASSAN 

Figure 10.3 The süy of ul-Nahhäsin in Cairo, although 

Seemingly full of activity. ! 'flows a sense of trunyuilily und an 

absence of tension. (Duvid Roberts Isngruving) 

Those who have not visited Cairo, do not know the vastness of Islam. It is 

the metropolis of the Universe, the garden of the world, the abode of 
human space, the portal of Islam, the throne of royalty: it is a city 
embellished by castles and palaces, ornamented with sufi khanqahs, 

madrasas, illuminated by moons and stars of enlightenment. ' 

' Ibn Khaldün describing Cairo in his "Mugcuidimah". 
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To visualize the medieval Cairene setting described above by Ibn Khaldün one must 

first re-create in one's mind its streets. According to the findings of Chapter Three, medieval 

Cairene Maras were punctuated continuously with houses, bazaars, public baths, 

caravansaries, and religious buildings. Its old stone buildings were said to have appeared to 

have grown out of the soil. Views of dark, arched passageways, silent squares and 

courtyards, carved windows - all have been described. (Fig 10.3) As I stood in the old part 

of the city beneath the Citadel, I re-created in my mind these buildings with their stone 

facades and wooden balconies, "alive" even in their stillness; accompanied by the absence of 

all hurry, all this came to me with feelings of a restfulness which embraced me and made me 

wish that my own life was rooted there. It is with such feelings that I found myself before 

the grey stone facade of the Madrasa of Suliän Hassan built in 757 A. H. /1356 A. D. 

Al-Nair Hassan the patron of this monument made the following statement about his 

own project: 

Had I not feared that people say that the Sultan of Egypt cannot complete 

a building he has started, I would have definitely deserted this project 
because of the enormous amounts of money that I have spent on it. ' 

Al-Magrizi confirmed this, saying "there is no known building in the Islamic world 

that can compare to this madrasa. " The Ottoman Suliän Selim called it "a puissant fortress! " 

These reflections chime with reality. The chosen site for its construction is at the foot of the 

Citadel dominating the city. (Fig 10.4) It must have been a trying wager to attempt to build 

an austere monument next to the placid hostility of the walls of the Citadel. Although the 
Citadel is a vast fortress, the Complex of Suliän llassan does not diminish by an inch in its 

proximity to it, instead it is set off visually in a superb statement. In fact, this huge building 

seems to crush the Citadel, due to its position in relation to the esplanade which separates it 

from its rival. (Fig 10.5) It is indeed, an excellent example of both the massive monumental 

style of the Bahrt Mamink period that was meant to dominate the urban setting, and of the 
four-iwan madrasa plane. 

I A1-Magrizº (14th C. ), hilal vol. 2, p. 316. 

2 What Creswell prototypically calls the cruciform plan of Cairene madrasas. I find this to be an inappropriate 
term to use especially since the cause of the rise of this prototype is the four Sunni schools of jurisprudence and 
not the cross. Furthermore, from the geometrical point of view, the form is not of a cross, but of four spaces 
connected to a central court. 
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Figure 10.4 View showing the dominance of the muss of the Coml, lcx. 'I'll c 

Mosque of al-Rifä'i (right) dates early 19th century and is an external copy of 

Mamhik architecture. 
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Figure 10.5 'nie relatively 

reduced size of the distant Citadel in 

comparison to the Madrma exterior. 

Standing outside and facing the main facade, I realized how impossible it would be 

to judge this building in twentieth-century terms; I could not relate to what was inside' but 

I could understand why it was built in this manner, for in traditional Siifi terms the truth "lies 

in the heart" and not in the surface. The Prophet (peace and blessings he upon him) narrated 

the authentic hadith quds1 which asserts that God does not look at one's image or deeds but 

at one's heart. It thus makes sense to concentrate one's efforts on expressing what lies within 

(balin), rather than what is outward (dhähir). This shows how sensitive the mu'allim was, 

to regard the inward looking face of that building as the main one, and leaving the external 

facades to show a distinctive verticality, that of ascendance towards the sky. (Figs 10.6,10.7) 

Figure 6h 
ie design of the Complex of Sultan Uussau 

transports the user from the less holy external to the more 

holy internal environment. (David Roberts Engraving) 

t 
ý. lt. 

Figure 7 The plain cxpnwsionicss facade of the 

Complex is highlighted by the verticality of the stripe of 

wiuduws, und the oblique entrance with the vertical portal. 

Its external form does not tell us anything of the functions inside: outward form does not follow function. 

2A hadßh qudsi is considered to be the most revered type of Iiadfh as it is the "Word of God" said by the 
Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him); n. b. Ordinary had the are the words of the Prophet said by him. 
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The entrance itself is on al-Qal'a Street' through 

an offset portal from the rest of the facade at an angle of 

thirty degrees. This offset is noticeable despite the length 

of the facade and is a successful device which gives the 

recessing portal bay a distinctive status in relation to the 

plain facade. To further accentuate the entrance, the 

design was intended to have two minarets, one on either 

side of the portal. (Fig. 10.8(a, b)) 

Al-Magnzi recounts that in 762 A. H. the first 

minaret to be built toppled killing three hundred school 

children in the neighbouring site. This naturally resulted 

in the abandonment of the erection of the other. This 

incident reveals how susceptible to signs the Egyptians 

were, for they took the toppling of the minaret as a sign 

that an imminent disaster would occur and that the 

Mamluk era was probably coming to an end. Shaykh 

Bahä' al-Din AN Hamid al-Subki (one of the illustrious 

Maml(ik poets who is cited more than once in al-Magrizi's 

"Khitai") is said to have written and recited this poem to 

the Suliän on that occasion: 

Be happy 0 Sultan of Egypt for your good fortune has arrived, the minaret 
did not topple because of lack of expertise in construction, but rather 
because of a hidden secret that has been revealed only to me. Underneath 

it the Koran was recited and it (the minaret) heard it, became humble and 

so leaned for if Allah descended the Koran on a mountain, probably its 

summit would smash from the effect of devotion=. These stones did not fall, 

'Since Ayyubid times, al-Qal'a Street was considered to be one of the major arteries of the city of Cairo. The 
particular site of the Madrasa of Suliän Hassan happens to be at the meeting end point of that artery and the 
square (mayddn) at the foot of the Citadel itself. 

2 The example of the mountain is taken from the Qur'än: 59/21 where God says: "Had we sent down this 
Qur'an on a mountain, verily, thou wouldst have seen it humble itself and cleave asunder for fear of God. Such 
are similitudes which We propound to men, that they tray reflect. " 

Figure iu. ma) Existing wem. 

rigtire 1U. 75(D) Iiitcnd dportal. 
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but descended out of fear of Allah and not of weakness or improper 

design. ' 

But al-Magrizi also tells us that thirty-three days after this incident, a plot was made 

to kill the Sultan. 

A flight of rising steps2 seems to be the most appropriate approach for a "house of 

God". In 901 terms the goal of the Muslim is to achieve ascension to reach God. 

Furthermore, God mentions in the Qur'än that He has revered man above other earthly 

creatures, and that He has elevated, honoured and distinguished mankind. The freedom of 

choice that God gave man made him, and him alone, into a moral being: a being endowed 

with a spirit and a soul'. It is on the basis of this conception that Islam regards the soul of 

man as one aspect of his "personality" and not as an independent phenomenon in its own 

right. Consequently, to the Muslim, man's spiritual growth is inextricably bound up with all 

the other aspects of his nature. ̀ The root of this almost monistic assertion is to be found in 

the Islamic view that man's original nature is essentially good and for that reason he is 

elevated. God says in the Qur'an: "Verily, We create man in a perfect states and thereupon 

We reduce him to the lowest of low, with the exception of those who have faith in God and 

do good works. "" 

This elevated state is not only expressed by the rising flight of steps, but by the 

verticality of the windows which are grouped into longitudinal strips along the entire length 

of the facade as well. Standing in front of the portal, I sensed its emphasized verticality, as 
if a finger was being pointed upwards. (Fig 10.9) 1 remembered the well known hadtth of the 
Prophet (peace and blessings be upon Him) who met a slave and asked her: "Where Is God? " 

' Al-Magrizi (14th C. ), Khilat, vol. 2, p. 316. (My translation). 

I Rather than having the entrance on the same level as that of the pavement or on a sunken level. 

' See discussion in Chapter Four. 

4 Physical urges are an integral part of this nature: not the result of an " original sin" but positive, God-given 
forces, to be accepted and sensibly used as such: hence the problem for man is not how to suppress the demands 
of his body but, rather, how to co-ordinate them with the demands of his spirit in such a way that life might 
become full and righteous. 

IA state of purity that may be destroyed only by subsequent wrong behaviour. 

6 Qur'än: 95/4-6. 
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She answered by pointing upwards to the sky; as a reward, she was freed from her slavery 

as the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon Him) told her master: "Free her, she is a 

believer. " 

ýC. S1 Y 

4. 
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Figure 10.9 The verticality of the entrance is 
obvious in both its form and detail. (David Roberts 

Engraving). 

I stood facing the portal thinking that in any Muslim religious building the portal 

marks the passage from the less holy to the more holy'. Just before stepping through the 

portal of the Madrasa of the Sultan Hassan and looking upwards at the effect produced by 

the stalactites (muqarnasat) over the entrance, I felt as though I was entering a cave, passing 

through to an otherworldly experience, a feeling that is inviting but demands discretion. (Fig. 

10.10) The portal is recessed from the facade; it does not protrude into the street. By its 

architecture it expresses aspirations towards the Divine through loftiness and verticality: the 

composition rises to the full height of the facade, with the lines of the recessed area leading 

up to a silhouette of a pointed semi-dome covering the recess. After my eyes had brushed the 

surface of this pointed semi-dome, my vision was lifted still higher by a slightly recessed 
niche on top of the pointed arch, thus c. ntinuinb ascension beyond the building into the sky. 

1 It should not be forgotten that in traditional Muslim societies, the whole earth is considered holy, it is just 
a quantitative difference and not a qualitative one. 

Figure 
10.10 Ilea' cuva"-like crfecl created i, I,, 

stulaetitew seen as one passes through the portal. 
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As in other Mamlük mosques, the top of the 
building does not meet the sky abruptly. In this case two 

devices are introduced in the design to enhance this 

relationship (Fig. 10.11): first, several rows of stalactites 

corbelling outwards, and running along the whole length 

of the facade are repeated identically, time and time again, 

giving the feeling of infinity as well as the inexhaustible 

multiplicity of creation; second, a row of trefoil crestings 

give the symbolic view of equality of mankind in the eyes 

of God, as well as the union of the solid, earthly, and 

physical attributes with the void, heavenly, and spiritual 

attributes of man. From the kfi point of view, without 

the vertical union of both attributes, man is imbalanced'. 
several devices in the design of the portal. 

I stood opposite the only doorway which gives access to this enormous building and 

thought that it would be ridiculous in today's architectural principles to even suggest 

designing such a building and have only one entrance2. But I knew that it is Unity that was 

behind this choice and not any utilitarian function'. Besides the idea of the unifying doorway 

used by all the students entering the four schools of jurisprudence, the use of a single entrance 

ensures that every user or visitor passes through the same sequence of spaces. The effect is 

to face every visitor with a mihrab-shaped recessed space that resembles a cave; the outer 

silhouette of which promotes verticality by the ascending flight of steps, the array of pointed 

arches, the crestings, and finally in this case, by the pair of intended minarets. Apart from 

the fact that the entrance relationship does not face the qibla direction one could say that it 

sums up and embodies the religious building at a glance. In the otherwise expressionless 
facade, it tells us what is expected to be experienced within the introverted building; it is like 

a preface to a book that suggests a little of what it contains. 

1 As we saw in Chapter Two, the goal of the Sufi is to achieve this union of his physical and spiritual 
existence by his vertical, spiritual journey to God following the footsteps of the Prophet (peace and blessings be 
upon him) in his Night Journey (Mi'raj). 

2 Not only from the point of view of fire protection and emergency, but as Louis Kahn's modern principles 
of Servant and Served. 

3 Actually, four doors could have been easily incorporated in the design, as the four schools are located next to the three streets circumscribing the site. 

Figure 1U. 11 Ascenslontiachkvedby 
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entrance hall showing an eight star pattern motif coulinuity of staluctites from exterior to interior emphasizing the 

leading to a point. (See symbolism of octagons). sensed cave-like effect. 

Passing through the doorway into the entrance hall, I was greeted with all the dignity 

worthy of the holiness of a "house of God". I was not surprised to find the interior of the 

entrance hall to be high and dark; this is so in all other Mamluk buildings. In this complex, 

the noticeable height is due to the lofty roofing of the hall by a dome entirely formed of 

muqarnasat. (Fig. 10.12) 1 sensed that these stalactites and the ones used in the portal were 

the obvious continuity of one theme. It struck me that this continuity emphasized the cave-like 

effect that I had sensed earlier. (Fig. 10.13) I could find only one reason for this cave-like 

intention in that particular part of the building, it is the drawing of the worshippers into the 

more holy space rather than using a flush plane that is "neutral"' or one projecting into the 

less holy street. 

I moved on into the majäz which in this building is formed of four bends leading 

from the entrance to the courtyard. All Mamlük religious buildings make use of this 

architectural device. Although it is said to he an adequate way of accommodating the 

difference between the street alignment and the qibla direction, here was a building that had 

the luxury of space and three facades - unlike the restricted conventional single facade in the 

' By the term "neutral" I mean neither introvert nor extravert. 

Figure 10.12 A laiartil, tI ii e ruin, tic r igu i'e 1U. 1J Section through the entrance showing the 
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populous central areas of Cairo' - and yet the mu`allim chose to use it. This indicates that the 

majaz was designed this way for its own sake rather than for its utilitarian function: it had 

found a place in the tradition. The bends have three main functions: first, they close off the 

view of the street from the interior; secondly, the transitional passages or offsets take up the 

divergence between the alignment of the street and the direction of Makkah2 which rarely 

coincide in any mosque or madrasa; and third, the passages, which are usually simple and 

undecorated, work as a preparation for reaching the magnificent Sahn and praying hall (iwän 

al-qibla). (Figs. 10.14 & 10.15) 

four bends leading to the internal more holy courtyard. undecorated puxsugcw Icuding to ablution area. 

Basically though, these horizontally winding tube-like plain passages, besides creating 

a visual barrier from the inside, are a wonderful opportunity to discard the temporal garb one 

enters with. If the visitor does not pass through this transitory sombre atmosphere he would 

not have another chance to recollect himself before entering the mosque proper. This sense 

of transition in which one leaves behind the "secular" urban scene for the peaceful grandeur 

of the interior, is very dramatic and obviously deliberate. 

I suddenly felt chilled by a cool breeze that was stirred in the mujaz. It reminded me 

Such as the streets of Bayn al-Qasrayn and al-Mu'izr. Street. 

2 op cit. Christel Kessler, 1984, p. 97; and op cit. David King, 1984, p. 119 

Figure 10.15 Winding, plain, and r figure 1U. 14 Han of the majnz used in the Madrasa with 
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of what we colloquially describe today as "a breeze that 

recalls the spirit to the body"'. It never fails. As I walked 

on in the darkness, it dawned upon me that there was a 

certain pattern of breeze, light, and my own bodily 

movement, related to my horizontal change of direction. 

Whenever I passed through a bend, whether a 90 degree or 

lesser one, I was connected vertically to the sky by a shaft - 

more like a light well (Fig. 10.16) - which flooded each 

junction with glaring light and accounted for the air 

movement. Again, I could not stop thinking of the genius of 

the mu'allim to have used this device to shock the system of 

the viewer repeatedly, into realizing he had left the 

"horizontality" of the mundane world, and was consequently 

changing his orientation towards the Divine in the 

"vertical". 

od is "the light of the Heavens 

urth" the Qur'an says. What 

hotter than to bring this light 

intermittently to the viewer in stark 

contrast to the darkness created by the 

'najüz? This was no coincidence, as 

throughout the building, even minor 

circulation corridors were connected 
Figure 10.17 nie vertical connection to the sk. en l hay itCd vertically to the sky at every junction, 
by the minaret (the symbol of the vertical) accelerating ascension. 

always related to the physical change of 
direction. To further emphasize this feeling of verticality, I found my sight being taken higher 

by the minaret which seems to "hold" the square opening to the sky of the shaft. (Fig. 10.17) 

At this stage, I began to feel impatient to reach the end of the journey. I had already 

visited this mad rasa often and knew it thoroughly, but it was a further layer of understanding 
that I was anticipating this time. Abruptly, I could see a glimpse of the centre. (Fig. 10.18) 

In colloquial Egyptian dialect: "hawä' yerod al-rah. " 

Figure 10.16 i. t well connecting 

the visitor to the vertical where change of 

direction occur in the majdz. 
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I was drawn by a strange expectancy, as if this spiritual centre were a kind of promise, a 

gateway to a wider world than the one in which I was living. This was the internal world to 

me, in which I would feel contained, not just in any space, but in a place of inviting silence, 

one with transcendent qualities. 

Upon entering the courtyard I recalled the traditional canons governing the design of 

a traditional Muslim space. In the medieval mosque, these laws emphasized three 

cosmological ideas: the idea of centre or centrality representing the essence of Islam, that of 

Unity (Tawhtd), and two directions: the one vertical tending upwards linking it with the sky, 

and the other horizontal linking it with Makkah. It is through the understanding of the relation 
between these three cosmological notions that Mamlük man found a way to place himself in 

the cosmos; it is through these constant points of tension resulting from the meeting of these 

two axis in relation to the centre that static buildings "move" and are rendered alive and 

vibrant. Movement is manifested by shifting centres of gravity or focal points in the visible 

space from their geometrical "centres of gravity" towards the direction that is symbolically 
functional. This dimension of function would undoubtedly have been understood by the 

mu'allim who was a member and servant of that traditional society. 

In other medieval mosques prior to the Complex 

of Sulidn Hassan, the ideas of Unity and centrality are 

established by the courtyard with a central focus, 

usually a fountain - or the pattern of an octagonal 
fountain in the marble flooring of the Sahn. The upward 
movement is expressed by the dome symbolizing the 

sky, and the horizontal movement is manifested by 

shifting this dome forward from its expected position in 

the geometrical centre of the prayer area towards the 

gibla wall in the bay of the mihräb. (Fig. 10.18) An 
interesting case is that of the Mosque of Ibn tülün in 
Cairo, where the prayer areas are covered by flat 

wooden roofs except for the bay in front of the gibla 
which is covered by a dome on squinches - i. e., passing 
through the octagonal transition - expressing the contact 
with the vertical axis linking earth with sky. 

MEN 
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Figure 10.18 The Mosque of ai-Nish 

Mufammad where the dome Is shifted from the 

geometrical centre to the point of tension between 

the vertical and horizontal. 
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Remembering this, I entered into the vast Sahn of the Complex of Sulidn Hassan. 

(Fig. 10.19) It was here that I found the true gravity of the Islamic sentiment. I was struck 

by the slight use of colour - reserved to emphasize only climactic points. The mu'allim was 

obviously well versed in Islamic art, and had a firm sense of synthesis. Instead of sacrificing 

the whole to an arbitrary juxtaposition of ornamental themes, he emphasized a unifying order 

which was the common denominator of this architecture. More than any other Cairene 

monument, this madrasa is probably the one that is most striking in its emptiness, wholistic 

order, and hierarchical progression. 

This simplicity did not prevent the 

mu'allim playing with the contrast arising 

from the ample light of the sahn and the 

shade of the iwkns. In this interior, aided by 

the height of the iwans and walls, by the 

harmony of the lines, and the emphasized 

depth of the gibla iwän, one is at once 

plunged in an atmosphere of religious 

meditation. (Fig. 10.20) Based on the four- 

iwän type generated from the centre of the 

courtyard, this arrangement gives in the 

first instance a sense of centralization rather 

than that of direction. But upon close analysis, it is clear that the mu'allim of the Sulidn 

Figure 10.19 The central octagonal water fuuutuiu in tlic same semis tu generate the geometry of the whole building. 

P igure IU. LU 'nie feeling of centralization resulting from 

the four-i rdn organiaaliun. 
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Hassan solved the tripartite problem of centrality, directional horizontality and verticality 

brilliantly by that iwan organization. I will deal with each of these aspects one at a time. 

We saw in Chapters Eight and Nine, how in most medieval Islamic buildings, and in 

Mamlük ones in particular, the problem of expressing the idea of centre was respected and 

accentuated by emphasizing the centre of the Sahn by an octagonal water fountain that was 

in many cases not used for ablutions. We also saw that accordingly, historians explained these 

fountains on aesthetic grounds after having found no utilitarian use for them in the case of 

mosques, or in climatic terms in the case of other types of Islamic buildings. 

But upon investigating cosmological texts available to the Mamlüks we found in 

Chapters Seven and Eight that to medieval Muslims, the sahn represented the four columns 

carrying the celestial dome encompassing the earth. (Fig. 10.21) In the Cairene context, the 

mu'allim discarded the dome which manifested Heaven, for what better Heaven could be 

represented other than the true one. (Fig. 10.22) In other regions with less fortunate climates, 

mu`allimtn resorted to the dome following the numerous relevant hadiths of the Prophet. ' But 

in this case, the notion that the open courtyard with the sky above was meant to join the 

Islamic building to the sky or the Heavens is found to he valid. 

Figure 10.22 'Ili, quadrangular courtyard juicing the sky (heaven) aY 

representing the celestial dome meeting earth. a physical reprewcntatiuu of the cosmological model. 

' The Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) asserted that Heaven was vaulted over the earth like a dome 
and indicated with his fingers the likeness of a dome. Ibn Abi HStim quoted the Prophet (peace and blessings be 
upon Him) explaining God's word "Heaven He built, " (wo al-saniä'a bunalra), and said: "The edifice of Heaven 
spans over the earth like a dome siruclure; it is a roof over hie earth. " 

r figure IU. L I Cosmological model 
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The dominant central octagonal water fountain 

(Fig. 10.23) is composed of eight columns carrying an 

octagonal drum and culminating in a bulbous dome - the 

original bulbous dome roofing the mausoleum is said to 

have had the same shape. It is reminiscent of the popular 

Islamic prototypes of a mausoleum, but with one 

difference, that the fountain does not meet with the earth 

in a square form. It brings to mind the famous "centre" 

of the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem - not that there is 

any historical connection between the two, but this too is 

a symbol of a centre, is octagonal, and does not have an 

earthly quadrangular base. I looked at the octagonal basin 

contemplating the sparkling water of the fountain and 

remembered the well-known verse of the Qur'an where 
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I 
Figure 23 '1'Iýc ucWgunul fountain is a 

centre, cosmologically it resembles the 

qualitative geometry of the Dome of the Rock. 

God states that "He has created from water everything 

that is alive"'; I also recalled the numerous verses where water is said to he one of the 

manifestations of Paradise in the form of water springs and underground rivers; and the verse 

where God says that "His Throne lies on water. "2 But it was only when I correlated that with 

the cosmological fact that the Throne of God is described in the Qur'an as being octagonal 

carried by eight Angels - or eight rows of Angels - that the picture became clear and the full 

significance of the eight sided fountain was exposed. It is obviously a symbol of creation and 

a device which helps the user to remember the Creator; no wonder the mu'allim had 

discarded the earthly square. 

As I walked about in the courtyard looking at the marble flooring, I remembered 
Hassan Fatl i's3 explanation of what all these patterns and colours express; he interpreted the 
floor of mosques and madrasas as images of the Garden of Paradise. He relied on the marble 

Qur'an: 21/30. 

2 Qur'än: 11/7. 

3 Hassan Fatlii (born 1900 died 1988) is considered to be one of the pioneers of the study and revival of 
traditional architecture in Egypt. He specialized in indigenous building processes and has traditional views on Mamlük religious architecture. He considered the Madrasa of Sultan Hassan to be the epitome of Cairene 
Medieval architecture. 
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patterns of the flooring of courtyards found in most Mamlük buildings' for his interpretation 
and said that these patterns were abstractions of garden plans throughout the history of Islam. 
He told me once, while walking through the courtyard of the Complex of Sulidn Hassan, that 
we were walking along the River Kawthar, which is one of the two rivers of Paradise'. He 
then pointed out that we were going through an orchard of fruit trees and plantation fields. 
I could not understand what he was referring to until he took me to the top floor of the 
residential quarters in the Madrasa and asked me to look down on the courtyard. (Fig. 10.24) 
It was then that I saw that the complex geometry of the coloured marble of the flooring 
appears to indicate channels of rivers and streams encircling trees and plantations. 

Such as those of Erntr Mithgäl, Tatar al-Hijäriyya, and al-GhGri. 

2 For more details on this point see Chapter Seven. 

+ 1911i cI U-4-4 View of the. i"ahit (louring from the ncidcuti: d yu u"t, "rs ,ru, al, i,! rasa 
showing an intentional organization of patterns. (blax Herr Buy) 
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God says: "For the righteous are Gardens in nearness to their Lord, with rivers 

flowing beneath; therein is their eternal abode;... "' and in another verse God says, "There 

are two other Gardens, 
... 

dark green in colour, ... 
in them will he two springs pouring forth 

water in continuous abundance, ... 
in them will he fruits, and dates and pomegranates ... 

". 

I imagined this as a garden, planned around the central focus of the octagonal water fountain 

pouring water forth in continuous abundance, recalling the Throne of God lying on the 

waters, the source of all creation and a characteristic of Paradise. (Fig. 10.25) The mu'allim 

once again had chosen the appropriate tool to make the visitor "see" the Almighty in 

everything and in every place, and what better place than at the centre. 

Islamic Paradisiacal gardens. 

From the centre of the courtyard, I turned to face one of the iwäns and considered 

its form and how it is generated. (Fig. 10.26) The pointed iwtn is the result of the growth 

of the pointed arch along a horizontal axis. In the case of the pointed iw än, the lines of force 

meet at an angle with reaction lines at the keystone running out of the structure at the top. 

These two tangential lines of force imply a vertical resultant, thus suggesting that 

cosmologically the pointed arch represents the union of earth with the Heavens. That is surely 

why the mu'allim chose the pointed iºº'än to indicate the connection between the earth with 

the sky, in favour of the semi-circle which in Islamic cosmology represents the cycle of life 

' Qur'an: 3/15. 

r figure IU. LJ nayyvn stirs visual representation of the marble patterned flooring according to 
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to death as it starts from earth and returns back again to earth. ' (Fig. 10.27(a, b)) 

Figure 10.26 Dwarfing effect resulting from the sheer size of the 

iwdn in relation to the visitor. 

r IitA 1N 
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Figure 10.27(a) The ýýýymýýºýýýiýýº 
implications of the pointed iwän. 
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Figure 10.27(b) The cosmological 

implication of a semi-circular iwdn. 

Turning to the main qibla iwän one realizes immediately why the architect of the the 

Sulidn Hassan, continuously conscious of the vertical, differentiated it by making it the 

deepest of all of the four. By this choice, the horizontal is emphasized by the summit line 

resulting from the growth of the pointed arch in the direction of the gibla. In Süti terms, this 

summit line represents the Straight Path (ul-Sirüi ul-Mustugrin) which all Muslims are advised 

to follow. In this manner, the space of the yibla iwän immediately leaves the viewer without 

any doubt that this is the area designated for prayers. It is also emphasized by being covered 

with coloured marble cladding which is absent from the rest of the interior walls of the 

building. According to al-Magrizi, this iwän is five cubits wider than the others' and 

consequently is the highest of all of the four, thus achieving an accentuated verticality at the 

qibla wall. (Fig. 10.28) By the choice of these features, the inu'allirn arrived at the ideal 

1 See argument in Chapter Eight. 

Z The laterality or width, helps to attain longer rows which is hreferahlc in the Sunna. Sec Chapter Four. 
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prototypical form which gives centrality (gibla or mi`irab), directional horizontality (summit 

line of iwan), and verticality (the form of the pointed iwan); in other words, the prayer Iwan 

is an embodiment of the whole mosque and echoes the entrance mentioned earlier. 

verticality, and directional horiuontality. 

Looking up from the qibla wall, it can he seen how the building maintains its grip 

on the sky by the crestings joining this central space vertically to the Heavens. The medieval 

builders crowned the walls with these crestings whose 

solid parts are a replica of the empty spaces lying 

between them: the voids representing the sky and the 

inverted mirror solid parts representing earth, or from 

the Süf point of view, soul and body. (Fig. 10.39) For 

the traditional Muslim builder, these crestings realized 

the idea of earth joining the heaven throughout the 

length of the wall despite the horizontality of such long 

external and internal facades as those of the Madrasa 

of Suliiin Hassan. The balance between solid and 

inverse void is also a reminder of both our existence 

and unknown destiny. Set in a row, they symbolize the 

idea of equality of all mankind in the eyes of God 

uiustrating the authentic hadith which says: "To God Figure 10.29 Cusmologicul implicaliouy of 

teecresungs. all believers are equal like the teeth of a comb. " 

Figure 10.28 ri yiG(n iwiin designed to sum up the rcyuirruwntti ul a mosque: ccntrulity, 
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With these thoughts, I turned to look at the rnihräb. The direction of the Ka'ba, as 

well as being given by the architectural design of the mosque, is especially marked by this 

architectural element. We saw in Chapter Eight that the meaning of the mihrab is quite 

explicitly explained in commentaries such as those of Imam al-Ghazzdli, the medieval S (ifi, 

who says in his Ihyd' 'Ulüm al-Din: "If the worshipper cannot reach the Ka'ba in Makkah 

with his body, he could reach it with his soul through the mihrab. "' From this we can 

understand that medieval Muslims saw the mihräh as a "window" to the Centre. 

The prayer hall mihrdb of the 

Madrasa has a circle with the word "Allah" 

in its centre. Marble rays radiate from it to 

meet the sides of the pointed semi-dome. 

These rays, upon reaching the outer-most 

level of the inner mihrob join new rays of 

interlaced coloured marble which in turn 

spread to the outermost level - that of the 

qibla wall itself. (Fig. 10.30) This sequence 

of depths from outer to inner, emphasized by 

the radiating patterns is a reminder to the 

Muslim that it is here that his eye and soul 

are drawn in sequentially towards the window 

of the mihrdb onto the Centre - the Ka`ba in Figure 1 0.30 
Lliblu will milimb vhuwing rudiutin marble 

Makkah. 
pullern. Iruui its centre bcuring the word "Alluh". 

From the point I was standing, I could see a forest of iron chains holding glass oil- 

lamps (Fig. 10.31) - these having replaced the original enamelled ones which are now in 

museums around the world. I had seen one of the original lamps in the Islamic Museum in 

Cairo and recalled that it had a strangely solemn shape: big and round, like a somewhat 
flattened sphere of almost musical proportions. The original lamps were individually blown. 
They had air bubbles trapped inside the glass and were enamelled around the lamp's bottom 

rim, the sure stroke-like patterns forming a delicate arabesque resembling a hint of a rose 
garden in bloom. The glass-maker must have been working quickly, almost negligently, when 

' See chapter on prayer in op cit. al-Ghazzali, 1982, vol. 1. 
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Figure 10.31 The lamps appear tu descend fron infinit). 

recall the similitude to the "stars" which adorn the lowest llcavcn; 

this in turn svmholirally rnrresnondu In, the I. 'n. 

he created this splendid simplicity which 

brought to mind all the glories of past 

glass-making one so admires in museums. 

He had not intended to create a work of art: 

all he was making was an oil lamp, such as 

any person could buy in any bazaar in 

medieval times. He and all other craftsmen 

had shared in a tradition that did not rest 

merely on the creative excitement of a few 

select individuals, on a few peaks which 

only men of genius could reach, but on 

what was common to all. I remembered the 

verse of the Qur'an which tells us of the 

adornment of the lower heaven (which 

corresponds cosmologically to our sky), 

with lamps. God says: "And We have 

adorned the lowest heaven with Lamps', 

and We have made such (Lamps) missiles to 

drive away the Evil Ones 
... 

But it is 

when we correlate these verses with the famed verse of Light (Qur'an: 24/35) that the 

symbolism is fully revealed. In this verse God is described as the "Light of the Heavens and 

the earth, " and the metaphor of this Light is likened to a "niche with a lamp, " the lamp in 

a glass, and this glass is likened to a "brilliant star. " This Light is explained by the Sufis in 

this verse to he the source of guidance which makes man see the Truth; it is this Light of 

guidance which leads the way to the Straight Path (al-Siral al-Mustayrin) represented by the 

summit line of the iwän. 

The gibla wall displays a rich interplay of colours, textures, materials, and decorative 

motifs. I saw in these motifs, the stylization of Islamic decoration: they are either derived 
from the flower or are geometric. In both cases, they are voluntarily altered in an Islamic 

sense, recombined time and time again in inexhaustible invention. Considering these floral 

In another verse in the Qur'än: 37/6, this is explicitly stated: We luve indeed decket! the lower heaven with beauty (in) the stars. " 

2 Qur'an: 67/5. 
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motifs as elements of movement or "mobility", the 

geometric decoration brings us back to the inert 

calm intended in the prayer area. It is obvious that 

hirafiyyfn (craftsmen) at all times have had a 

fondness for star-like polygons. They are 

everywhere: on the portal, the mihrähs, and the 

minbar. Those used on the urinbar (Fig. 10.32) 

are "crowded" for their own sake, as though they 

have no role to play in the whole ensemble. 

Squares and lozenges, trapeziums and star 

patterns, all are interconnected. Through their 

expansion and contraction, these geometrical 

shapes reminded one of the essence of Muslim art: 

to represent visually the notion of unity in 

multiplicity and multiplicity from unity. 

tf 

il 

Figure 10.32 The urinbar in the prayer iwnn 

displays the essence of Islamic art. 

The four rwdns are linked to the courtyard by a hand of Qur'änic inscriptions which 

flow from corner to corner, expressing the unity of the interior (hälin) of the building. The 

use of calligraphy has a religious significance, a touching intention to sanctify God, not only 

in connection to religious buildings, but also, by extension to every aspect connected to man's 

life. Here, in the Complex of the Suliän Hassan is a testament that Qur'dnic calligraphy, is 

not the least attraction of Muslim monuments and artifacts. 

This band of Qur'dnic inscriptions is interrupted by the four doorways leading to the 
four internal madrasas located in the areas between each two iwäns. I entered one of them 

and found the same relations and elements I had seen in the internal space of the mosque 

proper repeated, but this time on a smaller scale'. The elements that were used were the 

majäz, light wells, a pointed main iwän facing the qibla, a Sahn, an octagonal fountain, a 

mihrab, and a forest of lamps. (Figs. 10.33 & 10.34) The only difference between the central 

madrasa and these side ones, is the presence of a staircase leading to five levels of lodgings 
for the students. Again the centre, the vertical and horizontal are constantly applied and 
emphasized, each in its proper connotation. 

The sizes of the elements, and the extent of artistic elaboration might be different but the symbolic impact 
is the same i. e., quantitatively different but qualitatively the same. 
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I emerged from the internal madrasa to the courtyard once again, and found my eyes 

involuntarily being drawn to the sky by the vertically pointing minarets. The minarets of the 

Complex of Sultan Ilassan reminded me of the 

typical minarets that are being copied today all over 

the Muslim world as the "prototype" for a 

successful design. As discussed earlier in Chapter 

Eight, we find that aspiration towards the Divine is 

expressed both internally and externally in mosque 

architecture by the minaret shooting up above the 

building in stark contrast to the horizontality of the 

facade. If the crestings symbolize earth meeting sky 

at the individual level, the minaret symbolizes this 

contact at the communal level. I saw how a mosque 

without a minaret can be perceived as an 

autonomous building expressing completeness in 

itself; but as soon as the minaret is introduced tu 

the architectural composition, it makes the 

seemingly descending building join the sky. (Fig. 

10.35 (a, b)) 
cumpktcniws in itself. (b) After the minureLm are added, 

tII building joins the sky. 

Figure 10.34 "Ihc octagonal fountain and iwdn 

in the Ilunafl Ingzdrava show simpler designs. 

Figure 10.33 The same elements are used in 

the internal IIanafi madrasa. 

I'i U1'C 1U. J3eil, U) (u)"ILcbuildingexpresses 
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To enable the minaret to lead vision 

upwards, the mu `allirn used the inherent 

qualities of geometrical forms in his design. 

We saw in Chapter Eight how the mere 

verticality and tapering of the minaret and the 

rhythmical reduction in its sections accelerates 

the eye upwards. (Fig. 10.36) This vertical 

ascension is accentuated by transforming the 

shape of these sections, successively, from the 

square to the octagon to the domical finial. It 

is interesting to note that this method of 

geometrical transformation is followed in most, 

if not all medieval minarets. This change of 

shape and form from one section to the other 

is not haphazard; it is not utilitarian but is 

spiritually functional. 

Similar geometries are used in the mausoleum which forms a fundamental constituent 

of any Mamlük complex. The location of the mausoleum chamber plays a primary role in 

organizing the whole composition. That of the Complex of Sultan Hassan has been 

specifically given great prominence. The 

mu'allim chose its external location to provide 

maximum urban visibility and maximum 

religious blessing. The location that was 

chosen overlooks the square under the Citadel, 

in which religious festivities (mawälid and 

mawäkib') took place in medieval times. Its s 

internal position is axially located behind the 

gibla wall towards which all Muslims face 

when saying their prayers - hence the FigtiII 10.37 ihr Nast square overlooking the 

blessings. The architectural conception of the mausoleum chamber where rnaWlid took place in medieval 
mausoleum is also very dramatic. The trues. (David Roberts Engruving) 

The most famous of these festivals are the commemorative birthdays of the Prophet (peace and blessings be 
upon him), his family members, and those of the awliy0' or saints (literally "friends of God"). 

Figure 10.36 The traditional gcuwctrical divisiuus ul 

the minaret aid the process of visual ascension. 
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chamber, flanked by two minarets is conceived as projecting in full mass into the square, thus 

achieving maximum exposure to the passers-by. (Fig. 10.37) 

Internal access to the square mausoleum is 

by means of two doors, one on either side of the 

mihräb. Upon entering the space of the chamber 

one is struck by its verticality and becomes 

immersed in an atmosphere that can only be 

described as mysterious and sublime. (Fig. 10.38) 

One passes through an intricately worked brass 

door into shadow. The sun's rays that enter the 

chamber are vibrantly filtered through the panes 

of coloured glass which give them a quality of an 

opaqueness resembling slanted pillars of light. It 

is as if the visitors seemed not to move through 

them, but that they, the shining pillars, seemed to Figure 10.38 Section in the maýsol ým showing 

penetrate the shadowy people. The essence of its verti.,, iily and the psilion of iss , nihthb on the same 

traditional alchemy was to change the properties 
axis, and behind the qibla mihthb. 

of a material into another more noble one. 

After the eyes are accommodated to the shade in this interior, one finds oneself in an 

"angelic" plane of decoration, of "geometric deliriousness" in a sense. The polychrome rays 

of veiled light cast from the stained glass reveal an ornamentation of a prodigious fantasy and 

melancholy poetry. As I had noticed earlier when looking at the rninbar in the prayer irtKin, 

to analyze the decoration of the mausoleum one must recall the vocabulary of the minor 

crafts: gilding, lacing, engraving, embroidery. In this ambience of calmness, one is again 

struck by the delicacy of Islamic art, by the enthusiasm of the polygonal shapes, their rhythm, 

their variety and suppleness, and by the spark of their interlacement. 

I turned to the exact centre of the chamber where lay the body on its right side and 
facing the qibla marked by a second mihräh'. (Fig. 10.39) Looking up from the tomb to the 

summit of the pointed dome, one sees that the interior passes through the ever familiar 

It should be noted that this mi/ rh is purely symbolic as it is strictly prohibited for a Muslim to pray in a 
place where people are buried (graveyards or mausoleums). 
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Mamlük series of geometrical transformations. The first thing encountered is a carved band 
of Qur'anic inscription bearing the verse of the Seat of the Throne'. This verse was always 
related to domes of mausolea in medieval times and is amongst a few that describes the all- 
encompassing Seat of Allah (Kurs! ) which extends over the Heavens and the earth. This verse 
also states some of the major Qualities of God, the most important of which are His Unity 
and His Eternity. Immediately above this inscription there is an octagonal wooden frame 
which seems to be floating in the space but is actually supported from the square wall by 
eight wooden cantilevers. At each corner and at the same level as that of the octagonal frame, 
seven rows of stalactites spring to transform the square into a circle to culminate finally in 
a pointed dome. The original dome - which was replaced in 1082 A. H. /1671-72 A. D. - is 
said to have been pointed but of a bulbous shape. 

Qur'än: 2/255 

"g. +. c av. 07 A sensed verbeul axis running through the interior of the 

chamber links the tomb to the summit of the dome through the different "stations" of the cosmological model. 
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There are many authentic hadlths and Süf1 

commentaries which tell us about what the 

Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) 

experienced on his Night Journey (Mi `räj) when 

he passed through the seven Heavens, reached the 

Throne, and approached God'. According to the 

Süfl version of this fiadah, the Prophet (peace and 

blessings be upon him) tells us that first there 

were four Angels bridging the earth with the 

seven Heavens. He then visited these seven 

Heavens one by one and described them in detail. 

Then he arrived near the Throne where there were 

eight Angels - or eight rows of Angels according 

to another version of the hiadtth - carrying the 

Kurstor the Seat of the Throne which is described 

as vast and infinitismal, above which is the `Arsh 

ALLAH 
Or 

The Throne of Allah 
('Arsh) 
Or 

The Seat of the Throne 
(Kurs! ) 
1 

Eight Angels Carrying 
Octagon 1 Throne 

Four Pillars Carrying 
Celestial Sphere 

0" 

SEVEN HEAVENS 

BRI ING 

EARTH 

or the Throne itself above which God, the One Figure 10.40 Cosmawejeal model derived from 

resides. (Fig. 10.40) 
the A! i'raj (Might Journey). 

Overlaying this account on the form of the mausoleum, one sees the square 

corresponding to the four Angels and the four pillars representing the celestial dome - resting 

over the centre of the first earth. This is followed by the inscription recalling the Seat and the 

Throne of Allah the Almighty. The seven rows of stalactites remind us of the seven Heavens 

and recall the feeling of vastness and of infinity which is the attribute of the Seat which 

encompasses the Heavens and the earth. Finally the dome is pointed, thus leading to the 

vertical, and culminating in a point representing Unity or the One, the Creator, the Source 

of everything. I noted that the body of the dead suliAn lay centred in relation to this vertical 

axis passing through the centre of the square base of the chamber and the summit of the 
dome. It strikes one as obvious that such a vertically arranged cosmological model must have 
been intended to emphasize the transcendence of the soul of the deceased. We should not 
forget that from the "orthodox" Islamic point of view, the form of the mausoleum would have 
had no effect on the salvation of the dead, it is the vertical Süfi path along which the 

Iladtth of the Mi'räj as narrated by Ibn 'Abbäs, n. d., p. 29 
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invocations, prayers and appeal of blessings for the benefactor that is to be directed that is 

of importance here. These invocations were carried out daily - according to the endowments 

by grateful students who were benefitting from the institution - through a ritual of Qur'änic 

reading and prayer' (du`Q) in the mausoleum chamber. 

But the above interpretation is cosmologically incomplete. The number eight which 

forms a fundamental constituent of this cosmological model has been omitted. It is a fact that 

when domes were built on octagons using squinches this problem did not arise. The solution 

of the structural problem also resolved the needs of both the cosmological and spiritual 

model. When the vogue for the extensive use of stalactites was introduced in the end of the 

Ayyubid period, the transition from square base to circle was gradually achieved without the 

form passing through the octagon. The Mamlüks, conscious of the vitality of the qualitative 

function of the eight sided form in the model, solved this problem by introducing a 

cantilevered octagonal wooden frame as part of the composition. Visually, this frame appears 

to be floating in air. Similar examples are found in all of the mausolea of the medieval 

Mamlik period'. As I mentioned in Chapter Nine, this octagonal wooden frame has baffled 

scholars, thus generally having inclined to the utilitarian explanation that the Mamlüks thought 

it more practical to hang their oil-lamps from it rather than from the curvature of the dome 

itself. But this is not convincing as we find that in all examples of lofty domes on squinches 

which structurally pass through the octagon, there are no wooden frames to hang lamps from. 

Leaving the mausoleum behind, I returned once more to the courtyard, looked at the 

minaret only to find that this same cosmological model can be applied to interpret its 

geometrical transformation. It, too, explains the choice of square, octagon and circular 

ascension culminating in a point. I walked on and stopped near the centre of the courtyard, 

and it occurred to me that the centre of the Sabin (the octagonal fountain), the embodiment 

of the earthly centre (the gibla Iwan and mi/ rdb), the centre of the mausoleum with the buried 

body, and the mausoleum Wh rob were all aligned in a "parade" of centres. (Fig. 10.41) 

These centres which are points of tension between the vertical axis and the horizontal 

attainment of the earthly centre (the Ka'ba) abstractly embody the ideal form of a mosque and 
are microcosms in themselves. (Fig. 10.42) As I looked around me I knew that this Madrasa 

I Prayer (du'ä') here, is used in the sense of supplication rather than actual prayer (Saldh). 

few. 
2 See the domes of Salär and Sanjar al-Jäwti, Baybars al-Jäshankir, Qaläwün, and Aqsunqur; to name but a 
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was a centre; I felt that it was the receptacle of my soul; facing it, being in it, was the 

ultimate seclusion from the outside world. I sensed I was finally at home, this visit had driven 

me towards a readiness to understand the physical and spiritual deeds demanded of a medieval 

Muslim to aid him in his spiritual ascent (mi`räj) of his soul. 

Figure 10.41 A horizontal sx i joins the three centres 

together, while each centre is a device to achieve the vertical. symbolic "motions" within a madrasa: from corners, to 

centre, to iwäns, to mausoleums, and from there to the 

vertical. 

10.3 CONCLUSION 

This chapter sheds light on two layers of findings resulting from the analysis carried 

out on the Madrasa of Sultan 13assan. The first level is specific to the case that is chosen, 

and shows the benefit of a personal spatio-temporal "journey" in a particular building; the 

second level is more general, and in a sense, can be considered as a summing up of the 

architectural findings of all the previous chapters and at the same time affirms and 
demonstrates the presence and impact of SGfi thought. 

Although the use of the traditionalist approach has succeeded in unveiling most of the 

meanings of the elements and relationships discussed in Chapters Eight and Nine, these 
interpretations lacked comprehensiveness. This limitation resulted from the examination of 
the constituents of these buildings statically, rather than dynamically in their sequential 
experience through time and space. Typical examples of this are the use of darkness in 

association to the winding corridors of the majaz and the intermittent introduction of light 

rigure IU. 4L Diagram showing different 
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wells at turning points which finally lead to the fully illuminated courtyard. Statically, if this 

same majäz were to be examined without the temporal dimension and the resulting spatial 

sequence we would have lost its meaning altogether. This immediately confirms the value of 

an actual visit to a particular building. 

The journey through the Complex of Suliän Hassan also emphasized the inter- 

relations of the three cosmological notions of centre, the vertical ascending axis, and the 

horizontal directional axis in the built spaces, as dominant characteristics of the Mamlük 

building and its forerunners. In their response to these notions of order, the Mamliiks 

achieved a "spatial positioning" in relation to the macrocosm. The mu`allim formed spaces 

with certain properties and functions; he achieved what was needed - and what was possible 

within the limits of matter, time, and space - for the medieval Cairene Muslim in terms of 

the understanding he had received from the Süfi master. 

Amongst the most valuable findings was the Unity that is immediately evident in the 

assemblage which bonds together the elements, relations, decorative motifs, colours, textures, 

materials, and light. This was missing in the last two Chapters when we dealt with elements 

and relationships disregarding a spatio-temporal frame. This accounts for the use of the word 

"symphony" to describe the Madrasa of Suliän Hassan - it could be used liberally to describe 

other traditional buildings - where not the sum of separate "notes", but the combinations of 

"melodies" create the harmony and unity. We have seen in this case-study that elements and 

relations are used in different parts of the building so as to have external as well as internal 

impacts that are complementary. This complementarity induces the visitor to sense that unity. 

Unity is also the Süfi notion of a balanced artefact which communicates visually to a balanced 

man who is conscious of his external body (jism dhähir) as well as his internal spirit and soul 

(rift wa nafs bdfiniyyah); through both of these in harmony, sane existence is achieved. 

Symbolically, the traditional Mamlük religious building can be considered to reflect 

serenity, fidelity, and tranquillity. It is a piece of sober eloquence which is simple, yet 

bursting with layers of symbolic implication. In the first instance it seems to be attached 
fervently to the earth by its horizontal flow of spaces, but upon close analysis, the hidden 

originality of this architecture measured by the value of the quality of its spaces reveals that 

in a mosque there is a "space" that is referred to as muslim. The mosque, madrasa, or 
khanqah stress unity, the oneness of God, the oneness of the umma, living in just a small part 
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of the oneness of the cosmos. Although the levels of sacredness have been found to be 

quantitatively different in the various parts of such a sacred place, they are qualitatively 

similar. We saw that the sensed abstract movements towards the different centres and along 

the different directions followed the same process and resulted in identical implications which 

emphasize our findings that such relations are constant and are achieved by using the different 

elements of Mamlük architecture. 

This chapter brings out as clear as possible the reciprocal notion of the belief safe- 

guarding the tradition and, of the tradition safeguarding the belief. The power of traditional 

architecture lies in this dual role, as a reflection and protection of culture and of nature. It 

communicates silently but insistently that the cultural order in which the individual is 

embedded is a natural one and that the world is indeed in order as it should be. We saw in 

Chapter Seven that generally nature and the universe to the traditional Muslim were the only 
logical proof of the unity of all things; linking the society, its artifacts and the Creator. Thus, 

traditional architecture and the built environment was seen as an extension of the Divine 

Order of things. Achieving the order of the built environment in accordance with the order 

of the cosmos not only placed traditional man in the cosmos, but also guaranteed him a sane 

and balanced life. 
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II IIV EN 

CONCLUSION AND PROPOSALS FOR FUTURE 

RESEARCH 

In the previous chapters of this thesis, we have followed the traditionalist approach 

to re-create Mamlük attitudes towards both esoteric and exoteric aspects of religion, the 

sciences, their crafts and buildings, their understanding of architectural conception, and the 

symbolism inherent in the elements and relations they used. This argument culminated in an 

account of a personal visit to one of the landmarks of medieval architecture, the Madrasa 

complex of Sultan Hassan. This madrasa can be considered to sum up the whole thesis, not 

in the sense that it is comprehensive in terms of the elements and relations of the Mamlük 

period, but rather in its comprehensiveness in the esoteric flow of ideas manifested in the 

form of the building down to the smallest detail incorporated in its design. 

Throughout the thesis, questions have been raised about the application of the 

traditionalist approach as a means of gaining an understanding of the truth behind the 

symbolism of the Mamlük period. Some such questions were answered within the process of 

unveiling findings, while others of a more general or speculative nature were not tackled at 

all. This chapter will attempt to sum up the work as a whole while at the same time 

discussing these points. 

11.1 PROBLEMS FACED WHILE RECONSTRUCTING TIIE MAMLÜKTRADITION 

The major goal of this thesis has been to make a "journey" into the Mamlük period: 
a region whose difference from our contemporary world is too great to be easily bridged. Let 

us not deceive ourselves that in that other world we may have perhaps comprehended this or 
that of the many things that have come our way, but we can never have consciously grasped 
the total picture. The reason is that there is a conceptual gap between us and the medieval 
people - it is more than space and time that separates us from that "other" world. It is not 
enough merely to be able to read what they wrote and left behind. In order to comprehend 
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their perceptions, one would have to enter into their traditional environment fully and begin 

to live within their associations. Another reason for saying that we cannot fully grasp and re- 

create in our minds the traditional setting along with its expressive intents, is that we cannot 

completely exclude ourselves from the modern world that we know today. In this modern 

world we live in, we are wont to underestimate the creative value of the unfamiliar and are 

always tempted to do violence to it, to appropriate it, to take it over on our terms into our 

modernistic "intellectual" environment. It seems to be that our age of disquiet no longer 

permits such attempts to disconnect ourselves from our modern eyes; many of us are 
beginning to realize that cultural distance can and should be overcome by means of 

surrendering our senses to it. 

But because this unfamiliar Mamlük world is different from all that one has known 

in our contemporary lives, and because it offers so much that is conceptually strange, it 

brushes us with a momentary remembrance of things long known and long forgotten: those 

intangible realities of our own life. And when this remembrance reaches us from beyond the 

void that separates our world from the other, one asks oneself whether it is not perhaps herein 

that the meaning of all wandering lies - to become aware of the strangeness of the world 

around us and thereby to reawaken our own, forgotten reality. 

When we travel to another place or imagine ourselves in another time, we continue 
to move within ourselves. Perhaps we become a bit wider in our perceptions of the new 

environment, and thus can easily grasp the difference between the things that habit has made 
familiar to us and the newness that now comes our way. The point is, when we travel to 
places similar to ours, we live within a well-defined orbit of associations, we are able to 
understand one another and to make ourselves understood through those associations as if 
through a common "language". The existence of such a language is an advantage 
undoubtedly; but like all advantages that stem from habit, this one is a disadvantage as well, 
for sometimes we find that we are wrapped up and lulled by it into a laziness of the heart to 
an extent that it has made us forget the tightrope-walk of our earlier, more creative times - 
that reaching out after intangible realities. In those earlier days, they would perhaps have been 
called "intangible possibilities". Medieval travellers such as Ibn Baitüta and Ibn Khaldün 
who went out in search for them were always seeking only the innermost spring of their own 
lives. We late-comers are also seeking our own lives but we are obsessed by the desire to 
secure our own life before it unfolds itself. By the adoption of the traditionalist approach, I 
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believe we have been able to succeed in resolving at least some of our modernistic affective 

and mental barriers, and in loosening the "knots" of the heart. 

This approach, based on the understanding of the available traditional sciences to the 

Maminks in both their inner and outer dimensions, has enabled a re-creation of the attitudes 

towards the processes of creating medieval artifacts. In this way, we have been able to arrive 

to a more realistic interpretation of Mamlük art and architecture. Using the same approach, 

we have been able to unveil the hidden symbolism inherent in their religious architecture. 

11.2 THE PROCESS OF CREATION OF A TRADITIONAL SACRED MODEL: A 

PROTOTYPE 

We saw in Chapter Seven that Muslim traditional sacred art is not only a spiritual 

expression but is also informed by ideal beauty. We have proven that bare utility is not, and 

cannot be a form of religious art. Nor has traditional art and architecture as such a merely 

informative value confined to its explicit external meaning (dhdhir). That is why traditional 

forms are not produced through an empirical determination, but rather designed as far as 

possible according to a metaphysical tradition conforming to the Divine Order. It follows that 

a member of a traditional society - or the modern viewer for that matter - cannot rationally 

enjoy any of these specific arts without the recognition of the metaphysical principles upon 

which they are based, for objects can only be enjoyed in proportion to their intelligibility, that 

is functionally - both materially and spiritually - and not merely in utilitarian terms. 

Furthermore, as was shown in Chapters Eight, Nine, and Ten, in traditional art and 
architecture the user or viewer could not have differentiated between what the artefact was 
and what it signified. For example, the shape of a portal whether trefoil or a single pointed 
arch did not change its significance in the eyes of the user, for he knew what a portal 
symbolized and knew how to comprehend it accordingly. In Safi terms it is the "eye of the 
heart" which sees both functions. From this, it is evident that there is an inseverable 

relationship between an esoteric product and a symbolic one. We also found that certain 
restricted groups of themes were adhered to in the Mamlük tradition, generation after 
generation in Cairo, and that technique was controlled by elaborate rules and canons and 
could only be acquired through long years of patient practice through the learning of the 
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SON. It is the historical conditions and the environment that yielded this inheritance of older 

symbolisms and specific sensibilities. As for the Mamlük craftsman who had his art which 
he was expected to practice, this was the means by which he secured a continued 

comprehensibility of his art and its value as communication. 

In Chapter Seven we saw that medieval Islamic art and architecture had their origin 

and formulation in the Universal. That is why the role of this art was to release the spirit 

from all inhibitions of vision; it was then and only then that the Heavens and the earth were 

united in a perfected analogy. This accounts for the fact that no matter how many times one 

visits Mamlük religious buildings, one never fails to feel that the mu`allimtn (architects) and 

the hirafiyyrn (craftsmen) must have been spiritually "touched" by the Divine. In other words, 

one thinks of them as having "visited" the Heavens, and after having seen the forms of Divine 

Origin - for God is "The Fashioner" and "The Designer" (MuSawwir) - "descended" to earth 

and reproduced earthly representations of these sacred models. 

The whole process of the creation of a prototype can be explained as a cycle of 
influencing and influenced, both initiated and ending with the Süfi's quest for transcendence. 

We saw in Chapter Two that the kfi achieves this spiritual transcendence through a journey 

of "ascent"; this is referred to as the "journey of spiritual maturity" and is carried out after 
the maturity of the physical body has been gained. In this journey, he learns about Divine 

Wisdom, is given Direct Knowledge, and thus sees the Truth in everything; i. e., he sees the 

external as well as the internal meanings in any object. It is a sort of transparency that can 

at times appear to be illogical when debated through a materialistic, or modernistic 
perspective. Having witnessed the phenomena in the Heavens and having also seen the Divine 

prototypes', he "descends" having achieved his spiritual maturity to become a shaykh fit to 
transmit this knowledge to a group of disciples. Some of these disciples, always described as 
a "putty" in the hands of their master, were affiliated to both these Safi iarfgas and the 
different crafts, which could be described as an informal guild as seen earlier in Chapter Six. 
Having been "fed" by their master with his visions and experiences of his journey, the 
disciples formed not only a set of canonical rules to be followed, but a repertory of elements 
and relations that remained as memories residing in the craftsman's brain. (Fig. 11.1) 

Such as the seven Ka'bas, palaces, rivers, springs, orchards, gardens, and other forms of Paradise. 
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When assigned the task of producing a work of art or a more ambitious task such as 

a religious building, craftsmen and designers applied the canons and drew from this repertory. 
This process was based on the ultimate desire to emulate the sacred models and accordingly 

produced earthly representations in a broad sense. Each of these spiritually aware Wi 

craftsmen with his own views, capabilities, and imagination sought to come as close as 

possible to these ideal Divine models. Thus, the tradition was fed from these attempts to 

reach the perfection of the sacred representations and in turn influenced those craftsmen and 
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designers who had really never been touched by, any direct personal spiritual experience. The 

Heavenly sacred was transmitted to the earthly privileged (the Mamlük kfis who saw an 

internal as well as an external reality in every object); they in turn influenced the tradition 

which consequently influenced the earthly unprivileged (every craftsman, designer, or 

member of the society who saw only an external reality in things). 

This view of the traditional process of design and of the development of prototypes 

answers many of the questions that are raised when dealing with the traditionalist approach. 

The most important of these is whether there is the need for every contributor in a tradition - 

I mean designer, user, and viewer as they are all equally important - to be a spiritually aware 

individual, one who sees the Truth inherent in forms, and is in a very large degree 

intellectual, educated in the outer and inner realities of forms, aware of the existence of 

Spiritual Stations and Archetypes, ... etc. Of course if anyone claims this, it would be both 

incredible and unnecessary at the same time. 

It is true that historically speaking the chronicles and treatises that deal with the 

Mamlük period in Cairo emphasize time and time again the spread of Sufism among the 

sultan, emtrs, 'Mama', and the populace; accordingly, this would account for a very large 

percentage of the craftsmen having been Suffs themselves (as discussed in Chapter Six). 

Moreover, Sufism spread implicitly to imbue the entire members of the guild corporations 

through the system of apprenticeship. But the vertical transmission of Divine Knowledge 

through the Sufi journey to the Heavens, followed by the horizontal transmission of earthly 

to earthly through traditional apprenticeship resulted in the spiritually aware craftsman passing 

over the revealed information to the other members of the craft who were not necessarily 

spiritually awakened. This furthermore explains how after the establishment of a new method 

of dealing with a design issue, it becomes part of the tradition - not only that, it becomes the 

only proper way to deal with it. At this stage the artefact ceases to be a representation of its 

sacred counterpart, or prototype, and instead acquires a quality wholly self contained, implicit 

within itself. This can be called the stage of maturity. When the traditional artefact reaches 
it, it takes its place as an "original"', genuine, and trustworthy contribution to the tradition 
and consequently becomes valid to use again. 

' Coomaraswamy, says that: "... It should be enough to say that when there is realization, when the themes 
are felt and art lives, it is of no moment whether or not the themes are new or old. " Sec full argument in Ananda 
K. Coomaraswamy, The Transformation of Nature in Art, Dover Publications, New York, 1934, Pp. 34-35. 
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It does not strike me as incongruous to read in the "Mugaddimah" of Ibn Khaldün that 

an unlettered member of the Mam15k populace was quoting the verses of al-Mutanabbi' (a 

great Arabian poet who lived in the tenth-century A. D. ); certainly not as incongruous as it 

would be to hear a contemporary Egyptian quoting any modern "intellectual". For very wide 

segments of the uneducated and even illiterate medieval Muslims shared consciously and daily 

in the cultural achievements of their past; just as in this example of a simple man who has 

called to mind an appropriate verse of al-Mutanabbi to illustrate a situation of which he was 

a witness. By following similar incidents quoted by Ibn Khaldün we find that many a ragged 

person without schooling carried in his memory innumerable verses of other famous poets 

and have been heard to weave them with evident enjoyment into everyday conversation. These 

people knew the implicit beauty of these verses by intuition. 

It follows by analogy that the general contributor to the tradition will be partly aware 

of the spiritual dimension implicit in things, or of certain applications that arise with the limits 

and rules of his craft through his intuition. These rules would enable him to design and 

construct a building without its being necessary for him to know the ultimate significance of 

each of the symbols he would be working with, as long as he believed in what the tradition 

dictates. Since it was tradition that transmitted the sacred models and the working rules, it 

thereby guaranteed the spiritual validity of the forms throughout time. In fact, tradition has 

within itself a secret force which is communicated to an entire civilization and determines 

even arts and crafts the immediate objects of which include nothing particularly sacred. This 

force creates the "style" of a traditional civilization. This does not diminish the uniqueness 

and individuality of the forms in traditional architecture, on the contrary, it is the meaning 
in eternity that is the fundamental ingredient to the success of that architecture. 

Another question arises at this stage: if there were canons to be followed and elements 

and relations derived from these sacred models that created such a "style", how is it that 

A simple man of the streets was heard to quote al-Matanabbi the famous tenth-century poet who recited the 
following verses which were related to the fourteenth-century Mamlük suliän: 

I met him when his gleaming sword was sheathed, 
I saw him when it streamed with blood, 
And always found him best of all mankind: 
But best of all In him was still his noble mind... 

I Such as water carriers in bazaars and soldiers in outlying frontier posts. 
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tradition is always associated with a vibrant spontaneity and intuition? We do know for a fact 

that there is a large variety of examples solving building details and structural problems in 

Mamink monuments - such as zones of transition in domes and minarets to name but two. 

Actually, this does not contradict the "eternal prototypes" mentioned above as traditional 

spontaneity and intuition were above the canons, and above the rules. The liberated kfi saw 

himself in a state of grace (that is why he is called wall) and thus, free to act without 

deliberation as to duty. We have to remember that for the Sufis, the following of explicit 

orthodox canons was never a strong point, they were notorious for the exemptions and 

allowances that they permitted themselves. If we think in Sufi terms and try to put ourselves 

in their position as best as we can, we will find that there is no distinction between self and 

non-self. That is to say that they were very far from achieving any egotistical glory as they 

believed that they were far from perfection. God is the Supreme Designer (MuSawwir) and 

the word "creation" is His alone', they were not "creating" buildings or artifacts, but simply 

following His Guidance through the emulation of the sacred models. At the same time, within 

the requirements of each prototype they were spontaneous in devising the best methods to 

"materialize" them into their art and architecture. 

Working within this framework of understanding, it was inconceivable for them to 

think in our modern terms that they were "innovating" or involved in a process of "creation" 

to outshine others in earthly terms. They would definitely have taken pride in solving a 

certain building problem in a more adequate way than others had previously attempted, but 

the main issue should never be forgotten: they were spontaneous and intuitive in the variables 

(the elements) and not the constants (the relations). For example, as we have seen in Chapters 

Eight, Nine, and Ten, there is hardly a medieval Muslim portal that does not point to the 

vertical, nor a minaret that does not accelerate vision upwards, for these were the constant 
inherited forms. They saw no innovation in a circular, or octagonal Satin as opposed to the 

conventional quadrangular one, nor could they conceive a prayer hall without a mihrdb or one 

with say six niches. Yet, what the minarets, portals, mihirdbs, or flooring of a Sabin were 

made of, which materials were used, or whether a certain decoration was applied or another, 
these were the variables that were left to the spontaneity and intuition of the team consisting 
of the mu`allem and his craftsmen. They allowed their imagination to flow in such a way that 

1 The very concept of "creation" is a religiously loaded word having the meaning of manifestation, procession, 
expression or basically as Coomaraswamy puts it "the coming to be". depending on mediate causes. In our case it is Allah the Almighty. 
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hundreds of different portals, minarets, domes, ... etc., were created with equal impact 

resulting from different architectural treatments. ' 

Another point which is related to "innovation" is the notion of "perfection" and 

"decline" in any historical period. We find that there are instances within any period where 

a certain craft reaches its zenith and is usually referred to as the "time where that craft 

reaches perfection". On the other hand, other periods are described as those of decline. The 

point I want to turn to is not the historical reasons behind the decline and rise of a certain 

craft, but rather the implication for the user in either case. It is not worthwhile to labour 

through a discussion arguing how the user would conceive an element when the craft was at 

its height, because it is obvious that the workman's first concern then was the good of the 

work - hence, the product did its job, the symbol was expressed adequately, and the message 

conveyed to the user. The more tricky part is whether the same element produced in a time 

of decline would still convey the same message to the user. Actually, since the element was 

never the designer's invention to start with, but was inherited, the user would still recognize 

and understand it through its imperfect embodiment; it could still evoke a true experience, 

for the viewer will use his own imagination and intuition to supply himself with what is 

lacking in the element. 

The other pressing question which is a corollary to the last point is the matter of 

foreign influence. This is something the historical approach relies upon intensely, and which 

historians often regard as the key towards the understanding of physical forms and 

"innovations" of "style". I will discuss this point by taking the Islamic traditional sciences as 

an analogy to architecture. To the Muslims, acquisition of scientific notions and methods was 

never considered as imitation or borrowing: and certainly not in the case of a people whose 
faith commands them to search for knowledge wherever it is to be found. Science, to them, 

was considered to be neither western nor eastern, for all scientific discoveries are only links 

in an unending chain of intellectual endeavour which embraces mankind as a whole .2 Every 

' For example as we mentioned earlier, all portals lead vision upwards and all are recessed from the less holy 
street to the inner more holy religious building yet, none is an identical copy of another one. This reflects clearly 
the Muslim ideals of equality of mankind but not its similarity. 

2 Of course there are times when one nation, is able to contribute more to the general fund of knowledge: but 
in the long run the process is shared, and legitimately so, by all. In medieval times, the Muslim civilization 
transmitted to the west many technological inventions, and the principles of the "scientific method" on which 
modern science and civilization are built. Nevertheless, Jäbir Ibn fIayyan's fundamental discoveries in chemistry did not make chemistry an Arabian science: nor can algebra and trigonometry be described as Muslim sciences, 
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scientist builds on the foundations supplied by his predecessors, be they of his own nation or 

of another; and the process of building, correcting and improving goes on and on, from man 

to man, from age to age, from civilization to civilization: so that the scientific achievements 

of a particular age or tradition can never be said to belong to it alone. 

If, therefore, the Muslims adopted, as adopted they did, foreign methods in science 

and technology, they did no more than follow the evolutionary instinct which causes men to 

avail themselves of other men's experiences. But these traditional Muslims did not adopt 

western or eastern forms of life, manners, customs, or social ideals that were contradictory 

to their traditional ethics because they knew that they would not gain thereby: for what the 

West or the East could give them in this respect would not be superior to what their own 

tradition had given them and to what their own faith pointed the way. The traditional Muslims 

accepted progress in the art of building as in the sciences as a means and not an end in itself. 

Similarly, western and eastern goods that are mentioned by medieval historians to 

having flooded the Cairene bazaars and sags (markets), do not appear to have taken the form 

of "intruders" among the traditional products; rather their utility had given them a natural 

place of their own. With their wide-awake sense of reality, the traditional community seemed 

to take easily to all these new things which but yesterday had been beyond their ken, and to 

make them their own without betraying their old selves. Likewise, the adoption of 

architectural devices and elements from other regions - even re-used material from other 

religious buildings - such as columns and lintels from Ancient Egyptian temples', Roman 

temples', and pillaged Christian churches' hardly seem alien in the ensemble of the building. 

The overall spirit is much stronger in itself than the constituents of each element seen 

individually; it is not the capitals or lintels that give the notion of Islam, but the manner by 

which they are used. These elements were appropriated to fit their needs and beliefs. If they 

although the one was evolved by al-KhawärizmT and the other by al-Baiiäni, both of whom were Muslims: just 
as one cannot speak of an English theory of gravity, although the man who formulated it was an Englishman. All 
such achievements are the common property of the human race. 

' Such as the columns of the maq ara of the Mosque of al-Nä it Muhammad in the Citadel, in the threshold 
and lintels of the Mosque and Khanqah of Sheykhü, and the threshold of the Khanqah of Baybars al-Jishankir. 

I Most of the Mamlük hypostyle mosques, such as those of the Mosque of al-Märidänt, the Mosque of al- 
Nä it Muhammad, the Mosque of Aqsunqur, and the Mosque of al-l5hähir Baybars. 

' Such as the portal of the Madrasa of al-NHir Muhammad Ibn Qaläwün in al-Nahhäsin, which belonged to 
a church in Akra and was transported to Cairo by the officer in charge of the buildings of Suliän Qaläwün in 1291 
A. D. 
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proved incompatible they were refuted; if they proved successful they were adopted and soon 

found a place in the tradition - this is the process of traditionalization. l It was by absorption 

and organic change that the traditional society was externally "influenced" yet retained its own 

inner identity. 

To return to the essence of the conception of a work of traditional sacred art, we have 

found that Balirl Mamlük religious buildings were outwardly designed to be used, and 

inwardly to delight the spirit as well as the reason. The necessity that the soul should be 

already prepared for this liberation, the requirement of self-identification with the ultimate 

theme, on the part of both designer and spectator, were prerequisites to visualization in the 

first instance, and reproduction of the prototype in the second. Finally, the conception of ideal 

beauty was unconditioned by natural affections, indivisible, and indistinguishable from Divine 

Knowledge - all these characteristics of the theory have been demonstrated in the last four 

chapters and have been found to have had their logical connection with the predominant 

trends of Mamlük Islamic thought. 

All the evidence is that the purpose of all sacred art is to confront man with a 

symbolic representation, a prototype, reflecting Divine Perfection which he is seeking to bring 

from virtuality to actuality; and the particular art that is our theme - religious architecture - 
is all the more operatively effective in that it gives man a setting which he can physically 

enter and by which he can be surrounded. In making him conscious of the dimensions of 
holiness which he has acquired within himself through his belief, architecture offers him its 

own various aspects as prolongations of those dimensions. From being merely an object 

outside him, it thus becomes one with the subject. The mu`allem was actually reconstructing 
the world by means of a process which imitated the process of universal manifestation. As 
God caused the cosmos to "Be" and ordered order to come out of chaos, so is the laying out 

of a plan of a mosque which transforms an indifferent, less sacred space into an ordered, 

more holy place. These considerations clearly apply to all sacred Mamlük monuments which 
are places of worship, whether mosques, madrasas, or khanqahs. To be within any such 
building is to wear a majestic robe of sanctity which is both a challenge and an injunction to 
the soul to make itself, by spiritual growth, adequate to this investiture, that is, adequate to 
the magnitude which was willed by Heaven for man at his creation. 

1 See the process of traditionalization discussed in Chapter One. 
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11.3 BENEFITS OF THE TRADITIONALIST APPROACH VS. THE PURELY 

HISTORICAL 

The traditionalist approach adopted in this thesis has allowed us to arrive at 
interpretations and understandings of the raison d'etre of several elements and relations found 

in Mamlük religious architecture. These have been otherwise either ignored or attributed to 

aesthetic, structural, or climatic purposes when no utilitarian reasons could be found by using 

the otherwise purely historical approach. The reason, as stated in Chapter One, is that the 

historical approach relies only on written evidence that has come down to us through the ages 

and disregards any orally transmitted knowledge - which is one of the bases on which the 

traditionalist approach operates. We have seen that Sufism is an extremely rich and fertile 

source of Islamic interpretation which is almost entirely based on oral transmission. It is very 

seldom that we find Sufi shaykhs who have written about Sufism as such, let alone the 

symbolism of tafism. The reason is that the very essence of the larlgas as we mentioned in 

Chapter Two is based on disciples (mur(din) who learn from their master (shaykh al-larlgah) 
by watching him, listening to him, and practising in front of him. In such a method of 
"apprenticeship", there is no need or place for learning from a book, and this explains the 

scarcity of manuscripts. But as we also mentioned in Chapter Two, this scarcity of textual 

evidence should not lead to our dismissal of such a major influence in the history of Islam 

as the evidence of its impact is found in the art and architecture that has come down to us. 

Examples of the benefits resulting from the use of the traditionalist approach have 
been crystallized in Chapters Eight, Nine, and Ten. For instance, we have seen that historians 
have concluded that any water fountain present in a Sabin is for ablutions (even though there 
is no written evidence for it). On the other hand when some wagf documents state that the 
central water fountain was not used for ablutions, and that specific areas were built for that 
function outside the mosque proper or near the entrance, then historians have inclined to 
attribute the fountain to aesthetic requirements. We saw in Chapter Eight that the traditionalist 
approach allows us to penetrate beyond the limitations of utilitarian or aesthetic interpretations 
into the symbolic domain to arrive at the inner meanings behind these octagonal fountains 
which relate to the Throne of Allah, and to water which is closely tied to the process of 
Creation, and to Paradise. Likewise, the division of the sections of a minaret or the interior 
transition of the parts of a mausoleum are attributed by the historical approach either to style 
or to structural needs, but the traditionalist approach has allowed us to find that this sequence 
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of geometrical transformations was spiritually functional following a cosmological model as 

well as meeting structural demands. Not only that, but that when the structural solution used 

did not fulfil the spiritual function, new elements had to be devised to remedy the deficiencies 

of the utilitarian solution. An example of this is the introduction of the octagonal cantilevered 

wooden frame in the zone of transition of domes, from square to circle, using stalactites. 

Similar cases that demanded better explanations than these offered by the historical approach 

are: minarets that were built and not used for the call to prayer for several centuries; crestings 

that were persistently designed to create voids that were replicas of the solid parts; courtyard 

floors that reproduce garden patterns; and many other elements and relations that have been 

shown to carry symbolic meanings that surpass their basic utilitarian purpose. 

These findings, along with the other examples that have been discussed in the last 

three chapters, clearly indicate that the interpretations of the traditionalist approach overlaid 

upon those of the historical approach complete one another. But, the possibility of a 

comprehensive understanding of Islamic architecture through this approach can be achieved 

only if scholars come to terms with the reality that all traditional knowledge is composed of 

the union of the qualitative and the quantitative, the esoteric and the exoteric. Without this 

union there is no Truth (Raqrqah) as there is no reality in a man made only of body (jism) 

but without spirit (rvh) or soul (nafs). God says: "When I have fashioned him (in due 

proportion) and breathed into him of My Spirit... "', which clearly implies that there is both 

a physical and spiritual dimension to creation. The same dimensions are to be found in 

Islamic religious architecture - at least of the Baliri Mamlük period. 

11.4 RELEVANCE TO CONTEMPORARY MOSQUE ARCHITECTURE 

If we can agree that the traditionalist approach is the key to a better and fuller 

understanding of medieval religious buildings, then how - if at all - could this have 
implications for today's contemporary mosque architecture? To answer this question 
realistically, one has first to examine the process by which a contemporary "sacred" product 
is produced; second, ask how it is related to the belief of the people; and third, discover the 
symbolism inherent in this process - if any such thing exists. 

1 Qur'än: 15/29. 
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Nowadays, the Safi shaykh is absent from the design process and the canons of sacred 

architecture are lost. The production of sacred architecture has been exploited by architects 

who are arbitrarily experimenting here and there. We saw in Chapter One that some have 

relied on the external copying of elements from traditional forms and mixed them together 

eclectically to create new compositions. Others have resorted to twentieth-century Western 

styles - Modern or Post-Modern - while at the same time throwing hints of distorted 

traditional elements into their compositions'. Neither of these two trends is successful and 

both do an injustice to the Islamic heritage. As a result of these two approaches to the design 

of contemporary religious buildings, we find that there is no relation between Muslim belief 

and the artefact. 

Today, due to the alienation of the context that we live in, the tradition is dead. The 

contemporary designer is unaware of the symbolism inherent in the traditional forms he is 

copying and using arbitrarily, and so are the user and the viewer. Although tüfism is alive 

in many rural and urban parts of Egypt2, it is not approved by the "formal" government 

representatives such as the Azhar, or Ministry of the Awgaf, or Dar al-Iftä". The religiously 

educated part of the society looks down on SGfis, likening them to charlatans or madmen 

(majadhtb which is the same word that was used to describe the intoxicated strand of kfis 

in medieval times). The reason for this is that much of Sufism today in Egypt has become a 

means by which idle people make a living by convincing the society that they are touched by 

the Divine and attribute karamat4 to themselves - which is more of a "miracle" than they 

seem to understand'. 

' For example by using pointed arches that are inverted with their point facing the earth, or by using semi- 
circular forms for miiirabs and arches, or minarets that change sections from octagon to square disregarding any 
cosmological implications 

... etc. 

2 In the rural parts, it is spread from the Delta to Upper Egypt and Nubia; while in the urban parts there are 
entire cities such as 'Tanta whose economic base relies on Süfi festivities such as the Mawlid (literally birthday) 
of Sayyed al-Badawi one of the awlryd'. 

s The "Azhar" is the oldest University teaching Islamic Sciences in the Muslim world, it was established over 
one thousand years ago; the Ministry of Awgäf is in charge of the implementation of wagf endowments; while 
Dar al-Iftä' is an organization in charge of passing decrees on matters related to the Sharra. 

" Kardmdt or baraka as discussed in Chapter Two, are literally interpreted as blessings from God that are 
bestowed on chosen people. Examples of such blessings are: going from place to place without physically moving, 
walking on water, being fed without buying any food, 

... etc. 

I Those who know that the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) said that the time of miracles has 
ended, realize that contemporary kfis claiming such kardmat must be charlatans. 
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To reintroduce traditional symbolism into a modernized society that only sees and 
believes in an empirically two-dimensional existence, it would first be necessary to re-educate 

the people into understanding their true Muslim dual nature: that, as the Qur'än says, man 
is part physical (clhähir) and part spiritual (rah and nafs). God says in the Qur'An that when 

one asks about the spirit, say "The Spirit (comes) by command of my Lord: of Knowledge it 

is only a little that is given to you, (0 mankind)", meaning it is beyond man's 

comprehension, it is not physical and will never be accounted for in terms of "modern" 

quantitative science. By acknowledging the fact that man is created a balanced human being 

with both inner and outer attributes, it would then follow that his entire existence should 

follow this pattern, and that whatever he produces should bare these attributes. The lessons 

we have learnt by analysing cases from the medieval past would be inestimable to the 

contemporary Muslim architect in reconstructing his identity, but only once he had arrived 

at the conviction that existence is three-dimensionally qualitative as well as quantitative. The 

problem lies in the fact that this so-called "modern man" believes that adopting a conviction 

of the reality of the immaterial means launching mankind back into chaos and the primitive. 
We have indeed found that medieval life cannot by any means be characterized as 
"primitive". To be sure, it was unruly, full of contradictions, of "obscure" ideas2, and prone 

to a degree of superstition: all the same it was a mature, developed, and slowly changing 

traditional continuum as opposed to our abruptly transformed modern society. Unlike our 

modern times, this medieval tradition showed man not merely how to feel, but also how to 
live rightly. 

I believe that with an instinctive feeling of having been somehow let down by this 
religious life, modern Muslims have over the centuries lost all real faith in their tradition. 
With the loss of this faith, they have lost the conviction that the universe is an expression of 
One Mind and thus forms one organic whole; and because this is lost, they are now living 
in a spiritual and moral vacuum. 

The problem of contemporary architecture in an Islamic society has been aggravated 
by the use of new techniques of construction and new building materials which have freed the 
architect from the constraints that traditional materials imposed on him in the past. This 
freedom has offered the modern architect possibilities that are difficult to resist, but it cut him 

1 Qur'än: 17/85. 

2 "Obscure" to our modern contemporary eyes. 
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off from the benefits of the accumulated experience of the generations that had crystallized 

into a tradition. In such circumstances, the contemporary Muslim architect should have 

exercised his creative genius and his artistic sensitivity to create new forms that suit the new 

materials without losing touch with the established tradition, preserving the implicit and not 

overlooking the spiritual and social virtues and the cultural values of the past. ' I strongly 

believe that antiquating the traditional standards of reference without creating comprehensive 

substitutes would mean launching man back into chaos. We cannot repeat what was adequate 

six or seven centuries ago in our present time because our needs as well as our technical 

knowledge and skills have changed. Had the Islamic tradition evolved to our present time, 

it would have been completely different from what we have seen it to be in medieval times. 

Nowadays, to remedy this situation, while realizing that the role of the 80fi shaykh 

and the living canons of sacred architecture are lost, the contemporary architect has to learn 

from the examination of traditional mosques to sort out the features that are common amongst 

them and could not have come about by chance. By maintaining a conscious awareness and 

intention, he could try to rediscover the canons that governed them, and respect them in his 

new designs. If he cannot do that, let him then at least respect what is constant in form and 

design and not change it by a combination of eclecticism and ignorance. 

We have found that the soul of tradition corresponds to the communion of man with 

the Divine forms and phenomena which incarnate eternal wisdom (hikmah). This wisdom has 

materialized in the artistic forms of the traditional Mamlük epoch as well as other periods that 

are waiting to be examined. All that the contemporary architect has to remember is that this 

wisdom does not belong just to the past, it belongs to all times. It is present today as it was 

yesterday, and can be realized by anyone who desires it with sincere intent. I believe that an 

architect is in a unique position to revive the Egyptian's faith in his own culture. If, as an 

authoritative critic, he shows what is admirable in traditional forms, and even goes so far as 

to use them himself, then the community of users and clients will at once begin to look on 

their own products with pride. What was formerly ignored or labelled old fashioned would 
become suddenly something to be proud of, and moreover, something that the Cairene could 
boast about knowingly! 

' Some contemporary Muslim architects such as 'Abd al-fialim Ibrähim, 'Abd al-Wähid al-Wake, and RAsim 
Badrän, having realized this cultural and architectural crisis and have accordingly implemented such traditionalist 
ideas to their designs. The problem is that the society is ignorant, unaware, and uneducated in their own 
traditional heritage and hence their architecture does not communicate its implicit psycho-spiritual meanings because it cannot communicate with the users - because they do not know their tradition. 
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11.5 SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER WORK 

From this perspective, several points need to be further investigated: some regarding 

the traditional buildings of past periods within the Islamic history of Egypt, others regarding 

contemporary architects' understanding of medieval Islamic architecture and the possibility 

of arriving at feasible guidelines for mosque design. 

Concerning traditional Mamluk architecture, I believe that although the overall 

examination of Bari Mamink mosques, madrasas, and khanqahs on the level of elements and 

relationships has yielded a deeper dimension to their meaning. No doubt we could find more 

evidence by pursuing the analysis and examination - using the same approach - on a smaller 

scale, for example in the epigraphic bands, decoration, woodwork, and stucco motifs. 

I also believe that more research on the available Mamlük $üfi poetry, such as that 

of Ibn al-Färid', might help to give us a lead on the specific Süfi ideas that were circulating 

in Mamiük society. This would help achieve a better understanding of the extent of the 

influence of Sufism on the Mamlük period, not only through the visual arts, but through 

literature as well, and to focus on specific Sufi issues rather than a general and broad 

viewpoint as adopted here. 

It would likewise be advisable to analyze other Baliri Mamlük buildings in the same 

manner that we have presented the case of the complex of Suliän Hassan; he., in terms of 

spatio-temporal visits. This would further demonstrate that this particular chosen Madrasa is 

not a special case, but simply one of the more elaborate examples within the Baiiri Mamlük 

tradition. 

Furthermore, it would be very helpful and interesting to test the traditionalist 

approach on other periods in the history of Islam that shared both esoteric as well as exoteric 
dimensions of interpretation - such as the Shrite Fatimid period, and the Sunnt Ottoman 

period in Cairo. If compatible results appeared, these would raise the question of what caused 
these similarities, whether it was the common medieval belief in Islamic esoterism, or 
whether it was the Shiite influences that were precipitated into the Sunnt Ayyubid and 
Mamldk tradition which in turn, were later to be inherited by the Ottomans. 

'We mentioned in Chapter two how Ibn al-Färid was a key figure amongst the influential WIt shaykhs in the Mamlük period. 
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On the other hand, there is a vital need to evaluate contemporary mosque architecture 

in Cairo as well as the Muslim world to make the public, as well as the designers, more 

aware of the symbolic void that contemporary architects have thrust onto Muslim society in 

the name of the modern and post-modern Islamic style. 

Finally, there is a need to examine the possibility of incorporating traditional 

understandings of local Cairene forms in contemporary designs of mosque architecture. This 

should not be prompted by a sentimental desire to keep some souvenir of our past, but to 

restore to the Egyptians their Islamic heritage of a vigorous locally-inspired building tradition, 

involving the active co-operation of informed clients and users and skilled craftsmen. The 

notion that all the community's problems can be solved by importing modernistic planning 

principles to building is a fallacy. What is required is neither faked tradition nor faked 

modernity, but an architecture that will be the visible and permanent expression of the 

character of a community. This suggests finding a new architecture, a "bridge" that would 

connect traditional Islamic architecture with contemporary twentieth-century architecture. This 

would provide a solid and visible link between these two architectures in the shape of 

relationships or features, common to both, in which the Egyptians could find a familiar point 

of reference from which to enlarge their understanding of the new, and which the architect 

could use to test his own work's truth to the people, to the place, and to the principles of 
Islam. 
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